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A childish young lady in a novel who, relying solely on her connections, takes the position of heir only to be brutally killed by the protagonist.

And suddenly, I've possessed the guy who gets killed alongside her while trying to protect her.

I was planning to cut ties with this woman quickly and ride the protagonist's coattails, but... somehow this young lady seems rather obsessed with me?


Ch.1 - Servant and Princess 1
"Princess, quickly this way!"

"Huff... huff... huff... huff..."

A woman running desperately down the corridor with a man guarding her side.

Under the protection of a man with blue hair and blue eyes, the princess with black hair and red eyes was moving her legs with all her might, trying somehow to survive while gripped by terror.

However...

"Ugh!..."

A group of people appeared before them as they fled frantically.
People heavily armed with armor and swords.
Among them, a woman in a white robe slowly walked forward.

Someone the princess knew all too well. But... someone she absolutely did not want to face at this moment.
A woman with silvery shining hair and blood-red eyes.

The moment she saw her, the princess felt that everything was over and called out to her with a trembling voice.

"S-sister..."

Looking at the woman before her eyes.
The princess stepped back in fear as she faced her blood sister.

Her sister approaching slowly with a sword wrapped in mana, burning with red light...

Beside her sister stood her fiancé, whom she had always liked.

"L-Lord Count... how... how could you..."

"I'm sorry, Princess. It is truly regrettable that it has come to this."

With those words, he naturally kissed the fingertips of her sister...
Seeing that sight, which gave her an even greater shock than her sword-wielding sister, tears of despair and anger began to flow from her eyes.

"Don't blame me too much. This is all your own doing."

Her sister showed a cold smile on her lips while flashing her red eyes filled with hatred.
Her sister, wrapped in tremendous mana, emanating a killing intent that felt as if she had crawled out of hell like the grim reaper.

At that moment.

"!..."

"..."

The guard blocked her sister's path with his sword.
Looking at him, her sister momentarily lost her composure and said to him.

"I didn't want it to end like this..."

"I'm sorry, teacher. But even if the whole world turns against her, I cannot abandon this person."

"...That is truly regrettable."

The man answered firmly to her sister's words.
At this, her sister made an expression of genuine regret as she gripped two swords in both hands.

A person trying to protect her until the end in a situation with absolutely no chance of winning.
Looking at him, the princess began to feel deep regret once again.

'Why did I only realize it now? Why... only at a moment like this...'

She began to sink into sadness, recalling the past.
And before her eyes, that man swung his sword.

That person fighting with all his might.
However, his moment of giving his all did not last very long.

"Gaaack!"

The sight of him dying with a sword pierced through his heart.
Watching that man collapse before her eyes, her sister spoke with a voice tinged with sadness.

"That's why... that's why I told you. Don't push yourself against an opponent you can't defeat..."

That person's life fading away as he listened to her sister's words.
But at that moment, his gaze was directed neither at her sister nor at the sword piercing his heart.

The only person he was looking at was one person.
Only the princess who was trembling as she looked at him.

Even as his own life was fading away, his eyes were filled only with feelings of regret toward the princess.

"N-no. No..."

The princess was suddenly gripped by a profound sadness she had never felt before.

She wanted to save him right now if she could, but there was no way she could take such action in her current state.

And so...
The body of that man who had tried to protect her grew cold, and seeing this, the princess collapsed in despair and sorrow.

Meanwhile, looking at the person whose life she had taken with her own hands, her sister quietly spoke in a desolate voice.

"I didn't want... to give you this kind of end."

With those final words, her sister withdrew the emotion of compassion from her face.
Then, raising her sword, she spoke to her sister before her in an utterly cold voice.

Unlike when she had just cut down the guard, there was no feeling of regret whatsoever.
All that was contained within was fierce hatred and hostility, nothing more.

"Now, I'll take back what you stole. My beloved sister."

With those final words...

-Slash!-

Her sister's sword cut across her throat.

"Ah...ah..."

The terrible pain she felt at that moment.
As she saw the whole world turning red with the pain of flesh being seared by flames, she collapsed.

Her breathing grew shallow and her consciousness began to fade.
She felt a warm yet sticky sensation on her skin, but at the same time, she could feel her entire body growing cold.

The sensation of life extinguishing like a candle.
Along with it came pain, despair, and regret.

Caught in such terrible and complex emotions, her body began to sink into a sea of blood.

'I shouldn't... have done that...'

At that moment, what flashed through her mind was the image of her father looking at her with an expression full of joy.
The moment when he had placed his expectations on her and tried to pass on everything he had.

'If only I hadn't accepted this position... it wouldn't have come to this...'

She had some awareness herself.
That these gifts she received from her father did not suit her.

The position of duchess
The perfect fiancé
And... the excessive expectations of those around her and her father's overwhelming love.

But for a moment, recalling a small greed and the entreaties of those around her, she accepted them.
And the result ended with her death like this.

'I should have thrown away the successor position... along with that damned fiancé long ago... Ah... I'm sorry, Mother... If I had listened to you then, it wouldn't have come to this...'

Regretting the wrong choices of her thoughtless days.
Recalling the image of that woman who had constantly warned her.
Lamenting herself for taking risks to receive love and attention from those around her.

And... feeling guilt and regret toward that person.
The one who had always tried to protect her by her side.
The one she had failed to notice, caught up in sweet illusions...

She.

The third princess of the dragon nation, the Principality of Dragona, who was to succeed the next ducal position.

Catlena Sophia Dragona met her tragic end at the young age of 21 by her sister's hand.

That would have been the outcome... had things followed their original course.

*

"Somehow I need to change this route before we both end up dead..."

A young boy scrubbing the palace floor on his hands and knees.

A somewhat shabby-looking boy with blue hair and blue eyes.
Xellos Raymond, a servant with that name, muttered in a small voice as he recalled the future events stored in his mind.

Originally, he would become the assistant and bodyguard who would die trying to protect Princess Catlena until the very end.

However, the being inside him now was not just a naive man with such simple loyalty.

Lee Kangseok, an avid reader of the fantasy novel "The White Princess" which was the original work of this world, who, after dying in his previous life, found himself possessing Xellos, a supporting character in the novel.

Originally an ordinary job-seeking veteran, he was now seriously contemplating his future while recognizing the situation he was in.

'What should I do... If things continue like this, I'll definitely end up dead just like in the original work.'

Xellos, a supporting character in the original work and the being he had possessed.

Starting as a servant in the ducal household and eventually rising to a position trusted by the princesses, he ultimately chose to protect his master and secret love, the youngest princess Catlena, until the end.

And the person who killed him was the White Princess, the protagonist of the original work, who also had a personal friendship with Xellos. Despite her persuasion, Xellos ultimately chose to meet his end alongside his master.

From a reader's perspective, it was a noble end befitting the original character of a loyal servant, but Kangseok, who had become Xellos, naturally had no intention of meeting such an end.

'A person should know which side to stand on. There's no point in sticking with someone who's clearly going to fail—you'll only end up hurting yourself. Just like how much money I lost in my previous life because I couldn't cut my losses on cryptocurrency...'

And in the process of trying to recover those losses, he met an unexpected death...

Recalling those bitter memories, Xellos had already made up his mind about cutting his losses.

The current point in time was before he caught the duke's eye and became Catlena's bodyguard.
Specifically, it was 12 years before Xellos and Princess Catlena would be killed by the White Princess, the protagonist of the original work.

At this point, knowing the events that would unfold, there was only one best path for Xellos to choose.

The being who would eventually kill Princess Catlena, who had taken his position, and drive out her father to take over the Principality of Dragona.

The eldest of the three princesses in the principality, the most capable and powerful figure, and the protagonist of the original work.

The White Princess.
Entering the service of Elios Northhelat Dragona would be the best route for Xellos now.

'For that... I need to get out of this floor-scrubbing position as soon as possible...'

Fortunately, knowing the content of the original work by heart, he was well aware of when and how opportunities for advancement would come.

In that series of events, he needed to become involved with Princess Elios, the ultimate victor, rather than Princess Catlena, the loser, and rise under her service.
If he could do that, he could live a comfortable life without dying miserably as in the original work.

'The problem is that event won't happen for another two years... and until then, I have to spend my days scrubbing floors like this.'

Later, he would be evaluated as a trustworthy and rather intelligent figure and be selected by the princesses, eventually rising to the fairly decent position of Princess Catlena's direct assistant.
However, his current status was literally just that of a servant scrubbing the palace floors.

Just a young and powerless being with no trust or presence among the high-ranking individuals.

Until the time came to show his worth, he had no choice but to diligently work hard day by day.

'Sigh... for now, I just need to scrub the floor diligently...'

Just as he was feeling disappointed about his unavoidable reality, it happened.

"Xellos Raymond?"

"! Ah... Madam Steward."

Xellos rose from his position at the sound of the voice.

Before his eyes stood a being dressed in neat formal attire.
However, this being had an appearance that was fundamentally different from humans.

At first glance, it resembled a human female.
However, there was a clearly different characteristic on her body that set her apart from humans.

It was a pair of large blue wings protruding from her back.

A type of demon called a Siren, they were quite common in the Principality of Dragona.

A member of the Siren race who also served as the steward managing the internal affairs of this palace.
Named Serif, she was essentially Xellos's direct superior as a servant.

'Honestly, when I first saw her, it was quite fascinating. But because of her unexpectedly strict personality, now she just reminds me of the drill instructors I saw in the military...'

Thinking this, Xellos rose politely from his position.
Looking at him, Serif showed a somewhat strange expression and said:

"Follow me. The princess is looking for you."

"What? M-me?"

"Yes. She specifically requested you, not anyone else. I don't know why, but be careful how you conduct yourself—you never know what might happen if you're disrespectful."

"Ah. I understand, Madam Steward."

After bowing his head to Serif's words, Xellos followed behind her.

In this unexpected situation, he began to feel both tension and anxiety.

As far as he knew, at this point in time, Xellos was nothing more than a background character who didn't even appear in the original work, and there was no reason for him to be summoned by a princess.

'What's going on? Could it be that I've done something wrong and changed the flow of events... but that's unlikely? There's no way I could cause problems just by cleaning the floor a little differently?'

Worried that some problem might have occurred somewhere without his knowledge, Xellos walked carefully down the corridor, feeling as if he had become a criminal.
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Xellos cautiously moved forward at the mention of the princess's summons.

However, as he walked down the corridor, a sense of anticipation began to bloom in his mind, replacing his initial anxiety.

'Actually, thinking about it, this might not be all bad. Maybe I won't have to spend two years just mopping floors.'

Although he had a somewhat predetermined future, the prospect of spending two years mopping floors, sweeping, and occasionally receiving combat training—essentially going through military service again—was undeniably tedious.

This past week since his transmigration to this supposed fantasy world had felt similar to his first week in basic training when he was Lee Kangseok—which said it all.

Now, hoping that what awaited him was a golden rope rather than a rotten one, Xellos began to feel anticipation about meeting the "princess" who had summoned him.

'Based on the original story, the person who called me is most likely the White Princess... Princess Elios. That must be it, since two years from now, Princess Elios is the one who first recognizes Xellos's abilities and recruits him.'

The thought of possibly seeing Princess Elios in person right now filled Xellos with considerable interest.

Though they resided in the same castle, the places a servant like Xellos could access were naturally limited.

As a result, he hadn't even caught a glimpse of the princesses during the past week. The highest-ranking person he'd interacted with was Serif, who was standing before him now.

With the expectation of meeting a character he'd only read about, he finally arrived at what appeared to be the princess's door.

And then...

*Knock knock knock*

"Yes, come in."

A woman's voice from inside.
The voice was much more elegant than he'd expected, while simultaneously sounding quite young. This made Xellos feel even more nervous and excited.

As the door slowly opened before him, his eyes fell upon a room that seemed rather modest for a princess's quarters.

The room was furnished with antique-looking but not extravagant furniture.

It was a space best described as frugal, though Xellos had somewhat anticipated this.

The fact that the Dragona Principality's ducal family was quite modest was frequently mentioned in the original story.

However, there was someone in the room who defied Xellos's expectations.

A decisive difference that made the room's condition seem completely irrelevant.

The moment he saw that person, Xellos felt as if he'd been hit on the head with a hammer, leaving him momentarily dazed.

'N-no... no, no, no, what... what's going on? This person... why is this woman...?'

Xellos had expected and hoped to see Elios waiting for him.

However, the person sitting before him was completely different from his expectations.

Instead of the 18-year-old Elios with silver hair and red eyes, there was a young girl with black hair and red eyes.

She appeared to be about 9 years old, the same age as Xellos, with a beautiful face that would clearly develop into that of a great beauty in the future.

But beyond her appearance, Xellos suddenly felt an overwhelming desire to leave the room.

Despite never having met her before, Xellos instantly knew who this young princess was.

Her name was...

"This is Princess Catlena Sophia Dragona. Show your respect."

At Serif's words, Xellos knelt and showed his respect despite his mental confusion.

However, his mind was still racing to make sense of the current situation.

Although Catlena was the master that the original Xellos had risked his life to protect, their meeting in the original story had occurred much later.

At this point, two years before the events were supposed to unfold, Catlena shouldn't even know of Xellos's existence.

From this perspective, the fact that Catlena had specifically summoned him here was enough to cause tremendous confusion for Xellos.

'This is strange. This shouldn't be happening... Could there be differences between the original story I know and this world? Or have I fallen into a completely different world that just happens to have similar characters?'

From Xellos's perspective, it felt like he had been walking on a familiar path only to suddenly step on a landmine, and all sorts of thoughts began racing through his mind.

At that moment, the person who had summoned him—the third princess of this country, Princess Catlena Sophia Dragona—spoke with a voice filled with aristocratic dignity.

"Is this child Xellos?"

"Yes, Princess. This is Xellos Raymond, the child you were looking for."

"I see... indeed."

With those words, the princess smiled for some reason.
Then, with an expression of interest, she asked Serif:

"From what I understand, he's been doing menial tasks like floor cleaning, is that correct?"

"Yes, that's right, but..."

Serif answered with a questioning tone to Catlena's inquiry.
Looking at her, the princess's smile grew even more pleased as she said:

"That's perfect. Then I'll take this child from now on."

"What?"

"!???"

Princess Catlena's unexpected statement shocked them both.
Serif voiced her confusion with a single word, to which Catlena responded in a clear voice:

"I said I'll take him. There are plenty of people who clean floors, so it shouldn't be a problem, right?"

"That's true, but... why this person specifically? If you need someone, I can find someone else for you."

"No, that's fine. I want this person. And I've already spoken to Mother about it, so there's no need to inform her separately."

"Ah... well... if that's the case... I understand."

The princess seemed to have already arranged everything.
Serif awkwardly responded without pressing the matter further.

Although Serif managed the castle's servants, her job was merely administrative.
The actual ownership rights belonged to the ducal family, and how they used their servants was entirely up to them.

Especially since this concerned someone who wasn't assigned to any important task but merely cleaning floors—something anyone could do—there was no room to raise even formal objections.

Nevertheless, Serif couldn't easily understand why Catlena would want to claim such a child as her own.

'What is going on here? Why would the youngest princess, of all people, suddenly make such a decision?'

As Serif began to feel confusion and slight bewilderment, the shock that Xellos—the subject of this matter—was experiencing far surpassed hers.

His spine tingled and his heart rate accelerated dramatically.
Honestly, if his counterpart weren't a princess, he would have wanted to curse loudly—such was the shock coursing through his body.

'What the hell... What is this all about? I haven't done anything yet! All I've done is mop floors! So why is this terrible thing happening out of nowhere?'

From Xellos's perspective, being associated with Princess Catlena was like boarding an express train to hell that could reduce his lifespan to 12 years... or perhaps even less.

Princess Catlena, who had grown up surrounded by nothing but praise since childhood, was vain and immature, unable to properly assess the situations around her—ultimately meeting her death alongside Xellos.

Whether judging by her personality or her future actions, she was truly the worst possible master for Xellos.

That's why he had resolved to avoid becoming entangled with her in his future life, and had planned to use his knowledge of the original story to formulate and execute a plan.

However, the current situation had completely shattered his plans before he could even begin.

Naturally, from the position of a servant—especially an orphaned servant without parents—Xellos had no right to defy the orders of this country's princess.

If she wanted to claim him as her own, he had no choice but to comply without saying a word.

Of course, since he was technically an employee, he could choose to quit and leave... but honestly, making such a decision as a 9-year-old child with nowhere to go was equivalent to choosing to die on the streets.

In the end, he essentially had no choice in the current situation.

'Damn it... What kind of life gets messed up from the very beginning like this?'

As Xellos inwardly lamented his fate, unable to grasp how things would unfold from here, a deep smile began to form on the lips of Princess Catlena as she observed this tense, confused boy.

And simultaneously, a certain memory surfaced in her mind.

A memory that had brought her regret and despair.
It was the memory of the moment when this boy before her would die trying to protect her in the future.

'I won't lose you this time. I absolutely won't let myself lose you by being distracted by useless things like in my previous life...'

With that determination, memories and resolutions from that moment a week ago began to resurface in Princess Catlena's mind.

Ch.3 - Servant and Princess 3
I felt a peaceful sensation enveloping my entire body.

Like being completely submerged in warm bathwater.

No. If I had to compare it, it was more like...

A place she had never been.

It reminded me of being in a mother's womb.

A place where I could be at ease, having set aside all worries.

God's cradle, protected from the cruel world's turbulence.

Just as I was thinking I wanted to stay like this forever...

-"Catlena."-

A voice echoing in my ear.

It was familiar, yet also the voice of that person who had always warmed my heart.

'Mother...?'

As I automatically recalled the image of that person I had thought of in my final moments, I unconsciously opened my eyes.

"Gasp!"

A rough breath escaped from her—Catlena's—mouth as she came to her senses.

The lingering peaceful feeling from moments ago still remained, but now an even greater confusion began to take hold of her.

'What... what is this? How... how am I...'

Catlena reflexively placed her hand on the nape of her neck.

However, there wasn't even the slightest pain there, let alone a wound.

As if such a thing had never happened in the first place...
As if everything had simply been a moment's bad dream.

Then...

"Are you awake, darling?"

"!.."

Catlena turned her head at the gentle voice coming from beside her.

There was the face of a woman who had been lying down, half-embracing her body.

A familiar person looking at her while lying in bed.

With reddish-brown hair, dark red eyes, and skin like white jade, she appeared to be a young and beautiful woman who couldn't be older than her late twenties at most.

However, Catlena knew well that her age was much greater than her appearance suggested.

It was only natural. She was the Duchess of this principality and the only woman Catlena could call mother.

Mina Roseveta Dragona.

Roseveta, who had originally been bedridden in critical condition.
She was the person Catlena had most wanted to see before dying, but still unable to grasp the situation, Catlena asked in a confused voice:

"M-Mother...? How am I... Could it be that you've also passed away...?"

"Hmm? What are you suddenly talking about? Who's dying... Did you perhaps have a nightmare, darling?"

She asked with a concerned voice in response to Catlena's reaction.

She showed no signs of being sick or injured.
Judging by her attitude and demeanor, this place was certainly not the afterlife.
But there were still other things that remained unclear.

It was then, as Catlena was visibly confused, that:

"Or did something happen at yesterday's banquet? Well, your father's whims did make the schedule quite tight..."

"What? What banquet?"

Roseveta asked with a voice filled with worry and question.
Feeling deep confusion at this incomprehensible question, Catlena carefully asked, and her mother replied with a slightly strange expression:

"Yesterday was your 9th birthday, wasn't it? Father gave you a wonderful gift too. Don't tell me you... don't remember?"

Roseveta spoke with a voice filled with both puzzlement and increased concern.
Sensing that saying the wrong thing here could make the situation truly complicated, Catlena decided to vaguely recall a memory and go along with it.

"Ah... y-yes... right? Father gave me a jeweled brooch... I'm sorry, I'm still half-asleep and a bit tired..."

Catlena spoke in a somewhat urgent voice, grateful that she had consistently remembered what her 9th birthday gift had been.

"Hehe. I see. But now you should wake up properly and get up, shouldn't you? We might be late for mealtime."

Roseveta seemed relieved by her response.
Then she gave Catlena a gentle smile and lightly embraced her.
The warmth of 'mother' as always...

While this had always comforted her heart, now Catlena's mind was in such turmoil that it couldn't be calmed even by Roseveta's actions—it was like a raging storm.

'9th birthday?... C-Could it be... that means I've gone back 12 years?'

Unable to believe this fact, Catlena hurriedly examined her own body.
A body as light as a feather, hands reduced to about half their size.
Plus the noticeably lighter weight on her chest compared to before...

'Th-This can't be. Did I really come back? How is this possible? But more importantly, that means...'

As she finally understood what situation she was in, Catlena's mind began to envision the chaotic life that awaited her.

Catlena growing up receiving the special love of her parents, especially her father, the Duke...

Meanwhile, the relationship between her older sister and father had never been good since her childhood.
To the extent that in her memory, her father had never once smiled at her older sister.

Throughout all this, Roseveta had tried her best to reconcile the two, but despite her efforts, the relationship between father and daughter worsened over time due to fundamental personality differences and various incidents.

The decisive moment that tore the two apart was...
When her father, despite opposition from Roseveta and the lords, designated her—his most beloved youngest daughter—as his successor, bypassing her older sister and her second sister who had no interest in politics.

At that time, 13-year-old Catlena, not fully understanding what this meant, simply accepted it according to her father's wishes...
And that became the seed of disaster in her life.

The relationship between her older sister, her father, and Catlena was completely severed because of that incident.

The emotional rift between the three deepened beyond repair... and finally, 9 years later.
When Roseveta, who had tried her best to mediate between father and daughter, collapsed after an accident, their hatred reached its peak.

And finally, with even the last safety pin gone, her older sister, who had gathered the support of the lords, at last expressed her pent-up anger and staged a rebellion.

Her older sister, backed by numerous achievements as a war hero, seized the perfect opportunity when their father was away.

Advancing relentlessly, her older sister quickly succeeded in occupying the capital,
And in the process, Catlena, cornered and facing her sister, was brutally killed by her sister's hand without even being able to resist.

Along with that person who had always stayed by her side.

'I don't know what happened after that... but surely my sister took over the principality after conquering the castle and lived happily. With that damn so-called fiancé of hers...'

Suddenly remembering the face of that person, which now made something rise up inside her just by recalling it, Catlena struggled to suppress her expression.

'A-Anyway, that's not what's important right now...'

She didn't know how this had happened, but in any case, she had returned to the past before the seed of tragedy was planted.

However, if she acted as clumsily as before, she would likely meet the same end—having her throat cut by her enraged sister.

Depending on the circumstances, she might even face death in even more terrible agony.

'I absolutely must prevent that... Having somehow luckily survived, I can't die at my sister's hands again.'

One nightmare was enough.
Moreover, she had learned through bitter experience what would happen if she tried to inherit the title with the same soft-hearted attitude as before.

And... just how terrifying a person her older sister was.

At that moment.
As Catlena was thinking these thoughts, Roseveta's voice began to reach her ears.
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"What are you thinking about, darling?"

"Huh? Oh... nothing, Mother..."

Catlena showed slight embarrassment at Roseveta's sudden question.

Looking at her, Roseveta maintained silence for a moment, then gently stroked her 'daughter's' head with affection and said:

"It's getting late. Hurry and get ready. You can dress yourself now, can't you?"

"Ah... yes, of course, Mother. I'm... not a child anymore."

"Haha. That's right. Our youngest daughter is all grown up now."

Roseveta spoke with a gentle, motherly voice.

Seeing her like this, Catlena suddenly felt a lump in her throat.

Although she couldn't show it right now...

'I should thank her... a little later.'

As Catlena was thinking this, feeling tears welling up in her eyes, Roseveta began undressing her nightgown without hesitation to change clothes.

At the same time, her elegant figure was revealed—impossible to believe she had given birth to two children.

A slender waist and toned lower body.
And through her thin underwear, breasts so large and beautiful they would make any woman envious.

Seeing this, Catlena's solemn mood instantly vanished, replaced by an unexpected sense of loss.

'It's... it's fine... In a few years, I'll develop to at least average size... Though not as much as Mother.'

While consoling herself with these thoughts and remembering that gaining something means losing something else, Catlena began changing into clothes that felt strangely uncomfortable due to her body's transformation—or rather, regression.

*

Catlena headed to the dining room while firmly holding Roseveta's hand.

Considering her original age of 21, this might seem awkward, but honestly, she felt more comfortable this way due to her fear.

After all, from her perspective, she was about to face her sister who had killed her just minutes ago.

Of course, her sister at this point in time had no reason to harm her, but it was natural to feel terror so vivid it seemed physical due to the deep trauma.

As she walked down the hallway with her insides churning, the door to the dining room finally came into view.

"Open it."

"Yes, ma'am."

As Roseveta's commanding words fell, two maids opened the door.

Then, Catlena saw a scene she hadn't witnessed for a very long time since childhood...
The entire family gathered for a meal.

"Welcome, my lady. And our lovely princess."

"Welcome, sister."

Her father, Duke Radu Constantino Dragona, and her second sister, Senel Polena Dragona, greeted her warmly from the table.

And between them, silently drinking from a glass and nodding to her mother was...

'Elios... Elios Northhelat Dragona.'

Catlena's eldest sister who would one day behead her.

A beautiful woman with blood-red eyes and silver-white hair, giving off a cold impression.

Although the 18-year-old Elios before her still had traces of girlhood unlike her future self, Catlena could sense the sharp aura subtly emanating from her body even now.

'When I was younger, I was too naive to notice, but she was never ordinary even then... No wonder she led armies to consecutive victories three years later.'

In Catlena's memory, her eldest sister had conquered an enemy fortress as a military commander at the age of 21, and continued to write countless legends on the battlefield afterward.

At the time, she hadn't understood what that meant, but thinking about it now, her eldest sister had clearly been building her position and accumulating achievements from early on.

While Catlena was laughing and chatting with friends at the academy at age 12, her sister was already preparing.

To solidify her position as the firstborn and designated successor to the duchy.

The battle achievements her eldest sister had shown were at a level Catlena couldn't even dream of matching, which was why there had been significant opposition when Catlena was designated as the successor.

'No wonder she was furious when I was named successor. Especially considering everything else that happened afterward.'

The difference in achievements and support base was on another level entirely.
Even by strict standards of bloodline.

Objectively speaking, Catlena's designation had been quite unreasonable.

And this difference in ability made even Catlena, now mentally 21 years old, unable to imagine confronting her sister.

While Catlena had grown up hearing she was an outstanding student at the academy, that was all.

Compared to the current Elios—student council president, a genius who never lost the top rank—she was nothing.

Add to that the overwhelming achievements that would follow, and the gap would only widen.
Even knowing the future, this difference wasn't something Catlena could overcome, nor did she want to try.

'Confronting my eldest sister is definitely a death route. But if I just sit here blankly, Father, who has a bad relationship with her, and those people... will definitely try to make me the successor.'

Fortunately, although they weren't speaking, the two were still eating together, so their relationship didn't seem completely terrible at this point.

However, the uncomfortable atmosphere between them was palpable, and if things were left as they were, everything would proceed as destined...

And the result would inevitably be the death of Catlena and that man.

'Alright... if it's a rice cake I can't eat without bursting my stomach, I'll just give it all away. Title, territory, and even that cursed fiancé—I'll throw everything to my sister and find happiness with that man in this life. Maybe aim for an iron rice bowl job like an imperial civil servant.'

With that, Catlena firmly resolved to redirect everything that would come her way to her sister.

It wouldn't be easy considering the background forces at play regardless of her wishes, but it was essential for a peaceful life.

Setting modest goals suited to her abilities was just a bonus.

To create an ending where she could survive without antagonizing this terrifying sister who was now quietly cutting into a bloody steak with flashing red eyes.

'First, I need to summon that man... Xellos. He's probably cleaning floors somewhere right now, completely unaware.'

That man who protected her until the very end.

Thinking she wanted to see him again as soon as possible, Catlena carefully began eating her portion.

There was no need to rush things.

After all, for the next two years, that man would probably just be cleaning floors without receiving any attention.

'Two years later, he came under my command after catching my eldest sister's eye through that incident... but now there's no need for such troublesome processes. I was always conflicted about that part, so this time I'll make sure it doesn't happen. I'll make him a man who looks only at me, without caring about anyone else.'

Thus, Catlena spent a week carefully crafting a plan to secure the one person she couldn't give up, even if she abandoned everything else.

A plan that would proceed naturally and smoothly, with no one able to object.

And as she expected, it was achieved simply and successfully.
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# Xellos, who suddenly became the direct servant of Catlena, a figure with whom he now had to build walls of distance.

At the same time, the treatment he received immediately improved to a degree incomparable with before.

'If I had to make a comparison, it's like going from a trainee soldier straight to a sergeant.'

Although he was still a servant, his position as the princess's direct attendant was fundamentally different from his previous status as a bottom-tier cleaner.

While he still received basic combat training for emergencies, he wasn't even assigned menial tasks like cleaning anymore.

Their job as servant-cum-assistant was to attend to their master, serve them, and provide basic companionship.
And for this purpose, they studied the fundamental knowledge and culture necessary in noble society, just as he was doing now.

Normally, those of high status couldn't easily meet with others, and in that respect, direct servants served as their most trusted subordinates and one of their few friends.

A position requiring more use of mouth and mind than physical labor—from Xellos's perspective, this was a much better situation than before, but...

Despite the immediate improvement in his circumstances, his future had only grown darker.

Now that Princess Catlena had become his direct superior without any complications, it also meant that Xellos had lost both the justification and opportunity to enter Elios's service.

'According to the original plan, I was supposed to be recruited by Elios after two years and build connections as her original master...'

In fact, since the original work depicted Xellos often conflicted about this, it could have served as an excellent pretext for him, but... having been suddenly appointed by Catlena and dragged into the spotlight, he no longer had that option.

'In other words, this means my path to following Elios's route has become much more difficult.'

Of course, he couldn't just sit around waiting for death.

For survival, he had no choice but to board the winning coin somehow, so Xellos began to contemplate ways to seize an opportunity to break free from Princess Catlena.

'But there's no immediate solution. If I move carelessly and get labeled as untrustworthy by Catlena, or worse, by Elios and the entire ducal family, I might end up scrubbing floors for the rest of my life instead of enjoying the sweet life.'

Crucially, now that the premise that events would unfold according to the original work had been shattered, hasty actions were forbidden.

For now, his only option was to quietly build trust with Catlena as her servant.

Even if it meant cutting ties with her at a decisive moment in the future.

'Still, this position as the princess's direct servant will give me more opportunities to stand out. If I demonstrate competence each time and increase my value, it will help when I eventually switch to Elios's side...'

Thus, Xellos—who in the original work was a loyal servant—was already plotting betrayal.

Meanwhile, he began to focus again on the book before him.

It was a book containing the history of this country, the Principality of Dragona.

Whether due to the influence of his possession or not, fortunately, he had no major issues recognizing characters and learning to read, and communication was naturally without significant constraints.

However, the reason he was reading this book at this moment wasn't simply to acquire the culture and knowledge needed as a servant.

The most important fact he needed to verify through this history book was...
whether this world was indeed the same as the one in the novel he knew.

Catlena's unexpected behavior had shaken the major premise he knew about this world, so it was possible that this place might only share some names with the novel "The White Princess" but be a completely different place.

And the result of this verification... gave Xellos both relief and questions.

'This is strange. This is definitely the same place as in the novel. The history of the Principality of Dragona is exactly as I know it from the original work. But why...'

Of course, just because the history was the same didn't guarantee that individual behaviors would also be the same.

But such subtle changes were likely to create headache-inducing situations for Xellos, who now had to live in this world.

Of course, it was still far better than falling into a completely different world.

"Sigh... I really don't understand what's going on."

"What do you mean?"

"!"

The next moment, a voice reached his ears.
Startled, Xellos hurriedly stood up and bowed at a 90-degree angle.

"P-Princess!"

For a moment, Xellos felt like a two-star general had suddenly opened the door to the barracks where he'd been lounging around.

Future cutting of ties aside, the woman before him literally held his life in her hands, so treating her with utmost respect was only natural.

"I-I'm sorry, Princess. I didn't realize you were here and I just..."

Anxiously speaking, worried that he might have inadvertently said something problematic, Xellos watched as she—

Princess Catlena—showed a somehow satisfied smile and said to him:

"There's no need to be so tense... It seems you were studying. Feel free to be comfortable."

"Ah... y-yes. Th-thank you, Princess."

As Catlena spoke in a light tone, Xellos thought with relief that nothing seemed amiss, and carefully sat down. Then, Catlena's gaze turned to the book Xellos had been reading.

"Hmm... a history book? Well, I suppose that's essential if you're going to work in this field."

"Yes, that's why I'm studying hard. Though I'm inadequate, as your servant, I must do my best."

Feeling relieved that he had prepared an appropriate excuse in advance, Xellos responded. However, looking at him, the princess opened her eyes wide and asked:

"I see. But I'm surprised. How did you already know how to read? Where did you learn this?"

"What? Ah... that's..."

A fact he hadn't paid attention to because it wasn't specifically described in the original work.

Come to think of it, in this mid-to-late medieval setting long before the concept of compulsory education, it would be considered strange for Xellos—an orphan who had rolled his way here—to know how to read.

Especially to the point of being able to read a history book, which couldn't be considered easy by any means.

'Damn it! How could I make such a mistake? What should I say here?'

In this situation, he obviously couldn't talk about being possessed or anything like that.
But it wasn't easy to come up with a plausible excuse on the spot.

As Xellos was sweating and hesitating...

"I thought so."

"!.."

Catlena spoke with a meaningful expression.

At her response, which clearly seemed to indicate she had discovered his important secret, Xellos's heart began to race.

'C-could it be... she found out? N-no, that's impossible. Even so, just from this much, to think that far... B-but if it's really true, what will happen to me...'

Thinking of the worst case scenario—that she might treat him as some kind of demon and try to kill him—Xellos's face began to turn pale.

Catlena slowly reached out her hand toward Xellos.

And what she did next was...

-Tap!-

"Ugh!"

She placed her hand on Xellos's shoulder.
For a moment, Xellos felt like his heart would stop, but...

The next moment, he saw not anger or wariness in her eyes,
but an amused expression on Catlena's face.

"If you're going to put on airs, couldn't you have done it better? It's obvious you can't read, so there's no point in pretending to study with such a difficult book."

"W-what? Ah... I... um... I-I'm sorry."

Catlena's words offered him a narrow escape route.
Xellos quickly grabbed this lifeline and apologized.

'I-I thought my heart was going to stop...'

Inwardly breathing a deep sigh of relief, Xellos hung his head in pretend embarrassment.

And seeing young Xellos like this, Catlena let out a light laugh and said:

"Hehe, it's okay. The fact that you're showing such enthusiasm is impressive enough. From that perspective, I'll teach you step by step from now on. Everything from letters to etiquette."

"W-what?"

At Catlena's unexpected words, clear bewilderment began to rise on Xellos's face, but Catlena interpreted this completely opposite to his intention.

"You don't need to be so honored. You're my servant, my possession. Isn't educating one's subordinates a natural duty of the master?"

"T-that's..."

Honestly, for someone who already knew how to read thanks to the possession buff and who, as a reader of the novel, had a general understanding of the etiquette of this era, learning something from the princess—whom he was planning to cut ties with—was in itself a bitter pill to swallow.

However, Xellos soon realized once again the harsh reality that he had no right of refusal.

Having admitted with his own mouth that he couldn't read, it was impossible to refuse his master's offer of help.

"Th-thank you. I'll study hard, Princess Catlena..."

With a feeling of having to swallow a bitter pill, Xellos had no choice but to express gratitude to the confident Catlena.

And looking at Xellos, a deep smile began to form on Catlena's lips.

'I'll have to nurture him carefully from now on. To become the kind of man who suits me perfectly.'

Thus, feeling like an older sister looking after her younger brother, Catlena gazed at Xellos's face before her with a satisfied feeling.
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"So... how do you read this?"

"Um... it's Sora (older sister)."

"That's correct. You're so smart, you learn quickly, don't you?"

"Ah. Yes, th-thank you, Princess."

Xellos was reading simple words with ease.
Watching him, a satisfied smile bloomed on Catlena's face.

With each day of teaching, she noticed his development speed was exceptionally fast.
However, Catlena simply attributed this to her good teaching... or as she already knew, to Xellos being particularly intelligent.

Of course, the reality was simply that Xellos was deliberately suppressing his knowledge level and revealing it little by little.

'Sigh... what am I even doing? Going through this tedious exercise with content I already know.'

Like being tutored by an elementary school student, Xellos inwardly sighed.
And unaware of Xellos's true feelings, Princess Catlena reached out with her small hand and patted his head.

This made Xellos feel like he had become this young princess's toy, and with a strange embarrassment, he bowed his head.

'Well, I guess it's not as bad as I thought it would be...'

Honestly, contrary to his initial concerns, Xellos didn't find the current situation entirely uncomfortable.

Though the content he was learning wasn't particularly helpful, objectively speaking, having a beautiful girl teaching him while staying close was a situation that made the originally 20-something Xellos think she was quite cute.

'If I had a younger sister, would it have felt like this? Honestly, in the original work, I only knew her as an immature troublemaker. But seeing her like this, she might be somewhat cute...'

So, while it wasn't an entirely positive situation considering the future, Xellos was still enjoying these small pleasures during the lessons.

And unaware of his true feelings, Princess Catlena smiled contentedly as she watched the boy blushing at her pats.

*

"Haah..."

Catlena sat at the desk, receiving lessons.

Just until recently, she had been teaching Xellos diligently, but now she was in the opposite position, being the student.

As the third daughter of the Duke's family.

Moreover, as a princess of the Principality of Dragona, the most powerful among the empire's vassal states, she had received substantial education in both literary and martial arts from a young age.
Beyond history, geography, and the political situations of neighboring countries, she also learned basic swordsmanship to hone her combat skills, and fundamental mana manipulation for magic.

Despite her young age before entering the academy, there was still much to learn, but for Catlena who was born and raised as a princess, this itself wasn't difficult at all.

The problem was that she, originally 21 years old, was suddenly receiving education from her 9-year-old days again.
And this was causing her unexpected hardship in ways she never anticipated.

"Next, I'll explain the three basic spells that are most fundamental in training mana, which are..."

"Concentration... Barrier... Body reinforcement..."

"Huh? How did you know that? I don't remember teaching you..."

"What? Ah... that... well... I just happened to know by chance..."

"Hehe, for something like that, you seem to have these coincidences quite often lately? Even doing preview studies you never used to do... Aren't you studying too hard these days?"

Her tutor spoke, mixing jokes and seriousness.
However, for Catlena, even such playful remarks from her tutor gave her anxiety that felt like it was shortening her lifespan.

'This teacher. She's always been sharp... surely I'm not being found out?'

Of course, it's questionable how many people would believe talk of regression or whatnot even if stated directly, but still, Catlena couldn't be at ease for a moment throughout the lessons.

There was also another issue that couldn't be overlooked from a realistic perspective.

'Sigh... I'm in a position where I need to be as inconspicuous as possible, but what am I doing?'

To live a quiet and peaceful life completely separated from the succession structure, it would be best to remain as unnoticeable as possible.

Nevertheless, due to the side effects of returning to the past, Catlena was unintentionally making her tutor say things like she was diligent or a genius.

Of course, studying well would be better for designing a life unrelated to her title, but if it became too excessive from childhood, there was a risk of strange rumors circulating.

If her father happened to say something about her being material for a ruler, it might unnecessarily provoke her older sister, which could lead to truly troublesome situations, so some moderation was necessary.

'Ugh... how nice it would be if I were more skilled at this kind of acting? I'm already making mistakes in such small details.'

Feeling frustrated with herself, Catlena tried her best to act like an ordinary 9-year-old girl, attempting to perform moderately well in her lessons.

Little did she know that her "student" was in the exact same predicament as her.

*

"Phew... it's over. Thank you for your hard work, Teacher Eila."

"Yes, you worked hard too, Princess Catlena."

After the lesson ended, feeling intense fatigue, Catlena walked along the corridor.
At this age, she didn't have her own room yet and was living with Rosebeta.
That's why Rosebeta had been lying next to her when she first opened her eyes.

'In that sense, there are some inconvenient aspects... but it's not all bad. Sleeping with mother is unexpectedly cozy.'

Even if she had complaints, having returned to being a young child, there was nothing she could do about it now, so Catlena accepted it as something she had to endure and headed toward Rosebeta's room.

'But I should request my own room soon... to spend more time with Xellos...'

As she was thinking this and opened the door...

"!.."

"..."

The moment she saw the woman at the door, Catlena's footsteps stopped abruptly.

Standing there was her eldest sister, the one who had beheaded her...
Princess Elios Northhelat Dragona.

"H-hello... sister?"

For a moment, feeling like a mouse before a cat, Catlena unconsciously bowed her head deeply and greeted her in a crawling voice.

And Elios slowly approached her.

Of course, there was no reason for her sister to kill or harm her in the current situation.
To her eldest sister, she was still just an innocent young sister who knew nothing.

However.
Despite knowing this fact, the fear deeply engraved in her soul automatically made her tremble in terror.

Honestly, she wanted to turn and run away immediately, but the weight of fear froze even those steps.

Catlena closed her eyes tightly without realizing it.

'I'm... scared. Was it a mistake to greet her? Since getting involved with my sister won't lead to anything good, maybe I should have just ignored her as I used to. Ah... if only Xellos were here beside me...'

With her head bowed deeply, Catlena began to tremble in intense fear.

Then...

"!?..."

The next moment, she felt something warm on her head.

A touch that was strangely awkward, but at the same time seemed to contain some emotion.
Feeling puzzled, Catlena slightly looked up.

"..."

There was her sister, silently patting her head.
In this unexpected situation, Catlena stared at her face with a blank expression.

Her sister's appearance was intimidating yet undeniably beautiful even to her as a sibling.
But from childhood, this image of her sister had given Catlena a strange sense of rejection and fear, and these emotions had worsened to extreme terror after being killed by her sister's hands.

But now.

In this situation where her sister was patting her, Catlena was sensing something strange.

An emotion in others that she couldn't have noticed as a child.
However, with the mind that had lived through 21 years, she was now reading an unexpected emotion from her sister.

'She's... worried about me? My sister?'

She couldn't understand why.
But Catlena could vaguely sense that the emotion her sister Elios held was clearly concern.

'Why? Why would my sister...'

Questions about this incomprehensible fact began to arise, but it was something she couldn't clearly understand right now.
Leaving confusion in Catlena's heart, Elios walked along the corridor and disappeared from her sight.
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After her sister left, Catlena entered her room with a lingering question in her mind due to the incomprehensible situation.

"Mother, I'm back...?"

Catlena entered the room thinking of that person who was always exceptionally caring, both in the past and future.

However, the next moment, the scene before her eyes raised questions similar to what she had just received from her sister.

"Yes. You worked hard, my daughter."

Roseveta smiled at her.
However, Catlena could notice that the smile didn't just contain the usual warmth.

There were, albeit small, tears welling up in Roseveta's eyes.

'What on earth... Oh, now that I think about it, my sister was just here, wasn't she?'

Thinking that her mother had probably been talking with her older sister until just now, Catlena carefully asked a question.

"Um, Mother, did something happen?"

"Hmm? Ah. No. Just... I have some concerns about your sister."

"My sister? Did something happen to Elios?"

"...Sigh."

"..."

When the expected answer came, Catlena felt even more curious, and Roseveta sighed heavily and pulled her into an embrace.

"Mother...?"

"Later. I'll tell you when you're a bit older, Catlena. Okay?"

The Duchess Roseveta seemed to be holding back her words, as if it was a serious story too heavy for the still young girl to hear.

However, Catlena could vaguely deduce the reason for her mother's behavior.

'If it's a story uncomfortable for me to hear... perhaps it's related to that? That story which would have been quite difficult for someone my age to accept...'

Chronologically, it was a truth she would learn years later.

It was a fact that was surprisingly easy to figure out in retrospect, but had delivered quite a shock to the person involved.

Recalling this, Catlena felt slightly bitter as she silently surrendered herself to Roseveta's embrace.

'Really... I don't understand why Father is making Mother and me suffer like this. Honestly, if Big Sister and Father had just gotten along, this wouldn't have happened...?'

At that moment, a thought suddenly occurred to Catlena, along with a related question.

'Actually, regardless of my position and those people around me, the biggest problem was the discord between Big Sister and Father. But looking at it now, something seems strange... Why could those two have such a bad relationship?'

Honestly, their relationship was excessively poor to be attributed to mere personality differences.

The two had maintained an icy relationship, as if they were sworn enemies, since Catlena's childhood.
Moreover, when considering the series of incidents involving the two, it was strange that problems arose every time.

'Without some reason... there's no reason for a father and daughter who share blood to have such a bad relationship.'

As she began to think this way, Catlena started to make herself consider the situation coldly, rather than surrendering to her emotions.

'Mother said that if you know your enemy and know yourself, you won't be in danger. I need information... First, I need to find out more details about what happened between my sister and father.'

Catlena thought that if she could discover the root cause, she would also find a way to solve it.

'There must have been some decisive trigger. And Mother surely knows this. She's lived beside Father all her life.'

Having reached this conclusion, Catlena slowly raised her head to look at Roseveta's face as she stroked her hair.

"Hmm? What is it, dear?"

"By the way, Mother. Just before, Elios also stroked my head."

Catlena spoke in a seemingly innocent tone, as if slightly boasting.
And hearing Catlena's words, a hint of joy began to appear on Roseveta's face.

"Oh, did she? Elios did?"

Roseveta began to show great interest in the story of her eldest daughter, who had concerns.
To this, Catlena began to unfold her story with bright, innocent eyes, as if talking to herself.

"Actually, I want to be close with my sister... but I don't know how. Sister always has a somewhat cold face, so I'm a bit scared to approach her. Father also seems to dislike her. Did she do something bad? Still, I don't dislike my sister..."

"Catlena, that's..."

Catlena spoke with an innocent expression, adding a touch of cuteness.

Roseveta, who was about to reflexively say something in response to her question, began to choose her words carefully.
She seemed to want to say something but was trying to soften it as much as possible.

Seeing this, Catlena's eyes began to sparkle slightly.
Honestly, using the appearance of an innocent child to extract information from her wasn't particularly admirable, but in a life-or-death situation, Catlena couldn't afford to be picky.

"Hah..."

After a brief moment, Roseveta let out a small sigh and finally began to speak slowly.

However...

"There's nothing like that... Elios hasn't done anything wrong. It's all because this mother of yours is lacking."

Her response seemed to deliberately avoid a clear answer.
To this, Catlena spoke to her with slight emphasis.

"Mother has no shortcomings. You're Catlena's mom who gave birth to Catlena, aren't you? I don't know what happened, but it must have been Father's or Big Sister's fault."

"..."

Catlena pretended not to know and slightly touched on a sensitive topic, trying to draw out an answer by any means.
However, Roseveta didn't say anything more and simply responded by quietly embracing Catlena.

'Hmm. Even after going this far, it's not working? That means this is my limit for now...'

Feeling disappointed at failing to elicit the answer she was hoping for, Catlena began to feel regret.

What she could guess at this point was that perhaps the conflict between the two had something to do with Roseveta.

Having decided to hear the rest of the story later, Catlena was leaning against Roseveta's embrace when...

"Catlena... do you want to be close with Elios?"

"What? Ah... yes. Even though there's a big age difference, she's still my sister."

Honestly, she strongly wished to live peacefully without getting involved with that side if possible.
But having said what she did earlier, she had no choice but to affirm.

"I see. Then shall this mother help you a little?"

"W-what?"

Roseveta brought up something unexpected.

Catlena felt bewildered and spoke somewhat urgently.

"Th-there's no need for that. You don't have to intervene, Mother. I'll slowly think about ways to improve my relationship with sister..."

"It's alright. No need to decline. Actually, I've always wanted you two to get along well. I've been too busy to pay much attention until now, but since Catlena wants this too, I'll help."

Roseveta spoke with a warm smile.

The series of statements she had already uttered.
And on top of that, the pure motherly goodwill—Catlena couldn't bring herself to refuse.

'Sigh... damn it. How did things end up like this...'

Catlena inwardly sighed as she found herself caught in an unexpected flow of events.

Someone who instilled fear just by looking at them, to the point where it drained mental strength...
Someone she didn't want to get close to, whether in a good way or bad...

In short, Catlena began to feel her insides burning up at the fact that she now had to spend time with someone she really didn't want to be involved with.

Ch.8 - Her Chosen One 3
"Haah..."

Catlena sighs deeply while strolling through the castle's backyard, as if the ground might collapse beneath her.

However, no matter how much she regretted it now, nothing would change at this point.

Moreover, she knew very well that trying to forcibly back out would only risk making the situation hopelessly worse.

'To think I'll be spending time with my eldest sister... something that's never happened in my life until now.'

Though the schedule simply involved visiting a nearby location, the mere thought of being with someone so intimidating was burdensome in itself.

'Since there's been no talk about succession of titles yet, my sister probably won't be hostile toward me... I just need to quietly help her with her volunteer work and come back.'

Of course, if this could somehow help her become even slightly closer to her eldest sister, that would be quite an achievement. But honestly, Catlena's fear and pressure regarding her sister were too overwhelming to think about such possibilities.

'And... at least Xellos is coming along, so that might make it a bit better.'

Though still young and vulnerable, the boy was someone Catlena could rely on emotionally.

Finding some comfort in the fact that she would be accompanied by him, Catlena's lips formed a more relaxed smile.

'Come to think of it, this must be the first time for Xellos, right? Meeting my sister...'

Honestly, considering their connection in her previous life, she would have preferred they never meet, but that wasn't possible forever.

Above all, unlike before, since Catlena herself had secured Xellos first, she could be somewhat reassured about that aspect.

*

"Haaah!"

Xellos swings his wooden sword with a shout.

His breathing had already become irregular, and his overworked muscles were screaming for rest.

The training had continued for three hours already.
His entire body was soaked in sweat and fatigue, yet Xellos didn't stop moving.

It wasn't purely because of strong willpower or similar noble reasons.
The reason he was pushing himself this hard was because...

"It's only been two hours. Are you tired already?"

"N-No, ma'am!"

"Is that all the voice you can muster?!"

"NO, MA'AM!!!"

"You are the personal servant directly attending to the Princess. In other words, you are the last shield protecting Her Highness! How can the final line of defense be this weak?"

"It cannot!"

"Focus your mind and start again. Voice louder! Strength in your sword stronger!"

"Haah!"

The tone and voice were forcibly bringing back memories he really didn't want to recall.
Even in this world, Xellos was experiencing trauma reminiscent of his days as a private second class.

And the person wielding a sword and pushing him from the side... no,

At Serif's words, Xellos had no choice but to swing his sword despite the pain that made it feel like his arms would fall off.

Although Xellos had become Catlena's direct subordinate, he inevitably had to receive supervision from Serif, his original superior who oversaw all the servants in the castle, especially regarding combat training.

And this was currently causing him suffering beyond imagination.

Her already serious training intensity had become even more severe now that he was the Princess's personal servant.

'Damn... though it feels a bit uncomfortable, learning writing and etiquette from Catlena is definitely heaven compared to this.'

Serif literally squeezed out every last bit of strength from her trainees.
And what was even more frightening was that injuries from overexertion almost never occurred during her training sessions.

'In other words, she knows exactly how far she can push someone without killing them. I've felt it before, but she's truly a merciless person.'

Of course, since personal servants functioned somewhat like royal guards, it made sense that they needed to have above-average combat abilities.

However, even if it was understandable, it was absolute torture for the person actually experiencing it.

And so, lamenting the fact that he had thoroughly gotten caught by such a harsh woman, Xellos swung his sword again.

*

The continuous training finally ended when Xellos's body reached its limit.
Immediately afterward, he collapsed to the ground, exhausted.

"Huff... huff... huff..."

"Good work. This much should have built up your basic physical strength to some extent."

"Y-Yes... th-thank you."

Xellos had been running around the training ground and swinging his sword for a full four hours.

Despite talk of "basic physical strength," this level of training would be challenging even for an adult man who regularly exercised.
Moreover, it would be nearly impossible for a young boy to endure under normal circumstances.

Nevertheless, the reason Xellos could manage this was because his body wasn't that of an ordinary human.

'Haa... haa... I feel this every time, but a body with mana flowing through it really is different.'

According to the original story, although he was eventually defeated by Elios, Xellos would grow into a quite skilled magician in the future.

Mana—the source of magicians' combat power.
This unique power existing in this world could twist the laws of nature.

To make an analogy, mana was the power to change the natural physical laws—options set by God—according to one's will.

Therefore, those who possessed mana could exceed ordinary humans and cause phenomena that couldn't be explained physically.

From simply enhancing physical strength and power to splitting steel with a tree branch or breaking castle gates with bare fists—this power made the generally impossible possible.

This power could only be used by those born with it, and its level of strength was significantly influenced by innate talent.

In that respect, Xellos's body had quite an impressive talent for mana.

This was evident from the descriptions in the original story and from the faint mana flowing from him despite his young age.

Thanks to this, Xellos could endure this murderous training intensity, and Serif, knowing this fact, was pushing him this hard.

'Right now it's just helping me endure this hellish training, but later I'll be able to do more amazing things, right? Mana and magic can help one surpass the so-called personal limits.'

In his original world, even the strongest human would die instantly if hit directly by a bullet.
In other words, there was a clear limit to individual capacity, but powers like magic in this world could overturn that in some cases.

Literally, it meant an individual could exert military-level or greater power with just their body.

Despite the current training being difficult, this was one reason why Xellos was accepting it without complaint.

Magic—a powerful force that didn't exist in reality.
He had a personal fascination with using such power.

Of course, it would be dangerous to rely too much on that power.

'Even the original Xellos died at Elios's hands. You can become a warrior who transcends common sense, but conversely, this is a world where such warriors abound... I need to develop both personal strength and political savvy.'

In that case, getting on Elios's good side as soon as possible would be the easiest path, but unfortunately, despite becoming Catlena's direct servant, Xellos hadn't even seen Elios's face yet.

From the beginning, Catlena and Elios rarely crossed paths except during family-only meal times.

'But it's already been a month... I should have at least caught a glimpse of her by chance by now...'

With such thoughts, Xellos caught his breath and slowly rose to his feet.
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Mina Roseveta Dragona.

As both a Duchess and someone who held important responsibilities within the Empire, she was spending another busy day as usual.

She effortlessly handled a workload that would be impossible for an ordinary human to manage.

However, regardless of that fact, today there was something noticeably different about her usual demeanor.

"You seem to be in a particularly good mood today... Did something pleasant happen, my lady?"

A man working alongside her.

With black hair and red eyes, he appeared quite young at first glance, looking only to be in his early thirties.

The ruler of this principality and Roseveta's husband.

Duke Radu Constantino Dragona showed a questioning smile as he observed his wife, who seemed noticeably happier than usual.

"Hehe... Yes. There are a few things. And they involve our beloved daughters."

"Hmm..."

Radu's expression turned slightly awkward at the mention of their daughters.

However, since she had anticipated this reaction, Roseveta simply ignored her husband's response and continued speaking.

"Catlena told me something—that she wants to become closer with her eldest sister but doesn't know how."

"Oh? That child said that?"

Radu began showing interest when the conversation turned to his favorite youngest daughter, and seeing this, Roseveta continued with a slight smile.

"Yes. Honestly, I had thought she might have been afraid of her sister all this time, but it seems that's not the case. So I arranged a small opportunity for her."

"What kind of opportunity specifically? I trust it's nothing too dangerous..."

"No, please don't worry too much, Duke. Well, I'll tell you the details after everything is finished."

"Hmm... I suppose it's fortunate if there's no danger involved."

Despite Roseveta's reassurance, Radu still expressed some concern.

Though he was a cold-headed politician who ruled the principality and enjoyed great trust from the Emperor, before his children, he was simply a father.

Especially when it came to his youngest daughter, whom he doted on excessively, it was only natural for him to express concern about this matter.

Meanwhile, watching him like this, Roseveta felt somewhat disappointed inside.

'If only you could treat our eldest child the same way...'

As a mother, this was always a point of regret for Roseveta.

The awkward relationship between her husband and eldest daughter, which seemed excessive even considering they were father and daughter, remained an unsolved problem for her.

'Certainly. Considering their personalities and past events, it's difficult for them to become close easily... but still, I wish the father-daughter relationship could be warmer.'

Since they were both people Roseveta loved dearly, it always pained her to see them keeping their distance from each other.

With that in mind, hoping that Catlena's situation might serve as an opportunity to change things, Roseveta diligently finished the day's work at her husband's pace.

And so, the two of them completed their final tasks at almost the same time.

They slowly rose from their seats, looked at each other, and slightly bowed their heads.

"Thank you for your hard work."

"You as well."

After exchanging the greeting they had continued since their marriage, Radu approached Roseveta.

And then.

"Were you really that eager?"

"Almost overwhelmingly so."

With those words, Radu slowly lifted Roseveta's chin with his hand.

Though he had been looking at her face for nearly twenty years, her unfading beauty and undeniable charm always gave him a deep flutter of excitement.

Surrendering to that emotion, Duke Radu slowly began to kiss his wife's lips.

Not a light kiss, but one where their fluids intermingled, the act causing both of them to be captivated by an intense feeling.

Though this was technically an office, it was a place where others were forbidden to enter at this hour.

There was no reason to be concerned about others, nor did they have the luxury to do so.

"Hehe... What if we really end up having a fourth child at this rate..."

Roseveta whispered in a sweet voice, her face flushed.

In response, Radu lightly kissed her forehead before answering.

"I would rather like that, actually. Honestly, since Senel, I've been somewhat disappointed that there's been no news from you..."

"Really, you..."

With an ecstatic smile on her lips, Roseveta leaned against her husband's loosened chest.

Once again savoring his body and affection that belonged only to her...

*

"An outing, you say?"

"Yes. That's what's been decided, so be aware and prepare in advance. You should take this opportunity to see the outside world too."

Xellos, having quickly washed up and changed out of his sweat-soaked clothes.

He headed straight to where Catlena was, and there he heard unexpected news.

About a week from now, Princess Catlena would be going on an outing.
And with her sister, the White Princess, Princess Elios.

On the surface, it might seem like just sisters going out together, but considering their status and usual relationship, this was quite an unusual event.

The position of princess was one that needed to be protected first and foremost, so they typically spent most of their time within the safety of the palace.

To prepare for any contingency, the process of going outside was extremely complicated.

Bringing guards was basic, and they could only move after thoroughly checking the safety of the surrounding area of the destination in advance.

In Elios's case, those restrictions had been considerably relaxed since she was older and already possessed considerable personal strength.

However, for the young and powerless Princess Catlena, if she were to step even one foot outside the palace, they would need to do a thorough cleaning in advance.

Of course, this was partly due to the Duke's overprotectiveness, but in any case, Princess Catlena going on an outing was not something that could be dismissed as a simple daily occurrence.

And one more thing.

The fact that Princess Elios was accompanying her was quite unusual.

Although he had never seen them meet directly, Xellos was aware that Princess Catlena tended to show discomfort whenever Elios was mentioned.

'Certainly. This part seems similar to the original story—the fact that Catlena doesn't feel comfortable around Elios...'

Though they were sisters, there was nearly a 10-year age gap between them, and their personalities didn't match well.

Moreover, unlike Elios who had matured early, Catlena had grown up under an indulgent father, creating quite a significant difference between them in that regard as well.

'Of course, at this point in time, Elios probably doesn't have any ill feelings toward Catlena yet... but you never know. Just like my current situation, there seem to be small differences from the original story.'

Although Catlena seemed to have a somewhat more mature side compared to her description in the original story, even taking that into account, Elios and Catlena going out together was not a natural occurrence.

Not without some artificial intervention.

'If I had to guess, based on the circumstances, someone must have orchestrated this awkward situation. Most likely Duchess Roseveta.'

Even in the original story, the Duchess had tried her hardest to make the relationship between the two sisters warmer, so this was likely part of those efforts.

In any case, this awkward outing between the two sisters could be considered a good opportunity from Xellos's perspective.

'My first meeting with Princess Elios. Meeting my future master this way—this is quite a chance.'

It was important to make some impression during their first encounter, no matter how small.

Given that he was Catlena's personal servant, the other party might be somewhat conscious of him.

Moreover, as a faithful reader of the original story, he had an almost perfect understanding of Elios's personality, assuming it hadn't changed.

If he conducted himself well according to that knowledge, it wouldn't be impossible to create a positive impression on her.

'It would be nice if I could make a good impression and score some points...'

Thus, Xellos was preparing to take his first step toward changing masters.

Seeing his expectant expression, Catlena spoke with a light smile on her lips.

"Aren't you a bit too excited for an outing after so long? After all, we're just going to an orphanage to take care of children."

"!? W-what? An o-orphanage?"

This development was quite different from what he had expected.

Xellos's expression suddenly changed, and in response, Catlena laughed softly and said to him.

"Hehe, what should I do? I feel a bit sorry for disappointing you. I don't know what kind of grand banquet you were expecting, but the place we're going is far from that—it's an orphanage. The Comel Orphanage, where my sister regularly volunteers."

"!!.. Ah. Y-yes."

Xellos showed a very complicated expression at Catlena's words.

However, this wasn't due to simple disappointment as Catlena thought.

The reason was...
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A bustling city atmosphere

In the city where humans and demons, a non-human race, lived together, vitality overflowed everywhere.

The streets were filled with merchants selling goods and customers purchasing them, with laughter blooming amidst the busy atmosphere.

A place where diverse races lived together in prosperity.

This was the general appearance of Sophia, the capital of the Principality of Dragona, where most residents enjoyed abundant lives in the prosperity the city provided.

However... even in this city that seemed like paradise at first glance, filth hidden in darkness existed.

"Sob... sob..."

"Quiet. Can't you just follow silently? Hey, grab that one falling behind at the back. It'll be troublesome if they try to run away."

In the dark outskirts of the city after sunset.

There, a middle-aged woman was speaking with an irritated voice.

With a hooked nose and fierce eyes, she roughly urged the children following her.

The number of children was seven in total.

Among them, five had quite large and sturdy builds for children.

In contrast, two appeared very thin and frail, as if they hadn't been properly fed.

At first glance, it looked like one adult escorting children, but the reality was different.

More precisely, it was a situation where one adult and five children were dragging two children along.

After moving through only deserted areas in the darkness, they arrived at an abandoned house located in a remote part of the city.

A place where no one would think anyone lived.

At the entrance, the middle-aged woman lightly shook a small bell she had brought.

Immediately after, black shadows began to move slowly from inside the abandoned house.

A group of people with black masks covering their faces slowly stood before the middle-aged woman and spoke in quiet voices.

"The goods?"

"Here they are. As you requested, one boy and one girl. That's 50 silver coins total."

The middle-aged woman pushed forward the two frail children trembling with fear in response to the person standing at the front of the group.

At the same time, strong anticipation began to fill her face, but seeing this, the person in the black mask slowly shook their head and said:

"Have you forgotten the contract terms? This girl is missing an arm. That's a deduction of 3 silver coins. Are you trying to pull a fast one?"

"Sigh... please cut me some slack. The surveillance has been tighter this time, making it a bit difficult to sneak the kids out."

"Don't think about trying any tricks. Just take the money you're given and leave."

"Tch..."

The person spoke firmly.

The middle-aged woman, unable to hide her disappointment, took the pouch of silver coins the person handed her.

Although slightly less than the original price, the pouch of silver coins was still heavy.

After collecting the money, she left with the remaining five children, and immediately afterward, the people wearing black masks grabbed the children trembling before them.

"Sob... hic... p-please... save us... please, mister."

"P-please spare us... We... we're sorry. We'll listen to the director from now on. We won't ask for food, and we won't ask not to be hit. So... so..."

As the children began to plead in terror with tears streaming down their faces, then...

-Ching!-

"Hup!"

The black-masked people held knives to the pleading children's throats.

The children could no longer say anything and could only silently shed tears.

"Let's go. We need to leave this place quickly."

"Yes."

"Understood."

They left the place with knives still at the children's necks.

With the cold sensation against their napes, the children couldn't even put up proper resistance as they disappeared into the darkness with the black-masked people.

And then...

"...Ugh... sob... uhuhuhu..."

After the two children disappeared to a place they would never be seen again, a girl hiding in the darkness began to cry with her hand over her mouth.

'Sob... sob... Eden... Joshua...'

The girl sobbed with deep despair and sadness as she called the names of her abducted friends in her heart.

However, she didn't even have time to cry here any longer.

If those people discovered she was missing tonight, they would surely come after her.

For the sake of the friends who had disappeared so far, she needed to hide her whereabouts as much as possible.

So, suppressing the grief that felt like it would tear her heart apart...

She, Arachne Sacrifice, a 10-year-old girl, wiped away her tears and forced herself to move.

Tomorrow was the day when an important guest was coming to the orphanage.

If it became known that she was absent at this time, all her plans so far would likely come to nothing.

For Arachne, this was the golden opportunity she had been waiting for, and to seize it, she suppressed her burning emotions and steeled her resolve once more.

*

Catlena and Xellos arrived at the palace entrance.

There, Elios Northhelat Dragona was waiting for them, accompanied by three or four guards.

"Ah... hello, Sister Elios."

Catlena bowed her head in greeting with a trembling voice as she faced the object of her fear.

Looking at her younger sister, Elios nodded once with an expressionless face and then began walking in a specific direction.

"Let's go. It's not that far from here anyway."

"Ah... yes."

A quiet voice filled with authority.

It had a serious tone that made it feel like they were going to battle rather than a simple outing with a sister.

Catlena quietly followed behind her sister, who gave off the impression of being the future ruler of this country with just her simple words.

The two, accompanied by guards, quickly left the castle and began walking down the main street in the center of town.

Meanwhile, unlike Catlena who was feeling anxious, Xellos, walking behind her, began to feel intense curiosity.

The protagonist of the original story before his eyes.

Tall with skin as transparent as white jade.

With silver-white shining hair and red eyes.

Elios Northhelat Dragona.

Looking at the person he would need to attach himself to in the future, his eyes began to shine.

'So that's Princess Elios... Indeed, she exudes charisma even in her appearance? The saying that rulers are cut from a different cloth isn't wrong after all.'

A woman embodying beauty, dignity, and majesty.

Strictly speaking, she was an 18-year-old girl, even younger than Lee Kangseok who had originally been in his mid-twenties, but looking at her, the current Xellos felt like he should naturally bow his head.

'To pass over someone like her and name this immature princess as heir... Well, that Duke must truly be a blind man.'

Though he hadn't met him in person yet, the Duke of Dragona was a character who had caused cancer-inducing frustration in the original story by constantly hindering the protagonist Elios.

Eventually, he would be forcibly removed from his position by Elios, but in that process, a tragedy would occur where many people, including Princess Catlena and Xellos himself, would lose their lives.

Furthermore, this incident would continue to be a major obstacle for Elios and the Principality of Dragona due to issues of legitimacy.

Comparing the cowering Catlena before his eyes with the confidently striding Elios, Xellos naturally disparaged the father of the two princesses who would cause massive problems in the future.

'Well, anyway. I should focus on what's ahead first? I didn't expect an opportunity to come this quickly, but...'

Organizing his thoughts, Xellos began to quickly think.

Despite all the various experiences he had gone through until now, at this moment, he needed to focus as much as possible to achieve his goal as perfectly as possible.

The orphanage named Komel where they were heading now.

While it appeared to be an ordinary orphanage on the surface, Princess Elios wasn't visiting just for volunteer work.

The reason she visited there once or twice a year, and the incident that would become the catalyst for the original Xellos to catch Princess Elios's eye two years later.

To seize that chance without fail, Xellos began to burn with strong determination at this moment.

Ch.11 - Her Chosen One 6
# A Rundown Orphanage on the City Outskirts

While looking at the children gathered in the yard, Ganold, the orphanage director, spoke in an irritable voice.

"Everyone, pay attention."

A middle-aged woman with a distinctly unpleasant appearance for someone who runs an orphanage.
Once the children quieted down at her words, she continued speaking with an annoyed attitude.

"Today, we're expecting a distinguished guest whom you wouldn't dare to even look at. Anyone who makes strange noises or causes trouble will be thrown into solitary confinement for three days, so behave yourselves!"

"...Yes... Director..."

The children responded in timid voices to Ganold's words.
Some of them began to tremble in fear at just the mention of punishment.
They knew all too well how terrible the "solitary confinement" she mentioned was.

The pain of being locked up for three days, starving in a narrow storage room where it was difficult to even lie down and barely any light entered, had become a strong shackle that automatically forced the children to obey the director's words.

After finishing what she had to say, using the underlying fear as her tool, Ganold dismissed the children. She immediately called over the largest boy among those who remained and spoke in a slightly lowered voice.

"Dezley. Keep the children in line. If anyone tries anything foolish, let me know immediately."

"Yes, leave it to me, Director."

Dezley.
Though he was barely in his mid-teens, he had a burly build and fierce appearance for a child.
He was usually tasked with keeping the other children in line through force to prevent any unwanted noise from escaping this wretched orphanage. He was also conveniently stupid enough for Director Ganold to bring him along during secret dealings.

"Oh, and that kid I mentioned before—hide him with the other children you've dealt with. He might cause unnecessary trouble. Make sure to put him somewhere out of sight."

"Understood, Director."

Having finished her temporary arrangements, Ganold headed to her office, grumbling irritably.

"Honestly... why would a young lady who never has to lift a finger come to such a wretched place..."

*

After Ganold finished speaking, the children scattered throughout the orphanage.

Among them was a girl trying to hide herself as inconspicuously as possible.
Arachne was among them.

'Just a little more... just a little longer.'

Arachne was being as cautious as possible, feeling concern, tension, and deep anticipation for what was to come.

Then...

"Hey, you. Come here for a moment."

Dezley's voice suddenly came from behind.

Arachne, who had been heading toward a secluded spot, stopped in her tracks, and Dezley and his gang slowly began approaching her.

"...What is it?"

"The director says you're bothering her. Come along quietly."

Dezley's gang approached Arachne with intimidating voices.

At that moment...

"!"

"That... that kid!"

Arachne suddenly broke free from Dezley's gang and started running with all her might.
Knowing that getting caught now would ruin all her waiting, she dashed forward with everything she had.

"This little... Hey! Catch that brat!"

At Dezley's command, the children began swarming toward Arachne.
With them in pursuit, Arachne desperately escaped outside the orphanage.

Fortunately, the orphanage entrance was empty as the other teachers had followed the director inside the building.
However, even as she ran forward with all her might, Arachne began to feel her strength draining.

It wasn't that Arachne was slow.
But because she often helped weaker children and tried to improve unfair situations, she had become disliked, resulting in her frequently being denied proper meals.

Meanwhile, Dezley's gang, who acted as the orphanage director's henchmen, never had to worry about going hungry.

In the end, due to the basic difference in nutritional status, Arachne failed to shake off Dezley's gang.

"Huff... huff... huff..."

Finally, Arachne's strength gave out before she could get far from the orphanage.

Right after, Dezley's gang began to surround her.

"Does this kid still need more beating? How dare you try to run away?"

"Ugh!"

A look of despair began to spread across Arachne's face.
Seeing this, Dezley spoke in an arrogant voice.

"I told you to get caught quietly. Don't you know a flea is still just a flea no matter how high it jumps?"

"You bastards..."

Arachne glared at Dezley's gang with an expression full of anger.
Seeing her expression, they snorted dismissively and said:

"What are you going to do with that glare? Just give up already. No matter how much you struggle, nothing's going to change anyway. All your precious friends were taken care of once the director stepped in."

"That cripple who used to hang around you was dragged away crying too. You should have known better. You're only being kept around because you have a decent face, but soon we'll make you look just like—gack!"

The next moment, Arachne kicked one of the gang members in the stomach.
But...

"Urgh!"

Right after, Arachne felt an impact on the back of her head.
She collapsed to the ground, and seeing this, Dezley spoke in a fierce voice.

"Looks like you still haven't learned your lesson. Alright. You guys, teach her a bitter lesson. Beat her up good so she never tries anything annoying like this again!"

As soon as Dezley finished speaking, fists and kicks began flying at Arachne from all directions.

Not caring that their target was a girl, they unleashed violence without restraint.

Like stomping on an annoying insect...
Without feeling the slightest guilt or hesitation.

And in the center of this unbearable, merciless violence, Arachne, just a lone girl, began to feel her life slipping away.

'Am I... dying? Like this...'

She wanted to struggle one last time, but feeling it would be difficult, Arachne began to lose consciousness.

'I'm sorry... I'm sorry... everyone... I wanted to at least avenge you all.'

Tears flowed as she lamented her worthlessness, unable to accomplish anything in the end.

At that moment...

"Hey, you there! What do you think you're doing!"

The next moment, a sharp boy's voice reached the children's ears.
Those beating Arachne scattered in all directions like grasshoppers, leaving behind only Arachne, who no longer had the strength to get up.

Right after, a boy approached Arachne and began examining her wounds.
Even through her blurry vision from the severe beating, Arachne could clearly see the boy's face.
A male with blue hair and blue eyes, having an ordinary appearance.

As his image was automatically being imprinted in her mind, a girl appeared beside the boy.

A girl with black hair and red eyes.
Unlike the boy who had a relatively ordinary face and clothes, the girl wore luxurious attire and possessed a beautiful, radiant appearance that would be considered attractive even by other women.
A girl who looked like a princess from a story.

She immediately took out a handkerchief and began to stop the bleeding from Arachne's head wound.

"Are you alright? Oh my... how did this happen..."

"..."

The girl carefully examined Arachne's wounds, while the boy looked on with concerned eyes.

Even in her dazed state, Arachne began to feel deep gratitude toward these two strangers who were helping her.

At that moment...

"Catlena. What's going on?"

"Ah... um... sister... well... you see..."

A young woman with silver hair appeared behind the two.
Looking at the woman with a beautiful but cold impression, the girl began explaining the situation in a timid, shrinking voice.

The story of a girl they had discovered by chance, who was being mercilessly beaten.

After the story was told with a voice full of anxiety, the silver-haired woman spoke in a quiet voice.

"If you wish... you can take her to a doctor even if it makes us late. I'll go to the orphanage ahead of you."

"What? B-but... is that really okay, sister?"

The girl seemed overly surprised at her words.
Looking at the girl, the woman slightly bent her knees, placed something on the girl's head, and spoke in a quiet voice.

"It's alright. Do what you think is right."

For a moment, she spoke with a barely perceptible smile on her lips.
At this, the girl... the one called Catlena, had a blank expression for a moment before deeply bowing to the woman.

"Th-thank you, sister. Let's go, Xellos."

"What?... Oh... yes. Understood, Princess."

Right after those words, following the order of the girl called Catlena, the man named Xellos supported Arachne and urgently headed to a nearby hospital.
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The girl, half-unconscious from severe injuries

Xellos and Catlena hurriedly headed toward a doctor with her. There was a guard assigned by Elios following behind them, but Xellos didn't particularly need his help to carry the girl.

'She's lighter than I expected... Though she did look malnourished from the start.'

Although the girl was similar in height to Xellos, her weight was distressingly light. Light enough that Xellos, despite being only 9 years old, could carry her on his back without issue, even with his trained physique.

However, regardless of that fact, Xellos wasn't particularly pleased with the current situation.

'Seriously... Of all times, this had to happen right when I needed to score points with Elios regarding that orphanage matter.'

The decisive moment when Xellos caught Elios's eye in the original story. He had been planning to execute that plan now, two years earlier than in the original timeline, but carrying the girl to the hospital in the city center made that difficult.

'Well, according to the original story, I'll have other opportunities in the future... but I guess I'll have to give up on this chance.'

As a servant, he had no choice but to follow his master's orders without question. Thinking about this, Xellos began to feel regret.

But at the same time, something unexpected was also occurring to Xellos.

'Come to think of it... Catlena might be more compassionate than I thought. Others only know her as an arrogant woman who doesn't associate with anyone, yet here she is, readily stepping forward to help a girl with no connection to her.'

The Catlena he knew from the original story was a proud noble lady who, like a flower raised in a greenhouse, couldn't understand others' difficulties and barely grasped the concept of helping others.

However, just now, Catlena had immediately ordered him to save this girl upon discovering her being beaten by boys, and even examined her wounds personally, despite getting blood on her clothes.

Catlena taking altruistic action despite her high status—this led Xellos to evaluate that she might have better character than he'd thought.

Meanwhile, apart from creating this somewhat positive impression on Xellos, Princess Catlena was internally breathing a deep sigh of relief.

'Whew... thankfully, I can catch my breath now.'

Having returned to the city center from the outskirts where the orphanage was located, Catlena was delighted that a good excuse had presented itself.

Normally, she wouldn't have personally helped a girl she barely knew. Though she had learned about a leader's responsibility, she wasn't naturally that compassionate.

Nevertheless, the reason she had examined the girl's condition and come this far was simple.

To minimize the time spent with her older sister Elios.

She had discovered there was something complicated between her older sister and father, and her sister's reaction just now had been quite unexpected. But regardless, the fact that her sister remained an object of fear for Catlena hadn't changed.

Elios, her older sister, who made her heart shrink just by making eye contact. In fact, even during their brief conversation earlier, she had felt chills due to the fear ingrained in her instincts. Given how serious her symptoms were, what would normally have been considered a nuisance now felt like a blessing from heaven.

'Of course, if I don't go back at all, that would anger my sister in its own way, so I'll need to manage my time appropriately...'

With these thoughts, they finally arrived at the hospital and immediately called for a doctor to examine the girl.

*

After diagnosing the girl's condition, the doctor spoke to them in a calm voice.

"She has severe bruising and some broken bones, but fortunately, there's no major damage to her internal organs. I should be able to heal this quickly."

With those words, the doctor began treating the girl with magic. Strictly speaking, this person's profession was that of a magician, but because he specialized in this type of magic, he was called a doctor.

Watching the immediate treatment process, Xellos was inwardly impressed.

'I've had minor bruises treated during training before, but this healing magic... it's more impressive than I thought.'

Magic that could heal injuries in seconds that would naturally take days to recover.

Even the witches working in the palace could perfectly restore internal organs as long as there was still breath in the body, making the magic-based medicine of this world superior to modern science-based medicine.

As the girl's injuries healed visibly fast through magic, the swelling on her face subsided and the bruises disappeared, revealing her original face.

'I couldn't tell while carrying her here, but... this child is quite pretty.'

The girl had light purple hair and distinct, beautiful features. Though not as beautiful as Catlena or Elios, considering her bare face without any makeup, she was quite attractive.

Meanwhile, looking at the recovered girl, Catlena spoke to the doctor who had finished the treatment.

"Thank you for your work. Please send the bill to the palace. You may leave now."

"Yes, understood, Princess."

The doctor left at Catlena's words. Additionally, the guard assigned by Elios was waiting at the hospital entrance as per Catlena's orders.

Thus, only the three young people remained in the hospital room. Catlena's gaze then turned to Xellos, whose forehead was beaded with sweat from carrying the girl all the way here.

"You worked hard too. Was it difficult coming all this way?"

"No, it's fine. I only did what needed to be done."

Xellos responded politely to Catlena's words.

Although he was disappointed about losing a good opportunity while rescuing this child, the fact that he had helped save a young girl's life gave Xellos a sense of fulfillment.

And seeing Xellos showing that slightly proud emotion on his face, a quiet smile began to form on Catlena's lips.

Just then...

"Uh... uh..."

The girl slowly began to open her eyes.

Catlena looked at her face and spoke to her in a calm voice.

"Are... are you conscious?"

The girl stared back blankly without responding to Catlena's words. Seeing this, Catlena spoke to her in the most gentle voice she could manage.

"You're safe now. Your injuries have been treated, so you don't need to worry."

Catlena smiled to calm the young patient. Then...

"Uh... uh..."

"Ah..."

"Sob... sob..."

The next moment, the girl suddenly began to sob and cry. It was probably due to the aftermath of being beaten so severely that she had lost consciousness, but this was causing Catlena to feel somewhat perplexed.

'This... it seems the shock was greater than I thought. Well, if I hadn't intervened, this child might have died.'

It might have been natural given that the girl appeared to be around her own age, but when the child actually started crying in front of her, Catlena wasn't sure how to handle it.

Just then...

"It's okay now. The people who hurt you are gone, so you can rest easy."

"Sob... sob..."

The next moment, Xellos was patting the girl's back and calmly comforting her. The image of a young boy comforting a girl might have seemed cute, but it was apparently effective.

After a while, the girl finally stopped crying and calmed her emotions. Then, slightly embarrassed, she turned her head away from Xellos and spoke in a small voice.

"Sniff... th-thank... you... for saving me..."

She looked at Xellos with tears still in her eyes and a slight blush on her face.

Feeling something peculiar while watching this, Catlena smiled and responded to her words.

"It's nothing. Helping someone in need is only natural. My name is Catlena Sophia. May I know your name?"

The girl naturally looked toward Catlena at her question. Then, she answered in a slightly trembling voice.

"...Arach...ne... I don't have a family name."

Having no family name meant she had no parents. From this, Catlena and Xellos could deduce that she was an orphan.

"I see, then is it alright if I call you Arachne?"

"Yes. That's fine."

Arachne answered Catlena's question more carefully. Relieved that she seemed to have sorted out her emotions to some extent, Catlena began to ask about what had happened earlier.

"By the way, how did you end up in that situation? If you did something wrong, like stealing..."

"N-no, nothing like that! I just..."

Arachne suddenly cut off her words in the middle of trying to explain something. Catlena realized that there might be something more to this child's situation beyond just being beaten, and her curiosity deepened.

"It's okay. If there's any problem, you can tell me. Perhaps I might be able to help you."

Catlena showed a kind smile. At this, Arachne hesitated for a moment before beginning to speak again.
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Arachne cautiously began to speak while looking at Catlena.

Honestly, from Catlena's perspective, there was no particular reason to care about this girl Arachne's circumstances.

However, she currently needed to buy time here, and she also had some personal curiosity.

About the story of this young girl who seemed to have something troubling her.

"Will you... help me? Really?"

And with Catlena's words, the girl's demeanor began to change.

Seeing something burning in her eyes, Catlena felt the situation was becoming interesting and spoke with kindness.

"Of course. Despite appearances, I'm quite a capable person. If it's not a bad story, I'll lend you my strength."

Catlena spoke with confidence befitting her noble attire.

Watching her, the girl seemed to contemplate for a moment before slowly nodding as if she had made up her mind.

"O-okay. Then..."

*

After recovering from her injuries, the girl named Arachne began talking with Catlena.

At first, Xellos thought she might be an orphan who had simply gotten caught up in some trouble between children.

Of course, those boys who beat up a girl like that weren't in their right minds either, but considering this was the medieval period, much harsher than modern times, and given the girl's apparent lower-class status, he thought such things might happen.

However...

"Actually, I'm staying at an orphanage now. The Komel Orphanage just ahead. Those boys who were beating me are all children from the same orphanage..."

'Komel... Orphanage?'

The moment he heard that name, surprise flashed across Xellos's face.

Komel Orphanage was exactly where he and Catlena were supposed to go with Elios.

Knowing what was happening there, Xellos couldn't help but pay attention to the girl's words.

And, confirming his suspicions, the girl said...

"I saw it... what those guys are doing with the orphanage director. The terrible things they're doing to the children there."

"What?"

Catlena showed a slightly surprised expression, sensing the atmosphere was more serious than expected.

Looking at her, Arachne spoke with a voice filled with cold anger.

"The children living there... aren't treated as humans. Violence and starvation are just the basics. When they get hurt or sick, they don't receive any treatment. Rather... children who become weak like that are being sold as slaves."

Arachne revealed this unexpected heavy story while her fists trembled.

Hearing this, Catlena asked her with a voice filled with bewilderment.

"W-wait a moment. What are you saying? Slaves... I've heard that the Principality of Dragona strictly prohibits the trading of humans and demons by law?"

"Haa..."

Arachne let out a deep sigh at Catlena's words.

Then she spoke quietly in a chilling voice.

"If laws were always followed... I wouldn't have been beaten like that in the first place. Especially when it's the director who holds the greatest power within the orphanage..."

"Hmm... that's true, but..."

Arachne's words were quite cutting for a child.

Seeing this, Catlena felt momentarily speechless.

At that moment, Xellos, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, spoke to her with a somewhat urgent voice.

"So, Arachne, are you saying you personally witnessed this slave purchase?"

Xellos spoke as if urging her on.

After briefly taking in his appearance, which seemed to burn with a sense of justice, Arachne nodded and answered.

"Yes. I don't know their exact identities, but people were saying: 20 silver coins for boys, 30 silver coins for girls. Subtract 3 for each missing limb..."

"Hmm..."

Arachne was being quite specific about this serious matter.

Hearing this, Xellos inwardly smiled, feeling that an opportunity he had half given up on had returned.

'I never expected a chance to come back like this. This is good. Now that we have a witness, if I just inform Elios about this...'

The slave-related activities happening at the orphanage.

The reason Elios was visiting there was because she had received information about it, but in the original story, due to the orphanage's thorough control, it wasn't revealed until two years later.

However, at this moment, detailed information was coming from Arachne's mouth, and Catlena, who held authority as a princess, was present.

If he used this opportunity well, it would be entirely possible to win Elios's favor as he had hoped.

With this in mind, Xellos spoke to Catlena with determination.

"Princess, we can't just ignore this story, can we? Let's immediately inform Princess Elios... no, the Duchess about this. If they're engaging in slave trade, which is prohibited by national law, we should expose it and punish them severely..."

"No, Xellos, this isn't something to approach so simply."

"...What?"

Catlena put on the brakes, contrary to what he had expected.

This caused bewilderment on both Xellos and Arachne's faces, but looking at them, Catlena spoke in a calm voice.

"If what you say is true, Arachne, it would be right to investigate and reveal the truth. However... we cannot take action based solely on hearsay. I'm sorry to say this, but it's unreasonable to disrupt a state facility like an orphanage without clear evidence."

"Hmm..."

Catlena expressed reluctance with reasonable justification.

Seeing this, Xellos felt some disappointment but also understood her point.

In the original story, thanks to Princess Elios's bold personality, they were able to conduct an investigation disregarding procedures.

However, unfortunately, Catlena's personality wasn't like that, and unlike Elios who already had circumstantial suspicions, it was natural for Catlena to proceed cautiously after only hearing Arachne's words.

'Hmm... in this case, maybe it would be better if I personally spoke to Elios? After all, if we investigate, the orphanage's slave business will be exposed anyway.'

As Xellos was considering his options, he realized that as a servant, approaching a princess he had no connection with would be burdensome and complicated, but from his perspective, this was a good way to score points with Elios, so it was worth serious consideration.

But then...

"If it's evidence... I have some."

"What?"

'Huh? She has evidence?'

Arachne said something unexpected.

Then, looking at Catlena's face, she spoke with a desperate voice.

"I prepared something in case something like this happened. It might serve as evidence."

"What exactly is this evidence? And where is it now...?"

Catlena asked with interest, surprised by Arachne's unexpected words.

To this, Arachne made a slightly troubled expression and said to her.

"Well... I don't know the details since I can't read well. But it definitely contains information about the slave business. It's hidden in a warehouse at the orphanage."

Catlena showed signs of contemplation again as she listened to Arachne's story.

At that moment, Xellos spoke to her with a desperate voice.

"Lady Catlena, after hearing all this, wouldn't it be best to look at this supposed evidence and then make a judgment? After all, we were planning to go to Komel Orphanage anyway."

"...Haa..."

Catlena sighed at Xellos's request. Honestly, from her position, she didn't want to get deeply involved in such an uncertain and dangerous matter.

After all, the orphanage was a place Elios personally visited for volunteer work, showing interest in it.

Not knowing the real reason for this, Catlena was thinking that this incident might incur Elios's anger.

However...

"...Alright. If you insist so strongly, Xellos."

Despite her reservations, she ultimately had to nod.

Honestly, if it were any other matter, she might have refused, but if the story about the slave trade was true, as a princess of this country, she couldn't possibly ignore it.

This was related to her mother's honor and the founding principles of the Principality of Dragona, so Catlena also felt some responsibility regarding this issue.

And decisively, because the person making this request was none other than Xellos.

Catlena ultimately had to accept it, and with this, broad smiles began to spread across both Xellos and Arachne's faces.
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"Tch... I had bad luck. Of all the times..."

"You should have caught her quickly before she left the orphanage. This mess happened because you grabbed her in a strange place."

Dazzley and his gang were returning to the orphanage while grumbling.

Originally, they should have confined Arachne in her room before the arrival of that person who was scheduled to visit the orphanage today, as she might cause problems.

However, due to the unexpected interference of some girl, that had become impossible.

"What should we do? If this gets out, the director might get angry..."

"It's fine, nothing serious. Anyway, what matters is keeping that injured kid out of sight in the classroom."

While it might be different outdoors, in a cramped space with children gathered together, Arachne's injured and miserable appearance would likely stand out and naturally draw attention.

Though it was something they could potentially gloss over, the director wanted to avoid showing anything unpleasant to the important visitor.

But these kids didn't think that far ahead; they simply knew they had to follow the director's orders.

"Anyway, whether she gets treatment or just dies, that Arachne won't be coming back for a while, so let's just keep quiet about it."

"But... honestly, that kid's been doing some dangerous things lately..."

"What? Besides defying us or interfering when we discipline the kids, has she been doing something strange?"

When Dazzley asked, the children showed a somewhat hesitant attitude before carefully speaking up.

"Well, you see... Arachne seems to be up to something really suspicious lately."

"Like you said, she's been stepping in to help the kids we beat up, and sometimes she even shares her own food with others. Yet she refuses to give us anything, no matter what. How spiteful..."

"On top of that, she's been taking over work for the weaker kids when the director assigns labor. Because of that, there are more kids who secretly like that brat."

"Well... even so, she can't really do anything, but if we leave her alone, it might cause trouble..."

"That's right..."

Dazzley nodded slowly at the children's words.

Then, one of the children who had been listening to the conversation carefully spoke up.

He was a timid member of the gang who rarely spoke up.

"Come to think of it... I've also seen that kid doing something strange."

"Something strange?"

"Yeah... Actually, I saw it when I went to the bathroom a while ago... That kid was carefully following the director at night."

"Following the director... that kid?... N-no way..."

At that moment, a thought suddenly crossed Dazzley's mind.

Though the possibility was low, if they ignored this, the situation might truly become dangerous...

While he lacked depth in basic knowledge, he had quite a keen sense for detecting danger.

"...Dazzley?"

"This won't do. No matter what, there's always that small chance..."

Dazzley knew that if this matter became known, something serious would happen, as the director had repeatedly emphasized.

Despite his young age, he thought they needed to prepare for the current situation, and he put this into action.

"You guys go in first and take your seats. The rest of you come with me."

"W-why so suddenly?"

"No need to know. Just follow me. I'll talk to the director later and get you snacks."

"O-okay."

So Dazzley disappeared somewhere with three or four children in front of the orphanage, while the rest went into the small classroom inside.

*

In the orphanage classroom where the children had gathered and taken their seats.

At the front, Director Garnold was busy with final preparations, nagging the teachers.

"There, dust off those books. I don't want any complaints about education not being provided because of that."

"Yes, Director."

"Honestly... if they were born stupid, they should just grow up stupid, why bother teaching such kids... Ah, you've kept the children quiet, right? If any strange talk comes out, none of you will be spared, understood?"

"D-don't worry, we've thoroughly silenced them on that matter."

"Make sure it's done properly. If any rumors start..."

"I-I've handled it perfectly. Don't worry."

Garnold continued to nag the teachers, almost excessively, which stemmed from her anxiety.

Elios, who visited this place once or twice a year for inspection.

All she did was look after the children and review the orphanage's documents, but for Garnold, even this was a burden.

'Fortunately, I've already sold off this batch of goods, so I can relax for now. I don't understand those people who buy dying kids, but... well, as long as I make money, that's all that matters. It also helps me get rid of troublesome burdens.'

While the orphanage was basically funded by state support, Garnold wasn't satisfied with just that.

Dealing with these unwanted animals abandoned by their parents didn't suit her temperament.

Yet she continued this work because there were many ways to skim money from it.

To Garnold, the children were merely livestock that allowed her to collect support funds, and among them, the sick and ailing ones were just nuisances causing troublesome issues.

They had to be treated at her expense, and if they died, the punishment would be a reduction in funding—they were terrible parasites.

Then one day, people appeared who would pay to cleanly remove these nuisances, and having no reason to refuse, she grabbed their hands immediately without knowing who they were.

This "private business" that began this way brought Garnold considerable wealth, and she continued to carry it out periodically.

'This is why people need to know how to maximize opportunities. Thanks to my bold actions, those things find their owners, and I can live without money worries even among these livestock. It's good for everyone! The high-ranking people who block such excellent business with laws are the pathetic ones.'

Of course, if her actions were ever discovered by those above, it was obvious what would happen, which was why she was always gripped by deep anxiety whenever Elios—someone who could easily dispose of someone like her—visited.

'I hope everything goes smoothly this time too... It has to. After all the trouble I go through dealing with such livestock.'

Just as Director Garnold was feeling nervous inside.

"Sh-she's here."

The teacher spoke with a trembling voice.

Hearing this, she hid the emotions on her face and greeted the guest with a bright smile.

"Welcome, I sincerely thank you for your visit."

Garnold bowed deeply and greeted politely.

The noble woman who visited the orphanage with her guards responded in a quiet voice.

"Excuse me. As I feel every year, it seems I've created an unnecessarily troublesome time."

"Not at all! Please, come inside. The children have been eagerly waiting for you."

"I doubt there are many children who would eagerly wait for someone who only visits once or twice a year..."

Elios spoke in her usual cold voice.

However, this time she seemed somewhat displeased, with a hint of sarcasm that the perceptive Garnold could detect.

'She's never been particularly pleasant, but she seems especially bad this time... These noble young ladies with their unnecessarily high noses...'

While inwardly cursing, Garnold bowed her head and guided Elios into the orphanage.
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# The Classroom Guided by Garnold

Inside, the children from the orphanage who were in the best condition sat together in groups.

Particularly, Dazzley's gang members were positioned in the most visible spots, which had helped her create the impression to others that the orphanage was being well-managed.

However... even while using methods that had worked well on others, she was secretly breaking into a cold sweat.

"Every time I visit, I notice how extreme the differences are among the children here. Some gain weight year after year, while others look increasingly haggard each time I see them..."

"Haha... We are making efforts regarding that issue... but correcting children's picky eating habits isn't such an easy task."

"I suppose so... Someone used to cutting steak wouldn't willingly put gruel in their mouth."

"!..Ha-haha... Th-that's true... S-some of these children originally came from quite wealthy families... so they're still adjusting..."

"..."

Garnold answered Elios's words with a forced smile.
However, she began to feel a chill down her spine as she realized that Elios's gaze was directed straight at her.

'Anyway... this princess is unnecessarily perceptive...'

Fortunately for Garnold, Elios didn't pursue the topic further and quietly changed the subject.

"Well... let's move past that for now. Since I'm here, it would be proper to offer some small assistance. Lead the way."

"Y-yes... As you requested, we've prepared laundry and ingredients for meal preparation. Th-this way..."

Garnold guided Elios outside with some urgency. The longer they stayed, the more pressure she felt from that penetrating gaze, so she couldn't allow Elios to remain there for long.

Because of this, she failed to notice one important fact:
At that moment, Dazzley and several children were missing from the classroom.

*

The orphanage was shabby but quite spacious.
However, contrary to expectations that it would be noisy, the front yard was completely empty.

"There's nobody here."

"A high-ranking person is visiting today, they said. Everyone's probably stuck in the classroom or warehouse..."

"Warehouse?"

"Yes, when important people visit, they lock up the sick or malnourished children in the warehouse all day. They say it's to prevent reduction in funding."

Xellos expressed doubt at Arachne's words.
In response, she looked at his face with a bitter expression.

Watching Arachne making eye contact with Xellos, Catlena spoke in a slightly cold voice.

"What terrible people. The slave issue is problematic enough, but if this is true, that matter also needs to be addressed."

Arachne nodded at those words, but her gaze still wouldn't leave Xellos beside her.

Noticing this, Catlena spoke to Arachne in a somewhat firm tone.

"So? Where is this warehouse located?"

"Right in front of us. That building there."

Arachne pointed to a large but rather dilapidated-looking building.
Catlena nodded, then spoke to the guard who had been standing behind them since they left the hospital.

"You go and inform my sister that we've arrived. We'll check out that warehouse and then head over there."

"Understood, Princess."

The guard carried out the princess's order without question.
After making arrangements to prevent potentially upsetting her sister about their delay, Catlena followed Arachne into the warehouse.

And... just after the three of them entered...

*

The place was spacious but dark, with little light coming in.
In a corner, Arachne was busily searching through piles of miscellaneous items.

From Catlena's perspective, it honestly made her want to suggest they organize the place regularly.
However, as the saying goes, to hide a tree, put it in a forest—this was apparently her security method, so it wasn't particularly problematic.

'But still... if what this child says is true, what happens next? It's a given that this orphanage will be shut down, but how my sister will react to this... I honestly don't know.'

Catlena wasn't certain how Elios would respond to learning about such problems in an orphanage she sponsored and supervised.

Of course, given her sister's personality, she wouldn't simply let it slide. But there was a possibility that Elios might feel unpleasant emotions toward Catlena over this matter.

'On the other hand, this could be an opportunity for my sister to view me more favorably... I really hope that's how it turns out.'

As Catlena felt both hope and anxiety in what was essentially a gamble, Arachne, who had been diligently searching through the junk, finally exclaimed with joy.

"Found it! Here."

With those words, she pulled out a crumpled document.
Catlena immediately began examining its contents, while Xellos, watching from the side, quietly asked.

"I'm just asking out of curiosity... how did you get your hands on this?"

"Well... I snuck into the director's office at dawn when everyone was distracted, hid until nightfall, then used a key I had copied in advance to..."

"...Hmm. I think I get the picture."

The brief explanation conjured scenes from a prison break movie.
Xellos was inwardly impressed, realizing that this child, who appeared to be only around 10 years old, was far from ordinary.

And Catlena felt the same way.

'This girl... my sister Elios might take quite an interest in her if she sees her.'

With that thought, Catlena examined the document again.
It contained information about children who had been taken as slaves and the profits generated from this.

In other words, it was a kind of ledger.
Evidence like this might not be enough for punishment, but it was certainly sufficient to initiate an investigation of the orphanage.

"Good. This seems adequate as evidence, so let's move right away."

"Ah..."

At Catlena's words, Arachne's face lit up with a bright expression.
Having finally achieved her long-cherished goal, her face began to show undisguisable joy.

Just then...

-SLAM!-

"!"

"Gasp!"

The warehouse door closed violently.
Immediately after, Arachne's face filled with dismay, and both Catlena and Xellos's expressions hardened slightly.

What they saw before them was a group of burly boys.
And at their center stood someone Catlena could vaguely recognize.

"What are you doing hiding in a place like this, you little rat?"

The boy spoke in an arrogant voice.
Seeing the face of the one who had roughly manhandled Arachne earlier, Catlena automatically frowned.

At the same time, a voice filled with cold anger began to flow from Arachne's lips as she looked at him.

"Dazzley... you bastard..."

He had consistently acted as the orphanage director's henchman, inflicting violence on the children and even conducting the dirty work of selecting which ones would be taken as slaves.

Though young in age, he was the kind of malicious being that made one think this is what a devil would be like if one existed in the world.

With an unpleasant smile on his face, he approached them confidently, accompanied by three or four children wielding wooden clubs behind him.
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The boys surrounding them.

Looking at them, Catlena's brow automatically furrowed.

'These are the boys I saw earlier on the street. Then they must be subordinates of that director who runs the slave business?'

Just by their appearance, they didn't look like they would be doing anything good. Catlena let out a small sigh at the vulgarity she sensed from them.

"Haah..."

At first glance, it was quite a dangerous situation.

However, even at times like this, Catlena didn't lose her composure.

When she was younger, perhaps she would have been afraid. But now, knowing who she was and what rights she possessed, she had no reason to feel fear in the current situation.

"I'm sorry, but I cannot allow that."

Catlena pushed Arachne behind her and addressed the boys in front of her.

"Huh?"

"Who are you?"

Dazzley frowned slightly at her somewhat dignified appearance.

Then Catlena continued in a voice filled with confidence.

"I apologize to you all, but I have personal business with this person. I would appreciate it if you wouldn't interfere until it's finished."

It was a declaration as a noble lady that she would not let Arachne go.

Anyone with even a little knowledge of the world would have easily understood what that meant.

In this world, it was taboo for commoners to interfere in the affairs of nobles, and those who violated this rule would face appropriate consequences.

Catlena's declaration meant she was invoking this right, and normally, ordinary people would have quietly backed away after hearing such words.

However...

"What's this girl saying?"

"We were going easy on her because she's a woman, but now she's talking nonsense..."

'...Eh?'

Unfortunately, the boys in front of Catlena were not the type to understand such principles of the world.

"Does she think she's something special because we ran away earlier?"

"Back then there were lots of adults around, but now she's alone. This is perfect, she was really getting on my nerves anyway."

"How dare she look down on us. We need to teach her how scary the world can be."

Dazzley and his gang, having grown up in an orphanage, had some level of awareness and experience controlling children, but due to their poor education, their foundation was very inadequate.

Naturally, they had no idea what would happen if commoners laid hands on a noble lady... especially the daughter of a great noble family, a princess.

"W-wait. Do you not understand the situation you're in? I'm warning you. If you don't back down now..."

"Or what? You'll call your parents?"

"Go ahead and try if you can. We'll have you crying and sniveling before that happens."

Dazzley's gang approached with clubs in hand, completely failing to grasp the situation.

Looking at them, there was one vulgar word that naturally came to Catlena's mind.

'Shit...'

*

"...Is something happening?"

"Pardon?"

"No, it's nothing."

While personally cooking for the children, Elios muttered quietly before immediately returning her focus to the task.

"Do you always prepare such abundant meals?"

"Ah, yes, of course. It's food for the children, so naturally I prepare plenty."

"That makes sense... though the children seem to be eating rather enthusiastically..."

"Th-that must be because your cooking skills are so excellent, Princess."

"..."

Elios said nothing more in response to the director's flattery mixed with subtle anxiety.

Though she had much to say, that wasn't what was important to her right now.

'I should check on things first.'

Having reached that conclusion, Elios began finishing her work with impeccable posture.

Though she was simply organizing cooking utensils, there was a sense of dignity in her movements, and at the same time, a sharpness reminiscent of handling weapons.

After quickly finishing the cleanup, Princess Elios slowly began releasing mana from her body, just enough that others wouldn't notice.

And then...

*

"Now then... what should we do with you?"

"First, let's put that arrogant girl in her place."

With a hideous smile on his face, Dazzley slowly began approaching them.

"You're making a mistake. Do you think you'll get away with doing something like this?"

"What will happen if we don't?"

Dazzley snorted at Catlena's words.

He couldn't understand what this girl was relying on to speak so boldly.

Though she was wearing fancy clothes, she was still just a girl around his age or slightly younger.

From his experience, children—whether boys or girls—would eventually cry and obey him after being beaten.

In that regard, Arachne was quite tough, and perhaps this girl barking at him now was of a similar type.

'That would be troublesome... if it comes to that, should I just hand her over to the director to be sold? Those who get beaten half-crippled are automatically sold off anyway. Since it's come to this, it might be good to send her off as a set with that annoying Arachne.'

While adults couldn't be handled that way, if it was a child who had entered this orphanage, the director could take care of them no matter who they were, just as he had done until now.

Making calculations based on his limited knowledge, Dazzley gave orders to the children.

"Honestly, I was going to go easy because some important person was supposed to be coming, but I can't do that now. Since this girl has put me in an even fouler mood, don't hold back today—beat her as much as you want."

"A-are we allowed to do that?"

"But the director said..."

"It doesn't matter. Even if we cripple them, there are ways to handle it."

With those words, Dazzley picked up a club that had been leaning against the wall.

Having decided to handle today's business thoroughly to prevent any leaks about the slave trade, he was in a determined state of mind.

And... just as Catlena was automatically frowning at their barbaric behavior...

"Huh?"

"W-who are you?"

A boy stood in front of Catlena.

He was about a head shorter than Dazzley and had a somewhat slender build. Slowly, he drew a wooden sword that he had been carrying at his side.

*

Seeing the situation unfold differently than expected, Xellos realized it was time for him to step in, and he took a stance with his wooden practice sword.

Regardless of everything else, his most important mission now was to protect Catlena.

Even if it meant cutting ties later, protecting her was what Xellos needed to do right now.

"Xellos!"

Catlena called out to him with a voice filled with concern.

Feeling somewhat strange that she was worried about him even in this urgent situation, Xellos focused on the "enemies" before him.

"Who's this kid now?"

"You want to get hit first? If that's what you want!"

The boys rushed toward him with murderous voices.

Including the one called Dazzley, there were five of them in total, and they were all armed with clubs and sticks.

Even for a young child, this was quite a dangerous situation, and considering that Xellos was also just a 9-year-old boy, the danger was even greater.

However, separate from that, Xellos had several advantages at the moment.

Those were...

"Huh?"

"W-what the...?"

In the next moment, Xellos swiftly avoided their attacks.

Their faces began to show bewilderment, while a slight smile formed on Xellos's lips.

'As expected... these guys might be strong, but they have absolutely no basic combat training.'

No matter how many they were or how strong, the gap in combat ability between those who had learned to fight and those who hadn't was very large.

This was especially true in close combat, rather than shooting guns or firing arrows.

"Guhk!"

"! W-what..."

Moving his body in an instant, Xellos struck the back of the head of one of the confused boys with his wooden sword.

Though it was his first real combat experience, recognizing that things were going according to plan, a smile began to form on Xellos's face.
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Xellos's strike knocked the guy unconscious to the ground, causing Dezley and his gang to become greatly flustered.

Though Dezley's group might be considered strong among the orphanage children, compared to Xellos—who regularly received combat training from a capable instructor to the point of exhaustion—the difference was truly like that between an adult and a child.

"W-what is this guy? How did he..."

"D-don't panic! He's still just one person! Attack from all sides!"

Dezley's gang was trying to use their numerical advantage by thinking strategically.

They began to surround Xellos from all directions, but he wasn't fazed in the slightest.

'Honestly, I've been cursing her in my mind every time... but I guess I should be grateful to that Serif woman right now?'

Thinking this, Xellos took his stance.
At that moment, the guys surrounding him rushed at him simultaneously from the front, back, and sides.

However...

"Huh?"

"Gack!"

In an instant, they collided with each other and became entangled.
The clubs they swung with all their might landed on their own comrades' heads and shoulders instead of Xellos. They couldn't even slow their momentum and crashed into each other, taking significant damage.

Meanwhile, Xellos jumped into the air and landed lightly on the ground.

'Fortunately, the ceiling is quite high. But this evasion method... isn't it more suited for Sirens than humans? They can freely fly around, not just jump.'

Regardless, while they were tangled up and disoriented, Xellos seized the opportunity to launch his attack.

"Urgh!"

"Gack!"

"Ugh!"

Two of them were knocked unconscious after being struck on the back of their heads by Xellos's surprise attack.

Now only Dezley and one of his lackeys remained, glaring at Xellos with rage.

"You... you bastard..."

"Want to continue? It doesn't seem like you have much chance of winning. Wouldn't it be better to surrender..."

"S-shut up! If I really wanted to, someone like you..."

Dezley shouted like an enraged pig.
However, to Xellos's eyes, this didn't look like courage or determination, but rather just pathetic refusal to accept defeat.

It felt like he was throwing a tantrum because he couldn't accept the reality before him.
Seeing him like this, Xellos let out a small sigh.

'Well... I guess it's because he's that kind of person that he could participate in such trashy behavior while laughing about it.'

With that thought, Xellos took his stance again.

Then...

"Huh?"

"Aaaaargh!"

The next moment, Dezley charged forward screaming with his club raised.
However, he wasn't heading toward where Xellos was standing.

What was in that direction was...

"Ah!"

"D-danger..."

Dezley swung his club violently as he threw himself forward.
What stood before him was that arrogant woman who seemed to be the master of that damned guy, and that irritating person...

Catlena Sophia Dragona and Arachne Sacrifice were standing there.

He already knew.
That he couldn't defeat that guy.
That he had no choice but to lose to such a small, scrawny-looking guy.

But he couldn't accept it.

Until now, he had reigned as the tyrant of this orphanage.
When he swung his fists and clubs, all the little kids would fall, and no one except the director could stop him.

He couldn't accept that someone like him would lose to a guy who had just appeared out of nowhere.

So, Dezley charged forward blindly, giving in to his rage.

Then, just as his wooden sword was about to fall on the heads of those detestable women...

"Crack!"

"!"

"Ah...ah..."

Faced with this unexpected situation, Dezley's face showed bewilderment, but this quickly changed to a cunning smile.

The one who took the direct hit from his club wasn't the woman he had targeted.

It was the very guy who had wounded his pride and provoked his anger.

"X-Xellos!"

"...Kuk..."

Xellos had barely managed to block the attack that was about to fall on Catlena using his wooden sword.

Thanks to him, Catlena and Arachne beside her weren't harmed at all, but unfortunately, Xellos's physical condition wasn't so lucky.

Dezley's attack, powered by his considerable weight and strength, shattered Xellos's wooden sword and landed on his elbow, which was in a defensive position.

And the result was...

"Ah...aaah..."

As his arm bone broke, an unimaginable, tremendous pain began to engulf Xellos.

It was pain incomparable to minor bruises, the kind that would automatically make one scream out, but it was so extreme that his agonized cry seemed to get caught in his throat and couldn't burst out.

So, while outwardly he seemed to be making only small groans, inside Xellos's head, a mixture of curses and screams began to swirl madly.

'Holy shit! This hurts like hell!! I can't even scream! Damn it, I took this hit for nothing! What was that mission for?! I should have just let her get hit, princess or whatever! Why did I make such a crazy choice...! Aaaaarrrrggghhh!!!'

The pain surged wildly again with even the slightest movement, leaving Xellos unable to move and collapsed on the floor.

And, fortunately for Xellos, Dezley, judging that he had won after seeing Xellos fallen on the ground, turned his gaze toward the two girls looking at him.

"Hehehe... you girls are next. I'll make you end up just like that damned guy."

Dezley approached with an evil smile.

At this, Arachne's face began to show despair and fear as hope disappeared.

But at that moment, contrary to Dezley's expectations, there was not a trace of fear on Catlena's face.

"You... how dare you do this..."

Catlena spoke, consumed by deep anger as she looked at Xellos lying on the ground.

At that moment, what flashed through her mind was a scene from the past.
The image of Xellos falling while trying to protect her.

For her, it was a memory like a nightmare, but also one that had made her develop feelings for that man a bit too late.

Recalling this, Catlena glared murderously at this unspeakably ugly devil's child before her, purely expressing her rage.

However, seemingly indifferent to her attitude, Dezley slowly approached Catlena with the club in his hand.

"Why are you looking at me like that? You'll end up the same way anyway. Here, my word is law. Anyone who crosses me is bound to disappear!"

With those words, Dezley slowly raised his club.
But watching this, a cold voice flowed from Catlena's lips.

"You... I will definitely kill you."

"!"

Right after that, Catlena began to emit a chilling and terrifying killing intent.

At this, Dezley momentarily began to feel an inexplicable, eerie sensation.

It was as if... a pitch-black dragon was baring its teeth and glaring at him.
Dezley couldn't understand why he felt this way or what it meant.

"Damn it!"

Nevertheless, he ignored this feeling and put strength back into his club, which had momentarily paused.
This action was possible because he was originally ignorant and lacking in intelligence.

Dezley's club fell toward Catlena's head.

Although he hesitated for a moment, it contained a force similar to what had broken Xellos's arm.

And the result was...

-Thwack!-
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In an instant, my vision turned bright red.

Warm, red liquid.

It spread out magnificently like a blooming flower, covering her completely.

There was no fear.

No matter what situation might come, the anger she felt now seemed capable of easily swallowing everything.

However, immediately after, Catlena realized.

No matter how consumed by rage she was, it was impossible.

Fear... was something far more terrible than she had thought.

Regretting her foolishness and arrogance to the bone, Catlena collapsed where she stood.

It wasn't because of pain.

No, the pain she had been prepared for didn't exist in the first place.

And for that, she couldn't help but be extremely grateful.

If such a thing had happened...

Perhaps something even more terrifying would have unfolded before her eyes.

"Ah... aah..."

Seeing the scene before her, Catlena couldn't say anything.

The boy named Dazley standing in front of her.

Just moments ago, he had been a violent tyrant swinging a club in the warehouse, the object of Catlena's hatred.

But now. There was no trace of his previous ferocity.

There was only... a pig about to be slaughtered, rolling on the floor and wailing.

"KWEEEEEEEEEK!!!!!!"

A hideous beast writhing in pain while clutching his raw, torn wrist.

Blood spurted like a fountain, and in pain that could drive one insane, Dazley began rolling on the floor wildly, screaming.

But at that moment, Catlena's gaze wasn't on Dazley, who was screaming and twisting his body.

What she was looking at was the being who had overturned the situation in that split second.

The being who, even now, was holding Dazley's bleeding wrist without changing her expression.

"S...sis...ter...?"

With a voice full of shock and fear, Catlena called out to her... her sister Elios.

"I was... a bit late."

Elios spoke softly in a cold voice.

Seeing this, Catlena once again felt a chill run down her spine.

'Su...surely... she's not saying that because she's angry that I came late... right?'

Actually, Catlena knew it was a bit excessive to think that way...

But honestly, since the root of all this was her desire to minimize the time spent with her sister, she felt somewhat guilty inside.

Although thanks to her sister, she avoided getting hit on the head by Dazley, Catlena was honestly thinking that it might have been better to just get hit once and lose consciousness.

The sight of her sister covered in blood and emanating murderous intent before her eyes.

That sight, which vividly dredged up the trauma she had barely buried, was giving Catlena a terror so overwhelming it felt like her heart might burst.

If she had been the target of that killing intent, she would have fainted on the spot.

After looking once at Catlena, who was frozen stiff and unable to say anything,

Elios's gaze turned toward Dazley, who was rolling on the floor.

"How dare trash like you..."

As she finished speaking, Elios threw the wrist she was holding back at Dazley.

Seeing her actions, not only Dazley, who was still writhing in pain on the floor, but also the other gang members sitting on the floor watching the situation, could only tremble in fear without taking any action.

Literally like mice placed before a dragon.

At that moment, urgent voices began to be heard from the half-shattered warehouse door.

"E... Elios? Wh... what on earth is..."

Standing there were Garnold and other teachers with astonished expressions.

Without even looking at them, Elios spoke in an ice-cold voice.

"These vermin tried to harm the body of a noble lady. Surely... none of you fools know what that means, do you?"

"Th... that...."

Garnold muttered with the blood draining from his face at Elios's words.

However, in this situation, she couldn't make any further excuses.

What was visible before her eyes were Dazley's gang members sitting down with clubs in their hands.

Among them was a boy who appeared to be a guard, collapsed on the floor in pain, and a noble girl and Arachne sitting on the floor trembling with terrified expressions.

It was clear to anyone that Dazley's gang had tried to harm the noble girl.

In this situation, no one was willing to defend Dazley, who was bleeding with his wrist torn off.

No matter how young they were, commoners had tried to beat a noblewoman, a fragile girl, with several men. And according to the law, this was...

"Since this has happened... I suppose no one would object if I kill them all right here?"

Elios said calmly without changing her expression.

Immediately after, she drew the sword at her waist without hesitation.

At this, the pain on Dazley's face was instantly replaced with fear and despair,

and the same was true for the other gang members with him.

"W-wait! We... we were wrong! We... we didn't know it would come to this! We were just playing a light prank with friends..."

"We... we had no intention of harming the noble lady! We... we just made a mistake because she was with that guy!"

"P-please spare us! Please! We'll never do this again! Please!"

Dazley and the children began to beg on their knees at Elios's feet.

Especially Dazley, who was pleading with tears and snot running down his face, driven by the sole desire to survive despite his extreme pain.

He probably knew that the person in front of him was an adult with power stronger than the headmaster.

And in a situation where such an adult had said they would kill him, he could recognize that it might become reality.

An instantaneous change in attitude.

However, acting strong in front of children and licking the feet of adults with bowed heads was as natural as breathing for them.

Looking at the children who were desperately clinging like begging beasts, Elios quietly opened her mouth with the sword still in hand...

"A prank... now that I hear it, I suppose that could be the case..."

"Ah!..."

At Elios's words, hope began to appear on the children's faces for a moment.

She, who had been emanating killing intent as if about to swing her sword at any moment, had slightly changed her tone.

Though deficient in common sense, the children were quick to grasp this kind of atmosphere.

Recognizing this fact, they began to hope that they might survive.

And, turning her gaze to such children, Elios coldly turned her eyes toward Garnold.

"It seems... these children think this situation is a prank. What do you think, Headmaster?"

"What? Wh... what do you mean..."

A question suddenly directed at her.

Garnold began to fall into confusion along with heavy fear.

'Wh... what? Why is she asking me that?... Su... surely she's not testing me? To see if I'm involved in this?'

At this moment, she could see the boy with a broken arm clutching it between a broken wooden sword and clubs.

Moreover, this was a warehouse isolated from the outside.

Some children were still thoughtlessly holding clubs in their hands.

It was by no means a situation that could be seen as a prank gone wrong.

And if she were wrongly associated with this incident where commoners had tried to beat a noble lady to that extent, she would naturally find it difficult to keep her life.

Besides, Elios was a problem, but if this fact were to reach the ears of the Duchess, the noble lady's mother, she might suffer a fate worse than death.

In other words, Garnold judged that drawing a line between herself and this incident was the way to survive.

'Right... what do I care if those guys live or die? I can always find new hunting dogs to use. Here, it's more important that I survive without harm even if all those guys die.'

After quickly seeking the path she deemed advantageous to herself, Garnold spoke to Elios in a rather solemn voice.

"No, it's difficult to see this as a prank no matter how you look at it, my lady."
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At Arnold's words, Dazley and the other children began to panic.

They had just thought that if Arnold had taken their side, they could have gotten through this situation easily.

Though there was some difficult talk about a noble lady, they still didn't recognize the seriousness of beating children nearly to death.

That it was just a simple prank.
That it was nothing more than a permitted game to vent their feelings.
That's what they thought.

They had no idea what price they would pay if this came to light, and now they began to feel seriously betrayed by Arnold's actions that had betrayed their expectations.

"Wh... Headmaster? Wh-what are you..."

"Th-this is just a prank... something that always happens between us..."

"Shut up! How can you say such things when you've reduced someone to that state in a place like this?"

The children were somehow trying to ask for her support.
However, without placing any value on their situation, Arnold began to pour out words relentlessly.

"These are the most foolish and rough children in our orphanage. No matter how hard I tried to correct them, they ultimately failed. I was always watching them because I never knew when they might cause trouble, and finally they've gone and done this. Such hopeless trash needs to be taught the severity of national law. Please punish them without mercy."

Arnold spoke to Elios while repeatedly bowing her head.
There wasn't even a hint of hesitation or trembling in her voice.

Whether the children died or not because of her words, she didn't care at all.
As if selling off children she had considered unnecessary trash until now. To her, her current actions were being accepted as extremely natural and obvious.

And hearing the headmaster's words, Dazley and the others, seized by extreme betrayal, began to shout.

"Hey! Headmaster! What are you saying?!"

"Co-correction? Until now, we were just following your..."

"Quiet! You wicked brats! What nonsense are you spouting? Don't try to pin your wrongdoings on me!"

Arnold responded to the children with a sharp voice, and they shrank back for a moment.
No matter how deeply betrayed they felt, they fundamentally lacked the courage to stand up to Arnold.

It wasn't easy to attack someone they had always bowed to, even in such an extreme situation.

"You did wrong, so you must take responsibility! Come, Lady Elios, please punish those wicked creatures!"

Feeling somewhat urgent, Arnold began to urge Elios.
If those brats started running their mouths here, dangerous things could happen.

Since there was a possibility that things that shouldn't be revealed might come out, she was hoping for the execution to be carried out quickly.

And in response to her answer, Elios spoke in a quiet voice.

"Indeed... those fellows' crimes must be properly dealt with. We've come too far to leave room for sympathy."

With those words, Elios slowly picked up her sword and approached Dazley's gang.

Seeing the terrifyingly beautiful goddess of death approaching them, they completely fell into the abyss of despair.

The drop was even greater because of the faint hope they had just held.

As they sank into that unparalleled gloom of despair, Dazley's eyes caught sight of the headmaster who had abandoned them and was backing away.

The headmaster who seemed to have taken away their last chance of survival for the sake of flattering the high-ranking person.

"It's all... because of... you..."

Thinking this, he began to open his mouth, seized by a terrible anger he had never felt before in his life...
And then...

"This was all done on your orders, you lying bitch! You used us like this and now that it failed, you're abandoning us to save yourself?"

"..."

"W-what did you say?"

At Dazley's sudden outburst and his bombshell statement, Arnold's face froze pale.

Seeing this, Elios's footsteps stopped abruptly, and immediately after, an extremely cold, eerie smile began to bloom on her lips.

*

Feeling perplexed by Dazley's unexpected counterattack, Arnold tried to deal with it as calmly as possible.

"Ha-haha! This boy, stop talking nonsense! You're really struggling to save yourself! You say I tried to harm the noble lady? I had neither the thought nor reason to do such a thing, so on what grounds are you making such absurd accusations..."

"You know why! You've been selling children as slaves! This girl found out about it, so you told us to kill her!"

"! Wh-what..."

At the bombshell that exploded from Dazley's mouth, Arnold's face began to turn deathly pale.
The fact she absolutely didn't want revealed had come out in the worst possible way.

Just as Arnold was urgently trying to refute this, it happened.

"That statement... is something I absolutely cannot overlook."

Elios spoke with a voice that was still quiet but, perhaps because of that, sounded even more terrifying.

"E-Elios, my lady! Su-surely you don't believe the desperate ravings of this crazy child? You mustn't be deceived! He's just slandering me without any evidence..."

At that moment, Elios stopped Arnold who was reaching out her hand and trying to speak urgently.
Then she slowly approached the young noble lady who was somehow checking on Xellos's condition as he lay collapsed.

"Is that child alright?"

"Y-yes... he's injured, but if we take him to a doctor..."

Still seemingly unable to escape the shock of what had just happened, the young noble lady answered in a voice gripped by fear while sitting next to her escort.
Seeing her like this, Elios slowly bent her knee and matched eye level with her.

"That's a relief. Then I'd like to ask you one question, can you answer it?"

"..."
Elios spoke in a voice that, unlike before, seemed to show some consideration.
To this, the young noble lady silently nodded.

"Is what that boy said true? Were such things really happening at this orphanage?"

At Elios's question, Arnold's heart sank for a moment, but she was somewhat relieved.
That young noble lady was someone Arnold had never seen before, and such a child couldn't possibly know the truth.

Since the only child who knew about it was Dazley, she thought the story about slaves would be completely new to the young noble lady.

But then...

"...Y-yes... I-I heard that... sickly and weak children were being sold as slaves..."

"J-just a moment! What are you saying..."

"Boys for 20 silver coins... girls for 30 silver coins... minus 3 for each missing limb... the transaction place is the first Saturday of every month... at an abandoned house nearby..."

With those words, the young noble lady took out something crumpled and handed it to Elios.
And the moment Arnold recognized what it was...

"! H-how did you get th- ugh!"

As soon as she recognized what it contained, Arnold reflexively cried out without realizing it.

And then...

"...This makes it clear."

Elios calmly spoke while examining the paper the young noble lady had given her.
Then her blood-red eyes slowly turned toward Arnold, who was trembling at the sight of her.

"If you've committed a crime, you should rightfully be punished. Don't you think so?"

"Ah...aah..."

Looking at Arnold who collapsed to the floor in terror, Elios quietly uttered one cold sentence.

A simple but truly terrifying statement.

As it pierced her ears, Arnold realized.
Her life...

Her life of living in abundance while selling off trash had completely ended here.

Ch.20 - Her Chosen One 15
The hospital where he had brought a patient earlier, but now returned as a patient himself.
In a private room there, Xellos stared at his arm that had just been treated.

"Phew..."

Xellos let out a small sigh as he felt the terrible pain that had made him scream disappear.
Honestly, until just now he had been cursing endlessly inside, but now that his arm had been healed by magic, he was able to regain some composure.

'Well anyway, it seems like this case was resolved successfully.'

Despite the somewhat disappointing conclusion, Xellos had still made a significant contribution to resolving the incident they had targeted.

Although his achievements were somewhat divided between Catlena and Arachne who had accompanied him here, compared to when he had half given up, Xellos thought this outcome was relatively good.

'With this... I should have successfully made myself known to Princess Elios, right? As a servant who helped solve the case and protected her sister.'

As he gently moved his arm in this moment of mixed regret and relief, he felt something grab it.

"Huh?.. Princess Catlena?"

"..."

Princess Catlena was pressed close to his side, looking straight at his face.
Sensing the unusual emotion in her eyes, Xellos began to feel somewhat perplexed.

"Why... why are you doing this, Princess?"

The princess was staring at him intently without saying a word.
Regardless of the future cutting ties, having such a pretty girl looking at him like this made Xellos feel his face growing slightly red.

And then...

"!"

"..."

Catlena embraced Xellos tightly.
The momentary feeling of warmth and sweet fragrance.
Xellos felt slightly dazed and couldn't respond at all.

'What... what is this situation?'

Though he couldn't understand it, the situation automatically pushed him into a deep sense of enchantment.
Then, while still embracing Xellos, the princess began to speak in a trembling voice.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry... I'm sorry for hurting you... Because of me... trying to protect me, you ended up like this..."

"!..."

Catlena spoke with tears in her voice.
Xellos could vaguely understand why she was acting this way.

It was probably... an apology to Xellos who had been injured while trying to protect her.

However, from Xellos's perspective, he began to feel a strange sense of guilt about her apologizing so earnestly.

'I was just doing what I had to do, so there's no need to go this far...'

Thinking about it, if he hadn't let his guard down and had dealt with that Dazzley guy immediately, this wouldn't have happened in the first place.

However, Princess Catlena was only concerned about his injury and was apologizing with tears.

This young princess.
She was shedding tears for the pain of a servant who was essentially just a tool.

Recognizing this fact.
Xellos, who had been thinking only of cutting ties with Catlena from the beginning, started to feel bitter.

'I keep feeling this, but she seems quite different from how she was described in the original work. I had thought of her as just an immature and unpleasant young lady...'

Xellos was honestly a bit touched by her actions, caring so much for a mere servant like himself, but at the same time, he composed those feelings and began to admonish himself again.

'But still. No matter what, I can't stay with this person... No matter how good a person she might be, if I stay by her side, I'll...'

No matter how good it might be, one can't stay aboard a ship that is clearly going to sink.
Feeling somewhat negative about that fact... a dark expression began to appear on Xellos's face.

'Still... this much should be fine.'

With hesitation in his heart, Xellos slowly began to reach out toward the princess who was embracing him and crying.

Even if he couldn't be the loyal servant she wanted.
At the very least, he could comfort this girl who was crying for him now.

With that thought, just as Xellos was about to place his hand on Catlena's shoulder...

-Knock knock knock!-

"!"

"! Umm..."

At the sound of knocking, Catlena quickly wiped away her tears and moved away from Xellos, and Xellos quickly lowered the hand he was about to place on Catlena's shoulder.

Right after that, the person they saw was.

"Ex... excuse me."

A girl carefully entering the room.
Now with a face that had become quite familiar, Arachne. Seeing her, the two quickly hid their slightly reddened faces and put on expressions as if nothing had happened, speaking to her in as normal a tone as possible.

"Welcome, Arachne."

"Your arrival suggests that matters on your end have been concluded successfully, am I correct?"

"Yes, everything ended well. It's all thanks to both of you."

Arachne spoke with a deep smile on her face.
Seeing her like this, Xellos began to feel relief and joy inside.

The internal investigation of the orphanage that took place immediately after Elios received evidence from Catlena.
The investigation team, quickly dispatched from the palace under Elios's command, thoroughly searched the orphanage.

As a result, evidence of slave trafficking and signs of child abuse were discovered in less than an hour.
On top of that, with Dazzley's testimony adding the crime of attempted assassination of a princess, which was equivalent to high treason, the orphanage director Garnold, the teachers who followed him, and Dazzley's gang were all taken to prison.

Although the exact punishment for them had not yet been clearly announced, it was certain that they would not be able to live and breathe normally.

And watching the moment she had been longing for, Arachne felt as if she had been liberated from the mental and physical pain she had endured, and couldn't stop crying for a while.

Now that her emotions had finally calmed down, Arachne had returned here to express her gratitude.

She bowed deeply to the two once more.

"I really... don't know how to express my gratitude. I will definitely repay the debt I owe to both of you in some way in the future."

"You're welcome, I just did what I had to do."

"What did we do? This is just the result of Arachne's efforts."

The two responded to Arachne's thanks with smiles.
However, at this moment, the thoughts in their minds about the girl in front of them were completely different.

'Arachne. That name didn't appear in the original work, did it? I guess she would have been beaten to death by that Dazzley guy at that point originally... Anyway, I'm glad it turned out well. She seems to have gone through a lot, so I hope only good things happen to her from now on.'

For Xellos, strictly speaking, it would have been better if there were fewer people like Arachne.
The fact that a character who was supposed to die didn't die and was doing something could create a big gap between the content of the original work and reality.

However, Xellos decided not to consider that aspect too much.
In any case, a child who almost died had survived and could now envision a happier future than before.

Feeling genuinely happy about that fact, Xellos could bless the girl's future with a pleased expression.

On the other hand...

In Catlena's eyes, as she looked at Arachne, a girl she had never seen in her previous life, there was a strange wariness.

'That girl... she's still looking only at Xellos's face so obviously. She has unnecessarily good eyes for people. Even so, how dare someone like you set your eyes on my Xellos. Maybe I should have just left you to be beaten up back then?'

From Catlena's perspective, she couldn't view Arachne, who was still looking at Xellos with a slightly reddened face, in a positive light.
Xellos was the only being that Catlena absolutely could not give up in this life, even if she gave up everything else.

Already concerned about the relationship between her sister, a potential obstacle, and Xellos, she couldn't tolerate the interference of someone who had appeared out of nowhere.

However, apart from that wariness, Catlena decided not to harbor any further ill feelings toward this Arachne girl for now.

After all, she was just someone staying at the orphanage.
Since she and Xellos lived in the palace, they lived in a different world, making it almost impossible for them to meet in the future.

In that sense, Catlena could, for now, force herself to say goodbye to her with a smile.

'Still, since she's a pitiful girl, I'll be generous. Farewell and good luck, just don't appear before my eyes if possible.'
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Arachne parted ways with Xellos and Catlena.

As the sun was nearly setting, she walked alone on the empty road, making her way toward the orphanage.

However, at that moment, one person's face still lingered in her mind.

'...Xellos.'

The man who had saved her life and willingly supported her when she needed help. And the man who had shielded her with his own body in a moment of crisis.

Although the time they spent together wasn't long, the impression that boy had left on her still made her heart flutter even now.

'But... it's probably impossible to see him again, isn't it?'

However, regardless of her feelings, Arachne was already aware of the vast difference between herself and Xellos.

Unlike her, just an orphan girl with no connections, Xellos was someone who served the princesses of this country directly.

She didn't know about his background, but Arachne could tell that there was a significant gap between them now.

'It's better to forget quickly what needs to be forgotten. Having these feelings will only hurt my heart.'

Having already experienced losing many friends, she knew all too well the pain of not being able to see someone again.

Therefore, Arachne thought she should shake off these thoughts as quickly as possible and find her own life again.

Thinking that what happened today was just like a sweet, momentary dream.

And so, Arachne walked silently toward the place where she belonged.

Then...

"Excuse me, could I see you for a moment?"

"! Y-You are...?"

The next moment, a familiar voice called out to her.
Arachne hurriedly bowed her head to the person in respect.

"P-Princess! Princess Elios Northhelat Dragona."

The silver-haired, red-eyed princess standing before her.

Though she was Catlena's older sister, Arachne felt an entirely different level of dignity from her, causing her to instinctively shrink back.

Looking at Arachne, Princess Elios spoke with a calm smile on her lips.

"There's no need to be so tense. I have no intention of harming you. Rather, I called you because I wanted to give you a gift."

With those words, Elios gestured slightly to the guard standing behind her.
Immediately after, the guard handed Arachne a pouch containing something, which she carefully accepted.

"! Th-This is..."

Inside were gleaming gold coins.
An incredible amount of money that Arachne could never have imagined, and surprise began to show on her face.

Looking at Arachne, Princess Elios smiled and said to her:

"I've already heard about your significant contribution in this matter. Please accept this as my small token of appreciation, modest though it may be."

"..."

At Elios's words, Arachne stared at the pouch without saying anything for a moment.
But the next moment, she slowly shook her head and handed it back to Elios.

"...I appreciate your intention, Princess. But... I cannot accept this."

"...Why is that?"

Elios expressed slight confusion at Arachne's reaction, which was different from what she had expected.
In response, Arachne spoke to her in a voice filled with sadness.

"As you've already seen... dozens of children were sold off because of this incident, and among them... were friends I had promised to protect. Although the perpetrators have received their just punishment... I still failed to protect anyone in the end."

"..."

Elios maintained silence for a moment at Arachne's words.
Then Arachne bowed her head again and said to the princess:

"You said my contribution to this matter was significant, Princess... but I'm just a failure who couldn't protect anyone. How could someone like me... accept compensation for this matter?"

"...Hmm..."

Princess Elios nodded quietly at Arachne's words.
Then she decided to respect her wishes and retrieved the pouch of gold coins.

"If that is your wish... I understand. But if you ever change your mind, come find me."

"...Thank you, Princess."

And so, Arachne began to move her feet again, still feeling guilt that hadn't disappeared despite everything being over.

Just then, a thought suddenly occurred to her, and she asked Princess Elios, who was about to leave:

"Um... Princess?"

"...What is it?"

Elios slowly turned her head to look at her in response to the sudden call.
Looking at her, Arachne asked in a careful voice:

"Um... I'm just asking in case you might know... Do you know where my friends were taken after that?"

The slave traders... no, they seemed somewhat different from that... the orphanage children who were sold off.
Recalling their last appearance she had seen in the darkness, Arachne asked with worry and a bit of hope.

After all, since the orphanage's ugly truth had been revealed through this incident, there might be a chance to rescue those children who had been sold.

With that hope, Arachne asked Princess Elios.

But...

"...I'm sorry, but I don't know either. We couldn't find such information during the investigation."

Princess Elios answered Arachne in a quiet voice.
Disappointment began to show on Arachne's face again, and she bowed once more before heading toward the orphanage.

And watching Arachne leave...
Princess Elios quietly turned away.

'What comes next is our domain. A young girl like her should just live a life befitting a young girl...'

*

After parting with Elios, Arachne returned to the orphanage.
With more than half of the teachers taken away, and only a few soldiers guarding near the entrance now, the place was eerily quiet.

Perhaps they should be happy that the director and Dazley's gang who had tormented them were gone now, but most of the children, not knowing how the situation had unfolded, were just quietly following the instructions of the temporary teachers who had come in, staying in their rooms and keeping quiet.

'...It's all over... With this... everything I had to do is done.'

Arachne walked alone through the orphanage.
However, now that the excitement and joy from earlier had subsided, a sense of emptiness began to grow strongly in her heart.

Everything was over, but in the end, nothing remained by her side.
The friends she had promised to protect had already been sold off, and she didn't even know if they were alive or dead.

Until recently, Arachne had been moving forward with her desire for revenge as her driving force. But now that it was over, she felt only emptiness.

'...Still, I have to keep living. As I live on... I'll find another goal again...'

As she was thinking this, trying to pull herself together in the midst of emptiness, Arachne suddenly realized where she had arrived.

"...This is... the director's office, isn't it?"

The place she had secretly infiltrated not long ago to obtain evidence.
Unlike usual when it was tightly closed, the door was completely broken and abandoned due to the investigation team's sweep.

"..."

Arachne entered without any particular reason.
Various documents were scattered on the floor, and decorative items including statues that the director had placed were broken and strewn about.

"...At least that's still intact."

Suddenly, a small closet caught Arachne's eye.
Having hidden there all day during her previous raid on the director's office, it was a place that felt somewhat familiar to her within this room.

As Arachne unconsciously approached the closet...

"Can't you do your job properly? I told you to collect all the documents, didn't I?"

"I-I'm sorry."

Suddenly, noisy voices came from outside the door.
Arachne instinctively hid herself in the closet.

There was no particular reason to hide, but it was a reflexive action due to her experience when she had raided the director's office before.

Right after she concealed herself, two people, presumably, entered the room and began to talk.

"Whew, fortunately it's still here. That was close. The Princess is already obsessed with gathering information about those guys."

"I'm sorry. I'll be more careful from now on."

"You should be. Anyway... I never expected to find a connection to those guys in a place like this."

"I was surprised too. To think they would extend their evil reach even to an orphanage like this..."

"Come to think of it, for those guys who use children as materials for magic experiments, a corrupt orphanage like this would be like a hidden treasure trove. They could easily obtain experimental materials just by giving some money."

"Hmm... they're truly disgusting people. The children who were taken away... they're probably all dead by now, right?"

"I suppose so. They're the kind who think of young children as lab rats. Sigh... if only we could find clear evidence sooner, these things wouldn't happen..."

"..."

After finishing their conversation, they hurriedly returned to where they came from.

Some time after the two had left, the closet in the director's office, which had been silent for a while, slowly began to open.

And...
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# The Deepest Part of the Palace

In a room decorated entirely in white, located in the deepest part of the palace, Princess Elios was quietly drinking tea while focusing on her work.

Though still a student at the Academy, Princess Elios held a certain level of authority within the Principality of Dragona.

Even if that authority was merely granted through her mother's influence, Elios nevertheless devoted herself wholeheartedly to her responsibilities.

Moreover, regardless of the extent of her authority, the work she was currently engaged in was by no means trivial.

'The case of bribing hospital staff in the slums to smuggle corpses. The so-called Rainy Night incident involving the kidnapping of demon children, and now the illegal trafficking of orphans from Comel Orphanage.'

A series of incidents occurring throughout the principality's territory.

There had been consecutive cases of illegal purchases of children of all races and corpses, but each time Elios and the principality's investigation team failed to catch the decisive evidence.

Those they managed to capture only revealed that unknown individuals had approached them with offers—nothing more.

They even tried using these captives as bait to draw out the masterminds, but the enemy's intelligence network proved formidable, and the traps Elios had set repeatedly failed.

'How dare they fearlessly buy and sell people in the Principality of Dragona. I will absolutely crush their heads.'

The identity of the perpetrators was somewhat clear, and their purpose was also somewhat understood.

However, given the considerable power they wielded, decisive evidence was necessary to apprehend them.

If they were completely underground operators, it might be different.

Since a misstep could trigger a storm that even the principality couldn't handle, Elios decided to focus on obtaining clear evidence first.

But even at this orphanage, they couldn't find anything definitive, and despite torturing the orphanage director and others by grinding their limbs, no crucial evidence emerged.

Feeling frustrated by this fact, and simultaneously enraged by the increasingly bold actions of those "enemies," Elios began sharpening the blade of anger in her heart.

Just then...

-Knock knock knock-

"Enter."

Elios responded briefly to the knocking sound. Immediately after, she saw a member of the investigation team accompanied by a familiar-looking girl.

"Oh? This child is certainly..."

"Excuse me. This child insisted on meeting you, Princess. Since you had previously granted permission, I brought her here."

The child named Arachne, who had recently provided significant help in resolving the orphanage case.

Seeing her, Elios assumed she had come to receive the compensation she had promised and smiled.

"Good work. This child indeed has unfinished business with me. You may leave now."

"Yes, Princess."

Now alone with the young girl standing before her, Princess Elios continued with a smile and spoke in a light voice.

"Please sit down. Seeing you come to me like this, I assume you've changed your mind?"

"..."

Arachne remained silent with her head bowed in response to Elios's question.

Seeing this, the princess slowly rose from her seat and picked up a teapot and cup placed beside her.

"If you don't want money, you can tell me what else you'd like. For instance, I could expand the orphanage where you live... or perhaps find you a job so you can live outside the orphanage..."

At that moment...

-Thud!-

"..."

Arachne suddenly fell to her knees.

Then, bowing her head deeply, she spoke to Princess Elios.

"Please! Take me... as your person!"

"..."

"I don't care how you use me! Whether as someone sent to dangerous places, or as a mere consumable! So please... please let me help with the work you're doing!"

Her voice was filled with desperation and urgency.

Princess Elios said nothing for a moment, slowly setting down the teacup she was holding.

Then, she turned around slowly to look out the window.

After maintaining silence for a moment, she asked Arachne in a quiet voice.

"May I ask what suddenly made you think this way?"

"That's..."

After struggling briefly to control her emotions in response to Elios's question, Arachne spoke again with a voice filled with cold anger.

"I... found out. What happened to my friends... the children who were sold."

"...I see? That's unfortunate..."

Princess Elios responded in a flat tone to Arachne's words.

At the princess's attitude, the girl momentarily forgot she was addressing royalty and raised her voice.

"Unfortunate? This isn't something I can simply dismiss! My friends, those who were like family to me, were horribly killed! Because of some madman's experiment! Those innocent children..."

"So? If you can't simply dismiss it, what do you intend to do? Are you saying you want to catch and kill those people yourself?"

Princess Elios turned her head toward Arachne and spoke in a chilling tone.

Feeling the firmness in the princess's blood-red eyes, Arachne momentarily shrank back.

However, she quickly rekindled her burning anger and spoke in a clear voice.

"Yes, if you give me such an opportunity, that's what I'll do. I must... avenge those children who died unjustly..."

"Sigh..."

Seeing that Arachne showed no sign of backing down, Princess Elios let out a small sigh before speaking to her.

"Let me be clear. Give it up. A young child like you has nothing to gain by obsessing over this."

"Princess!"

"If you're going to waste energy on useless matters, just take the gold I'm offering and leave. I'll avenge your friends for you. You should abandon thoughts of revenge and live the life you want from now on."

"..."

Arachne was momentarily speechless at Elios's words.

But the next moment...

Arachne prostrated herself on the floor, and with despair in her voice, asked the princess.

"I still... often have nightmares about those children. To escape this pain... to find even a little peace of mind, I must avenge them. So please... please accept me, Princess!"

"...Sigh..."

Elios let out a small sigh at the sight of Arachne pleading with such desperation.

It seemed the girl had absolutely no intention of backing down, and Elios began to show signs of contemplation.

And then...

"Very well. If your determination is that strong, I'll give you a chance to prove yourself."

"Ah..."

At Elios's words, Arachne immediately lifted her head, her face showing intense joy.

However, looking at her, the princess spoke in a resolute tone.

"But if you fail the test, you must give up immediately. After that, don't think about revenge anymore."

"Yes! Thank you! Thank you, Princess!"

"..."

Arachne kept bowing her head to her.

However, Elios's expression as she looked at the girl was far from bright.

'I hope this will be an opportunity for her... to turn away from such matters...'

With that thought, Elios left the room.

And following the princess, Arachne exited with a much lighter step than when she had entered.

With tension in her heart about the test that lay ahead.
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Arachne follows Elios through a wide, clean corridor out of the palace and into a dark alleyway. As they walk, tension gradually builds on Arachne's face.

Initially, she had been happy just to be given an opportunity. But as time passed, not knowing what awaited her at the end or what difficult test might be in store, she became increasingly anxious.

Elios silently leads her to the basement of a small building guarded by soldiers. Walking toward this instinctively unsettling place, Arachne unconsciously swallows hard.

And then, what begins to appear before her eyes...

"!..."

In this dark, gloomy place, Arachne could easily tell where they were.

A prison.

A place where the Principality's criminals are confined, where interrogations and torture take place, and where, depending on the situation, immediate executions are carried out.

Deeply anxious about what she might be asked to do here, Arachne simultaneously tries to steel herself.

'I shouldn't be nervous about something like this. To avenge those children...'

As she collects her emotions, she continues following Elios, who stops in front of a room sealed with a solid iron door.

"Open it."

"Yes, Princess."

The soldiers carefully open the door at Elios's command.

Immediately after, Arachne begins to see something imprisoned inside the room.

It was...

"Gasp!"

"..."

Arachne involuntarily takes a sharp breath at the unexpected sight.

A group of people visible to her eyes.

She knew very well who they were. How could she forget?

They were the objects of her hatred all this time.

The orphanage director Garnold, her subordinate teachers, and... Dazley and his gang.

Seeing those she thought she'd never see again, Arachne begins to tremble involuntarily.

However, this wasn't simply due to anger toward them.

Those despicable humans before her eyes...

Their physical condition was... too horrific to look at.

All their fingers had been amputated, their arms broken and completely bent. Their feet and legs were in such tatters they could barely be described as attached.

Seeing this scene of torture too terrible to put into words, Arachne began to feel a chill run down her spine.

And as Elios watched Arachne trembling, she slowly held something out to her.

"!"

"This is the test I'm giving you."

At Elios's words, Arachne couldn't take her eyes off what was being offered.

A dagger.
A weapon that could easily take a human life.

As Elios handed her the blue-gleaming blade, Arachne understood what the test was.

And to Arachne, Elios confirmed in a cold voice:

"Take it, and as you said, avenge your friends."

"..."

At those words, Arachne moved her trembling hand and slowly took the dagger.

Feeling the cold sensation of the dagger in her hand, Arachne slowly began to approach the people collapsed on the floor.

With their bodies already bound and barely conscious from the severe torture, stabbing them would not be difficult even for someone like Arachne who lacked physical strength.

'It's simple... this is just... beheading monsters who aren't human. Just delivering rightful punishment to creatures worse than beasts.'

Evil beings who had driven her friends to death. Garbage not worth an ounce of compassion.

As they were people she had constantly wished would disappear from this world, Arachne thought she could easily take their lives with her own hands.

So slowly, she raised the dagger before the collapsed orphanage director Garnold.

But...

"Ugh..."

The next moment, Arachne's hand wouldn't move, as if something was holding it back.
It wasn't anything physical.

What stopped her action was her heart.
No matter how deserving of death they might be, the hesitation about killing another person was stopping her hand.

'What am I doing... This... this is simple. No, I should be happy about this! I'm avenging my friends... removing trash that deserves to die from this world!'

Despite the moment of revenge she had longed for being right before her eyes, she hesitated.
With this, an unexpected displeasure began to take root in Arachne's heart.

Self-contempt.
Hatred for herself, so weak she couldn't even do this properly.

"Ah...aah..."

Feeling this, tears automatically began to stream from Arachne's eyes.

Until coming here, she hadn't known...
That her resolve was much more pathetic than she had thought.
And that the revenge she wanted was much more painful than she had imagined.

Arachne felt the strength draining from her hand holding the dagger.

And then...

-Clang!-

The dagger fell to the floor.
Immediately after, Arachne felt her legs give out, and she sat down and began to cry.

"Sob... sob... uhuuugh..."

She couldn't protect her friends, nor could she even properly avenge them... her pathetic, powerless self.

Realizing this, Arachne began to shed endless tears.

'I'm sorry... I'm sorry... everyone... I'm... I'm such a pathetic person... a piece of trash who can't do anything...'

As she was engulfed in despair, then...

"!..Ah.."

Behind her, she began to feel something warm.
A sensation like someone gently embracing her in her pain.

The moment she recognized who it was... surprise began to show on Arachne's face.

"Pr-Princess?"

"...I'm sorry. But I wanted to show you this way. That there is no salvation in this path, as you think."

"...Ah..."

At Elios's words, Arachne finally understood why she had set this as a test.

It wasn't just to make her realize her own weakness.

It was to show her that revenge, contrary to what she thought would bring joy and peace, would only leave her with wounds.

*

-Clank!-

As the iron door firmly closed again, Arachne bowed respectfully to Elios.

"Thank you... truly, Princess. I feel... somewhat lighter now."

"I'm glad it helped. I'll say it again, handling what comes next is the job of people like me. You're still young. You have the right to experience more and enjoy more happiness. Harboring poison like revenge will only end up hurting you."

"..Yes, I'll remember those words."

Arachne once again expressed her gratitude to the Princess.

And watching her, Elios smiled gently and said:

"Oh, and... this is separate from the revenge you requested, it's about my personal recommendation."

"...Yes?"

As Elios continued with unexpected words, surprise began to show on Arachne's face.

At the same time, expectations for a new future that she had lost for a while also returned.

*

After sending Arachne away, Elios remained standing in front of the iron door.

Then she opened the door again and entered the room.

The sight of humans still unconscious, unaware of what had just happened.
Looking at them, a cold smile completely different from before began to form on Elios's lips.

"Revenge... doesn't suit someone like you right now."

With those words, Elios slowly extended her hand forward.
At that moment...

"! Kuk... kuuugh!"

"Ugh! Wh-what... is this..."

"! Pr-Princess... p-please... spare..."

"We... we were wrong... pl-please... forgive us..."

They awoke from unconsciousness and began writhing in pain.
However, Elios's face showed not the slightest hesitation as she watched them.

Not even the basic hesitation a human feels when taking another human's life could be felt from her.

The emotion contained within her was...

Pleasure.

"It's still too early for a child like you. To understand this feeling... this joy."

"Kuuugh!"

-Splash!-

With those words, countless streams of blood began to spray in all directions.

Amidst it all, Elios walked out of the room with an incredibly refreshing smile.
Without leaving even a trace of concern for the place where no breath of life remained.

"So, continue to live in such innocence for now. I'll let you enter this world after you've grown a bit more."
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"So that's what happened?"

"Yes... I'm truly sorry. I never imagined such an accident would occur..."

With a dark expression, Roseveta apologized to her husband, but in response, her husband, the Duke of Dragona, slowly shook his head.

"What reason does my wife have to apologize? Looking at the bright side, we could say things were resolved well thanks to that child's actions..."

"But... Catlena was almost seriously injured, wasn't she? If I had known this would happen, I should have assigned more guards..."

Initially, it was the Duke of Dragona who had been more concerned about proceeding with this matter, but after the incident occurred, it was Roseveta, the mother, who worried more.

"Well... no one was hurt in the end. Catlena did something remarkable, so I'd like to think positively about it. I was worried at first, but as expected, my daughter showed she's different in her own way."

"Sigh... I suppose you can think that way. Still, my heart feels heavy when I think about how we almost put our young child in danger."

Simply put, it was a difference in whether one focused more on the excellent result or the dangerous process.
Seeing his wife's bitter expression, Radu gently embraced her.

"It's alright. What matters is that we pay more attention to such matters from now on. If necessary, I can also provide help."

"...Darling."

Although concern from the unexpected accident's aftermath still remained, Roseveta felt her heart becoming a little more at ease with her husband's gentle comforting.

"By the way... what happened to those bold fellows who dared to touch our beloved daughter? I don't believe I've heard that their heads have been displayed in the square yet..."

The next moment, Radu asked in a voice dripping with coldness.
A voice filled with what seemed like genuine anger welling up from his heart.

And in response, Roseveta quietly answered with an expression she would never show in front of her daughters.

"Wouldn't giving a quick death to those who committed such acts be too merciful?"

"...Hmm..."

"So I instructed that they be given sufficient pain while extracting whatever information we need. I suppose that would be finished by now."

Despite her soulless expression, her tone was as casual as dropping a sugar cube into a teacup, which made her words all the more terrifying.
Hearing this, Radu concluded that he no longer needed to worry about the matter, roughly understanding what fate those people had met.

Just then...

-"Knock knock knock!"-

"Enter."

After the knock and permission, the door slowly opened.
Upon seeing the person entering, the expressions of the two diverged dramatically.

"..."

"Welcome, my daughter."

Duke Radu Dragona remained silent with a slightly stiffened expression.
In contrast, Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona welcomed her daughter with a kind smile across her face.

Seeing her parents like this, she—
Elios Northhelat Dragona naturally bowed her head toward her mother's side and spoke in a quiet voice.

"Excuse me, Mother. I have something important to discuss with you. Could you spare me a moment?"

"Of course, actually, I had something I wanted to talk about too, so this works out well."

With those words, Roseveta left the room with Elios.
During this process, she briefly glanced at Radu with a frustrated expression, but as always, Radu deliberately ignored her gaze, turning his head away until she left the room with their eldest daughter.

*

"So, what did you want to talk about, my dear?"

Upon arriving at her private office, Roseveta asked her daughter in an affectionate voice.

"Yes, actually, I came to speak with you regarding that recent incident."

"That incident? You mean what happened at the orphanage? But I understand most of that has already been resolved... Is there something still remaining?"

"Yes, although we couldn't ultimately identify who took the children, as far as matters within the orphanage are concerned, it has been resolved. Honestly, I didn't expect things to be settled so quickly... In that regard, my sister's help was significant."

Elios spoke with her usual quiet manner, but with a light serenity rather than her usual cold demeanor.

In response, Roseveta felt inwardly pleased, thinking that despite various unexpected events, her intended purpose—making the relationship between her two daughters a little more amicable—seemed to have been achieved.

"However, there is still one thing I would like to request of you, Mother."

"Oh? What is it? If it's a request from our proud daughter, I'm inclined to grant it if possible."

Roseveta asked with a slightly excited feeling, and in response, Elios began to explain her "request" to her mother with some measure of caution.

*

About a month had passed since the hectic orphanage incident.
Catlena was relieved to have returned to a "normal" daily life after all the chaotic situations had been resolved.

According to what she heard, the problematic orphanage was now operating smoothly without issues, and the children's conditions had improved.

Of course, this was good news from Catlena's perspective.

Currently, she was preoccupied with watching the man beside her who was deeply focused on his studies.

'Indeed... although there are some differences from his previous life, Xellos is still Xellos. Even in that situation, he didn't hesitate to protect me at the risk of his own body. That gallant appearance hasn't changed since childhood.'

Although she was filled with anger when she saw Xellos collapse from his injuries right afterward, in retrospect, that too stemmed from this man's loyalty toward her.

Pleased to have confirmed this fact, Catlena gazed at Xellos with eyes filled with even more affection than before.

And... while receiving the princess's warm gaze, Xellos was feeling somewhat awkward.

'This feels like I've unintentionally triggered some strange flag...'

Catlena's attitude had become noticeably more affectionate since the orphanage incident.
Regarding this, Xellos thought that his act of throwing himself to save Catlena had somehow activated a strange trigger.

'Honestly, I just did what any servant should naturally do... Was that incident so impressive to the princess? Ugh... this seems like a bad development no matter how I look at it.'

While it was good that he had caught Princess Elios's attention to some extent, the situation of unnecessarily raising the favor of Princess Catlena, whom he would have to cut ties with in the future, made him feel quite uneasy.

Although Xellos felt rather uncomfortable about this, he still thought it wouldn't become too big of a problem.

'Well... even if she shows some interest, it's just a little attention from a kid who doesn't know anything... She might be like this for a while, but she'll soon lose interest later. And once she meets her fiancé, she won't even care about someone like me anymore.'

Thus, Xellos decided not to worry about this aspect, thinking about the future predetermined in the original story.
However, despite such thoughts, an inexplicable anxiety remained in Xellos's heart.

Although it was supposed to be a predetermined future, the situation had already deviated considerably, so he couldn't help but harbor some concerns.

Meanwhile, Catlena, unaware of his thoughts, quietly rose from her seat with a smile and looked out the window.

A clear sky without a single cloud and birds chirping from all directions.
It was a warm season announcing the arrival of spring, but to Catlena, this didn't appear entirely peaceful.

'Come to think of it... that day was similar to today.'

The scenery that day was like this too.
Birds were chirping with clear voices, and the sky was clear without a single cloud.
At a glance, it seemed like a world that would only be filled with peaceful events.

Under such a sky... Catlena was killed by her sister's hand.

While listening to the chirping birds.
While feeling the warmly shining sunlight...

Fortunately, as time had passed, the terrible sensations from that time had considerably faded, but even now, those memories still occupied a corner of her heart.

'I don't need to be swayed by these emotions. But... I must never forget either. How terrifying my sister can be... and that I must never oppose her.'

Fortunately, this recent matter seemed to have passed relatively well by helping her sister, but it was uncertain how her relationship with her sister might deteriorate in the future.

Nothing was set in stone, and the truly dangerous crises hadn't even arrived yet.
However, even in this situation, Catlena began to compose herself calmly.

'I will definitely survive... definitely with Xellos...'

Fortunately, unlike in the past, she now had comprehensive knowledge about future situations and a perspective incomparably broader than what she had at this age originally.

By maximizing these advantages to guide future events well, there should be no major problems.

Just as Catlena was once again firmly strengthening her resolve, it happened.

-"Knock knock knock"-

"Yes. Please come in."

Hearing the knocking sound, Catlena turned her head from the window and called out in a bright voice, while Xellos also stopped studying and stood up from his seat.

The people entering after opening the door.

The moment she recognized who they were, Catlena began to feel a crack forming in the resolve she thought she had firmly established.

'Can I... really do this well?'

The scene before her eyes.
It was enough to make her think such thoughts.

The two people standing before her...

One of them was her elder sister, Elios.

Up to this point, it was understandable.

Since they lived in the same castle, it was natural for her paths to cross frequently with her sister's, so she no longer tensed up or made a fuss about it every time.

The problem was the other person standing beside Elios.

There stood the woman Catlena had been wary of all along,
At the same time, someone she thought she would never have to see again.

Arachne was standing there.

'How did she get here? I thought she was stuck in the orphanage and I'd never have to see her again...'

Feeling a strange uneasiness, Catlena greeted Elios as cautiously as possible in a timid voice.

"H-Hello, sister..."

"Hello."

After giving her usual brief greeting, Elios immediately turned her gaze to Arachne beside her and said:

"You already know her, right? This girl Arachne. I've decided to take her as my lady-in-waiting, partly as a reward for the previous incident. Treat her well from now on."

"Y-Yes..."

Catlena responded in a stiff voice to Elios's words.
In contrast to Catlena's inwardly burning feelings, Arachne blushed slightly and bowed her head, appearing somewhat shy.

"H-Hello... Princess Catlena. And... Mr. Xellos."

The shy appearance of the young girl speaking in a trembling voice.
Objectively, it might have come across as quite cute, but... watching this, only one word automatically came to Catlena's mind.

A word that her mother, who almost always maintained her gracious and noble dignity as a duchess, had reflexively and very quietly uttered when she was in a very bad mood, which was quite rare.

When her daughter asked what it meant, she had earnestly implored her never to use it in front of others, saying it was a very vulgar expression of disgust, but... Catlena thought it would be a very appropriate word to use in a situation like this.

'Oh shit...'

Ch.25 - Entrance Examination 1
An uncomfortable reunion with an unexpected person.

However, Catlena knew very well that there was nothing she could do about the current situation.

As much as she wanted to get rid of this potential rival right in front of her, Arachne was someone personally selected by her older sister Elios.

Just as Elios couldn't object to her taking Xellos as her direct servant, she had no right to say anything about Elios bringing in Arachne.

'Still, things are going to get really annoying from now on. Look, even now this woman can't take her eyes off Xellos...!'

Once again, Arachne was blushing while looking at Xellos.

At that moment, Catlena noticed something else.

It was... Xellos sending what appeared to be heated glances toward Arachne.

'N-No way... Xellos, you?'

Catlena began to feel bewilderment and confusion at this unexpected situation.

Meanwhile, ignoring Catlena's gaze, Xellos was feeling quite envious as he observed the scene.

'How lucky... While some of us are struggling to get involved with that white princess, she gets this position so easily...'

Arachne had secured the very position that he wished for himself—becoming Elios's attendant.

Of course, her achievements in this recent incident were significant, and unlike himself who already had a master, she had been essentially free, so the possibility of this happening was naturally quite high.

He had to acknowledge that fact, but still, he couldn't help feeling envious.

Moreover, given that Xellos's path ahead had already become more difficult, such feelings were bound to be even stronger.

Thus, Arachne had simultaneously earned one woman's jealousy and one man's envy.

However, she remained unaware of the emotions she was stirring in the two, simply feeling intense excitement about her current unbelievable situation.

'I never imagined I'd become Lady Elios's attendant and enter the palace...'

Honestly, when she first approached Elios, what she had in mind was quite different from what had actually transpired, though it might have seemed similar at first glance.

At that time, what Arachne had requested was to become the princess's pawn, wielding weapons and dying in battle... essentially, a role where she would burn everything for revenge.

However, the position she now held wasn't a bloody mission but helping Elios in her daily life as a noble's servant.

Of course, having grown up in an orphanage, she was still inexperienced as a servant and had much to learn from the basics, but nevertheless, Arachne could now hold new hope for her current life, which had improved incomparably from her past.

And one more thing.

The boy who was smiling at her somewhat awkwardly.

Seeing his face again, Arachne began to feel something warm blooming in a corner of her heart.

'Xellos...'

*

Meeting Arachne, who had become Elios's servant.

Although it was a brief encounter of only about ten minutes, it gave Catlena much to think about.

'Arachne... someone who didn't even exist in my previous life dares to have feelings for my Xellos? And she's even risen to the position of my sister's attendant.'

As someone who had regressed, Catlena had a good grasp of the behavioral patterns of those around her.

However... Arachne, whose name she had never even heard in her previous life, was a significant variable for her.

A being whose actions and thoughts she couldn't predict at all.

The fact that she had just appeared as Elios's attendant was proof of that, and such changes could bring unexpected consequences for her in the future.

'And what bothers me most was Xellos's reaction. I never expected him to look at that woman with such heated eyes...'

Certainly, even Catlena had to admit that Arachne was quite pretty.

She was a beautiful girl with a modest yet refined charm, somewhat different from Catlena whose main appeal was her glamour.

Of course, Catlena was confident that she was aesthetically superior, but honestly, she realized this could vary depending on personal preference.

'In my previous life, Xellos only looked at me and loved only me. But... there's no guarantee it will be the same this time... is that it?'

Above all, unlike Catlena who had the mind of a 21-year-old woman, the current Xellos was just a 9-year-old boy.

An age where he might not yet clearly understand what love is, or what attraction to a woman means.

Although his sense of loyalty seemed somewhat established, Catlena thought that his romantic feelings could change at any time.

'I have no choice... Honestly, I was planning to take things slowly, but now I'll have to force things forward.'

Catlena would soon be leaving the palace for a while to enter the academy.

At such a time, leaving Xellos in his current impressionable state near Arachne was concerning in many ways.

To prevent this, she thought that extraordinary measures were necessary.

'I only have two months left. During that time, I must succeed even if it means pushing Xellos hard. It will be difficult, but fortunately, I've been teaching him all this time...'

With these thoughts, Catlena immediately rose from her seat.

It certainly wouldn't be easy, and even with her best efforts, the chances of success might be low.

However, once the goal was set, there was no time to spare.

All that remained was to take immediate action and pursue it with all her might until she achieved what she wanted.

*

"What? Is that really true?"

"Sigh... Yes, it's by order of Princess Catlena."

Serif sighed deeply in front of him.

Her face revealed undisguised concern and slight dissatisfaction.

However, hearing those words, Xellos felt like shouting with joy right at that moment.

"Really. Suspending training for two months? Even for her, being stubborn about this is problematic..."

"Yes, that is... unfortunate."

The sudden request from Princess Catlena to suspend training.

Serif tried to prevent this by pointing out Xellos's inexperience shown in the recent battle, but Catlena firmly insisted.

And for Xellos, this felt similar to being suddenly excused from winter training due to an accident during military service.

'What is this? This is amazing! I've been dying from rolling on the cold ground in this weather, and now this...'

Of course, he acknowledged the necessity of training, but he desperately wanted to escape from being mercilessly drilled even in snowy weather.

As such, Xellos honestly felt like bowing in gratitude for Catlena's current order.

Then, watching Xellos forcibly suppressing his joy, Serif spoke in a stern voice.

"Don't be too happy about this. This is being specially permitted for your studies, so you'll need to show results accordingly."

"What? What do you mean...?"

As Xellos expressed confusion at this unexpected statement, Serif continued in her rigid tone.

"You don't think I would excuse you from training without reason, even if it is the princess's order? This is all special consideration for you to pass your exam."

"Exam... what exam?"

Seeing Xellos's bewildered expression, Serif handed him something.

After reading the contents, a look of deep consternation settled on Xellos's face.

And watching his reaction, Serif said in a quiet voice.

"If you fail to pass after all this accommodation, be prepared for the consequences."

"..."
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"Waaaaaah! No! I absolutely won't go!"

"Heh heh... oh dear..."

The man wore a troubled expression at the scene before him.

It was the sight of his precious daughter throwing a tantrum while crying her eyes out.

This would be a common scene in any ordinary household with children.

However... considering that the daughter throwing this tantrum was the youngest princess of this country, and the man involved was Duke Radu Constantino Dragona, this couldn't be dismissed as an ordinary situation.

"Now, now, don't be like that... Every noble child attends the academy. You'll make new friends and learn so much more."

"I still don't want to! Catlena doesn't want to be separated from Mother and Father!"

"Haah..."

Catlena wouldn't budge despite the Duke's words.

Watching this, Duke Radu—a political heavyweight in the imperial political circles who had ruthlessly purged his opponents with skilled precision—could only sweat nervously, completely powerless.

No matter how brilliant a politician or powerful a figure, before his daughter, he was just a soft-hearted father.

Watching this rare scene unfold was another target of this tantrum—Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona, who quietly smiled as she took in her husband's unusual behavior.

'Only Catlena could create a scene like this... Hehe, seen like this, our Duke does have his cute side.'

However, they couldn't indulge their daughter's unreasonable stubbornness forever.

Breaking her silence, Roseveta slowly approached the crying Catlena.

"Darling, are you that scared of going to the academy?"

"Hic... sniff... Y-yes, I'm... I'm scared. I'll have to stay there all alone without knowing anyone... hic... Catlena doesn't like that... I... I want to stay with Mother and Father for a long, long time."

"But your sisters will be there too. Elios will be there, and Senel too..."

Roseveta tried to persuade her by mentioning her sisters, though honestly, the age gap with the eldest was quite significant and they weren't close, but she was on decent terms with the second sister.

However, Catlena shook her head in response.

"E-Elios is... still a bit scary. And Senel isn't very reliable even when she's around."

"Hmm..."

Roseveta was momentarily speechless at her daughter's childish stubbornness that somehow hit the mark.

She began contemplating how to handle this situation...

And seeing Roseveta's expression, Catlena's eyes began to sparkle slightly.

Then...

"What can Mother do to help? So our beloved daughter won't be afraid to attend the academy."

Finally, Roseveta spoke the words Catlena had been waiting for.

Still sniffling, Catlena cautiously replied.

"Sniff... B-but... still... if a good friend could go with me, it might be a little better... like Xellos... perhaps..."

"Xellos? Ah... you mean your servant?"

At those words, Roseveta quietly nodded, recalling the incident at the orphanage.

The boy who had thrown himself to protect Catlena in what could have been a disastrous situation.

Seeing Roseveta considering it positively, Catlena inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

'Phew... thank goodness. It seems I've passed the first hurdle.'

It wasn't an unreasonable request, and servants often accompanied their masters to academies, so she probably didn't need to worry much about this part.

'Still... to think that I, at 21 years old, would be pulling stunts like this... After going this far, I hope Xellos doesn't fail the entrance exam.'

Trying to erase the embarrassingly childish tantrum from her mind, Catlena focused on another worry.

Unlike Catlena, a noble daughter, Xellos as a servant would inevitably have to take an entrance exam.

The difficulty of the exam itself wasn't that high from current Catlena's perspective, but...

The problem was that for Xellos, who had just learned to read and received only basic education, it might seem quite challenging.

In this situation, there was only one thing left for Catlena to do.

'Considering the time we have left, I'll have to drill him intensively... Please bear with me a little, Xellos. I'll make sure you attend the academy with me no matter what!'

*

In a library filled with the rich scent of books.

There, Xellos was dedicating himself to studying under Catlena's strict supervision.

"So, what's the first training you receive to handle mana?"

"Umm... Barrier creation training?"

"Haah... wrong. It's preliminary concentration training. Please try to remember."

Catlena sighed deeply, expressing her frustration.

Seeing her like this, Xellos scratched his head slightly and spoke in a voice tinged with difficulty.

"But there's just too much material! We've already gone through so many books..."

"You still have to do it. Know that you're not leaving until you memorize this today."

"Heeng..."

Catlena's words were firm and somewhat desperate.

Even Xellos could clearly recognize that she was extremely anxious inside.

However, contrary to the anxious Catlena, Xellos was actually finding some amusement in the current situation.

'How should I put it... she's quite adorable, like a child begging for something.'

While outwardly pretending to struggle with his studies, in reality, most of what Catlena was teaching were facts Xellos already knew.

Much of it was basic knowledge, and even the supposedly complex terminology wasn't difficult for Xellos, who knew the original novel's setting inside out.

Nevertheless, he was deliberately pretending to struggle simply because he found her behavior entertaining.

And there was another reason—from Xellos's perspective, he absolutely could not accept the current situation, the possibility that he might be sent to the academy.

'But that's one thing, and this is another. Sending me to the academy? What kind of unexpected deviation from the original story is this? That's really crossing the line.'

In the original story, after becoming Catlena's personal servant, Xellos had continued to live in the palace.

Because of this, two years later, he had the opportunity to receive education, including combat training, from Elios after she graduated from the academy. Afterward, Xellos always referred to Elios as "teacher" and showed her respect.

It was also because of this connection that Elios developed quite a deep affection for Xellos.

Entering the academy as Catlena's servant now would be like cutting his own survival rope with his own hands, given such an important event awaited him.

'I feel sorry for the princess who's teaching me so diligently... but I need to survive. Besides, if I end up going to the academy, she'll have less time to see me anyway, so let's use this opportunity to cool things down a bit.'

Catlena's request—or rather, command—for him to accompany her to the academy because she was scared to go alone.

Xellos had already made up his mind.

No matter how much Princess Catlena wanted it, if he failed the exam due to lack of skill, there was nothing she could do.

She would be disappointed, but there wouldn't be any punishment or problems because of it.

So, watching the princess trying desperately to cram knowledge into him, Xellos didn't worry about the exam at all and leisurely attended her "lecture."

Ch.27 - Entrance Examination 3
Late in the evening after sunset, Xellos, still trapped in the library, began to feel somewhat fatigued.

Catlena's tutoring offensive had continued all day except for meal times, accompanied by her declaration that she absolutely wouldn't let him go until he had completed the day's study load.

The result, in the end, concluded with Xellos's victory, just as it was now.

It wasn't that Catlena had given up midway.
It was simply that at this moment, Catlena had collapsed from exhaustion beside Xellos.

"Well... it was bound to end like this."

From the beginning, when pushing something in a situation where the student had no desire to learn, one could say the outcome was already determined.

'Still, she has remarkable endurance for a child. I didn't expect her to hold out this long.'

Nevertheless, Xellos was honestly somewhat surprised that she had stuck with it without giving up until now.

He had thought she would quit soon after seeing his continued frustrating performance. That prediction had been completely off the mark.

'Anyway, since things have turned out this way, should I start wrapping up?'

Thinking this, Xellos was about to call a nearby servant to move Catlena to her bedroom.
At that moment...

-Creeeeak-

"Huh?"

The library door slowly opened the next moment.
Xellos looked in that direction, thinking servants might be entering.

And then...

"Gasp!"

"I thought it was strange that she wasn't coming back... so this is what was happening."

A woman appeared before him with a quiet voice, holding a lamp.
Xellos could recognize who she was at a glance.

Reddish-brown eyes and red hair, with a loving yet beautiful appearance.
At the same time, she felt like someone whose depths couldn't be fathomed.

He immediately realized that she was Elios's mother and the duchess of this country, Mina Roseveta Dragona.

'Th-this person is the duchess who appeared in the original work. As expected, the aura she naturally exudes seems to be on a different level.'

Her appearance exuded dignity and grace that seemed a level above even Elios, whom he had met previously.
Above all, from Xellos's perspective, knowing who she really was, this impression hit him even more strongly.

'Although there shouldn't be any particular problems right now, I still need to be careful. If I accidentally touch her sore spot...'

At that moment,
Xellos, who had been staring at her in tension, belatedly began to recognize his situation.

'Gasp!.. C-come to think of it, I shouldn't be like this in front of the duchess. I should show proper respect first...'

With that thought, Xellos quickly rose from his seat and was about to bow his head to the duchess.

At that moment.

"Shh!"

The next moment, Duchess Roseveta put her finger to her lips, signaling him to be quiet.
At this, Xellos swallowed the greeting he was about to give and simply bowed at the waist to show respect.

Right after, two servants entered the room.
They carefully picked up the sleeping Catlena and left the library, leaving only the duchess and Xellos alone.

"You're the boy called Xellos? You've worked hard until such a late hour."

Roseveta spoke with a kind smile.
To this, Xellos bowed his head deeply with intense nervousness and said:

"N-no, not at all. The princess worked much harder than I did, to the point where she ended up like that while trying to teach someone as slow to learn as me."

"Hehe, you think so? Indeed, they say you have deep consideration for your master, and it seems that's true."

"...Pardon?"

Words of praise coming from Duchess Roseveta's mouth in their first meeting.
At this, Xellos began to show slight bewilderment, and seeing him like this, Roseveta continued in a quiet tone.

"There's no need to be so surprised. I've already heard about you through Catlena. That child... whenever she gets the chance, she boasts about you so much..."

"The p-princess... about me?"

Xellos showed even more bewilderment at Roseveta's unexpected words.
And seeing the young boy's confused expression, Roseveta spoke to him with a kind expression.

"Yes, honestly, when she first brought you in, I was a bit concerned, but after hearing the subsequent stories, it seems you've been getting along quite well. Especially recently, I heard you even threw yourself in harm's way to save her? As that child's mother, I'd like to personally express my gratitude."

"N-no, gratitude... I only did what a servant should naturally do."

The fact that he was being praised for something he ultimately did to create distance made Xellos begin to feel a subtle sense of guilt.

At that moment, looking at Xellos, Roseveta spoke to him in a still calm voice.

"Is that so? But it seems Catlena doesn't think that way. I don't know about you, but that child seems to like you quite a lot."

"...What? R-really?"

"Of course, otherwise why would that child try so hard to take you to the academy?"

"Hmm..."

Xellos had already noticed to some extent that Catlena had some degree of affection for him.

However, hearing confirmation of this fact directly from the duchess was giving him a strangely mixed feeling beyond what he had expected.

'That princess feels for me... Well, it's probably just a passing affection from a young girl. But still, somehow, it feels a bit...'

Xellos's face began to flush slightly, regardless of his intentions.
And seeing him like this, the duchess spoke to him in a voice filled with motherly affection.

"For that reason, I hope you'll continue to take good care of our Catlena in the future. She's in quite a complicated position, so I've always worried about her. But now that she has a good friend like you, I feel somewhat relieved."

"Ah... y-yes. Of course. I'll continue to do my best as I have been."

"Yes, I'm counting on you."

Xellos answered with a trembling voice, and the duchess responded with a smile filled with joy.

After that conversation, Roseveta left the library, and Xellos, left alone, began to feel his heart grow heavy as he mulled over their conversation.

'A good friend... she says. The princess thinks of me that way...'

The duchess who had made a request to him from a mother's perspective, and Princess Catlena who was showing him trust and affection.

However, this fact began to give Xellos an unexpected unpleasant feeling.

'It would be better not to do that. Trusting someone like me too much...'

The pure trust that Princess Catlena was placing in him.

However, regarding this, there was one thing Xellos knew all too well.
That someone like him didn't deserve such trust and affection.

His ultimate goal was betrayal and survival.
Having such feelings for someone like him would clearly bring greater pain to Princess Catlena in the future.

And even though he had decided to abandon her, this fact itself was making Xellos feel quite guilty.

'I'm sorry, Princess...'

However, despite such feelings, Xellos did not change his mind.
No matter how much sincere affection and trust he received, Xellos had no intention of dying for her by getting entangled with her.

He had to cut off what needed to be cut off and make his choices decisively.
Without doing so, he wouldn't be able to survive in this world, so Xellos once again steadied his wavering heart and firmly resolved.

'Even if things go well, I can't be with that child anyway. It's right to draw a clear line at this opportunity and go my own way.'

Shaking off the conflict in his heart, Xellos closed the open book with a touch of irritation.

He resolved to continue showing only the image of an inadequate student tomorrow and thereafter.

Ch.28 - Entrance Exam 4
"Haa... That's not what I meant. Please try to remember correctly."

"I'm... sorry, Your Highness."

"Don't just apologize... Xellos, you used to understand everything perfectly even without being told, and there was hardly anything you couldn't grasp. Is academy studying really that difficult for you?"

"..."

Faced with Catlena's evident frustration, Xellos couldn't say anything more.

As she said, just a few weeks ago—more precisely, before the academy discussions began—Xellos had shown himself to be quite an exceptional student. Because of this, Catlena had smiled brightly at him during almost every lesson and praised him enthusiastically.

However, for Xellos, the situation now was completely different from then.

Previously, Xellos had aimed to quickly escape being treated like an ignorant child and present himself as someone who could read and write normally, with a decent amount of knowledge.

Naturally, he had been in a position where he needed to show proficiency in learning letters and understanding knowledge.

But now, Xellos needed to display inadequacy to naturally fail the academy exam.

Better yet, if Catlena grew tired of teaching him and gave up before he even had to take the exam, that would be an excellent option.

However, despite showing frustrating incompetence even by his own standards, Catlena hadn't backed down and had brought Xellos this far.

Seven weeks had passed this way.

With the exam date approaching, Xellos's performance was still far from passing level.

"Haa... Let's look at this again. This part will definitely be on the exam, so you must understand it before moving on. Even if you can't solve complex problems, if you can get these right, you might somehow manage to pass."

"...Yes, Your Highness."

Catlena composed herself and continued the tutoring, while Xellos responded with a weak voice.

Even so, because of the image he had built up until now, he couldn't appear completely incompetent. If he took it too far, it might negatively affect his future plans to switch sides, so he had to show some improvement.

There was another reason too.

While failing the exam was the goal, Xellos's feelings, which had started as somewhat playful, were becoming increasingly uncomfortable as time passed.

'Even though it's an exam I need to fail... this feels worse and worse as time goes on.'

Over the past few weeks, Catlena's passion had been truly remarkable.

Seeing the young girl sitting at her desk for hours like a student preparing for exams was admirable even to Xellos. Moreover, despite his deliberate trolling that would twist anyone's insides, she repeatedly composed herself and focused on teaching again—something that even the current Xellos would find difficult to do.

Yet he was essentially mocking her sincere efforts, and the discomfort he felt about this was growing with each passing day.

'This situation needs to end as soon as possible... either Catlena gives up, or I fail the exam. Either way, the outcome is predetermined, so there's no need to feel this exhausted...'

With these thoughts, Xellos's gaze turned to Catlena, who was pointing at the book's contents while conducting the lesson.

Her face showed visible fatigue and haggardness from weeks of overexertion.

Despite this, her beauty remained, though now it only served to heighten the sense of pity her appearance evoked.

Looking at Catlena like this, Xellos felt the burden on his heart growing heavier.

Then...

"Ah!.."

"..Haa.."

The next moment, something red dropped onto the book.

Xellos immediately recognized it as blood dripping from Catlena's nose.

"Y-Your Highness! Your nose is bleeding..."

"Phew... It's fine. Don't worry about me, just focus on the book."

"B-But..."

"Do as I say. This is an order from your princess. Don't worry about me, just make sure you thoroughly understand this content before moving on."

"... Kuk.."

Seeing her unwavering demeanor even as blood flowed between the fingers covering her nose...

Xellos unconsciously bit his lip with emotion.

'She's going this far... Why? It's about time to give up. Why cling so desperately to someone who's... who's obviously not going to make it?'

With only about two weeks left until the exam, Xellos still had a long way to go.

At this rate, reaching a passing score within that time was nearly impossible.

Catlena must know this too.

Yet seeing her refusing to give up even while pushing herself to the point of nosebleeds, Xellos finally couldn't hold back and spoke up.

"Why... why are you doing this?"

"Hm?"

Surprised by Xellos's sudden change in tone, Catlena showed slight bewilderment. Facing her, Xellos spoke with a voice filled with emotion he could no longer suppress.

"Why are you going this far for someone like me? You know as well, it's difficult for me to enter the academy with my current abilities. So why... why are you wasting your time and effort on me?"

"..."

Sitting at a desk for weeks to teach someone else, not for her own studies.

Probably no one except parents would do this much for him. No, even his actual parents had never shown this much passion, making this a first in both his previous and current life.

And this was being done by a mere 9-year-old girl, to the point of nosebleeds.

Xellos, who was deceiving the girl, could no longer bear it.

And...

Looking at the boy showing such an intense reaction, Catlena smiled through her tired face and said:

"Because I like you."

"...What?"

Hearing something so unexpected, Xellos's face filled with deep bewilderment. Seeing his expression, Catlena spoke in a bright voice:

"I like you. That's why I'm doing this."

"..."

At first glance, it sounded almost like a confession.

Feeling his face heat up, Xellos couldn't say anything, and Catlena smiled gently at him.

"Of course, I know passing won't be easy in our current situation. But even if we fail, I don't consider this a waste. Doing something with someone I like... just that alone makes this time meaningful to me."

"Uh..."

The first blow had been quite damaging, but now they were coming in succession.

Xellos felt dizzy, unable to collect his thoughts.

'L-Like me? N-No, I shouldn't misunderstand here. She's just a 9-year-old kid. This is just like when a little sister says she wants to marry her big brother when she grows up! It definitely doesn't have any deeper meaning...'

As Xellos desperately tried to calm his heart with excuses, Catlena delivered the final blow with a smile:

"Even though you can be a bit frustrating at times, when I think about it being you, those feelings quickly disappear. That's why I can continue. I love this moment itself so much. Being face to face with you, Xellos, whom I like, being by your side—it makes me so happy."

"..."

This bombardment was too overwhelming to be coming from a 9-year-old girl.

Feeling dizzy, Xellos couldn't respond and began moving his hands frantically, trying to escape the situation.

His movements were now so quick that it was hard to believe he had been dawdling before.

Meanwhile...

Not noticing Xellos's behavior, Catlena slightly turned her head away.

At that moment, she was hiding her own face, which was flushing as much as his.
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The first few weeks were incredibly difficult for Catlena.

Xellos's slow learning pace and the enormous amount of study material—far more than she had anticipated.

While it might have been manageable if she were studying alone, teaching someone else proved unexpectedly challenging for her.

It was fortunate that she had experience teaching letters and other subjects before; otherwise, she would have given up long ago.

As time passed, her stress levels increased dramatically, causing her to lose her temper with the boy more frequently.

Despite this, his learning speed showed no improvement, leading Catlena to feel despair and even consider giving up.

Then, at some point, she began to recognize something.

The reason she was going to such lengths for Xellos.

Fundamentally, it was because she liked him.

Because she liked him, she wanted to spend as much time with him as possible, which is why she had undertaken this task.

Catlena realized that if she became angry at Xellos for his shortcomings, it would no longer be love but merely her own stubbornness.

'That's right... I'm not the only one suffering. When I think about it, this all started because of my stubbornness. Xellos hasn't done anything wrong.'

With this realization, Catlena reflected on her behavior and decided to change her mindset.

'He's doing his best... It's remarkable that a 9-year-old boy can sit still for so long. This was an ambitious undertaking from the start. Even if we don't succeed right away, there will be many opportunities in the future...'

Of course, she was concerned about that woman named Arachne who was currently studying under Elios and staying out of sight, but Catlena decided not to be impatient.

Whatever she might appear to be on the outside, she was no longer a young girl.

She knew very well that impossible things don't become possible just by forcing them.

For now, she just needed to do her best and move forward.

She decided not to obsess over results and instead chose to embrace this moment as joyfully as possible.

This moment when she could focus on something all day, just the two of them, with the man she loved.

Of course, this wasn't as easy as she thought, and intense emotions would occasionally surge up, but having already sorted out her feelings, she could quickly regain her composure.

This was why Catlena could respond with a smile when Xellos expressed his despair about their situation.

However...

"Because I like you."

'...Huh?'

"Because I like you. That's why I'm doing this."

'W-wait a minute...'

In her dazed state after the nosebleed, she hadn't expected to blurt out her true feelings like that.

Yet, even amid her bewilderment, Catlena couldn't stop herself from speaking.

In that slightly dizzy, floating feeling, she had dropped a bombshell statement.

Had he been a teenager, these words might have been quite devastating, but fortunately, the boy before her was only 9 years old.

Considering that stopping now would make the atmosphere even more awkward, Catlena maintained her momentum and continued expressing what she had wanted to say.

And finally, when it was over...

Catlena felt her heart pounding wildly and found herself unable to look directly at Xellos.

'Whaaa... W-what did I just say? Th-this... this is basically a full confession...'

Feeling tremendous embarrassment and her face burning hot, Catlena tried her best to suppress these emotions by making excuses for the current situation.

'I-it's okay... Th-this was just to comfort Xellos who was suffering. B-besides, Xellos is only 9 years old! Th-this is just like when an older sister jokingly asks her little brother if he wants to marry her when he grows up!'

As she inflicted damage on herself with her own bombardment, Catlena felt her already dizzy head spinning even more.

And then...

-Thud!-

"! Y-Your Highness!"

*

Late at night in the Duchess's bedroom.

There, a doctor who had rushed over was carefully examining Catlena's condition as she lay on the bed.

And then...

"H-how is she, Elvafa? How's Catlena?"

Asked Duchess Roseveta with concern in her voice.

In response, the female doctor called Elvafa answered with a relieved expression.

"Fortunately, she's fine. It's simply accumulated fatigue, so she just needs plenty of rest for a while."

"Phew... That's a relief."

The Duchess had been worried about this happening, as Catlena had been pushing herself quite hard lately.

Nevertheless, she hadn't been able to stop her because Catlena was so stubborn, and moreover, this was understood as a sort of compromise related to sending Catlena to the Academy.

As a mother, she felt bitter, thinking that allowing her daughter to act according to her wishes as much as possible had become the root of the problem.

'But... to think this child would push herself to this point. My daughter... she must really like that boy a lot.'

With such thoughts, Duchess Roseveta sincerely prayed.

She prayed that the boy called Xellos would be able to enter the Academy as Catlena wished.

*

"So, you'll have to study on your own for a while. I wish I could see it through to the end, but..."

"N-no, it's fine. If anything, I should be the one apologizing. I'm truly... truly sorry. Because of me, Your Highness has become like this..."

Catlena spoke to Xellos while lying on the bed.

Her voice contained genuine regret, and in response, Xellos apologized with an even deeper sense of guilt.

'Really. Do I have to go this far? Someone like me...'

Even to himself, he felt like the worst person.

A girl with the status of a princess, not just an ordinary person.

Xellos felt sincere remorse for his actions that had driven a 9-year-old girl to collapse from overwork.

No matter how life-threatening the situation was, and despite having non-negotiable aspects, he should have at least avoided completely disregarding her efforts.

'I should have at least maintained some boundaries. If I had shown enough skill to barely pass, things wouldn't have gone this far. If I hadn't so blatantly trampled on this child's efforts...'

As Xellos hung his head with deep guilt...

Watching him, Catlena hesitated briefly before carefully opening her mouth.

"Um... by the way, Xellos."

"Ah, yes, Your Highness."

Xellos quickly raised his head to look at her in response to Catlena's words.

She blushed slightly and asked him in a careful voice.

"I'm just wondering, do you remember what I said before I collapsed? I feel like I said something..."

"!.. Ah.. um..um.. Th-that..."

Caught off guard by this delayed attack, Xellos was momentarily bewildered.

However, he couldn't bring himself to honestly talk about what had happened then.

'Th-that was just something Catlena blurted out when she was dazed right before fainting, so it probably didn't mean much. So...'

Trying his best to compose his wavering emotions, Xellos spoke with a slightly trembling voice while attempting to hide his flushing face.

"N-nothing special... was said, as far as I know. At that time, I was also distracted because you had just had a nosebleed, Princess."

"Oh... really? I see."

With those words, Catlena showed the same smile she had when she had confessed her feelings earlier.

Xellos automatically felt his face reddening and hurriedly averted his gaze.

And...

Watching Xellos's reaction, the smile on Catlena's lips grew even deeper.

'That's a relief. At least he doesn't seem to dislike it.'
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The carriage departing for the examination hall.

Standing before it, Catlena smiled at Xellos and said:

"Don't be nervous and do well on the exam, okay?"

"...Yes, I'll do... I'll do my best, Princess."

Xellos replied with a trembling voice.
Seeing this, Catlena firmly grasped his hand and said:

"Don't worry too much. It's not an easy exam anyway, and you didn't have much time to prepare."

"..N-no.. That's not... ugh..."

Despite Catlena's words, Xellos still had a dark expression on his face.
Seeing him like this, Catlena paused for a moment and looked straight at him.

And then...

"!"

The next moment, Catlena pulled Xellos into a tight embrace.
A bewildered expression appeared on Xellos's face, and Catlena spoke to him in a voice filled with kindness:

"It's okay. I know that Xellos has been doing his best until now. That's more than enough for me to be satisfied."

"Ca...Catle..."

"So don't worry about the results. Just do your best and come back. Understand?"

Catlena spoke like a mother sending her son off to take an exam.
However, her kindness only made Xellos feel an even greater sense of guilt.

Catlena's physical condition still showed signs of the recent overexertion.
Nevertheless, she was genuinely cheering for Xellos, and that fact was literally tearing his conscience apart.

'I never knew that failing an exam would be this difficult.'

But having come this far, he couldn't give up now.
No matter how painful it felt, backing down now would mean throwing away a huge opportunity.
In other words, his probability of death would skyrocket even higher.

He had no intention of undervaluing the girl's pure expectations and affection, but even so, they weren't more important than his life.

With a bitter feeling burning inside him, Xellos boarded the carriage.

Immediately after, he sat down with lingering discomfort and slowly raised his head.

But then.

"...Huh?"

"Let's depart now."

The person giving orders to the coachman before his eyes.
The moment he recognized who it was, bewilderment instantly spread across Xellos's face.

The only person sitting in the carriage with him now.
The very reason he was going through this ordeal.

Elios Northhelat Dragona.

Realizing he would be alone with her, Xellos's previously dark mood was replaced by extreme tension and a hint of anticipation.

'What's this... How is Princess Elios here? No... wait. Could this be an unexpected opportunity?'

The carriage heading to the academy where the exam would be held would take at least two days of travel.
During that time, being with none other than Princess Elios was a golden opportunity for Xellos, who needed to get into her good graces.

Rejoicing at this unexpected stroke of luck, Xellos carefully began to observe Elios.

Princess Elios was diligently reviewing documents even inside the carriage.
Suddenly, watching her, Xellos remembered that in the original story, she was serving as the academy's student council president during this period.

'Of course... since the new semester starts almost immediately after the entrance exam, she probably has a lot to prepare in advance. Anyway, this works out well for me. If I can build even a little rapport with her during this time...'

Thinking this, Xellos kept glancing at Elios as the carriage moved along.

Then, noticing his behavior, Princess Elios, who had maintained silence until now, spoke in a quiet voice:

"There's no need to be so tense. Relax."

"W-what? Oh... yes, I'm sorry, Princess."

Xellos tensed up at this first exchange with the princess.
Seeing him like this, Princess Elios put down the documents she had been examining and asked him in a calm tone:

"Come to think of it... it seems you've given my younger sister quite a hard time recently. Even I didn't expect that child to go to such lengths..."

"Yes... the Princess worked very hard for someone as inadequate as me. I can only apologize to her."

Xellos spoke in a somewhat gloomy voice, as he still felt guilty about that matter.

And to him, Princess Elios replied in a slightly dry tone:

"I'm sure you do. Even I could see at a glance how much effort that child put in. But what results that effort will bear depends on you."

"..."

Princess Elios stared directly at Xellos's face as she spoke.
As she gazed at him with blood-red eyes, Xellos momentarily felt as if his body had frozen.

'Is this what they mean by frighteningly beautiful? She's certainly no ordinary person. To create such an impression with just a look...'

While Xellos was thinking this, Princess Elios spoke to him in a voice tinged with coldness:

"To be honest, when Catlena decided to take you in, I found it quite surprising. Taking in a boy who was just cleaning floors as her personal servant, without any special reason... Though it wasn't my concern so I ignored it, I probably would have opposed it if I could."

"Umm..."

Xellos shrank a little at Princess Elios's somewhat sharp words.

However, even while listening to her simple statement, Xellos began to feel somewhat surprised.

'What's this... I thought Princess Elios didn't think very highly of Catlena during this period... but this sounds like she's genuinely concerned.'

She seemed to be watching over and worrying about her sister's actions even if she didn't show it openly.

With this in mind, Xellos carefully asked a question, partly out of curiosity and partly to prepare for what might come:

"Um... Princess? May I ask you something, if it's not too presumptuous?"

"What is it? I'm sorry, but I have no intention of discussing the exam questions."

"No, it's not that... I'm asking this purely as a servant. How do you feel about Princess Catlena?"

Xellos asked, thinking that this princess could even make unfunny jokes.
In response, Princess Catlena thought for a moment, then smiled slightly and said:

"You seem to ask quite pointed questions for a young boy. Well... to be honest, I don't dislike that child. It's difficult to be affectionate, but I still consider her a precious sister who shares similar blood."

"I... I see."

Elios's words seemed sincere.
Indeed, since the succession issue—the biggest source of conflict between her and Catlena—hadn't yet arisen, her words were likely true.

'Of course, once the successor incident breaks out later, that's when the killing time will officially begin...'

Princess Elios was someone who could smile while eliminating even a sibling if she perceived them as an "enemy."
In that sense, Xellos believed he needed to align himself with her as soon as possible to survive, which meant he absolutely had to fail this exam.

'I'm sorry to Princess Catlena, but... this is something I can't compromise on.'

Just then, watching Xellos lost in thought, Princess Elios spoke in a quiet voice:

"Now, I'd like to ask you a question."

"...Yes?"

Xellos showed a slightly tense expression at her words.
Princess Elios asked him with a gentle smile on her lips:

"What do you think? About Catlena, your master?"
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"Hmm.. that is.."

Catlena's question about what Xellos thought of her.

Xellos recognized that he needed to answer this question very carefully, and quickly began turning over thoughts in his mind.

'First, as a servant... it's absolutely forbidden to speak ill of a master who has shown such favor. I should say good things while... subtly leaving room to suggest I could change allegiance. And if I can simultaneously demonstrate my competence, all the better. So then...'

After organizing his thoughts for a moment, Xellos spoke to her in a careful voice.

"Lady Catlena is an extraordinarily beautiful and intelligent... precious mistress who has shown me undeserved favor. However..."

"However?"

Elios showed slight interest in Xellos's words.

To this, Xellos carefully chose his words internally, then spoke to her in a concerned voice.

"Honestly... I worry about the Lady quite often. Not about her personally... but in relation to her surrounding environment."

"Oh? About that child's surrounding environment. What specifically are you referring to?"

Princess Elios responded as if finding this quite interesting.

Sensing that his target had taken the bait, Xellos carefully continued.

"As Princess Elios knows, Lady Catlena receives the Duke's greatest affection among all the princesses. Presumably because she resembles the Duke more than the others. Additionally, considering her maternal family background... I often think the Lady receives excessive attention and expectations. I worry that someday, this might cause problems in some way. The kind that could negatively impact this country... the Principality of Dragona."

"Hmm..."

Princess Elios nodded quietly at Xellos's words.

This was something she was already somewhat aware of and had been cautious about.

However, regardless of what she already knew, the fact that a 9-year-old boy had made such observations was quite noteworthy to her.

With a smile on her lips, Princess Elios looked at Xellos and said:

"I think I understand why Catlena took you in."

"...Thank you, Princess."

At Elios's words of praise, Xellos inwardly smiled in victory.

Through what he had just said, he had demonstrated his competence while subtly suggesting that if Catlena were to receive something beyond her station, he might make different choices out of 'concern for national security.'

And Elios had responded quite positively to this.

Thus, Xellos achieved his desired outcome, experiencing genuine joy for the first time in a long while.

*

Adelan Academy.

Established shortly after the founding of the Principality of Dragona, this institution with its 20-year history was not originally established for educating nobles.

Its origins were as an educational institution for cultivating those who wielded magic in this land—witches and magicians—taking in talented children regardless of social status to train magic users who would become a major military force for the nation.

However, as time passed and Dragona's national structure became more established, the need grew to educate not only witches and magicians, but also noble children and capable talents through a standardized educational system.

At Roseveta's suggestion, who had invested the most in establishing the academy, Adelan transformed into a more comprehensive talent development institution. As a result, Adelan evolved into an advanced educational institution producing outstanding talents in various fields, not only for the Principality of Dragona but throughout the Empire.

Consequently, students attending Adelan Academy now fell into two categories.

The first category consisted of wealthy and powerful young lords and ladies who would later work in various fields based on their family background and personal abilities.

The second category competing with them were talented commoners who had demonstrated their aptitude by achieving above a certain score in the annual academy-administered examination.

Unlike noble children, these students received free tuition but were required to sign a pledge to contribute to the academy's development in the future.

The entrance exam Xellos was about to take fell into this second category.

After parting with Elios at the academy entrance, he saw quite a few students from across the country who had gathered to take the exam, most accompanied by their parents.

'Well, this feels like attending an elementary school orientation.'

Although the exam used absolute evaluation, it was quite difficult, and with the age limit for admission being 11 years, some of the students appeared to be approaching adolescence.

As Xellos looked around and followed the directions to the exam hall, he noticed many nervous students around him, but he actually felt more at ease than when studying with Catlena.

No matter how difficult the exam was supposed to be, that only applied to young boys and girls.

Realistically speaking, Xellos's current level would allow him to freely adjust his score anywhere from 0 to 90 points, even accounting for potential mistakes.

Initially, he had planned to completely fail the exam, but now he had slightly changed his mind.

'Still... completely failing wouldn't be good for the image I'm trying to build with Princess Elios. It would be best to fail by just a narrow margin.'

Thus, convincing himself that it absolutely wasn't because he felt sorry for Princess Catlena, Xellos decided on the exam score he would aim for.

"Now, begin the exam."

As the entrance exam began, the young students gathered there did their best to tackle the problems.

Xellos deliberately worked through the problems, carefully calibrating his answers to land just below the passing threshold.

'As expected... there's not a single question I don't know. The math is simple arithmetic, and the history questions would be impossible to get wrong if you've read the original content well...'

Xellos quickly solved problems and deliberately made mistakes.

While some children around him began to look distressed, Xellos was double-checking his work to make sure he hadn't accidentally gotten too many answers correct.

'With this score... at least Princess Catlena won't be too heartbroken.'

Thinking this as the exam ended, Xellos slowly put down his pen.

The score he had engineered was, as planned, just slightly below the passing mark, and that's exactly how it turned out.

He had deliberately missed two questions, or at most three if he had made a mistake, ensuring he would fail by a narrow margin.

Satisfied with this, Xellos turned in his answer sheet and left the examination hall.

*

"...He failed, you say?"

"Yes, unfortunately he missed by just one question. Here's the exam paper if you'd like to check."

"Hmm..."

The academy's vice principal handed over the exam paper.

Although he was the vice principal, the student council president Elios before him was the daughter of Duchess Roseveta, the academy's founder.

Equivalent to a school board member in modern terms, she commanded automatic deference.

Elios slowly examined the exam paper before the deferential vice principal.

After a moment, she spoke in a quiet voice:

"This... one question seems to be incorrect."

"Pardon?"

"Here, this question could be somewhat controversial in its wording. Although the Principality of Dragona belongs to the Empire, it is nonetheless a sovereign independent state. This was acknowledged by the Padishah himself during the founding period, so referring to it as a vassal state doesn't seem correct."

"W-well, but according to convention until now..."

The vice principal looked troubled.

Princess Elios responded in a calm tone:

"Convention is just convention, but wouldn't it be better to avoid controversial expressions in these types of exams? This kind of wording... neither I nor my mother particularly appreciate it."

"Umm..."

"If you plan to remain vice principal for long, I would venture to suggest that avoiding such controversies would be wise."

At Princess Elios's words, which amounted to a half-threat, the vice principal finally let out a heavy sigh.

"...Sigh... Very well, Princess. I will delete that question and mark it correct for everyone."

With those words, the vice principal drew another line across the question Xellos had gotten wrong, making an X mark, while Elios displayed a fresh smile.

'I can't let such a proven capable talent go to waste.'

And as a result...
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Several days had passed since the entrance exam ended.

During that time, Xellos had remained constantly by Princess Catlena's side, taking care of her while she was ill.

"Umm... P-Princess. Ah... please open your mouth."

"Aaahn~"

Xellos scooped up some moderately warm soup and placed it in the Princess's mouth.
Catlena accepted it with an extremely happy expression.

"A-Are you feeling alright?"

"Yes, maybe it's because Xellos blew on it to cool it down? Somehow it tastes better than usual."

"Hmm... t-that can't be."

"Hehe, I'm just joking. Don't blush so much."

And so, Xellos, as her servant attending to her needs, was indulging what could be considered rather embarrassingly affectionate "spoiled behavior" from her.

Honestly, quite some time had passed since she collapsed from overwork, and her physical condition had almost completely recovered, so there was no real need for him to go this far.
Nevertheless, Xellos was accommodating absolutely everything Catlena asked of him without the slightest complaint.

This wasn't simply because he was her servant.

It was to repay, even a little, the guilt he felt toward her for all her hard work on his behalf during the past days.
And since they would likely not see each other for some time and gradually grow apart, he felt obligated to respond at least somewhat to her pure affection.

There was one more reason that Xellos himself wasn't aware of, or even if he was, couldn't admit...

"Ahh, that was delicious. Thank you, Xellos."

After finishing her meal, Princess Catlena showed a pleased expression.
Then she slowly got up from her seat and said to Xellos:

"Well then, shall we go for a walk to help with digestion?"

"Yes, of course, Princess."

Since she had almost completely recovered, there was no major issue with this.
So Xellos and Catlena began strolling through the palace garden, just the two of them.

"By the way, it should be about time for the acceptance notices to arrive."

"Yes, that's right. Though I think it would be best if you... don't have high expectations."

"Hehe... alright, I understand."

Xellos spoke in a cautious voice, to which Catlena responded with a small laugh and continued:

"As you say, honestly, I'm not expecting much either. The exam was quite difficult. Above all, my score on the last mock assessment was rather disappointing. And..."

With those words, Princess Catlena glanced at Xellos's face.
Seeing her cheeks tinged pink, Xellos momentarily recalled something and couldn't help but turn his head away.

His face suddenly flushed red.

-Because I like you.-

The words Princess Catlena had said to him previously. Remembering them, Xellos could only try his best to calm his suddenly racing heart.

'This... the aftereffects are harder to ignore than I thought...'

The first confession he had received in his life.

Even if it was from a young girl, it would be a lie to say it didn't affect him at all.

'I shouldn't think too deeply about this. We won't be seeing each other soon anyway, right? Both she and I will go our separate ways as determined...'

And so, Xellos struggled to shake off these feelings.
Meanwhile, watching the embarrassed boy, Catlena smiled slightly.

'Hehe... he really does have quite an adorable side. Is it because he's still a young boy? I didn't expect him to get so embarrassed just from mentioning that incident.'

Although her confession had been made somewhat impulsively in the heat of the moment, Catlena was quite satisfied that it was having such a lasting effect.

Of course, she well understood the limitations of a confession at this age.
To completely secure his heart would have to wait until later.

After they had both grown into a man and a woman, when they could harbor romantic feelings for each other, she would need to make a proper confession.

Ideally, Xellos would confess to Catlena himself, but honestly, she thought that would be quite difficult.

'No matter what, the difference in our social status will be hard to ignore. In the end, though it's unfortunate, I'll probably have to be the one to express my feelings first, just like this time.'

For a servant like Xellos to harbor romantic feelings for a noble like Catlena was something difficult to accept by custom.
Fortunately, if Catlena were to make the first move, the situation might proceed more smoothly.

The reason was simple.
There was already an excellent precedent right by her side.

That precedent was...

"Ah, Mother!"

"Oh my, my darling."

They unexpectedly encountered Duchess Roseveta in one corner of the garden.
Catlena immediately approached her, and Xellos also bowed respectfully to the Duchess.

"So, are you feeling better now?"

"Yes, Mother. I'm almost completely recovered."

"That's good. Then there should be no problem with you attending the academy."

"What? Ah... that..."

At Roseveta's words, Catlena suddenly felt flustered by something unexpected.
She recalled her previous behavior—throwing a tantrum saying she wouldn't attend the academy unless Xellos could go with her.

'What should I do... Xellos's admission has probably fallen through, so should I throw another tantrum here?'

She honestly had no lingering attachment to something they had tried their best at but failed.
However, because of her previous behavior, it would seem natural for her to insist again in the current situation.

'Ugh... but honestly, making a scene for that reason is really too much... and Xellos is right here beside me.'

No matter what, it was simply impossible to repeat that behavior in front of Xellos.
As Catlena was momentarily confused about how to act, the Duchess continued:

"Since Catlena has recovered, and our gallant knight who will protect our youngest princess has also been successfully admitted... Oh, by the way, the Duke will soon wake up and host a banquet to celebrate our daughter's admission..."

"Ah, yes... Father is hosting a banquet... Wait, what?!"

"?!?"

At the words that came from Duchess Roseveta's mouth, Catlena's face suddenly showed both confusion and surprise.

"W-Wait a moment, w-what did you just say, Mother? Who was admitted to what?"

"What do you mean 'who was admitted'? The Duke is hosting a banquet..."

"N-Not that! What you said before that!"

"Before that?... Oh. Could it be you haven't heard the news yet? I sent someone to Xellos this morning. I suppose your paths must have crossed."

With those words, the Duchess slowly turned her gaze to Xellos, who was staring back with a blank expression.

Then she showed him a deep smile and said:

"Congratulations, Xellos. You've been accepted to Adelan Academy. Now you don't have to worry about being separated from Catlena."

"...Huh?"

"I-Is that true? Did Xellos really... really..."

While Xellos still wore a dazed expression at the Duchess's words, Catlena's face immediately lit up with an indescribably bright smile of joy.

"Of course it's true. This morning, an acceptance letter came from Elios. Along with congratulations and a request to continue protecting Catlena well."

"P-Princess Elios..."

Xellos muttered in a stiff voice at Roseveta's words.
The next moment, Catlena, overcome with joy, strongly embraced his rigid body.

"You passed! You passed! That's wonderful! Thank you, Xellos! You worked so hard! Now we can attend the academy together!"

"Ah... haha... y-yes... that's... that's really... g-great."

With those words, tears streamed down Xellos's face as his expression completely froze.
Catlena assumed these were tears of joy, and Roseveta thought the same.

Meanwhile, in the heart of Xellos, who had become the object of congratulations, at this moment...
Only one word was clearly resonating:

'FUUUUUUUUCK!!!!!!'
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The princess was hugging herself and hopping up and down with joy.

Meanwhile, in her embrace, Xellos was experiencing an overwhelming sense of despair that had come in a way he never expected.

'N-no... H-how is this possible? I... I passed? That can't be right! I definitely adjusted my score to barely fail. At most two questions, and even if I accidentally got one more right, there was no way I should have passed. How on earth...'

From Xellos's current position, there was absolutely no way to figure out what had happened, and no matter how much he racked his brain, he couldn't find an answer.

As he sank into despair, his thoughts naturally shifted to what the future would now hold.

Having passed the Academy entrance exam, Xellos would now be inseparably attached to Catlena.

This meant that his plan regarding Princess Elios's class two years later was now impossible, making it difficult to raise her affection level to what it had been in the original story.

And there was another problem.

The princess's already intense affection for him would likely grow even stronger rather than cooling down, and as time passed, everyone around them would firmly believe that Xellos was Princess Catlena's loyal servant.

It was already evident in the gaze of Duchess Roseveta.

This meant that Princess Elios, Xellos's ultimate goal, would come to think the same way, significantly reducing his chances of breaking free.

'What kind of miserable fate is this... Am I destined to be buried alongside Princess Catlena without even getting a chance to break away?'

No matter how much he struggled, he felt like he was sinking deeper and deeper into the mire.

In this situation, where he couldn't see a way forward in the pitch-black chaos, Xellos stopped thinking for a moment and could only laugh hollowly with a soulless expression, trying his best not to show his true feelings.

*

"Haah..."

Xellos sighed deeply in front of the door.

Three days had passed since he'd been struck by the unexpected blow of Academy admission.

He was now living each day in a half-enlightened state.

Fortunately, those around him seemed to interpret his behavior as relief from the tension of passing the exam.

'But... I can't just keep sitting here in despair.'

Although his main plan had taken a significant hit, he couldn't simply accept death without a fight.

To give up on life while still very much alive was unacceptable to someone of Xellos's character.

Even if death truly awaited him at the end, Xellos was determined to struggle until the very last moment.

However, he had to admit that his approach needed to change drastically.

'With this, taking the Princess Elios route is practically impossible. So even though it will be extremely difficult... I have to change direction. If I'm going to be stuck with a master anyway...'

The difficulty had changed from Normal to Hell.

But having accepted that he could never escape Catlena's side, he steeled himself to walk this difficult path.

'The one fortunate thing is that Princess Catlena has quite a bit of affection for me. If I use that well... there might not be zero possibility. Even in this cursed life, I'll somehow survive by any means necessary.'

As Xellos abandoned his previous plan of breaking away from Catlena to attach himself to Elios, he began to feel somewhat at peace.

'With this... at least I won't have to hesitate about dedicating myself to that child. That one thing might be for the best...'

While harboring both this grave determination and a slight sense of calm, Xellos was dressed in an impeccably neat suit.

It was formal attire completely different from his usual clothes, looking quite impressive even to Xellos himself.

Then, the door in front of him slowly began to open.

And what he saw next...

'Wow...'

In an instant, the serious atmosphere disappeared, and Xellos's face went blank.

For good reason—the sight of Princess Catlena before his eyes would have made anyone react the same way.

Catlena was already an extraordinary beauty on normal days.

Now she wore a black dress with elaborate accessories.

And professional makeup that made her already fair skin look even more translucent.

With such a perfect base adorned with perfect decorations, Catlena's appearance at this moment seemed to embody the ultimate beauty a girl her age could possibly achieve.

'She really is... unbelievably beautiful. And her personality is even better than I thought... If only her fate wasn't so harsh, it would have been so good.'

Feeling genuine regret in his heart, while simultaneously remembering that changing her fate was his responsibility, Xellos couldn't take his eyes off Catlena's face.

Seeing him like this, Princess Catlena showed a slight smile and said:

"Did you wait long? Let's go."

"Ah... y-yes! Of course, Princess."

"Hehe."

Xellos answered with a slightly tense voice, breaking out of his daze at Catlena's words.

Seeing his reaction, Catlena let out a small laugh, finding it amusing.

And then...

"P-Princess?"

Catlena firmly grasped Xellos's hand.

The sensation of her soft, warm touch automatically made Xellos feel his face flush, and seeing this, Catlena spoke in a voice that sounded sweeter than usual:

"What's the problem? Strictly speaking, today's protagonists are both of us. Although it's a celebration of my admission, in my case I was going to enter regardless, while you passed the entrance exam to get in."

"T-that may be true, but how could a servant like me..."

"It's fine, I said. Stop worrying about unnecessary things and let's hurry. Everyone is probably waiting eagerly for us."

"Umm... Alright, Princess."

Unable to argue further with Catlena's slightly commanding tone, Xellos obediently allowed himself to be led away.

Shortly after, the place Xellos arrived at, still held by Catlena's hand, was the grand banquet hall located in the center of the palace.

Luxurious decorations, abundant drinks and food.

And numerous people gathered from all over the principality.

Their gazes simultaneously turned toward today's protagonist as they arrived at the banquet hall.

"Finally, today's guest of honor has arrived. The Third Princess of the Principality of Dragona, Princess Catlena Sophia Dragona!"

The voice of the servant in charge of announcements echoed through the banquet hall, and immediately afterward, Catlena bowed politely to the people looking at her.

After this simple greeting announcing the arrival of the protagonist, the banquet resumed.

The only difference was that the attention of people who had been talking among themselves now began to focus on the princess, today's main character.

"I am Maros, Lord of Halden. I sincerely congratulate you on your admission, Princess."

"Yes, thank you, my lord."

"I am Count Manros of the Macedon region. My son is also entering the academy this time, and I hope he can become good friends with the Princess."

"Yes, Count, I express my gratitude for your coming all this way."

Catlena received congratulations from high nobles and responded with gratitude.

Among them were not only humans but also those classified as demon folk, yet Catlena calmly received their greetings.

Despite her young age, she clearly knew who she was and what position she held.

Watching this, Xellos was once again sharply reminded that she was not an ordinary girl but a princess of this country.

Then...

"Catlena!"

"Ah! Grandfather!"

The next moment, a somewhat boisterous voice was heard.

Simultaneously, Catlena, who had been maintaining her dignity all along, momentarily showed a surprised expression before breaking into a delighted smile and running toward...

Her maternal grandfather, whom she was meeting for the first time in this life.

Saladin Azak.
Usually residing in the Empire rather than here in the Principality of Dragona, he had specially visited to congratulate his granddaughter on her admission.

Catlena expressed her joy as a granddaughter, and her grandfather embraced his beloved granddaughter tightly.

"My granddaughter, you've grown so much since I last saw you. So you're entering the academy now? That's wonderful. I came in a hurry today so I couldn't prepare properly, but soon this grandfather will send you a splendid gift."

"Thank you, Grandfather, but it's fine. I'm grateful just that you, busy as you are, came in person."

"Hoho, my granddaughter is already saying such admirable things. But don't decline. Your busy grandfather hasn't been able to do much for you, so I want to give you something, even like this."

"Oh, Grandfather..."

As the two shared a warm conversation between granddaughter and grandfather, the people participating in the party showed heartwarming expressions on their faces.

Except for one person...

'Imperial Prime Minister Saladin Azak. I never thought I'd see the source of all evil like this...'
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# Saladin Azak.

The Prime Minister of the Empire and second in power only to the Padishah (Emperor), as well as Catlena's maternal grandfather.

Despite wielding such tremendous power and authority, at this moment, he was simply a grandfather delighting in his beloved granddaughter's enrollment.

Just then, someone approached them.

"Welcome, Prime Minister. I truly never expected you would grace us with your presence without prior notice."

The Duchess bowed respectfully before Saladin.
Mina Roseveta Dragona.

As he looked at her, the joy on the Prime Minister's face quickly vanished, replaced only by a peculiar coldness.

Simultaneously, the atmosphere around them instantly froze.

In that tension, Saladin spoke to Roseveta in a quiet voice.

"It's you. So, have you been well? I've heard you've been quite busy with various affairs lately."

"Indeed. Since running a country doesn't allow for idle moments, I've been keeping myself constantly occupied."

Saladin's words carried thorns.
Roseveta answered him in a calm voice, but it contained something sharper than Saladin's tone—like the edge of a blade.

Though both were smiling quietly at each other, anyone observing could easily tell that those smiles contained not even a trace of positive energy.

"Yes... it's truly good when a nation's leaders are busy. As long as their direction doesn't flow toward foolishness."

"I appreciate your concern for us, but this country will continue to flow well as it has until now, as long as there's no interference from others. Please don't worry too much."

Roseveta answered while maintaining her smile.
However, from her smiling face, a fear that stimulated one's instincts began to grow increasingly palpable.

"By the way, what brings you here? I had assumed that the Empire's Prime Minister would be even busier than myself."

"No matter how busy I am, I couldn't possibly miss 'my' beloved granddaughter's enrollment. Isn't it only proper that I congratulate her as her grandfather?"

With those words, Saladin slightly tightened the arm holding his granddaughter.

At that moment, unmistakable anxiety began to settle on Roseveta's face, which had been smiling all along. However, she quickly erased that expression and, extending her arms slightly toward Catlena, said:

"Darling, come here."

"What? B-but..."

"Quickly!"

Startled by Roseveta's disconcerted tone, Catlena carefully pulled away from her grandfather's embrace.

Saladin reluctantly released his arms, slightly furrowing his brow at her action.

Princess Catlena bowed her head in greeting toward Saladin.
Immediately after, she scurried into Roseveta's arms. Then, Roseveta looked at Prime Minister Saladin and said in a cold voice:

"Since you've come from afar as our guest, I won't say anything more. Please enjoy yourself quietly during your stay."

"No need for that. I have quite a backlog of work, and most importantly, I've already greeted my beloved granddaughter. I should be heading back soon."

With those words, the Prime Minister once again showed affection on his face and said to Catlena:

"Well then, I'll see you again later. Congratulations on your enrollment, Catlena."

"Ah... yes. Thank you, Grandfather."

With Saladin's departure, the serious atmosphere that had been like the calm before a storm passed, and an awkward silence began to fill the banquet hall.

The band positioned at one side began playing again to somehow change the mood, and amidst this, people forced smiles onto their faces and resumed their conversations.

Meanwhile, someone who had been observing the entire situation...

Xellos followed Catlena, who was being led somewhere by Roseveta's hand, out of the hall.

*

'Ugh... that atmosphere was no joke.'

Recalling the scene he had just witnessed, Xellos shuddered slightly.

The confrontation between Duchess Roseveta and Prime Minister Saladin was palpable even to non-participants.

While it might seem like a simple conflict between in-laws, the reality was far more complex.

'Come to think of it, the succession issue that eventually becomes the catalyst for Catlena's death is also tied to this...'

The power struggle underlying the two people's confrontation—or more precisely, the conflict between two nations. Knowing the original story, Xellos was well aware of how far those flames would spread.

'The part I need to focus on is Catlena's death... but that's just the beginning. If I consider what comes after...'

Considering these points, Saladin was indeed the final boss that Xellos would have to deal with.

With such thoughts, Xellos was just turning a corner when both his train of thought and his footsteps came to an abrupt halt.

The reason was the scene before his eyes.

'That's...'

It was the sight of Roseveta embracing Catlena's small body.

Tears were welling in the Duchess's eyes, and although he couldn't see Catlena's face clearly as she was in Roseveta's arms, it was evident that her expression was far from cheerful.

'Seeing this, she truly is remarkable as a mother, this Duchess Roseveta...'

With such thoughts, Xellos quietly slipped away from the scene.
As her direct attendant, he had a duty to stay by Catlena's side, but he wasn't so tactless as to interrupt a moment like this.

*

Duchess Roseveta embracing Catlena's body.
Usually composed and somewhat relaxed, at this moment, she showed no trace of her usual composure.

Anxiety, worry... and a hint of obsession.

Though she wasn't speaking, Catlena could clearly feel these emotions from her slightly trembling body.
And in the embrace of her 'mother,' Catlena silently began to convey comfort to her in her heart.

'It's alright, Mother. I... already know everything. What relationship I have with you... and despite that, how you think of me. How much you love me.'

With these comforting words for her mother, Catlena wore an expression completely different from what she had shown her grandfather earlier—a dark one—and sent an apology to the person who wasn't present.

'I'm sorry, Grandfather... My mother is only this person, Mother Roseveta, and no one else. Even if that person gave birth to me, I... it's right for me to choose this person.'

Reflecting on the series of events that would unfold in the future, Catlena once again firmly made up her mind.

To repay even a little of the kindness she had received from the person before her.
At the same time, to not waste this precious life meaninglessly.

*

A carriage preparing to depart in the morning sunlight.
In front of it stood Xellos and Catlena, ready to leave.

The Duke and Duchess, along with Serif, were there to see them off.

"Well then, travel safely. Be sure to send a letter when you arrive."

"Yes, Father. I will."

"If anything happens, contact us immediately. If it's urgent, you can also talk to your sisters. Understood?"

"Haha, yes, don't worry, Mother."

With those words, Catlena once again embraced Roseveta's body... her mother's body tightly.
Looking at her, Roseveta spoke to her 'daughter' with a voice filled with affection.

"Have a good journey, my darling. I love you."

"Yes, I love you too, Mother."

After expressing their mother-daughter affection, Catlena boarded the carriage with some reluctance.

Meanwhile, as she was saying goodbye to her parents, Xellos bowed his head in greeting to his superior and first teacher in this world, Serif.

"Thank you for everything until now, Serif."

"No need for thanks. Just make sure to protect the Princess well. Remember, even though you're both students, you're her direct attendant."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind, Serif."

After finishing this somewhat stiff greeting, Xellos followed Catlena into the carriage and closed the door.

"Then, we'll be departing."

With the coachman's words, the carriage slowly moved forward.
Watching this, the Duke and Duchess slowly waved their hands.

And then...

"...*sob*."

The next moment, Serif finally began to shed the tears she had been holding back.
Roseveta gently embraced her body, comforting her.

"Really... you could have been a bit more honest at the end. You have so much affection but are so poor at expressing it."

"Hueeeng..."

Unable to respond to Roseveta's words, Serif could only sob quietly.
Wishing that the path ahead for the boy she had raised would be smooth.
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# When People Feel Betrayed...

It happens when something they believed in is revealed to be false.

Regardless of what intentions the other person had or what results they produced, that doesn't matter.

What matters is... that the foundation was not built on truth.

And in that respect, she—

Princess Catlena Sophia Dragona had fallen far too deeply into that sense of betrayal.

*

Servants stood guard outside the door.

Their faces were filled with concern and worry, and the atmosphere was unbearably gloomy.

Looking at them...

She.

The woman designated as the next Duke of the Principality of Dragona.

Princess Catlena Sophia Dragona asked in a cold voice.

"How is the Duchess doing?"

"Well... according to the doctor, she may not last more than a few days..."

"Is that so... I see..."

At those words, Princess Catlena felt a momentary wave of emotion stirring within her heart.

However, she quickly suppressed those feelings and spoke in a cold tone.

"Open the door. I will see the Duchess."

"Ah... yes, understood."

The servant carefully opened the door at her command.

Immediately after, Catlena began to see her before her eyes.

The person she was meeting again after nearly a year.

Her face had become incomparably gaunt compared to a year ago.

She looked like someone who didn't have much time left to live.

Taking in this sight, Catlena carefully sat on the edge of the bed.

"...I've come, Lady Roseveta."

"..."

Duchess Roseveta slowly began to open her eyes at Catlena's words.

Immediately, complex emotions that were instantly recognizable filled her eyes.

Pain and sorrow... and something else that couldn't be precisely identified.

Looking at her eyes filled with such emotions, Princess Catlena spoke in a quiet voice.

"How unpredictable life is... I never imagined I would see you bedridden like this, Lady Roseveta. Someone who seemed like they would remain healthy for thousands of years, how did this happen..."

There was a hint of mockery in her voice.

However, despite hearing this, the emotions on Roseveta's face remained unchanged.

As if she was already... prepared to accept everything...

And seeing her like this, Catlena set aside her mocking tone and spoke quietly in a voice filled with bitterness.

"I don't know if you remember. When I was just 6 years old... you threw yourself into the lake to save me when I was playing and almost got swept away. You held me tight as I trembled in fear and cried, and you said: 'It's okay now, my child. No matter what happens... this mother will protect you.'"

"..."

As she spoke these words, Catlena's eyes began to redden slightly.

Then, feeling her emotions intensify, she looked at the Duchess who maintained the same expression while looking at her, and said:

"Back then, I believed those words were true. That my mother would always be by my side. That I had a mother who would always support and love me no matter what..."

"..."

"But in the end, it was all just a beautiful illusion. There were many incidents along the way, but when I saw that you wouldn't support me as the heir until the very end, I finally knew for certain."

Catlena clenched her fist, feeling anger rising within her.

Then, in a more intense voice, she shouted at Roseveta:

"No matter how convincing your words were, I could never truly be your daughter in the end. Unlike my sisters, I wasn't a child you gave birth to... because your blood doesn't flow in my veins!"

"..."

With those words, Princess Catlena began to shed a tear.

Seeing this, Roseveta simply maintained a sorrowful expression directed at her.

"You should have... you should have never treated me as your daughter. You should have seen me as an outsider, born to your husband's deceased second wife! Why did you give me your heart only to make me feel this betrayal! Why... why?!"

Catlena exclaimed in heightened emotion.

However, Roseveta continued to maintain her silence, merely looking at Catlena.

Whether it was because she truly had nothing to say.

Or because she had no strength left to speak as her life was fading away.

Catlena couldn't know for certain.

However, for Catlena, it didn't matter either way.

After all, she hadn't come here to receive an apology from Roseveta, nor to gain her belated acknowledgment.

To see her one last time as she had little time left to live.

And... as revenge against the woman who had deceived her heart, to deliver one final piece of information.

"Whatever your thoughts were in doing what you did, it doesn't matter anymore. The arrow has already left the bow, as they say."

"...!"

The moment she heard those words, Roseveta's expression changed like ripples spreading across a lake.

Seeing this, Catlena moved closer to her and spoke in a quiet voice.

"Father made his decision right before leaving on his business trip. He decided to definitively remove Elios—that woman you cherished so much—from the political circles of the principality."

Roseveta's face began to harden at Catlena's words.

Seeing her finally show a reaction only after hearing that her biological daughter was in danger, Catlena felt anger rising again and said to her:

"By now, they should have succeeded in capturing that woman who entered the castle. Now she'll have nowhere to settle, neither in this country... nor anywhere in the empire."

"Ah...ah..."

At those words, Roseveta began to struggle to make a sound.

However, this only fueled Catlena's emotions further.

The woman who had maintained silence toward her was showing an intense reaction at the news of her biological daughter being in danger.

To Catlena, this was clear evidence that Roseveta had been discriminating between her and her sister.

"Well then, we shall never see each other again. Farewell, Duchess."

With that, Catlena rose from her seat, having said everything she came to say.

At that moment...

"!"

The next moment, she felt something.

Catlena turned her head slowly, feeling perplexed.

There was... Roseveta, strongly gripping her wrist.

This action from someone who couldn't move a finger just moments ago caused a look of surprise to appear on Catlena's face.

And looking at Catlena like this,
Roseveta spoke to her in a strained voice:

"Don't... go... child... my... child..."

Roseveta pleaded desperately with a beseeching look in her eyes.

At this, Catlena's heart began to waver for a moment.

Even if it had been a lie, this was the woman she had called mother for half her life.

Cutting off her emotions toward her was extremely difficult for Catlena as well...

However, despite this, Catlena struggled to shake off those thoughts.

"Holding onto me won't change anything! Elios is already finished, and all that remains is for me to become the Duke. At the very least, we showed enough courtesy not to kill her, so don't worry about that."

"..Ah.. ah.."

With those words, Catlena forcibly shook off Roseveta's hand and left the room.

As she watched Catlena disappear beyond the door, tears of despair began to flow from Roseveta's eyes.

It was only natural.

She knew all too well what would happen next, understanding most of the situation.

The horrific scene now flashing through her mind—

Something she never wanted to see... something she could never accept.

If only her body wasn't in this condition, she would have rushed to stop it immediately.

Imagining that scene, Roseveta was letting out a desperate cry with a voice that wouldn't come out.

'No... don't go, my child... my child... I can't let you go like this... please... please come back... Catlena!'
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Wiping away her tears, Catlena left Roseveta's room and arrived at her study.

Her eyes fell upon the man waiting in the study to report on the situation.

"How did it go, Xellos?"

"Well... from what I observed from a distance, Princess Elios accepted the arrest order without resistance."

"Is that so? That's fortunate. If she had resisted, it would have caused quite a troublesome situation."

"Even so, it was the Duke's order. Princess Elios had no choice but to—!"

At that moment, Xellos's expression suddenly hardened.
Seeing his reaction, Catlena asked with bewilderment.

"What... what's wrong? What happened, Xellos?"

"This is... something's strange. This energy... this power is definitely...!"

-BOOM!-

The next moment, an explosion rang out.

Simultaneously, Xellos immediately stretched his arm forward, releasing mana, and right after, countless pieces of rubble began flying toward where they stood.

"Wh-what is this..."

"P-Princess! Over there!"

"!"

Catlena was shocked by the unexpected situation.
As the dust settled, revealing the scene through the shattered wall, her face froze.

"What... what is this..."

What appeared before her eyes was Sophia Castle with smoke rising and pillars of fire shooting up.
Just hours ago, this place had been completely peaceful, but now it resembled a battlefield.
The civilian areas seemed relatively calm, but around the palace, fire and screams were rampant.

"Where did those troops come from..."

"Those are representatives of nearby demon clans... and that flag..."

Xellos urgently pointed somewhere. At the end of his finger, Catlena could see a flag she knew very well.

"Prime Minister Selibe? Could he really be rebelling..."

Prime Minister Selibe, a founding contributor to the principality and a renowned loyal servant.
Princess Catlena wore an expression of disbelief at the fact that he was participating in this rebellion.

Meanwhile, observing the battle unfolding before them, Xellos quickly made an assessment and said to her:

"Princess, I think we should hurry and find shelter. The defenders are clearly losing ground. If this continues..."

"How... how could this suddenly... could it be..."

At that moment, one thought began to dawn in Catlena's mind.
Her gaze immediately turned to the castle courtyard where Elios was being detained.

And what she saw next...

"Gasp!"

"..."

Standing there was a woman with distinctive silver hair, surrounded by royal guards who had appeared out of nowhere.

Catlena's older sister... the actual mastermind behind this rebellion.
Elios Northhelat Dragona.

Holding swords in both hands, she flashed her blood-red eyes and slowly looked in their direction.

And then...

"Hehehe..."

Elios began to smile coldly.
Then, she slowly began to move in their direction.

And...

"Princess!"

"Gasp!"

-CRASH!!!-

The next moment, the study window shattered instantly.
Thanks to Xellos's quick reaction, Catlena who had been standing there just a split second earlier was able to narrowly avoid harm.

However, having barely escaped with her life, Catlena's face now showed even deeper fear.

The reason was...

"So here you are, my dear little sister!"

"S-sis...ter..."

Princess Elios stood in front of the shattered window with a chilling smile on her face.

-CREAK!!-

She then began to tear apart the crushed window with her bare hands, and seeing this terrifying sight, Catlena was too paralyzed with fear to even think of getting up.

"Princess, we need to escape. Hurry!"

Xellos urged, forcibly helping Catlena to her feet.

She forced her trembling legs to move and escaped from there,
And right after, Elios, having torn out the window bars, slowly entered the room.

However, upon entering the room, Elios didn't immediately pursue Catlena.

Her gaze was directed at the nameplate on Catlena's desk.

She began to read what was written there with a cold, mocking voice.

"Next Duke of the Principality of Dragona, Catlena Sophia Dragona... heheh... really. What an unfunny joke."

With those words, Elios slowly reached toward the nameplate.

Then she clenched her fist, infusing it with mana.

And...

-CRACK!-

The iron nameplate crumpled pathetically.
After throwing it to the floor, crushed beyond recognition, Princess Elios slowly left the room.

*

"Argh!"

"Aaah!"

The defensive soldiers were dying with miserable screams.
Seeing this, Xellos, who had been leading the way, had to stop.

"This way won't work either. It seems all exits to the outside have been seized."

"Um... you know... if escape is impossible, wouldn't it be better to just surrender to my sister?"

Catlena asked with a voice filled with resignation and a hint of hope.
To her words, Xellos replied with a troubled voice.

"Perhaps... that should be considered only as a last resort. They will most likely try to kill you afterward."

"B-but. She's still my sister. Surely she wouldn't go that far..."

"They've started a rebellion. They won't want to keep you alive as you could become a future threat. Besides... you saw it yourself just now. Princess Elios's face..."

"! Ugh..."

Catlena finally recalled Elios's terrifying smile as she looked at her.

She had to accept the harsh reality that even if she surrendered peacefully, she was unlikely to survive once captured.

"Then what do we do now? The exits are blocked and there's no way to escape. Does that mean we're going to die here?"

"...Hmm..."

Xellos pondered in this desperate situation.
Honestly, he had considered sacrificing his life to break through the encirclement and let the princess escape.

However, that would not be an easy feat even if he gave his life, and considering Elios who would be searching for them with eagle eyes even at this moment, the chances of success were practically zero.

As Xellos was stuck in this dilemma, a thought suddenly crossed his mind.

"At this point... we have only one option left."

"Wh-what is it?"

Catlena asked with a hint of hope.
Xellos began to explain the plan he had come up with.

Simply put, it was to seek refuge in the chambers of Duchess Roseveta, who was bedridden.
Although she was ill, she was the only person who could possibly change Princess Elios's mind, and moreover, Princess Elios would not be able to act recklessly in front of her ailing mother.

"!..."

Realistically, this was the only viable option in their current situation.
However, after hearing this, Catlena's face suddenly turned cold.

"? P-Princess?"

"...I see... So... so that's why she said those words while holding me back..."

The truth she finally realized.

Catlena's face was instantly filled with deep sadness, despair, and regret.

However, regardless of her feelings, the encirclement was relentlessly closing in, and Xellos urged his mistress with a desperate voice.

"We must hurry. The enemy will arrive here soon too. If we continue like this, we'll be captured before we can even reach there."

"...Yes... I suppose so... Let's go... quickly..."

Catlena replied with a voice that seemed devoid of spirit, unlike before.
She began to move carefully along the corridor with Xellos, but throughout, her mind was preoccupied with what had just happened.

'She knew... She knew that if I provoked Elios, this would happen. That's why she tried to stop me all this time... and held me back until the end. Telling me not to leave this place... that I would be in danger if I went outside... And I didn't understand and I...'

Catlena moved with overwhelming guilt crushing her chest.

But at this moment, her will to live wasn't particularly strong.
The extreme sadness and regret made her wonder if dying might be easier.

Nevertheless, she began to run as best she could.

To meet that person again somehow.

To apologize to the one who had tried to protect her until the end, despite her foolish misunderstanding.

'I'm sorry... I'm so sorry, Lady Roseveta... No. Mother... my mother.'

As Catlena moved forward, apologizing deeply to her mother in her heart.

Then...

"! Ugh..."

Xellos suddenly stopped in his tracks.
At the same time, Catlena also stopped, unable to move forward.

What they saw before them was her... Princess Elios Northhelat Dragona, blocking the way with her soldiers.

"Welcome, my beloved sister."

*

Catlena slowly opened her eyes.

It seemed like dawn was still a long way off, but she could no longer sleep.

'Was that... about that day?'

A dream about the last day of her previous life, which she still had occasionally.
Although it had repeated several times, it still vividly reminded Catlena of the fear, despair, and guilt she felt back then.

'I was truly foolish. I really was...'

Thinking this, Catlena slowly turned her head to the side.

There was the figure of the woman who had loved her unchangingly, both in her previous life and in her current one.

The person who loved her more than anyone else in this world.
The person who always tried to give her the best, no matter when.

And... the person who tried to protect her foolish daughter until the last moment, despite being betrayed by her suspicion and ingratitude.

Looking at her mother like this, Catlena quietly kissed her mother's cheek and once again,
Silently whispered the words of apology she had repeated countless times since her return.

'Thank you. And... I'm truly sorry. Mother... my beloved mother.'
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The entrance ceremony of Adelan Academy was bustling with countless people.

It was a place where people of various statuses and races shared both the sadness of parting with their children and the joy of their academic advancement.

Among them, some nobles deliberately organized lavish and somewhat boisterous processions to show off themselves and elevate their children's status. Meanwhile, those who weren't interested in such displays, or who wanted to but couldn't afford to, simply exchanged brief greetings before departing.

By those standards, Catlena Sophia Dragona, who hadn't come with her parents, was a somewhat unusual case that didn't fit into either category.

Unlike other nobles, her parents weren't people who could afford to spare time to come here during this period.

'Still, in my previous life, Mother did accompany me... but now I don't really need that anymore.'

Just like before, Roseveta had expressed her intention to attend at least the entrance ceremony this time as well, but Catlena had declined.

She was no longer at an age where she would feel disappointed if her parents didn't attend such events, and above all, knowing how busy her mother was with state affairs, she didn't want to burden her unnecessarily.

'And most importantly... I have this person with me now.'

Catlena gave a slight smile as she looked at Xellos Raymond standing beside her.

During the period of preparing for academy admission, Catlena could vaguely sense that his demeanor had changed somehow.

If previously he had seemed somewhat indecisive, now he appeared to have completely found his footing.

In other words, it would be fair to say he had become much more reliable than before.

Catlena felt satisfied watching Xellos gradually grow into the kind of person she had hoped for.

Meanwhile, standing beside Catlena, Xellos was slowly looking around with eyes full of intense interest.

'So this is a fantasy world academy entrance ceremony... The atmosphere seems similar to modern ones, but there's a clear difference in the composition of attendees...'

Among the many people before his eyes, the majority were ordinary humans, but what really stood out were the demon races.

The Sirens, who at least resembled humans and had become familiar to his eyes thanks to Serif, were relatively ordinary.

There were werewolves who gave off somewhat gangster-like vibes as they walked around, and demons with appearances resembling giant earthworms.

And above all, what caught Xellos's eye the most was...

'Lizardfolk... How should I put it? The other demon races are one thing, but when I see those people, I can't help but think of Jurassic Park...'

Though they were classified under the name lizard people, their appearance actually reminded him of dinosaurs from movies, specifically raptors, and Xellos couldn't take his eyes off them for a moment.

It wasn't for any particular reason other than that he had been quite fond of dinosaurs since childhood.

They were just under 2 meters tall, with reptilian scales, sleek bodies, and sharp claws.

Except for the clothes they wore, they gave the impression of seeing actual living dinosaurs right before his eyes.

'I never thought my childhood dream would come true in this way...'

As Xellos was staring with sparkling eyes at the lizardfolk moving around in groups, suddenly:

"Catlena?"

"Yes?"

"Ah..."

A surprised female voice suddenly rang out.

Xellos and Catlena turned their heads toward the source of the sound.

Standing there was a mature-looking woman with blonde hair and green eyes. However, the moment he saw her, Xellos recognized that she wasn't human but a demon race.

Her upper body was exactly that of a stylish woman. However, looking down toward her lower body, instead of two human legs, there was a long fish tail that somewhat resembled a snake.

'A mermaid... I guess. I knew about them from stories, but this is my first time seeing one in person.'

Since they were a race that primarily lived in seas or lakes, the number of mermaids active on land was fewer compared to other demon races.

In that respect, this mermaid before his eyes was quite rare even among the students.

Meanwhile, looking at the mermaid before her, Catlena smiled and naturally greeted her.

"It's been a long time, Elina. Have you been well?"

"Yes, I've been doing fine. That aside, I heard about it, but I never imagined our youngest princess would have grown so much! When I last saw you, you were just a little kid, but now you're already showing signs of becoming a lady."

"Haha, you too, Elina, have become even more beautiful since then! As befitting the Princess of the Black Sea, your dignity seems to be growing as well."

"Hehe, that's flattery, but I do like hearing it."

As the two were having a friendly conversation, Elina, the mermaid who had been called by that name, suddenly noticed something and asked Catlena:

"By the way... Catlena, who is this human boy beside you? He seems quite tense since earlier."

"Huh? Ah..."

Separate from the two women's situation, Xellos was showing an extremely nervous appearance, even sweating cold sweat.

Seeing his behavior, Catlena felt somewhat puzzled but soon seemed to understand the reason, speaking in a voice tinged with mischief:

"Come to think of it... Xellos, this is your first time seeing a mermaid, right? Don't worry, she won't bite or eat you."

"What? Ah... y-yes."

Xellos awkwardly responded to Catlena's words.

Lightly patting his head, Catlena said to Elina:

"Let me introduce you. This is Xellos Raymond, my personal attendant and a friend who will be entering the academy with me this time."

"Oh... so this is the child Elios mentioned. Nice to meet you, I'm Elina Poseidon."

"P-pleased to meet you, Princess Elina. I'm Xellos."

"Haha, what's with 'princess'... You don't need such grand expressions inside the academy. Just call me Elina."

"Yes! Understood, Lady Elina!"

Xellos shouted as if he were in military rank training in response to her words.

For a moment, this almost drew the attention of people around them, but fortunately, everyone was busy with their own conversations, so it didn't attract much notice.

Seeing Xellos's overly sensitive reaction, Elina smiled as if finding it amusing, while Catlena showed a slightly awkward smile.

However... regardless of the two women's inner thoughts, Xellos was truly in a situation where he couldn't help but be nervous at this moment.

If others didn't know, Xellos did.

This mermaid before his eyes...
He knew exactly who this person named Elina Poseidon was.

'Princess Elina... the eldest daughter of Deora Poseidon, Queen of the Black Sea mermaids, and the second-in-command of original protagonist Elios's party. I never imagined I'd meet my favorite character like this...'

Until now, as Catlena's attendant, his interactions had been overwhelmingly with her and the people around her, but the original protagonist was Elios, and naturally, descriptions of the people around her dominated the story.

And among them, Mermaid Princess Elina, who essentially had the importance of a co-protagonist.

She was one of the characters Xellos personally liked the most.

With a refreshing personality reminiscent of the sea, both straightforward and sisterly, she gave the impression of a true adult.
Though she had somewhat simple aspects, even those parts were considered charming—that was the style of character Elina was.

'I'd like to get her autograph if I could... but that's obviously impossible right now. Still, if I get the chance later...'

Thus, feeling like a fan meeting his favorite idol singer, Xellos maintained his tense state, and the two high-ranking ladies, who had no way of knowing Xellos's situation, simply thought this young attendant was nervous in front of a so-called "princess" and began to find him somewhat cute.
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"Sigh..."

The silver-haired woman sitting at the desk exhaled heavily.

Elios Northhelat Dragona.

After processing documents related to new student admissions, she felt somewhat tired and set down the pen that had been moving endlessly.

'The entrance ceremony must be over by now. I would have liked to show my face at least once, but it was impossible after all.'

Honestly, she wouldn't normally care much about an entrance ceremony, but today was special—it was the day her youngest sister was enrolling.

Although they weren't particularly close, it would be a lie to say she didn't care at all as an older sister.

While there were aspects to be wary of considering the child's circumstances, that was separate from the fact that she was just a young girl who had barely turned 10.

She was an innocent child who knew nothing about politics or power, so there was no need to treat her too coldly.

'And... Mother said it recently, didn't she? That Catlena wants to become close with me. She asked me to be more friendly with the child... Besides, since Mother, who is essentially the biggest victim, treats that child like her own daughter, I should naturally treat her as my sister too...'

With these thoughts, although feeling somewhat awkward, Elios decided that she should arrange to meet with her sister at least once if the opportunity arose. It was at that moment—

-Knock knock knock-

"Come in."

Elios permitted entry upon hearing the familiar knocking sound.

Immediately after, she saw the face of that person—so familiar it was almost tiresome.

"Hello, Madam President! Working hard as usual today?"

"Haah..."

A woman with unnecessarily high energy entered through the door.

Seeing her, Elios felt somehow drained and sighed deeply.

"What is it this time? I'm sorry, but that ridiculous Sentinel budget proposal you asked about last time, even if the sky were to split in two..."

"Ah, don't worry about that. I took care of it myself without needing your help."

"...I'm quite curious about what your 'handling' method was, but I'll let it slide for now. If you have something to say, say it quickly."

Elios spoke with a slightly furrowed brow.

Seeing her prickly attitude, the other person spoke with a voice as bright as if flowers were blooming:

"Come on, surely our great president knows why I'm here now? Obviously, I'm here to see our cute youngest sister's face! The entrance ceremony just ended, so let's go have a meal together."

"...Haah..."

Elios sighed deeply at her words.

Then she slowly looked at the face of "that girl" who was sitting on the edge of her desk, looking down at her with a vibrant expression.

Red hair and reddish-brown eyes. A face that reminded her all too clearly of the person she respected and loved the most.

In other words, right in front of Elios was a girl who looked like her mother, Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona, as if her age had been reduced to 16.

Senel Polena Dragona.

Elios's sister and Catlena's older sister.

Among the sisters, she resembled their mother exactly in appearance. However, unlike Roseveta, who was always elegant and graceful, her personality was endlessly light and high-spirited as she was now.

In other words, from Elios's perspective, she was quite an annoying little sister.

'Personally, I'm sure Father grimaces every time he sees this one for the same reason as me...'

With that thought, Elios stood up from her seat.

Although it was sudden and not particularly appealing, remembering Catlena's words about wanting to become close with her, she decided to accompany Senel on her free-spirited venture today.

"Alright, let's go. Do you know where they are?"

"Of course, they're just leaving the entrance ceremony hall now... and judging by the direction, they seem to be heading to a nearby tea house."

"...R-really? Alright, let's go right away then."

Senel spoke with a voice full of certainty, not mere speculation.

Hearing her words, Elios broke into a slightly awkward smile while sweating a little.

'The distance from here to the entrance ceremony hall is about 1km... She can effortlessly extend her mana that far at just 15 years old? Indeed... what she inherited from Mother wasn't just her appearance.'

Thus, newly amazed by her sister's terrifying talent, Elios left the president's office with her sister.

'Come to think of it, this isn't bad. I have something I'd like to recommend to those children anyway...'

*

Right after the entrance ceremony had completely ended, Catlena took in the returning scenery of the academy with her eyes.

'...I'm back. Back here again...'

The academy's appearance had become so familiar after living there for 10 years.

Since she had attended until just a year before her death, Catlena naturally began to walk around the campus with Xellos without getting lost.

The scale itself was as vast as a decent-sized town, and throughout the grounds were not only educational facilities but also shops and restaurants.

Now that the entrance ceremony was over, there were no special schedules immediately afterward, and they only needed to return to the dormitory before sunset.

So Catlena took some time to reminisce about the past and headed toward the tea house she had frequented for 10 years in her previous life.

'Ah... there it is. Looking at it now, nothing about that place has changed in 10 years.'

With that thought, feeling both pleased and somewhat strange, Catlena sat down with Xellos.

"Let's rest here for a while. What would you like to drink, Xellos? It's my treat."

Catlena spoke naturally while looking at the menu.

Seeing her like this, Xellos began to sense a peculiar atmosphere different from the entrance ceremony earlier.

'A boy and girl alone at a tea house after school... except for our age, this is totally a date!'

Xellos, who had already given up on the Elios route, was becoming increasingly conscious of Catlena.

Before, he had intentionally tried to keep his distance, but now there was no need for that—rather, he was in a position where he needed to become as close to her as possible.

Somehow... to find even the slightest survival route...

To achieve the nearly impossible goal of preventing Catlena from being designated as the next duchess.

However, even setting aside the survival aspect, Xellos had to admit to himself.

That he was beginning to like this girl before his eyes.
This girl who always cared for him with a pure heart.

'Although it wasn't described much in the original work... seeing this, I can understand why Xellos fell for Princess Catlena.'

With that thought, feeling his face flush slightly, Xellos deliberately shifted his gaze to the tea and snacks placed in front of him.

"Come on, let's eat. The price is cheap, but the snacks here are surprisingly good... I think."

"Ah. Yes, Princess."

Following Catlena's recommendation, Xellos carefully put the tea and snacks in his mouth.

The tea wasn't a high-grade product from the East but rather a mixture of grains and honey... if compared to something, it felt like a cool misutgaru (grain drink). The snacks, too, were slightly more rustic than those occasionally served at the Sophia palace, but they had their own charm.

'In other words, cheap and delicious... truly a cost-effective café. This princess seems to have pretty good taste.'

With that thought, Xellos glanced at Catlena, who was enjoying her snacks.

Her appearance radiated beauty, dignity, and cuteness simultaneously.

Feeling as though she resembled a noble kitten raised in a royal palace, Xellos momentarily wanted to pat this adorable creature's head.

Of course, regardless of appearances, such behavior would never be permitted toward his master.

Feeling slightly disappointed, Xellos reached for another snack.

Meanwhile, watching him, a quiet smile formed on Catlena's lips.
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Meanwhile, as Catlena watched Xellos blush slightly while looking at her, she was feeling a ticklish sensation from the smile forming at the corners of her mouth.

In truth, there had been similar scenes in her previous life as well.

The only difference was that back then, Xellos wasn't sitting across from her as he was now, but standing behind her, protecting her.

Nevertheless, he had always stood firmly in his place without a single complaint, which had always given Catlena a sense of reassurance in a corner of her heart.

It was only right before Catlena's death that this feeling transformed into love.

'In this life, I won't make the same mistake. I won't be foolish enough to miss what's most important...'

With these thoughts, Catlena gazed at Xellos as he casually reached for the refreshments in front of him.

Just as she was about to pretend not to notice and grab his hand...

"Found you~"

"Huh?"

A sudden voice.

Surprise flashed across both Xellos and Catlena's faces, and seeing their reactions, a red-haired woman who had appeared from somewhere began patting Catlena's head with a bright smile.

The woman was stroking her head as if petting a cat.

Catlena could easily recognize who she was just from the familiar touch.

"Sister Senel? What brings you here..."

"What else would bring me here except to congratulate my cute little sister on her enrollment? I can't believe that tiny little thing has grown up and entered the academy. As your sister, I'm truly overwhelmed with emotion."

"Haa... Yes... Thank you."

As Senel spoke with her usual high energy that was almost draining, Catlena expressed her gratitude while feeling a different kind of burden than she did with her eldest sister.

'Really... Not only her high energy, but with a face that looks exactly like mother's, it really doesn't suit her. Where did this personality come from?'

Senel was the complete opposite of Elios, who had a somewhat cold and serious demeanor. She was infinitely light-hearted and free-spirited, without a trace of seriousness.

Because of these traits, despite having a decent relationship with her father and possessing good abilities, she had long been excluded from her father's list of potential successors.

The main reason was that if she were given the position, she would likely abdicate to someone suitable the very next day.

'In that sense, I was closer to her than to Sister Elios, but... how should I put it... she's still quite exhausting.'

As Catlena endured with a bitter smile while being doted on excessively by her sister, Xellos, unlike Catlena, had a somewhat serious expression on his face as he observed the second princess before him.

'Senel Polena Dragona... Indeed, there doesn't seem to be much difference from how she was described in the original work. That personality...'

With these thoughts, Xellos slowly rose from his seat and addressed Senel, who was still focused on fussing over Catlena.

"Have you been well, Princess Senel Polena?"

"Hmm? Ah... Come to think of it, you're Xellos, right? The servant that Catlena was so insistent on training."

"Ah... haha... Yes. That's right, Your Highness."

"You must have had a hard time. Actually, our youngest isn't usually like that, but I guess she must have really taken a liking to you. Still, thanks to that, you've also been able to enter the academy, so don't resent her too much."

"No, resentment? Not at all. On the contrary, I'm sincerely grateful to Lady Catlena for providing me with such an opportunity."

Xellos responded with a slightly awkward smile to Senel's words.

Seeing his reaction, Senel smiled brightly and said to him:

"Is that so? That's good then. Now, since we're here, why don't you come along too?"

"Come along... Where do you mean, Your Highness?"

"Where else? Today is the day of your and our little sister's enrollment ceremony. Given the occasion, let's go out for a meal together. Sister Elios is already waiting at the restaurant, so we can head out right away."

"Haa..."

Though Catlena showed a reluctant reaction to Senel's words, she nonetheless responded with a resigned attitude:

"Alright, sister. Let's go, Xellos."

"Ah... Yes, my lady."

*

Catlena was being led to the restaurant by Senel.

However, she honestly wasn't too pleased with the current situation.

'Really... Just when Xellos and I were having a nice time alone, we end up being dragged away like this. And to a place where my uncomfortable eldest sister is waiting, no less.'

Nevertheless, since it was a gathering her sisters had prepared for her, it was only proper that she attend.

So, deciding to reschedule her date for another time and consoling herself with that thought, Catlena finally arrived at the restaurant where her eldest sister was waiting.

The place was incomparably more luxurious than the modest café where she had just been having tea alone with Xellos.

This restaurant, named Ambrosia, offered an elegant atmosphere and food befitting the children of noble families.

Naturally, it was so expensive that ordinary citizens couldn't even dream of visiting.

Moreover, the special rooms could only be used by nobles of count rank or higher, maintaining its premium status.

Princess Elios was waiting in the best VIP room of this restaurant.

As she was guided to where Elios was, Catlena began to feel a creeping desire to return to where she had been with Xellos earlier.

'They say it's better to eat barley bread with someone you love than to feast with an enemy... That saying perfectly describes this situation.'

With these thoughts, Catlena walked with heavy steps.

Meanwhile, in contrast to Catlena who was feeling uncomfortable, Xellos, who had somehow luckily been included in this meeting of the ducal sisters, was feeling somewhat expectant.

'Ooh... So this is Ambrosia. The finest restaurant at Adelan Academy that appeared in the novel... Indeed, the meeting place of the high and mighty is different in every way.'

The lavish decorations everywhere and the dishes that made one's mouth water just from their aroma.

And between them, high nobles from the Principality of Dragona and the Empire, dining and conversing among themselves.

Taking in their appearances, Xellos could freshly realize just how high a position his mistress, Catlena, held.

'A ducal family... The highest nobility just below the imperial family... Among all the notable people here, those higher than them can be counted on one hand. And especially in the Principality of Dragona...'

The Principality of Dragona, the most powerful among the various principalities under the Empire.

Although it had been established for less than 20 years, its growth rate was unparalleled, and even at this moment, it was rapidly expanding its influence.

The fact that Adelan, the Empire's finest academy, was located here was a testament to its prestige.

With a sense of pride in the mistress he served, Xellos finally arrived with Catlena at the place where Elios was waiting.

"Sister, we're here."

"Come in."

The VIP room they arrived at had a table laden with dishes more splendid than Xellos had imagined.

However, what stood out the most in that place was neither the lavish table nor the luxuriously decorated room, but the figure of Princess Elios Northhelat.

'Indeed... Meeting her in a place like this really completes the picture. That unmistakable queen-like aura...'

Seated at the head of the table with a gentle smile on her lips, Princess Elios addressed her siblings and Xellos who had entered the room with her characteristic calm voice:

"Welcome, Catlena and Xellos. I sincerely congratulate you both on your enrollment..."

The two bowed their heads cautiously in response to Elios's words.

In contrast, Senel exuded a sense of complete comfort even in this atmosphere and immediately sat down to begin the meal.
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The meal with the three princesses and Xellos began.

Looking at the feast laid out before him, Xellos couldn't help but let out an internal exclamation of admiration.

'This is really delicious. I have no idea what ingredients they used or how they made it, but it's absolutely amazing!'

A soup that seemed to contain seafood, a salad made with unidentifiable fruits and vegetables, and a steak—whether lamb or beef he couldn't tell—that melted in his mouth...

Enjoying the rare pleasure of such delicious food, Xellos was focusing intently on his meal without paying attention to anything else.

At that moment, someone was staring intently at him.

She carefully leaned her body to the side, mischief seemingly activated, and then...

"Enjoying your food that much, Sir Knight? Is it really that delicious?"

"! Wha-? Ack! Cough! Cough!"

Xellos choked momentarily as Senel's question suddenly reached his ears.

He quickly gulped down some water from beside him and barely managed to swallow his food. Watching him, Senel spoke in a small voice with a bright smile.

"Hehe, no need to be so tense. Enjoying delicious food with enthusiasm is a good thing. Though it seems like you and I are the only ones here capable of that."

"Umm... what? What do you mean by that?"

Having barely calmed himself, Xellos questioned Senel's remark.

In response, Senel, still keeping her voice low, made him aware of the situation around them.

Catlena was eating with small bites as if chewing stones.

And Elios had barely touched her food, only sipping from her wine glass.

While it made sense that Catlena would be uncomfortable around Elios, it was honestly a bit surprising to see Elios behaving this way too.

Only then did Xellos realize that the atmosphere wasn't particularly pleasant, and his expression turned slightly awkward.

Seeing this, Senel spoke to him in an amused tone.

"Hehe. From what I hear, you're quite intelligent, but it seems you're still lacking when it comes to reading these kinds of situations?"

"Ah... yes, I'm sorry..."

"If you want to survive in this world, you need to always pay attention to these things, remember that, Catlena's gallant knight."

"What? That's..."

"Hehehe~"

Her words carried a sense of playfulness but also seemed to contain some hidden meaning.

Xellos showed slight bewilderment, and seeing this, Senel let out a small laugh before continuing.

"Now, here's a question. Why do you think your princess is wearing such a stiff expression?"

"Hmm..."

At Senel's sudden question, Xellos calmed his bewilderment, thought for a moment, and then carefully shared his thoughts.

"Perhaps... it's because she's uncomfortable with Princess Elios? Princess Catlena has always found her eldest sister difficult to deal with."

"Hehe. Well, that's not entirely wrong... but if I had to grade it, I'd give it about 40 points."

"...What?"

Thinking the score was considerably stingier than expected, Xellos expressed his confusion.

Seeing this, Senel gently patted the young man's head.

"Hehe, I suppose this might be difficult for a kid like you to understand. In that sense, I might give you 50 points including a bonus."

"Uh..."

At Senel's words, Xellos inwardly wanted to say, "I'm actually older than you, you know?" but he still couldn't fully understand what she meant.

'Besides Elios, what reason would Catlena have to be uncomfortable in this situation? It's probably not because the food tastes bad or the restaurant doesn't suit her taste...'

As Xellos pondered with a question mark floating in his head, Senel watched him with interest and spoke again in a small voice.

"Hehe, having trouble figuring it out? Then, here's a bonus question. Why is our fearless student council president, Elios Northhelat Dragona, only sipping her wine glass?"

"...That's..."

It clearly wasn't as simple as not having an appetite, and Xellos vaguely sensed there was something important at play.

Despite her apparent composure, there was a subtle tension emanating from her.

And above all, her gaze that hadn't left Catlena.

Based on these observations, Xellos carefully voiced what came to mind.

"Is she planning to ask for something... no, to give an order? To Catlena?"

"Oh... correct. Not perfect, but considering your situation, I'd give it about 90 points."

"Hmm. Thank you."

Though it wouldn't yield anything tangible, the score somehow made him feel good.

Following his correct answer, Xellos felt curious about the matter and carefully asked Senel.

"Then... what is this request? Do you happen to know anything about it, Princess?"

"Hehe... who knows? It's not entirely clear, but as a reward for your 90 points, I'll tell you that probably..."

"Xellos? What are you two talking about so intently?"

"Y-Yes?"

The next moment, Catlena's voice was heard.

The strange discomfort in her tone forced Xellos to stop the conversation, to which Senel responded with a maintained expression and a casual voice.

"Oh, nothing special. I was just saying that Catlena, you look quite uncomfortable eating, so I was wondering if the food doesn't suit your taste."

"...Sigh. There's no problem with that, Sister Senel. I'm just... not very hungry."

"Even so, it's a gesture from our big sister! It might be tough, but try to eat enthusiastically. Otherwise, our scary eldest sister might chew up her cute youngest sister from head to toe."

"...Sigh... Senel..."

Elios sighed deeply at her sister's words.

However, recognizing that her sister's joke had lightened the previously unnecessarily serious atmosphere, Elios put down her wine glass and spoke to Catlena.

"If you don't have an appetite, there's no need to force yourself. This gathering is for you, after all. You can do as you please."

"Ah... y-yes, sister."

Seeing her youngest sister still looking quite withdrawn, Elios showed signs of contemplation.

She seemed to want to say something but couldn't find the right timing.

At that moment, watching them, Senel spoke in her consistently bright voice.

"By the way, sister, how's the student council work these days? I heard you're planning to increase the number of officers. Have you found any good candidates?"

"Ah... about that..."

Elios showed a slightly surprised expression at Senel's words.

But then, with a more relaxed face than before, she looked at Senel and answered.

"Not yet. Unfortunately, there aren't many capable people with free time in the academy."

"Well, most useful individuals have already secured positions in other departments. Plus, student council work is quite demanding. Not just for the executives like you, but even the Sentinels under you often get entangled in troublesome situations. It's not an easy position without considerable ability and responsibility. In that sense, how about increasing the Sentinel budget?"

"I'd appreciate it if you'd close that mouth before I cut the budget, dear sister."

"Heeng..."

Elios firmly cut off what seemed like a blatant request.

Senel's face turned slightly sulky, and then Elios's gaze shifted to Catlena.

"It's certainly not an easy job, and there are many incidents to deal with, but personally, I think the student council is the most rewarding work within the academy. Above all, there's significance in leading this school established by our mother with our own hands. In that regard..."

After circling around with her words, as if having made a definite decision, Elios looked directly into Catlena's eyes and said:

"Catlena, would you consider joining the student council?"
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"Hah... you mean the student council?"

"Yes, that's right. You're not just anyone—you're my sister and a princess of this country. If you're going to work for the nation in the future, it would be good to gain experience this way."

"Hmm..."

Catlena couldn't easily respond to Elios's words.

Student council.

In most academies, teachers typically oversee everything, and even when student councils exist, they usually just assist the teachers.

However, here at Adelan Academy, where not only commoners but children of high nobility gathered, the teachers—mostly of common birth—struggled to establish authority.

Therefore, to improve operational efficiency within the academy, they selected a student with recognized ability and status as the student council president and granted them significant power.

In that respect, Elios—as the eldest daughter of a ducal family with a status second only to the imperial family, and with abilities considered superior to anyone else's—was the perfect candidate.

Thus, the student council was not just a name but a small government within the campus with real power and authority to handle various academy affairs.

The work was largely divided into administration, finance, and security, with Elios, as student council president, making the final decisions on all matters.

Additionally, the mermaid princess Elina, whom Catlena had met earlier, served as Elios's right hand in administration.

And Senel was in charge of security, heading a department known as the Sentinel.

And now,
Her eldest sister was inviting her to join the student council, the center of academy power.

This alone was quite burdensome for Catlena.

Moreover, since this situation hadn't existed in her previous life, Catlena had to approach the current circumstances with even greater caution.

'How should I answer this? It doesn't seem like a bad thing, but... why would big sister want me?'

Although she had attended school with her eldest sister in her previous life, they rarely had any meaningful interaction except when Senel forcibly arranged meetings like this one.

So she never imagined that Elios would directly make such an offer to her in this situation, which wasn't much different from before.

'There must be some differences between my previous life and this one... but why is this happening? I can't think of anything particularly memorable.'

The only thing that came to mind was the orphanage incident, but that was mostly handled by Arachne, with Catlena merely providing the initial opportunity.

Beyond that, she hadn't had any significant interaction with Elios, so from Catlena's perspective, she couldn't even guess what had caused this change in circumstances.

'Hmm... anyway, what's most important now is how I should respond to this situation...'

As Catlena seriously contemplated Elios's invitation, she recalled that in her previous life, she had also served as a student council member and even served consecutive terms as president in her upper years.

There wasn't any special reason for it—it was simply because she was the heir to the Principality of Dragona at that time.

However, that was only after Elios and Senel had graduated. While they were still there, Catlena had felt burdened and hadn't shown much interest in the student council.

'Actually joining and working there isn't really a problem since I have experience... but the real issue is my sisters, especially my eldest sister.'

Elios was someone too intimidating to get close to, yet not someone she could keep too much distance from either.

The fact that such a person had reached out to her made it difficult to either accept or refuse.

'If I accept, I'll probably suffer quite a bit mentally. I'll have to see big sister's face almost every day. On the other hand, if I refuse... I'll likely deeply offend her.'

In the past, she had merely felt uncomfortable or disliked Elios, but having experienced firsthand what kind of person Elios was, Catlena knew very well how dangerous it was to disappoint or anger her sister.

'In that case... perhaps it's better to become one of her people. At least the sister I know is warm to those who are loyal to her.'

Thinking about it, since she planned to discard the heir position—the main source of conflict with her sister—anyway, taking this direction might not be a bad idea.

Of course, having to face the sister who was the source of her trauma would certainly make her nights restless.

With these thoughts, Catlena subtly reached her hand under the table.

And...

"!..P-Princess?"

Xellos asked with a bewildered voice at her action.

But at this moment, Catlena answered by firmly grasping his hand in hers.

Without drawing courage this way, she simply couldn't look her eldest sister in the face and give an answer.

'That's right... I have Xellos now. It won't be an easy path, but... with this man by my side...'

After steeling her resolve, Catlena suppressed her trembling voice as much as possible and said to Elios:

"Yes. If that's what you're saying, sister, I'll... I'll gladly do so."

*

'What kind of situation is this?'

Elios requesting Catlena to join the student council, and Catlena accepting it.

Watching this unexpected situation unfold, Xellos's mind began to grow complicated.

Originally, Xellos had been desperately trying to get under Elios's wing... but due to a series of failed plans and his growing affection for Catlena, he had eventually given up on that goal.

However, now before him, that same Catlena was declaring she would join the student council... in other words, announcing she would work under Elios.

'Adelan's student council is practically a small government... declaring to join it is essentially the same as announcing you'll work under the student council president, Elios.'

In the original story, most members of the protagonist's party—the so-called Elios Party—were affiliated with the student council, so the current situation could mean that Catlena would also be joining that party.

'This development definitely wasn't in the original story. But it's not a bad situation for me at all. Setting aside the future turmoil related to the ducal position, if Catlena builds a good relationship with Elios by working under her, we can greatly reduce our chances of dying...'

At that moment, Senel, who had been watching Xellos with an intrigued expression, said in a light voice:

"Well, now that Catlena has joined the student council, why don't you join too, Xellos? A knight should always remain by his princess's side, after all."

"Ah... yes, of course. I'll do that."

Considering Xellos's position as Catlena's servant, it was only natural.

Looking at the two who had made their decision, Elios showed a deep smile on her face for the first time.

"Then, now that it's decided, I look forward to working with both of you."

"Yes, sister."

"I'll do my best, Princess."

*

The two had accepted her invitation more readily than expected.

Watching them, Elios was genuinely pleased, though she didn't show it much.

Originally, unlike Xellos whom she had personally taught, the previous Elios had held a very negative view of Catlena.

She had considered Catlena utterly incompetent—a useless puppet who relied solely on her father's love and her maternal family's power. Moreover, she saw Catlena as an ungrateful person who had turned her back on Rosebeta, who had given her endless affection since childhood despite not being her birth mother.

In that respect, in the previous world, Elios had regarded Catlena as an "enemy" who needed to be eliminated, both as a sister and as a princess involved in politics.

However, the current Elios had a fundamentally different perspective on Catlena.

The orphanage incident didn't weigh as heavily in her mind as Catlena thought.

The main reason was her mother's account of Catlena's true feelings—that she genuinely wanted to have a good relationship with Elios.

And then... there was that matter related to Xellos that she had demonstrated over the past few months.

'The ability and passion to teach an illiterate servant and bring him up to a level where he could pass the academy exam... for a mere 9-year-old girl to accomplish such a feat means Catlena is no ordinary talent.'

A younger sister with admirable abilities who, though unable to express it, wanted to be closer to her.

With this overall improved assessment of Catlena, Elios had extended her hand, inviting her directly to join the student council. And Catlena, as she had mentioned before, had gladly seized this "opportunity to get closer to her sister."

Smiling deeply inside at this fact,
Elios, both as president and as an older sister, began to think that life in the student council would become quite interesting from now on.
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A week had passed since the entrance ceremony where I had made a more significant decision than expected.

During that time, Xellos had to focus primarily on adapting to academy life, putting everything else aside.

Of course, as an avid reader of the original novel, Xellos had a general idea of what academy life would be like.

However, there was a huge difference between knowing something intellectually and actually living and studying as the person involved.

As a place meant to educate students—future elite talents who would lead the country—the difficulty of classes was considerable, and the amount of studying was by no means small.

And among all subjects, the one giving Xellos the biggest headache was unexpectedly the study of magic—magical theory.

For other subjects, Xellos, having graduated from elementary through high school and even experienced college life, didn't find them particularly difficult.

The assignments were quite numerous, making the process tedious, but that was all.

However, magical theory involved manipulating mana and transforming it into phenomena through subtle sensations and complex processes... It was a discipline that delved deeply into concepts that were only vaguely mentioned in the original work as setting explanations, making it quite arduous for Xellos.

Just extracting the mana inherent in one's body wasn't easy, and manipulating it was even more difficult.

'The only fortunate thing is that most of the other kids are in a similar situation...'

Despite being noble children, they were still just 10-year-old kids.

Learning magic, which applied principles as complex as mathematical formulas, would require considerable time.

However, of course, there were those who were called geniuses among them.

Unlike Xellos and the other students who were repeatedly failing to wrap mana around their wooden swords...

There was someone beside them who was easily succeeding at it.

That person was...

*

A familiar sensation.
However, much weaker than what her soul originally remembered.
Feeling this, Catlena slowly began to move the wooden sword in her hand.

A reddish-brown energy enveloping the wooden sword.
Maintaining it without letting it disperse, she took her stance.
Then, with a short breath, she swung it powerfully.

-"Tock!"-

The next moment, the wooden block split cleanly in two.
Immediately after, Catlena's ears were filled with enthusiastic applause.

"Wow... amazing as always..."

"As expected of Lady Catlena."

"Sigh..."

Hearing the embarrassing praise from the 10-year-old kids, and recognizing that among them was Xellos looking at her with shining eyes, Catlena quietly put down the wooden sword she was holding.

"Excellent. Indeed, Lady Elios's sister is truly different in every way."

"Thank you, Teacher Freyia."

After slightly bowing her head to the teacher, Catlena returned to her seat and focused on the lesson.

"What Catlena just demonstrated is the basic magic called concentration. As the name suggests, it concentrates mana in one place to maximize its destructive power, allowing even a simple wooden sword to become a legendary sword capable of cutting anything. It's the most basic magic, but when mastered, it can become one of the most powerful, so remember it well and practice it whenever you can."

The teacher was enthusiastically conducting the lesson for the children.
Although most of what she was teaching was already familiar to Catlena, who had lived a full life, she couldn't afford to neglect classes like this.

Knowing information and taking tests were somewhat different matters. Above all, maintaining a good reputation within the school would be helpful in many ways in the future.

'Even so, this is quite frustrating. In my previous life, I could use magic to some extent, albeit weakly, but now even that power has been completely reset...'

She still retained her knowledge and sense for magic.
The problem was that the amount of mana her body contained was woefully insufficient to use it.

Mana capacity varies by individual, but generally increases with age.

In her current state, Catlena possessed considerable knowledge as a witch who handled magic, but with the body of a 10-year-old girl, she would exhaust her mana and collapse from fatigue after briefly using just one of the three most basic spells.

Of course, the fact that she could do even that at this age was remarkable, but from Catlena's perspective, the simple fact that she couldn't use magic due to insufficient mana was just frustrating and regrettable.

"Well then, that's all for today's lesson. Don't forget your assignment on the three major magics, and everyone, please get home safely."

"Yes, thank you, teacher."

As today's schedule ended and the children began to disperse in groups, new students who had been taking classes elsewhere also poured out, making the campus become quite noisy as usual.

However, if one were to pick the individuals who garnered the most attention among the students, it would definitely be those people.

"Oh my, look over there... it's Lady Catlena."

"Is that the famous one? Indeed, as expected of a princess, her appearance exudes dignity."

"But... who's that man following behind her? He doesn't seem particularly special..."

"You didn't know? That boy is Xellos, Lady Catlena's personal attendant. I heard he's her most treasured confidant."

"I see... Lady Catlena's confidant. I suppose he must be no ordinary person either, if he was selected as that princess's attendant and earned her trust..."

Even within the academy filled with children from noble families, Princess Catlena and the boy Xellos who followed her like a shadow had consistently been topics of conversation.

It was similar to how children of powerful figures attract attention in real life, and Catlena's outstanding appearance and noticeably exceptional abilities inevitably drew people's interest.

And Catlena was quite accustomed to this fact.

'Well... receiving this kind of attention hasn't changed, then or now.'

Having already lived through one life, she knew very well that she would inevitably be the object of many people's attention.

Whether in a good way or bad, it didn't matter.

And for this unavoidable phenomenon, Catlena also knew very well how to actively use it to her advantage.

"Xellos, what's our next schedule?"

"As far as I know, there's no particular schedule next... classes are over, and there's nothing specifically planned."

"Really? That's good. Then... shall we have a meal together? There's a nice place nearby, let's go there."

"Yes, understood, Lady Catlena."

With those words, Catlena casually took Xellos's hand.

And after they passed by, some students who had witnessed this gathered among themselves and spoke in hushed voices.

"Look at that... did you see?"

"Yes, Lady Catlena holding that boy Xellos's hand."

"So... the rumors were true? That those two like each other."

"Honestly, I was skeptical too, but seeing that, it seems to be true."

"A love between a servant of humble birth and a noble princess... this is like something straight out of a fairy tale, isn't it?"

"Not quite a fairy tale—we have the protagonists of that story and the results of their aftermath in our country right now."

"Ah... come to think of it, that's true."

Recalling that person who naturally came to mind when thinking of love between a commoner and a noble, the students watching the two had warm smiles automatically forming on their faces.

Of course, not everyone had such thoughts when observing Catlena's actions.

Though they couldn't speak openly out of respect for the Duke's authority, there were many who disapproved of the princess walking around campus holding hands with a lowly servant.

However, even they dared not voice such opinions aloud here in Adelan.

They knew very well who would be the first to express anger if someone carelessly spoke about humble origins.
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Catlena and Xellos were having a meal at a restaurant.

Though it wasn't as magnificent as Ambrosia, it was quite a nice place, and Catlena was happily enjoying the moment.

Meanwhile, unlike Catlena, Xellos seemed rather uncomfortable with the current situation.

And for good reason—even though he wasn't showing it openly, Xellos had eyes and ears, so he couldn't help but be concerned about the rumors circulating around them.

Especially in situations like this that so obviously resembled a date.

'How should I put it... Even right now, I feel like people's gazes are slowly gathering on us.'

The rumors circulating around him... that he and the princess were quite close, perhaps even lovers.

Honestly, in this situation where they were holding hands around the academy and frequently dining alone together like this, it was perhaps natural for such rumors to spread. But from Xellos's perspective, the current situation was extremely burdensome.

'Strictly speaking, we're just in a master-servant relationship... Though Catlena does initiate physical contact quite often, even so, isn't it a bit much to say such things about the actions of 10-year-old kids?'

Of course, Catlena did show maturity beyond her years, but no matter what, she was still a young girl who didn't understand the ways of the world.

Moreover, Xellos already knew the fundamental reason behind Catlena's actions like holding his hand or having meals together.

'Serif said that Catlena was afraid to go to the academy alone and threw a fit in front of the Duke and Duchess, and they only reluctantly gave permission on the condition that I accompany her...'

Furthermore, the reason she started holding Xellos's hand in the first place was because she had firmly grasped his hand in front of Elios, who was an object of fear and caution.

In other words, to Catlena right now, Xellos was like her only protector in the lonely and frightening academy.

Actions like holding hands or having meals together certainly stemmed from affection. But Xellos thought this was far from the sweet romance others might imagine.

'As time passes and she gets used to academy life, this will probably disappear soon. And decisively, when she meets her fiancé...'

That man Catlena fell for at first sight in the original story.

Although he betrayed her in the end, until then, Catlena's feelings were certainly genuine, and throughout her school years, she had eagerly awaited the day she would marry him.

Of course, far from marriage, she was brutally killed right after being betrayed without even having had a kiss... but at least Catlena's affection during those years of knowing that person was certainly sincere.

As such, Xellos thought the current situation wouldn't last long either, and for now, he was accepting her clingy behavior with a smile, like an older brother.

'She'll eventually find her own person... but still, I want to create a future where this child can live. For my own sake too...'

With such thoughts, Xellos once again strengthened his resolve for what lay ahead.

Meanwhile, watching Xellos, Catlena was secretly delighted that the bait she had cast was working well.

'Indeed... public opinion seems to be so easily created. Just from a 10-year-old boy and girl holding hands and having meals together, rumors spread so easily.'

People inherently have a nature to spread exaggerated and subjective views about fragmentary phenomena they observe.

Even if it's far from the truth.

And in that respect, the bait Catlena had thrown was working very effectively.

'That Xellos and I are dating... Hehe. It's a rumor that makes me feel good just hearing it. Of course, this young boy probably doesn't clearly understand what that means. But by setting up this kind of stake and maintaining it, I can block most of the people who might casually approach Xellos.'

Of course, nothing would be better than if she and Xellos actually became official lovers as the rumors suggested. But it was unreasonable to expect such a relationship from a mere 10-year-old boy.

Now was just the time to manage this child to prevent him from going in strange directions and wait patiently for him to mature.

The harvest would come only after this child's mind had solidified a bit more and he clearly understood the meaning.

'For that, he'll need to be about 16, or at the earliest 15. It's not a short time, but watching this child mature slowly might be enjoyable in its own way.'

Catlena felt pleased at the thought of raising this lovely boy well and making him definitively hers in the future.

As the two children were looking at each other, feeling inexpressible affection for the other...

"Huh?"

"Wuh!"

The next moment, Catlena's face suddenly hardened.

Simultaneously, Xellos showed a blank expression at the unexpected sensation.

And then... the person who caused this dramatic change in expression on both their faces showed a vibrant smile at the corners of her mouth.

"My, my... A date, just the two of you, at this hour in such a conspicuous place. As an older sister, I simply can't ignore this."

"Sister Senel. What is this..."

Catlena spoke with bewilderment and a hint of anger at the situation before her eyes.

And for good reason—at this moment, in front of Catlena was Senel, who was doing something that Catlena could never do with her current physical state.

That action was...

"Haha, your face color changed completely all of a sudden! I didn't know our little sister was already paying attention to this kind of thing."

"P-Put that down right... No, please release that child immediately. Even if you're my sister, doing such things to Xellos..."

"Hehe. Alright, alright. If I keep this up any longer, I might get hit by our scary youngest sister."

With that thought, Senel slowly released her hand and straightened her back.

Then she lightly caressed that which had just been holding Xellos's head...

Her chest, which, taking after her mother, was of a size that could never be thought to belong to a 16-year-old girl, while still maintaining an expression that suggested she found this amusing.

Meanwhile, Xellos, who had unexpectedly received Senel's chest attack for several seconds, couldn't think of anything with his face burning bright red.

'J-Just now... that feeling... was that really a woman's chest? Even though I only felt it with my head, what an incredible...'

That soft, fluffy sensation, which seemed to emit some pleasant scent.

Watching Xellos momentarily lose his composure at that sensation, Catlena felt her heart burning with emotion and once again firmly strengthened her resolve.

'I must never let my guard down. If I'm dazed, who knows when some woman might snatch away this kind and innocent Xellos.'

As Catlena was burning with determination not to lose the man she loved, Senel, still smiling but with a slightly more serious tone, said:

"Well then... enough with the jokes, shall we get straight to the point? I don't have much time right now."

"W-What?"

"What... does that mean?"

Thinking she had come just to play a prank, Xellos and Catlena showed slightly surprised expressions at Senel's words. Looking at them, Senel spoke with a serious but still interested expression:

"It's nothing special. You two should be getting used to academy life by now, so as the manager of the student council, I thought I'd give you some real work to do."
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# Adelan Academy

The human students attending there, both nobles and commoners, had differences from the moment of admission.

The noble children who attended the academy while paying the not-so-cheap tuition fees.

They made up about 50% of the total student body, and the amount they paid was enormous. In reality, the academy's finances were maintained through their tuition fees.

And another group, the commoners, who included most of the key figures who made Adelan what it is today.

They accounted for 30% of the total number.

These were people who attended the academy for free, but in exchange, pledged to contribute to the academy in some way in the future.

While the pledge was an obligation, they were willing to dedicate themselves to the academy that had given them—people of lower status—the opportunity to dream and advance. Even now, they continued to provide support for their alma mater from various parts of the principality and empire.

A prime example was the establishment of a scholarship system funded by the Padishah to discover talented commoners, which was their achievement.

In other words, the noble children contributed to the academy financially.

Meanwhile, capable commoners contributed to the academy in terms of legal and regulatory aspects.

However, these differences between students, which naturally divided them from the start, inevitably became a source of conflict during their academy life.

When many people gather, they tend to form factions based on their differences.

Differences in birth, differences in upbringing, and even differences in race between humans and the demon race, which made up 20% of the population.

As a result, within Adelan, there was ongoing subtle competition and checks and balances between noble children born with high status, talented commoners, and members of the demon race.

From pure noble, commoner, and demon race factions, to alliances between demons and commoners who shared the common experience of discrimination based on their origins, to neutral factions that wished to remain independent regardless of status or background.

Thus, numerous factions with different personalities and purposes were dividing the 10,000 students of Adelan Academy in complex ways. Additionally, factors such as rivalries between imperial nobles affected their children, making the situation within the academy more complicated and dangerous than one might imagine.

Minor scuffles involving magic on campus were common enough to be considered trivial.

It was also not uncommon for matters within the academy to extend beyond its walls and develop into major incidents.

In other words, even though this was an academy attended by young students, it was essentially no different from a microcosm of the vast empire.

And the organization that held real power in this academy.

The student council, which controlled finances, administration, and armed force in the name of security, essentially played the role of preventing the academy from spiraling out of control.

Among them was a department that could be called the military authority of the student council.

A department composed of students capable of using mana, including witches, magicians, and members of the demon race.

This department, named Sentinel, was currently resolving various incidents occurring throughout the academy.

From simple security duties to potentially serious situations that could have gone in a much more dangerous direction, the types of incidents were both diverse and complex.

And the person who headed this Sentinel was...

None other than Senel Polena Dragona, the second princess of the Dragona Empire.

"So, specifically, what is this matter, sister? Since you came here instead of where our eldest sister is, I assume it's related to Sentinel business?"

Catlena and Xellos, who had accepted positions as student council members but had not yet been assigned to specific departments.

The two of them were now talking with Senel, who had brought them to the Sentinel department head's office.

Catlena asked with curiosity, to which Senel replied with her usual expression of amusement.

"It's nothing too difficult. I just wanted to give you newcomers to the student council a taste of what the Sentinels have been doing lately, as a kind of training."

"When you say the Sentinels' work...?"

"It's simple, just light patrol duty. You'll walk around designated areas within the academy and enforce rules if you find disputes or anything unusual. Of course, I won't be sending just you newcomers alone—I'll be accompanying you nearby, so there shouldn't be any problems."

"Patrol, huh..."

At Senel's words, Catlena began to recall something.

An ordinary freshman might find it difficult to know exactly what that entailed, but Catlena was different.

With her experience as a student council president, she knew very well what the current situation at the academy was like at this point when new students had just arrived, and what patrol duty meant in this context.

'It's the beginning of the semester... a time when new blood is being infused into the academy. And this is also when the numerous factions scattered throughout the academy are eagerly trying to recruit new members.'

The form itself might be similar to clubs recruiting new members, but because the emotional divide between factions was so deep, it sometimes led to violent confrontations.

The patrol duty Senel mentioned involved finding and defusing these confrontations... certainly not something that could be called easy.

Nevertheless, seeing Senel talk about this duty in such a casual manner, Catlena could recognize one more fact.

'This sister... also has a somewhat sadistic side. Well, considering her position as department head, it's not completely incomprehensible.'

It was a way to test her younger sister's capabilities, as she might become her direct subordinate. With that in mind, Catlena nodded at Senel's words.

"Yes, let's do that. I'll accompany you."

*

Following Senel's proposal, Catlena decided to join the patrol duty, and Xellos, who automatically had to accompany his master, was confirmed to join as well.

However, while the patrol mission sounded simple at first glance, Xellos had already noticed its true nature.

The academy at this time was a battleground of fierce power struggles between formidable nobles, proven commoners, and members of the demon race.

Xellos recognized that Sentinel patrol duty during such a period meant jumping into the middle of this battleground to direct traffic, which would certainly not be easy.

'On the other hand, this princess probably has no idea about that reality. She readily accepted the request even though she might get caught up in unnecessary conflicts...'

From that perspective, recognizing that Catlena was still a young girl, Xellos began to steel himself.

'In this case, I'll have to stay sharp. Even though Senel is with us, we never know when or how something might happen...'

As a bound servant, his life and well-being were essentially tied to Catlena's.

Having the duty to prevent her from getting involved in any trouble, Xellos reluctantly followed along with Catlena.

*

Recruiting new people was one of the most important elements in running an organization.

No matter how good the purpose and system, if people didn't gather, it was all useless.

Well aware of this fact, factions throughout the academy were fiercely competing to attract the attention of new students during this period.

"Hey, we claimed this spot first. Stop bothering us and get lost, will you?"

"Is there a law saying this spot belongs to you just because you used it for one day yesterday? We got here first today, so why don't you look elsewhere?"

"These guys... do you know who we are...?"

"Who else would you be? Young masters with golden spoons who got into school thanks to your parents. It seems those wonderful parents of yours didn't teach you basic manners."

The conflict between factions was clearly evident, starting from simple disputes over space.

Such verbal arguments were considered minor; in severe cases, they sometimes escalated to combat activities under the name of "duels."

And during such times, the busiest people were naturally the Sentinels responsible for maintaining order in the academy.

"Hey there, don't cause a disturbance in a place like this. I'll kick both parties out if necessary. From what I hear, this group arrived first today, so those who came late should just yield."

"Tch... Fine."

When students wearing the distinctive Sentinel uniform stepped in, the tense situation was quickly resolved.

Although the noble faction was dissatisfied, they had to acknowledge the authority of the Sentinels and the student council, so they had no choice but to back down for now.

However... not everything was resolved so smoothly.

Just like the situation unfolding at this very moment.
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"Wow... As expected, when Sentinel steps in, other departments can't even move."

As she watched her senior mediating the dispute, Tina, a new member and werewolf girl, perked up her ears and spoke with admiration.

Tanya gave off the impression of a red-furred puppy.

Looking at her, Agenda, a third-year human female Sentinel, suppressed the urge to pet this small, cute creature and spoke with a deliberately dignified voice befitting a senior.

"Not really. This is actually quite mild. There are plenty of people at the academy who can't be controlled even when we Sentinels step in."

Although she herself belonged to the nobility, Adelan Academy was fundamentally a place where heirs of the most prominent families in the Empire gathered.

Their pride reached the skies, which meant many wouldn't follow her words.

This symptom was particularly severe among children of high nobility.

'Among them, those who have been causing trouble recently are the biggest problem. Those who are constantly looking to escape the Student Council's control...'

Although the Sentinel and the Student Council above it were institutions with authority, power, and legitimacy, they were still organizations that managed students.

They could impose certain punishments, but there were limits to their severity since they were dealing with students. Especially if the other party was high nobility who provided funding for the academy, they had no choice but to moderate their approach.

Taking advantage of this, there were people in the academy who were attempting power struggles not only against other factions but also against the Student Council itself.

"Anyway, we're done here, so let's look around elsewhere. I heard there are people recruiting new members in the garden up ahead."

"Yes, senior."

With that, Agenda set off again for patrol and training new members, with Tina following behind her.

However, at their next destination, something beyond their expectations was happening.

"Oh no..."

"Ugh..."

What they saw before their eyes were two groups of people in an extremely hostile confrontation.

Beyond a simple dispute, the atmosphere suggested a small-scale war could break out at any moment.

"Tsk... Go get the manager. I'll handle things here."

"Ah... yes. Understood."

At Agenda's words, Tina immediately left, and Agenda took action.

"Sentinel here. What do you think you're doing in these sacred school grounds?"

"Tch, an annoying one has butted in."

"Hey, don't interfere and get lost. This is a matter between us and those lowly ones over there. Don't get involved if you don't want to get hurt."

"I can't do that. Despite appearances, I'm clearly part of the academy's disciplinary department. If you're not willing to resolve this through dialogue, I'll have no choice but to use force as well."

With those words, Agenda began releasing mana from her body as a warning.

Some people there flinched in response, but the noble woman leading the group showed no signs of backing down.

"That mana... so you're Agenda? Sorry, but you seem to not understand the situation here. If you try to stop us without knowing better, you might end up with a bloody nose."

With those words, the woman also began releasing mana, engaging in a battle of intimidation.

Emitting an aura no less powerful than Agenda's, she simultaneously drew the staff she wore at her waist.

"Hey, don't start a fight on your own. Your opponent isn't the Sentinel, it's me. Besides, if you hadn't picked a fight in the first place, things wouldn't have escalated this far."

Bristling at the noble woman's actions, a man drew his staff in competition.

Mana was likewise released from his body, making the atmosphere even more hostile.

It was a situation on the brink of chaos—the moment one side took action, it would immediately turn into a free-for-all.

Already, some students standing in the back were beginning to release mana in preparation.

'This isn't good... if we're not careful, not just us but even bystanders could get caught up in this.'

In a little while, Manager Senel would arrive and somehow resolve the situation, but it didn't seem easy to stall for that much time.

Before then, it was much more likely that one side, swept up in the atmosphere, would pull the trigger.

As Agenda was contemplating what to do in this tense standoff, it happened.

"My, what a spectacular scene. I never expected to find such entertainment inside the Empire's finest academy."

"Huh?"

"!..."

A clear voice suddenly rang out.

The three people's gazes automatically turned toward its source.

Standing there was a young girl who looked to be in her early teens at most, and a boy standing behind her like an attendant.

They appeared to be new students who hadn't even shed their freshman status, but nevertheless, the girl's remarkably confident attitude in front of all these people automatically drew the attention of the three.

"Who are you? How dare you interfere as a mere freshman?"

"Yes, I must interfere. If this isn't resolved now and escalates further, the situation will become complicated. I don't think any of you want that either, do you?"

The two people flinched momentarily at the girl's words.

As she said, if this public confrontation couldn't be resolved through persuasion and actually escalated into a violent clash, the consequences were obvious.

Either way, both sides would end up bloodied, and it was clear they would suffer more losses than gains.

Reminding them of this point once more...

Catlena continued speaking to them in a calm tone.

"From what I can see, both sides seem to be at fault in this incident. One side conducted an excessively large magic demonstration that caused damage to the surroundings, while the other side reacted too sensitively and escalated the situation."

Catlena calmly analyzed the situation.

Fairly pointing out the mistakes on both sides, she moved on to her main point.

"Given the circumstances, I think it would be wise for both parties to acknowledge their mistakes and move on... what do you think? Will you all leave a blemish on your lives like this? Or would you prefer to settle this through proper procedures and results?"

"..."

"Hmm..."

At Catlena's words, the two people who had created the hostile atmosphere began to show signs of backing down.

Considering the risks that would follow, no one really wanted to cause problems in this situation.

Nevertheless, they had come to the brink of collision because of their sense of responsibility as faction leaders and their stubbornness about not losing to the other side, which had led them to put emotions first.

However, Catlena's intervention and subsequent explanation of the situation gave them time to coolly assess reality again, and provided a way out through the justification of mutual fault.

"...It would be better to settle this matter through achievements."

"I agree. Let's see how well you do that way."

After maintaining a growling attitude until the end, the two people went their separate ways with their factions, and watching this, Catlena inwardly clicked her tongue.

'Really... these young ones with their stubborn pride... they still have a long way to go before they mature.'

Generally, it wasn't easy for a young child to speak in front of people who were both older and more numerous.

This wasn't simply an issue of intelligence, but because they would lose what's commonly called the battle of presence from the start.

However, in this respect, Catlena could face the two people with remarkable confidence.

Though she appeared to be 11 years old, Catlena had actually lived for 21 years plus an additional 2 years here, so she could view them as students who were still wet behind the ears.

Thus, with the mindset of an adult breaking up a fight between immature students, Catlena easily resolved what had been a serious situation.

Watching this scene from a step back, a deep smile began to form on Senel's lips.

'Indeed. As my sister said, she's certainly no ordinary person. To have such courage at that young age... hehe. She really is my sister, but the more I see her, the more interesting she becomes. I'm looking forward to playing with her...'
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Catlena controlled the unruly faction disputes with just a few words.

As Elios listened to Senel's account, she quietly smiled.

"So Catlena did that?"

"That's what I'm saying. That little miss. She faced 'those guys' without trembling at all and methodically said everything she needed to say."

"Hmm..."

Elios quietly expressed interest at Senel's words.
Seeing her youngest sister making her mark faster than expected, she was feeling quite proud inside.

'Well... regardless of everything, she is still our sister. Even though she doesn't have mother's blood, she's certainly not an ordinary person.'

Depending on how one looked at it, it could be quite a dangerous situation.

Elios knew this.
The circumstances surrounding Catlena were not to be taken lightly, and one should never let their guard down.

The fact that such a child was showing extraordinary talent might someday lead to unfavorable consequences for her.

However, in this regard, Elios was rather generous.

While she would frown with disgust at incompetent and powerless nuisances, she was the type who could smile brightly when facing capable and powerful opponents.

Moreover, regardless of what might happen in the future, Elios could view the current situation with satisfaction since Catlena was currently under her command as part of the student council.

"So... how did those guys react afterward? From the looks of it, I doubt they were very docile."

"Well, they weren't. They might not have realized it at the time, but they probably got the information later."

Senel found the current situation quite intriguing.
Seeing her like this, Elios spoke in a calm voice.

"Keep a close eye on her. Although she's our sister and the student council got to her first, those guys probably won't sit still."

"From my perspective, that's part of what makes this interesting... seeing how our sister will handle it..."

"Senel."

"Fine, fine. I'll do as you say. Anyway, I'm actually concerned despite pretending not to be."

Elios spoke in a quiet but firm voice.
In response to her older sister, Senel answered in an extremely casual tone, causing Elios to sigh softly.

However, despite this seemingly unreliable appearance, Elios knew her second sister very well.
She might seem endlessly frivolous, but she never neglected her responsibilities.
Furthermore, in some ways, she possessed qualities even more frightening than Elios herself.

*

"Really... even with Senel there, don't you think you were too reckless? My heart is still pounding."

Xellos spoke to Catlena in the dormitory lounge.
Although everything ended well, Xellos knew how dangerous the situation had been.

"Fortunately, they were reasonable enough to listen. If the mood had turned sour, you could have been caught in the middle of trouble. Someone like me, a commoner, might be one thing, but if you, a princess, were to get hurt..."

Xellos expressed his genuine concern.
Though this wasn't purely out of worry for Catlena.

For him, the recent incident went beyond simple concern—it could have been a matter of life and death.

Currently, he was Catlena's servant.
As someone who not only attended to Catlena but also handled various duties, he was obligated to prioritize her safety above his own at all costs.

Just as he had done at the orphanage before, he had a duty to protect Catlena from even the slightest injury, even if it meant breaking his own limbs.

'Arms and legs... honestly, they hurt terribly right now, but they can be fixed quickly. Once trust is lost, there's truly no remedy, especially when I need to somehow keep Catlena moving forward.'

It was natural for him to be anxious, knowing he might face punishment from the Duke's family in severe cases.

However, regardless of his complicated intentions, Catlena was simply overjoyed with the current situation.

'I never knew Xellos would worry about me this much over something so minor... I really had no idea!'

Throughout the entire affair, Xellos had anxiously stood behind Catlena, protecting her.

Honestly, from Catlena's perspective, with her past experience as student council president, the situation itself wasn't much of a challenge.

She even knew exactly who those two people in confrontation were and what personalities they had.

But regardless of that, Catlena was simply happy that Xellos—the man she loved—was so concerned about her.

"I'm sorry, Xellos. I'll be more careful from now on. For your sake too..."

With those words, she firmly grasped Xellos's hand while apologizing.
At her action, Xellos momentarily felt his heart race and his face flush.

The warm sensation on his hand, and Catlena's apologetic smile as she looked at him.

Seeing her like this, Xellos once again resolved to do his utmost to fulfill his duty of protecting her.

*

The various factions existing within Adelan Academy.
Among them were those centered around simple hobbies like sports, cooking, or reading, but the most powerful were undoubtedly those related to magic.

Magic and mana—the powerful force that could twist reality and make the impossible possible.

While this was related to simple technological advancement, the primary focus was on combat applications, and in that sense, magic-related factions inevitably took on the character of formidable military groups.

And these magic factions, possessing such considerable power, shared one common trait despite their differences and conflicts with each other.

Namely, to varying degrees, they all maintained distance from the student council—specifically, the Sentinel.

With the Sentinel being the academy's most powerful armed force and responsible for security, magic factions inevitably faced restrictions on their activities. Therefore, even if they didn't directly oppose the Sentinel, it was natural for them to harbor discontent and keep their distance.

Likewise, the Sentinel had no choice but to keep a close eye on these unpredictable armed groups called magic factions and constantly check them.

As a result, visible and invisible conflicts between those trying to control and those trying to seize initiative had frequently occurred within the academy and would continue to do so.

And the faction that most frequently caused these conflicts with the Sentinel while simultaneously wielding the most powerful force within the academy.

This faction, named Noblesse, was a group of witches and magicians composed exclusively of nobles, and they were competing with the student council's Sentinel in various areas.

With over a hundred members in the faction alone, and counting the subordinate factions, their influence extended to hundreds, making them an organization of tremendous power.

And now, the core members of this faction were seriously discussing the day's incident and one individual connected to it.

"Really? That happened?"

"That's what I'm saying. She resolved the situation immediately with mere words. And she did it without even using her authority as a noble."

"Indeed... I thought she was just a young girl, but that blood hasn't gone anywhere."

They expressed their admiration from within the darkness.
Then, among them, the main topic of this meeting began to be discussed in earnest.

"What should we do? From what I hear, the student council has already claimed her, but... considering our nature, don't you think she's worth pursuing? The princess, I mean."

"It's certainly worth trying. If we succeed, we might gain the key to turning the tables."

Ch.47 - Secret 1
In the classroom where the lesson was in progress.

There, about thirty students were participating in the class, each maintaining different levels of concentration and posture.

"The witch hunts that began this way led to the unjust massacre of most witches located in the eastern part of the continent. During this process, many people lost their lives, including Lady Mina Adelan, who was a first-generation witch, and second-generation witches and magicians like Lady Rosebeta and Lady Serif, who were their disciples, fled to the Empire to escape the danger..."

The current lecture was a history class.

For Xellos, this moment of learning about the history of the Empire and the short but quite eventful history of the Principality of Dragona was the most comfortable and somewhat interesting class.

'How should I put it... Although it's a history class, it feels like I'm seriously listening to a lecture about fantasy novel settings. Plus, they're explaining stories that weren't even in the original work in quite some detail...'

As Xellos was attending the class with deep interest, he suddenly noticed Catlena participating in the class with half-lidded eyes.

With a blank expression, she sat in her seat looking like she might nod off at any moment.

Although she always tried to appear mature in front of Xellos, seeing her like this reminded him that she was still a young girl, and he found himself unconsciously smiling.

'Really... Sometimes I wonder if she's actually 10 years old, but when I see her like this, she looks quite cute.'

Catlena was resting her porcelain-white, soft cheek on her palm, gazing forward with hazy red eyes.

The sight was both cute and somewhat amusing.

'There's even drool collecting at the corner of her mouth... The class must be quite boring, huh? Well, thinking about it, Catlena has probably already heard these stories from the people involved.'

While the history of the entire Empire might be different, the history of the Principality of Dragona was essentially the life story of her mother, Duchess Rosebeta.

Since the protagonist of the story the teacher was currently telling was her mother, from Catlena's perspective, there was nothing particularly new.

With that thought, Xellos gave a warm look to Catlena, who had started nodding off, before returning his attention to the lecture taking place before him.

*

'Sigh... Really. Having to sit through this tedious class again. This is quite an ordeal in its own way...'

In a half-dazed state, Catlena was wandering between sleep and wakefulness, doing her best to prevent herself from falling completely asleep.

Although the content of the class was about her beloved mother... regardless of that, Catlena found this class, which only covered what she considered extremely basic information, to be simply boring.

'And I don't like the teacher's way of speaking either... Sigh, I just want this to end quickly so I can have a meal with Xellos.'

Although she was registered as a member of the student council, she was still just a 10-year-old freshman.

While she was assigned small tasks like simple paperwork filing under the pretext of new member training, there hadn't been anything particularly special since the patrol mission she had done with Senel.

'Still, being called to the student council room about once a week to see Sister Elios... it's still not something I'm comfortable with.'

Honestly, regardless of the difficulty of the work, she would prefer to refuse or make an excuse to avoid it if possible.

However, since she had decided to improve her relationship with her sister, she could exercise that much patience.

Additionally, she wanted to escape from the situation where she was constantly overwhelmed by trauma whenever she saw her sister.

'In that sense, at least I no longer feel like my heart is about to burst when I see my sister's face, which is certainly progress... but I still can't help being startled...'

While thinking about such miscellaneous thoughts and spending time in a daze, Catlena heard the bell signaling the end of class, and she began to feel joy at the fact that she could escape from this tedious situation.

'Phew... Finally over. Then shall I go have a meal with Xellos right away?'

With that thought, Catlena rose from her seat.

And as always, Xellos naturally followed behind her, and the two of them left the classroom and headed toward the dining area.

*

"So what do you want to eat today? Tell me anything, Xellos."

"Umm... I... anything is fine. I'll follow Princess Catlena's wishes."

Xellos chose the most commonly used answer to humanity's greatest challenge: "What should we eat today?"

However, since Catlena was essentially holding Xellos's purse strings as his master, she felt slightly disappointed and began to think about today's menu.

'We just had chicken yesterday, so today... should we go with seafood for a change? Fish seems like a decent option...'

With that thought, Catlena entered the alley where her favorite restaurant was located.

Although it was in a fairly secluded location, that meant they could have quick, quality meals without having to wait, which was why she preferred the place.

Catlena was looking forward to spending the usual intimate time there with Xellos.

But then...

"Sob... sob sob... hic..."

"Huh?"

Suddenly, Catlena heard crying sounds.

She turned her head toward the sound coming from the deserted area...

And there was the face of a girl who remained in Catlena's memory.

She appeared to be around Catlena's age, with black hair and a somewhat cute impression, and brown skin.

Recognizing who she was, Catlena asked the girl in a polite voice.

"Um... are you alright? If you need help, please tell me."

"Sob... hic... I... I got lost..."

The girl answered with a sobbing voice. Catlena maintained silence for a moment, then spoke to her with a smile on her lips.

"I see, so you've lost your way? Then we'll help you. Where were you heading?"

Catlena spoke as if she were a woman in her twenties addressing a 10-year-old child.

The girl slightly stopped crying and carefully spoke.

"W-well... I was trying to go to Building 3 Annex, but..."

"I see, Building 3 Annex... That's fortunate, as it's just ahead, so we can take you there right away."

"Um... really, Princess?"

"Yes, really. Just follow me. Let's go, Xellos. We have plenty of time, so let's go right away."

"...Yes, Princess."

Xellos responded in a quiet voice to Catlena's words.

Seeing him like this, Catlena quietly smiled at him, then began walking toward Building 3 Annex.

The place was even quieter than the already deserted area.

As they walked along, Catlena glanced at the face of the girl who was tightly holding her hand.

Then, finally, after recognizing that there were no more watching eyes around them...

She stopped in her tracks and said to the girl.

"Well, we've arrived. This place should be free from any disturbances."

"...Pardon? What... what do you mean...?"

The girl showed bewilderment at Catlena's words.

Looking at her, Catlena roughly pulled her hand away from the girl's grasp and distanced herself from her.

Immediately after, Xellos drew the wooden sword he always carried and stood in front of Catlena.

Surprised by his action, Catlena asked.

"What... you knew too?"

"That's... that's what I want to ask. Thanks to Serif's training, I can sense presences, but how did you, Catlena..."

"That's... oh, well... you know, despite appearances, I'm considered something of a prodigy in magic. This much is simple for me."

"Ah... I see."

The two gave somewhat awkward answers to questions that were difficult for both to answer.

And watching them, the girl who had been sobbing until just a moment ago slowly began to change her expression.

"Hooh..."

No, it wasn't just her expression that was changing.

Her hair length, height, clothing, even her body shape.

All of these began to change before the two's eyes, and then that girl...

No... she spoke to the young boy and girl before her with a voice full of interest.

"Impressive. Both of you."
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The woman before her eyes... just seconds ago, she had appeared to be a 10-year-old girl. But now she had transformed into a mature figure who looked to be at least in her mid to late teens.

Looking at her, Catlena Sophia Dragona set aside her usual dignity as a princess and stepped forward past Xellos with a tense expression.

And then...

"...Oh?"

"..."

Toward the woman before her eyes, respectfully.
Catlena slightly lifted her skirt and bowed her head.

Following that, she addressed the woman before her with a respectful voice according to proper etiquette.

"It is truly an honor to meet you like this. I, Catlena Sophia Dragona, am in the presence of the Imperial Princess, Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina."

Imperial Princess.
Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina.

The only person besides her sisters to whom Catlena, as a princess, had to bow her head.
At the same time, the leader of the Noblesse, considered the strongest faction in the Academy.

At her sudden "visit," Catlena bowed her head respectfully while feeling bewildered and wary.

And seeing Catlena's reaction, Xellos put away the wooden sword he had been holding and bowed his head following his master.

'So that's Princess Maeve... I knew I would see her eventually after entering this place, but I never expected to meet her like this...'

Naturally, Xellos already knew well who she was.
Just now, he had noticed the identity of the girl who had transformed because he possessed information about her abilities and appearance.

'The daughter of the Imperial Padishah (Emperor) and the villain who periodically confronted Elios in the original work... why would someone like that approach us when we have no connection to her?'

Even while bowing his head, Xellos remained highly vigilant, observing the princess's movements.

Meanwhile, seeing the two immediately recognize her and assume a submissive posture, Maeve addressed them with an expression of increased interest.

"How unexpected. I never thought someone would bow to me so quickly. Not only did you see through my identity, but you even recognized my face. Indeed, it seems you're not ordinary people as I've heard."

"You flatter us, Your Highness. We were merely a bit lucky."

"Hehe..."

Catlena responded to the princess with even more courtesy than she would show her sisters.
In response, Princess Maeve let out an amused laugh, and Catlena carefully continued speaking.

"However, Your Highness. I believe there must be a reason for you to appear before me in this manner... Would you be willing to tell me what that reason might be?"

"Yes, that's right. There is a reason. A very important reason. But I'd rather not discuss it here. Could we talk somewhere without potential interruptions?"

"If that is what you wish. We shall do so."

Catlena readily expressed her compliance to the princess's words. Princess Maeve smiled and took the lead, with Catlena and Xellos quietly following behind.

However, contrary to appearances, Catlena's mind was incredibly complicated at this moment due to this unexpected situation.

'What is going on? I noticed her when she was standing by the road crying earlier... but I never expected the princess to come meet me like this.'

They had met directly a few times in her previous life, and they knew each other's faces.

However, this was merely brief interaction that occurred after she was appointed as the successor to the duchy, in an effort to expand connections with the imperial family. Here at the Academy, they had barely faced each other due to their age and grade differences.

'Yet I know this person because... I heard news about how she constantly opposed my sister. Even after graduating from the Academy and becoming full adults, the conflict between the two never ended...'

It wasn't simply because of the intensifying conflict between the Empire and the Principality of Dragona.

The main reason was that although Maeve held the higher position as an imperial princess, she could never surpass Elios in almost everything else.

It wasn't that she was incompetent.

It was just that Elios, whom she considered her rival and who would continue to be her competitor in the future, was too exceptional.

She too was called a genius, worthy of the name princess, and led her academy life accordingly. Moreover, the power of the faction she led was by no means negligible.

But Elios was someone who held the position of student council president, the highest authority, never once lost the top spot in her year, and possessed overwhelming combat power from her transcendent magical abilities.

This strength had humiliated Maeve throughout her academy life, naturally putting Maeve in a position where she couldn't help but harbor endless hostility toward Elios.

'The fact that Princess Maeve has approached me means that, regardless of the reason, it must be related to Elios... It probably won't be a pleasant conversation.'

Catlena was Elios's sister and, unlike before, had become a member of the student council, following her sisters' path.

In other words, from Maeve's perspective, Catlena was both the competitor's sister and something like a subordinate, so Catlena thought there was no positive reason for her to meet her.

With anxiety and wariness, they arrived at the place guided by Maeve.
It was a VIP room located in the deepest part of what appeared to be an elegant café.

A place completely isolated from outside conversation, prepared for important people to have private talks without interruption.

There, Maeve sat down and said to the two:

"There's no need to be so tense. I don't intend to do anything to you. Please, sit comfortably."

"Yes, Your Highness."

"O-Okay."

The two quietly took their seats at Maeve's words.
Then, the princess spoke to the young princess before her with a serious smile.

"I've heard quite a lot about you. About that incident not long ago... and about that servant of yours. How you helped a boy who couldn't even read to get into the Academy at such a young age."

"Umm... well... I didn't really do anything special about that. It was all thanks to this child's intelligence that he achieved such results."

Honestly, Catlena felt quite embarrassed that something she had pushed through without much thought was now coming from the princess's mouth. At the same time, she began to wonder more deeply about the princess's intentions in bringing up such a topic.

Looking at Catlena, the princess took a sip of tea and said in a calm voice:

"There's no need to be so modest. From any perspective, it's certainly impressive for a 10-year-old girl to accomplish such a feat. While humility is a virtue, when it's excessive, it can be rather unpleasant to see."

"...Yes, Your Highness."

Though the princess spoke in a light tone, Catlena automatically frowned as she felt the subtle pressure behind those words.

It wasn't simply because she felt uncomfortable.
Bringing up this kind of conversation meant that the princess was about to say something where she would assert her authority.

And Catlena's prediction proved exactly right.
It was precisely...

"Despite appearances, I'm quite a greedy person. Especially when it comes to people, I'm very greedy. In that sense, as a princess and the leader of the Noblesse, I'd like to make a suggestion to you."

"What... might that be, Your Highness?"

Catlena asked with a hint of anxiety.

Looking at her, the princess spoke with a voice that carried weight.

"Would you like to join our Noblesse?"

"..."

It was an invitation she had somewhat anticipated but still hoped wouldn't come.
Catlena suppressed the emotions that threatened to burst forth and said to her:

"...That's quite an excessive joke. Haven't you heard the news? I've already joined the student council at Elios's invitation. Even with Your Highness's suggestion, do you think I could betray my sister and do such a thing?"

"...Hehe... As expected..."

The princess showed a profound smile at Catlena's words.
Then, with an expression that seemed to say "it can't be helped," she looked at Catlena and spoke.

With eyes that felt cold as ice...

"I knew you would say that. Well... it's natural to respond that way when you don't know anything yet."

"...What do you mean?"

Catlena asked with a stiffened expression at those pointed words.
Looking at her, the princess quietly...
With a smile that seemed to contain killing intent, said to Catlena:

"I'm telling you that there are truths in this world that you don't know. Cruel truths that will show you the path you should really take. Once you know them, you'll understand why I'm making this suggestion to you. That is...!"

"!"

The next moment, Princess Maeve suddenly stopped speaking.
Then, the princess's gaze began to shift away from Catlena, whom she had been looking at until just now.

At that moment, the person her gaze fixed upon was none other than the figure who had placed a wooden sword against her neck, despite her being a princess.

It was that very boy who had been by Catlena's side all along.
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The figure before her eyes.

Xellos pointing his sword at Princess Maeve.

When Catlena saw his action, her face filled with shock.

"Xe-Xellos! What are you doing?!"

Although it was only a wooden sword, the person before them was undeniably an Imperial Princess.

Pointing a sword at such a person could, depending on the circumstances, be considered high treason against the Imperial family.

Seeing Xellos commit such a terrible act, Catlena immediately tried to stop him.

"Put that down right now. This is the Imperial Princess! No matter what reason you have, this kind of behavior..."

At that moment.

"Lady Catlena!"

The next instant, Xellos spoke with a firmness she had never heard from him before.

For a moment, his demeanor made it impossible to see him as just a 10-year-old boy, leaving Catlena speechless with confusion for entirely different reasons.

Then, looking at Catlena, Xellos spoke to her in an incredibly calm voice.

"Please... step outside for a moment, Lady Catlena."

"W-what? But..."

"I beg you. Please..."

"..."

There was desperation in Xellos's words.

Catlena had no choice but to leave Xellos and exit the room. That didn't mean she had completely left or lost interest in what was happening...

*

Even after sending Catlena away, the young servant continued pointing his wooden sword at her.

Though the gesture itself was laughably insignificant to Maeve, who was already one of the Academy's greatest witches.

If she wanted, she could break the wooden sword and choke the boy with just the flick of a finger.

However, instead of subduing the boy before her, Maeve began to feel considerable interest in him.

'He doesn't seem like someone rushing to his death without knowing the consequences...'

Even a fool would know what would happen if they did something like this to her, an Imperial Princess.

Nevertheless, she was quite intrigued by the boy's willingness to commit such a terrible act, and asked:

"What's your name?"

"...Xellos Raymond, Your Highness. I deeply regret meeting you under these circumstances."

With those words, Xellos lowered his wooden sword with a slightly trembling expression.

Seeing this, Maeve showed a cold smile and said to him:

"It seems you're well aware of the current situation. I'd like to hear the reason behind this audacious act of yours."

Maeve gestured slightly with her chin as if telling him to speak.

In response, Xellos carefully gathered his thoughts while still visibly anxious.

What he was doing at this moment was a kind of gamble.

A gamble he never wanted to make... but one necessary to prevent the worst-case scenario.

Then Xellos carefully began to speak the words he had prepared in his mind the moment he drew his wooden sword.

"Of course. It was to prevent Your Highness from saying what you were about to say. I judged it would be better for both my master and for Your Highness."

"...For me?"

Xellos's unexpected words.

Princess Maeve showed a slightly puzzled expression.

And then...

"Ha... hahaha. You're quite bold for a mere servant. Very well, continue. Tell me how your rudeness could possibly be helpful to me. If I find your answer satisfactory, I might consider sparing your life."

"...I'm grateful for your words, Your Highness. Then, I shall answer what you've asked."

With those words, Xellos gave the princess a cold look.

His expression, seemingly impossible for a 10-year-old child, made the princess feel somewhat flustered in an unexpected way. Looking at her, Xellos spoke in a cold voice:

"What Your Highness was about to say, that you could change Lady Catlena's heart... it must certainly be about her birth."

"Hmm..."

"That Lady Catlena is not the daughter of Duchess Roseveta, but rather the child born to Casio Azak, daughter of the now-deceased Imperial Prime Minister Saladin Azak."

A fact that everyone in the Principality of Dragona kept hushed, and essentially a secret that only Catlena herself didn't know.

However... no one here had dared to tell the princess this fact until now.

This was due to warnings from Catlena's parents—Duke Radu, the Duke of Dragona and Catlena's father, and Roseveta, Catlena's "mother"—who were concerned about the pain Catlena would suffer.

Even Imperial Prime Minister Saladin, who could be considered directly involved, had tacitly agreed to this, making the revelation of this fact virtually taboo in the principality.

Princess Maeve, with her status as an Imperial Princess, was about to break this taboo just now.

Using her position, which even the Duke of the principality couldn't easily challenge.

And Xellos had thrown himself in to stop the princess's actions.

"Yes, that's right. Indeed... I heard you were quite clever, but you've already figured all this out. But so what? As you said, flowing through her veins is not the blood of that lowborn woman from the Principality of Dragona, but the noble blood of our Imperial Prime Minister. Shouldn't she rightfully serve me and the Empire under me, the Imperial Princess, rather than being with those children of that common woman?"

"..."

Honestly, if one traced Catlena's bloodline, Maeve's words were correct.

Her father, Duke Radu, was originally a loyal servant of the Empire, and his loyalty remained unwavering even now. Additionally, her mother was the daughter of the Imperial Prime Minister, making her roots closer to the Empire.

And in the original story, when Catlena learned this fact, she did indeed take the Empire's side as Maeve suggested.

"From my perspective, I'm simply revealing the truth to gain a capable talent. Plus, it would drive a dagger into the heart of that arrogant Elios. So why would this lead to unfavorable results for me?"

The princess spoke with a sharp voice.

In response... Xellos looked at her and replied without the slightest intimidation:

"That may be true for now. But as a result, Your Highness will be branded an enemy of the Principality of Dragona."

"...What?"

Maeve couldn't immediately grasp the meaning behind those words.

Looking at her, Xellos continued in a chilling voice:

"Think about it. This is a taboo that not only the Duke and Duchess, but even the Prime Minister has tacitly agreed to maintain. Even with the excuse of being a student within the Academy, how do you think the Duke and Duchess would feel about someone who mercilessly broke that taboo?"

"...Ha. Are you trying to intimidate me with those people? No matter how great the influence of the Principality of Dragona, for mere subjects to dare confront royalty..."

"Yes, unfortunately that's correct."

"What?"

Xellos spoke with a resolute voice full of conviction.

He then continued with a clear tone toward the princess, who was staring at him with a blank expression.

"Your Highness may think differently, but currently the power of the Principality of Dragona is such that even the Padishah would find it difficult to act carelessly against them. Even setting aside complicated matters like the excessive autonomy the principality possesses... there's an obvious reason that Your Highness herself knows best, isn't there?"

"...No way..."

The moment she heard those words, a realization dawned in Maeve's mind.

It was about... a reality she couldn't ignore, one that was turning her stomach even at this very moment.

'Elios Northhelat Dragona... that damned woman holding her head high even in front of me, an Imperial Princess... was that the reason?'

Elios, who had shown such a proud and arrogant demeanor, never bowing her head even in Maeve's presence.

Until now, Maeve had simply assumed it was because Elios was the student council president and they were within the Principality of Dragona, her home ground. Though displeased, she had reluctantly let it slide.

However, listening to Xellos's words, she finally recognized the detailed background.

That Elios's confidence stemmed from the profound power dynamics between the principality and the Empire.

'I can't completely trust what this Xellos is saying, but there's some credibility to it... And if this is true, then my attempt just now was indeed quite dangerous.'

She, an Imperial Princess, had disturbed the Duke's family's sensibilities.

In a normal hierarchical relationship, this wouldn't be a problem. But if their relationship was one where they had to be mindful of each other, this could cause major diplomatic issues.

Acknowledging this fact, the princess nodded slightly while breaking into a cold sweat...

Seeing Maeve's reaction, Xellos let out a deep sigh of relief.
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Xellos had essentially risked his life to change the princess's mind.

However, this wasn't simply due to his loyalty to Catlena.

Xellos knew. About the series of events that would unfold after Catlena learned the truth.

And the end result... would ultimately become the catalyst for Elios and Catlena's complete separation, culminating in Catlena losing her head.

With Xellos losing his life as well, as an added bonus.

'Perhaps if I were to carefully reveal it in a different way someday... but having this fact come to light now would be like purchasing a one-way ticket to hell.'

Xellos let out a sigh of relief after narrowly averting the crisis.

Meanwhile, as she watched him...

Princess Maeve began looking at the young boy before her with different eyes than before.

'Such a young boy... has grasped the power dynamics between two nations that even I couldn't clearly read, and acted boldly accordingly. And despite knowing what his actions meant, he even pointed his sword at me... at me, a princess... risking his life for his master.'

She had met countless people throughout her life as a princess.

However, not only fellow academy students but even high-ranking nobles within the empire would mostly just bow and grovel in her presence.

The first person who didn't follow that rule was Elios...

And among men younger than her, this boy named Xellos standing before her was the only one.

'...To think he's capable of this much at just 10 years old. What might he become in another 10 years... no, even 5 years?'

With such thoughts, Maeve began to carefully study Xellos's face.

Objectively speaking, his face wasn't exceptionally handsome. But it was an appearance that could easily win people's favor.

And just now, the refreshingly bold demeanor that no man in this world had ever shown her.

Imprinting that in her mind, Maeve began to feel a strange emotion toward this boy much younger than herself—something she had never experienced before.

Though she couldn't express it precisely...

It was a feeling that didn't seem particularly unpleasant.

Emboldened by this feeling she herself couldn't clearly identify, Maeve carefully looked at the boy before her and spoke.

"Impressive... That answer is worthy enough to forgive your rudeness."

"Thank you, Your Highness."

Xellos bowed his head, his expression showing that he had relaxed somewhat. Seeing this, the princess continued with a deep smile on her lips.

"Well then, let's set aside the matter of Princess Catlena... and move on to the next topic."

"...Pardon?"

The princess gazed at Xellos with a strangely sticky look.

Recognizing that the atmosphere had suddenly taken an odd turn, Xellos began to tense up again. Seeing this, the princess slowly rose from her seat.

And then...

"P-Pri... Princess?"

"Hehehe... Stay still. This is an order from your princess..."

With those words, she reached out very slowly and caressed Xellos's chin.

In that moment, Xellos felt a chill run down his spine and his heart began to race.

It felt as if a snake was coiling around his body.

Meanwhile, the princess's ample brown bosom, visible up close right in front of him, was stimulating Xellos's instincts as a man.

'W-wait. Why is the princess suddenly acting like this?'

Setting aside the context of the situation, a brown-skinned beauty was approaching close enough to smell her scent and caressing his chin.

Xellos was so tense that he couldn't take any action even if it hadn't been an order, and seeing him like this, the smile on the princess's lips grew deeper.

"Hehe, indeed... As expected of someone with such an intelligent mind, it's only natural that you already possess knowledge about women."

With those words, the princess put her lips near Xellos's ear and whispered in a small voice.

"I like you. So much that I want to make you mine."

"What?"

The princess whispered in an incredibly sweet voice.

Xellos responded with a dazed voice, and seeing him like this, the princess slowly cupped his face with the hand that had been caressing his chin.

A young boy significantly younger than herself.

This would normally be a major concern among ordinary people.

However, Princess Maeve of the Empire had been born and raised in an environment where such matters were of little concern.

Her father, the Padishah (Emperor), had numerous concubines whose ages ranged from girls younger than Xellos to middle-aged women.

Even her own mother was nearly 30 years younger than the Padishah, so the concept of age was truly just a number to the princess.

Because of this background, she was approaching Xellos with what could be considered a purer feeling than would be normal in most cases...

But Xellos himself was simply sweating nervously, unable to decide what to do.

'This is getting more complicated than I expected. Could it be that the princess who constantly followed Elios in the original story was actually into young boys?'

Honestly, it wasn't unreasonable for Xellos to think that way in this situation.

The princess was caressing his face as if handling a doll, with an intensity that suggested she might pounce on him at any moment.

If he said the wrong thing now, he might truly end up being devoured by this princess.

In this unintentionally provoked situation, Xellos was mentally preparing himself when the princess looked down at him with desire-filled eyes and said:

"In that sense, I'd like to make you an offer. What do you say? Would you abandon Catlena and become mine... Though you're a bit young, someone like you could become my man..."

Just then...

"BANG!"

"!..."

"Tsk."

The door to the room burst open with a loud noise.

The princess quickly stepped back with a short click of her tongue, while Xellos remained frozen stiff without moving a muscle.

And then, before his eyes was the princess, all traces of ecstasy completely wiped from her face, glaring fiercely straight ahead.

"You... What do you think you're doing? How dare you commit such rudeness before a princess."

"When it comes to rudeness, I believe you're one step ahead? No matter how much of a princess you are, trying to intimidate a young girl from a duke's family... I simply cannot let this slide."

With those words, a woman stood before the princess with a cold expression.

Elios Northhelat Dragona.

The moment he saw her standing there, emanating an aura as if she could kill someone, Xellos felt a chill run down his spine and began to quietly edge toward the corner.

Meanwhile, looking at Elios, who had completely changed the atmosphere of the room in an instant, Princess Maeve spoke in an icy voice.

"If you can't let it slide, what do you intend to do? Do you dare to touch me? Go ahead and try if you can. I'll show you what happens when you mess with a princess, no matter how much of a student council president you are."

With those words, the two women released their mana with terrifying intensity while staring at each other.

Although they were indoors, and escalating matters further would be an unwise choice, making this merely a battle of wills...

Nevertheless, the pressure was so intense that Xellos, caught between them, felt momentarily suffocated.

Just then...

"Xellos!"

A sudden tearful voice rang out.

Simultaneously, Xellos received an unexpected impact and fell to the floor.

And then.

As he barely regained his senses, he saw that person before his eyes...

His master, Princess Catlena.
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"Hic... hic... sob..."

Catlena was crying while holding Xellos who had collapsed on the floor.

Seeing her like this, Elios let out a small sigh and withdrew her mana.

Although she wasn't pleased with the current situation, she couldn't cause a bigger commotion while her young sister was crying.

And seeing Elios's attitude, Maeve also took a step back.

She was bothered by what Xellos had just said, and furthermore, she didn't want to make the situation worse here.

"This isn't a good place to use force. But next time, don't expect such consideration."

"That's what I wanted to say. Let's see how long you can maintain that arrogant attitude."

After settling the situation with that cold voice, Elios left with the two children.

Meanwhile, as she watched Xellos disappear before her eyes, Maeve quietly licked her lips with disappointment and anticipation.

'It would have been better if the interruption had come a little later... But there will be plenty of opportunities in the future. No need to be too hasty.'

Looking at the current situation, it wouldn't be an easy task.

She knew well from experience that making a loyal dog who already follows another master her own was inherently difficult.

Especially when that opponent was someone even she couldn't handle carelessly.

But despite this, Maeve had no intention of giving up.

She was a princess.

She was the type of person who would stop at nothing to make something she wanted her own.

The only case where things didn't go her way was with Elios alone.

'I will definitely get my hands on you. Our wise and cute knight.'

*

Immediately after the uncomfortable meeting with the princess was forcibly terminated, Xellos bowed his head to Elios who had saved him from that crisis(?).

"Th-thank you for saving me, Your Highness."

"Don't thank me, thank your master. I only acted because that child begged me with tears."

"What?"

Xellos showed a blank expression at Elios's unexpected response.

Then his gaze slowly turned to Catlena, who was the actual person who had saved him and was now trembling with her head bowed.

'Princess Catlena... asked Princess Elios for a favor?'

Simply put, this could be interpreted as a younger sister asking her older sister for a favor.

However... Xellos knew that the relationship between Catlena and Elios wasn't that simple.

It was more like a cat and mouse relationship than sisters.

Although Catlena usually showed a fairly confident appearance, she couldn't raise her spirits in front of Elios and even showed a bit of fear.

But this time, she had directly asked Elios for help.

And that too... to save him.

'It couldn't have been easy... to go that far.'

Of course, from Xellos's perspective, he had his own way of resolving the current situation, but Catlena had no way of knowing that.

From her perspective, she must have pushed herself thinking she had to save Xellos somehow.

Feeling grateful for that fact...

And at the same time, sensing that Catlena had grown since the past, a warm smile formed on Xellos's lips.

"Well, I'll be going now. Make sure you return to the dormitory on time."

"Ah... yes. I understand, Lady Elios."

With those final words, Elios left.

After the person whose mere presence provided both reassurance and pressure disappeared, the two walked forward in silence for a while.

Catlena was showing a heavier atmosphere than expected.

They arrived at a secluded garden, and there Xellos spoke in an intentionally light tone to Catlena, who was still walking ahead of him with her head bowed.

"Honestly, I was quite surprised. I never thought you'd call Lady Elios there... Anyway, thanks to you, I survived. Thank you very much, Lady Catlena."

Xellos expressed his gratitude with a smile on his face.

At his words, Catlena stopped in her tracks.

Still not turning to face him, she maintained her silence.

Feeling a strange atmosphere from her, Xellos felt slightly uncomfortable, but soon thought it was nothing and continued speaking in a bright tone.

"Anyway, it's good that everything worked out well. So what are you going to do now? If you want to go back to the dining hall as planned, we should hurry a bit..."

-Slap!-

The next moment, he felt an unexpected stinging pain.

Bewilderment began to appear on Xellos's face, and before him stood Catlena, looking at him with tears in her eyes.

"Why did you do that..."

"P-pardon?"

"Why... why did you do something so dangerous! Do you really not know how dangerous that situation was just now? She's a princess! A person in power who can easily kill one or two people just because they're annoying! And you drew your weapon in front of such a person without fear? You survived this time because you were lucky, but it could have turned into something irreversible!"

"That's..."

Catlena poured out her words with emotions of both anger and concern.

However, it wasn't easy for Xellos to make any excuses.

If he said the wrong thing, the issue of that secret—the story related to Catlena's birth—might come up.

As Xellos was caught in bewilderment, unable to do anything...

"!... Lady Catl...ena?"

The next moment, Catlena leaned into Xellos's arms.

From there, she spoke to him with tears.

"Please... I'm begging you. Never... never do something so dangerous again. If something were to happen to you, I... I..."

"..."

Her words filled with deep sincerity.

Feeling that his master truly cared for him, Xellos couldn't say anything in response.

At this moment, there was only one thing he could do.

That was to slowly move his hands and embrace this girl in his arms.
To comfort her who was trembling with anxiety, even if just a little.

As Xellos carefully embraced Catlena...

Catlena slowly raised her head to face Xellos in front of her.
Her face was flushed red with tears in her eyes.

Looking at her appearance, which seemed so attractive, Xellos unconsciously began to blush.

At that moment...

*

Catlena was leaning against Xellos's chest.

However, unlike appearances, it wasn't being swept up in the atmosphere but rather an action based on some calculation.

Of course, her concern itself was genuine.

Xellos pointing a wooden sword at the princess was certainly extremely dangerous, and she hoped such a thing would never happen again.

But... despite this, Catlena honestly felt her heart flutter when she saw Xellos at that moment.

A man who drew his sword without hesitation to protect her, despite not knowing the exact circumstances.

And the fact that he did so without hesitation even though the opponent was a princess in an untouchable position made Catlena feel intense excitement even as she went to get Elios to save him.

'I thought I liked him enough before... but now really...'

Having her heart stolen once again by that man, Catlena couldn't comfortably look at Xellos's face and had to keep her head bowed to hide her flushed face.

And then, seeing Xellos trying to lighten the heavy atmosphere, she could no longer suppress her emotions.

The honest feeling she felt at that moment was... a strong urge to embrace this man in front of her.

But since she couldn't do that out of the blue, Catlena decided to use her worry as another emotion...

And it succeeded according to her plan.

'Ah... Xellos's embrace... it feels so good... warm... and strong...'

That was what Catlena was thinking while being held by Xellos.

Then, as Xellos carefully embraced her... Catlena began to feel another desire rising.

'Would it be okay... now?'

Thinking this, Catlena slowly raised her head.

There she saw Xellos looking at her, his face also flushed.

They were already as close as they could possibly be.

Catlena decided to take one step further.

And she put it into action.

And then...

-Smooch-
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The warm sensation that touched his lips.

It began to envelop him with a feeling that was both incredibly gentle and intense, and then that warm sensation started to feel as hot as a blazing flame.

And...

It took longer than expected for the man named Xellos to recognize what it was.

'What... what is this... N-no way, is this really a k-k-kiss?'

The moment he realized this fact, Xellos's dazed mind suddenly began to tangle like a subway route map.

His first kiss, experienced for the first time in his life.
The fact that it was taken by a 10-year-old girl was quite shocking to Xellos.

And not just any ordinary girl, but Catlena Sophia Dragona, his master and the princess of this country.

'W-wait a minute, no matter how you look at it, isn't this dangerous? First of all, putting aside the fact that she's a 10-year-old kid, considering our social positions, this kind of thing can't be allowed...'

Although he knew Catlena had feelings for him... kisses were an entirely different matter.

In terms of being close friends, and because they were still young children, hugs could somehow be permitted.

But a kiss...
No matter what, it crossed a line that Xellos considered to be the standard for what defined lovers.

Catlena had just broken that psychological barrier right in front of him.

'What... will happen to me now?...'

Xellos began to feel a sudden fear.
Although he also had considerable affection for Catlena... he had drawn a line for himself, defining it strictly as friendship.

Now that the line had been crossed, he could no longer determine how to handle their relationship going forward.

However, in the midst of this confusion and fear, Xellos decided to push those thoughts aside for a moment.

Although there was much to consider, Xellos could still be satisfied with one fact.

That... the person kissing him was none other than Catlena.
The only person in this world who... genuinely cared for him.

The person who always tried to protect him... and whom he tried to protect.

Purely happy that such a person was expressing love for him, Xellos carefully pulled Catlena's body closer into his embrace.

Even if the future had become unpredictable.

At least for this moment.

Completely surrendering himself to that sensation that was both so sweet and so hot...

*

Catlena, pressing her lips against Xellos's.
For her, it was the first kiss she had experienced throughout both her current and previous lives.

That which she had always longed for as a girl...

Catlena began to feel as if her chest might burst with overwhelming happiness at being able to do this with the man she truly loved.

'This is... a kiss... my first kiss... with the man I love...'

She had heard about this through various sources.
That you hear the singing of angels.
That you feel like flower petals are falling from the sky.

Catlena had heard all sorts of dreamy and elaborate descriptions.
But the current situation had none of that splendor.

If she were to describe the sensation she was feeling at this moment...

It was like feeling that only she and this man remained in the world, just the two of them.
The sensation of forgetting everything else and focusing all her heart and thoughts only on this man.

'I'm happy... this feeling... even though it's my first time. I love it so much...'

Thinking this, Catlena kept her lips pressed against his for a long while.
Wishing that this moment could last forever.

*

"..."

Xellos lay on his dormitory bed, staring at the ceiling.
However, despite the late hour, he couldn't fall asleep at all.

Catlena's lips, which still felt so vivid even now.
Her actions that boldly expressed her love for him. Xellos found it increasingly difficult to view them merely as those of a child.

And regarding this fact, Xellos knew very well that he wasn't in a position to simply be happy about it.

"This shouldn't be happening... if things continue like this, it will truly become irreversible..."

Frankly speaking, Xellos was someone who couldn't—no, shouldn't—like Catlena.

Her status was that of a princess while he was merely a servant.
The difference in their social positions was significant, and furthermore, Catlena was scheduled to have a fiancé in the future.
And that fiancé would be a splendid and perfect match who would make her genuinely feel the emotion of love.

'Comparing that person to me... it would literally be like comparing heaven and earth. The eldest son of a count's family, handsome and talented.'

Although that person would eventually betray Catlena, that would only happen because of entanglement with Elios's affairs, and by the time such an incident occurred, Xellos and Catlena would already be on a path toward death.

'If only Catlena and Elios don't turn their backs on each other... Catlena would live happily with that man.'

However, despite knowing all these facts, Xellos was currently quite shaken.

That's how powerful Catlena's kiss had been, more than enough to set his heart on fire.

'Really... what should I do? From now on...'

He never imagined he would face such a dilemma after coming to this world.
Nor did he anticipate how much it would pain his heart.

Thus, unable to decide whether to drink from this poisoned yet incredibly sweet cup, Xellos couldn't sleep at all that night.

*

The day after the kiss with Xellos, Catlena began heading to the student council room according to her schedule.

However, Xellos, who had always accompanied her like a shadow, was nowhere to be seen by her side.

'Suddenly taking sick leave... this must be because of what happened yesterday, right?'

Although she had acted according to her desires at the time, after some time had passed, Catlena finally realized that her actions must have been quite burdensome for him.

'I don't regret it... but I certainly indulged my desires a bit too much... It doesn't matter to me, but for Xellos, it's a situation that can't help but cause worry...'

Considering the difference in their social status, it was natural for Xellos to have complicated feelings.
Of course, for Catlena, who held the initiative and knew the solution, this wasn't a major issue, but for Xellos, who was still young despite being intelligent, it would be difficult to realize this.

'Well... I can talk to him about this separately later when we have more conversation.'

So, thinking that she would wait for Xellos to gather his thoughts for now, Catlena recalled the secret shared only between her and Xellos, her face slightly flushed as she was about to enter the student council room.

But then...

"Hmm..."

"!"

The next moment, along with a voice, she felt a warm sensation on her cheek.
Catlena turned her head, feeling slightly bewildered.

"S-Senel? H-hello."

"Hello, huh... Hehe. Yes, I am in quite a good mood right now."

Senel spoke with a somewhat strange smile.
Sensing something different from her usual demeanor, Catlena automatically felt curious, and then Senel whispered into her ear.

"So... how was it, little sister? Yesterday, that thing... did it feel good?"

"!...S-Senel?"

Senel's words dropped an unexpected bomb.
Embarrassment began to show on Catlena's face, and seeing her sister's reaction, Senel simply smiled.
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"D-Did you... see?"

With a face flushed bright red, Catlena spoke.

Watching her young sister's behavior, Senel's expression showed increasing interest as she replied.

"Well... rather than seeing, to be precise, I sensed it. Hehe, but judging by your expression, it seems you really did it? Honestly, I asked because you two were so close together, whispering sweet nothings for quite a while."

"Ughhhh..."

Catlena groaned at her sister's words hitting the mark.

In some ways, having been caught by someone she wanted to hide from even more than Elios, she felt like her insides were burning up.

'Damn it... come to think of it, this sister is a monster who can detect things up to 3km away when she spreads her mana. Even so, I never thought she'd be monitoring me like this...'

It seemed she had been sensing them continuously since taking Elios away.

Of course, given the circumstances, she was in no position to complain since it was a precaution against unexpected situations.

And watching Catlena's reaction, Senel began stroking her sister's head.

"What's the big deal? When there are feelings between a man and a woman, a kiss is natural, right? It might be a bit early, but you've always been mature for your age, so it shouldn't be a problem."

"....?"

As Senel spoke so openly, Catlena, still covering her face in embarrassment, suddenly had a thought.

Given the current flow of conversation, there was something she could use.

With a mix of seriousness and caution, Catlena looked at Senel and said:

"Um... but sister. Is this really okay?"

"Hm? What is?"

"My relationship with Xellos. Is it... really okay like this? As you know, there's quite a social gap between Xellos and me. I've heard that no matter how much a noble and commoner love each other, it's not easy for them to be together..."

"Hmm..."

Senel's lighthearted attitude became more serious at Catlena's question.

Indeed, as she said, in normal circumstances, this could be problematic.

Of course, it was relatively common for high nobles to take women of lower status as concubines, but that clearly wasn't what Catlena had in mind.

"Well... certainly, in general cases, it could be problematic..."

Realistically, romance between a noble lady and a servant typically ended in tragic outcomes or forbidden affairs, so Senel spoke with a slightly negative tone.

But then...

-Drip drip-

"Huh...?"

Suddenly, Catlena began shedding tears at Senel's words.

Seeing her sister's tears flowing like an open faucet, Senel's face showed bewilderment.

"N-No... that's... I..."

"Sob... hic... s-so... it's... it's really not possible, sister? I... I can't live without Xellos now... I always liked him a lot, but... after he saved me from that scary princess, I completely fell for him... so... hic... sob... waaaaaah!"

"Hmm..."

As Catlena finally burst into pitiful tears, Senel felt awkward and unconsciously bit her fingernail.

It might sound like the tantrum of a 10-year-old girl, but given Catlena's maturity beyond her years, it couldn't be dismissed so simply.

Senel could recognize that this child was truly, seriously in love with that boy named Xellos.

'Still... I didn't know she could be this honest about such things.'

In fact, she had started this conversation just to tease her a little... but instead of being embarrassed and denying her feelings for Xellos, Catlena had turned it into a serious discussion about realistic issues, making the atmosphere gloomy.

The troublesome obstacle of class barriers.

Feeling a strange sense of guilt, Senel concluded that she needed to comfort her sister first.

"It's okay. You don't need to worry so much. Even if it's not easy, there's always a way."

Then, looking at her crying sister, Senel gently stroked her head with a slightly bitter smile.

"Sob... hic... is... is that true? Is... is there really a way?"

"Of course. You see it even in fairy tales, right? Stories about princesses marrying commoners."

Senel offered the most common and appropriate story to give children dreams and hope.

However... unfortunately for Senel, Catlena's inner core was absolutely not that of an innocent girl.

"Hic... but that's just a fairy tale... Realistically, defeating dragons or witches to marry a princess doesn't make sense, does it? Just look at our family..."

"Well... that's..."

At Catlena's words, Senel suddenly thought of their father and mother and showed a slightly troubled expression.

Indeed, villains in such fairy tales were typically dragons or witches... but applying this to the reality of the Principality of Dragona would be shocking.

It was ridiculous to talk about "evil witches" when Senel herself, as well as Elios and Roseveta, were all classified as witches capable of using magic.

As her sister blocked her again with such facts, Senel tried to come up with something useful to say, but...

She couldn't bring herself to speak about the truly realistic situation.

'Actually, I don't know about other noble families, but our family is quite open-minded about such things due to our history... but I just can't tell her that.'

Roseveta, the Duchess and mother of Elios and Senel.

Although her current status was classified as noble, her origin was actually common.

In other words, since half of Elios and Senel's blood was commoner blood, the Dragona ducal family was not in a position to quibble about social status.

Because the Duke of Dragona himself had chosen the woman he loved regardless of status.

Given that, any argument like "If father could do it, why can't I? Do you regret marrying mother?" would easily crush any objections based on social status in the current ducal family situation.

However, Senel simply couldn't tell Catlena about this simple solution.

If she misspoke about Roseveta's status, she might accidentally touch on that "taboo"...
The fact that Catlena was not Roseveta's biological daughter.

No matter how mischievous Senel was, crossing that line was absolutely impossible.

So Senel, uncharacteristically, could only give vague answers without mentioning anything specific.

"Sigh... anyway, don't worry too much. If necessary, your sister will do something about it later. Whether it's persuading father or whatever it takes."

"Sniff... do... do you really mean it? Will you really do that for me, sister? Do you promise?"

"Yes... I promise."

And somehow, Senel found herself pinky-promising to support Catlena and Xellos's relationship.

While there didn't seem to be any major issues with that fact itself, Senel honestly began to feel a slight uneasiness about the current situation.

'This... something feels off. It's like I've been tricked by this young sister... No way. That can't be right.'

Senel tried to ignore the strange sense of defeat she felt for the first time.

And watching her sister, Catlena inwardly smiled in victory.

'This is the first time in my life I've gotten one over on my second sister. Hehe... anyway, this worked out well. I've gotten revenge for my first kiss, and I've gained a pretty reliable ally in my second sister.'

With that, feeling intense delight about the current situation, Catlena entered the student council room together with Senel.

Filled with deep expectations for her happy future with Xellos, which was getting closer with each step.
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Humans easily develop feelings of admiration for things they cannot possess.

Especially when something exceeds the ordinary, that admiration tends to strike even more intensely.

However... if these feelings of admiration continue to grow stronger.

At some point, they inevitably transform into something beyond simple admiration or envy—into dark, sticky emotions.

Jealousy and disappointment... and when these reach their peak, hatred and obsession emerge.

Such emotions gradually eat away at human lives, ultimately driving them to make extreme and reckless choices.

Even if it's... an incredibly clever trap.

*

A season that had passed spring and reached the middle of hot summer.

Even while walking in the shade, students could feel the stifling heat, causing them to gather in libraries or cafés where cooling magic was operating to escape the heat.

And among those people was Xellos as well.

"Phew..."

Xellos sighed while sitting with an open book in the library.

Around him, numerous students had their books open as well, all deeply focused on studying.

This was because the final exams to conclude the semester would begin soon.

However... unlike those burning with academic passion, Xellos hadn't actually come here to study.

Although the book open in front of him was indeed a textbook, it was merely decoration to secure his seat without getting kicked out.

The reason he was sitting here was purely to escape the heat while enjoying the cool air—literally just for relief from the summer heat—and naturally, studying was the last thing on his mind.

'It's just a 10-year-old's class with a 10-year-old's exam, so there's no need to rack my brain over it.'

The exams were at a level where simply paying attention during class would easily secure an upper-middle ranking.

Of course, thinking about the future, he would need to gradually pay more attention to studying later, but at least for now, Xellos was approaching his studies with some degree of leisure.

After all, he had plenty of other issues to worry about right now.

'My relationship with Catlena... was this how it was bound to end up?'

Recently, after that problematic "kiss," Xellos could feel that Catlena had become noticeably less reserved.

The wall between lovers and friends that Xellos had been thinking about seemed to have disappeared for her as well, and as such, she was treating Xellos with increasing affection.

Holding hands casually, leaning against him when they were alone, giving light hugs—Catlena had become notably more proactive.

Although they hadn't kissed since then, Catlena was showing a level of intimacy that could practically be called a romantic relationship, if only their age of 10 were excluded.

And regarding this, Xellos had decided to accept it after a period of inner conflict.

From the beginning, as a servant, Xellos wasn't in a position to push Catlena away, and moreover, Xellos himself couldn't possibly take that moment lightly anymore.

Even now, just recalling that moment made his face feel flushed.

'Even if it's a connection that can never be fulfilled... I should at least accept her feelings for now. I've already received more affection than I deserve as a servant.'

With his feelings, and not wanting to be indebted to her, Xellos was able to strengthen his resolve.

Even if it might return to him as pain someday.

So, while Xellos had somewhat made up his mind regarding love.

However... at this moment, unlike the previous issue he had resolved, there was another matter still giving him a headache.

'The Sentinel, huh. I thought there was a possibility when I joined the student council, but I never imagined it would actually turn out like this.'

A kind of disciplinary committee that served as the student council's military force under the command of Princess Senel.

Essentially the academy's strongest fighting force, Xellos had been automatically assigned there following that incident with the princess, according to Catlena's wishes.

Since he had originally entered as a student council member, the process itself could be considered natural, like being assigned to a department.

Although Xellos didn't know the exact details behind it, he presumed that Catlena had accepted Senel's recommendation.

And this was making Xellos recall his training camp life that he had briefly forgotten after parting with Serif.

'No... even so, it's still just a disciplinary committee. What kind of disciplinary committee conducts such intense physical training every week?'

The Sentinels were conducting something resembling military field training for half a day, holding staffs instead of guns as if they were soldiers.

And the most spectacular sight was Sentinel manager Senel, who oversaw the training with a constant smile that never left her face.

Seeing her watching others suffer with a beaming smile was enough to make him feel resentment that he hadn't felt in the original work.

'At least I appreciate that they're giving us proper mana training... ugh... but it's definitely not my imagination that my body is getting more exhausted by the day.'

However, Xellos wasn't in a position to voice much complaint about this.

After all, it wasn't just him going through this ordeal—his master Catlena was experiencing the same.

'Although they adjust somewhat for women... she's suffering quite a bit too. She seems to be losing weight as the days go by.'

From his position as something like a lover, Xellos constantly felt concerned when he saw Catlena in such a state.

'Still... this is the path Catlena chose for herself. For now, respecting that is the right thing to do. Somehow, Catlena herself seems quite satisfied with this situation...'

Catlena's image, passionately engaging in training without a single complaint.

Recalling that, Xellos decided to wait and see how things developed as he slowly closed his book and stood up.

After leaving the library, Xellos began crossing the campus grounds under the scorching sunlight.

Today was the day of the Sentinel meeting that had been announced some time ago.

*

The Sentinel, which monitored the academy's security, had branches in each building on campus.

This was to prevent potential incidents among the 10,000 students and to monitor and immediately respond to the activities of various factions scattered throughout.

And among those branches, the one located in the central building where the student council room was situated.

The Sentinel 7th Branch, which essentially oversaw the other branches, was now hosting branch chiefs gathered from other branches, manager Senel, and the officers originally assigned to the 7th Branch.

'So these people are the Sentinel branch chiefs... This is my first time seeing them all together, and they certainly look capable. There are witches and magicians, as well as sirens, werewolves, and even lizard folk—quite a diverse group.'

'There aren't as many familiar faces as I expected... Well, the personnel composition must be quite different from when I was student council president. Still, the diversity of species remains the same now as it was then.'

Xellos and Catlena, attending as officers originally assigned to the 7th Branch, were quietly seated in a corner, observing the branch chiefs before them.

And after confirming that everyone had gathered.

Manager Senel slowly rose from her seat and, with an uncharacteristically serious expression, began to speak.

"Since everyone seems to be here, let's skip the formal greetings and get straight to the point. Agenda, please distribute what we've prepared."

"Yes, Manager."

Agenda slightly bowed her head at Senel's words and immediately began distributing the papers she was holding to everyone in the room.

These were also given to Catlena and Xellos, and like the other branch chiefs, they began examining the contents.

'This is...'
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# Dryus Gast

Age: 15.

A boy from a baronial family who was known as a diligent student, but recently caused a sudden disturbance in the classroom before falling into a comatose state.

He has barely regained consciousness but has no memory of what he did.

# Xeno Side

Age: 18.

The eldest daughter of a viscount family. She was a well-known exemplary student among her peers with grades ranking in the top tier, but two weeks ago, she suddenly screamed and collapsed in the library, losing consciousness.

Although she regained consciousness after treatment, like the others, she has no memory of the incident.

# Obos Daino

Age: 17.

A girl from a commoner background who was rumored to have poor conduct.

A week ago, she had a sudden seizure while eating in the cafeteria and fainted.

She remains unconscious.

# Noir Walzak

Age: 13.

A male student from a count's family with a quiet personality and little presence.

Three days ago, when he was absent from class, he was found in a comatose state during a dormitory check.

A doctor was urgently called for treatment, but his condition has not improved.

He still remains in a coma.

----------------

The documents contained information about people's names and their conditions.

The number reached nearly 50 people, with diverse backgrounds and ages.

If there was one common factor, it was that they were all humans, not demons.

"Including those listed in the documents, plus the three added yesterday, the number approaches nearly 60. The fact that so many have fallen into unexplained seizures and comas in less than a month clearly means something is happening."

"Hmm..."

The branch managers frowned and nodded at Senel's words.

Naturally, the cases in these documents were incidents that everyone present had either heard about or personally handled.

Although they hadn't noticed when the incidents occurred separately, now that the information was gathered and examined together, they could clearly see that something was definitely happening.

"Indeed, seeing everything at once, the pattern is finally becoming visible."

"This requires investigation. From the victims' situations, there's something suspicious that can't be dismissed as mere coincidence."

However, that was all they could determine from the documents they currently had.

They could identify that something was connecting these incidents, but they couldn't determine exactly what the cause was, who started it, or for what purpose.

And regarding this, Senel gave formal orders to the branch managers before her.

"I've been thinking the same. From this moment forward, each Sentinel branch will conduct a thorough investigation into the cause of these incidents. I authorize not only inquiries but also temporary partnerships for investigations if necessary. Gather information by any means possible."

"Yes, Manager."

"Understood. We'll do that."

The branch managers nodded at Senel's words.

After the brief but significant meeting concluded, the branch managers dispersed, and Senel began reviewing the contents of the documents in her hands once more.

'Who could be... and why would they play such games...'

Normally, she would have left such matters for each branch to handle on their own, but this case was different from previous incidents.

The incidents weren't concentrated in one location but were occurring throughout the entire academy.

And not on a scale that was immediately noticeable, but at a level where the pattern could only be discerned after gathering information like this.

From this, Senel could personally deduce a few additional facts.

'If there's someone behind all this... they must be quite cautious and intelligent.'

Even she, as a Sentinel with easy access to academy information, took a month to notice this pattern.

In normal circumstances, she might never have figured it out, and she only managed to grasp it thanks to Elios giving her a slight hint.

However, regarding this matter, Senel currently felt more interest than concern.

'I don't know whose doing this is, but this case seems like it might be quite entertaining.'

A case that promised to bring considerable excitement rather than the same repetitive daily routine.

With this thought, a slight smile of anticipation began to form on Senel's lips.

*

'A mysterious collective coma, huh...'

After the meeting, which he had attended almost as an afterthought, Xellos left the room with Catlena.

However, even after the meeting ended, Xellos's gaze remained fixed on the documents in his hand for some time.

It wasn't due to enthusiasm for solving the case.

At this moment, he was concerned about the nature of this incident and the situations that would unfold in the future.

'This case... looking at it, it's definitely that one. The timing matches almost perfectly, so it must be.'

The mysterious situation that had prompted Senel to order an investigation by the entire Sentinel organization.

However, Xellos already knew the answer to this.

It had been detailed in the original work, and being a trigger event connected to major plot developments, he couldn't possibly be unaware of it.

Chronologically, this matter would be resolved in about half a year.

And Xellos was also aware of the general flow of the entire process.

'Senel and the Sentinels will gather quite a bit of information but ultimately fail to catch the decisive lead. Eventually, as the number of victims increases at an unimaginable rate, the student council will begin to move in earnest, and finally the case will be resolved by Elios's hand. That's roughly how it will proceed.'

However, despite knowing this, Xellos had no intention of taking the initiative or spoiling the outcome.

'In any case, even if I don't move, Elios will step forward and resolve it in time... and there's no reason for me to draw attention to myself here.'

Of course, if Xellos, knowing the inside story, were to act, he could drastically reduce the time needed to resolve the situation, but he didn't feel the need to do so.

Unlike when he was struggling to switch to Elios's route, there was no particular benefit to gaining merit here.

Moreover, if he intervened incorrectly, the flow of events might become twisted and the timeline might veer in a strange direction, so Xellos judged it better to quietly go along with things here.

'Anyway, the only person I need to focus on right now is Catlena... so it's better to concentrate on that.'

Although he was a student, Xellos knew he didn't have that much leeway.

While the relationship between Catlena and Elios was unexpectedly growing closer, there were still landmines remaining.

In particular, the matter of "title succession" that would occur years later could potentially turn the relatively positive situation so far into nothing in an instant.

To prevent this, it was wise to build up preparation in advance, so from Xellos's perspective, there was no need to take on additional unrelated tasks.

'The Sentinel work is just something that comes with the package, so there's no need to get deeply involved. There are many more capable people than me, so I'll just blend in appropriately as a newcomer. That's best for everyone right now.'

With that thought, Xellos's gaze eventually shifted slightly toward Catlena, who was firmly holding his hand.

Like him, she didn't seem to be showing particular interest in this case.

Looking at her face once more, Xellos smiled with a slightly flushed expression, and in response, Catlena also returned a light smile.
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"A mass coma incident... Now that I think about it, I vaguely heard about it in my previous life too, but it's nothing to do with me."

The day after the meeting, Catlena showed only that minimal level of interest in the matter for which she had summoned even the branch managers to urge an investigation.

Although it happened when she was a freshman, it wasn't particularly related to her—literally just a rumor that briefly circulated before disappearing.

Even that rumor was less informative than the briefing she'd just received...

"I heard some students suddenly collapsed..."

That was all she knew about it, so from Catlena's perspective, there wasn't even room to think of anything special.

"Well... Elder sister Elios apparently resolved it around next semester, so I guess the same will happen this time too."

Although she had become a member of the Sentinel, she didn't feel any particular sense of calling, so Catlena didn't pay much attention to the current situation.

"What's important to me now... The reason I joined the Sentinel was for this after all."

With that thought, Catlena shook off the distractions in her mind and once again looked at the wooden sword before her.

A piece of wood flowing with Catlena's mana.
Its appearance was simply that of an ordinary wooden sword wrapped in a faint gray energy.

However. Despite its seemingly simple exterior, the power contained within had already surpassed the level of a simple wooden sword.

"Haaah!"

The next moment, as she swung the sword, the iron block before her split cleanly.

Being able to cut metal with an ordinary wooden sword meant she had nearly mastered the basics of concentration.

And... beside Catlena, who had thus demonstrated her growth, applause began to flow.

"Good, this level can be considered a pass. Well done, sister."

"Huff!.. Hah... hah... hah..."

Senel spoke with admiration while Catlena released her concentration amid deep fatigue.
At the same time, as the tension slightly eased, Catlena began to feel tremendous fatigue enveloping her body.

However, at this moment, what was truly making Catlena uncomfortable wasn't the fatigue from training.

At just 10 years old, Catlena was handling concentration almost perfectly.
Yet... despite this, her heart still felt an intense thirst for power.

Currently, she could certainly be said to have quite outstanding talent among her peers.
However, at this moment, the person beside Catlena was someone who could make even her, displaying such talent, seem insignificant.

"As expected... I can't keep up at all..."

Thinking this, Catlena glanced at Senel beside her.

Although Catlena's current skill in handling mana was by no means inferior and was rather at an impressive level.

Nevertheless, Catlena's current talent compared to Elios at this age...
And compared to Senel standing beside her, it was utterly insignificant.

To make a comparison, it was like a baby lion standing before a dragon.

Looking at her sister who possessed overwhelming power that could be called nothing less than absolute, Catlena once again coldly began comparing her capabilities with those of her sisters.

"At 10 years old... at this age, Elder sister Elios and Elder sister Senel had already mastered all three basic magic types, and were even working on intermediate level magic and above. Compared to that, I've barely managed to learn concentration..."

A gap that showed there's always someone flying above those who run.
Especially Elios was amazing, but Senel beside Catlena was someone who could be described as a monster when it came to talent.

This was evident just by looking at the range of the detection magic she had been using all along.
The so-called "Circle of Mana."

"The Circle of Mana that ordinary witches and magicians struggle to extend even 5m... Elder sister Senel at this age can stretch it out to 3km... Meanwhile, my current level can't even master the basics, let alone the Circle of Mana."

Of course, in terms of knowledge, 20-year-old Catlena wasn't that far behind, but the real issues were the innate proficiency in handling mana and the overwhelming total amount of mana.

If 20-year-old Catlena had 50 mana, in her current 10-year-old body she had only about 4-5.
Meanwhile, the mana possessed by 16-year-old Senel standing before her was at least 500.

Such an enormous difference despite being sisters was enough to make Catlena feel serious self-deprecation.

Still, in her previous life, she hadn't been too concerned about these aspects.

Barbaric power was insignificant before bloodline and authority.
As the granddaughter of the imperial prime minister, Catlena thought that with the power she held, she could suppress simple brute force like mana.

However, she ended up losing everything overnight and ultimately died by that very "power" she had taken lightly.

Although there were complex factors, the tremendous power that Elios wielded in that situation clearly played a decisive role in resolving the situation instantly.

Meanwhile, Catlena, who had despised such military might, was crushed under that power without being able to offer even feeble resistance.

Unable to protect either her own life or the person she loved.

And this experience continued in this life as well.
The incident at the orphanage earlier, and the recent encounter with the Princess.

In both cases, her authority or power as a princess didn't work,
And each time, all she could do was helplessly hide behind Xellos as a shield.

And those pathetic appearances had continuously made Catlena feel frustrated and self-deprecating, ultimately leading her to choose her current path.

"If I... could become strong too. If I could wield overwhelming power like my sisters, I could protect Xellos with my own hands. Even if such unexpected situations arise, I wouldn't need to put the man I love in danger anymore."

With such thoughts, Catlena joined the Sentinel and began receiving formal combat training.

However, honestly, the current situation wasn't flowing as smoothly as she had thought.

Catlena certainly possessed talent that could be considered outstanding at an ordinary level.

However, what she wanted wasn't strength that couldn't escape that ordinary level.

Overwhelming power.
She was pursuing a different dimension of power that no one could approach, like her sisters. But the more she devoted herself to training, the more clearly she felt the cold reality.

That she was absolutely not a monster...
That she could only grow to the level of a slightly stronger human.

"Why... Father, my sisters... and Mother are all so strong... why... why only me..."

If she had been an innocent girl, she could have moved forward one step at a time, seeing only the growth before her.
She could have walked forward, rejoicing in small successes, aiming only for the next level of success.

Yet in the end, she would eventually realize that there was a wall she couldn't overcome, but at least it would have been possible to delay the time of despair a little.

However... for Catlena, who possessed the knowledge and experience of an adult and clearly knew how extraordinary her other family members were.
With just a few months of training, the limits of her growth were already too clearly visible.

"As expected. Is it because my fundamental bloodline is different... If I had been born with the blood of that woman, not some woman like that. If I had been born as her biological daughter, I too... I too could have become strong like my sisters..."

The bitter feeling about her birth that she felt again in this regard.
In the midst of that despair deeply felt in her heart, Catlena left the training ground, and watching her sister, Senel slowly began to erase the bright expression she had been wearing until just now.
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Power is something both strong and useful, but it also comes with a great deal of responsibility.

In that regard, Elios, who was diligently working in the student council room, had a mountain of tasks to complete today as well.

Being responsible for nearly 10,000 students within the Academy meant there were many matters requiring her attention and numerous decisions to be made at every moment.

Especially at times like now, with final exams and the end of the semester approaching simultaneously, the burden was even greater.

'Every time I feel this way, I become truly grateful to Mother. For giving me such a high-performance body that rarely gets tired...'

The Duchess Roseveta, who boasted even greater stamina than her Duke father, had honestly never shown signs of fatigue in her entire life.

Thanks to taking after her, Elios was able to handle what others would consider an impossible workload and study schedule every day without experiencing any physical problems.

In essence, the fundamental reason she could maintain her near-perfect appearance was ultimately thanks to her mother.

While thinking this, Elios continued moving her pen without a moment's pause, but... at this moment, among the things her mother had given her, there was one that was rather unhelpful in the current situation, sticking to her like gum.

"Hmm... Elios, are you almost done?"

"Sigh... Listen, Senel... I'll be finished soon, so couldn't you just give me some space for a moment?"

"Don't wanna. You said your body is cool, so it feels refreshing when I do this. The cooling magic is already a bit off, and if I don't do this, this little sister will melt into a puddle like a snail."

"...You're not considering that I might be hot, are you?"

Senel was clinging to her side while she was in the middle of working.

Though Elios expressed her complaints, she wasn't really doing much to stop it.

Regardless of how others might see it, from Elios's perspective, Senel's behavior was something she had been familiar with since childhood.

The second daughter who showed affection without hesitation to both her older sister and her younger sister Catlena.

Seeing her like this, Elios sometimes felt a bit burdened but also occasionally envious.

With such thoughts, Elios finally finished her work for the day and put down her pen.

Immediately after, Senel's eyes sparkled as she spoke to Elios, as if she had been waiting for this moment.

"Finally done? Then as promised, hurry up and give me some advice."

"Haa... Alright, alright. I got it. Go ahead and tell me, what exactly is this problem you're talking about?"

Elios leaned back in her chair, thinking it was likely to be some trivial matter.

However, when she saw the light-hearted expression disappear from Senel's face, Elios began to feel somewhat strange.

'This... isn't a joke?'

And then, Senel spoke to Elios in a calm and concerned voice.

"It's about Catlena. It's just my intuition, but... I think she's been having some problems lately."

"What's going on? Didn't you say she was adapting well and training hard since entering Sentinel Academy?"

"Yes, that's certainly true. I can still feel that she's giving her all during training. However..."

"However?"

Elios asked with a hint of anxiety in response to Senel's words.

To this, Senel replied in a quiet voice.

"Catlena's growth rate is certainly not bad. She's already mastered the basics of concentration to perfection, which would definitely put her in the upper ranks among students. The problem is... it seems like what she's aiming for is beyond that level."

"...Haa."

Elios sighed deeply at Senel's words.

At this point in the conversation, she could roughly understand what Catlena's problem was.

"I never thought it would put this kind of pressure on her..."

"Anyway, Catlena still firmly believes she is Mother's daughter. So it's natural for her to compare herself to us."

Hearing Senel's words, Elios felt a slight headache coming on, realizing this was quite a difficult problem.

Magical talent differs from person to person and is particularly influenced by bloodline.

In that respect,

Mina Roseveta Dragona.

It was perhaps inevitable that Elios and Senel, who inherited the blood of the strongest living witch, would have talent on a completely different level.

On the other hand, since Catlena was born from an ordinary noble woman, the difference was unavoidable.
Thanks to her father's bloodline, she could possess above-average talent, but there was bound to be a difference between her and her half-sisters.

"As you're worried, this isn't an issue we can simply ignore. If we're not careful, it could lead to problems related to her birth..."

"That's what concerns me too. I'm worried she might go down a strange path."

Despite this, they weren't in a position to do anything special for their sister right now.

It would be meaningless to push their sister who was already training her hardest, and telling her the truth was absolutely out of the question.

For now, all they could do as older sisters was to offer warm encouragement and hope she would overcome this on her own.

"For now, I think all we can do is look after her at this level while thinking about countermeasures. It's something she'll find out eventually, but at least we can try to make the shock less painful."

"Sigh... If you say so, sister... I guess there's nothing else we can do."

If even Elios was saying this, it truly meant there was no solution.

Senel let out a deep sigh, concluding that for now, they could only respond with lukewarm measures.

*

"Ah, Lady Catlena, hello!"

"Hello, is everyone doing well?"

Catlena exchanged greetings with female classmates of the same age in the classroom.

Although in the past she had kept a certain distance even from children in the same class, in this life she was treating others with a bit more intimacy than before.

'There's no need to unnecessarily establish authority in front of others. When I was younger, I didn't know better and walked around with my head held high, but all that did was increase the number of enemies. If I lower my gaze and treat people as equals, I'll make more friends.'

In other words, unlike before, Catlena's attitude showed she had matured.

As a result, since the beginning of the semester, the number of people who could comfortably talk with her—so-called "friends"—had increased considerably, and Catlena greeted them with her usual warm smile.

'To be honest, it sometimes feels like I'm playing with little kids... but well, this isn't so bad either. They're actually quite cute.'

With such thoughts in a corner of her mind, Catlena engaged in the usual meaningless chatter with her "friends."

During this time, one of them—a girl named Rania whom Catlena thought was quite cute—rested her head on her desk with a slightly tired expression and said to the others:

"By the way... is everyone preparing well?"

"Preparing?"

"You know... for the final exams..."

"..."

"Sigh..."
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# Final Exam Preparation

At Lania's words, the students who had been smiling just moments ago began to show slightly dejected expressions.

"Ugh..."

"Sigh..."

Two girls let out sighs deep enough to sink into the ground.

Watching Bella and Erin, Catlena gave a slightly bitter smile.

'Well... it's not like there are many people in the world who enjoy studying.'

Although these students, including Catlena, were among those with relatively good grades... being good at something and enjoying it were completely different matters.

Exams created pressure—for those who struggled academically, the burden of needing to work harder to reach higher levels; for those who excelled, the pressure to maintain their good performance. This inevitably demanded more time and effort from students.

Moreover, they were still just 10-year-old children who preferred playing over studying or attending classes. At an age when concepts like future wealth, fame, and livelihood didn't yet resonate with them, it was only natural that the pain of exams and studying felt particularly intense and meaningless.

"At least math and history are somewhat manageable... but honestly, I'm not confident about magic studies."

"I feel the same way. Setting aside the sense of handling mana, I have less basic mana than others to begin with."

Despite individual differences, everyone agreed that magic was challenging. Not only did it depend heavily on talent, but even setting talent aside, it required significant mental and physical effort.

And in that regard... Catlena, who had the most advanced magical abilities in the group, had consistently been the object of admiration and envy.

"Honestly, I don't ask for much. I'd be happy with just half of Catlena's ability."

"I agree. She already mastered concentration at age 10. As expected of the Duke's daughter, truly impressive."

"Sigh..."

Normally, Catlena would have responded to such praise and envy with a slightly embarrassed smile. However, today she simply wasn't in the mood.

"Even so... compared to my sisters, it's nothing at all."

"Ah..."

The moment those words came out, expressions of guilt began to appear on the faces of the girls who had been merely envious.

They already knew very well how monstrous Catlena's sisters were... having heard the teachers repeatedly mention them during classes.

"Well... those people are in a completely different league from the start."

"Even the advanced witches who teach us are in awe of them... According to rumors, Elios can already hold her own in combat against Professor Freyia at her age."

The abilities of the witches and magicians who served as academy teachers were naturally among the best in the Empire.

Most of them were former imperial guards or heroes who had distinguished themselves in the Great War.

Professor Freyia, in particular, was not only a hero of the Great War but also a first-generation witch who predated even Roseveta in terms of generations.

This meant that regardless of her appearance, she was at least several hundred years old. Given this context, the fact that Elios, who wasn't even an adult yet, could hold her own against Freyia... even if it was just a rumor, it demonstrated how terrifyingly monstrous Elios was.

'With sisters like that... the pressure Catlena must feel is no joke.'

'It's always tough being under brilliant older siblings... Just look at how my parents have been subtly pressuring me since my brother passed the imperial civil service exam...'

With just one mention of her sisters, Catlena had instantly transformed from an object of envy to one of sympathy... and in this atmosphere, she could only let out a deep sigh.

Just as everyone was forming a bond over their gloomy feelings about magic—that powerful but headache-inducing discipline—

The girl who had first brought up the topic of exams, Lania, spoke to them in a somewhat cautious voice.

"Um... so I was wondering. Would any of you be interested in trying something that could dramatically improve your magical abilities?"

"What?"

"Something that improves magical ability? Are you talking about some kind of wand?"

In reality, using magical tools like wands or orbs could amplify the amount of mana and make it easier to focus when using magic.

However, these could only be used after obtaining an official license, and they were strictly prohibited in school exams.

In other words, they were completely out of reach for these students.

However, Lania shook her head and said:

"No, not something that simple. I'm talking about something that can really boost your magical abilities all at once. And all you have to do is eat it to see immediate effects."

"...Did you fall for some fake flyer again?"

"Lania, you tend to fall for these things. You should be careful."

Bella and Erin spoke with slight concern in their voices.

In response, Lania made a somewhat frustrated expression and said:

"It's not like that. This is really... hmm."

Suddenly realizing her voice had gotten too loud, Lania lowered it.

This uncharacteristically cautious behavior sparked curiosity in Bella, Erin, and Catlena. Seeing their interest, Lania continued in a hushed voice:

"This is a secret... Recently, a magician invented something revolutionary. A potion that increases your mana just by taking it. They call it Nectar!"

Speaking in a lowered voice with intensity, Lania waited for the three's reaction...

"Is Ambrosia advertising their new menu items in a really bizarre way?"

"Lania... no matter how difficult magic studies are, you shouldn't get distracted by such things."

"I think studying more would be a better choice than focusing on strange items."

Bella responded with outright cynicism.
Erin spoke in an unnecessarily gentle voice, as if soothing a naive child.
And Catlena offered advice in a quiet tone.

"...Sigh."

Receiving no positive response, Lania let out a slight sigh...
But soon after, a smile slowly spread across her face.

"Hehe... I knew you'd all react that way. But what if I show you this?"

"Huh?"

With those words, Lania carefully took something out of her bag.

Then she slowly opened her palm in front of the three.
And there...

"...No way..."

"Is this really...?"

"Hmm..."

Before their eyes were four purple pills, each about the size of a fingernail.
They had a distinctly different appearance from ordinary magic potions.

"Hehehe. Yes, that's right. This is the potion called Nectar. I obtained these with great difficulty through special channels."

Suddenly remembering that Lania's family were wealthy merchants, the three looked at the "Nectar" with much deeper curiosity than before.

"Really... just by eating this, we can increase our mana?"

"That's what I'm saying. You might know that recently in magic class, Hamilton's skills suddenly improved, and the teacher was surprised, saying his talent had finally blossomed. Well, I heard he took this Nectar too."

"Hamilton... I'm pretty sure he had no talent for mana."

"Yes, that's how I remember it too..."

"..."

As Lania continued, even providing examples, Bella and Erin showed increasing interest.
And Catlena, who remained silent while staring at the so-called Nectar, felt the same way.

'Increasing mana just by eating this... I can't be certain, but if it's true...'

Ch.59 - Trigger 6
After classes ended, four girls gathered in a secluded courtyard behind the school building.

Though they usually chatted confidently in cafés, now they carefully checked their surroundings before finally beginning their conversation.

"So... you're saying if we just take this pill, we can increase our mana capacity all at once?"

"That's what I said. Like I mentioned, there are people who've already seen results."

"Hmm..."

Bella appeared deep in thought at Lania's words.
Erin, watching the situation from the side, seemed equally contemplative.

Though it was hard to fully believe that simply taking a pill could decisively help improve magical abilities by increasing mana capacity.

However... despite this, the temptation of what lay in her palm was beyond imagination.

'With my current level, I can barely manage a C+... but if taking this increases my mana capacity even just a little...'

'If I could raise my magic studies score just a bit more from my current grades, I could reach my target ranking. If that's possible just by taking one pill...'

When it came to written exams on class content, though difficult, she could somehow overcome it through her own efforts.
Even if not perfect, she could at least receive some reward for doing her best.

But... magic wasn't something that could be resolved through such simple effort.

No matter how hard one tried, without sufficient mana capacity and innate talent to support it, it was nearly impossible to overcome that wall—that was the nature of magic as a discipline.

In that sense, the temptation of this drug called Nectar, which might help overcome that innate barrier, was absolutely not a light matter.

Of course, such drugs might have side effects... but at this moment, the girls holding the Nectar were more interested in the "power" they would gain than potential side effects that weren't even certain.

And this desire wasn't limited to just academic performance.

'Even if I take this... and even if it really works, I won't become as strong as my sisters. But... couldn't I at least gain enough strength to protect the vulnerable Xellos?'

Even if not to that extent, Catlena began to fall into deep conflict thinking that this might provide an opportunity to become stronger.

Realistically speaking, no matter how long she struggled, it was an unavoidable reality that she couldn't even reach her sisters' level.

If she continued putting in effort this way, she would at most grow into a slightly stronger witch. It was unlikely she would gain enough power to change situations according to her will or overcome crises with her individual abilities.

'But... if I take this, I might overcome that limitation. A chance to get... a little closer to my sisters...'

With these thoughts, Catlena stared intently at the Nectar in her hand.

Her friends beside her had already begun swallowing the Nectar after much deliberation, which naturally started to break down Catlena's caution and hesitation.

And as a result...

*

"Haaah!"

-Crack!-

Bella let out a shout as she split the wooden block in front of her like firewood using a practice sword.
Watching her, the teacher's face began to fill with surprise and joy.

"Excellent. Your skills have improved remarkably compared to before. It seems your hard work has paid off."

"Haha... th-thank you, teacher."

Bella bowed her head as the teacher spoke with delight.
Satisfied, the teacher marked her score.

"I'm truly pleased to see the improvement in students' abilities lately. I suppose it's thanks to everyone's hard work? If you all continue to do your best like this, you'll surely grow into excellent witches and magicians."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind, teacher."

After finishing the final exam, the teacher left in good spirits.
Watching her go, Bella inwardly breathed a small sigh of relief.

'Phew... that's a relief. She doesn't seem to have noticed anything unusual...'

Throughout the teacher's praise, Bella had felt as if she were burning up inside.

From the teacher's perspective, a sudden improvement in her student's abilities was certainly something to be happy about... but the fact that it was due to drugs rather than effort made Bella feel guilty.

This was true not just for Bella, but for the other friends who had taken the Nectar as well.

However... Bella had no intention of revealing the truth about this.

Apart from the uneasiness in one corner of her mind, her mana capacity had clearly increased compared to before, which naturally led to an improvement in her magical abilities.

Drug or not, the fact that her skills had improved was undeniable, and exams were ultimately meant to test one's abilities.

In that sense, Bella firmly decided to keep quiet about the current situation, convincing herself that her actions were not problematic.

*

"..."

"Ugh..."

Elios was quietly reviewing documents in the student council room.
Beside her, the mermaid princess Elina Poseidon, who served as her assistant and head of administration, was also focused on studying, but at some point, she carefully observed Elios and said:

"Sigh... President. Are you really okay? Even so, I should help a little..."

"Don't worry about it and just continue what you were doing. I'm really fine. Just like always."

"Hmm... well, that's true, but..."

Unlike her usual focus on administrative duties in the student council room, Elina was now buried in textbooks and materials for the final exams.

Though she was a rare mermaid species rather than human, she too couldn't escape the pressure of exams like any other student.

To maintain a certain ranking for the sake of her dignity as a princess of the Black Sea Mermaid Kingdom, she inevitably had to focus on studying during exam periods.

In this situation, it was absolutely impossible for her to handle the wave of student council work that naturally piled up at the end of the semester.

And... all that overflowing work inevitably fell to Elios, the student council president.

However... while feeling apologetic about this fact, Elina couldn't help but feel awe whenever she looked at the president.

'Seriously... I say this, but Elios is truly a terrifying being. She takes on all the student council work during this period while perfectly managing her own studies.'

Handling student council work while maintaining top grades in her year.
Since entering school, she had never once relinquished the throne of first place, reigning as an absolute existence.

Despite numerous challenges from many who tried to break her stronghold, they ultimately failed.

Even the most talented nobles and even royalty had to kneel before Elios—there was a reason for this.

"But honestly, it's amazing every time. I've never seen Elios studying separately, yet she always maintains that untouchable first place?"

"Exams are meant to measure your usual abilities anyway. If you just focus and listen well in class normally, you can handle more than half of it. Of course, some organization is needed at the end."

Elios seriously quoted the nonsense teachers often say.
At the president's words, Elina gave a slightly bitter smile and began to focus on studying again.

Just then...

-Bang!-

"Sister!"

The next moment, a clamorous voice was heard.
Both Elios and Elina turned their attention to Senel, who had rushed urgently into the president's room.

"What... is it? Did something happen?"

"Th-that... that is..."

"!"

Ch.60 - Trigger 7
"Huff... huff... huff..."

Xellos was running desperately toward somewhere.

Unlike the upperclassmen who still had three more days of exams, he had just finished all his final exams with the magic studies test, as he was only a first-year student.

However, at this moment.
The composure that had been on Xellos's face until recently was nowhere to be found.

What could be felt from him right now was anxiety and desperation.
With these emotions in his heart, Xellos was crossing the campus grounds in a desperate state of mind, heading toward the place he had been told about earlier.

'Damn it, how... how could this happen? Of all times, why now?'

Normally, Xellos would have been assigned to escort Catlena wherever she went.
However... this time, because it was exam period, Catlena had temporarily released him, and although Xellos didn't particularly need to study for exams, he had accepted this arrangement to give Catlena time to study alone.

And he never thought it would lead to this result.

'Please be safe... please, at least Catlena...'

As he desperately prayed for the safety of his master and the woman he cared for, Xellos finally arrived at the infirmary.

Right after that, a familiar voice began to reach his ears.

"Xellos!"

"! Se... Senel!"

Hearing Senel calling him urgently, Xellos immediately made his way through the crowd of people to where she was, then asked with urgency.

"Wh-what happened? The princess... Lady Catlena..."

"W-well..."

Senel's expression darkened as she trailed off in response to Xellos's question.

At this, Xellos felt his heart sink, and then he spoke to Senel with a trembling voice.

"N-no... right? Th-that can't be. How could Lady Catlena... how..."

"..."

Senel said nothing more in response to Xellos's words.
Instead, she silently pointed somewhere with her finger, and Xellos's gaze slowly turned in that direction.

"N-no way... it can't be..."

What he saw was Catlena lying on a chair as if asleep.
Her eyes were swollen shut as she lay collapsed.

Seeing this, Xellos approached her carefully, trembling with despair.

"L-Lady... Catl...ena..."

She showed no response to his voice.
At this, Xellos felt tears welling up in his eyes and firmly grasped Catlena's hand.

"Sob... sob... w-why... why would Lady Catlena do this... why would someone like Lady Catlena make such a choice... why... why."

Xellos began to cry in pain that felt like his heart was being torn apart.
At this moment, he didn't care about the noisy atmosphere around him or the gazes of the people nearby.

The only emotions he felt were regret for not protecting his master... and guilt for having dealt with this incident too carelessly.

'It's... it's my fault... if I... if I had been a little more proactive about this incident. If only I had given even a slight hint about this matter to Elios or Senel back then...'

Thus, shedding tears in deep regret, Xellos bowed his head and spoke in a voice filled with anguish.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry, Lady Catlena... because of me... because of me, you've become like this..."

Xellos conveyed his apology to her with sincerity, even though he knew she couldn't hear him.

Then...

"...ugh..."

"?!"

A small voice was heard the next moment.
Although it was a voice all too familiar to Xellos, at this moment it seemed like the voice of an angel to him.

"Could it be... L-Lady... Catl...ena?"

Even though he thought it impossible, Xellos called out to her in a trembling voice, filled with hope.

And... hearing his voice,

Catlena slowly began to open her eyes.

"Hm?... Xe... Xellos?"

"Lady Catlena!!"

The next moment, Xellos embraced Catlena and began to shed tears.
At the same time, a look of deep bewilderment appeared on Catlena's face.

"What... what's wrong, Xellos? What's this all of a sudden..."

Although there wasn't much of an issue since it was Xellos, Catlena couldn't decide how to react to this unrestrained display of affection in a place crowded with people.

And after a moment, having barely calmed her confused mind, Catlena spoke to Xellos in an urgent voice.

"F-first, calm down a bit. What happened that made you act like this?"

At Catlena's words, Xellos barely managed to suppress his emotions.
Then, wiping the tears that still lingered in his eyes, he spoke to her in a trembling voice.

"W-well... I heard that L-Lady Catlena had collapsed after taking that medicine..."

"Medicine?... Do you mean that drug called Nectar? I didn't take it though?"

"...What?"

Catlena spoke with a blank expression.
Upon hearing those words, Xellos also wore a blank expression and spoke to her in a trembling voice.

"B-but. You were definitely collapsed until just now?"

"Ah... actually, I was quite shocked seeing my friends collapse. I cried for a while and must have fallen asleep."

"B-but Senel just now..."

With those words, Xellos finally turned around.
And...

"Pfft!"

There was Senel, who had finally burst into laughter after watching the situation.

"Sister!"

"Ahahahaha, sorry, sorry... I just told Xellos to come quickly because Catlena was here in the infirmary, but he came running in with such a dramatic reaction. And coincidentally, Catlena had dozed off. The situation seemed quite amusing, so I decided to play a little prank."

"Ugh..."

"..."

Come to think of it, there was no way they would lay someone who had collapsed from taking the wrong medicine, especially not a princess, on a chair like this.

Realizing that he had been completely fooled, Xellos began to blush, and Catlena thought that her sister's ability to play pranks even in this situation was truly remarkable in some ways.

'Really... even if the world were to end tomorrow, that sister would still be smiling and playing pranks...'

*

Seeing her friends take the medicine without hesitation, Catlena lowered her guard and finally decided to take it.

However, at that moment, Catlena suddenly began to realize something that flashed through her mind.

'Hm? Wait... come to think of it, there was no such medicine until the moment I was about to die.'

A medicine that increases mana capacity and enhances magical abilities.
If the efficacy of this medicine were true, then by the time more than 10 years had passed from now, a medicine with similar effects should have been somewhat commercialized.

However, in Catlena's memory, there was no medicine named Nectar, nor had there ever been any medicine that claimed to increase mana capacity.

This meant that this medicine had failed to be commercialized for some reason, whether its efficacy was false or its side effects were severe, and in that sense, Catlena concluded that taking it was not a particularly good choice.

'Even if I could temporarily see some effects right now, it wouldn't be of much help to me. What I want is not temporary but permanent strength. I want to establish a foothold to rise one step higher than I am now, not to rise once and then fall back down.'

From the beginning, since her goal wasn't the immediate exam, Catlena's premise was different from her friends who had already taken the medicine.

Thanks to that, she was able to resist the temptation at the last moment... Unfortunately, her friends went ahead and took the medicine, and as a result, while they all received good grades on their final exams, they all fell into comas with sudden seizures immediately afterward.

And watching this, Catlena passed on the information about what she had seen and the Nectar she possessed to Senel, with tears in her eyes from the deep shock. After that, due to the unexpected shock and fatigue following the end of the exams, she dozed off while waiting for Xellos...

And as a result, Catlena ended up becoming the victim of Senel's hobby.

Ch.61 - Trigger 8
"Is this... that medicine called Nectar?"

"Y-Yes, sister."

The Nectar that Catlena had kept without consuming.

Holding it between her fingers, Elios stared at it with cold eyes.

An object that seemed to contain unusual power from her perspective.

While slowly analyzing it using magic, Elios quietly nodded.

'A medicine that temporarily amplifies mana... certainly something like this would be quite popular among students.'

Magic studies—a subject considered troublesome by most students.

It was clear that many people would willingly use something that helped with it, even if there were some unsettling aspects.

Of course, side effects like this collective comatose state. And the fact that after waking up, the temporarily increased mana levels would return to normal or even decrease. If these facts became clearly known, the story would be different.

However, considering this drug's characteristic of "putting the user in a comatose state and erasing a certain level of memory even after they wake up," it was clear that it would take considerable time for those side effects to become known.

After all, it wouldn't be easy to notice the existence of this drug from someone who had lost consciousness and memory.

'In that sense... the fact that Catlena only possessed this drug without consuming it makes her quite an unusual case. When people get their hands on something like this, human nature typically makes them want to try it first.'

Feeling deep relief internally, Elios looked at Catlena, who was watching her with an anxious expression, and said:

"You don't need to worry so much. This drug was given to you by your friend, right? Besides, you didn't use it, so there's no reason for you to be in trouble over it."

"Ah... y-yes... thank you, sister."

Seeing Catlena visibly relieved after dispelling her fears of possible punishment, Elios smiled quietly, realizing that although her sister showed remarkably mature aspects, she was still just a young girl.

Meanwhile, seeing Elios offering words of comfort rather than reproach, Catlena breathed a deep sigh of relief internally.

'Thank goodness... I was worried this might make my sister dislike me, but that won't happen.'

Catlena was not just anyone but a noble lady from a ducal family representing this country and a member of the Sentinel who managed students.

Her connection to such an unsavory incident could have been grounds for criticism depending on the perspective, and if it had been Elios from her previous life, when their relationship was uncomfortable, her view of Catlena would certainly have worsened.

'Certainly. My relationship with my sister has improved a lot compared to my previous life. That's fortunate at least, but...'

While Catlena could feel at ease regarding her sister, she still had unresolved concerns.

That was...

"Um... Sister, what will happen to those children, my friends? I hear they still haven't woken up."

"Hmm... I don't have much to tell you right now. We haven't even accurately identified what kind of substance this drug is, and everyone seems to be waking from their comatose states at different times. For now, I'd just ask you to wait a little longer."

Elios answered with slight awkwardness to Catlena's question.

In response, Catlena, showing slight disappointment, carefully greeted her sister.

"...I understand, Sister. Then I'll be going now."

"Alright, take care on your way back."

After hearing Elios's answer that more time was needed, Catlena slowly left the student council room.

However, although the recent meeting had somewhat alleviated her fear, a sense of guilt still remained firmly in Catlena's heart.

'If only I had been a little more attentive there, this wouldn't have...'

Although she was mingling with peers of the same age, honestly, Catlena regarded those children more like younger siblings rather than genuine friends.

Considering that she had the mind of a woman in her twenties, this was perhaps natural.

In that sense, Catlena felt she should have stepped back from going along with those children and thought calmly, giving warnings if necessary.

'If I had acted with more responsibility... even if I had just pointed out that using drugs for exams was problematic...'

Of course, it didn't seem likely that all of those children would have listened to her, but at least someone with a cautious personality like Erin would likely have avoided getting involved in this incident.

As Catlena began to feel guilty for escalating the situation due to her complacency, a familiar figure appeared before her.

"Lady Catlena."

"Ah... Xellos."

The man who had always been her support whenever she faced difficulties.

Seeing him, Catlena carefully spoke:

"Xellos. If you don't mind... could we talk for a moment?"

*

"So that's... what happened."

"..."

After Catlena finished her story about the friends who had taken Nectar, Xellos maintained a moment of silence with a bitter expression.

Despite not having done anything wrong directly, Catlena felt responsible for the current situation.

Seeing her like this, Xellos once again realized that the woman before him had a kind heart.

'She even feels responsible for something like this... As expected of a princess of the ruling class, she seems to care deeply about people.'

Xellos felt a strange sense of pride in seeing this side of her, different from how she had been portrayed as simply immature in the original work.

'Anyway, the point is whether there's a way to resolve this incident quickly...'

Honestly, from Xellos's objective perspective, Catlena's contribution would certainly shorten the resolution time for this incident considerably.

In the original work, the existence of Nectar, which remained unknown for months including the vacation period, had now been exposed to the student council early, and with Catlena's rather detailed testimony, Elios and Senel would likely begin to move quickly before the end of the semester after the final exams.

However, Catlena had no way of knowing this, and moreover, Xellos couldn't just leave her suffering in guilt before his eyes.

This wasn't simply because he had feelings for her.

As her servant, Xellos could somewhat sense her will as a noble lady and as a friend to those children, wanting to take responsibility and resolve this matter somehow.

'Well... the resolution timeline has already been moved up anyway.'

The flow of events had begun to proceed more smoothly thanks to Catlena's contribution, even without his intervention.

With this, Xellos cast aside the last hesitation in his heart and carefully took Catlena's hand.

And...

"Xellos?"

"Lady Catlena. If I have a way to resolve this incident, would you follow my lead?"

"! Is that true? If so, of course I'll follow what you say. What is it? This method of yours."

Catlena eagerly grabbed Xellos's hand, speaking urgently, making his cautious approach seem unnecessary.

Recognizing there was no need to delay further, Xellos looked directly at Catlena's face and said:

"Well... actually, since I'm also a member of the Sentinel, I've been investigating this incident a bit..."

"And? What did you find?"

As Xellos began explaining the information he knew, appropriately packaged, Catlena's face began to show expectation and slight excitement.

And then...

"Oof!"

"Thank you so much! As expected... as expected of my Xellos! You're truly my reliable man!"

Catlena exclaimed joyfully, pulling Xellos into a tight embrace.

Due to her comment that could make one blush and the impact of her intense hug, Xellos momentarily wore a blank expression. Then Catlena, firmly holding his hand, began running back toward the student council.

Not even imagining that her action would trigger certain events...

Ch.62 - Trigger 9
Predicting the future is not an easy task for humans.

Human vision is narrow, which is why even being able to foresee what's right in front of us is considered remarkable.

For such people... it's nearly impossible to perfectly understand how a trigger event will produce certain results.

The flow of the world is complex, and finding the best answer within it is no easy task.

A single event might produce results that follow a predetermined course...

But sometimes, it can veer off in completely unexpected directions, creating absurd variables.

Even if at the moment, one believes it to be the best possible choice.

*

Northern region of Adelan Academy.

From the top of the clock tower located there, Elios looked at her sister in front of her and asked in a quiet voice:

"How is it going, Senel?"

"Hmm... indeed, they're moving quite carefully. If I hadn't known in advance to look for it, it would have been difficult to detect."

Senel spoke while looking down from the clock tower.
At this moment, her gaze was mechanically tracking something endlessly.

"I'm sure. The other side must be gradually realizing that we're conducting a search."

With those words, Elios frowned slightly as her red eyes flashed.
At this moment, a quiet anger was flowing across her face, and the same was true for Senel.

However, separate from those emotions, both of them continued to maintain their composure.
Anger is an emotion that doesn't help much with handling matters unless one is in desperate crisis.

Knowing this fact very well, the two princesses were approaching the current situation based on cool rationality.

"...They're going too far. They just crossed the academy walls and are continuing to move away."

"Sigh... I have no choice. I'll have to extend the Circle of Mana. I wanted to conserve my strength these days, but..."

Elios sighed softly at Senel's words.
Looking at her, Senel asked with slight interest:

"Will you be alright? At this rate, you'll need to extend it more than 4km, right?"

"If I put my mind to it, I can reach 6km. Honestly... doing this during exam period feels like overwork..."

"Hehe..."

Senel let out a small laugh at Elios's words.
Then she quietly closed her mouth and looked at her sister before her.

Elios began emitting red mana from her entire body.

And a moment later...
That mana formed a massive sphere and began expanding rapidly.

The Circle of Mana extended beyond the clock tower, instantly crossing the campus grounds and reaching outside the academy.
It was of such scale that even Senel, watching from right beside her, felt goosebumps, and then Elios quietly said to Senel:

"I'm heading out now. As you know, it would be troublesome if I were attacked in this state, so please cover me until I move."

"Leave it to me."

*

In the forest located on the outskirts of Adelan Academy.
Late at night, a person wearing a black robe was anxiously waiting for someone.

"Tch... These guys are always late for appointments..."

The person muttered complaints in a small voice.

Then, as footsteps began to reach their ears, their gaze immediately turned toward the source of the sound.

"Are you just arriving now? What took you so long?"

"I apologize, but surveillance has become quite strict. It seems the academy has begun to notice something suspicious."

"Tch... This has become troublesome. Well, they're not fools, so they've probably already figured out that something is going on."

"Even so, the semester is ending soon. No matter how much those student council brats run around, it's almost impossible for them to notice anything in that time."

"Hmm... well, I suppose that's true."

With those words, the two slowly exchanged something from their pockets.

One handed over a bundle of documents filled with writing, while the other passed a pouch containing money and pills.

"How is the experiment progressing?"

"Unfortunately, there are no clear results. As with the previous experiments on orphans and demons, we've seen temporary effects, but that's as far as it goes."

"This time we've strengthened the effects a bit, so we'll have to wait and see, but it's certainly not an easy task. Still, since we're targeting healthy subjects rather than lab rats, I expect somewhat better results..."

-Snap!-

"!"

"W-Who's there!"

At that moment, they turned their heads at the sudden sound.
At the very small sound of a branch breaking, the two immediately tensed up.

And then, what appeared before them was...

"My, my... I didn't expect to be discovered so quickly. You gentlemen have quite sharp ears."

"! Who are you?!"

"Y-You! How did you get here?"

Seeing the girl who appeared before them—
A girl with red hair and reddish-brown eyes—the two men's faces began to show bewilderment, while in contrast...

A bright smile began to bloom on the lips of Senel Polena Dragona.

"Well, this is awkward. I apologize for interrupting your busy moment. But to think that an academy teacher would be conducting suspicious transactions in a place like this—as the manager of Sentinel, I simply cannot overlook this."

With those words, Senel immediately drew the staff she wore at her waist.

However, the next moment, the expressions of the two men who had been equally surprised began to diverge dramatically.

"Hah, even so, a mere kid like you dares to challenge me alone?"

"H-Hey, don't let your guard down, regardless of her age, that one is..."

One man confidently drew his sword and approached, while the other, still bewildered, tried to stop him.

Although both were wearing robes at this moment, Senel could immediately tell that the one trying to stop the other was a teacher.

And looking at Senel, the man with the sword arrogantly exuded mana and said:

"How dare you fearlessly interfere in this matter? It's unfortunate, but I'll finish you right here."

With those words, the man charged toward Senel with his concentration-infused sword.

At this moment, the girl before his eyes was small in stature and young in age—literally, from his perspective, just an easy opponent.

Given the circumstances, she was likely a witch as well, but he judged that she would be no match for him, an adult magician, and in normal cases, he would have been right.

It was common sense that one could use more powerful magic with age and experience.

However...
Much to his misfortune...

She...

This princess, Senel Polena Dragona, was a being far beyond such common sense.

-Thwack!-

"...Huh?"

"Hmm~"

The next moment, a short questioning sound escaped from the man's mouth.
At the same time, a very deep smile began to form on Senel's lips, and in contrast, a terrified groan flowed from the man's mouth.

"Hurk!"

Suddenly, intense fear and shock began to appear on the man's face.
At the same time, his body collapsed to the ground, trembling with fear.

Something incomprehensible now visible to his eyes.

It had grown from Senel's wrist and was coiled around one of his arms like a snake.

Its form resembled that of a giant slug.

A slug about as thick as the girl's forearm...
However... it couldn't simply be dismissed as just a large slug.

Teeth...

Where a slug's small mouth should have been... there were countless teeth reminiscent of a grinder.

"Chew it thoroughly, but be careful not to kill him."

Senel spoke to the slug extending from her wrist as if talking to a puppy.

And, as if responding to her words, the slug slowly rotated its terrifying teeth and began to press them against the man's arm.

And...

"AAAAAAAAAHHHHH!!!"

The man screamed in agony, experiencing a tremendous pain he had never felt before.

In the terrible sensation of his flesh being ground away raw, he tried desperately to remove the slug that was eating his arm, but the firmly attached creature showed no intention of letting go no matter what he tried.

"DAMN IIIIIIT!!!"

Finally unable to endure the extreme pain, the man struck the slug with his concentration-infused sword.
It was an action that could potentially sever not only the slug but his arm as well, but he no longer had the rationality to consider such things.

However...

-Ting!-

"! Wh-What... GAAAAAAHHH!!!"

The slug deflected the concentration-infused sword with incredible ease.
But before he could even be surprised by this fact, he could no longer think of anything else due to the pain of his bones being ground away.

And then...

"Ah... he fainted."

By the time one arm was completely ground away, the man finally lost consciousness from the extreme pain.
Seeing this, Senel made a remark in an incredibly light tone, and watching her, the teacher began to back away, feeling a heavy fear.

'S-She's... indeed a monster... How can someone that age use such a terrifying spell so casually...'

Thus, gripped by intense fear, the teacher immediately attempted to flee.

However...

"Gak!"

The next moment, the teacher was struck by something and lost consciousness.

Standing in front of the collapsed teacher, Elios let out a small sigh as she looked at her sister who was gently stroking the head of the slug on her wrist.

"Honestly... I'm not exactly normal either, but that one is no less remarkable."

Ch.63 - Trigger 10
In a dark room where no light entered.

From there, he shouted with a voice filled with rage.

"What? They were caught? Already? It hasn't even been two months!"

"I... I'm deeply sorry, master."

"How could you handle this matter so poorly! Don't you realize this means not only will our carefully planted internal spy be exposed, but everyone connected will be rooted out as well!"

"I... I sincerely apologize!"

The servant could only bow his head in fear, trembling before his master who was expressing burning rage.

Even to him, this situation—discovered unexpectedly quickly—was a devastating blow.

Although he wasn't personally involved in this particular matter, the servant was keeping his head down to avoid becoming the target of his master's extreme anger, while the master continued to express his fury without restraint.

"And they were caught not even by official inspectors, but by mere student council members, by the daughters of that lowly woman! How could this happen? Those pathetic fools... how carelessly did they handle their security!"

The master showed no signs of calming down.

Watching him, the servant suddenly remembered another piece of information he had received and carefully spoke up.

"Um... master, regarding that matter. There's something else I should mention..."

"What else could there be! Don't tell me there's even more serious damage..."

"No, no! That's not it, master. It's just that the person who made the decisive contribution to solving this case wasn't those women's daughters."

"...What? What do you mean by that?"

The master's anger subsided slightly at this unexpected information.

Seeing this reaction, the servant carefully began to relay what he knew.

And then...

"Ca... Catlena?"

"Yes, that's correct, master. Although the student council president and the Sentinel manager directly resolved the situation, they were able to solve the case immediately thanks to significant help from Lady Catlena and her servant."

"Hmm..."

At those words, the master's burning rage began to subside.

And then...

"...Kuk...kuhuhuhuh..."

"?"

The next moment, the master suddenly began to laugh quietly.

This naturally raised questions in the servant's mind, and then the master spoke to him with a voice tinged with strange delight, completely different from before.

"I see, so that's what happened. Then this isn't entirely a bad situation. This actually provides quite a plausible pretext."

"Yes... what do you mean by that?"

"Follow me. We have something to do right now."

Instead of answering the servant's question, he immediately began moving somewhere, and the servant quietly followed behind his master with a question mark floating above his head.

*

"Ugh..."

"Are you awake, Erin?"

"Ah... Bella?"

Erin opened her eyes heavily to see Bella in her field of vision.

As the last person regained consciousness, the three people watching breathed deep sighs of relief.

"Thank goodness... everyone's awake now."

"I'm sorry for causing all this trouble..."

"Well... that's fine. It was primarily because we were too greedy in the first place."

"I should have noticed the suspicious signs earlier, but I didn't. It wasn't entirely Rania's fault."

Rania apologized with a voice full of regret, and her friends coolly forgave her.

Then they confirmed that most of the situation had been resolved smoothly, except for the confirmation of a retest, which left them feeling both relieved and disappointed.

"Oh, by the way, I heard about it. They say Catlena resolved this whole incident?"

"...What?"

"I heard about it too. The rumors are spreading not just in the infirmary but throughout the academy. They say the organization trying to distribute the illegal drug Nectar throughout the academy was completely taken down thanks to Lady Catlena's report."

"No... I mean, I did report it, but..."

Feeling that the story had somehow taken a strange turn, Catlena tried to explain the more specific situation.

The person who actually resolved this incident was Xellos, and she had merely relayed his message.

However... while thinking about this fact, another realization dawned on Catlena.

'Wait a minute. But then again, Xellos is registered as my servant, so it's essentially the same thing.'

In a world where the class system was fundamental, it was natural for a servant's achievements to be credited to their master.

From that perspective, even if Catlena explained the truth, her friends and others would likely think similarly anyway.

Thus, Catlena inevitably became the person who made the decisive contribution to resolving this incident, and this fact became quite a hot topic not only within the academy but also among the imperial nobles who had sent their children to the academy.

The story of how a mere 10-year-old princess had single-handedly resolved a major incident at the academy spread quickly.

Of course, Catlena separately called Xellos and sincerely apologized for unintentionally taking credit for his work, but Xellos himself didn't mind.

"It's fine. As you said, my achievements are essentially yours, Lady Catlena."

"I'm really sorry. I'd like to tell everyone the truth right now, but... considering our relationship, it probably wouldn't make much difference anyway..."

As Catlena expressed her regret to him, Xellos quietly smiled and carefully knelt before her.

And then...

"...Ah..."

Xellos kissed the back of Catlena's hand.

At his action, Catlena's cheeks began to turn red, and seeing his master's reaction, Xellos spoke in a warm voice.

"What I did was... entirely for Lady Catlena's sake. What's wrong with a master receiving praise for something her servant did for her?"

"Xellos..."

The boy in front of her was comforting her discomfort with kind words.

Looking at him, Catlena suddenly realized that this man had grown more than she had thought.

'Just a year ago, he seemed like just a young boy. But now he's become so dependable...'

Feeling surprised and delighted by this realization, Catlena slowly knelt down to meet Xellos at eye level.

And then...

"Ah..."

*kiss*

The second time.

Thus, Catlena, for the second time in her life...

Kissed the lips of the man she loved.

Earnestly hoping that from now on, just like now...

She could continue to live happily with this man.

*

In Sophia, the capital of the Principality of Dragona.

The ruler of this land was reviewing a letter that had arrived before him, as he attended to state affairs as usual.

Radu Constantino Dragona, the Duke, was reading a letter that contained information about Catlena's remarkable achievements at the academy.

And through this, it urged one particular matter.

"Hahaha, that child is indeed different. My judgment wasn't wrong. Truly the kind of achievement befitting someone who will lead this country."

The Duke laughed loudly as he spoke.

The head servant, while sharing in his master's joy, asked with a hint of concern.

"I truly congratulate you, Your Grace. But... are you really going to proceed with that matter?"

"Of course I am. Haven't I always said? That I would proceed immediately when an appropriate opportunity arose."

"That may be so... but the princess is still so young..."

"Hmph... what does age matter? This is what I want, and for the future of the country, we should tie up this loose end as soon as possible."

The head servant spoke with a hesitant voice.

However, the Duke responded with a hint of frustration.

"Now is the perfect opportunity. The atmosphere is heated, and we can even gain the support of the imperial nobles connected to this incident. This is the optimal timing. So prepare immediately. Make it so we can proceed as soon as my daughters return."

"Hmm..."

Although some concerns remained, the head servant had to admit that the Duke had a point.

For matters like this, it was often better to handle them cleanly before they became public knowledge and generated excessive talk.

Historically, there were many cases where a monarch's failure to make a clear decision on this issue and dragging out the situation led to national division or the path to destruction.

From that perspective, the head servant concluded that while the Duke's action was quite a gamble, it was also understandable in some ways.

"Understood, Your Grace. Then I shall immediately... prepare for the heir designation ceremony."

"Yes, I'm counting on you."

Ch.64 - Successor 1
# The End of the Academy Semester

As the final exams ended and administrative tasks like grade calculations were being completed, students were wrapping up the semester with a sense of liberation.

"It's getting noticeably warmer. Summer has definitely arrived."

"I agree. Even fans aren't much help anymore... without cooling magic, it's becoming truly unbearable."

As the weather grew increasingly hot, Catlena and her friends found comfort in their class time—which was essentially free time—and began sharing their expectations for the upcoming vacation.

"Does anyone have special plans for the break?"

"I'm planning to travel to Benessa this vacation. I heard there's going to be a huge auction there. My father said he'd buy me anything I want if there's something I like."

"How nice... a Benessa auction. I've heard they bring in all sorts of precious items from the East. If I get the chance, I'd really love to go there too."

Though she was a noble lady, Bella came from a rather modest family. Because of this, she felt considerable envy toward Rania, who, despite being a commoner, was the daughter of a wealthy merchant family.

Just then...

"Benessa... well, would you all like to go together this time?"

"Huh? How?"

Bella's eyes sparkled at Catlena's sudden suggestion. Erin also silently showed her curiosity, and seeing their reactions, Catlena momentarily thought about how she wanted to pat these adorable little ones on the head as she spoke to them.

"Despite appearances, I am the daughter of a Duke. If I ask my father, arranging for the four of us to go together wouldn't be particularly difficult. If you'd like, I'll make the arrangements."

"I'm in! I can't miss an opportunity like this."

"I'd love to go too. To be honest, this is my first vacation, so I was a bit lost about how to spend it."

"If we can all go together, I'm all for it. Since we're going, let's all participate in the auction too."

Seeing their expectant expressions, Catlena smiled, anticipating a much happier vacation compared to her previous life.

*

"Phew... it's over."

"Good work, Madam President."

"Good job, sister."

Elios let out a deep sigh after processing the final document. Seeing this, Elina and Senel offered light greetings filled with a sense of liberation.

"Yes, you all worked hard too."

Elios gave her closing remarks, recognizing that the semester, which had been busier than usual, was finally over. At the same time, she felt the heavy burden that had been on her shoulders all semester being lifted.

'That Nectar incident was quite significant. Causing such a commotion during exam period... Well, fortunately, thanks to Catlena and Xellos, it ended without much trouble.'

Thanks to Catlena, who revealed the clear existence of Nectar, and Xellos, who 'coincidentally' provided information about the suspected culprit, what could have continued into the next semester was well resolved in advance.

Even for someone like her, she didn't want to leave behind work that would irritate her throughout the vacation.

'Vacation... come to think of it, wasn't there supposed to be a large-scale auction in Benessa this time? It seems more merchant caravans than usual are coming in... I might be able to get my hands on some decent items.'

With such thoughts, Elios began considering her vacation schedule.

She then locked the student council room door, which hadn't been opened for a while, and started walking down the corridor with the student council members.

'When I think about it... I only have three summer vacations left in my life... Since it's come to this, it might not be bad to go have fun with these kids this time.'

She had always lived a busy life in the relentlessly flowing time. In that sense, she was beginning to think it wouldn't be bad to pursue enjoyment like her younger sister this summer vacation.

*

In the carriage that had left the academy and started heading toward Sophia, Xellos began to subtly observe the three noble ladies in front of him.

'How should I put it? It's certainly a pleasant scene to look at... but being in a position close to a third party makes it somewhat uncomfortable.'

The three of them, sitting in front and beside him, engaged in warm conversation.

The apparent closeness between the sisters was a good sight, indicating that their relationship had grown much closer than before. However, for Xellos, who was present in such a situation, it was inevitable to feel somewhat left out.

'Well... still, the fact that Catlena has become close with her sisters is certainly a good thing. Especially becoming friendly with Elios is positive in terms of increasing survival probability.'

Thus, Xellos tried to dispel his uncomfortable feelings by focusing on the positive aspects of the current situation.

Meanwhile, regardless of his situation, Senel spoke to Catlena in her usual voice filled with joy.

"Oh... so you're thinking of going to Benessa this time too?"

"Yes, Rania told me that many rare items will be on display, so I'd like to go there with my friends."

"Hehe, that works out well. As it happens, our eldest sister made a similar suggestion. Since it's come to this, let's all go together."

At Senel's words, Catlena began to feel a different kind of anticipation. Although they were sisters, she had never gone anywhere with her sisters for fun before.

The current situation was making her feel both slightly anxious and intrigued.

"Um... would that be okay, sister?"

Catlena carefully asked Elios with these emotions. In response, Elios showed a quiet smile and said to her youngest sister:

"There's no reason why not. It would be more convenient in terms of security and other aspects. I'll plan accordingly then. As initially planned, the student council members, along with Catlena's friends, will go to Benessa together."

"Thank you, sister."

At Elios's words, Catlena expressed genuine joy.

A trip with her sisters—something she couldn't have imagined in her previous life. The fact that this was happening meant that her relationship with her eldest sister had grown quite strong, which could play a very important role in a series of events that would occur in the future.

'That's a relief... If I can just continue to maintain this positive relationship, at the very least, my sister probably won't kill me with a smile on her face.'

Although quite some time had passed since her regression, the most important thing for Catlena was still survival, and equally important was her relationship with Xellos.

In that sense, the past few months at the academy had been a very meaningful time for her, allowing her to catch both rabbits, and she was hoping that the next semester would proceed in the same way.

Of course, the unexpected variables that had occurred along the way were still aspects to be cautious about.

'Anyway, so this vacation I'll spend a sweet month with Xellos, and then go to Benessa with my sisters and friends? It seems like there won't be any troublesome issues, which is good. I can relax and enjoy myself for once.'

Suddenly, she thought of that woman... Arachne, who would be in Sophia, but honestly, since she and Xellos had confirmed their feelings for each other, even kissing, Catlena wasn't overly worried about that aspect.

And so, the carriage carrying Catlena and her companions, who thought they could relax and rest for a while, began to speed toward Sophia.

Ch.65 - Successor 2
After a long journey, the carriage finally arrived at Sophia Castle.

As the firmly closed door opened, the three princesses and Xellos slowly walked out.

The familiar and welcoming home they hadn't seen for months.

And there, the person they had been longing to see was waiting.

"Mother!"

Catlena ran toward her with joy.

And that person...

Duchess Roseveta embraced her with the same affectionate smile as always.

"Welcome home, my daughter."

Roseveta welcomed Catlena with a voice full of unchanging warmth.
Then her gaze turned to her other two daughters standing before her.

"I'm back, Mother."

"I'm home, Mom."

"Elios, Senel, welcome home too. You must have had a difficult semester. I hear there were some rather significant incidents?"

"Yes, though they were quickly resolved thanks to Catlena's efforts."

Elios looked at her youngest sister with notably warmer eyes than before.
Seeing this softer side of her daughter, a deep happiness began to show on Roseveta's face.

"That's wonderful, truly wonderful."

She said this while gently stroking Catlena's hair.
Recognizing the double meaning in her words, Catlena also wore a warm smile.

'Mother has always wanted my sisters and me to get along well... It's only natural she'd be happy seeing us like this.'

After the reunion greetings between mother and daughters, Roseveta addressed her daughters.

"Well then, let's go inside. Since my daughters have come home after so long, we should have a meal together. I've specially asked the chef to prepare a feast. Oh, Xellos, since it's a special occasion, I'd like you to join us too."

"What? B-but I..."

Xellos hesitated, thinking it would be improper for a servant like himself to join such distinguished company.

However, before he could say anything more, Catlena quickly moved away from her mother, took his arm, and said:

"That would be wonderful, Mother. Xellos isn't just a servant; he's my friend who attends the academy with me."

"Hmm..."

Catlena blocked any escape route for Xellos with her energetic voice.
In the end, Xellos had no choice but to be led by Catlena's hand to join the meal with these "distinguished people."

'Well... they're offering delicious food, so I guess it's not so bad...'

Of course, dining not just with the princesses but with the Duchess herself was quite intimidating, but regardless, food offered should be eaten.

And as expected, the table they joined was laden with delicacies enough to make the table legs bend.

"Come now, eat before it gets cold."

"Yes, Mom!"

"Thank you, Mother."

Senel answered most energetically, while Elios responded in the quietest tone.
As the meal progressed, Catlena suddenly realized something and asked in a careful tone:

"Hmm? Come to think of it... Father isn't here. Where is he?"

"Ah... well, he had some business to attend to, so he couldn't join us today. But he said he would greet Catlena separately later..."

"Oh... I see..."

Roseveta spoke with slight disappointment.
Honestly, from her perspective, it would have been a perfect picture if her husband had joined them when all their daughters were present.

Whether he was truly busy or simply uncomfortable around his eldest daughter Elios, her husband ultimately refused to attend this gathering.

Feeling regretful that an opportunity for the family to be together had fallen through this way, Roseveta hid her emotions and continued the meal with a bright expression...

Watching her mother, Elios momentarily frowned.

'Really... must that man who calls himself Father keep hurting Mother like this again?'

*

After the meal, which had been a mixture of joy and regret, Catlena was about to head to her room with Xellos.

'Now I can just relax with Xellos for a while. Since it'll take time to go to Benessa anyway, we can take it easy.'

As she was thinking about peacefully resting with her beloved, at that moment...

"Catlena."

Roseveta's voice came from behind her, causing both Catlena and Xellos to turn around.

"Yes, Mother. What is it?"

"Well... it's about what I mentioned earlier. Your father wants to greet you separately."

"Ah... yes, right now?"

Catlena was feeling somewhat tired after the long journey and meal.
Knowing her condition, Roseveta wore a slightly apologetic expression as she spoke:

"Yes, honestly, I wanted to suggest you meet him a bit later. But your father was unusually insistent. It seems he's eager to see his beloved daughter quickly."

"Well... if that's the case, I suppose I have no choice."

Though she would have preferred to postpone it, knowing how busy her father usually was, Catlena agreed and followed Roseveta to the Duke's office, with Xellos accompanying her.

*

After a short walk, they arrived at the Duke's office.

There, Duke Radu Constantino Dragona of the Principality of Dragona looked at his most beloved daughter Catlena with a warm expression.

"Father, I've returned."

Catlena bowed her head respectfully.
Seeing her, the Duke approached and gently stroked her head.

"Welcome back, my princess. You must have had a hard time at the academy."

"Haha, it wasn't that difficult. I was quite anxious at first, but once I got there, it was actually more fun than I expected."

"Is that so? Then I'm truly glad. Come, sit down and let's talk over some tea."

"Yes, Father."

The Duke spoke to Catlena with a voice full of affection.

Watching this scene from a step away, Xellos began to feel inwardly displeased.

'He's so warm to his youngest daughter but completely cold to Elios... No wonder Elios got fed up and rebelled in the original story.'

Duke Radu had sown the seeds of conflict between the sisters through his blatant favoritism toward Catlena.

Xellos knew the general reason for this.
While "that incident" from the past had some influence, the main reason was that the youngest daughter Catlena had a personality that the Duke found most appealing among his children.

Unlike Elios, who had a cold, calculating personality with a unique cruelty, Catlena was somewhat naive but relatively gentle and pure, capable of genuine smiles.

Her presence brought peace and comfort to the Duke's heart, which was why he had shown favoritism to Catlena among his children.

'Of course, naming Catlena as his successor later wasn't solely due to personal preference... but this certainly played a part.'

Until that moment—the worst crisis for both Xellos and Catlena—arrived, Xellos needed to divert Catlena's interest away from the successor position. Watching the close relationship between father and daughter, he once again made a serious resolution.

'About two years left? Until then, I need to prepare in advance to somehow prevent Catlena from becoming the successor...'

While Xellos was thinking this, Duchess Roseveta carefully poured tea for them and sat down beside Catlena, quietly sipping her tea while listening to their conversation.

"By the way... I heard you resolved a major incident at the academy? That's truly admirable. The noble social circles have been buzzing about it. They say our adorable princess accomplished something remarkable."

"Ah, haha, yes... well, honestly, it was mostly luck."

Catlena laughed awkwardly while glancing at Xellos.
However, ignoring her reaction, the Duke looked at Catlena with a smile—

A smile containing an unknown seriousness and something important...

Ch.66 - Successor 3
Catlena Sophia Dragona smiled awkwardly at the Duke's praise, expressing humility.

However, the Duke continued his praise with a voice filled with sincerity.

"Luck... But being able to seize such fortune and produce results is also a remarkable ability. As expected of our Catlena. As a father, I am truly proud."

"Th-Thank you, Father."

Catlena seemed to feel somewhat burdened by the continued praise.

Seeing this, Roseveta spoke to them in her usual gentle voice to change the atmosphere.

"Now, that's enough praise. Let's have some tea first. This is quite a precious black tea directly imported from Kaalon. Catlena, please have some too."

"Ah... yes, I'll enjoy it, Mother."

Catlena was feeling quite uncomfortable receiving praise in front of Xellos, when in reality he was the one who had done most of the work.

Fortunately, thanks to Roseveta who noticed her state, the conversation topic could be changed.

Catlena carefully picked up her teacup, and watching her, Roseveta said kindly:

"It's hot, so blow on it and drink slowly."

"Yes, Mother."

Saying that, Catlena began to carefully sip the tea with a familiar posture.

Black tea was something she had constantly consumed in her previous life and in her current one.

Among them, she remembered clearly in both body and mind that Kaalon black tea was first-class.

As she savored the taste, Catlena began to feel as if the fatigue in her body and mind was melting away like snow.

"How is it?"

"It's good... really delicious, Mother."

"Hehe, is that so? I'm glad. Honestly, I was worried it might taste bitter because the water was a bit scarce. But it seems there's no problem."

The mother and daughter were enjoying their teatime peacefully.

Watching them, the Duke cleared his throat softly after observing the softened atmosphere.

"Hmm. Then, at this point, I'd like to discuss something important. Would that be alright?"

"Important... discussion?"

"What is it, Father?"

Roseveta and Catlena expressed slight bewilderment and curiosity at the Duke's unexpected words.

To this, the Duke spoke again to the two with a voice filled with seriousness.

"It's nothing special, but there's something I've been thinking about for a while, and I thought it would be good to mention it on this occasion. I should have given some notice beforehand, but due to the nature of this matter, I couldn't, so I ask for your understanding."

"Yes, well... that's fine. You can speak."

"Please go ahead, Father."

The two focused their attention on the Duke, feeling a strange uneasiness despite his serious tone.

Looking at them,
More precisely, looking at Catlena, his beloved youngest daughter,

The Duke began to speak in a careful yet clear voice.

"There is something very important for the future of this country and the future of our family that has been difficult to proceed with. The reason I called you both today is to discuss that matter."

"Important... matter..."

"What is it, Father?"

Catlena asked him with curiosity rather than any other emotion.

Since she was already in a more relaxed state knowing she could rest for a while, despite the somewhat strange atmosphere, she had decided not to take whatever her father said too seriously.

'No matter how serious the conversation is, Father wouldn't ask something unreasonable of me, who's barely 10 years old. Whatever it is, I'll just get through it this time. I need rest now.'

Thinking that, Catlena looked at the Duke who seemed to be taking his time.

Then, as if he had finally made up his mind, he carefully began to speak.

"As you know, it's been nearly 20 years since the Principality of Dragona was established. But with the surrounding political situation becoming complicated lately, I've made the judgment that I need to urgently decide on one important matter."

"An important matter... Could it be about the military? As I mentioned before, maintaining our current level of forces is..."

Duchess Roseveta spoke first about the border regions, which seemed to be in an unsettling state.

However, Duke Radu slowly shook his head and cut off her words.

"No, it's not about that, my lady. But in some ways, it could be said to be even more important."

"What on earth are you trying to say..."

Roseveta spoke with an increasingly anxious voice at the Duke's words.

But at that moment, the Duke's gaze was not on Roseveta.

Right now, the Duke's gaze was fully directed at Catlena, his most beloved daughter.

And at that moment, Catlena began to feel an incredibly ominous premonition suddenly wrapping around her.

'What... what is this? Important matter... something more important than the military and somehow related to me...'

As soon as that thought crossed her mind, one idea flashed through Catlena's head.

Something that far exceeded what she had been expecting and at the same time something she absolutely did not want to hear.

'N-No way?... No, that can't be. There are still two years left, and above all, I'm only 10 years old! No matter how much Father likes me, he wouldn't already be planning such a thing...'

As Catlena desperately tried to deny what had come to her mind,

Her father delivered words that were unbearably cruel to her.

"Catlena. I intend to name you as the heir to the Principality of Dragona."

"What?"

"What?"

"Wh-What..."

The moment they heard those words, voices simultaneously burst from the mouths of the three people in the room listening to the Duke.

Not only Catlena but also Roseveta and even Xellos.

With an unexpected bomb dropped, they all showed blank expressions for a moment, unable to think.

And... among them, the first to regain her composure was Duchess Roseveta.

"D-Dear... what are you saying... Did I just mishear? Heir... and Catlena at that? How... how could you..."

"It's a decision I've made after long and careful consideration. I've been observing our three daughters for a long time and have been constantly thinking about which of these children could lead this country most stably and well."

With those words, the Duke once again showed a serious expression toward Catlena.

Although the face of his daughter before him was engulfed in bewilderment and confusion, his determination was firm.

"And I've concluded that the material for a sovereign is Catlena here. I've already ordered preparations for the ceremony to name the heir, so I'll proceed with it as early as tomorrow..."

-"CRASH!"-

The next moment, a sharp sound suddenly echoed through the room.

Hearing that sound, Catlena... and Xellos too seemed to snap out of their confusion.

'Heir declaration...'

'This is insane... why is an event that should happen two years from now happening here and now...'

For the two of them, it was like being stabbed in the back from an unexpected direction.

However, before they could even consider how to deal with this, their gazes automatically turned toward the source of the sound of something breaking just now...

More precisely, toward the person who had thrown their teacup to the floor.

The luxurious teacup shattered into pieces, and the premium black tea spilled on the floor.

The person responsible for instantly ruining the state and atmosphere of the room,

Was none other than the very person who had been expressing warm affection toward her husband just moments ago.

Mina Roseveta Dragona, the Duchess.

For 20 years, Roseveta had spoken respectfully to her husband with a gentle voice.

But now, she spoke with burning rage, throwing aside all formality.

"You fucking lizard, have you lost your mind? Say what you just said one more time."
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Most people who knew her could never have imagined the Duchess behaving this way.

Watching her openly cursing at her husband, Catlena and Xellos began to feel extremely bewildered.

For Catlena, it was shocking to see her mother, who had always been angelic, speaking such words.

As for Xellos, he was surprised that someone who rarely showed anger toward family members had thrown aside her usual dignity in such rage.

However, what truly shocked them about this situation was that this scene had never occurred in their previous lives, nor in the original story.

'What... what is this? In my previous life, Mother opposed Father's decision with tears, but now why...'

'The Duchess Roseveta expressing anger without filter? If my memory serves me correctly, I never saw such a scene in the original story...'

The moment Xellos knew from the original story was the same as what Catlena had experienced.

At that point, the Duchess hadn't taken such a strong stance at all. Rather, she had tried to dissuade her husband with a somewhat passive attitude before failing.

'I was certain it would happen that way again. But regardless of the reason, if things turn out like this, perhaps there's some hope for what's to come?'

Honestly, when the Duke mentioned his successor, Xellos felt deep despair.

It was a declaration that crushed the last hope he had been holding onto.

Although Xellos had built a relationship with Catlena that was close to affection, he hadn't yet begun to persuade her about the succession issue.

He had judged that there was still plenty of time compared to the original story, and that it wouldn't be easy to make someone as young as her fully understand this... but such detailed considerations had actually become obstacles.

While he was filled with intense regret and half-ready to give up on life, Roseveta's fierce resistance—so different from what he expected—erupted, giving Xellos a glimpse of a slight possibility for survival.

'In the original story, they just dragged things out a bit before a decision was suddenly made... but in this situation, maybe...'

Thus, Xellos began earnestly cheering for Duchess Roseveta in his heart.

However... regardless of his support...

"!"

"Kuk!"

The next moment, a tingling sensation spread throughout their bodies.

Despite not being the targets, the terrifying killing intent emanating from the Duchess's body—

The blood-red fluctuating waves of mana made Xellos and Catlena feel as if their bodies were freezing up.

'This... this is... this is no joke, it's worse than I thought...'

Without using any magic, just with her presence and mana release, Roseveta was creating pressure that could make one's heart shrink.

This fear-inducing power was affecting them despite not being directed at them.

Catlena and Xellos unconsciously embraced each other, trembling with fear as they retreated to the corner of the room.

*

Roseveta unleashed her anger without restraint, confronting her husband before her.

There were several reasons why her attitude, which had been passive regarding the succession issue, had changed so dramatically.

One reason was that, unlike in the original story, this was happening two years earlier.

Roseveta had been constantly trying to improve the relationship between her eldest daughter and her husband. However, being human, she had gradually grown tired of this effort, reaching her limit exactly two years later.

Even when her daughter Elios became an adult, she still kept her distance from her father, and her husband continued to look unfavorably upon his daughter. Eventually, Roseveta half-gave up on reconciling the two.

So when the succession issue came up, although she opposed it, she had somewhat resigned herself to accepting it.

However, at this point, she hadn't given up yet. From her perspective, Radu's decision about his successor was destroying any remaining possibility of reconciliation.

Naturally, from Roseveta's standpoint, after countless efforts, this was a situation worthy of anger.

And another reason for her anger was that the relationship between her birth daughters and Catlena had improved noticeably, just as she had always hoped.

Although Catlena was a child they had adopted somewhat forcibly after her mother died of illness, Roseveta had raised her as her own daughter and earnestly hoped that her biological daughters would treat the child as a true sister.

This wish of hers was gradually becoming reality through coincidences she wasn't aware of, giving Roseveta hope and joy about the current situation...

But Radu's declaration about his successor could shatter this dream as well.

Appointing Catlena as successor would plunge the sisters' relationship, which had just begun to improve, into ruin.

From Roseveta's perspective, her husband's actions were discarding two things she absolutely couldn't compromise on, like worn-out shoes...

Finally, this brought out her suppressed true nature.

*

Duke Radu was directly hit by the tremendous wave of anger from his wife standing before him.

Despite feeling considerable bewilderment at his wife's unexpectedly dramatic reaction, he maintained his composure and spoke in a resolute voice.

"I am the ruler of this country! Are you saying I can't even choose my own successor? For the future of this country, Catlena is the right choice!"

Duke Radu spoke boldly even in the face of Roseveta, who was emanating terrifying killing intent with her surging mana.

However... his words only fueled Roseveta's anger further.

"Go ahead and try if you can... If you want to see this country split in two, I'll gladly make it happen!"

"Kuk!..."

The Duke, finding the pressure of her mana almost unbearable, released his own mana to defend against it.

Although the mana emanating from his body was relatively weaker compared to Roseveta's, he didn't back down an inch as he continued.

"No matter what you say, I won't change my mind. You'll split the country in two? Go ahead and try! That would still be better than turning this land into a sea of blood!"

"A sea of blood? You haven't even thought about the tears of blood that will fall from that child's eyes. Have you ever considered how she would feel? The feelings of a child who has focused only on this since she became aware!"

"Such trivial emotions shouldn't—"

At that moment...

"I... I don't want to."

A small voice sharply cut through their argument, which was filled with killing intent.

"!"

"W-what?"

The two pulled back their swirling mana in bewilderment and turned to look at the child who was both the source of the voice and the center of this dispute...

Catlena.

"Ca-Catlena? What did you just say...?"

"I... I just don't want to be the Duke."

She spoke in a shrinking voice, filled with desperation, as tears streamed down her face, clearly terrified.

At this, the Duke's expression became blank, as if he'd been hit on the head with a hammer.

Meanwhile, Duchess Roseveta maintained silence with a rather complicated expression on her face.

After organizing her thoughts briefly, Roseveta carefully knelt before her daughter and slowly began to ask.

"Darling... do you really... dislike it?"

"I... I hate it... I don't want to be a Duke... I don't want to live buried in work every day like Father and Mother... Catlena will never live such a boring and difficult life... And I don't want to see Mother and Father fighting like this because of it..."

"Ah...."

Though somewhat disorganized, her daughter's words struck like a blow to the bone.

The Duke, clearly hurt by his daughter's unexpected counterattack, staggered out of the room without a word.

Watching her husband's retreating back, Roseveta felt a strange mix of victory and sadness, a bitter smile appearing at the corner of her mouth.

'Indeed... he has become even more serious about being buried in work lately...'

While thinking this, she regained her composure and began to consider what would happen next.

Regarding this issue related to the next Duke, she thought it necessary to resolve it definitively now that the conversation had started.

And at that moment...

Despite outwardly trembling with fear and sobbing, Catlena was silently screaming the word she had been endlessly shouting inside since the succession issue was first mentioned.

'FUUUUUCK!!!!'
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After doing her best to express her refusal to the Duke, Catlena hurriedly left her mother's room.

Knowing all too clearly how things would unfold if she accepted the heir position, she had summoned all her strength to refuse it. Her father, Duke Radu, shocked by his daughter's unexpected and stubborn resistance, had retreated for now.

However, despite overcoming this immediate crisis, Catlena's heart was heavy with fear as terrifying visions of the future already flickered before her eyes.

'This is terrible... this is incredibly dangerous! Why is the heir discussion coming up so casually already? I'm only 10! There were supposed to be two more years left!'

From the earlier conversation, it seemed the Nectar incident at the Academy had triggered this situation, but honestly, she never imagined something she hadn't even done directly—something she'd only accomplished indirectly with Xellos's help—would escalate like this.

'What should I do?... I managed to get through it for now, but Father definitely won't let this end here. Now that the topic has been raised, he'll try to push it through somehow...'

Although her father had almost always granted her requests, it was clear he wouldn't maintain that attitude about something this important.

To begin with, attempting to make her the heir—when she wasn't even the main wife's daughter and was still so young—would inevitably cause tremendous political turmoil.

In other words, her refusal wouldn't be enough to stop this from happening.

'How... how am I supposed to get through this situation?... If things continue like this, I'll definitely face the same future as before... what should I do...'

As Catlena stood there, stomping her feet in frustration, unable to find a solution...

"My lady!"

"!.. Ah.. Xellos."

The next moment, her hand was firmly grasped by her man, calming her troubled mind slightly. Looking at her, Xellos spoke in a resolute tone.

"My lady, is it true that you don't want to become the Duchess?"

"Huh?.. Y-yes! I don't want to be a Duchess. It doesn't sound fun at all... and most importantly, if that happens, I might not be able to be with you like we are now."

Truthfully, her biggest reason was that her sister would kill her if she became the heir, but she couldn't mention that to Xellos who knew nothing about it.

So Catlena expressed her feelings with reasons that would be easier for Xellos to understand.

At that moment, a bright smile bloomed across Xellos's face.

And then.

"Good. Then let's go right now!"

"G-go? Where are we going?"

As Xellos strongly pulled her arm, Catlena momentarily wondered if they were eloping, feeling both concern and a strange anticipation.

Unfortunately (?) what came from Xellos's mouth was different... something she hadn't expected at all.

"Follow me, we need to go now before this news spreads."

"But... where to?"

"To Lady Elios!"

"W-what?"

Xellos mentioned someone she truly hadn't expected.

Catlena hesitated momentarily, feeling fear and concern, but she overcame those emotions and hurriedly followed Xellos.

'Alright... I don't know how this will turn out, but I'll trust him for now... Xellos has never disappointed me before. Once more... I'll trust this man's words...'

*

Less than 30 minutes after the Duke had mentioned the heir position, the two arrived at Elios's room, where Xellos explained his thoughts to Lady Catlena.

And upon hearing his words, Catlena's face immediately filled with worry and fear.

"N-no... I can't do something so frightening..."

As Catlena shrank back in fear at Xellos's suggestion, he spoke to her in a determined voice.

"You must. From the moment the Duke mentioned it, the die was already cast. In this situation, a direct approach is your best option, my lady."

"But..."

"The only person who can help you now is Lady Elios, and above all, this is the only way to utilize whatever small amount of closeness exists between you and Lady Elios. If not now, you won't get another chance."

"Ugh..."

Catlena couldn't argue further against Xellos's firm words.

Although his suggested method was terrifying to her, it was true that there was no better option available right now.

'Even though I've gotten a bit closer to my sister thanks to recent events, at this rate that will all end too... Even if I can't do anything right now, when the time is right, then...'

As her thoughts reached that point, the trauma from back then began to resurface again.

The image of Elios swinging her sword at her and Xellos with a cold smile appeared in her mind... and with that, Catlena finally decided to do the only thing she could do right now.

"...Alright. I'll try, Xellos."

"Trust me, you can definitely succeed."

The next moment, Xellos pulled Catlena into a tight embrace.

Feeling a tiny spark of courage ignite in her heart, Catlena closed her eyes tightly and steeled her resolve.

'But the chances of success... can't be viewed that optimistically.'

Although Xellos was still young and spoke so innocently, Catlena understood the situation to some extent.

Considering Elios's temperament, the probability of failure was quite high, and in the worst case, the life that had ended ten years later might end today, right now.

However, it was a fact that both Catlena and Xellos recognized—though neither said it aloud—that betting on a 30% survival chance now was far better than sitting and waiting for a 100% mortality rate ten years later.

With that deep desperation, Catlena slowly pulled away from Xellos's embrace, took a deep breath, and gently knocked on the door.

To gamble her life against the grim reaper...

*

Elios was deeply focused on something in her private study.

Though even she would be lying if she claimed to feel no fatigue, she had no time to rest right now.

'The orphanage... the demon kidnappings... and now this Nectar incident involving students...'

As she carefully wrote down and organized the detailed information coming to mind, her face grew increasingly serious.

She understood that what had happened until now, including the recent incident, was both dangerous and critically important.

-The Nectar incident was resolved thanks to Catlena's efforts.

However, significant questions still remained about the situation.

The criminals captured during the investigation had been interrogated, but nothing useful came from their mouths.

Even after administering truth serum, the information they revealed was only basic and useless.

This meant they had been placed under powerful magic or sorcery to prevent information leakage, which in turn suggested the involvement of high-ranking imperial officials in this incident.

Recently, the Padishah's health had been declining, causing ominous signs throughout the empire. The exact purpose of those behind these incidents remained unclear.

However... whatever it might be, if it harmed the Principality of Dragona, she would need to gather clear evidence and punish those behind the incident...-

-BANG!-

Just as she was finishing her summary of the recent incident, a sudden commotion reached Elios's ears.

The sound of someone roughly opening the door.

Elios put down her pen with a slightly annoyed expression and looked up.

"What is it, Senel? Are you bored again already..."

But the next moment, what appeared before her eyes was...

"..Catlena?"

What she saw wasn't Senel coming to play a prank, but her youngest sister whom she had parted with just moments ago without any issues.

However, despite the short time that had passed, her sister's appearance was completely different from before.

Her hair was disheveled as if she had been running frantically, with beads of sweat on her forehead.

Her eyes were bloodshot as if she'd been crying intensely, and her face was deathly pale, drained of all color.

She looked like someone who had just knocked on the gates of hell.

At the same time, her face showed deep fear, despair, and even a desperate plea for someone's salvation.

"What... what's wrong? What on earth happened in such a short time?"

Seeing Catlena in such a pitiful state that would evoke sympathy at a glance, Elios sensed that something serious had happened and carefully rose from her seat to approach her sister.

And then...

"Uuu... uuu... WAAAAAHHH!!! Sister!!!"

"!?!"

Catlena suddenly burst into tears and threw herself into Elios's arms.

Elios was completely taken aback by this unexpected behavior from her sister.
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Catlena was sobbing uncontrollably in front of her.

Elios, bewildered by this side of her that she had never seen before, asked her:

"Why... why are you like this? What on earth happened?"

"I'm scared... I'm... so scared, sister..."

"..."

Catlena was crying bitterly as if the world was ending, expressing her terror.

In response, Elios awkwardly patted her sister's back and maintained silence for a moment.

Though she was curious, hearing the story would only be possible after Catlena calmed down a bit.

For now, waiting for her sister to calm down was the priority.

"Hic... hic... sob..."

After some time passed.

Catlena stopped crying sooner than expected. Elios carefully looked at her sister and asked in a quiet voice.

"Are you feeling a little better?"

"Sniff... yes... a little... but... I'm still scared..."

"Is that so? Then can you tell me what's so frightening?"

"Sob... it's... just... I... I just heard something terrifying... from Father..."

"Father? That can't be..."

Elios was quite taken aback to hear that Father was the one who had reduced her sister to this state.

Although he wasn't particularly fond of her, wasn't Father absolutely devoted to Catlena, his youngest daughter?

The fact that Father had made Catlena cry made Elios feel quite perplexed, and she asked Catlena in a calm tone.

"Tell me, what did Father say to make you like this?"

"Sob... well... sob... Father... Father told Catlena... uuuugh..."

The next moment, Catlena's crying was about to grow louder again, gripped by fear.

Elios began to calmly comfort her sister once more.

"Calm down and tell me. No matter how bad it is, it's okay. As your sister, I'm here to listen."

If Catlena, who was usually so bright, was reacting this strongly, it certainly couldn't be an ordinary matter.

It must have been something truly terrible for this child.

Though it wasn't familiar to her, Elios, as an older sister, looked directly at her young sister's face...

She looked straight at Catlena's face, and Catlena, still seemingly afraid, turned her gaze away and began to speak with great difficulty.

"F-Father... told me... that he would pass his position to me... he told me... to become the Duke instead of you, sister..."

"!... W-what...?"

She had been preparing herself.

But what came out of Catlena's mouth far exceeded her preparation, leaving even Elios speechless.

Father's declaration that he would make his youngest daughter his successor.

This was enough to deliver a considerable shock even to Elios, who had always maintained her composure.

Living to this age, she had hardly expected anything like a father's love.

But no matter what, she had believed that the Duke's position would naturally be passed to her, the eldest daughter, according to proper order...

But her father had so cleanly betrayed this last expectation of hers.

However, before she could fully grasp this fact, her eyes fell on her sister, who was sitting on the floor, trembling with fear.

"I... don't want it... something like that... the Duke's position... that suits you better, sister... So I told Father I didn't want it... and because of that... Mother and Father even started fighting... We've only just started getting along better with you... fighting like that... Catlena... Catlena..."

"..."

Her sister, trembling with fear, was rambling but still managing to say what she needed to say.

Listening to this, Elios could understand exactly what had happened just now... and how shocked her sister had been by it.

'Father tried to give the Duke's position to Catlena... Mother opposed this and argued with Father. And... Catlena rejected Father's offer and ran straight to me...'

After roughly piecing together the situation in her mind.

Elios slowly embraced her sister, who was trembling with fear and at a loss for what to do.

"It's okay... You don't have to be scared anymore. I'll make sure that what you're afraid of never happens."

"R-really? Really... Catlena doesn't have to become the Duke?"

"Of course. You don't need to do something you don't want to do. I'll help you too, so don't worry too much."

Elios said this with a slight smile on her lips.

Seeing this, Catlena showed deep relief and strongly embraced Elios.

"Th-thank you... Sister Elios... I like you so much... So... Catlena will work hard to help you become the Duke."

"Yes... thank you, dear sister."

Seeing Catlena like this, Elios felt deep relief inside...

It was partly because her sister had found stability, but also partly because she realized she wouldn't need to become enemies with this child.

Of course, Elios wasn't happy about the fact that her sister had been designated as Father's successor over her.

No, depending on the situation, she might have harbored deep hatred toward Father... and perhaps even toward Catlena, beyond mere displeasure.

Given that Catlena had always received the love from Father that she herself had never received, this might have been natural.

However, listening to Catlena pour out her heart while crying like this, Elios simply couldn't bring herself to hate this young sister over this matter.

The current Catlena wasn't an 'enemy' who had stolen the successor position from Elios, but rather a fragile and pitiful sister who had been terrified by Father's ambition.

'Yes... this child has done nothing wrong in this matter. Although she was designated as the successor by Father, she immediately came to tell me the truth and seek my support. This child is not an enemy... just my sister. A young and fragile sister that I need to protect.'

Thus, while embracing this fragile child before her.

Elios once again calmly began to organize in her mind what had just happened.

'Mother and Father had a big fight over this... Mother always said like a habit that I would succeed Father, but to think that Mother would go that far...'

Elios knew well that her parents' relationship was still passionate, regardless of her own situation.

Additionally, her mother, Duchess Roseveta, was someone who never lost her kindness and dignity no matter what happened.

In that sense, it was quite shocking to her that the two had fought to the extent that Catlena was trembling with fear, for whatever reason.

If she felt this way, the pain that Catlena must have felt witnessing it firsthand would have been even greater.

'Poor child... suddenly caught up in something she has no interest in like this...'

She could imagine how great the child's pain must have been, hearing something she had no intention or will to handle, while simultaneously watching her parents fight before her eyes.

'But... thinking about it another way, it's a frightening thing. If this child didn't have these thoughts... the shock I would have received would have been tens or hundreds of times greater than this.'

Though they weren't on good terms, she knew her father's personality very well from experience.

He was a fearsome being who, once he made up his mind, would push through to the end by any means necessary, but only after thoroughly preparing for it in advance.

The fact that he proceeded with this despite knowing Mother's opposition meant that he had laid all the groundwork to achieve what he wanted.

If Catlena had simply accepted this, he would have somehow established her as his successor.

Before Mother and Elios, who would clearly be obstacles, could even react.

'But... Catlena firmly rejected this, and because of that, nothing has been decided yet regarding the successor. No matter how simply they try to conduct the succession ceremony, if the person in question refuses, nothing can proceed for a while.'

Of course, there were always loopholes, and perhaps Duke Dragona, her father... and that person who was likely involved in this matter, might try to force Catlena onto the throne.

'If that's the case, for now here...'
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Elios calmly explained the current situation to Catlena.

After hearing that she might be forced to take on the title of Duke, Catlena asked cautiously with an anxious expression.

"So... what should I do, sister? To hear I might be forced to accept the Duke position even if I don't want it... that's... that's too terrible."

"That's why, Catlena..."

Catlena spoke while trembling with fear.

In response, Elios placed her hand on her shoulder and spoke in a clear voice.

About what she and their mother would do going forward.

And... what she hoped Catlena could do in the meantime.

After their conversation ended, Elios slowly released her sister from her embrace.

Though her sister's eyes were swollen from the tears she had just shed, her face looked much more at ease compared to moments ago when she had seemed so pitiful, as if she might die at any moment.

"Now go back and get some rest. I'll take care of everything else."

"Yes, sister. I'll just trust you then. Good luck, sister."

"Yes, I understand."

Her sister reminded her of an adorable puppy.

Elios gently stroked Catlena's head, and with that, her sister carefully left her room.

And immediately after Catlena left.

The smile on Elios's face instantly turned ice cold.

"Now, what I need to do next is..."

The first thing she needed to do in the current situation.

She thought it would be meeting her mother, who could be her greatest support in this situation.

However, before that, there was one thing.

Now that the successor issue had been raised, Elios had a matter she personally needed to resolve.

It was... an issue she had momentarily forgotten while comforting Catlena.

An issue directly related to her life.

'It probably doesn't mean anything... but I should make sure. I can start everything else afterward.'

After finalizing her thoughts, Elios immediately left her room to address this matter.

*

The Duke of Dragona was caught in bewilderment due to the unexpected turn of events.

He had anticipated some resistance from his wife regarding the successor appointment and had prepared for it.

However, Roseveta's opposition was far more intense than he had expected,

And on top of that, he never imagined that Catlena herself, of all people, would oppose it so strongly.

This was far beyond the Duke's predictions and presented a tremendous obstacle that completely upended his plans to pass the title to Catlena.

'Was it really too early? I didn't expect the child to fully understand the value of the ducal title... but I never thought she would reject it so flatly.'

Even the imperial throne can be refused if one doesn't want it.

If his daughter, the person in question, refused to accept what the Duke of Dragona was offering, what could he do?

But the Duke also knew well that he couldn't simply wait for his daughter to change her mind.

'From the moment I brought it up, the successor issue became public. And now... surely my wife, Elios, and the regional lords won't remain silent. Then...'

Honestly, Elios's opposition itself wasn't much of a problem.

Although she was making a name for herself as a student council president, she didn't yet have her own support base in politics, nor did she possess much power.

The problem was Duchess Roseveta, who supported Elios more than anyone else.

Beyond the fact that she actively supported Elios, Roseveta's power was something that even Duke Dragona couldn't ignore.

She had the authority as Duchess, and above all, she had the full support of the principality's major factions: witches, magicians, and magical beings.

If she also mobilized her connections to the Empire, in the worst case, it could even lead to splitting the principality in two.

If such a Roseveta began to move in earnest, it was entirely possible that she could push for Elios to become the next Duke, now that the successor issue had been made public.

And this... was something Duke Dragona wanted to avoid even more than Catlena not becoming the successor.

'I must prevent it... no matter what... even if Catlena continues to refuse, that must be stopped at all costs...'

With these thoughts, the Duke began to contemplate ways to overcome the current situation.

Considering not only his power, connections, and support base, but all the means and methods available to him in the current situation.

At that moment...

"Duke Dragona."

"What is it?"

The Duke was forced to pause his thoughts at the sudden voice from outside.

And then he began to hear something rather unexpected.

"Princess Elios has requested an audience."

"...Elios?..."

The Duke frowned automatically upon hearing that name.

However, as he had some idea why she might have come, he granted Elios's request for an audience.

Then, slowly entering the room was his eldest daughter, Elios.

She clearly looked like she had many things to say, but the Duke didn't show it as he simply turned his gaze toward the documents in front of him.

"I hope you have been well, Father."

"It's quite unusual for you to visit me. You seem to have something to say. Go ahead."

Elios sat down after greeting him.

The Duke answered in a gruff voice without even looking at her.

Seeing her father like this, Elios felt a surge of heat rising within her, unusual for her typical demeanor, but she suppressed it and opened her mouth.

"Father, I heard you tried to appoint Catlena as your successor... is that true?"

"News travels fast. Yes, that was my intention. Although I've failed for now."

"...Why?"

Elios barely suppressed her emotions as she asked, facing her father's indifferent response.

"Why... that young child? Why would you try to appoint a child who's just turned 10 as your successor?"

"There's no reason Catlena couldn't do it. You, who've been right beside her, should know better than anyone how capable that little one is."

"....."

"If you've said all you wanted to say, you can leave. We're both busy people, so don't waste time in a place like this."

"...I have just one question," Elios said with a trembling voice.

At this, the Duke slowly put down his documents and looked at her.

As the Duke had expected, her face showed anger and disappointment that she couldn't fully hide.

However, apart from those emotions, there was one more noticeable thing about Elios.

It was a stain on her white clothing, as if something had soaked into it.

Elios slowly showed her sleeve with the stain and opened her mouth toward the Duke.

"Do you know what this stain is?"

"...What is that?"

"...These are tears shed by the daughter you love so much. My beloved sister, Catlena."

"What?"

The Duke's face began to stiffen at this unexpected statement, and looking at him, Elios spoke in a cold voice.

"Just now, she came running to me, crying... saying she doesn't want to be a Duke... and that she especially doesn't want to see Mother and Father fighting because of it. That young child... was telling me this while trembling with fear."

"....."

The Duke slightly turned his head at Elios's words.

Although he had seen Catlena express her refusal, he hadn't expected her to run straight to her practical competitor, Elios, and spill everything while crying like a surrendered prisoner.

"I thought she would gladly accept it. I never imagined she would surrender without a fight and run to the enemy commander to kneel."

The Duke spoke these cruel words with a bitter voice.

Hearing this, Elios felt the last of her self-restraint breaking.

"...Ha... haha..."

Elios let out a hollow laugh.

Tears that she had been holding back finally began to well up in her eyes.

"Do you... do you hate me that much?..."

"..."

"I... I've really tried my best all this time... to be a good daughter, to be a child you wouldn't be ashamed of in front of anyone. Hoping that you would look at me just once. Just once... hoping that you would give me a warm smile..."

Elios's voice was mixed with tears.

Hearing this, the Duke said nothing, and seeing her father like this, Elios felt her emotions exploding as she began to pour out words she had buried inside.

"But... it was all useless. No matter how hard I tried. No matter how much I tried to please you. You only showed me a cold face."

Tears began to flow down Elios's face.

Still, the Duke continued to look at his daughter with cold eyes, and seeing him like this, Elios spoke with a breaking voice.

"I still tried to understand. As Mother constantly comforted me... that you still loved me, that you were just trying to raise me to be a strong successor. I believed that and endured until now. But... but... you...."

"Haah..."

The Duke let out a small sigh at Elios's words and then looked at his daughter's face.

The sight of his daughter trying to suppress the emotions she had unconsciously poured out.

Seeing this, the Duke opened his mouth in a quiet voice.

"Elios."

"...Yes... Father."

Elios answered in a cold voice. Facing his daughter, the Duke spoke in a calm yet utterly dry voice.

"I know that you've worked hard all this time. But at the same time, I also know that you're not fit to be a ruler because of that."

"...Why is that?"

Elios responded with an icy voice to her father's words. Looking at his daughter, the Duke turned his gaze away and continued in a dry tone.

"Being a ruler isn't something you can become simply because you were born first. Or because you're talented. You need the right compassion, inclusiveness, and patience."

"..."

"But you lack those qualities. You're the kind of person who would smile while killing someone you perceive as an enemy. And if I were to pass this position to someone like you, it's all too obvious what would happen to our principality."

Her father's words were possible because he knew her character precisely.

However, Elios could feel it.

That these words he was speaking now were nothing more than excuses.

That there was some other reason why he hesitated to designate her as his successor.

"If that answers your question, you may leave. Don't waste time on unnecessary matters."

"..."

However, Elios didn't try to probe further about this.
Perhaps the answer really was just that he disliked Elios.

Above all, she no longer wanted to exchange words with this person.

"Yes, then I'll take my leave. And next time, I won't come alone, Duke Radu."

With those words, Elios left the room, and the Duke stared at the back of his 'daughter' with a cold gaze as she walked out.

'It can't be helped... for the sake of the country... I must...'
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As Catlena exited the room after her meeting with Elios, there he was... the person she had longed to see so desperately.

The person she had missed terribly was waiting for her, even though they had parted just minutes ago.

"Lady Catlena!"

"...Xellos..."

Xellos approached her with an earnest expression.
Then Catlena began to feel the last thread of tension within her snap.

And then...

"! Ca...Catle..."

As Catlena staggered and began to collapse, Xellos caught her body with an audible thump.

Feeling her small, delicate body trembling in his arms, Xellos gently patted her back.

"You did well... truly... you really went through so much..."

"Xel...los...hic...uhuuugh..."

As the tension drained away, Catlena began to cry again as fear suddenly washed over her.

Supporting her body, Xellos headed straight for the guest room.

To comfort her after completing such a difficult task.
And also... to discuss the details of what would happen next.

*

"So, you've managed to secure Lady Elios's help."

"Yes. Fortunately, my sister wasn't too uncomfortable with me... and she told me what I should do next."

Catlena was talking with Xellos, having barely regained her composure.
In less than an hour, she had faced the worst possible situations one after another.

She had been designated as heir by her father against her wishes,
And she had gone to her sister to confess everything, essentially begging for her life.

For her, it was no different than betting her life in the worst possible situation.

Literally, Catlena had struggled with all her might, forcing out the voice of a small child.

Begging to be spared...
Saying she didn't want to die yet.
That she was just a poor, innocent child who knew nothing.

So...
Just asking for this pitiful life to be spared just once...

And the result of her desperate pleading...
Ended in success.

Her sister, who had been looking at her with a shocked expression, embraced her instead of drawing her sword.

Along with words telling her not to worry...

And what happened after that... she could barely remember.
The only thing that remained in her memory was her sister's instructions on how she should act from now on.

Beyond that, no details remained in her mind.

In any case, she had survived a brush with death, and her relationship with her sister had clearly grown stronger because of this incident.

However, she had no energy left to be happy about this fact.

The only emotion she felt right now was the desire to rest.
She just wanted to close her eyes for a moment in the arms of the man she loved.

With that thought, Catlena slowly leaned against Xellos and closed her eyes.
In the warm, dependable embrace of that man, as always.

For a brief moment, she put everything aside and rested peacefully.

The massive storm that would surely come...
The path they would have to choose within it...
For now, she pushed it all to the back of her mind.

*

"What? Things are proceeding that way?"

"Yes, master."

The master displayed displeasure on his face as he received the servant's report.
He began to feel confusion and irritation that things weren't going as easily as he had thought.

Nevertheless, he soon calmed his emotions and began to coolly reconsider the situation.

'No... even so, I shouldn't see this as entirely negative. Regardless, it's clear that the Principality of Dragona will face conflict over the successor position...'

Of course, from his perspective, the best outcome would be for Princess Catlena to inherit the position, but at this point, he already understood the situation to some extent.

That at this point, it would not be easy for Catlena to inherit the title of Duke.

'After all, she's the youngest daughter of a concubine, not the eldest daughter of the legal wife. Forcing such a child to become the heir... at this point when it has become a public issue without being resolved quickly, it's already become difficult.'

However, he didn't need to view this situation as entirely negative from his standpoint.

Now that the succession issue had become public, if Duchess Roseveta and her followers rose up, it would naturally cause great turmoil in the Principality of Dragona.

'If the Principality of Dragona continues on its current course, that would be good... but if not, this kind of confusion and division isn't a bad thing either. If they can't become our allies, it's better for them to be divided and weakened.'

Looking at the current situation with considerable interest, he spoke to his servant again.

"Continue to monitor the situation and report to me. Also, I will write another letter to confirm, so deliver it to the Duke."

"Yes, master, understood."

*

People have values they consider important.
For some, it might be their own life, and for others, it might be family and colleagues.

And... for some people, it might be loyalty to their country and sovereign.

'I cannot turn my back on my homeland... No matter what happens, I cannot create a burden on my homeland... on the Empire with my own hands.'

Duke Radu Constantino Dragona.

He had lived as a citizen of the Empire since coming of age after being brought as a prisoner, and had risen to a high position thanks to the Padishah's grace and trust.

Once one of the three most powerful figures in the Empire after the Padishah, he had even held the position of Captain of the Royal Guard, overseeing the palace's military power and protecting the Padishah's safety.

Because of this...
Even after founding the Principality of Dragona and becoming Duke on the Padishah's orders, his loyalty to the Empire remained steadfast, and he was prepared to give his life for the Empire and the Padishah even at this moment.

However, his unwavering loyalty...
Had caused an entirely unexpected problem for him.

That was his current course of action.
It was acting as the biggest reason why he could not name his eldest daughter Elios as his successor.

Beyond his personal feelings and issues with her character, there was an even greater reason...
It was because that child was too capable.

Elios was already sitting in a position equivalent to the ruler of a small country as the Academy Student Council President.

The power and authority she held within the Academy was essentially no different from that of a monarch.
Even with a princess of the same age present, Elios had consistently maintained the upper hand, crushing her with ability and authority.

And watching her terrifying level of capability...
The Duke had come to understand one thing clearly.

'It is too dangerous for that child to become the ruler of this country. If it's her, she will surely become a great burden to my homeland... to the Empire and the Padishah.'

Her extraordinary ability...
And simultaneously, her ambition that matched her capability—his eldest daughter.

She was literally overflowing with the qualities and abilities of a leader, and unlike himself, if she, with her minimal loyalty to the Empire, became the Duchess... what would happen afterward was obvious.

'She would certainly become an endless adversary to the Empire immediately after taking the Duke's position. And from the Empire's perspective, she would be the worst kind of enemy, one too difficult to deal with...'

She was a child who would never be satisfied with just the position of Duchess.
If such a child gained real power and authority... she would undoubtedly try to break free from the Empire's control and establish her own kingdom.

That's why Duke Radu needed to prevent this.

To protect the people who would be sacrificed because of that child's ambition.
And for the safety of his homeland, which was more important to him than anything in this world.

He prevented Elios from being named successor without concern for his daughter's feelings, which resulted in today's situation.

'Everything is... for the people and my homeland. And for the Padishah...'

Once again, he steeled his resolve for the homeland that had become the object of his loyalty, while continuously racking his brain.

To somehow bring the publicized succession debate to the conclusion he desired.
And as part of this effort, the Duke began to move to solve the biggest problem he faced.

That was...
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"Should I pack this too?"

"Yes, please. Depending on the situation, we don't know when we'll return, so we should take as much as we can."

"Yes, Your Highness."

Xellos packed up the cosmetic items including a hand mirror at Catlena's instruction.

Each item was an expensive, gleaming object, but these weren't simply possessions of a princess.

'I don't have much cash that I can take with me right now...'

In the current situation, they might urgently need money.
So she packed items that could be easily converted to cash while preparing for what would come next.

That's when...

-Knock knock knock!-

"Daughter. It's me."

"!"

The Duke's voice came from outside the door.
Looks of dismay appeared on the faces of Catlena, Xellos, and the servants who were helping them.

"Your Highness...?"

"Haah..."

Catlena let out a small sigh.
Right after, the door opened and the Duke entered.

And then...

"!... W-what is going on here! Catlena, what are you doing?"

The Duke displayed shock and disappointment as he surveyed the room.
Seeing his expression, Catlena spoke quietly to her attendants, including Xellos.

"All of you, please step outside for a moment."

"B-but Your Highness. Then I should also..."

"Do as I say. This is a matter between my father and me."

"!..."

Her demeanor was markedly more serious than usual.
For a moment, Xellos felt somewhat taken aback by the mature expression on her face, but he accepted her instruction and left with the other servants.

'I'm noticing it again, but... Lady Catlena seems to be growing up day by day. Even though she's only 10 years old...'

Her appearance had already changed considerably from the original story.
In other words, from Xellos's perspective, she had become even more impressive and charming.

'But still... talking to the Duke one-on-one... what could she be planning to discuss?'

From Xellos's current position, this was something he couldn't know no matter how curious he was.
So he had to put aside his curiosity and wait quietly outside the door for his mistress.

*

"Father."

"Catlena. What is the meaning of this! Why are you packing your bags!"

Looking at the various items packed throughout the room and his daughter who appeared ready to depart somewhere, the Duke spoke with a voice filled with confusion and anger.

And to this...
Catlena responded in a calm voice that seemed impossible for a 10-year-old girl.

"It's nothing special. I'm just planning to go on a journey for a while. From now until... roughly the end of the school break."

"J-journey? Do you know what time this is to be saying such things? No! I absolutely cannot allow it!"

"If you won't permit it, what will you do? Do you truly intend to force me onto the ducal seat?"

Catlena spoke with an excessively calm voice.
The Duke momentarily felt a chill at the fact that a mere 10-year-old girl could speak this way, but he quickly concealed this emotion and addressed his daughter in a serious tone.

"Catlena... my daughter. Listen to me carefully. This country is in a difficult situation right now. In times like these, someone intelligent and kind-hearted like you should sit on the throne as ruler..."

"And? Are you telling me to... kill my sisters for the sake of the country? Just as you did for the Empire in the past?"

"! Ca-Catlena?"

Catlena brought up something unexpected, something terrifying yet undeniable to someone who understood the coldness of power.

The Duke could no longer speak in the face of such words from his young daughter, and seeing him like this, Catlena continued in a cold voice.

"It's regrettable, Father... but even though I'm young, I'm not completely ignorant of how things work in this world. And I have no desire to step into that mud."

"Th-that's not it, I just want what's best for this country and your future..."

"If you truly care for me... Father, I would like you to let me live the life I want. Not something grand like power or position, but the life I truly desire."

"..."

With those words, Catlena picked up one of the packed bags beside her.
Then she walked past the Duke, opened the door, and left, while the Duke could only watch his departing daughter with a shocked expression, unable to say anything.

*

A carriage was prepared in front of Sophia Castle.
After loading the last of the luggage, Xellos entered the carriage and sat next to Catlena.

"Is everything loaded?"

"Yes, Lady Catlena. But... what did you say to him? The entire time we were carrying out the luggage, the Duke was standing in the room looking shocked..."

The ruler of this principality had been standing like a rigid statue.
Honestly, as servants, it was difficult to simply ignore this, but in their position, following Catlena's orders took priority when there were no other commands.

And as a result, the Duke took no action until the situation was essentially complete, which Xellos and the other servants had to interpret as tacit consent.

'I thought he would strongly oppose this... but things proceeded smoothly, if somewhat uncomfortably...'

With these doubts in mind, Xellos questioned Catlena.
However, she simply smiled and gently stroked his hair in response.

'I don't need anything else... Not power. Not status. All I need is you, just one person, Xellos.'

With these thoughts, she began to feel an impulse to kiss this man before her...
To kiss the lips of her most precious person.

But... unfortunately.
At this moment, she was not in a situation where she could paint such a sweet picture of two people escaping in love.

The reason was...

"Well then, now that preparations are complete, shall we depart?"

"Haah... yes... let's do that, sister."

Even in this situation, maintaining high energy while sitting across from them was...

Looking at her second older sister, Senel Polena Dragona, Catlena asked with a hint of disappointment.

"Sister... are you really coming with us?"

"Of course! A young man and woman traveling alone on a long journey, who knows what might happen... No, no, that's not it... Children going to a distant place should have at least one guardian, don't you think?"

"Well... that's true..."

Catlena could only sigh deeply at Senel's logical argument.

Indeed, even with several servants accompanying them, it would objectively be dangerous for them to travel such a distance alone at just 10 years old.

In that sense, having Senel accompany them on this journey was somewhat reassuring.

Of course, apart from that point.
Having to be content with just holding this man's hand while stroking his hair was quite frustrating.

And separate from Catlena's disappointment, a slight smile of relief formed in Senel's heart.

'Hmm... I'm glad I can appropriately remove myself from Sophia, which is about to become a complete mess.'

She absolutely detested things like power struggles.
In such situations, it was best to wash one's hands of the matter early.

Escaping from such troublesome affairs and going to "that place," which would surely be very interesting to her, was a very good thing for Senel.

"Okay. Let's go! To Benessa, the city of wealth and trade!"

And so, with the feeling of advancing their originally planned journey considerably, Catlena, Xellos, and Senel departed from Sophia in their carriage.

Until the storm currently falling on this city... and this country... subsides...
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After Catlena packed her belongings and left completely.

The Duke slumped down in his seat, feeling a profound emptiness in the vacant room.

'Catlena... how could she say such things.'

Words that pierced through his vulnerabilities, coming from the mouth of his mere 10-year-old daughter.

It felt devastatingly fatal to Duke Radu, who had lived every moment solely for the Empire and the Padishah.

'To think such a young child would say those things to me... my most beloved daughter... saying such things to me...'

Until now, he had heard countless criticisms from Elios, and especially from his wife.

But at this moment, having his past accurately pointed out by his most beloved daughter was causing him tremendous pain.

It felt as though his entire life was being completely denied by his own self.

The fact that the speaker was a young girl who, despite her limited worldly experience, could see situations with pure eyes made the shock even more profound for him.

'Have I... have I lived my life wrongly? I've always believed that living solely for the nation was most important...'

While feeling this deep pain in his heart, the Duke simultaneously couldn't sleep at night due to another, even more troublesome problem.

'Catlena has left like that... This means... it's now absolutely impossible to designate that child as my successor.'

Even if he were to find and bring her back now, it would be too late.

The announcement about holding a council regarding successor selection had already been spread throughout the country under Roseveta's orders.

The matter of succession had been completely publicized, and soon the high nobles of the principality, leaders of demon clans, witches, and magicians would gather here in Sophia regarding this matter.

'At this point... this situation has essentially become like a war. However, the main person involved has left her position... Furthermore, there are hardly any supporters for that youngest child from the second wife, except for my direct subordinates...'

Of course, the final decision rested with him as the Duke, but he couldn't completely ignore public opinion in an open forum.

Especially if his wife, who held legitimacy no less than his own, stood on the opposite side, it would be even more impossible.

'In the end... the biggest problem is that Roseveta is fully backing Elios... With the justification of being the eldest legitimate daughter combined with Roseveta's power, connections, and authority in the current situation... even I have no way to overturn this situation... But no matter how I think about it, Elios becoming the Duke is...'

Although he was shaken by Catlena's words, the Duke's loyalty toward the Empire remained strong.

At the very least, he could never create the Empire's worst enemy with his own hands.

'There must be some way... a way to move Roseveta, who is at the core of this matter...'

The Duke pondered deeply for a solution.

Though he was completely backed into a corner, he was still a seasoned politician.

Finding solutions in difficult situations was his specialty.

*

War.

It is not limited to the human species alone, but inevitably occurs among species that form groups and societies.

The act of using force to impose one's will.

However, it inevitably brought much bloodshed to both sides, so they developed new methods of warfare to reduce this bloodshed as much as possible.

War waged not with weapons like swords and axes, but by wielding justification, influence, and logic to subdue the opponent.

People call this war, which at least superficially agrees not to shed blood:

Politics.

And the forces used in this war called politics.

People gave it this name:

Power.

This was the background of how politics and power came into existence, and from this perspective, their origins could not be considered bad.

However, regardless of that, the fact remained that this too was war, and people using any means necessary to achieve victory was no different in politics than in war.

And in that respect, he...

Duke Radu Constantino Dragona could be considered a very capable strategist in this war.

Although he couldn't be called an undefeated general.

He too had his failures, and had experienced setbacks because of them.

However, he possessed one terrifying advantage that others did not.

That was... he never created a complete defeat.

Even if his forces were annihilated and a white flag was raised over the castle, he could exercise tremendous concentration to secure what he wanted and slip away unscathed.

After everything ended, that man was always smiling.

That was the assessment Roseveta had given him as his wife and longtime colleague, which was why she could never be at ease about the current situation.

"All preparations are complete, Mother."

"Good work, Elios."

After checking the final situation, Elios spoke, and Roseveta responded with a gentle smile.

Victory seemed sufficiently assured.

Although the final decision rested with her husband the Duke, currently almost all the lords of the Principality of Dragona and their representatives had gathered in Sophia Castle to attend the council Roseveta had requested.

In this situation, even the Duke, the ruler of the principality, couldn't unilaterally decide on such a significant matter as the appointment of a successor.

'The succession only needs to be formally discussed at the council. Once that happens, even my husband won't be able to avoid naming Elios, the eldest daughter.'

Elios was not only the eldest legitimate daughter but had also proven her abilities.

Meanwhile, Senel was capable but well-known to have no interest in such matters, and Catlena was not only the daughter of the second wife but also too young.

There was essentially no candidate besides Elios, and public opinion had solidified around this fact.

In this situation, Roseveta believed that even the Duke couldn't take the reckless action of naming Catlena, and this was indeed the case.

'But why... despite all these preparations, why does this uneasiness persist...'

Honestly, the odds had shifted in favor of Roseveta and Elios the moment Catlena refused.

Yet despite this, the anxiety that her husband might somehow blindside them still lingered around her.

Trying to shake off this inner concern, Roseveta looked at Elios, who wore a complicated expression.

"But are you really alright with this? Although I can help you secure the successor position..."

"I'm fine. It's enough for me that you've stood up for me like this, Mother."

Elios smiled as she looked at Roseveta.

However, seeing this, Roseveta felt a pang in her heart.

She could sense the sadness hidden behind Elios's smile.

'The dukedom is one issue, but... what this child truly wanted was her father's love... Even if we proceed this way, that won't be resolved.'

While feeling this motherly concern, Roseveta was also more passionate about this matter because of it.

Since the child's father had essentially abandoned his eldest daughter, she was the only one left to stand by her daughter's side.

Although there were limits to what she could do, Roseveta renewed her determination to do everything she could as a mother.

"Don't worry, my child. Everything will work out..."

"Yes... I'm sure it will, Mother."

With those words, Roseveta gently embraced Elios.

Elios composed her emotions once more and momentarily surrendered herself to that embrace.

Although she didn't receive her father's love, Elios always had a mother who loved her consistently.

Feeling this fact once again, Elios organized her subsided emotions and strengthened her resolve.

'That's right... I don't need Father's love. I have Mother who always supports me...'
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# Morning Sunlight

As the morning sunlight streamed in, Roseveta rose from her bed and immediately called for her servants to prepare her attire.

Usually, she would change into minimally luxurious clothing without anyone's help, but...

At this moment, Roseveta was being assisted by her servants, adorning herself with shining accessories over garments embroidered with elaborate patterns.

And... what this meant was only one thing.

'It's still not comfortable. Something I wouldn't want to wear normally... truly cumbersome.'

They say people naturally crave better things once they grasp wealth and power.

However, such notions didn't seem to apply to Roseveta, who had risen from humble commoner origins to her current position.

'Flaunting luxury in everyday life is... truly pathetic. These things are only necessary at crucial moments. For instance, like today, when I need to embrace others and command the atmosphere.'

After finishing her preparations, Roseveta slowly gazed at her reflection in the mirror.

Unlike her usual appearance as a loving mother... she now embodied the dignity of a duchess and high imperial official.

Dressed in attire that would make others bow their heads, Duchess Roseveta left the room with confident steps, accompanied by her handmaidens.

And immediately after, Roseveta's eyes fell upon the very person who had caused her to dress this way today...

Her daughter, Princess Elios Northhelat Dragona.

"Mother."

"Are you ready?"

"Yes, of course. Most of the guests have already gathered in the great hall and are waiting for you."

"I see. Then let's go."

"Yes, Mother."

As Duchess Roseveta headed toward the great hall with her daughter, her steps carried a dignity and strength not usually felt.

*

The conference hall where the assembly was being held was filled with lords from across the country.

Among them were not only ordinary humans but also many demon races, such as werewolves and sirens. However, regardless of race, they all shared the same interest.

The news they had heard before coming here—who would become the successor to the Principality of Dragona, the next Duke.

Of course, there was nothing wrong with the current ruler, Radu Constantino Dragona.

Duke Radu was young and had no health issues. Moreover, considering who he was, such concerns were far less meaningful compared to ordinary humans.

However, regardless of these facts, the matter of determining the nation's successor could cause great confusion in the future if not resolved in advance.

As such, the general consensus was to make a definitive decision at this assembly where the topic had been raised, and those gathered in the great hall were actively discussing it.

"The successor to the Principality of Dragona... isn't it obvious?"

"Of course, no one but Princess Elios comes to mind. She's the legitimate eldest daughter of the ducal family, and she's also brilliantly serving as the academy's student council president."

"But I heard the relationship between the Princess and the Duke isn't very good..."

"Even so, she's still his child. And with no deficiencies in her qualifications, surely he wouldn't make any other choice."

As they watched the lords engaged in conversation, Elios and Roseveta maintained outward silence while inwardly feeling relieved once again.

Of course, among these people were those who would unconditionally follow the Duke's wishes, and if the Duke spoke about appointing Catlena, they would certainly support him.

However, even such individuals were currently keeping silent, knowing that given the current atmosphere, it wouldn't be easy.

These people, comprising about 40% of all the lords, found it difficult to go against the already formed public opinion, which was why the Duke had tried to push through Catlena's appointment without public discussion.

Among them, Roseveta's supporters made up 40%, while neutral parties constituted about 20%.

The neutral 20% also had no reason to support anything that deviated from principles, and they were already actively expressing indirect support for Elios alongside Roseveta's people.

As Roseveta and Elios sensed victory while still remaining vigilant, that moment arrived.

"The Duke is entering."

At the chamberlain's announcement, the great hall fell silent, and then the ruler of this principality, Duke Radu Constantino Dragona, entered with Prime Minister Selive Ras.

Though a vassal state of the empire, he was still the sovereign ruler of a nation.

After taking his seat on the throne, the Duke looked around, especially at his wife who was staring at him with a sharp expression just below the platform, and spoke with an authoritative voice.

"I thank you all for gathering here despite your busy schedules. I've called you here to discuss, as rumors have recently begun to circulate, the appointment of this principality's successor."

"Hmm..."

"Indeed..."

As the expected topic emerged, the lords began nodding.

However, at that moment, Roseveta, who was essentially the instigator of this meeting, felt somewhat perplexed.

'What's this?.. Why is he bringing this up so willingly?'

According to her original expectation, the Duke would ask Roseveta, the host of the meeting, about the reason for convening, and then Roseveta would make this a public matter.

From the Duke's perspective, it would be understandably burdensome to bring up the successor discussion in this setting where defeat seemed inevitable.

Afterward, Roseveta would naturally push for Elios as the successor, leading public opinion and pressuring the Duke to conclude the matter—that was her plan.

However, the Duke had preemptively taken the initiative, not even addressing Roseveta but bringing up the successor issue himself as the meeting's subject.

'Could it be that he's sensed defeat and made the first move?.. If so, that would be fortunate, but... he's not one to admit defeat so easily.'

Feeling an inexplicable unease, Roseveta spoke up.

"I believe the Duke's intention is most appropriate. It's been nearly 20 years since this country was founded. It's necessary to designate a successor to establish proper order."

"Those words are absolutely right."

"I agree as well. The longer such matters are delayed, the more confusion it brings to the nation."

As the lords began responding to the Duke and Roseveta's words, the Duke slightly raised his hand to restore order.

"Indeed, that's right. Although I am still in good health, given these turbulent times and uncertain future, it's necessary to determine who will succeed the dukedom. Therefore, I wish to share my decision, made after careful consideration."

"..."

As the Duke continued speaking, Roseveta fixed her reddish-brown eyes on her husband.

A terrifying gaze that seemed to contain not just threat but killing intent.

Within it was the determination to step forward and overturn the situation if he dared mention Catlena.

'It's not just for Elios's sake... If you mention that child who clearly expressed her refusal as the successor, you'd be trampling on Catlena's feelings, whom you've loved so much... As a mother, I absolutely cannot allow that.'

Preparing to draw her verbal sword, Roseveta waited for her husband's next words.

And finally...

After that brief moment that felt like years...

The Duke began to speak again.

"The successor who will lead the principality after me is..."

The Duke paused briefly.

At that moment, his gaze turned to his wife, who was glaring at him as if she could kill him.

Even in such a situation, her appearance seemed so lovely to him.

Looking at her, the Duke spoke with a deep smile on his lips.

"My beloved wife, Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona."

"...What?"
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The Duke's unexpected statement.

The moment she finished calculating what it meant, a single sentence automatically popped into Roseveta's mind.

'This goddamn lizard bastard...'

The statement that he would pass the title of Duke not to Catlena or Elios, but to her.

It was enough to completely overturn the public opinion that had been established here.

"L-Lady Roseveta?"

"Hmm... it's certainly an unexpected proposal."

"But when you think about it, it's not a bad idea... She has the ability and character to lead this country no less than you, Your Grace, and as the founder of this nation, she has the legitimacy as well."

"I agree. Honestly, while Princess Elios is capable, she still doesn't compare to Lady Roseveta, does she?"

"That's right. When you think about it, there's no law saying that children must be the successors, especially in our case."

Until just moments ago, the public opinion that Roseveta had cultivated was divided between the 40% of lords who supported the Duke and the 60% who either supported her or followed the natural order of things.

However, regarding the Duke's proposal to name his wife Roseveta as his successor, there was virtually no one here who would oppose it.

Unfortunately, there was no faction that solely supported Elios yet, and the current public opinion about her had been entirely shaped by Roseveta's hand.

All her hard work to create this situation had ironically become a noose around her own neck.

And above all, Elios's words after hearing this...

"Well... thinking about it, that's not a bad idea."

"...Elios? B-but..."

"It's fine. Honestly, if Mother becomes the next Duke, I have no reason to object."

"B-but... this is..."

"Really. It's fine. Accept it. If necessary, Mother can always pass the position to me later."

"....Haah..."

Elios's attitude contained disappointment but also acceptance.

This completely broke Roseveta's last remaining will to resist.

'So in the end... he'll never do anything for his eldest daughter by his own hand.'

On the surface, it seemed like nothing had really changed.

One could argue that Roseveta could simply inherit the throne and then pass it to Elios afterward.

From a political perspective, even if it took a roundabout path, one could say that what she wanted would eventually be achieved.

However, for Roseveta as a mother rather than the Duke's wife, this wasn't such a simple matter.

The Duke's actions clearly conveyed the message that he had no intention of doing anything for Elios.

In other words, until the end, he had no intention of giving fatherly love to Elios.

"Well, since there seems to be no opposition, let's conclude this matter. I will hold a succession ceremony soon, so we'll meet again then. With that, today's assembly is dismissed."

With those words, the Duke left the hall.

Thus, without any particular problems, the matter of succession was concluded as the Duke wished. Roseveta had achieved a perfect political victory, but as a mother, she had suffered a complete defeat.

'I never thought I'd be forced to kneel like this... As expected of you...'

*

His beloved wife.

Duke Radu Constantino Dragona had named Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona as his successor.

His choice wasn't simply because she was the only suitable candidate besides Elios in the current situation.

No matter how he thought about it, his wife was the most qualified person in the current circumstances.

She possessed not only ability and legitimacy but also immense power as the strongest living witch, surpassing even himself.

And above all, like him, she had risen to her position as a servant of the Empire.

Although her loyalty wasn't as strong as his, the Duke judged that at least she wouldn't openly antagonize the Empire like Elios would.

Of course, there was a possibility that Roseveta might immediately abdicate in favor of Elios... but the Duke had his own thoughts on that matter.

'Elios's support base is still weak, while there are many in the principality who are loyal only to Roseveta. Even for someone like Roseveta, it wouldn't be easy to abdicate hastily and withdraw from politics at a time like this. This provides a safety measure that will last at least several years... or perhaps even longer.'

Though it was merely a stopgap measure with limitations, he had done his best as a loyal servant of the Empire, and what happened afterward was beyond his concern.

Additionally, this would preemptively prevent what Roseveta was most worried about—discord between their daughters over the succession.

'Even Elios showed a satisfied reaction, so this should prevent any major problems between the children. It's done... I've preserved family peace and ensured I won't create any danger for the Empire by my own hand.'

Having fulfilled his duty in his own way, a serene smile began to form on the Duke's face.

*

"You... are truly a terrible person..."

"Why bring that up now, of all times..."

The Duke responded with a light smile to the words of his wife, now his successor.

While he was simply pleased to have easily resolved a troublesome matter, Roseveta felt only bewilderment and frustration as she watched him.

"Did you really have to go that far? As a father to Elios..."

"As I've always said, I've only done what I must as a loyal servant of the Empire. When it comes to state affairs, you know better than anyone that I don't allow myself to be bound by personal feelings."

"...Haah..."

Roseveta could say nothing more in response to the Duke's words.

Since Elios's birth, Roseveta had continuously tried to resolve this issue, and this latest incident was essentially an extension of that effort.

So once again, it ended in failure.

Just as it always had.

Rather, this incident only confirmed once more that the two could never grow closer—more precisely, that the Duke of Dragona could not love Elios.

"Well, shall we have a drink? To celebrate your appointment as successor."

"...Your shamelessness is almost admirable at this point."

"It's far better to quickly forget problems that cannot be solved and focus on constructive matters. You already know this well, don't you?"

"That may be true, but..."

"As you've already experienced and recognized, Elios and I have personalities that are too incompatible. We both have such strong characters that the closer we get, the more conflict will arise."

"I believe it's a father's duty to overcome such differences."

"I'm sorry, but unlike you, I don't have that ability."

"...Haah..."

Roseveta sighed deeply at the Duke's words.

Although she had much more she wanted to say, she knew from experience that continuing the conversation would only be exhausting and futile.

'Really... except for his attitude toward Elios and his excessive loyalty, he's such a good person...'

While he might be the worst father to Elios, apart from that, the Duke had few flaws as Roseveta's husband.

He was certainly a caring father to their other two daughters, and his devotion to his wife Roseveta was beyond question.

Even in this case, from Roseveta's perspective, he had cleanly resolved the succession issue in his own way, which could have potentially caused discord among their children.

If he had been a truly terrible person, she wouldn't have been able to maintain a relatively happy marriage with him all these years.

Because of this, Roseveta loved her husband, and these factors had always forced her to make some concessions regarding his relationship with Elios.

Above all, feeling that she bore significant guilt for how things had deteriorated to this point, Roseveta slowly accepted the bitter cup her husband offered, feeling sorry for her daughter.

"I'll be counting on you from now on. After the succession ceremony, we'll proceed with the coronation soon."

"...It seems we won't be able to keep that promise after all. That we would travel the world leisurely together after you retired..."

"I... truly regret that."

And so, feeling the leisurely life she had long hoped for slipping away once more, Roseveta spoke with a bitter voice, and the Duke expressed his regret about this point as well.

Thus, the tumultuous matter of naming the successor to the Principality of Dragona was concluded with the Duke of Dragona designating his wife as his successor.

At first glance, it might appear to be a petty struggle by a father determined not to pass his title to his daughter.

However... at this moment, the Duke did not know.

He could not have imagined that this decision, which he considered the best option, would later become the starting point for unimaginably momentous events.

Events that would simultaneously be the worst for the Empire and remain as the greatest achievement for the Principality of Dragona.
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-Crash!-

The sound of a glass falling and breaking.

Simultaneously, a deep bewilderment began to settle on the servant's face.

"W-what... what did you just say? W-who... who has become the heir to the Principality of Dragona?"

"Yes... well, Lady Mina Roseveta Dragona..."

"Nonsense! That woman? How could that lowborn wretch possibly... N-no. That can't be right. You must have misunderstood. How... how could that woman become the Principality of Dragona's..."

The master, attempting to escape reality due to the enormous shock.

In response, the servant could only confirm the truth once more with a trembling voice.

"I-I'm sorry, master. B-but it's true. Duke Radu made the declaration in the presence of the lords, and it was approved without any significant opposition. By now, the heir appointment ceremony should be complete..."

"N-no... this can't... this can't be happening... That woman... of all people, that woman."

The master collapsed to the floor in despair.

Seeing this, the servant displayed his bewilderment and tried to offer comfort.

"B-but master, isn't this fortunate in a way? After all, as the Duke always promised you, this at least prevents Lady Elios from becoming the Duke..."

"You call that consolation?! I would have preferred Lady Elios becoming the Duke over this!"

"W-what?"

The master's unexpected outburst.

Anxiety began to show on the servant's face, and his master continued in a voice filled with lamentation.

"If Lady Elios is a lioness, that woman is no different from a centuries-old dragon. To think such a woman has become the heir to the Principality of Dragona. And to have secured that position with the Duke's support, without any objection or division..."

Duke Radu, Rosebeta's husband, though a capable and loyal servant of the Empire, had made one fatal mistake.

He loved his wife so much that he completely failed to notice what kind of personality she was hiding, what terrifying aspects lurked behind that gentle and beautiful face.

In this situation, he vaguely appointed her as his heir based on her competence and her original position as someone who served the Empire.

Without realizing the future consequences this would bring.

"How... how could this happen... After all the effort I've put into this... even sacrificing my own daughter... only to end up with the worst possible outcome..."

Watching his master speak in such a despairing voice, the servant could say nothing.

He too, knowing what his master had been working on for the past decade or more, couldn't offer any appropriate comfort now that everything had turned to dust.

The master hung his head in deep frustration for a moment...

However, his time of despair did not last long.

Although the current situation had indeed reached its worst.

To tell the hidden truth, Catlena, who would certainly side with the Empire if given the chance, could now be considered completely excluded from the candidacy for the Duke's position.

On top of that, the succession issue, which had remained a potential source of division for the principality, was now resolved with the appointment of Mina Roseveta Dragona—a person who, from the Empire's perspective, could be considered the worst possible choice.

However... that didn't mean everything was over yet.

'I don't even have time to wallow in frustration... Given the circumstances, I need to expedite the experiment I've been conducting. And somehow find a way to turn this situation around...'

There wasn't much time left, and even his final insurance had become useless.

But... insurance was just insurance.

Now, before things truly began in earnest, there was no reason to despair prematurely.

'I will definitely overcome this crisis. I am the one who carries on the will of my predecessor and teacher, Grand Vizier Jafar Mahmud. I will surely place the faltering Empire back on solid ground.'

Thus, even in the worst situation, rekindling his determination...

The Empire's prime minister and Catlena's maternal grandfather.

Saladin Azak pulled himself out of his despair and began to devise a new plan.

One more radical and extreme than before...

*

In the carriage leaving the Principality of Dragona for Benessa.

Inside, three people began discussing their more detailed upcoming schedule.

"Well, since we left quite early due to various circumstances, we should have plenty of time."

"I suppose so? The large auction will be held about two weeks after we arrive. I heard my friends would arrive around that time too."

This journey, which according to the original plan would have begun after a leisurely rest in Sophia.

However, to avoid the troublesome matters related to the heir appointment, and more importantly for Catlena, to absolutely avoid being appointed as heir, they quickly packed their bags and departed for Benessa.

As a result, their schedule was moved up, and Elios, who was originally supposed to join them, couldn't attend.

In any case, Catlena felt deep relief that she no longer had to worry about dying at her sister's hands over the Duke's position, and Xellos felt the same way.

'With this much disruption before leaving... Father appointing me as his heir has become completely impossible.'

'I got lucky. I'm not sure what I did right, but this removes the immediate death flag I was facing.'

From Catlena's perspective, she had narrowly avoided crisis thanks to her mother's anger and Xellos's advice.

From Xellos's perspective, it was the result of Catlena's changed mindset for reasons he couldn't precisely identify, and his knowledge based on spoilers that had helped him understand Elios's character quite well.

Either way, it was clear that both of them had escaped the worst crisis, and the two young people were confident they could enjoy their current journey in the best mood, with a peace of mind they had never experienced before.

'Now that I've finally escaped the death route, it's time to fully enjoy life. Through this trip too... I'm sure I can get closer to Xellos?'

Thinking this, Catlena glanced at Xellos, who was showing an expression full of anticipation no less than her own.

Looking at her splendid knight who had stayed by her side all this time, more reliable than anyone else, a deep smile began to form on Catlena's lips.

Just then, Catlena noticed Senel, who had been reading something intently for a while.

"? Sister, what's that?"

"Oh, this? Would you like to see it too? It's a catalog of items that will be available at the upcoming auction. I had someone procure it in advance when I heard we were going to Benessa."

"Ooh... Sister, you're surprisingly thorough in your preparations? I want to see it too."

Catlena and Xellos began examining the catalog Senel handed over.

Although they had to take into account that the contents were somewhat exaggerated, there were still quite a few items that caught their interest.

'Perfumes, clothing... and quite a lot of weapons too. Hm? What's this...'

Suddenly, Xellos discovered something that caught his eye while browsing the catalog.

He then began to study the details of that item with even greater interest than before.
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Sunlight shone down on the narrow mountain path.

A procession of luxurious carriages was traveling along the road near Benessa.

It was clearly no ordinary procession, with knights serving as escorts.

Inside the luxurious carriage at the center of the procession was a woman with black hair and brown skin.

Princess Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina of the Empire was examining a catalog with a satisfied expression.

"Indeed... Almost all the items I expected based on the advance information seem to be available."

"Yes, that's certainly true, Princess. It seems your friends have handled things quite well."

"Certainly, our Noblesse children are quite capable. They're incomparably better than those Sentinels who just act as security guards in the academy."

Princess Maeve gazed at the list of items with a pleased expression.

Although she had heard that many troublesome matters were arising within the Empire, for Maeve, who was uninvolved in such affairs both by rank and gender, these were stories from an entirely different world.

'Whether my brothers and younger siblings fight over the imperial throne or not has nothing to do with me. I just need to live the life I want to enjoy.'

Having neatly put aside imperial matters in her mind, Maeve began discussing the upcoming schedule with her maids who accompanied her on this trip.

"We have some time before the auction begins. Let's take a light tour around Benessa in the meantime. I hear this city has many sights worth seeing?"

"Yes, that's right, Princess. It's known to the world as the Queen of the Adriatic Sea, with many magnificent and beautiful buildings, I'm told."

"Queen of the Adriatic Sea... Though it's just a small country compared to our Empire, its capabilities certainly can't be ignored. I'm looking forward to it. I wonder how impressive it will look."

As Princess Maeve murmured with deep interest, her eyes, which had been looking outside, slowly began to widen.

The sea finally came into view.

And the sight of a splendid island visible there.

She could tell at a glance that it was Benessa.

*

"We've arrived! This is Benessa."

"Ohhh..."

"So this is..."

The three people exclaimed in admiration as they stepped out of the carriage.
Their eyes were taking in a scene that seemed miraculous even as they witnessed it directly.

A strange scene that perfectly matched the name "City of Water."
Instead of roads, canals formed pathways throughout the city, and countless boats moved across them like carriages on roads, traversing all parts of the city.

'It's truly magnificent... In the original work, this place was only mentioned in passing, but I had no idea it was such a wonderful place.'

Xellos was slightly amazed at the newly felt vastness of this world.
Although it was a hastily arranged trip, that didn't diminish the pleasure of traveling.

At that moment, Catlena grabbed Xellos's hand tightly and said in an excited voice:

"Well then, shall we go? We have plenty of time until the auction starts, so let's take our time looking around."

"Ah... yes, Princess."

Thus, Xellos was led by Catlena's hand toward the depths of the city.
Knights assigned as escorts followed behind them, and before long, the two disappeared into the crowd.

Meanwhile, watching them quickly vanish from her sight with a satisfied look, Senel, the "guardian" of the two, slowly began to release mana from her body.

"Well then... shall I do some sightseeing on my own while keeping a proper distance?"

With those words, Senel created a Circle of Mana.
She began her vigilance, preparing for any contingencies from a location that wouldn't interfere with the cute couple, while tracking the position and movements of every being within a 1km radius.

But then...

"...Huh? What's this..."

Suddenly, a familiar presence began to register in her Circle of Mana.
When she recognized what it was, Senel briefly showed a blank expression... and then a deep smile began to form on her lips.

"This looks like things are going to get much more interesting than expected. Who would have thought I'd encounter that princess here..."

Their movement patterns were also just right for the situation.
With this, Senel decided to quietly observe the current situation, which promised to unfold quite excitingly, while preparing to intervene if necessary.

*

Catlena and Xellos entered deep into the city along the path beside the canal.
Shops selling various goods were everywhere, and among them were many places selling peculiar clothing, and especially masks.

"Xellos, look at this. How's this mask?"

Catlena asked while trying on a white bird mask.
To be precise, it was the kind of mask that plague doctors used to wear, and seeing this, Xellos showed a light smile and said to her:

"How should I put it... You look a bit too cute for a plague doctor."

"Hehe, really? Then you try one on too. Here."

With those words, Catlena picked up a jester mask from nearby and put it on Xellos's face.
With their faces hidden behind masks, the two looked at each other and unconsciously began to blush slightly.

'Doing this... it really feels like we're on a date. It feels like I'm on an overseas trip with a girlfriend.'

'Looking at him like this, our Xellos seems quite cute too. Hehe... I feel like I want to kiss him right now.'

Of course, they couldn't do such a thing in front of everyone else.

With such thoughts, Catlena and Xellos spent time happily in the shop, and after a while, they began to choose items they liked among those they had tried on.

"I like this plague doctor mask. I should get one as a gift for Mother too. Xellos, if there's anything you want, just tell me. I'll buy everything for you."

"What? Ah... yes. Then I'll take this..."

Xellos carefully selected the jester mask he had tried earlier. Seeing him like this, Catlena smiled brightly and said confidently:

"Is that one enough? Choose some more. Elios gave me extra pocket money to spend, so don't worry about the cost."

"Hmm... in that case..."

Suddenly, though not for the first time, Xellos became acutely aware that the girl before him was a princess and unimaginably wealthy.

So he somewhat cautiously selected two more masks and one ornament.

At that moment...

"It really suits you well, Princess. How is it that your beauty doesn't diminish at all even when wearing a mask?"

"Sigh... Didn't I tell you? Here, call me Miss Maeve, not Princess. No matter what, this Benessa is a country of heretics, enemies of the Empire. If we carelessly reveal the fact that I'm an imperial princess, we might get involved in troublesome affairs."

"Ah... yes. I apologize, Princess... I mean, Miss."

"!?..Huh?"

"Prin...cess?.. And... Maeve?"

A somehow familiar voice and name.
With a feeling of "could it be," the two slowly turned their heads in that direction.
And...

"!"

"...Gasp!"

"..Hmm? You two are certainly..."

The next moment, their eyes met directly.

At this, Xellos and Catlena instantly showed signs of shrinking back, and seeing these two young people, she...

The Imperial Princess, Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina, put down the mask she was holding with an interested expression and slowly began to approach them.

"Well, well... I've met some very welcome people in an unexpected place. Have you both been well all this time?"

"Ugh..."

The princess looked at them with a smile all over her face.
At this, Xellos unconsciously stepped in front of Catlena to shield her, and seeing him do this, the princess blushed slightly and began to lick her lips subtly.
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The unexpected encounter with the princess.

Xellos immediately thought about drawing his sword, but quickly abandoned the idea.

'Even if it's justified, drawing a sword against a princess outside the academy grounds is too dangerous.'

One wrong move could cause misunderstandings or give her an excuse to retaliate.

Moreover, unlike before, since the other party wasn't showing significant hostility, Xellos judged that displaying aggression first wouldn't be a wise choice.

Even the guards behind her couldn't step forward because they were in the princess's presence.

So, Xellos made what he believed was the best choice—standing protectively in front of Catlena while glaring at the princess.

Seeing his stance, Princess Maeve smiled deeply and spoke in a sticky voice.

"Is this a puppy protecting its master? Hehe... It's quite cute, but I don't think it will be of much use."

As Princess Maeve slowly approached, Xellos automatically frowned from the overwhelming pressure bearing down on him.

'Damn... Is this the level where I can't even compete with my current abilities?'

The difference in power was nothing short of overwhelming.

Although in the original story, the princess was always defeated by Elios—putting her in the so-called "losing streak"—this also meant that without someone of Elios's caliber, it was practically impossible to stand against her.

And compared to that, Xellos—who had just barely learned the basics of magic—would have almost no way to counter if she became serious.

As Xellos was struggling to figure out how to handle the situation:

"Xellos, step back."

"What? But... Lady Catlena?"

"This is a matter between me, a princess of the principality, and Her Highness. I appreciate your concern, but please step back for now."

"Hmm..."

Despite Catlena's words, Xellos couldn't hide his anxiety.
However, unable to argue with the princess's command, he carefully stepped back, and Catlena moved forward, speaking in a respectful voice.

"It is truly an honor to meet you here, Princess Maeve. Are you also here for the auction?"

"You could say that. And you—may I assume you're here for the same reason?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Honestly, it would be more accurate to say they came for temporary refuge rather than the auction, but there was no need to mention that.

Looking at Catlena, Princess Maeve continued speaking with a smile on her face.

"I see, the auction... I don't know what item you're after, but from my perspective, you are potential competitors. Which means..."

"!"

"Kuk!.."

In the next moment, mana began radiating from the princess's body.
Although it couldn't compare to what had emanated from Roseveta's body before, the difference now was that they were the direct targets.

In response, Catlena also began emitting mana from her body.

Seeing this, the princess's expression grew even more intrigued.

"Oh? You've already trained your mana to this extent at your age? As expected, that woman's sister is indeed different."

"Thank you for the compliment... but do you intend to continue like this? Surely you don't mean to harm me, a princess of the principality, for such a trivial reason..."

"Hehehe..."

Catlena spoke in a cold voice.

In response, the princess let out a chilling laugh, slowly withdrew her mana, and spoke calmly.

"I was just having a bit of fun. Don't take it so seriously. Even I wouldn't cause trouble over something so minor."

"..."

The princess spoke with a relaxed voice.
Catlena and Xellos continued to watch her without lowering their guard, and then she turned around.

"Well then, I'll see you at the auction later. Enjoy yourselves until then."

"Farewell, Your Highness."

As the princess departed with a casual tone, Catlena bid her goodbye with a voice still filled with tension.

And then...

"Haah..."

"Phew..."

The two finally let out sighs of relief after the princess disappeared.
Just being confronted by someone with power and authority far beyond what they could handle had left them feeling completely drained.

"Still, I'm glad. That it ended without incident."

"Yeah... honestly, I was worried she might do something strange..."

Catlena glanced at Xellos as she said this.

Although she was trying not to show it, during the confrontation, Catlena had noticed something about Princess Maeve.

'It might just be a feeling, but... no, I'm probably right. The way that princess looked at Xellos was definitely...'

For a moment, the princess had eyes like a snake eyeing its prey.
And surprisingly, at the end of that gaze was Xellos, not Catlena.

'She used to openly target me before... but judging by her attitude, it seems she's changed her target. Damn that princess... she has an eye for people, daring to covet my Xellos...'

Although Catlena felt considerable pressure knowing her opponent was someone difficult to stand against, she had no intention of backing down in the current situation.

Xellos was the one existence she would protect at all costs.
Even if her opponent were the emperor instead of the princess, she would never yield, and with that resolve, Catlena firmly held Xellos's hand as they left the store.

*

'...What a shame. Really.'

The princess walked away, clicking her tongue in disappointment.

Although she had just exchanged brief greetings without doing anything, it wasn't because of petty issues between the imperial family and the duke's family.

She wasn't the type to pass up a delicious prey encountered in a place like this—away from prying eyes, neither in the academy nor in imperial or principality territory.

'Fruits are most refreshing when they're slightly underripe... Hehe. That boy Xellos... the more I look at him, the more appetizing he seems... what a shame indeed.'

The princess's interest in Xellos was growing stronger by the minute, setting aside Catlena.
She was tempted to just take Xellos right then and there...

But there was another reason why she took no action.

'That person who's been watching since the moment I met those two... I thought she was usually carefree, but she's certainly no ordinary opponent.'

A presence that had approached to within about several dozen meters of where she was.

Senel, the Sentinel manager, Catlena's older sister and Elios's younger sister.

Although she never revealed herself while Maeve was talking with Catlena, Maeve knew.

If she had tried to take Xellos or shown genuine hostility toward Catlena... Senel would certainly have made a move.

'Though young in age... she's no easy opponent either. If we fought seriously, who knows, but I don't feel like going that far in this situation.'

Unlike with Elios, whom she had faced directly, she knew that Sentinel manager Senel was a formidable warrior.

She didn't think she would lose, but she would certainly sustain injuries, making it unnecessary to cause problems in a place like this.

'Well then... disappointing as it is, I'll look for another opportunity regarding that matter. For now, shall I just focus on the auction?'

Having reached that conclusion, the princess headed toward her inn, accompanied by her maids.
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In the dense forest with thick undergrowth.

There, a group of men and women were slowly walking along a path.

Their shoes were worn down, suggesting they had walked quite a distance.
However, their faces showed no signs of fatigue.

"It's been a while since we've all gathered like this. Everyone's seeing each other after a long time."

"Not exactly something to be happy about, is it? When all of us gather like this, it means we're about to undertake something big."

A muscular woman with a rugged appearance carried a greatsword.
In response to her words, a stern-looking woman with a bow walking beside her spoke with an annoyed voice.

"Ahaha... but good things are still good. Either way, I think meeting people you care about again is always a pleasant experience."

And watching these two, a gentle-looking woman spoke with a light smile.
Dressed in neat black attire reminiscent of mourning clothes, she walked with a long staff, showing a hint of anticipation.

"Even so, honestly, I doubt everyone will show up. It wouldn't be the first time some fools skipped the gathering as they pleased."

Meanwhile, watching these three women was the group's only young man.
With a sturdy build no less impressive than the muscular woman's and a fierce appearance, though with kind-looking eyes, he spoke in a somewhat dry voice while carrying a massive hammer.

"That may be true, but it's still the boss's orders. Even Hild here follows the boss's words without question."

"Umm... I'd prefer if you didn't bring that up, Bryn."

"What's the problem? No matter how much you pretend otherwise, you're the one who likes the boss the most among us, Hild."

"Hey..."

"Hild is what the young people these days call a 'tsundere.'"

"Ugh..."

The two people laughed lightly at their companion whose face had turned slightly red.
Meanwhile, the large man, curious about what was just said, asked the woman in black mourning attire.

"Tsundere? Sigrun, what does that mean?"

"It's a new slang term popular among students. From what I hear, it refers to someone who acts cold and strict in front of the person they like. As you know, Victor, Hild's personality is a bit... dishonest."

"I see, I understand."

"Why are you explaining it in such detail..."

Hild expressed her displeasure at this unwelcome topic.
After the brief moment of teasing their companion ended, the woman in mourning attire called Sigrun asked the muscular woman Bryn in a somewhat calmer tone.

"By the way... what could be the boss's purpose in gathering us like this?"

"Isn't it obvious? Probably received a request from someone important. Related to the auction that's about to be held."

"Winning auction items... doesn't seem likely with this many people. Could it possibly be what I'm thinking?"

"...Maybe? Well, we'll have to wait and see what it's about. Whatever it is, we just need to follow orders."

With those words, Bryn paused to look ahead.
In her eyes, the beautiful scenery of Benessa began to appear as the sunset descended.

*

"600 talents."

"I'm not buying it. Take it back."

"598, not a talent less."

"I said I'm not buying! I have no intention of paying such an outrageous price!"

The person haggling intensely over piles of goods...
Senel Polena Dragona.

She was negotiating with a fervor that seemed quite distant from her status as a princess.

"...Ugh..."

"Ahaha... don't be so embarrassed. After all, she's doing this for you, Catlena."

"Well, that may be true, but..."

Watching her enthusiastic behavior, Catlena felt the urge to distance herself and blushed, while Xellos tried to comfort her with an awkward smile.

'Every time I see it, I'm reminded that Sister Senel sometimes has a way of making people feel embarrassed...'

Of course, she was quite strong and her personality wasn't bad at all. But Senel often acted in ways that completely disregarded her dignity as a princess.

"Tsk... what a persistent fellow. In the end, I only got 590 talents."

Grumbling like that, Senel handed over the gold coins she had negotiated to Catlena.

"Here, take it. This is the amount from selling your odds and ends."

"Th-thank you, Sister."

Despite her embarrassment, Catlena expressed gratitude to her sister for selling her items at a good price.

However, Senel still seemed dissatisfied with the recent transaction.

"Honestly, those people trying to take advantage just because we're selling urgently. I'm sorry, I could have gotten 600 talents originally... but given the timing, it wasn't so easy."

"Well, the auction is about to begin soon. I suppose it can't be helped that many people need cash right now."

Even considering that, Catlena thought they had received quite a generous price, but she could only offer a bitter smile seeing her sister's dissatisfaction.

"Anyway, now that we've secured the funds, let's decide specifically what to buy."

"Yes, let's do that, Sister."

With this, the ammunition for the battle had been prepared.
The three headed toward the inn with their secured funds.

The "odds and ends" Catlena had brought... were actually high-quality items previously used in the ducal household. The money from selling these, along with emergency funds and pocket money they had brought, plus the funds Senel had contributed, totaled approximately 1,200 talents.

"If 1 talent is worth about 10 million won in Korean currency... 1,200 talents would be 12 billion... this truly illustrates what insane spending looks like."

Of course, given the differences in the basic value and utility of money, an exact comparison was difficult. But even at a glance, the two princesses possessed an enormous amount of money.

'Well... considering that the Principality of Dragona is larger in area than the Korean peninsula, and these two are princesses of that nation... essentially no different from royalty.'

Thus, Xellos, coming from a commoner background, watched as Senel and Catlena handled an amount that made his head spin as if it were mere pocket money.

Additionally, Xellos was inwardly amazed at the scale of this auction, considering there were auction items that would be difficult to purchase even with their massive funds.

'Come to think of it... historically, during the Age of Exploration, merchants made enormous profits through trade, right? Even Benessa itself was little more than a fishing village before becoming this magnificent city, largely due to its role as a trade gateway to the East...'

Most trade goods from the East and South flowing into the continent passed through Benessa, and all the islands serving as strategic points along these routes were under Benessa's control.

There were land routes as well, but those limited the quantity of goods that could be transported, and the terrain and bandit attacks made the journey treacherous.

Although the Empire, being directly adjacent to the East, could secure some trade goods, these were mostly limited to necessities. The truly valuable treasures typically flowed into Benessa through long-distance trade.

'Moreover, since transportation within the Empire isn't particularly good either, it's inevitable that Benessa, with its control over sea routes, holds the dominance in this field.'

For this reason, the Empire was constantly looking for opportunities to seize Benessa's maritime dominance, but that goal remained distant.

'Anyway... from that perspective, this auction should be quite interesting. It will be a festival of extraordinary treasures and insane spending. And within it, I hope I can secure that item.'

Although many rare auction items would be available, Xellos was targeting only one specific item.

Having already received permission from Catlena to "buy just one thing," Xellos smiled slightly as he imagined what he would do with the item once he acquired it.
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# Wizard

The term used to refer to mana users who exist in regions outside the Principality of Dragona and the Empire.

The origins of witches and magicians began when radical factions among wizards were expelled from the wizarding world and split off. Therefore, if one traces back to the source, their roots can be said to be essentially the same.

However, these two forces, which had separated for rather unpleasant reasons, maintained a relationship of mutual avoidance and appropriate disregard for some time. But at the present moment, their relationship has evolved beyond simple disregard into one of outright hostility.

There were several reasons behind this, but the primary cause was certainly the opposition between their affiliated nations.

Witches and magicians have been associated with the Principality of Dragona and the Empire for decades, whereas wizards have maintained their influence for hundreds of years in the northern Kalmar Union and the Holy Empire.

The relationship between these countries has historically been one of bitter enmity, with each treating mana users as their most crucial military assets.

As a result, due to the frequent battles that have occurred over the years, witches and magicians, despite sharing the same origins as wizards, have inevitably become adversaries who must point their staffs and swords at each other.

And now.

A group of such wizards had gathered here.

A mansion on the outskirts of Benessa.

To be precise, it was once a mansion but now resembled little more than an abandoned house. Despite its vast size, years of neglect had left it with a desolate atmosphere.

And in the central hall of the mansion, which was relatively well-maintained compared to the rest of the building, eight wizards were seated in their respective places.

Three women and a large man who had come together.
A woman in an elegant dress that seemed more suited for a ball than this atmosphere, a man in uniform, and among these individuals with their distinct characteristics, the only one wearing a blue robe that gave off the impression of an ordinary wizard.

And finally, a beautiful woman with silver hair in a maid outfit, the only one seated at the head position.

After confirming that everyone had gathered, the silver-haired woman quietly looked around at those assembled.

Then, among them, a woman in mourning attire—Sigrun—spoke to her in a calm tone.

"As you ordered, everyone has assembled, Boss."

"Yes, thank you all for coming such a long way. Now, I'll explain the details of this request."

At her words, those present began to show a glint in their eyes.
She continued speaking in a calm voice.

"The request involves all the auction items scheduled to appear at this upcoming auction. All of them."

"..."

"Hmm..."

Some responded as if they had expected this.
However, only one person, Sigrun, asked her with a hint of caution.

"Boss, are you sure this is alright? I've heard this auction is on an exceptionally grand scale. It seems quite dangerous to meddle with an event that continental powers are planning to attend in pursuit of the auction items."

"I suppose so. And that's precisely what makes it more interesting."

"..Sigh.."

The boss spoke with intense anticipation in her expression.
In response, Sigrun let out a small sigh and then spoke with unavoidable concern.

"Enjoying yourself is fine, but I hope no one gets hurt. Not you, Boss, nor anyone else here."

"Hehe..."

At her caring concern, everyone present shared warm smiles.

All while harboring expectations for the enjoyable party that would soon unfold...

*

"Catlena!"

"Welcome, everyone. Have you been well?"

As she greeted her friends stepping out of the carriage, a genuine smile formed on Catlena's face.
Although they had been apart for only a short time, the events that had occurred in between made it feel as though they hadn't seen each other in ages.

And seeing Catlena, Bella also spoke with a bright smile.

"Well... to be honest, it was a bit boring. Lounging around in bed gets tiresome after a day or two."

"In that regard, being able to participate in this trip is truly something to be thankful for."

They expressed their gratitude while looking at Catlena.
Meanwhile, Senel left the inn where they had been staying and began walking alone along the docks near the auction house, leaving behind the young girls and Xellos, who maintained a smile on his face while awkwardly positioned among them.

A place where cool sea breezes blew.

As it was quite late, there was hardly any sign of people. There, Senel was frowning, feeling unusually on edge.

'...This... doesn't seem like a good sign...'

A sensation that had been consistently irritating her nerves for some time now.
It was about the presence of notable powerful individuals within this city.

Senel had been repeatedly expanding and retracting her Circle of Mana—partly to keep an eye on Catlena and Xellos, and partly for practice and amusement.

While even skilled witches and magicians struggled to expand their Circle of Mana beyond 5 meters, she casually extended hers to a radius of 2-3 kilometers without any difficulty. Through this absurdly impressive feat, she had begun to notice something that no one else in the city had detected.

It was the presence of notable powerful individuals that she sensed whenever she expanded her Circle of Mana.

She couldn't determine their exact number, but there were at least seven or eight of them. Among them were those she estimated to be equal to or even stronger than herself.

That alone wouldn't have been a major issue.

This was Benessa, where a continental-scale auction was being held.
It was natural for nobles from across the continent and their escorts to gather here.

Having a few standout powerful individuals among them wouldn't be unusual.

If that had been the extent of it, Senel wouldn't have paid any attention to the matter in the first place.

The problem was that even at this moment, the movements she sensed from them were quite suspicious.

'Groups of two or three separate, then merge into one after some time. Shortly after, they change their combinations and split up again to move around. And in this process, they inevitably pass through this place... where the auction is scheduled to be held soon.'

It was almost like...

Movements that suggested they were scouting the area.

And doing so very discreetly.
At regular intervals.
Ensuring their presence remained undetected.

And what this implied was...

'...No way.'

As this thought occurred to her, Senel's mind automatically began to envision a future she'd rather not contemplate.

It was...
Something beyond her power to handle alone.
An inevitable approaching incident.

'An attack... probably targeting the auction items. And the perpetrators are a group of mana users that includes multiple powerful individuals even I can't handle... most likely wizards.'

Within the scope of Senel's knowledge, there was almost no possibility that she wouldn't recognize a group of witches or magicians with such abilities.

As a princess of the Principality of Dragona, she kept track of most skilled individuals within the Principality and the Empire.

Having roughly identified the nature of the opposition, Senel began to feel quite troubled.

Her sister, her sister's friends, and Senel herself had been looking forward to this auction.
The fact that troublemakers were gathering to openly disrupt such an event was not something she could feel good about, even with her usual enjoyment of novel situations.

'But it's not like I have any clever solutions... This is Benessa, a competing nation to the Empire, not within the Principality. In this position, even warning the auction organizers about the danger is difficult.'

Although they were being left alone as potential customers, any conspicuous actions would be problematic for various reasons.

Moreover, even with good information, if the source was a princess from an enemy nation, it was questionable whether anyone would believe her in the first place.

'And if I mentioned that the source was the result of my modest hobby, truly no one would believe me... What should I do?'

Senel was considering talking to the Black Sun Princess who occasionally fawned over her sister, and in the worst case, she thought it might be necessary to return home with the children before anything happened.

Of course, given the current situation, the latter option seemed most likely.

'Sigh... we came all this way. Do we really have to go back without even tasting the main course?'

Feeling deeply disappointed, Senel decided to at least try discussing the situation with the princess, with whom she could somewhat communicate.

Just then...

"...Roseveta?"

"...Huh?"

The next moment, an unfamiliar voice called out.
At the sound of someone calling her mother's name, Senel turned her head...

And there stood a nun with black hair and black eyes whom she had never seen before.
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"Roseveta... is that you? H-how... I never thought... I never thought I'd meet you in a place like this."

"Ah... um... well, I..."

The nun, with her hands clasped desperately, mentioned her mother's name and began to shed tears.

Seeing her like this, Senel felt somewhat bewildered and carefully observed her reaction.

'Who is this person? Someone who knows my mother's face even in this distant place.'

For a moment, she wondered if this person might be an enemy, but Senel quickly concluded that wasn't the case.

Since her mother's face wasn't widely known—there weren't even portraits of her—anyone who could recognize Roseveta in Senel's resemblance was likely someone who had a deep connection with her mother.

Moreover, this woman before her wasn't showing hostility or wariness, but rather obvious joy and longing along with her tears.

Above all, considering that she was displaying such an attitude in what was essentially enemy territory, this person was most likely someone who genuinely had a friendship with her mother.

'She must be an old acquaintance of Mother's... In that case, I should be polite here.'

Having reached that conclusion, Senel addressed the nun before her in a respectful voice.

"Excuse me. I'm not Roseveta, but her daughter, Senel Polena Dragona."

"! What? D-daughter... you say?"

The nun's expression instantly changed to surprise at Senel's words.
However, her expression didn't turn negative.

The nun showed a mixture of wonder and surprise.
Then, with a flushed face, she looked at Senel with slight excitement and said:

"Ah... now that I look closer, you are quite young... Are you really that child's daughter?"

"Yes... that's correct."

Senel began to feel somewhat strange about the nun referring to her mother, who was nearly 40, as "that child."

However, more than Senel's feelings, the nun before her was showing an even more overwhelmed reaction, as if deeply moved.

"Indeed... looking at you, you must be that child's daughter. But I'm surprised... I'd heard stories, but I never imagined that the daughter she bore would have grown so much..."

Watching the nun who continued to fidget while looking at her, Senel couldn't contain her curiosity and carefully asked her a question.

"But... who are you? As far as I know, there are no nuns among my mother's acquaintances."

"! Ah... hmm... I apologize..."

With those words, Senel showed a slight wariness.
In response, the nun calmed her excited emotions and spoke in a composed voice.

"My name is Marie Magdalena. I was once very close with your mother. Although we've had little contact for quite some time... If you ask your mother when you return, she'll probably tell you who I am..."

"Marie Magdalena... I understand. I'll confirm that part later."

Magdalena spoke with a bitter expression.
Seeing this, Senel concluded that this nun was probably an old acquaintance of her mother's whose relationship had been severed for some reason.

"But... what brings Roseveta's daughter here? Are you also here to participate in the auction?"

"Yes, that's the case, but..."

Honestly, at this point, going to the auction itself seemed potentially dangerous, so Senel had been deeply contemplating the current situation.

However, unaware of these concerns, the woman called Magdalena spoke to Senel with great delight.

"I see, that works out well. I was planning to attend the auction too, and since things have turned out this way, I'll help you get a special seat."

"What? That's really not necessary..."

Magdalena spoke like an aunt wanting to be generous to her niece.
Senel felt quite burdened and tried to decline, but Magdalena smiled even more brightly and said:

"It's fine. Despite appearances, I have quite good connections with the auction organizers. If we play our cards right, I might even be able to get the auction fee reduced by more than half."

"Um... really, it's fine...!"

From what she could tell, Magdalena wasn't just making empty promises but genuinely seemed to have good connections.
At that moment, a thought flashed through Senel's mind.

The nun before her was likely very close to her mother and also seemed to have good connections with the auction organizers.

'Then... through this person, I might be able to prepare for what's about to happen.'

The current situation was beyond Senel's capabilities alone, and even joining forces with the princess didn't offer much hope.

It would take the combined efforts of the auction organizers and those connected to them to barely see a solution.

'Sigh... honestly, I'd prefer to step back and just watch the fun from a distance... but unfortunately, the situation isn't going that smoothly.'

Since Senel herself was planning to attend the auction, she couldn't just sit back and enjoy the show as she usually would.

So, feeling somewhat reluctant, Senel carefully opened her mouth in a serious voice to the nun before her.

"Excuse me, Magdalena. Actually, there's something I'd like to tell you about the auction..."

"Hmm? What is it? Tell me anything."

Magdalena showed intense anticipation at Senel's attitude, which suggested she was about to ask for a favor.
Feeling some inexplicable sense of familiarity from her behavior, Senel carefully began to explain what she had discovered.

*

"...What? The auction house will be attacked?"

"Yes, Princess. We just received a confidential notice through the auction organizer."

"Hmm..."

Feeling perplexed by this unexpected situation, Princess Maeve carefully accepted the official document handed to her by her servant.
This document was delivered only to those classified as VIP customers, not ordinary auction participants.

In that sense, although Maeve was a princess of the enemy empire, she was classified as a VIP since she had invested a considerable amount in this auction, allowing her to obtain this information.

"It's predicted that individuals presumed to be powerful wizards will attack the auction house... and the organizers are trying to reinforce their forces to prepare for this..."

"Yes, high-ranking nobles from various countries who received the notice have dispatched skilled individuals from their guards to cooperate."

"I've heard Benessa's own forces aren't that bad... Does this mean those attempting the attack are quite strong? This situation seems to be getting more interesting than expected."

"What should we do, Princess? The organizers have promised generous rewards and benefits such as reduced auction fees to those who help successfully repel the attackers..."

"Hmm... well..."

At her maid's question, the princess paused for a moment to think about the current situation.

Honestly, the benefits offered by the organizers weren't particularly appealing.
For someone born as a princess who had lived without financial concerns, rewards and fee reductions weren't very attractive.

However, something else caught her attention more.

It was... the powerful individuals attempting to attack the auction house.

'Highly skilled wizards... this part is quite tempting?'

Despite her status as a princess, Maeve had considerable interest in combat.

Born with talent as a witch who could handle mana, unique among the royal family, Maeve not only had protection due to her status but also possessed considerable power herself, and she had a deep interest in the act of combat itself.

In that sense, the princess briefly considered participating in this event where she might be able to fight against strong opponents...

Unfortunately, she had to give up on that idea.

'It's a shame to miss a fight with strong opponents... but still, the most important thing now is to win auction items with my own hands.'

Although she felt a momentary impulse, the princess had a modest desire for this auction.

Unlike previous times when she had to send proxies to purchase items due to the restraints of those around her, this time she had the somewhat girlish desire to personally win the auction items she wanted with her own hands.
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# The Day of the Long-Awaited Auction

Despite the forewarned attack, the auction itself proceeded without any schedule changes.

The only difference was that security had been strengthened to an excessive degree, with armed forces stationed both inside and outside the auction house.

However, for the participants, these changes merely caused slight inconvenience in movement without being a major concern. Most people who hadn't directly heard about the potential attack didn't even recognize that such a threat existed, simply noting that security seemed particularly tight.

Unlike these people, Xellos's face couldn't hide his concern even at this moment.

"What are you doing, Xellos? Hurry up."

"Ah, yes. Understood, Lady Catlena."

Xellos moved closer to Catlena at her call. Unlike Catlena who appeared relaxed, Xellos was feeling considerable anxiety about the current situation.

'Really... isn't Catlena being too careless? According to Senel, an attack could happen soon...'

The warning he had received from Senel last night was that attackers targeting the auction items might strike, so they should be cautious.

She had even mentioned that some of these attackers might be stronger than Senel herself, which spoke volumes about the level of danger.

Nevertheless, Catlena and her friends were adamant about their decision to participate directly in the auction to obtain the items they wanted.

Xellos tried his best to dissuade Catlena, but her attitude was firm. Even Senel, despite her concerns, ultimately permitted their participation in the auction.

However, this was on the condition that he would not leave Catlena's side inside the auction house no matter what happened.

As a result, the group was now participating in the auction while accepting some risk, but the actual atmosphere at the auction house didn't feel as serious as they had anticipated.

Although guards were stationed vigilantly throughout the venue, most people paid no attention to them and were simply exchanging information about the auction items among themselves.

"This is unexpected... Honestly, I thought the atmosphere would be much more tense than this."

"Even though it looks this way, they've mobilized the higher-ups to prepare for the attack. There are actually numerous skilled individuals positioned here right now, and among them are some that even Senel's sister wouldn't take lightly."

Additionally, some nobles had brought continent-famous powerhouses, either to show off or due to contractual obligations. Most of these individuals were currently standing guard around the perimeter of the auction house.

Objectively speaking, attempting to attack the auction house in this situation would be like poking a hornet's nest.

So while there was reason to feel somewhat reassured, Xellos somehow still couldn't shake off his feeling of unease.

'Am I being too sensitive?... Even to me, this level of security seems sufficient... Maybe it's because I'm carrying this, unlike usual.'

As these thoughts crossed his mind, Xellos unconsciously touched the sword at his waist. Unlike the wooden sword he had carried until now, this time he was carrying a real steel sword capable of inflicting lethal damage, befitting a true bodyguard.

A sword with a heavy yet cold feel.

Gripping it tightly, Xellos tried to calm his anxious mind as he moved inside the auction house with Catlena's group.

Their seats were in the VIP section, somehow secured by Senel. These elevated seats were positioned higher than the others, offering an excellent view overlooking the interior of the auction house.

Just as they were about to take their seats with some excitement, it happened.

"!..."

"Hehe... We meet again. Just as I mentioned before."

Seeing the woman greeting them casually, Catlena and Xellos automatically frowned slightly. Unlike them, Senel addressed her with a bright smile.

"It's a pleasure to see you, Princess. This is our first meeting since the vacation began. Have you been well?"

"Nothing special has happened. You seem as healthy as ever, Elios's sister."

The two exchanged polite greetings, as despite knowing of each other's existence for a long time, this was their first direct encounter.

Then the princess asked Senel with some curiosity:

"But... how did you come to be here? As you know, these are premium seats for VIPs... Did you also fund this auction like I did?"

"No, nothing like that. I was fortunate enough to receive these seats through an acquaintance who's involved with the auction."

"I see... That's not as interesting a reason as I expected."

"Hehe, I apologize for disappointing you, Princess."

The two spoke with subtle antagonism toward each other. Although it wasn't a situation for direct confrontation, it was clear they were not on the same side. Meanwhile, Catlena took her seat with her friends, and Senel, after briefly reading the situation, also sat down.

As a result, due to the number of seats, Senel ended up sitting right next to the princess.

Noting this fact, the princess felt some regret that it might have been more interesting if Xellos had sat next to her instead, and spoke to Senel with slight mockery:

"By the way... aren't you going to go out there? I've heard someone plans to attack the auction house, and with your level of skill, you could be quite helpful to the defense force."

"Haha... You flatter me, Princess. Although I serve as the manager of Sentinel at the academy, I'm still just a young girl. Getting involved in adult matters would only get in the way. I wouldn't be much help."

"...Is that so. If that's what you think, then I suppose that's how it is."

Despite this response, the princess knew very well that Senel was downplaying her abilities.

To be frank, Senel's current abilities were far beyond what could be expected from an average mid-teens girl.

In terms of witch classification, her pure combat power alone was at the level of a high-ranking witch.

And that was only because she was still young and inexperienced. It was obvious that if a few more years passed, she would grow into an absurdly powerful monster.

The Circle of Mana that she casually extended for several kilometers was just a fragment showing how transcendent her talent was.

Nevertheless, the princess began to slowly speculate, with some wariness, about why Senel was attending the auction instead of leaving.

One reason could be that, similar to herself, Senel simply wanted to participate in the auction directly.
Honestly, Maeve thought this was probably the most likely explanation.

Another possibility was that she was simply too lazy or lacked confidence in her abilities.
This seemed like the least likely reason.

And the final possibility...

'To prepare... for any contingency?'

The moment this thought crossed her mind, Maeve felt the reins of tension tightening without her realizing it.

And, just as she had anticipated, at this very moment,
Senel was, quite unfortunately, convinced that her choice had not been wrong.

The reason was...

"Cunning bastards..."

With those words, Senel immediately withdrew the Circle of Mana she had deployed. Simultaneously, her gaze turned toward the people who had just stepped onto the platform, seemingly about to announce the start of the auction.

A woman dressed in black mourning clothes, accompanied by a silver-haired woman in a maid outfit.

They began to smile brightly at the people in front of them.

And then...

"!"

Until just seconds ago, no special aura of power had been felt from them.

But at this moment, Senel could perceive it.

Predators who no longer needed to hide their strength.
At this moment, they were beginning to bare their hidden fangs once again.

Recognizing this fact, a single word naturally escaped Senel's lips:

"...Shit."
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"Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your patience. Now, let's begin the auction."

She spoke in a bright voice while releasing her previously concealed mana without restraint.

At that moment, she noticed several people reacting immediately to her presence.

They clearly recognized what she was about to do.

However, that didn't matter to her at all.

"Well, let's skip the tedious procedures and hope everyone enjoys their time from now on!"

After all, no matter what they did, the show had already begun.

*

A woman in mourning clothes and a maid appeared on the platform.

The moment he saw them, Xellos instinctively felt something intensely wrong.

'What's this? Those people don't seem like ordinary hosts...'

An ominous sensation that wasn't there until just now...

Mana so intense it was beyond imagination.

It began to surge with terrifying force, opening a massive pupil-like void above the woman's head.

Something black that resembled a black hole.

The moment they saw it, the faces of Xellos and his companions froze in terror.

"What... what is that person..."

"No way..."

An ominous aura so distinct that even the inexperienced children could clearly perceive it.

Xellos and Catlena's group began to shrink back at the sudden chilling sensation.

At the same time.
Senel, who had been watching the situation, quickly moved to block their path.

"Shit..."

A short curse escaped her lips.
Right after that...

-KRRRRUUUUUK!!!-

A tearing sound echoed throughout the room.
Simultaneously, countless white, bird-like creatures began to pour out from the black pupil.

At first glance, they resembled doves...
However, these creatures were more than three times the size of ordinary doves, with saw-like teeth in their mouths and an eerie greenish energy flowing from their eyes.

These beings, whose appearance alone made it clear they were no ordinary creatures, began charging relentlessly toward the guests in the auction house.

"Argh!"

"Damn it! What is this?!"

People rushed forward, frantically casting spells or swinging whatever weapons they had.

The security personnel were releasing their mana and fighting to protect their masters and the guests.

There were about 50 of them.

They were fairly skilled practitioners, and their numbers weren't small, but the doves pouring endlessly from the black void were... simply too many.

Although each individual creature could be easily destroyed by a mana-infused sword or weak magic, the problem was their overwhelming numbers that left observers dumbfounded.

No matter how many they killed, the creatures kept coming.

In fact, they seemed to be replenished at nearly triple the rate they were being destroyed.

Because of this, the security personnel were helplessly pushed back.

Meanwhile, seeing the situation deteriorate, people desperately tried to escape the auction house, forgetting about the auction entirely.

However...

"What... why won't the door...!"

"Damn it! Open! Open up!"

People frantically pounded on the doors, but... as if sealed with something solid, the doors wouldn't budge at all.

And then.

"Argh!"

"Gack!"

The security personnel fell one by one to the doves.
Through the gaps that formed, the flocks of doves began charging toward the guests.

The sight of countless giant birds rushing forward with their terrifying teeth was fear incarnate.

Just as despair began to show on people's faces...

"Kayaak!"

"Kueeerk!"

The next moment, doves burst in mid-air as if being squeezed by something invisible.
Although countless doves still remained, they seemed to instinctively sense danger and momentarily stopped moving.

"Hmm..."

Meanwhile, seeing this scene, the woman in mourning clothes showed a slightly surprised expression.

What caught her attention was a woman with brown skin and black hair.

Though she appeared young, she was emanating extraordinary mana, which aroused considerable curiosity in the woman in mourning clothes.

Just then...

-BANG!-

"!"

A sudden explosion rang out while she was looking away.

Simultaneously, the firmly closed doors opened, and people began pouring out desperately.

"Then, I'll be going ahead, Prin... I mean, Lady Maeve."

"Do as you please. I need to pulverize these fools who've disturbed my mood."

A red-haired woman who had forcibly opened the door with mana escaped outside with the young girls.

The woman in mourning clothes frowned slightly at her actions, unable to clearly see the face of the woman who disappeared so quickly.

'This is unexpected... I didn't think there would be someone who could easily open that door from inside...'

The door had been sealed with considerable mana, and shouldn't have been easily opened even if she had been distracted.

The woman who had casually opened it...
Feeling slightly regretful that she hadn't seen her face clearly, her attention returned to the brown-skinned girl before her.

In the now-empty auction house, with most guests having escaped, the girl remained with only a few people who appeared to be her guards.

Looking at her—not quite a girl but a young woman beginning to show mature charms—the woman in mourning clothes quietly nodded.

'That person is concerning too... but this one is no pushover either. Such power in someone not yet an adult. Judging by her attire and appearance, she's from the eastern... Empire?'

With these thoughts, the woman in mourning clothes slowly raised her hand.
At the same time, the doves that had been pecking at the fallen security guards flew toward the ceiling, circling in formation as if performing a dance.

They created an ominous atmosphere, as if they might pour down at any moment.

However, completely ignoring the pressure exerted by the doves...
Princess Maeve of the Empire spoke with a voice full of anger to the two people standing before her.

"Are you the ones targeting the auction items?"

"Yes, that's correct. You've seen right through us."

The woman responded with a warm smile to Maeve's question.
This made the princess's already boiling anger rise even further, and she spoke in a fierce voice.

"Is that so? Well, that's convenient. Since you've confessed, no one will object if I tear you apart right here."

With those words, the princess began releasing her mana, fueled by burning anger.
At the same time, her guards showed troubled expressions but likewise began raising their mana.

Watching their reactions, the woman in mourning clothes quietly asked the maid-dressed woman who had been standing silently beside her all this time.

"What should we do, boss?"

"Play with them a bit. I'll go finish the rest of our work."

"Understood."

At these words, her smile deepened, and simultaneously, the maid-dressed woman behind her vanished like a mirage. Maeve frowned and focused her attention entirely on the woman in mourning clothes before her.

'Boss... so that maid-dressed woman is stronger than this one? Perhaps this is more dangerous than I thought.'

Her misjudgment in assuming the maid was weak based solely on her attire.
Fortunately, that seemed to have passed without major issues, but the situation was still far from reassuring.

The woman before her eyes was someone Maeve couldn't be confident of defeating.
It was clear she would need to fight with all her might in a fierce battle.

However, Maeve didn't feel entirely negative about the current situation.

'Instead of a ruined auction, a real battle with a powerful opponent... this isn't so bad either!'
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Maeve slowly took her stance as she faced the 'enemy' before her.

Right after, the flocks of pigeons that had been slowly circling in the sky began their attack.

"Coo-coo-coo!!!!!!"

"Block them!"

"Yes!"

Maeve's guards sprang forward at her command. There were four of them in total, each one a magician or witch capable of using mana.

Though they might not have been born with the exceptional talent that Maeve possessed, they were all elites belonging to the Imperial Guard—formidable fighters in their own right.

In some ways, they were a more impressive force than the fifty or so security personnel who had just faced the pigeon flock earlier.

And as Maeve had anticipated, they began easily dispatching the pigeons that were swarming toward them.

"Hmm..."

With each swing of their swords, dozens of pigeons were effortlessly swept away. Watching this, the woman in mourning clothes let out a light exclamation of admiration while pulling out a staff she had concealed somewhere, as if performing a magic trick.

And then...

-Clang!-

"Tch..."

"Hehehe..."

The next moment, Maeve's expression slightly twisted while the woman in mourning clothes revealed a faint smile.

Before her stood Maeve, whose attack with her concentration-infused sword had been blocked.

A sudden ambush carried out while the guards' attention was drawn to the countless pigeons they were fighting.

Maeve automatically frowned as she watched the woman in mourning clothes block her attack with such ease.

'This woman... has unnecessarily wide vision? And this mana...'

Despite using such magic, she showed no signs of fatigue.

Even at this moment, the black portal she had created hadn't disappeared and continued to spew out pigeons.

"Lady Maeve!"

"Don't worry about me! Just focus on blocking that pigeon portal somehow!"

"Ah, yes! Understood!"

Following the princess's orders, the guards advanced toward the black portal while dealing with the pigeons instead of coming to her aid.

Meanwhile, Princess Maeve swung her sword with fierce intensity, but the woman before her was blocking these attacks with remarkable ease.

"Hehe, your fighting spirit is quite impressive. And this mana... Though your proficiency is lacking, I must acknowledge your talent. However, little miss."

-Whack!-

The next moment, the woman in mourning clothes easily broke through Maeve's offensive, disrupting her stance.

Due to her opponent's fluid, natural, and swift movements, Maeve's attack was interrupted, and she was pushed back, losing her balance.

"Unfortunately, it seems you still need to hone your basic skills more."

"Ugh..."

Though she managed to regain her balance at the last moment and avoid falling, Maeve couldn't refute her words.

Through their brief exchange, Maeve had realized something. The reason she was being overwhelmed wasn't due to the amount of mana or how it was being utilized, but because of the fundamental difference in weapon handling skills.

No matter how excellent her concentration technique was, it was merely a skill to enhance a weapon's performance. Given the difference in wielding capability, the current situation was inevitably disadvantageous for Maeve.

'As expected... I knew she was a formidable opponent, but a direct approach won't work at all. In that case...'

Maeve confirmed that there was no chance of victory in this kind of close combat.

Additionally, judging by the state of her guards who were still dealing with the pigeon flock, seeking help from them was also unrealistic.

'I have no choice... In this situation, I'll have to use magic in earnest.'

Concentration—using mana to increase a sword's hardness and cutting power.
Body reinforcement—directly applying mana to the body to dramatically increase physical abilities and agility.

Although these two techniques could turn even a novice wizard into a powerful warrior capable of surpassing ordinary humans, they were, along with the defensive magic barrier, merely basic techniques.

The most fundamental definition of mana was... the power to overturn reality. In other words, it was about reshaping the world according to one's thoughts, which was the true essence of what was called magic.

Even now, the flocks of pigeons that Maeve could see were the result of this woman in mourning clothes twisting the laws of the world according to her will.

And in that respect, the world that Maeve desired to create, the magic she used was...

"!"

"Hehehe..."

The next moment, the expressions of the two began to reverse. The woman in mourning clothes, who had been composed until now, began to harden her expression as she witnessed the flow of mana before her.

'This girl... don't tell me she's already developed her unique magic at that age? How...'

She had seen countless magicians and helped awaken the talents of many.

However, this girl before her was not even 20 years old. Considering this, her talent could be described as one that might appear once in several decades, if at all.

'The Empire... must be acknowledged for its magic as well? When witches and magicians crossed over, I didn't pay much attention due to bloodline constraints. Could someone like this have emerged in such a short time...'

With such thoughts, she slowly readjusted the staff in her hand and took a defensive stance.

Then...

"! This... this is..."

The next moment, deep bewilderment began to settle on her face. It was due to the thick thorny vines that had started to wrap around her legs.

The thorny vines were growing at a terrifying speed, visible to the naked eye. They instantly pierced through her mana defense and began climbing up her legs, tearing into her flesh.

"Damn it!"

Feeling intense pain, she quickly moved her staff to cut away the thorny vines and swiftly evaded.

However...

"It's useless."

The thorny vines extended toward her at a terrifying speed wherever she moved. Although they were slightly slower than her, she had no choice but to continuously evade the attacks, as stopping even for a moment would result in her movements being sealed.

'A troublesome yet powerful magic... And with this level of mana. Truly, if circumstances had been favorable, I would have wanted to take her as my disciple immediately, given her talent.'

With such thoughts, she continued to evade the attacks. However, even while under attack, she wasn't feeling a significant danger, despite being somewhat surprised.

Although Maeve's thorny vines were quickly pursuing her, their speed had started to gradually decrease from a certain point, and seeing this, the woman in mourning clothes began to realize that her assumption was correct.

'Indeed... her mana is starting to run out. Well, it's natural given that she's maintaining such large-scale magic at that age. At this rate, this will soon come to an end.'

With such thoughts, she began to slow down, showing signs of transitioning from evasion to offense.

But then...

"Hehe."

"! Ah..."

The next moment, a cold smile passed across Maeve's lips. Simultaneously, the woman in mourning clothes finally realized the situation she was in and stopped moving.

This wasn't simply due to a change in emotion.

In reality, she had become unable to move any further.

"Don't tell me... you were aiming for this from the beginning?"

"Correct."

The scene before Maeve's eyes was that of the woman in mourning clothes completely trapped within densely grown thorny vines.

"To catch a frantically fluttering bird, the best way is indeed to trap it in a cage."

With those words, Maeve was confident in her victory. At the same time, she could see her guards who had already reached near the black portal.

'I don't know what kind of magic it is, but if it's a magic created by humans, it surely has its limits. If they attack it with concentration, it should be destroyed.'

Indeed, as if sharing her thoughts, the guards were also showing signs of attacking it with their concentration-infused staffs.

Even if they couldn't destroy it with that, Maeve thought the situation was over since they had captured the magician.

But then...

"!"

The next moment, a scene caught Maeve's eye. It was the woman in mourning clothes showing a cold smile for an instant.

And at the end of her gaze was...

"! W-wait, don't touch that portal..."

-Boom!-

Before Maeve could finish her words, it was already too late. Right after they struck with concentration, a violent explosion occurred from the black portal that had been spewing out pigeons, and as a result, all of Maeve's guards collapsed to the ground, rendered incapable of fighting.

And then...

"Ah!"

Not missing the momentary gap, the woman pierced through Maeve's thorny vines. The impact caused considerable wounds on her body as well, but her unexpected strike accurately penetrated Maeve's abdomen.

"Guhk!"

"I sincerely pay my respects to your skills, little miss."

The woman in mourning clothes said with a cold smile.
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-BOOM!-

"Eeeek!"

A massive explosion erupted nearby.

The area outside the auction house had already become a battlefield no less chaotic than inside.

People who had been deployed in anticipation of an attack were engaged in combat with the assailants. Though the attackers were significantly outnumbered, they appeared skilled enough that neither side had a clear advantage, resulting in a fierce, evenly matched battle.

Watching the chaotic scene, Senel calmly analyzed the situation.

'Even with our preparations, it's this bad... I expected it, but these people are truly formidable.'

The exterior defenses were holding, but the problem was that the enemies were executing a pincer attack from both inside and outside.

At this point, it was clear that continuing the auction would be impossible for some time.

With this thought in mind, Senel looked at the children trembling in fear and clinging to her side.

"It's dangerous here. Let's move to somewhere safe. Follow me."

"Y-yes, sister."

"Ugh..."

Unlike their usual demeanor, the children were visibly frozen with fear in this genuinely dangerous situation. Seeing Catlena tightly gripping her hand, Senel couldn't help but smile inwardly.

'She usually acts quite mature... but seeing her like this, she clearly still has childlike qualities.'

With that thought, Senel firmly held her sister's hand, who had transformed into a gentle lamb, and began to leave the auction house area completely, circling around the combat zone.

Given that Senel's combat ability was nearly equal to one of the attackers—perhaps even enough to win with some luck—it wasn't particularly difficult for her to avoid direct confrontation and slip away with the children.

'Moreover, those guys... perhaps because I'm with children, they seem to be deliberately avoiding attacking us. Looking at it that way, maybe they have some lines they won't cross.'

Thanks in part to the attackers' seemingly not entirely twisted moral code, Senel safely arrived at their inn with the children.

With numerous guards and security personnel stationed there, and no reason to be targeted, they could finally feel safe.

"Haa... we... we made it..."

Catlena and her friends collapsed in profound relief. Some were sniffling with tears, clearly shaken by the experience, but fortunately, none had sustained even minor injuries.

"You did well. I'm going to check the situation around us, so stay here quietly," Senel said, looking at the exhausted children whose tension had finally dissipated.

Catlena responded with a relieved expression and a half-relaxed face, "Yes, I understand, sister. Then I'll stay here with my friends and Xellos..."

At that moment, Catlena's expression suddenly froze.

Simultaneously, Senel also realized something, and her expression turned cold.

"Xe... Xellos? Where is Xellos?"

"N-no way..."

During their escape from the auction house, all of them had clung tightly to Senel's hand or the hem of her skirt.

Some had even closed their eyes in fear, simply following wherever Senel led them. Even those who hadn't been so terrified had no opportunity to look anywhere but at Senel's face amid the blood splatters and consecutive explosions.

Only now, with the tension eased and having reached safety, did they have the capacity to look around...

And at this point, they realized one crucial and devastating fact: Xellos was nowhere to be seen.

*

'Damn it... how did I end up alone in this situation...'

When the chaos erupted, Catlena and her friends had stuck to Senel like glue as they moved.

However... as a young man, Xellos had felt awkward moving in such a manner, so he had hesitated when everyone else clung to her...

This ultimately resulted in his current unexpected crisis.

'Seriously... if you're going to fly away like that, what am I supposed to do?'

Senel had used her mana to lightly navigate through the crowd with the children attached to her.

While she had likely done so with the intention of escaping the area as quickly as possible with the children clinging to her, this had resulted in Xellos being left behind.

'Damn... I should have just clung to Senel's body or clothes regardless of how I felt. Being considerate at a time like this has left me in this mess...'

In some ways, it might have been better to follow his instincts and act more selfishly.

Left alone in fear and concern, Xellos began to cautiously survey his surroundings.

Fierce battles were still raging in various places, with people trying to move to safety between the conflicts.

Some were boarding ships at the nearby dock, while others were carefully moving away from the battle zones under the protection of soldiers.

However... in the current situation, Xellos couldn't confidently choose which way to go.

'I've heard that when you lose your group, the best response is to stay put...'

Danger lurked in every direction, and depending on his choice, he might miss those who might come back looking for him.

'With Senel's abilities, she should be able to find me quickly if I just stay in this area... I should probably find a safe place inside the auction house and hide.'

Recalling memories of skipping duties by hiding in quiet places during his military service, Xellos began looking for a suitable hiding spot within the spacious auction house.

Then...

-BOOM!-

"!"

A loud explosion suddenly rang out.

In the next moment, a familiar silhouette appeared before Xellos.

It was...

"! P-Princess...?"

"Ugh..."

At some distance from where Xellos stood, Princess Maeve was struggling to get up.

The princess had sustained a deep wound to her abdomen and appeared to be in great pain.

She seemed unaware of Xellos standing to the side, her gaze fixed only on the hole she had burst through.

And then... slowly, through the dust, the woman in mourning clothes who had caused the commotion at the auction house earlier began to emerge.

"Impressive. To push me this far at your age. Honestly, for a moment, I truly thought I might lose."

With those words, she slowly approached Maeve, leaning on her staff.

However, though not as badly injured as Maeve appeared to be, her condition didn't look good either.

One of her arms was tattered, and various wounds, large and small, were visible across her body.

And on her shoulder sat the pigeon that Xellos had seen earlier.

'It seems they fought quite fiercely. But to reduce Princess Maeve to such a state...'

Even Xellos, who knew the original story, had no knowledge of this opponent's identity.

She was a character who had never appeared in the original.

However, Xellos could clearly tell that she was extremely skilled.

Even in her injured state, she was far beyond what he could even attempt to challenge with his current abilities.

Then...

"Kuhurk!"

In the next moment, as Princess Maeve tried to stand, she collapsed.

The extreme injuries seemed to make it difficult for her to even maintain her balance, and the woman in mourning clothes slowly approached her.

"It seems this is as far as you go. You've done well. As a reward, I'll let you fall asleep peacefully."

With those words, she slowly extended her staff forward.

In response, the pigeon perched on her shoulder slowly began to take flight.

At that moment...

-PAKANG!-

"!"

"Huh?"

A sudden explosion obscured their vision.

A momentary look of bewilderment crossed the woman's face.

It wasn't an attack—just a very basic spell that created steam to obscure vision.

However, the suddenness caught her off guard, and her significant injuries had slowed her movements.

"Tch..."

She clicked her tongue, unable to respond properly.

Though the steam-created smoke dissipated, Maeve was no longer there.
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"Huff... huff... huff...!"

Xellos was running desperately while carrying the unconscious Maeve over his shoulder.

Fortunately, whether due to the effects of the steam smoke bomb he had used or because she was severely injured from the battle with Maeve, that female magician didn't seem to be pursuing them. Nevertheless, Xellos was running forward with all his might.

'Damn it... This princess is ridiculously heavy! Without body reinforcement, I wouldn't have even dreamed of moving her.'

There was almost a 40cm height difference between them, and unlike usual situations, her artistic figure—which felt utterly useless at a time like this—made it absolutely difficult for Xellos to transport the princess.

The heavy breasts pressing against his back and the buttocks that were awkward to grip and carry.

No matter how much of a male Xellos was, his body hadn't yet gone through puberty, so he wasn't particularly sensitive to sexual desire. Above all, in this life-or-death situation, he had no leisure to feel the sensation of these body parts.

Even though normally his eyes would have been drawn automatically, right now they felt like nothing more than heavy lumps of fat—nothing more, nothing less.

Thanks to using mana to increase his strength, his speed wasn't actually that bad, but it was still unavoidably exhausting.

'Tch... What the hell am I doing? I should be hiding alone, and here I am carrying this burden.'

Although the relationship between Princess Maeve and Xellos wasn't particularly good, she was still a student of the same academy, and regardless, she had stepped forward to block the enemy so that the group could escape.

No matter how uncomfortable their relationship was, Xellos felt he needed to maintain a minimum level of decency and couldn't bring himself to abandon her and flee alone.

As a result, despite his reluctance, he impulsively ended up carrying the princess on his back as he ran.

Of course, he wasn't sure how his attitude might change if his life was endangered because of this woman, but fortunately, it seemed he didn't need to worry about that for now.

'Phew... At least she's not chasing us, so we're safe. First, I need to get into that room over there and hide for a while...'

Spotting a small door in a secluded corner, Xellos opened it and went inside.

It appeared to be some kind of break room.

The inside was completely empty, with only faint light coming in from outside.

A remote, secluded, and dark place.
It was literally the perfect spot to hide.

"Phew... I can relax a bit now."

With those words, Xellos placed the princess on the sofa in front of him as if putting down a package.

Of course, it would have been troublesome if the opponent had deployed something like a Circle of Mana, but judging by the fact that she hadn't shown any signs of pursuing them earlier, he felt reassured on that point.

And so, Xellos slowly began to examine the condition of the princess before him.

As if she had been stabbed with something like a spear, there was a deep wound on the princess's abdomen.

Seeing the blood flowing from it, Xellos hurriedly took off his outer garment and began wrapping it around the wound.

Though he lacked medical knowledge, he at least knew that without stopping the bleeding in this state, it would be dangerous.

While applying pressure to the princess's wound with the cloth to stop the bleeding, Xellos began to think about those who had attacked this place.

'By the way... who were those guys? Even though she's not yet an adult, Maeve is still among the top three strongest students in the academy, and yet they did this to her...'

Of course, it seemed the attackers had also sustained considerable injuries while facing Maeve, but considering the fact that Maeve had been accompanied by guards, Xellos could tell that the attackers clearly had the upper hand in terms of combat power.

'A magician... Although that magician in mourning clothes wasn't mentioned in the original work, she's clearly a formidable opponent. If Senel showed that level of caution and Maeve ended up like this...'

With such thoughts, Xellos began to develop a sense of vigilance toward the magicians he would inevitably confront as he walked the path of a mage.

Of course, magicians varied in strength, and that woman was likely an exceptionally powerful being, but she was someone he might clash with in some way in the future.

In contrast, his own combat power was far too weak to oppose her right now.

'Although I've overcome a major hurdle, this world is still full of dangers. I need to build my strength to survive in it.'

Fortunately, the talents possessed by the original Xellos weren't bad, and he was occasionally feeling glimpses of that potential even now.

While he didn't have the miraculous bloodline of the princesses, he had the conditions to become quite strong.

With this in mind, Xellos began to resolve to focus more on magical training from now on.

With such thoughts, Xellos carefully removed his hand from the princess's wound.

Fortunately, the bleeding from the abdominal wound had stopped, and Xellos finally began to feel the tension easing.

"Phew... That's a relief. It seems she won't die, at least."

A thought occurred to him as the bleeding stopped—if she had died here, depending on the circumstances, he might have been wrongfully blamed for everything.

Before coming to this world, there were countless cases of people who helped those in trouble only to be falsely accused, so he began to wonder if he had done something unnecessary at this point.

'Sigh... Seriously, my problem is that I'm too soft-hearted...'

As Xellos was feeling some concern about the results of his impulsive actions...

The appearance of Maeve lying unconscious finally began to register properly in his vision.

'I couldn't pay attention while carrying her all the way here, but now that I look at her properly... she really is an impressive woman in many ways.'

Smooth brown skin without a single blemish and silky black hair.
A face anyone would describe as beautiful.

And... a perfect figure visible through her clothing—large, beautiful, glossy breasts, a slender waist, and a firm lower body.

Though he hadn't shown it until now, from the perspective of Xellos, who had originally been in his mid-twenties, judging solely by appearance, Princess Maeve perfectly matched his taste.

'The problem is that, regardless of her appearance, her personality is terrible... From that perspective, seeing her lying quietly like this is more pleasant for me.'

With such thoughts, Xellos found himself blushing slightly as he took in the appearance of the princess lying before him.

A beautiful woman of his ideal type sleeping right in front of him.
Fortunately, given his young age, his physical condition didn't allow him to feel intense sexual desire, but at the very least, Xellos couldn't take his eyes off her.

Then...

"Ugh..."

"! Ah..."

After some time had passed, the princess slowly began to open her eyes.
She looked confused for a moment before noticing Xellos in front of her.

"...You... you... Kugh!.."

"..."

The princess frowned automatically due to the wound that had only received emergency treatment.
However, immediately afterward, she grimaced with an expression filled with intense wariness, not just from pain, and spoke to Xellos in front of her.

"...How... how did you get here... No... Why did you save me?"

"..."

Princess Maeve asked in a voice that seemed filled with cold anger.
In response, Xellos hesitated, unable to decide how to answer,
And seeing his hesitation, the princess asked again in a sharp voice.

"Answer me! You... Why did you save me?!"
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The princess spoke with an excited voice as she looked at him.

Xellos couldn't say anything in response, eyeing the woman before him with renewed caution.

Regardless of having just saved her life, he worried this willful princess might find some excuse to make trouble for him.

"Tch..."

Meanwhile, noticing how visibly tense Xellos was while looking at her, the princess realized she had been too forceful. She fell silent for a moment, then looked down at the clothing wrapped around her abdomen.

'Did he do this? To save me?'

The makeshift bandage had only roughly stopped the bleeding, and the pain was still severe. It was obvious that if she tried to stand up now, she would start bleeding again.

Nevertheless, the princess began to feel a strange emotion she had never experienced before in response to Xellos's clumsy kindness.

'That boy... Even though I'm a princess, he had no reason to save me in that situation... someone who is clearly his enemy now and will be in the future...'

Feeling confused by this fact, Maeve addressed the young boy before her with a voice that was somewhat softened but still firm.

"Tell me... This is an order. An order from the Imperial Princess."

"..."

"Why did you save me? In that situation just now, you had the perfect opportunity to get rid of me, someone who has been nothing but trouble for you and your master."

Seeing Xellos maintain his silence to the end, Maeve asked him with a hint of impatience.

Though she lacked the insight to read the bigger political picture, Maeve knew the ruthlessness of this world better than most as a princess.

It was a world where people bowed to the powerful and mercilessly trampled the weak.
Even if someone was a benefactor who had helped you, or a master to whom you had pledged loyalty just yesterday, if they lost power and became weak, you could easily cut off their head—that was the way of this world.

By her understanding of these principles, if she had seen an enemy about to die before her eyes, she would have immediately drawn her sword and cut off their head.

And yet, despite this, the boy before her...
The servant of Catlena named Xellos had chosen to save her instead.

And he had done so in a situation where an opponent even Maeve couldn't defeat had been pointing a staff at her.

From Maeve's perspective, this was impossible and incomprehensible.

Feeling deep confusion and doubt about this fact, Maeve asked again.

In response, Xellos began to struggle with his own thoughts.

'This looks difficult... I don't think I can just keep silent about this.'

Although it was true that Xellos had negative feelings toward her and was wary of her, he didn't harbor such extreme emotions as to consider the princess an enemy who needed to be eliminated.

Even though the overall situation had twisted considerably compared to the original story, Xellos, as a reader who knew information about her life, maintained a somewhat objective view of this person, Princess Maeve.

He knew who she was, why she was obsessed with Elios, and why she kept looking at him and Catlena with greedy eyes. Considering her background and circumstances, it wasn't completely incomprehensible.

Even though she had no right of succession, Maeve had grown up receiving the visible love of the Padishah, getting almost anything she wanted, and being educated that this was right.
For someone like her, it was perhaps natural to be particularly obsessed with Elios, who was beyond her reach, and with Xellos and his master, whom she had failed to obtain.

Of course, understanding this didn't mean he could view it favorably, but at least Xellos knew that, apart from these aspects, Princess Maeve wasn't fundamentally a bad person.

When he saw such a person dying before his eyes after protecting them for whatever reason, Xellos naturally felt the impulse to save her, even while clicking his tongue in annoyance.

'But... there's no way I can explain these inner thoughts to her.'

To begin with, if he misspoke, it could lead to a series of questions about the source of his information, and depending on the situation, things could become even more complicated.

So Xellos made a slightly troubled expression and began to tell only the surface truth.

"Well. There was no special reason. Just that, regardless of everything, you helped us leave the auction hall earlier. I did it as a way of repaying that favor."

Xellos gave the most honest answer possible.
However... hearing this, Maeve frowned even more deeply and raised her voice.

"That's an incredibly clumsy excuse. Are you saying you saved someone who might become your master's enemy for such a trivial reason? No, there must be another reason. Tell me. What is your real intention?"

"No... this is the truth..."

"Don't lie! You're clearly trying to create leverage or put me in your debt. If you're planning to use this to put me in a difficult position in the future, you'd better give up now."

The princess refused to believe Xellos's words.
Seeing her like this, Xellos could understand her perspective, but...

At the same time, he was beginning to think that maybe he should have just left this annoying woman to die.

'Seriously. Can't she just understand that a 10-year-old kid saved a dying person out of pity? Even for someone who's been steeped in the dirty, underhanded imperial politics since birth, can't she just accept a pure act of kindness for what it is!'

It was like being interrogated by someone he had rescued from drowning about his specific reasons for saving them.

Feeling slightly irritated, especially since he was already physically exhausted, Xellos blurted out whatever came to mind.

"Didn't you say before that you liked me? I remembered that and saved you before I knew it! Is that answer good enough?"

"!.."

Princess Maeve's expression froze momentarily at those words.

Seeing the princess finally quiet down, Xellos felt a slight throb in his head and leaned back against the sofa nearby.

'Seriously... there are people who only quiet down when you feed them nonsensical excuses like this. What an unlikable princess.'

Thinking this, Xellos closed his eyes, feeling intense fatigue.

Although the princess's appearance was to his taste, he once again thought that if he had to serve a master, Catlena was a hundred times better.

A beautiful person who would always be there for him and trust him completely.
Someone who had planted deep feelings of affection in his heart.

Thinking of her face, Xellos turned his back on the princess, wanting to return to his master's side as soon as possible, rather than stay with this woman who was only superficially attractive.

Meanwhile, watching Xellos, the princess remained silent, just as he had intended.

However... her silence stemmed from a slightly different reason than what Xellos had thought.

'He saved me for that reason? Because I told him... that I liked him?'

In normal circumstances, Maeve would have dismissed this as another excuse hiding ulterior motives.
For someone like her who didn't believe in such romantic notions, she might have even taken it as an insult.

But somehow, at this moment, these words from Xellos...
They felt like the truth to Maeve, in a way that even she found puzzling.

'What is this? It's clearly an absurd reason, but... somehow... I don't want to question it any further.'

And so, giving up on pursuing this matter any further, Maeve felt her face flush for the first time in her life as she slightly turned her head away.
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"Haah... How did things end up like this again..."

Senel had returned to the vicinity of the auction house to find Xellos.

The area was still engulfed in fierce combat, so Senel had to keep her distance to avoid getting unnecessarily involved, which inevitably caused some delay.

'Seriously... I must have been completely out of it. How could I not notice that Xellos was missing?'

Though the situation had been chaotic, Senel regretted not checking on him at least once during their escape.

Although from a simple perspective, Xellos was merely Catlena's servant, Senel knew roughly what kind of relationship the two had, making it difficult for her to treat him as just a servant.

'If things go well, he might become family someday. I can't just leave him behind.'

With that thought, Senel finally managed to reach the auction house.

Since the main entrance was in complete disarray, she had no choice but to enter through a window to the upper floor.

'I believe this area is normally restricted... Well, given the current situation, it probably doesn't matter.'

Due to the battle raging both inside and outside, personnel seemed to have been deployed elsewhere, as there was no one in sight.

Senel immediately tried to use the Circle of Mana to locate Xellos.

While the Circle of Mana was certainly one of the best detection spells, it had the disadvantage of preventing the use of other magic while active, which meant it could only be used when some degree of safety was secured, like now.

The combat zone was quite far from her current position.

With this reassurance, Senel was about to begin tracking in earnest.

After all, if he was somewhere in this building, it wouldn't take more than a few seconds to pinpoint his location.

But then...

"Huh?"

The next moment, she sensed an ominous presence of power right beside her.

Senel immediately withdrew her Circle of Mana and prepared for battle.

'I wanted to avoid troublesome fights, but... it seems I'm a bit too late for that?'

A figure was already entering her field of vision.

It was... the silver-haired woman in a maid outfit whom she had seen earlier at the auction.

"I see. I thought the forces guarding the auction items were too weak. So they were saving their real strength for the end?"

"...Huh? What do you mean...?!"

At that moment, Senel finally noticed the vault door beside her.

She realized she had found herself in quite an awkward situation and began to show a troubled expression.

'Really? Of all the places I could have entered, why did it have to be here...'

Of course, as a buyer, she was somewhat willing to cooperate in protecting the auction items, but she hadn't wanted to face someone who seemed to be in a completely different league from the other attackers.

'However... I can't back down now, if only to save the auction items. This might be a good opportunity to put the organizers in my debt.'

Honestly, given how expensive the auction items were, even Senel couldn't afford everything she wanted.

From that perspective, providing crucial help in this situation wouldn't be such a bad thing.

Having finished her calculations, Senel immediately drew the sword from her waist. Seeing this, the woman in the maid outfit approached slowly with a cold smile on her lips.

"How fortunate. I might get to enjoy myself a little after a long time."

With those words, the maid lightly flicked her fingers.

"! Kuh!"

At that moment, Senel sensed a chilling presence and quickly pulled her body backward.

And then...

-Pat!-

The next moment, distinct marks began to appear on the floor.

Seeing those traces—thin yet clearly visible as if the floor had been split by thread—Senel automatically frowned while evading.

"Oho..."

The maid let out a small exclamation of admiration at Senel's nimble evasion. Meanwhile, Senel's face showed even clearer tension than before, and cold sweat began to form.

'That was dangerous... If my reaction had been even slightly slower, my arm or leg might have been cut off. This woman... she's stronger than I thought.'

The maid was emitting a more ominous mana than Senel had initially detected.

It seemed she had been concealing her power, just as when she entered the auction house earlier. Senel began to worry that she might have found herself in a worse situation than she had imagined.

'However, retreating is no longer an option... I have no choice but to focus solely on combat now.'

Erasing the anxiety in her mind, Senel quickly regained her composure.

An attack delivered in a way invisible to the naked eye.

And one executed from a considerable distance. Observing this mysterious strike, Senel quickly thought through her next move.

'Judging by how deep the floor was cut, the power is at least equivalent to a sword using concentration. In that case...'

With that thought, Senel slowly gathered mana in both arms.

Depending on the situation, it might just waste mana, but it was worth trying.

To find out what the enemy's ability was and where its limits lay...

"!.. That one..."

As mana gathered in Senel's arms with an unimaginable density, the maid once again flicked her fingers to adjust something.

And then...

-Kiaaaak!!-

With a bizarre sound, something burst forth from Senel's arms.

It flew with terrifying speed directly toward the maid's head.

Then...

-Kigigigigik!-

"!"

"..."

The object stopped right in front of the maid, unable to advance any further.

Recognizing what the mass was, the maid let out a small voice.

"A snail...? But even so, this power..."

The snail, frozen in place right before her eyes, flashed its eerie teeth.

Seeing this, the maid's face showed surprise for the first time.

Meanwhile, despite the failed attack, a slight smile began to form on Senel's lips.

'I see... I know what this woman's magic is now.'

That which was stopping the snail's movement...

Almost impossible to distinguish with the naked eye, its identity was now being revealed by the sticky fluid flowing from the snail's body.

'Wire...? Or more precisely, threads drawn out by magic. Her attack method involves channeling concentration through these threads.'

At this moment, silvery mana-flowing threads were wrapped around the snail's body, blocking its movement.

Through this, Senel understood what the invisible attack from earlier had been, and she nodded inwardly.

'Threads so thin they're invisible to the eye... using them for both attack and defense. This is certainly no ordinary magic. To be able to produce magical threads of that thickness and channel mana through them...'

Moreover, the fact that she could restrain Senel's snail—which could pierce even rock—suggested that the durability of the threads was extraordinary as well.

Skilled technique, the mana to support it, and the vast computational ability to execute all of this in an instant.

This thread-using technique alone was enough to indicate that the opponent was clearly a formidable expert.

However, regardless of that fact, while the situation might have appeared disadvantageous to Senel whose attack had been blocked, the reality was quite different.

'This snail... what exactly is it? Why isn't it being cut?'

The threads could easily slice through human bodies, rocks, and even steel.

Yet at this moment, the maid's threads were barely restraining the movement of Senel's snail. For some reason, they couldn't cut through it, and a deep sense of confusion was rising in the maid's expression.

At that moment...

"!"

"Krrrrrrrk!!!"

The snail bound by the threads—its head suddenly split open before the maid's eyes, causing her to show bewilderment.

"Th-This!"

"Hehehe."

The split head rapidly transformed into smaller heads.

Displaying an appearance that would evoke disgust, it quickly wriggled through the threads and wrapped around her hand.

And then...

-Zhaak!-

"Tch!"

The next moment, just before her arm was completely caught, the maid quickly tore her sleeve to escape.

Senel automatically clicked her tongue at the maid's more flexible response than expected, but taking advantage of the momentary loosening of the restraint, she swiftly retrieved her snail.

Meanwhile, watching Senel break free from her binding, the maid smiled with interest for the first time and said:

"You're strong... more than I expected. Truly the daughter of that woman, I see?"

"!..."
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Senel's expression hardened at the words coming from the maid's mouth.

Watching her reaction, the maid spoke to her with a somewhat amused tone.

"Mina Roseveta Dragona... you're that woman's daughter, aren't you? I could tell with just one look at your face."

"You... what relationship do you have with my mother?"

Another acquaintance of her mother, encountered in a different situation than the woman named Magdalena.

Senel asked the question with curiosity, along with an unpleasant feeling about the fact that this person was a thief trying to rob the auction house.

And to her question, the maid answered with an incredibly warm smile.

"Well, nothing special. Perhaps the kind of relationship where we'd try to kill each other on sight... something like that?"

The maid's words were ominous despite her smile.

However, in response to these words, Senel returned an equally warm smile and replied.

"That's... fortunate. I'm glad that a shameless thief like you isn't a friend of my mother's."

"My, that's a bit harsh, isn't it? Calling me a shameless thief. We're just adventurers doing our best to complete the requests we've been given..."

"I've never heard that adventurers accept theft requests?"

"Heheh, unfortunately... there are many things in this world that can't be seen through the eyes of a little miss like you!"

With those words, the maid ended the conversation and began moving her fingers again to extend threads.

In response, Senel once more extended a snail from her wrist, but this time the snail's movement was different from before.

-Splooosh!!-

The snail released a large amount of thin mucus from its body.

As a result, the threads extending from the maid's hands began to become visible, and then Senel's snail began charging straight toward the maid while skillfully avoiding the positions of the threads.

"To find a countermeasure so quickly... I suppose that woman's daughter really is different after all?"

With those words, the maid began spewing out threads again.

Her threads, spreading in all directions like a spider web, instantly began to surround the maid, blocking any path the snail could enter.

And... seeing her response, Senel recognized once more that her opponent was not to be taken lightly and tried to recall her snail.

At that moment...

-Snap!-

"!.. Oh no."

The next moment, she felt intense pain.

Simultaneously, Senel's body lost balance and collapsed, and seeing this, the maid approached slowly with a cold smile on her lips, surrounded by her barrier of threads.

"Indeed... it might not work on the snail, but it certainly works on the main body."

With those words, the maid wiggled her fingers.

Right after, something dripping with blood was placed on her hand.

It was... one of Senel's feet, severed at the ankle.

"When an enemy attempts conversation, you shouldn't carelessly engage but should be on guard first... Though your skills aren't bad, you still lack experience in that regard."

The maid spoke with virtual certainty of victory.

Although the snail was quite troublesome, with her ankle cut off and movement restricted, the situation had clear limitations.

So she began to slowly approach Senel to finish things.

But then...

"..Haa.. Well, you're not wrong. Honestly, I haven't fought against someone this strong very often. I never imagined you would use conversation as a trick like this."

"!...What?"

Senel responded to the maid's words in an incredibly calm tone.

Seeing her like this, the maid's face momentarily showed more bewilderment than she had displayed until now.

'What's with this girl? How can she maintain such an attitude when her foot has been almost completely severed... How can a child not even 20 years old endure this level of pain so nonchalantly?'

Even for someone like her, with this level of injury, some expression of pain would be inevitable.

Even if she could continue fighting, completely ignoring the pain would be absolutely impossible.

However... the girl before her was calmly doing just that.

With her ankle severed and blood flowing freely from the wound, she spoke in a perfectly calm voice that showed no trace of pain, only slight regret.

'And this girl... she should be incapable of fighting in that condition, so how can she remain so composed with an enemy right in front of her? Could it be... could it be that this girl... lacks emotions like pain or fear altogether?'

The situation began to make the maid feel both creepy and wary.

And... seeing her reaction, a cold smile formed on Senel's lips.

"Why are you so surprised? If you intend to finish this, please do so quickly. I have no intention of begging for my life."

"Kuk!.."

Senel's mocking attitude despite her clearly disadvantageous situation.

From that sight... memories from the past began to resurface in the maid's mind.

It was... a memory from that day she could never forget.

The memory of facing that person who looked exactly like the girl before her... a memory that still sent chills through her heart even now.

'This is disgusting... so this one is also that monster's child? Someone with human blood flowing through her veins yet who has long since abandoned her humanity... Damn it. Why do people like this have to be his...'

With that thought, the maid began to produce threads again.

At that moment...

"!"

"Huh?"

The next moment, both the maid and Senel's faces showed simultaneous bewilderment at the sudden turn of events.

The maid's threads began to disappear as if melting like snow.

At the same time, deep confusion settled on the maid's face, and then her gaze slowly...

Began to turn toward the figure standing behind her.

"Y-You... how are you here..."

"That's what I'd like to ask? Not only do you interfere with the auction I'm involved in, but you dare to harm that child?"

The person speaking in a cold voice.

Dressed in a black nun's habit... and emitting a terrifying green aura from her entire body.

The moment she recognized who this person was, deep surprise settled on Senel's face.

"M-Magda...lena?"

A person considered a close acquaintance of her mother, and essentially the one who had helped Senel decide to participate in this auction.

From Senel's perspective, although they hadn't met long ago, she had left a rather comfortable and good impression.

However... at this moment.

From this woman before her eyes...

She was sensing something completely different from before.

It was like... the feeling of a quiet pond on a mountain splitting open with lava about to burst from beneath.

'This feeling... yes. I've felt it before. It's definitely similar to mother's.'

Her mother, who usually maintained a gentle, angelic smile, but once provoked, could show a demeanor more terrifying than the devil of hell.

As Senel was captivated by surprise at the sight of Magdalena who reminded her of her mother, that's when it happened.

"Disappear. If you cause any more disturbance, I might do something regardless of contracts or anything else."

"...Kuk."

The maid showed an expression of frustration at her words.

Then she vanished from before the two of them like a mirage.

And...

"Phew... I... survived."

"Are you alright? Where are you hurt..."

The moment she realized the danger before her eyes had disappeared, Senel let out a sigh of relief.

And seeing her like this, Magdalena approached Senel with deep concern, her previous ominous aura now seeming like a lie.

"Ah... I'm fine. This much is nothing..."

Senel spoke with a light smile on her face. However, in response to her attitude, Magdalena tried to examine her wounds with an even more urgent demeanor.

"Fine? Your ankle was cut off! Let me see it quickly, I can treat this level of injury right away..."

Magdalena lifted Senel's skirt somewhat forcefully to check her ankle.

But...

"Eh...huh?"

The next moment, surprise began to fill her eyes.

Senel's foot, which had just been severed and bleeding profusely.

But now, before her eyes, although Senel's shoe was removed, her foot was completely unharmed without a single wound.

"H-How is this... then what was that?"

With deep confusion, Magdalena turned her gaze toward the foot that the maid had left behind.

However, what was there wasn't Senel's foot but...

"...That's... a snail?"

"Ahaha... yes, well..."

At Magdalena's dumbfounded voice, Senel gave a slightly awkward smile.
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"Huff..."

Senel Polena Dragona rose from her position, dusting herself off.

Magdalena looked at her with an expression of admiration and spoke.

"That's impressive. To think someone so young could hold their own against that one to this extent."

"It's not about skill, just a favorable matchup that let me hang on. Well... in the end, my only real option was to run away."

Senel was feinting while her leg was severed. However, judging by her responses so far and the fact that she hadn't released the threads surrounding her, even a surprise attack probably wouldn't have been very effective.

Her magic—which maximized the characteristics of a snail—gave her extreme resistance to most slashing attacks. Swords, spears, and even the threads from earlier that cut or pierce couldn't easily harm her. That's how she had managed to buy time, but even this advantage would have quickly disappeared if her opponent had targeted her main body or used a different type of attack.

In the end, her only remaining option would have been to pretend to launch a surprise attack while actually fleeing.

If Magdalena hadn't arrived, that would certainly have been the outcome.

However, regardless of these circumstances, Senel carefully asked Magdalena with curiosity:

"Um, Magdalena? From what you said, it seems you know something about those people's identities. Could you tell me about them?"

"Hmm... I do know who they are. Especially that woman you just fought—that maid."

With those words and a calm expression, Magdalena began her explanation in a quiet tone.

*

The Kalmar Union.

For the past 400 years, it had been the headquarters of magicians and a traditional power ruling the northern continent, undisputedly commanding the most powerful magicians in the world.

However, despite this formidable military strength, most of its territory consisted of cold wastelands and treacherous mountains. The nation had constantly suffered from chronic food shortages, and to address this issue, they had been running a particular business based on their powerful military.

That business was the state-sponsored mercenary operation known as "Adventurers."

Originally, the term "adventurer" referred to small armed forces used for maintaining public order against demon tribes and nearby bandits, not just in Kalmar but in other countries as well.

However, when Kalmar began training magicians at the national level, the adventurers' power became incomparably stronger than before. They were no longer limited to maintaining order within Kalmar but had developed the capacity to accept commissions from lords, merchants, and kings of other countries.

As a result, even at this moment, these so-called "adventurers" dispatched from Kalmar on commission were actively operating throughout the continent.

Although they operated under basic rules, such as prohibiting any hostile actions against their homeland Kalmar and fellow magicians...

Apart from these restrictions, Kalmar's adventurers would handle almost any request as long as they were paid.

And among Kalmar's adventurer groups, the oldest and most powerful—whose hiring fee reportedly reached thousands of talents—were:

One of the strongest magicians, known as the Silver Maid...
Athena Invisible

And the adventurer group centered around her...
Deus

That was the identity of those who had raided the auction house.

*

"Deus... and Athena..."

Senel spoke those names with a cold voice.

Indeed, it was clear that anyone who could defeat her so thoroughly and dare to interfere with an auction that had attracted the attention of high-ranking figures across the continent must be extraordinary.

However, the revelation that they were Kalmar's strongest adventurer group, and moreover, that the woman was Athena, known as one of the strongest magicians, came as a considerable surprise to Senel.

'Wait... if that's the case, then who is this person who made Athena retreat with just a simple threat? Marie Magdalena... I've never heard of a witch or magician with that name.'

Feeling deep curiosity about this fact, Senel made a mental note to ask her mother about it later.

Meanwhile, watching Senel's contemplative expression, Magdalena felt a warmth spreading in a corner of her heart.

'She really does resemble her. I can see that child's younger self in her. She truly... resembles her so much.'

Thinking this, while suppressing the urge to pat the girl's head, Magdalena spoke to Senel.

"Well then. Now that we've chased away the thieves, we should check if the items are still intact, shouldn't we?"

"Ah, yes, that's right."

With those words, Magdalena slowly approached the warehouse.
She then tried to open the door with the key she had received earlier.

But...

"Huh?"

"N-no way..."

Sensing something wrong, Magdalena urgently pulled the door without using the key.

And then...

"Oh no..."

"Tch!"

Seeing the door open naturally, both Magdalena and Senel's expressions darkened at once... Immediately afterward, the two hurriedly entered the warehouse and turned on the lights.

*

After the commotion ended, Senel returned to the inn with Xellos.
Immediately after, Catlena Sophia Dragona shed tears while tightly embracing Xellos, and Xellos comforted her. Then, feeling intense fatigue, the group began discussing their future plans.

"So... in the end, some auction items had already been stolen?"

"Yes, it seems they went ahead and took them as soon as the raid began. I don't know the exact list, but I heard they stole various rare reagents brought from the East."

Senel spoke with dissatisfaction at not having handled the situation smoothly.
However, the faces of the young ladies listening to this story began to show deep relief.

The reason was simple—none of the items they intended to purchase were related to reagents.

In other words, despite the unfortunate incident, they wouldn't suffer any losses related to the auction.

"The auction itself will resume tomorrow evening, so don't worry about that and get some rest now."

"Yes, sister."

"Understood."

Thus, despite the commotion, the children went to bed relieved that everything had concluded without major issues.

Watching them, Senel thought it fortunate that none of them had been injured, and once again expanded her Circle of Mana.

Unlike before, she could no longer sense the presence of the thieves.
After confirming there was no further danger, Senel finally laid her tired body on the bed.

*

Late at night, a group of people left Benessa by boat under the cover of darkness.
They were gathered in the cabin, examining the results of the day's work.

"I'm sorry, boss. In the end, this is all we got."

The woman with a bow expressed her regret while looking at the considerable amount of reagents piled up behind them.
However, seeing her expression, the woman in the maid outfit—

Athena Invisible showed a quiet smile.

"Well, it's disappointing, but it's fine. We've accomplished our primary mission with this."

"We were unlucky. Who would have thought that woman would be there? And those defense forces were no ordinary opponents either."

"Yes, you're right. We were truly unlucky. To encounter one of the few people in this continent who could stop us..."

Athena's expression showed slight frustration as she spoke.
However, she quickly pushed those emotions aside and addressed her subordinates.

"Anyway, although we failed to steal all the auction items, we secured the essential items we were ordered to bring, so this mission can be considered a success. Especially considering we were up against that woman."

"Phew..."

"You're right."

"Well then, you've all worked hard, so get some rest. We still have a long way to go before reaching our destination."

"Yes, boss."

"Understood."

After wrapping up the situation, Athena let her subordinates rest.

However... despite her seemingly calm face, at this moment...
An uncomfortable feeling caused by one person occupied her mind—one that wouldn't easily fade.

'That little girl... at such a young age, to give me this much trouble. Next time we meet, I'll definitely repay this debt.'

Roseveta's daughter, who had not only hindered her but also caused their mission to fall short of complete success.

Thus, harboring deep anger toward that girl and her mother, Athena quietly left the cabin.
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"Haah..."

Princess Maeve sighed deeply all day long.

Seeing her like this, the ladies-in-waiting began to show deep concern on their faces.

"What's wrong with the Princess? Could she still be in pain from the injuries she sustained in the fight with the thieves?"

"That can't be... The court physician came and treated her perfectly, saying there were no further issues."

"Well, that's true, but..."

The Princess had been found with severe injuries after yesterday's battle with thieves.

Fortunately, the bleeding had been somewhat stopped, and she had remained conscious, allowing magical treatment to heal her injuries without major complications.

However... today, the day after, something different could be sensed in the Princess's condition.

All day long, she had barely touched her meals, and she seemed distracted by something.

The fact that she was behaving this way—when she should have been busily thinking about the auction—filled them with both confusion and concern.

"Could it be... that she's frustrated because she couldn't capture the thieves with her own hands yesterday?"

"Hmm... that certainly seems the most likely possibility right now."

"We all know how tremendous the Princess's pride is. It must be because of that. Because she tasted defeat at the hands of someone other than that woman Elios..."

"A feeling of hatred... Is that it? The kind where she's determined to repay this debt..."

Although she seemed strangely deflated for someone harboring such feelings, they began nodding at what seemed the most plausible explanation.

Meanwhile, the woman who was the subject of her servants' concern...

Princess Maeve was gazing at the beautiful scenery of Benessa visible through the window, continuously thinking of someone.

However... it wasn't about the thief who had defeated her, as her servants thought.

Of course, she did harbor quite a deep grudge against that person and was determined to defeat them someday, but that was merely a secondary emotion.

At this moment... the feeling captivating her heart wasn't anger or hatred.

'Xellos...'

She called the boy's name once more in her heart.

Simultaneously, the image of the child who had saved her life began to resurface in her mind.

Although her consciousness had become hazy from the attack of the thief who controlled pigeons, she hadn't completely lost her senses.

Watching the thief release pigeons before her, she had been gripped by a feeling of despair, thinking everything was over.

And at that moment, that boy appeared.

Though he was only 10 years old, he had appeared to save her and actually succeeded—the boy Xellos...

When she recalled the moment when that young child carried her on his back, sweating profusely as they fled, Maeve still automatically felt her heart racing.

'Why am I like this?... Just because such a little kid showed me a small kindness... why am I going this far...'

Come to think of it, there had been something strange about the situation afterward when she had pressed the boy about why he had saved her.

Even if he was potentially a servant of an enemy, she could have simply accepted it as him helping the Princess as a citizen of the empire.

However... Maeve had strongly demanded an answer from him... and after some hesitation, the boy told her.

That he had only saved a girl he liked...

And the intense flutter and trembling emotion she felt upon hearing those words... was still confusing Maeve even at this moment.

'This feeling... is a first for me... Having such feelings while thinking of someone... What is it?... Why... why am I acting like this?'

A phenomenon she couldn't clearly identify.

The Princess's contemplation continued almost all day long... and finally, only when her lady-in-waiting informed her that it was time to leave for the auction was she barely able to stop.

However, even as she headed toward the auction house, another thought occupied her mind just as prominently as the auction items.

'If I go to the auction house... that child will surely come too, right? If I go there, I can see Xellos... that child's face again...'

*

The auction reopened after the commotion of the previous night.

Under security even more stringent than yesterday, people took their seats in the auction house.

The auctioneer briefly reported on the apology for yesterday's incident and the damage results.

Fortunately, almost none of the main participants had been injured, and those who were injured were only the security personnel.

However, one peculiar point was that despite the chaos, while many were seriously injured, not a single person had died.

But setting aside such curiosities, people's attention began to turn to the expensive items appearing in the auction that was now starting—the very purpose for which they had come.

"Bella, you said you wanted to buy a pretty outfit, right?"

"Yes, I've saved up as much allowance as possible from my parents for this. I don't need anything too expensive—I'd just like to buy one outfit that suits me."

"I want jewelry or accessories. Especially the Tears of Isis, one of the main items of this auction—I'm determined to get my hands on it!"

"Haha... That's so like you, Rania. Rich girls really are on a different scale from us."

As the young ladies expressed their deep expectations while waiting for the items they wanted to appear, Xellos began to feel a profound sense of relief.

'Despite everything... I'm glad we made it this far safely. But...'

However, separate from that fact, at this moment, a burning desire for something completely different from the expensive auction items being sold before his eyes was once again taking root in Xellos's heart.

It was a desire for greater power.

Not to be helplessly dragged along by circumstances as he was now, but to have the powerful strength to protect himself... and his beloved Catlena.

And Xellos knew that to achieve this, he needed to make very good use of the opportunity given to him at this auction.

'Fortunately, that item wasn't stolen, they say. I must purchase it no matter what. I just hope no one else knows its value...'

Thinking this, Xellos refocused on the auction before him.

At this moment, an exquisitely crafted jeweled necklace was being sold in front of them.

"The name of this necklace is 'Wings of the Star.' Created by the famous ancient craftsman Anderlof of the Pern Empire, this piece features dozens of small pearls arranged like wings around the central black gem. I'm looking for someone who will become the owner of this necklace!"

The necklace gleamed impressively despite the distance, and the moment she saw it, Rania's eyes began to sparkle as brilliantly as the jewel itself.

"Rania, is that the necklace you mentioned?"

"Yes! That's it! That's exactly what I've been talking about!"

Rania showed signs of extreme excitement as one of the items she had been wanting appeared.

And while she was reacting this way, people had already begun raising their hands to indicate their intention to purchase.

"35!"

"36!"

"37 talents and 5000!"

The price of the necklace began to rise rapidly. Rania started to gauge the timing for raising her hand.

'Father said the trick to buying an item you want is to sharply raise the price when there's a break in the flow, right?'

So she waited calmly for the right moment, like a hawk eyeing its prey.

"40!"

"Yes, 40 talents has been offered. Is there anyone who wishes to bid higher?"

Silence fell over the auction house at the auctioneer's words.

Recognizing that the moment she had been waiting for had arrived, Rania raised her hand high.

"Me! 45 talents!"

Rania added 5 talents to the existing price.

With the price suddenly jumping so much, it seemed no one else wished to purchase it, and a smile of assured victory began to form on Rania's lips.

But then...

"55."

"!"

"What?"

At the unexpected voice calling out a price, Rania's face froze stiff, and simultaneously, the group's gaze turned toward the person who had called out that price.

"That... that person is..."

"Tsk..."

The person they saw was someone they were all too familiar with.

The very person who had been the object of their wariness all along...

Princess Maeve, at this moment, looked at the boys and girls who were staring at her with dismay...

Especially at Xellos among them, and showed a slight smile at the corner of her lips.
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"80!"

"90."

"Hiing..."

Faced with the princess's unexpected ambush and the ensuing money battle, Rania had no choice but to give up on her purchase.

Her friends began to comfort the dejected Rania.

"A-are you okay, Rania?"

"Hmm... I can't believe the princess would do something like this..."

"Tch..."

Catlena Sophia Dragona clicked her tongue briefly at the situation, where the princess she already disliked was interfering in this way.

Of course, offering a higher price to purchase desired items at an auction was a perfectly natural and acceptable practice. However, since the person in question was the princess whom she suspected to be her romantic rival, Catlena couldn't help but feel increasingly disgusted.

'Does being a princess mean she can do anything? To ruin our mood like this... I will definitely...'

While the princess may not have intended it that way, from Catlena's perspective, it was certainly reasonable to interpret it as such.

In reality, though not always the case, there were several instances afterward where the items Catlena's group and the princess wanted overlapped during the auction... and each time, the princess emerged victorious.

The princess would unleash overwhelming financial power whenever competition arose. As a result, the only items Catlena's group managed to purchase were those the princess showed no interest in.

"154!"

"Waaaaaah!!"

Rania finally burst into tears after yet another defeat.

Eventually, Senel Polena Dragona, unable to bear watching any longer, had to take her outside the auction house to console her. In this situation, Catlena's slightly misdirected anger began to burn even more fiercely.

'That royal bitch... throwing her weight around against these kids? Damn it... I can't just sit here and take this...'

In her boiling rage, Catlena began plotting how to get back at the princess.

Meanwhile, Princess Maeve, noticing how the gazes from Catlena and the children around her were growing increasingly hostile, couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

'Haha... well... I didn't particularly intend this, but it seems I've earned quite a bit of resentment.'

Honestly, from her perspective, she was simply purchasing items she wanted, but even she couldn't help wondering if she was being a bit harsh on the young children.

However, that was that...

For Maeve, who wasn't satisfied until she got what she wanted, she had no intention whatsoever of yielding items in the current situation.

"50!"

"65."

"Oh, come on!"

The princess snatched up the tea set that Catlena had been trying to purchase.

Watching this, Catlena felt her last thread of patience snap. However, Senel stepped in first to restrain her.

"Calm down. No matter what, making a scene at the auction won't do any good, and above all, we're dealing with Princess Maeve. It's obvious we won't even get our money's worth if we confront her."

"Urrrgh..."

Catlena barely suppressed her anger at Senel's words.

However, before the emotions burning in her heart had fully subsided, Xellos, who was beside her, spoke to her in a careful voice.

"Um... Lady Catlena?"

"What?"

Her response carried a hint of irritation.

Though feeling somewhat awkward, Xellos carefully proceeded to say what he needed to.

"Well... excuse me, but the next item..."

"Ah!"

The moment she heard those words, Catlena's expression suddenly brightened.

Remembering that the next auction item was something Xellos had consistently expressed interest in since they arrived, Catlena looked at him with a confident smile.

"I see... the next item is that one, right? Understood. Feel free to spend as much money as needed to win it."

"Yes! Thank you, Lady Catlena."

Xellos showed a pleased smile at her words.

Immediately afterward, his, Catlena's, and Senel's gazes—who had been watching the situation with interest—all turned toward the auction item being displayed before everyone's eyes.

It was... a pair of slightly rugged-looking curved twin swords.

The hilts were decorated with gems that didn't appear particularly beautiful, and the blades, made of some unknown material, were colored red and white respectively.

It was an item that didn't look especially impressive at first glance.

People received a somewhat lukewarm impression, and recognizing this fact, the auctioneer described the item without much enthusiasm.

"This item is a pair of precious swords that came from the Eastern Empire. Though their exact origin is unknown, their quality as exceptional blades has been certified by master craftsmen. If anyone is interested in becoming the owner of these swords, please raise your hand."

An item whose name wasn't even clearly known.

People showed considerably less interest compared to previous items.

Most people purchasing weapons here did so for decorative or artistic purposes rather than practical use.

In that sense, it was natural that such rugged-looking swords wouldn't attract much attention.

"1 talent."

"1 talent and 100."

The auction began with notably little enthusiasm.

At that moment...

"10 talents!"

Xellos raised his hand high and called out a price.

Seeing this, people thought the young boy was childishly calling out a large sum and didn't pay much attention.

However, among those present, only one person—

Only Xellos knew.

The true value of the swords before his eyes might... perhaps easily exceed the combined price of all auction items presented so far.

The name of those swords, known only to Xellos...

Twilight and the Shroud.

One of the strongest legendary swords mentioned in the original work's lore. Weapons that never break or chip, and which amplify the wielder's mana power several times over—truly deserving of the title "supreme."

'And this... could be the foundation that will help me proceed smoothly with my future plans. I must obtain it!'

As Xellos stared at the swords with burning eyes and determination, fortunately, it seemed no one else in the room knew the value of those swords, as there was no competition to his bid. This proved to be the case.

Even as the auctioneer counted down, there was no response, which was evidence of this.

Xellos thought he would be able to obtain what he wanted more easily than expected.

But then...

"25!"

"Huh?"

"T-that royal bitch again..."

A familiar voice that automatically irritated them came from behind.

Annoyance automatically appeared on Xellos's face.

'Princess Maeve... could it be that she also knows the value of those swords?'

From Xellos's perspective, it was natural to think that way.

However... regardless of that fact, Xellos certainly had no intention of giving up.

He already had Catlena's permission, and moreover, he absolutely needed to acquire those swords for his future plans.

And there was one more reason...

It was Catlena beside him, who was extremely excited and encouraging him.

"I told you, right? Get it no matter what! I don't care how much you spend, Xellos!"

"Yes! Understood!"

With Catlena's encouragement, Xellos raised his hand high again and shouted.

"35!"

Xellos had just added what would be equivalent to 100 million won in Korean currency.

Feeling a strange sense of satisfaction, he glanced at the princess's reaction.

"50."

Maeve raised the price again, just as expected. Not to be outdone, Xellos called out another price.

"65!"

With each bid, the price increased by hundreds of millions.

As a commoner who would never have the opportunity to spend money so freely, Xellos couldn't help but feel increasingly excited about the current situation.

But then...

"300."

"!"

"W-what did she say?"

The next moment, the princess deliberately raised the price nearly fivefold.

Xellos was momentarily speechless, and so was Catlena.

"T-that crazy woman... Xellos! It's okay! Hurry and bid more! I need to see that woman's nose flattened today..."

"Y-yes! Then... 305!"

305 talents...

An enormous amount that Xellos probably couldn't earn in his entire lifetime.

As he called out the bid, Xellos began to feel a burning sensation in his stomach from the tremendous pressure.

Similarly, Catlena, who was willing to endure such a massive financial loss, also felt bitter.

But then...

"600."

"!"

"S-six hundred...?"

As if mocking Xellos and Catlena, Maeve casually doubled the amount.

That figure had already exceeded the remaining money Catlena could use at this auction.

'Damn it... I have no choice. At this point, even if I have to sweet-talk my sister...'

As Catlena was trying to resist somehow in her dazed state—

"Stop."

"! B-but, sister!"

"That's enough. This is going too far, even for us."

At that moment, Senel's voice restrained the overly heated Catlena.

Catlena looked at her sister with resentful eyes, but Senel slowly shook her head.

And so, Twilight and the Shroud ended up in the princess's hands.

Xellos felt a throbbing in his head and slumped in his chair, while Catlena wore a blank expression, falling into a state of despair.
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The carriage ride home after the fiery auction.

Inside the carriage, the children were examining their newly purchased items with sparkling eyes.

"Ahh... This is the Imperial Consort's jade pendant... I finally have this legendary treasure in my hands..."

"It's certainly beautiful. Worth the 30 talents you spent?"

"And your dress is pretty too, Bella. It wasn't as expensive, but I think it suits you well."

"Hehe, the most expensive things aren't always the best. But Erin, you only bought a bunch of old books. Including the one you're holding now, right?"

"I just prefer these kinds of things over jewelry or clothes."

"My goodness... your taste is quite refined when you think about it."

While they were happily chatting among themselves, they couldn't help but notice the two dejected figures sitting in the corner of the carriage.

"Sigh..."

"Ugh..."

"Um... excuse me..."

"Come on... cheer up, Catlena. After that strange sword was purchased, the princess left, and we were able to buy other items without interference, right?"

"Y-yes, that's right. That princess seemed to have acted on impulse, but in the end, we're the winners since we purchased more items overall."

"Hmm..."

They were trying their best to comfort their friend who had fallen into despair.

Though Catlena still felt bitter about what happened, she managed to break out of her dejected state and forced a smile.

"Well... when you put it that way... I suppose you're right. I'll... try to cheer up."

However, what truly pained her at this moment wasn't strictly about losing that item to the princess.

The main reason was that Xellos had been deeply disappointed and had maintained a downcast attitude ever since.

Although Catlena had repeatedly apologized to Xellos after the auction, he had merely smiled weakly and told her it wasn't her fault, but he still hadn't recovered his spirits.

'Sigh... I suppose it's understandable. It was the only item from the auction that Xellos really wanted, and it ended up in someone else's hands... I'll have to find some way to comfort him when we get home.'

With that thought, she gently patted Xellos on the back.

Meanwhile, receiving his master's comfort, Xellos was still sighing deeply, unable to shake off his lingering regret.

'If things had gone well... I could have created a chance to boost my combat power in one go.'

The auction item Xellos had been aiming for—Twilight and the Shroud.

He hadn't simply wanted to possess it as a weapon.

Its main purpose was to serve as a kind of insurance for current circumstances and future events.

'If I had obtained it and used it well, there would have been countless benefits... what a shame. I've lost a trump card that could have simultaneously increased likability, allied forces' strength, and my own combat power...'

However, regardless of his feelings, the ship had already sailed, and there was no use in further regret.

What remained was figuring out how to proceed from this moment forward.

'According to the news, neither Elios nor Catlena, but Roseveta became the successor? I suppose this means the immediate death flag has disappeared, but... what comes next is the problem.'

At first glance, it might seem that Catlena and Elios no longer had a reason to fight, and all that remained for Xellos was to envision a sweet future as the noble lady's attendant and lover. Unfortunately, in Xellos's eyes, there were still major unresolved dangers.

'Just because she became the successor... that person won't simply give up. The Imperial Prime Minister Saladin... someone like him will definitely try to reverse the situation somehow.'

The man who had encouraged the Duke of Dragona to make Catlena the successor of the Principality of Dragona for the sake of imperial stability.

As the final boss from the original story, he was highly likely to use even more aggressive and underhanded tactics to pressure the Principality of Dragona.

'And... in that process, he'll definitely try to use Catlena again. Even if it means revealing that secret she doesn't know about.'

As the Imperial Prime Minister who would do anything for the empire, Xellos couldn't help but maintain a deep sense of vigilance about this matter.

One wrong move, and everything they had achieved so far could be undone, so Xellos determined that he needed to address this issue.

'It won't be easy... but I'll definitely resolve it. For my sake. And above all... for Catlena's life.'

*

Returning to Sophia Castle after nearly several weeks.

There, Senel and Catlena met her again—waiting for them as always, though now with a higher status and qualification than before.

"Mother!"

"We're back, Mom."

"Welcome home, my beloved daughters."

Roseveta, the Duchess and future Duke, greeted them with a welcoming smile.

Seeing her like this, Senel smiled with interest and said:

"I heard the news. So Father ended up naming you as the successor instead of big sister?"

"...Sigh... Yes, that's how things turned out. Really... your father certainly has a talent for complicating matters."

"Well, that's how it is. I know Father's temperament very well too. Anyway... now that you're officially the successor, what should we call you? Your Highness Roseveta? Or Madam Successor?"

"...Haha, whatever you prefer. Honestly, for you children, just calling me 'Mom' is more than enough."

Roseveta responded to Senel's joking remarks with a warm smile.
Senel, as if she had expected this response, looked at her mother with a mischievous expression and a bright smile.

"Now, let's go inside. You must be tired from your long journey. You should wash up and have dinner first."

"Yes, Mother."

As Roseveta entered the castle with the children who had returned from their journey, she suddenly seemed to remember something and turned to Xellos who was behind them.

"Oh, that's right. By the way, I had the package sent for Xellos moved to your room. You can pick it up later."

"Huh? Package? What do you mean...?"

Roseveta's unexpected words confused them.

The three looked at each other with puzzled expressions, but they all ended up shaking their heads.

"Don't you remember? It seems to be something you purchased at the auction in Benessa. I believe it was some kind of sword."

"Benessa auction...?"

"And... a sword?"

With those words, one particular item automatically came to mind.

Catlena and Xellos, feeling somewhat urgent, immediately headed to their room.

There before them was a wrapped pair of swords.

Xellos unconsciously gulped and carefully unwrapped the package to check its contents.

And then...

"...Twilight and the Shroud... Why... why is this here..."

"This is definitely what that princess purchased, right? Why on earth..."

"...Could it be."

At that moment, one possibility began to dawn on Xellos.

It was that Princess Maeve might have sent this item to him as a gift after purchasing it.

He couldn't understand the exact reason.

However, considering everything that had happened so far, it wasn't completely implausible from Xellos's perspective.

'Is this... some kind of repayment? A reward for saving her life during the auction house attack. Well, even so, there was no need to use such a complicated method. Really... what an unusual personality this princess has.'

With such thoughts, Xellos carefully touched the sword, thinking that at least the princess had some sense of propriety.

Meanwhile, watching Xellos, the anxiety that had been dormant in Catlena's heart began to rise again.

'That sword... was indeed sent by Maeve... which means that princess also has feelings for Xellos...'
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A pair of swords purchased for the enormous sum of 600 talents.

Looking at them, a deep smile began to form on Maeve's lips.

Honestly, if asked whether these swords were truly worth the 600 talents she spent, she would probably have answered no.

She hadn't even touched these swords she purchased, and she had absolutely no intention of using them.

As decorative items, they were even more useless.

However, despite this, the reason she spent such a fortune to buy these swords...

It was quite simple.

'Surely he'll be happy when he receives this gift...'

The purpose of these swords, which she had essentially purchased by sacrificing all other items she could have bought, was nothing more than a 'gift.'

An item that had failed to meet her standards when it first appeared at the auction.

However, the moment she realized that boy...

That boy who even now made her heart race... Xellos wanted it, it became something she absolutely had to obtain.

If he had tried to buy it purely with his own money, she might have let it go.

But... Xellos was originally Catlena's servant.

In other words, the cost of anything he purchased would come from Catlena's pocket, which immediately triggered the princess's competitive spirit.

Maeve knew.

At this moment, the person Xellos liked most was Princess Catlena, and despite her status as a princess, Catlena also harbored romantic feelings for Xellos.

With this knowledge in mind, the auction for these swords felt like a competition with Catlena, and as a result, she gathered all her remaining resources to ultimately obtain them.

Now all that remained was to present these swords to Xellos in her name, not Catlena's.

"Hehehe..."

Thus, Maeve unconsciously let out a small laugh as she imagined Xellos's face showing both bewilderment and joy upon receiving her gift.

*

"Ohhh... Indeed. It really is as light as a feather! And this feeling of how it fits perfectly in my hand..."

Seeing Xellos visibly delighted while handling the sword given by Princess Maeve, Catlena was feeling rather complicated.

'I'm happy seeing Xellos happy, but how should I put it... at the same time, my feelings aren't completely positive. This feeling of frustration mixed with irritation...'

Already uncomfortable, her brow furrowed automatically as her thoughts progressed.

At that moment, she finally recognized the source of her emotion.

'Jealousy...? Is this... jealousy toward the princess who provided what Xellos wanted?'

Of course, Catlena knew the behind-the-scenes details of the auction just as well as the princess.

At that moment, the princess had been competing not with Xellos, but with her.

And this became clearly evident when such an expensive item was delivered right in front of Xellos.

However, right after recognizing this fact, Catlena began to feel that her mood wasn't as bad as she had expected.

'Come to think of it... this all means that I like Xellos that much.'

Of course, she would need to be more cautious of the princess going forward. But separate from that, Catlena couldn't help but give a slight bitter smile at the thought that this jealousy signified her affection for Xellos.

However, the fact that Xellos would think of the princess every time he held that sword was still not particularly pleasing to her.

'Though it doesn't look that special... if you consider just the sword's performance, it seems quite useful. From now on, Xellos will wield that sword to protect me, right?'

With such thoughts, Catlena briefly imagined an older version of Xellos.

The gallant figure of the man who would always be by her side to protect her.

But then...

"Great, now I'll..."

"?"

After excitedly examining the sword's condition, Xellos began to wrap it up again.

As Catlena was slightly puzzled by his actions, Xellos approached her with the packaged sword.

"Lady Catlena, if it's alright with you, could you accompany me?"

"Huh? Accompany you... where?"

Catlena questioned, confused by the sudden request.

Looking at her, Xellos spoke in a bright voice.

"To Lady Elios."

"What? To... my sister? Why so suddenly..."

"Well, you see... actually."

As Catlena tilted her head in confusion, Xellos began to calmly explain the plan he had devised... the reason why he had wanted to get this sword in the first place.

*

"Xellos, you really are clever. To think of something like that."

"Well... I did manage to pass the Academy exam in just a few months, after all. Though I did have Lady Catlena's help..."

"Hehehe. I suppose that's true when I think about it."

Xellos smiled shyly at Catlena's compliment, and she responded with a small laugh of her own.

However, at this moment, her smile contained more than just a reaction to Xellos's joke.

It was because...

The uncomfortable feeling that had existed until just moments ago had vanished like smoke, and in its place, a different emotion had entered.

'I never would have thought... that the reason Xellos wanted to get this sword was ultimately all for my sake.'

Of course, looking at the whole picture, it wasn't quite that simple to evaluate, but clearly the person who would benefit most from this situation would probably be Catlena.

That alone was enough for Catlena to completely erase the uncomfortable feelings she had about the sword, and at the same time, she began to feel even deeper affection for Xellos, who had once again demonstrated his feelings for her in this way.

Additionally, the pleasure she felt imagining the sour expression the princess would make when she learned of the outcome was just a bonus.

*

"This... this is..."

"What do you think, sister? Do you like it?"

Looking at Elios's face, showing an astonished expression for the first time in front of her, Catlena wore an expression like a little girl expecting praise.

And in response, Elios, with slightly trembling hands, pulled Catlena into a tight embrace.

"Catlena... I never, never imagined you would bring such a wonderful gift for me..."

Seeing Elios, uncharacteristically unable to control her emotions and expressing such clear happiness, Catlena wore a deep smile and spoke with exaggerated modesty.

"It's nothing... To be precise, this is a gift that Xellos and I prepared together. Xellos told me this is actually an incredibly amazing sword. When I heard that, I thought it would be nice for you to have a good sword too, so we got it. Well, as you probably heard from Sister Senel, things got a bit tiresome when that princess lady interfered, but anyway..."

"I see. All of that... for me... Anyway, thank you so much, and please convey my thanks to Xellos as well."

"Yes, I will, sister."

Elios clutched the gifted sword tightly, showing genuine emotion without restraint.

However, this wasn't simply because it was the first gift she had received from her sister.

The sword Catlena had given as a gift.

The moment she grasped the sword with the unusual name "Twilight and the Shroud," Elios could tell.

As someone who handled mana, she could sense that the power contained in this sword surpassed any weapon she had ever seen.

Light yet sharp... and above all, a sword that resonated with mana as if it were alive, even amplifying its power.

This was literally a legendary sword worthy of the name.

For Elios, whose few hobbies included weapon collection, this was more precious than any jewel, and especially considering her future as a witch, it was like gaining a companion that would stay with her for eternity.

Having received such a thing from her young sister, and as a first gift no less, her gratitude and emotion were truly intense.

And watching Elios expressing her joy so openly, Catlena carefully spoke up.

"Um... sister, since I'm giving you this gift, there's something I'd like to ask of you... would that be alright?"

"A request? What is it? Just tell me. If it's something this sister can do for you, I'll definitely do it."

Elios, whose last traces of wariness had already faded due to the heir issue, was now in high spirits after receiving the gift.

Not missing this perfect opportunity, Catlena carefully made a request to Elios.

And...

After hearing her request.

Elios looked at Catlena with an even brighter expression and said:

"I understand. If that's your request, as your sister, I should certainly grant it. If you want, I can arrange the schedule and proceed with it as early as tomorrow."

"Yes! Thank you so much, sister!"

As Elios readily accepted her request, Catlena hugged her sister tightly while inwardly wearing a deep smile of victory.

Ch.95 - Storm's Eve 1
There are many ways to move a person's heart.

From basic conversation to gestures and actions. Sometimes, one's natural appearance or inherent character can also be included in these methods.

And "gifts" are one of the most common and frequently used means among these methods. Beyond their simple material value, they can sometimes be the easiest and quickest way to express one's feelings.

In that sense, the gift that Xellos sent to Elios through Catlena...

The legendary sword "Twilight and the Shroud" served to completely eliminate any lingering anxiety between the two people while simultaneously providing a foundation to fill the deficiencies they had continuously felt.

Elios had already accepted Catlena as her sister and a trustworthy ally through a series of events.

By giving Elios something that both suited Catlena perfectly and was what she wanted most, Xellos and Catlena eliminated even the slightest possibility of being killed by Elios due to a rift in their relationship.

Additionally, they gained the benefit of enhancing Elios's combat power as an ally to overcome future challenges together.

And there was one more thing... Through this, the two of them could more naturally obtain what they had been wanting.

That was...

*

"Haah..."

"Mmm..."

In the training ground located behind Sophia Castle.

There... a boy and a girl.
Catlena and Xellos were in the midst of focusing all their concentration.

Mana was flowing slowly throughout their bodies.
Both of them were directing that mana to flow around the small metal rods they held in their hands.

The two were pouring out their mental and physical strength, sweat streaming down their bodies like rain.

And beside them... Elios was watching over their condition with a strict and serious attitude.

"Catlena, your mana is scattered. Focus more."

"Yes!"

Following Elios's instruction, Catlena began to correct her slightly blurred mana formation.

Watching the two who appeared to be merely holding metal rods yet showing tremendous fatigue, Elios slowly began to nod.

'Indeed... both of them have talent beyond the ordinary level. Especially Catlena, as father's daughter, her skill in handling mana is already remarkable for her age. If she could just improve her physical stamina and total mana capacity a bit more...'

Elios was analyzing their condition with a cool yet precise eye.

Right now, she was directly conducting magic training for Xellos and Catlena as requested not long ago.

Elios possessed the highest skill among students as a witch.
However, the fact that she had acquired such skills wasn't simply because her talent was exceptional.

The excellent seed called talent - what allowed it to sprout and bloom were the lessons from capable teachers she was able to meet thanks to her position as Roseveta's eldest daughter.

Roseveta, who was essentially the leader of the second-generation witches, the starting point for imperial witches.

Her colleagues had been teaching magic to Elios as her mentors even before the educational system for training witches and magicians was established. Thanks to this, Elios was able to quickly bloom her innate talent even before the academy was created and she enrolled as a student.

And now, Elios was training the two children before her eyes in the same way those capable teachers had taught her.

'Although the difficulty is quite high... this is certainly the most effective method for mana training.'

The training method of holding a small metal rod and concentrating mana on it.
While it might seem like an extension of concentration training, its difficulty was honestly at a level that even Elios couldn't call easy.

That metal rod wasn't made of simple steel but a special alloy with properties that naturally disrupted mana flow.

Wrapping such an object with concentrated mana was like constantly stirring water and oil to prevent them from separating.

Naturally, it consumed an enormous amount of mana in real-time, and the resulting decrease in physical strength and concentration was also at a level that couldn't be ignored.

Therefore, this method had been excluded from the academy curriculum due to safety concerns and was only passed down to a few outstanding students at the discretion of teachers.

However, in Elios's experience, this method was the most efficient for rapidly improving capabilities, and the two children before her eyes were handling it better than she had expected.

'Though I should prepare for contingencies... they're quite impressive, these children. It seems they'll be quite rewarding to teach in the future.'

The boy and girl whose passion exceeded her own at their age, having directly requested her instruction, even if their talent wasn't quite at her level.

Xellos, a child she had been keeping an eye on.
And Catlena, her beloved youngest sister.

Thus, Elios gradually passed on to them what she had seen and learned from her teachers, and as a result, the skills of the two began to rapidly sprout and form their own buds.

And... these lessons were eventually terminated by Elios, who judged that there was nothing more she could teach them in the realm of magicians.

After about three and a half years since Catlena had asked Elios for lessons...

*

Two people, a young man and woman, gazing at each other.

Now gradually developing from young children into men and women, they began to calmly catch their breath and look for each other's openings.

And then...

-Crackle!-

The two closed the distance between them in an instant and clashed their wooden swords.

Simultaneously, sparks began to fly with intense repulsion from the swords imbued with concentrated mana.

The two exchanged fierce momentum as if they might cut down their opponent at any moment.

However, at this moment... their faces didn't show even a speck of negative emotion toward each other.

The expressions they wore revealed joy at each other's growth.
And the emotion of pleasure they were feeling in this very moment was clearly evident.

-Pak!-

The next moment, they pushed away each other's swords and simultaneously released them from their hands.

The wooden swords they released stuck into the ground at the same time.

Immediately afterward, the young man and woman looked at each other with flushed faces and exchanged polite greetings.

"Thank you for your hard work, Lady Catlena."

"You too, Xellos."

Their appearances had matured considerably compared to the past.
Thus... capturing each other's faces in their eyes once more, faces they wanted to memorize every moment, they pulled the wooden swords from the ground and began to leave the training ground.

"The winter break ends today."

"Yes. Tomorrow we'll return to the academy."

The two spoke with a hint of regret and anticipation.

Meanwhile, watching the young pair, a warm smile began to quietly bloom on Elios's lips.

"They truly make a good match. Don't you think so?"

"Yes, Lady Elios."

"Hehe..."

The woman responded politely with an expressionless face to her words.
To her characteristically dry response, Elios answered with a smile, then slowly turned around and began heading to her room.

"Well, we should finish our preparations too. We'll be going to the academy with those children."

"Yes, I'll do as you command, Lady Elios."

With those final words, the woman followed behind Elios in complete silence.
Without paying much attention to her attitude, Elios began to feel some anticipation for her new life starting tomorrow.

'Director... To be honest, I wonder if becoming a teacher might have been more interesting. Well... this isn't bad either. For observing the situation and proceeding with matters.'

Thinking this, Elios showed a slight smile.

And following behind her master...

The girl who had sworn loyalty to Elios four years ago, her secretary...
Arachne once again strengthened her resolve.

'Work begins tomorrow... There's no time to be distracted by other things anymore. I must avenge my friends...'

*

"Phew..."

A woman soaking in hot water sprinkled with flower petals.

Gently rubbing her breasts, which had grown more beautiful compared to the past...
She exhaled a hot breath quietly as she let flower petals flow over her silky brown skin.

"Finally... tomorrow."

A beloved place she had left for a short time.
Looking forward to returning there, she...

A subtle smile began to bloom on the lips of the imperial princess, Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina.

Two years ago, after graduating from the academy, she spent some time on additional studies.

Although Maeve didn't want to leave that place even for a moment, it was impossible unless she was a student, and above all, as a member of the imperial family, she needed to act according to certain procedures and protocols.

And finally, having resolved all these formal issues, she was set to return as planned.

To the place where her followers were waiting... and where the child she adored was waiting.

'Wait just a little longer, my little prince. Now that the time of waiting is over, I will surely make you, ripened so deliciously, mine...'

Ch.96 - Storm's Eve 2
Xellos finished preparing for his departure to the Academy.

He was moving toward the carriage waiting in the garden, carrying his luggage in one hand and Catlena's in the other.

'It's been five years already since I came to this world...'

Though his physical age was merely that of a 14-year-old boy, his actual age was approaching his 30s. In that sense, Xellos felt somewhat bitter yet fortunate at the same time.

Unlike his past when he spent time without accomplishing anything, now at just 14 years of age, he had achieved quite a few goals.

Xellos had been appointed as an official butler of the Duke's family in recognition of his achievements. Although his job was still to protect and assist Catlena, his authority and position within Sophia Castle had reached nearly executive level.

And there was one more thing he had gained, beyond just his position within the Duke's household.

The training with Elios over the past three and a half years.

As a result, Xellos's combat ability had grown to the level of a mid-tier magician, and he had mastered most of the basic spells.

'Although I haven't reached the level of developing my own unique magic yet... at this rate, I should achieve that within a few years.'

Xellos had successfully secured a certain level of strength. While fighting against top-tier opponents would still be difficult, he was in a significantly different position compared to when he had to flee during emergencies like the auction house raid.

However...

At this moment, what Xellos valued most wasn't his authority as a butler or the power he had worked hard to obtain as a mid-tier magician.

'Although I've achieved many things... what's most precious is my relationship with that person... with Catlena.'

She was the first to reach out to him after he came to this world and had consistently shown him unwavering affection.

She made him regret his initial attempts to push her away just to survive...

And now, at this moment, she had become someone more precious to him than his own life, the person he loved most in this world...

His relationship with Catlena, who was both his master and his lover.

That was what Xellos considered the most precious thing in his life, something he wouldn't trade for anything.

'And now, both Catlena and I have come of age. We can think about a deeper relationship, not just childish play.'

In this world, depending on circumstances, people could marry as early as around 14 years of age.

From that perspective, it was perfectly natural for Catlena and Xellos to consider a more serious relationship.

Of course, considering the difference in social status, there were quite a few mountains to climb, and crucially, he needed to be careful about Catlena's potential fiancé who might appear soon.

'People's hearts can change at any time... Of course, if Catlena were a more mature person, I wouldn't have to worry so much...'

Currently, Catlena was 14 years old.

She was literally in the turbulent adolescent period, and in that sense, her feelings could easily be swayed by small matters, potentially leading her heart to be stolen.

Even though she had consistently shown affection toward Xellos until now, she might change her mind the moment she saw her fiancé.

'Crucially, strictly speaking, we're not officially in a deep relationship like lovers yet, just simple friends. First, I need to give Catlena a chance to make up her mind clearly...'

While thinking this, Xellos had already reached the entrance.

At that moment, a familiar figure caught his eye.

"Hello, Mr. Xellos."

"Yes, it's been a while."

A woman bowing her head politely in greeting.

Xellos responded with a gentle smile.

Arachne Sacrifice.

Elios's secretary who had developed some friendship with Xellos in connection with the orphanage incident.

Although unlike Xellos, she couldn't become an Academy student, she was accompanying Elios, who had been appointed as an Academy director.

In other words, she had already secured a regular job and was working in society while others were still students.

From that perspective, Xellos felt a bit envious of her, and with a calm smile, he spoke to her as a colleague working in the same place.

"Well, though in a different way, we'll be living in the same space during the semester. I look forward to working with you."

Since they had various points of contact as servants of the same Duke's family during vacation periods, Xellos extended his hand to her with a friendly feeling.

"Yes... likewise."

As she took Xellos's hand, Arachne showed a slightly flushed expression with a smile on her lips.

Seeing that familiar smile she always showed when meeting him, Xellos slowly shook her hand.

Then...

"Xellos."

"..."

"Ah, Lady Catlena."

Letting go of Arachne's hand at the voice from beside him, Xellos saw his master smiling at him.

"Thank you for bringing everything here. Could you load the luggage right away? As you know, we're running a bit late."

"Ah... yes, Lady Catlena."

Responding to Catlena's gentle voice, Xellos hurriedly moved toward the carriage, leaving Arachne behind.

*

"..."

After Xellos left, Catlena's gaze slowly moved, with a hint of coldness, to the person looking at her.

"...It's been a while, Lady Catlena."

"Hehe. Yes, it really has been a while, Arachne."

Looking at the woman bowing respectfully before her, Catlena began to feel her mood becoming sensitive.

'It's been almost a year since I properly saw her face? She's become unnecessarily prettier during that time. Her figure has also filled out more than mine...'

While wearing a gentle smile on her face, Catlena was coldly analyzing the other person inside.

Though their purposes and statuses were different, Catlena was feeling rather displeased about Arachne, who would be heading to the Academy with her from now on.

'Just when I thought the annoying princess had graduated from the Academy and the nuisance was gone... is a new one appearing like this?'

Princess Maeve, whose interest in Xellos had noticeably increased after the Benessa auction.

However, that situation was brief. Soon after, she had to prepare for graduation and no longer had time to pay attention to Xellos or anything else, which meant there was no significant contact between the two.

Moreover, Princess Maeve left the Academy relatively easily due to her subsequent graduation.

Despite all the tension, the target of concern had disappeared rather simply, and Catlena had been smoothly developing emotional bonds with Xellos for the past three years.

To the extent that in the right atmosphere, they naturally embraced and kissed each other.

However, despite this, there was still a significant source of anxiety in Catlena's heart at the present moment.

If the two had been normal adults...

Or perhaps if they had started from the minimum marriageable age of 14 and continued until now, she wouldn't have needed to worry at all.

But...

They had just turned 14.

In this period when body and mind change rapidly, Catlena knew very well that all the emotions they had built up could be reversed in an instant by a small trigger.

'I too... was like that. Because of a very small trigger, I foolishly...'

An act committed while swept up in emotions, which now left only regret that she would never repeat.

Starting from that, Catlena gradually began to distance herself from her mother, and eventually, it culminated in the catastrophe of her own death.

Although it might not be as dramatic a situation, Catlena knew very well that Xellos could also be swayed by small triggers just like her, and she recognized that she must remain vigilant about this.

'Until... until that man's heart is completely firm, I can't let my guard down. Until he becomes completely mine...'
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Catlena boarded the carriage with an uncomfortable feeling inside.

At that moment, her eyes began to notice Elios, who looked slightly different from before.

"Huh? My sister..."

The difference she sensed in her sister, whom she was accompanying to the academy after nearly two years.

However, this wasn't simply due to more mature clothing or something of that nature.

What automatically caught Catlena's attention...

Was the object that Elios slowly took from her waist and leaned against her side after boarding the carriage.

It was the pair of swords that were familiar even to Catlena's eyes.

"Twilight and the Shroud, was it? Well, she's no longer a student but the chairperson now..."

Although some time had passed since Catlena had given them as a gift, this was the first time the weapons had been taken outside like this.

This was purely because Elios had still been a student until now, but that restriction had been completely lifted.

In fact, since adult witches generally carried their own weapons like staffs or swords at all times, Elios's behavior was quite natural in a way.

"Even so, she always took those swords out for maintenance as soon as she got home, so I suppose it's natural she carries them around all the time now."

While thinking this, Catlena was feeling somewhat disappointed about the current situation.

Honestly, from her perspective, she had hoped for an interesting event involving these swords and the princess, but unfortunately, bringing unauthorized weapons to the academy as a student was prohibited, and Elios herself had been too busy with exam preparations to pay attention to such matters.

Furthermore, since graduation, there hadn't been any significant contact between Elios and the princess, so Maeve had never once seen Elios wearing these swords.

"Honestly, that's a bit disappointing. I could have witnessed quite an interesting situation..."

The item that the princess had given to Xellos at the auction three years ago.

Catlena had been looking forward to seeing what expression the princess would make when she saw it not with Xellos but at the waist of her greatest rival, Elios...

Unfortunately, with the princess having graduated and left the academy, there was almost no chance of witnessing that scene.

Of course, if Elios and Maeve were to meet again in some way in the future, that would be a different story.

"Well then, let's go! Sister's back too. This semester should be fun again, right?"

"Senel... you're the student council president now. Can't you be a little more serious?"

"What does it matter? Life should always be enjoyed. Whether I'm a manager or president, that doesn't really change anything."

"Sigh... I didn't really expect much, but... you really don't change no matter how old you get."

"Of course! Whether 10 years or 100 years pass, I am who I am. People don't change that easily."

Her sister showing her usual unnecessarily energetic self.

However, thinking about it, Elios quietly smiled to herself, recognizing that this was just like her sister.

"Well... depending on how you look at it, not changing can be a good thing too. Especially in Senel's case."

Though not usually serious, she was someone who always brightened the atmosphere, while still being able to show a certain level of seriousness when needed.

In that respect, Elios sometimes envied her while admonishing her.

Unlike her sister, she was well aware that as the eldest daughter of the ducal family and as an older sister, she tended not to be as honest in front of others due to the need to maintain appearances.

After finishing her thoughts about Senel, who was showing such excitement, Elios shifted her focus back to the "work" that awaited her.

"By the way... chairperson, huh. Although I'm taking over mother's position, I suppose I can't really do things the way she did."

Until now, the chairperson of Adelan Academy had been Duchess Roseveta, who had provided the most support for the academy's establishment.

However, this was essentially an honorary position. The overall management and administration were primarily handled by the board of directors, composed mainly of teachers, and the student council, with Roseveta hardly interfering in these matters.

This was understandable, as she was already busy enough managing the affairs of the entire principality, leaving her with no time to focus on academy matters.

Of course, as chairperson, she still periodically reviewed the academy's operations and tried to provide at least minimal assistance...

But three years ago, when she was no longer just the duchess but became the successor to the ducal title, Roseveta found herself in a position where she could no longer be involved in academy affairs.

As a result, she decided to pass on her position as chairperson to Elios, who had just graduated from the academy and was taking a brief rest period. Although Elios wasn't particularly pleased about this, she ended up accepting the position due to her mother's earnest request.

"Sigh... honestly, I wanted to become a judge rather than an academy chairperson, but somehow things turned out this way."

For the work she had been doing—investigating various incidents throughout the principality—becoming an imperial judge would have been more advantageous.

It would have been much easier to investigate cases based on legitimate authority rather than forcing her way through using her status as a noble lady.

However, Elios's hopes were dashed by her mother's insistence that it would be more advantageous to investigate matters within the academy in more detail, and that she would handle everything else. Thus, Elios found herself reluctantly boarding the carriage back to the academy.

"Well... in truth, mother's purpose isn't just that, I'm sure..."

With these thoughts about matters she'd rather not consider, Elios leaned back in the carriage.

Meanwhile, unlike Elios who had closed her eyes in silence, her secretary Arachne, sitting beside her, was busy conversing with Xellos, who was seated directly across from her.

"So... the internal affairs of the academy aren't exactly smooth sailing, you mean."

"Yes, that's right. Although the Noblesse faction lost some momentum after their leader, Princess Maeve, left two years ago, they still cause problems by constantly clashing with the Sentinels. On top of that, other factions are also engaged in power struggles, trying to seize opportunities to make their voices heard."

"I see... that's definitely something to keep in mind."

As Elios's secretary, Arachne was continuously asking Xellos various questions under the pretext of wanting to learn about the situation within the academy.

Although the content was mostly focused on administrative matters... nevertheless, at this moment, an unmistakable smile of joy was gradually appearing on Arachne's face.

"Ah... to think I can have a face-to-face conversation with Mr. Xellos..."

Arachne Sacrifice.

The girl who, during the orphanage incident in the past, had received active help from Xellos to reverse her dire situation and even save her life...

Although she hadn't shown it all this time, those feelings from back then were still clearly present in her heart.

It was... a deep affection for this man who had saved her.

Despite not having seen Xellos except during academy vacations over the past few years, Arachne's romantic feelings hadn't diminished in the slightest.

No, rather, during that time, due to the small kindnesses Xellos had shown her as a pure colleague during their brief times working together, those feelings had only grown stronger.

Although she still harbored the desire to avenge her friends who had died unjustly, when she was in front of Xellos like this, she could momentarily forget those emotions and wear a comfortable smile.

"Even though there's much to be done... I suppose I can enjoy this much happiness too."

With such thoughts, Arachne continued to ask Xellos questions about matters she already mostly understood, pretending not to know.

Meanwhile...

Watching Arachne's behavior, Catlena was feeling her insides boil with frustration, despite pretending to casually look out the window.

"Damn it... I can't say anything since they're talking about work... this is so frustrating."

She couldn't interfere with people who were working without a good reason.

So Catlena had no choice but to exercise maximum patience and endure the current situation.

Ch.98 - Storm's Eve 4
Inside the classroom, bustling with activity as the new semester began, students were greeting friends they hadn't seen since vacation ended. Among them, some relationships appeared to have grown closer than before.

These once-young children were now proper teenagers becoming sensitive about the opposite sex, and some were visibly blushing with embarrassment when looking at each other.

This fresh, innocent display of teenage affection felt quite heartwarming to Catlena, who was actually in her mid-twenties in real age.

'These little ones are already whispering about love and such... it's not so bad watching from the sidelines, is it?'

Pure affection untainted by worldly calculations and self-interest...

Seeing something so different from her own failed relationships in her previous life, where she had been captivated by immediate benefits and superficial charm, Catlena found herself unconsciously smiling.

'I have no reason to be jealous since my own love is just as pure. All I need to do is nurture it properly...'

Although Arachne had appeared as an obstacle, she was at least Elios's secretary rather than a student.

This meant they wouldn't normally meet except during after-school hours.

Of course, given how visibly that woman blushed whenever she saw Xellos, there was a possibility she might approach him somehow. But even so, it wouldn't be easy for someone busy with secretarial duties to come all the way here just to see Xellos.

In the end, as long as Catlena stayed by Xellos's side as she had been doing, there likely wouldn't be any major problems.

'No matter how much you like Xellos, I absolutely cannot allow it. Xellos is mine alone... someone I can never let go of, even if I have to give up everything else in this world...'

With these thoughts, Catlena glanced toward Xellos. There he was, happily celebrating his reunion with his male classmates.

After taking in his appearance for a while, Catlena slowly began preparing for class.

And then...

'! What... what is this?'

Suddenly feeling an ominous presence, Catlena unconsciously furrowed her brow.

A sensation that was both magnificent yet calmly enveloping everything...
Catlena could easily recognize what this meant, but simultaneously, her mind automatically began to deny it.

'No... surely not... that's impossible... that person left this place long ago. There's no reason for her to reappear...'

Catlena tried to reach a rational conclusion based on her knowledge.

However, making her reasoning seem futile, Catlena's senses—which had become more sensitive to mana through Elios's training—could increasingly identify who this mana belonged to with growing clarity.

And moments later...

"Huh?"

"Gasp!"

"Y-you are..."

The students' faces began showing expressions of shock.

At the same time, Catlena's face contorted into the worst possible grimace, while Xellos immediately displayed a vigilant expression toward the person before him.

The person whose mere appearance instantly transformed the expressions of everyone in the classroom...

Someone whose reputation was so great that not a single person in this classroom wouldn't know who she was...

She...

A graduate from the Academy two years ago, an Imperial Princess and simultaneously the leader of the Noblesse, the Academy's most powerful faction.

Princess Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina smiled deeply at the impressive reactions before her, and spoke in a calm yet clear voice.

"Greetings, everyone. I believe none of you are unfamiliar with who I am. Nevertheless, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina. I am an Imperial Princess and now a teacher at this Academy, appointed as this class's homeroom teacher. I look forward to working with you all."

"Gasp!"

"The... the Princess... is our...?"

"My goodness... I never imagined we would meet again like this..."

Princess Maeve had returned to the Academy in an unexpected way.

Many students began feeling surprised by this, and among them, several students belonging to the Noblesse faction started feeling quite genuine delight.

Princess Maeve, who had essentially founded and grown the Noblesse faction to its current state, was returning as a teacher—naturally something to be welcomed with open arms by those who followed her.

However, at this moment, the person feeling the most intense emotions while looking at Princess Maeve wasn't an ordinary student or a member of the Noblesse faction.

That person was...

'That... that... that princess... w-what did she just say?... H-homeroom teacher?... D-don't tell me... she really has become the teacher who will instruct and manage us?'

A situation that seemed utterly unbelievable no matter how she thought about it.

Catlena even pinched her cheek wondering if she might be dreaming, but unfortunately, the pain in her cheek very clearly informed her that this was a harsh reality.

'No matter what, that woman becoming a teacher... and specifically for this class... this can't possibly be a coincidence. The reason she obtained teaching qualifications and came here after just two years is clearly because of that.'

Simultaneously, Catlena confirmed who was at the end of Maeve's gaze at this moment.

And there... just as she had expected, that person was visible.

'As I thought. That woman's objective isn't anything else. It's Xellos... she came back to get her hands on Xellos. Damn it... I never thought she would go to such elaborate lengths.'

While the teaching qualification was one thing, the fact that she specifically came to this class as the homeroom teacher in charge of student management was likely due to the power Maeve wielded as a princess.

As Catlena mentally processed the current situation, she automatically bit her lip and began glaring fiercely at the princess before her.

'Things from now on... definitely won't go smoothly.'

*

Seeing Maeve who had returned in the unexpected role of homeroom teacher, Xellos automatically began feeling extremely confused.

'Princess Maeve... according to the original story, at this point she should be handling various affairs as a princess. She was supposed to repeatedly clash with Elios during that process and eventually be defeated. Why is such a person here as a teacher...?'

Originally, after graduation, Princess Maeve was supposed to completely ignore the Academy except for her conflicts with Elios.

However... the fact that she appeared here as a teacher rather than in any other capacity indicated several important facts beyond a simple change in circumstances.

Most crucially, due to her position as a teacher, Maeve had formally become Elios's subordinate, as he was the Academy's director.

The fact that Princess Maeve, who would never submit to Elios no matter what happened after her student council days, had made such a choice was giving Xellos considerable surprise.

'If they become a normal superior-subordinate relationship like this... it would be difficult for her to openly growl at Elios like in the original story. What on earth is she thinking, making such a choice?'

Xellos began feeling a throbbing headache as he faced this phenomenon that was impossible to understand with his knowledge.

And as she looked at the confused Xellos...
At that man who made her feel such intense affection that it overshadowed even her competitive spirit toward her rival, a deep smile formed on Maeve's lips.
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"Damn it... I never thought that princess would stab me in the back like this..."

"I know, right? Even though we have Lady Elios, our academy life is likely to become quite difficult from now on."

"No... that's not the issue... Haah... Yeah... I guess so."

After class ended, during the time to move for lunch.

Catlena and Xellos were talking with voices filled with irritation and worry.

Princess Maeve, who appeared with the position of homeroom teacher. Regarding this matter, both Catlena and Xellos expressed concern and anxiety, but in reality, the causes of their worries were completely different from each other.

In Xellos's case, he was concerned about the various inconveniences that would arise in academy life since someone who would likely clash with them in the future had become a teacher.

Although there was a difference in grade levels, when they were both students, it was impossible to openly interfere with the other person even if there was some discomfort in the relationship.

However, considering that she and he had now become teacher and student—a hierarchical relationship—the story changed.

Only in modern times had there been talk about the decline of teachers' authority to the point where their authority had significantly weakened. But this place was a medieval to early modern academy.

Not only could she deliberately give lower grades by finding fault, but she could also pick fights for various reasons under the pretext of education, and even corporal punishment was permitted.

If the teacher's status were lower than the student's, there might be some room for issues to arise. But considering that the other party's status was that of a princess who could chew up and swallow all nobles, it was reasonable to assume there was simply no possibility for problems to arise in that regard.

'In other words, we're literally in a situation where we have to do whatever the princess says... Damn it. How did things end up like this...'

Although they weren't completely defenseless since Elios was the chairperson, given that Maeve had the backing of the imperial family and the empire, they had no choice but to accept some level of harm.

Thus, Xellos was feeling concern and anxiety about having to endure Maeve's pressure throughout his academy life.

On the other hand, Catlena wasn't concerned about such inconveniences in the first place.

What she was most worried about at this moment was, of course, Xellos.

'Damn it... What should I do? I can't just stand by and watch the princess flirting with Xellos...'

If Princess Maeve approached Xellos using her authority as a teacher, Catlena had no way to stop it.

Even if she wanted to protest about them spending time alone together, if Maeve said she was making time for education as a teacher, Catlena would have nothing to say in response.

And so, as the two were contemplating their different challenges ahead, that's when it happened.

"Excuse me, just a moment."

"Huh?"

"Oh?..."

A voice calling them from behind.

Catlena and Xellos turned their heads, and there stood a student who looked somewhat familiar.

"Are you perhaps Student Xellos?"

"Yes, I am Xellos. What can I do for you?"

"This, the teacher asked me to give it to you."

"Teacher...?"

The student handed Xellos a letter.
Xellos accepted it, and immediately afterward, the student who delivered the letter went on his way.

"What is this...?"

"Don't tell me..."

A letter formally sealed in an envelope.
Xellos carefully opened it and began to check its contents.

At the same time, from the moment Xellos received the letter until he read through its contents, a shadow of deep anxiety began to fall across Catlena's face.

And the contents of the letter were, as Catlena had anticipated...

"...Hmm... She's asking to see me after school?... Our homeroom teacher, Maeve..."

"Ugh..."

Catlena frowned at Xellos's words.

She began to feel a burning sensation inside as she detected that the ominous event she had been thinking about was already beginning.

'Is this her declaration of war? Fine... We'll see about this. If she's going to openly target my Xellos, I won't just sit back and watch.'

However, since there was nothing Catlena could do about a homeroom teacher wanting to see her student, she had no choice but to stand back and observe the situation for now.

Meanwhile, Xellos began to feel somewhat puzzled along with his ongoing concern about Maeve's actions, which were faster than expected and carried out in a slightly strange manner.

'I didn't think she would try to target someone this early... I haven't even done anything wrong enough to be picked on. What is this princess thinking about me...'

However, along with such concerns, Xellos was secretly relieved about one fact.

That was... the fact that the target of this incident was himself, not Catlena.

'Even if I have to unfairly endure punishment, I'd rather it be me... If she had tried to lay a hand on Catlena, I really wouldn't have been able to hold back.'

Feeling relieved about his master's safety, Xellos slowly turned his gaze to Catlena, who was looking at him with a complicated expression.

Her appearance showed perplexity, worry, and anger.

In response, Xellos carefully approached her and took her hand.

"...Xellos..."

"It's unexpected, but don't worry too much. I haven't done anything that could be picked on, so probably nothing serious will happen."

"...No... that's... ugh..."

Catlena tried to say something in response to Xellos's words but cut herself off.
Seeing her like this, Xellos interpreted it as Catlena being very worried about him, and a warm smile appeared on his face.

Of course, he had no idea what she was actually thinking at that moment.

*

After school, Xellos arrived at the location designated by Maeve as per her request.
It was a secluded room located deep in an annex on the outskirts of the academy, and Xellos began to feel that the situation was becoming more serious than he had thought as he slowly entered the room.

And there... as Xellos had expected, was Princess Maeve waiting for him.

The princess was waiting for him, sitting in a chair with her legs crossed.

Unlike when he saw her in the classroom earlier, she was exuding a rather seductive atmosphere, and Xellos unconsciously swallowed dryly at the sight of her.

"Welcome, I've been waiting for you."

The princess gave him a meaningful smile as she looked at him.
In response, Xellos bowed his head politely to greet her.

"I've come as requested, teacher. I heard you had something personal to discuss..."

"Yes, that's right. I called you because I have something to talk about. Without anyone else's interference. Something I want to discuss only with you, just the two of us..."

With those words, the princess slowly rose from her seat and began approaching Xellos one step at a time.

"This is probably the first time we've been alone together since then. You remember too, don't you? When you saved me in Benessa..."

"...Yes. That's... correct."

"Heheheh..."

The princess let out a light laugh at Xellos's tense response.

Along with that, having approached right up to Xellos's face, she reached out her hand and slowly...
began to caress his chin.

"...Pr-Princess...?"

"You've really... grown up nicely... It was worth waiting for two years."

The princess spoke in a voice that somehow felt sweet.

Then she narrowed the already quite close distance between herself and Xellos even further, and with the hand that had been caressing his chin, she began to stroke his hair.

Unlike the relatively proper attire she had worn in the classroom, the princess's outfit was now somewhat loosened.
Because of this, Xellos instinctively turned his gaze to the body of the woman in front of him.

Her more ample cleavage compared to before, her hips easily discernible through her tight skirt, and her plump, seductive red lips.
Looking at her like this, Xellos began to feel a tension incomparable to when he had been alone with her at the auction house.

Unlike then, Xellos's body was now in adolescence, beginning to burn with sexual desire.

In a situation where he was alone with a woman exuding such charm, it was natural for his body to react first.

And... seeing Xellos's face beginning to flush, a deep smile began to bloom on the princess's lips.
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The princess began to create a seductive atmosphere as she stroked her own hair.

Xellos asked her with a trembling voice.


"Why... why are you doing this, Princess? Why are you treating me like this..."


"Hehe... well... I wonder why?"


With those words, the princess slowly began to move closer to Xellos, pressing her body against his.


In this situation, with a woman easily 20cm taller than himself approaching with such a suggestive atmosphere, Xellos began to feel fear mixed with a strange fluttering in his chest.


"You're trembling... it's alright... come here. Come on now..."


Princess Maeve whispered in a sweet voice as she watched Xellos unconsciously backing away.

Despite her words, seeing Xellos maintaining his trembling steps, she began to respond with even more sticky persistence.


Step by step... the princess moved forward, matching each backward step Xellos took.


And finally...


"Thud."


"!"


Xellos found himself with his back completely against the wall, with nowhere left to retreat.


Seeing that Xellos had nowhere left to escape, the princess slowly moved even closer toward him. In that brief moment, Xellos began to feel complex and intense emotions swirling around him.


'What... what is this? Why am I suddenly in a situation that looks like something from an adult video...'


Naturally, before coming to this world, Xellos had seen those kinds of videos.

Among them, he remembered one similar to the current situation... a female teacher calling a student to a secluded place after school for a secret rendezvous.


The problem was that the "female teacher" in this case was Princess Maeve of the Empire—a woman with an exceptional figure and appearance, but also someone toward whom he had complicated feelings.


'I... I need to stay calm... The Princess Maeve I know was quite cunning both in the original work and here. This is definitely a trap. She's trying to entangle me in some devious way to hurt Catlena and Elios...'


While analyzing the situation in his head and trying his best to maintain his composure, Xellos struggled to stay calm.


However... despite his efforts, at this moment, Xellos's gaze unconsciously began to drift toward the princess's body right in front of him.


Her half-loosened dress precariously covering just the edges of her tempting bosom.


Her breasts were large and beautiful in a way that could only be described as artistic... simultaneously emitting an intoxicating scent that numbed his reason.


As he took in this sight, Xellos began to feel tension building between his legs...


Watching his reaction, the princess slowly leaned toward his ear and said in a soft voice:


"If you want... you can have them. Come on... I've been cultivating them to be even more beautiful for you these past two years."


"..."


With those words, the princess slowly brought her chest toward Xellos's face.


At the same time, Xellos began to feel an exquisite sensation unlike anything he had ever experienced before enveloping his face.


Soft yet hot... and unbearably sweet.

Although he managed to summon his last shred of reason to avoid touching her with his hands, at this moment he found himself focusing all his attention on his face buried in the princess's bosom.


And then, the warm sensation against his back.


Though he felt like his mind might fly away from the sensation of her chest against his face, Xellos still vaguely understood what position he was in at this moment.


Right now, he was... literally nestled snugly in Princess Maeve's embrace.


"I missed you... And I wanted to hold you like this... my prince... my small, lovely prince..."


The rich yet incredibly soft voice penetrating his ears.

Feeling dizzy from that sound, Xellos struggled with all his might to gather his wits in this situation.


'I need... to escape... Although I don't know exactly what the princess is trying to do... I can't just let this woman have her way...'


Though his heart was beating wildly, and his important part was already standing at attention, demanding to continue this situation... no, demanding even more.


It was screaming at him to indulge more in this woman's bosom... to pour out his desires according to his lust.


However, amidst this terrifying temptation of pleasure, the image of that person began to appear in Xellos's mind.


His master... the one he truly loved.


The one who would be worried about him even at this moment...


Catlena...


"!"


"Aaaah!"


In the next moment, Xellos forcefully pushed the princess away.


His action brought a slightly surprised look to the princess's face... and then Xellos quickly drew the wooden sword from his waist, released his mana, and took a defensive stance.


"Huff... huff... huff..."


"..."


Xellos glared at the princess before him, his face still flushed red.

Seeing him like this, Princess Maeve's face momentarily showed a blank expression.


And then...


"Ha... haha... ahahaha!"


The next moment, she began laughing brightly as if finding something amusing.


Despite her reaction, Xellos remained vigilant, and seeing this, the princess stopped laughing and spoke to him with an amused expression.


"Ah... my, my... I seem to have unintentionally frightened you, which makes me a little sorry. But you truly are a clever child. Even in a situation like that, you didn't lower your guard and immediately took action. Plus, your loyalty to your master remains strong."


"Kuk..."


Princess Maeve spoke in a tone that seemed to be mocking him.

In response, Xellos frowned even more, but seeing his reaction, the princess showed an even more interested expression as she continued.


"But I must say, there's no need to be so guarded. What just happened was merely a sincere greeting from me. There are no dirty schemes like what you're thinking."


"How can I... believe those words?"


Xellos maintained his vigilance despite the princess's words.

Seeing him like this, Princess Maeve sat down in her chair and spoke to him with a relaxed expression.


"You don't have to believe me. But regardless, drawing a wooden sword in front of a teacher isn't exactly appropriate, don't you think?"


"..."


After showing a moment of hesitation at Princess Maeve's words, Xellos finally put the wooden sword back at his waist.


Of course, separate from this action, Xellos remained alert, ready to respond immediately if she tried something like before or showed any signs of aggression.


And seeing him like this, the princess once again suppressed the urge to fully experience this lovely man's body as she had moments ago, calming her excitement as much as possible before speaking.


"Well then... since the mood has been somewhat dampened, let's set aside the greetings and get straight to the main point."


"...The main point... you say?"


Xellos asked with considerable tension in response to Maeve's words.

Seeing him like this, the princess spoke to him in an excited voice.


"Yes, the biggest reason I called you here is because, as the homeroom teacher of this class, I want to ask you for something."


"What is it? No matter if you've become my teacher, if you make strange demands..."


"There will be no such thing. This is merely doing what a teacher should rightfully do. It has nothing to do with the ducal family you serve, so you needn't worry."


Although the princess's words didn't inspire any trust, Xellos was in a clear position of disadvantage and found it difficult to openly resist.


Looking at Xellos, who was visibly tense before her, the princess spoke with what seemed to be a genuinely happy smile.


"Xellos, from now on, I'd like you to serve as the class president of my class. What do you think?"


"...Pardon?"


At this unexpected request—which was essentially an order despite being phrased as a favor—Xellos momentarily showed a blank expression.
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The princess's unexpected statement about suddenly appointing Xellos as class president.

Because of this, the bewilderment on Xellos's face quickly began changing to wariness.

"What are you plotting?"

"Hehehe..."

Xellos spoke with a completely stiff voice.
Seeing his reaction, the princess merely let out a small laugh, and watching her, Xellos spoke to her once more in a resolute voice.

"Please tell me. Why exactly are you appointing me as class president? If you cannot answer, then I cannot accept this position."

"Does a teacher need to explain why she's appointing a class president for her own class?"

"You and I... we both know we're not in a normal teacher-student relationship, don't we?"

Xellos spoke with a sharp voice.

At that moment, the princess rose from her seat again and approached him.

But this time, unlike before, she stopped at a distance.

Then she slowly spoke while looking at Xellos in front of her.

"Yes... you and I both know that. But what can we do if others don't see it that way?"

"!..."

The princess spoke in a voice that was both gentle as if soothing a child and simultaneously spine-chilling.
Then, still slowly, she continued speaking with a smile on her lips while maintaining eye contact with Xellos.

"The position of teacher comes with quite a lot of authority, you see. Especially as a homeroom teacher... beyond simply assigning grades, I'm supposed to observe students' conduct and record it. Of course, it probably won't happen, but... if by any chance I were to judge that there's a problem with your or your master's conduct, I would have no choice but to note it down with tears in my eyes."

"You bastard..."

At those words, Xellos once again emanated mana and exuded hostility toward the princess.
However... in response to Xellos's behavior, the princess maintained her composure and instead spoke to him in a calm yet crystal-clear voice, as if admonishing him.

"Student... no matter what, I don't think that's an appropriate expression to use with your teacher. Hmm... depending on the situation, I might need to have a word with your master for not being able to educate her student properly."

"Kuk..."

At that single remark, Xellos had no choice but to subdue his aggression.

Although he was furious, there was absolutely nothing he could do in his current situation.

Maeve had always been in a position that was difficult for him to deal with casually due to her status as a princess.
Now that she also occupied the clearly superior position of teacher, Xellos, merely a duke's butler and a student, had absolutely no way to handle the situation.

'If it were just me, I could perhaps take a devil-may-care approach... but Catlena is behind me. If I act recklessly and she gets hurt, it would truly become irreversible.'

In the end, Xellos had no choice but to submit to the current situation because of Catlena.
Then, quietly bowing his head, he looked at the "teacher" in front of him and said:

"...I'll do it... class president... as you say, teacher."

Seeing his broken spirit, the princess spoke to him with a smile full of pleasure.

"Good, you've made the right decision. I hope you'll help me diligently in various ways to lead our class well from now on."

"...Yes... teach...er."

Xellos responded to the princess's words while forcibly suppressing his emotions.
Seeing him like this, the princess approached Xellos and began to gently stroke his head with her hand.

"Don't look so gloomy. Since we've ended up in the same boat as teacher and student anyway, let's get along well from now on. We'll have private time like this often too. Hehehe..."

The princess whispered softly with an expression full of intense joy.

In response, Xellos began grinding his teeth while forcibly suppressing the thought that, if only he could, he would like to punch this princess right in the face.

*

"...Class president... you say?"

"Yes, that's what happened... Lady Catlena."

"Haah..."

Xellos returned with a gloomy expression to report the situation.
In response, Catlena could only let out a deep sigh.

The reason why Maeve had appointed Xellos as class president was obvious.

The role of class president, whatever else it entailed, ultimately meant assisting the teacher most closely.
In other words... it was a ploy to increase the time spent with Xellos in this way.

'If they spend more time together, surely various things will happen, and eventually the barriers between them will thin, and later on, ultimately...'

While imagining a future she didn't particularly want to envision, Catlena tried to think of some countermeasure.

And as a result...

"Let's go."

"What? Where... are we going?"

"To see my sister. No matter what, we can't just sit here and take this."

"Hmm..."

With those words, Catlena headed toward the director's office where Elios was, with Xellos following behind her.

However, even as they made their way there, Xellos honestly wasn't placing much hope in the current situation.

Because it was obvious what would come out of Elios's mouth next.

*

"No."

"But, sister! If things continue like this, who knows what that princess will do to Xellos! And aren't you worried about me being that snake-like woman's student too?"

"Haah..."

Elios let out a deep sigh at Catlena's words.

Then she looked at Catlena in front of her—whom she now fully accepted as her blood sister, having abandoned her past wariness—and spoke in a serious voice.

"Of course, I understand that your position isn't very good. And I know it's certainly a situation that warrants anxiety. But Catlena, even as the director, there are things I cannot do. Especially regarding a teacher's inherent authority, I have no choice but to respect that principle."

Although Elios's authority as director had grown stronger than during her time as student council president—naturally so, as she was in a position to manage teachers and lead the academy—even she couldn't ignore the regulations that existed within the academy.

Elios knew very well that if one disregarded rules just because they had power, order would be disrupted and eventually uncontrollable situations could arise.

And for her, the current situation...

Maeve, an academy teacher, appointing Xellos, a student in her class, as class president was completely natural and flawless according to regulations.

Of course, if one examined the inner workings, there were aspects that could be challenged, but these fell strictly within the private realm.

Using the director's authority to sanction Maeve based on this would be an act of disregarding academy regulations, which Elios could not do regardless of her authority.

"Besides, if it were anyone else it would be different, but Maeve is a princess. If I forcibly intervene without a legitimate reason, I might face retaliation instead."

"Kuk..."

At Elios's words, Catlena felt frustrated but could understand the current situation.

Indeed, as Elios said, breaking principles could cause problems later, and moreover, it hadn't been long since Elios had newly assumed the position of director.

At a time like this, if she tried to intervene by forcibly using her power against Maeve, who had the backing of the imperial family, it would likely only lead to unfavorable results in various ways.

"While direct sanctions might be difficult, I could at least issue a warning... but anything beyond that seems impossible right now."

Elios spoke to her sister in a regretful tone, conveying her sincerity.
In response, Catlena, while feeling disappointed, began to feel somewhat grateful to her sister for trying to help them within the possible boundaries.

"Haah... I suppose there's no choice, even just that much would be helpful for now. I'm sorry for bringing you something to worry about when you're busy."

"Don't say that. No matter what anyone says, you're my sister, aren't you? If anything, I should apologize for not being able to do more as your sister."

Elios spoke with a bitter smile.

After greeting her, Catlena and Xellos left the room.

And then...

"Well then... shall I go see that woman's face after all this time?"

Thinking she might as well handle it right away since the topic had come up, Elios rose from her seat.

With the sword her sister had gifted her attached to her waist, she began heading toward the annex where the "annoying princess" she would be seeing again after two years was staying.
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Maeve had succeeded in 'making' Xellos the class representative according to her wishes.

However, the ultimate situation she had hoped for—Xellos succumbing to temptation upon seeing her body—had failed.

She had observed him looking quite shaken while wrapped in her sensual aura... and she had also confirmed that his precious area had become aroused. Unfortunately, at the last moment, he managed to exercise self-restraint and successfully rejected her seduction.

Nevertheless, apart from her disappointment, she was somewhat satisfied with having achieved her immediate objective.

Though it was true that Xellos's resistance just now had been stronger than expected.

The way he had pointed his wooden sword at her, maintaining his guard until the very end.

Yet, seeing this, Maeve felt neither displeasure nor concern.

Rather, seeing him react so intensely for the sake of his loved one, Maeve began to feel her heart race again.
At the same time, her desire to make this handsome man before her eyes completely hers burned even more fiercely.

'Now that I've built this bridge... all that remains is to gradually expand my territory in that man's heart. Although his loyalty to Catlena is stronger than I expected, it's only a matter of time before I win over that child's heart.'

Winning someone's heart was never an easy task.
Especially someone with a strong will like Xellos.

And for that very reason... Maeve was longing even more deeply for the moment when that man called Xellos would become hers.

Even if it meant enduring the humiliation of entering this academy as a teacher, where Elios, her competitor and someone she was determined never to lose to, was the director.

'Well then... shall I now prepare to establish my foundation here as a teacher? Although the Noblesse exists, they have limitations when it comes to interfering with teachers' affairs...'

As she was thinking this, beginning to contemplate her future plans...

"!... Has she come? A bit earlier than I expected..."

The next moment, she sensed a familiar presence of power.

At this, Maeve, still seated on the sofa, looked toward the door with an arrogant posture.

And shortly after...

-Knock knock knock-

"Enter."

Maeve spoke with a voice full of imperial dignity.

As the door began to open, the figure of the woman Maeve had been expecting appeared...
Elios's figure came into view.

"..."

"..."

After Elios entered the room, the two maintained silence for a moment while looking at each other.

It might have seemed awkward, but at this moment, the two were maintaining a cold atmosphere as if sparks might fly as they looked at each other.

A situation where each was silently pressuring the other to speak first.

In response, Maeve simply maintained her arrogant posture, sipping tea while seated on the sofa, while Elios looked down at her with cold eyes and a slightly raised chin, as if looking down on her.

After this uncomfortable atmosphere continued for a while...

It was Elios who finally spoke first.

"For hospitality toward a guest, this is truly pathetic. And to think a teacher would show such an attitude when the director has come."

"I'm sorry, but shouldn't you show respect first to me, a princess before being a teacher? Especially since you're the one visiting as a guest."

"Your foul character remains unchanged, as always. I feel foolish for expecting that something might have changed in you after two years."

"The feeling is mutual. I was foolish to expect etiquette from someone like you who, as a member of a ducal family, still hasn't learned proper protocol toward the imperial family."

The two refused to yield a single word to each other.
However, since Elios was the one who came here with business, she had no choice but to end this meaningless argument first.

"Sigh... If I continue talking with you, there will be no end to it, so let's move on to the matter at hand."

"As you wish. But if you've come to wield your petty power as director, I have no interest in dealing with you."

"Rest assured, it's not that. Honestly, I'd like to remove you immediately for forcing your way in here... but unfortunately, you're too insignificant for me to violate the academy's rules over."

"Is that so? Well... I should be grateful. I won't have to create a situation that would bring scandal to the imperial family just to deal with someone like you."

The two exuded a terrifying aura like two predators baring their teeth at each other.

Then, Elios continued in an ice-cold voice:

"I heard that you appointed Xellos, our ducal family's butler, as the class representative. Is what I heard true?"

"Your information travels fast... Yes, that's correct. I did that. As you know, that child is a capable talent. Since he serves Catlena well as your family's butler, I believe he will also assist me well in managing the class. Why, is there a problem with that?"

"...There's no problem with that itself. However... if you use this to do something inappropriate, then it becomes a problem."

"..."

As Elios spoke in a chilling voice,
Princess Maeve could understand why this duchess was here.

It was to issue a warning.

A warning as both the director and their guardian not to try anything untoward with Xellos and Catlena.

Though Maeve was outwardly maintaining an appearance of composure, honestly, she couldn't help but inwardly frown.

'Troublesome one...'

Although Maeve, as a princess, possessed greater power than ordinary teachers, Elios was still her superior here.

Both formally and in terms of authority, Elios had the upper hand within the academy, meaning that in a direct confrontation, Maeve would ultimately be the one to lose.

Of course, since Elios would also suffer damage in the process, she wasn't using her power recklessly now.

'But... if I really cause a major problem, she would act without hesitation.'

Thus, being in a position where she had to somewhat back down in this uncomfortable coexistence, Maeve had no choice but to acknowledge Elios's warning with silence.

With that, Elios turned to leave, as if she had said all she needed to say.

At that moment...

"!...Wait."

"What is it?"

The next moment, Maeve stopped Elios with a voice filled with consternation, unlike before.

Elios turned around slowly with slight confusion...
And before her was Maeve, looking at her waist with a shocked expression.

"Th-that... why do you have that?"

"...What? What are you talking about?"

"That sword! How... how do you have that sword? I asked!"

Maeve questioned sharply as Elios expressed confusion.

At this, Elios suddenly recalled the story she had heard when obtaining this sword, and with a slightly cunning smile on her lips, she said:

"Ah... this? This is a gift from someone I truly love. Is there a problem with that?"

"Truly... love...?"

Maeve showed an expression full of intense shock at Elios's words.

Seeing her reaction, Elios said in an extremely casual voice:

"Yes, it's a sword given to me by someone I truly love, and who truly loves me in return. I heard there were various issues between you and them over obtaining this. Anyway, I heard you gave up in the end. I should express my gratitude for that, shouldn't I?"

"..."

Maeve remained blank-faced and unable to respond to Elios's words.

Seeing this rare expression from her, Elios smiled lightly and then left the room.

Without even imagining what Maeve might be thinking at this moment...
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After Elios disappeared before her eyes, Princess Maeve felt all her energy drain away, unlike moments before, and threw herself onto the sofa.

'That black sword... it's definitely the one I gave to Xellos as a gift. But... but now it belongs to that Elios woman. He just handed over my gift to Elios?'

Xellos had given away her heartfelt gift directly to another woman.

This could be interpreted as Xellos not appreciating her sincerity, and furthermore, could be taken as him already rejecting her feelings.

However... while she felt deep disappointment about that fact, Maeve was somehow able to manage her emotions about this point with great difficulty.

Thinking about it, Maeve had no prior knowledge of why Xellos had wanted that sword in the first place.

It was possible she had misunderstood his intentions if he had planned to give it as a gift to someone else from the beginning.

'Yes... that must be it... No matter what, he wouldn't have given away my sincere gift so easily... especially not to that woman who stands opposite to me. He must have intended it as a gift from the beginning... No... su-surely that's it!'

Thus, Maeve struggled desperately to turn her thoughts in a positive direction to somehow manage her emotions.

However, behind that... lurked an even greater problem for her in some ways.

Of course, having her sincere gift so easily passed on to someone else was enough to hurt her feelings.

But at this moment, there was something else that disturbed Maeve's mind even more than that issue.

It was... what Elios had told her in that mocking tone at the end.

About Xellos's romantic feelings.

'The person he loves? And... the person who loves him back? Xellos and Elios love each other? Not Catlena... but Elios?'

She had always thought Catlena was the one who captured Xellos's heart, and even coming here, Maeve was convinced that her true rival would be Princess Catlena.

Indeed, Xellos had consistently stayed by Catlena's side and hadn't hesitated to risk his life for her, so it was natural to think that way.

However, the fact that the object of Xellos's affection was not the weak younger sister, but Elios—whom even Maeve found difficult to challenge—was truly an unexpected development from her perspective.

'So he had deep loyalty to his master but his romantic feelings were elsewhere? That's somewhat plausible, but damn it! Of all people, that arrogant, insolent white princess is once again blocking my path...'

Naturally, taking Xellos away from Catlena versus taking him from Elios were completely different in magnitude.

In Catlena's case, being in a clearly superior position, she could control the situation according to her will, but with Elios as an opponent, Maeve risked being controlled instead.

In other words, this meant things had become much more difficult than she had anticipated.

'This means... my plan to gradually pressure Catlena to separate her from Xellos is now meaningless. I might even risk getting caught by Elios while doing something useless.'

However, it was obviously impossible for her to pressure Elios directly right now.

Although Maeve wielded considerable influence among students thanks to the power of the Noblesse faction and her authority as a teacher, among the faculty she was just a newcomer who had barely established herself.

In contrast, Elios had consistently interacted with teachers as the student council president, and furthermore, had the solid foundation of being the daughter of Duchess Roseveta, making the difference in their basic power too great.

'I have no choice... Given the situation, I'll have to postpone using forceful methods. I need to build power within this academy. I must somehow gather teachers close to the Empire to create my support base. At least enough to defend myself from Elios's attacks in the future...'

At this point, Princess Maeve's goals could be divided into two main objectives.

One was to gather power to defend herself from Elios, who would obviously try to check her regarding matters concerning Xellos.

And the other, equally important matter was her ultimate purpose for coming here.

To win Xellos's heart, somehow breaking through Elios's endless interference.

'I will never... give up. Xellos... my little prince... I will definitely make your body and heart mine...'

*

The faculty building located at the very center of Adelan Academy.

As the name suggests, this place was used by teachers to rest during breaks between classes or to prepare for their next lessons.

"Good work."

"Yes, good work."

A female teacher walking down the corridor while exchanging light greetings with other teachers.

She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, with reddish blonde hair and slightly unfocused blue eyes, giving her a gentle impression. This beautiful woman was walking out of the faculty building with calm yet light steps that matched her appearance.

At that moment.

"Sister Freyia!"

"Ah, Frigg."

She showed a calm smile upon hearing the bright voice calling her.

Behind her appeared another female teacher with the same hair color but relatively clearer blue eyes, though her appearance was rather ordinary in terms of looks.

"Are you done with classes today, sister?"

"Yes, just now. It seems there are quite a few talented children among this year's students."

"That's good. Having talented students in the lower grades. We can look forward to when they advance to higher grades."

"That remains to be seen, as you know. Talent in magic can't be easily determined."

"Well, that's true. But just look at our top student, Princess Elios, who was already soaring from her lower grade years. In this field, potential shows from the beginning."

"Haha... that's not wrong either."

Freyia responded with a light laugh to her sister's words, and seeing her sister's reaction, Frigg also smiled.

Just then...

"Lady Freyia, Lady Frigg."

"Hm?"

"Oh my..."

A familiar voice reached their ears.

The two turned their heads to face a welcome figure.

"Well, look who it is. Our cute Princess Elios! Or should I call you Chairwoman now?"

"Haha, please call me whatever you're comfortable with. Just as you always have."

She spoke with a polite yet bright voice.

Looking at Elios Northhelat Dragona, the new chairwoman and their top student, the two sisters' faces showed warm smiles as if they were looking at a niece.

"It's been almost two years. Honestly, I was quite sad when Elios graduated from the academy, but I'm really happy to see you again like this."

"That's right, that's right. Although I was a bit surprised that the tiny princess has become the esteemed chairwoman."

"Hehe, from my perspective, ending up in a position above you two without intending to is honestly quite burdensome. Anyway... rather than standing here talking, shall we go have some tea? I've prepared some excellent tea leaves especially for my two teachers."

"Really? Then we must go. Let's see what kind of hospitality we'll receive in the new chairwoman's office for the first time."

The three headed toward the chairwoman's office in a bright atmosphere.

However, while they appeared to be ordinary teacher sisters having a warm reunion with their former student, looking deeper, this meeting was far from ordinary.

The White Princess Elios...
And the two female teachers she was treating with such respect...

Though they appeared young and bright, considering their true identities, there was virtually no one in the academy who could treat them casually.

These women, Elios's teachers who taught magic at the academy...

The sisters Freyia and Frigg.

These two, who could never be considered ordinary figures, had already sensed the current situation to some extent.

They knew that Elios's direct request for a conversation with them was not merely for a simple greeting.
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"Wheeeeee~!"

The sound of the kettle coming to a boil in front of her eyes.

She slowly lowered the heat and lifted the kettle.

The slightly weighty, scorching hot vessel.
She silently poured it over the prepared tea leaves and watched without a word.

A fragrant aroma instantly filled the room.

And simultaneously... she began to show a quiet smile on her lips.

'Someday... I'll be able to serve tea like this to that person too, won't I?'

Though she couldn't express it, she thought of his image constantly in her heart...

Though she couldn't express it, she finished brewing the tea as her master had ordered, while thinking of that man whom she loved deeply in her heart.

And then...

"Arachne."

"Yes, Lady Elios."

Her master entered through the door with the expected guests.

Greeting them, Arachne completely erased the smile from her face and approached them with a composed expression, carrying the tea.

Elios... and
Two women in their mid-twenties who appeared to be sisters.
Arachne could immediately recognize that they were Academy teachers.

"Hmm... This is my first time seeing this child. She's young but not a student, I presume?"

"Yes, she works as my secretary. Her name is..."

"I am Arachne Sacrifice. Pleased to meet you."

"I see... Arachne..."

Following her master's cue, Arachne promptly introduced herself.
In response, one of the seated teachers nodded and quietly smiled.

"It's somewhat regrettable. A child with such talent not being my disciple. If she had entered the Academy, it would have been quite satisfying to nurture her..."

She took a sip of tea and expressed her genuine regret.
In response, Elios also drank her tea and answered in a quiet voice.

"I apologize to you as her teacher, but by the time I first discovered this child, she had already passed the eligible age for enrollment. In the end, I had no choice but to teach her myself."

"Is that so?... It must have been quite difficult. Handling various tasks while also conducting magic lessons. And to have nurtured someone of this caliber as a result..."

"Indeed... As I've always felt, Elios, I think you would be well-suited as a teacher like us. What do you think? Since you've already become the director, why not officially set your direction this way?"

Another teacher spoke with slight expectation.
To this, Elios let out a small laugh and said to her:

"Haha... Unfortunately, given my personality, that would be difficult. I understand that being a teacher requires the character to embrace all children regardless of their talent... but honestly, I'm not confident in my ability to calmly deal with children who lack talent."

"Well... when you think about it, that's true."

"Hehe. Our Elios has always been a character without much mercy."

As they exchanged such jokes and casual conversation...

Arachne was about to withdraw from the room so as not to disturb their conversation.
But then...

"Arachne. Don't go anywhere, stay right there."

"...Pardon?"

"Stay where you are. This is an order. It would be better for you to know about what we're going to discuss."

"!... Understood. I will do as you say, Lady Elios."

Understanding the meaning behind her master's words, Arachne carefully corrected her posture and remained in place.

The two female teachers observed her behavior and placed down their tea cups with gentle smiles.

As if they had already known such a conversation would take place.

*

Looking at the two teachers, Freyia and Frigg, who were setting down their teacups before her, Elios finished drinking the tea in her hand.

Among the numerous teachers at the Academy, these two were the most trusted by her... and by her mother.

At the same time, unlike other teachers, these two had no connections whatsoever with the Empire.

They, along with Arachne who was standing beside her now, were the most crucial forces that Elios could utilize in carrying out the "task" ahead.

'With all the former student council members like Elina Poseidon having graduated, it's impossible to utilize them for a while. In Senel's case, I can receive help as the student council president, but there are restrictions on using her because of that very position... So the only ones left are these three people here.'

Plus, there was one more...

In Elios's mind, there was one more card she could play depending on the situation.

Unlike the others, this person wouldn't be easy to handle, but if she guided the situation well, they could be quite useful.

Especially considering the good "leverage" she had recently discovered.

After finishing her consideration of reserve forces, Elios opened her mouth in a calm tone, looking at those before her.

"Well... let's set aside the greetings and get to the main point. I should mention beforehand that what I'm about to say must not be disclosed to anyone other than the four of us here."

They nodded quietly at Elios's words.

Then Elios began explaining to those in front of her.

"The reason I came here as the director... as you've probably already guessed, it's not to get involved in Academy affairs. Of course, I'll do what needs to be done, but my ultimate goal is to resolve a certain matter by utilizing my authority as director. Even if it means accepting some damage."

"I see... a matter... Could it be a continuation of what you've been involved in since your student days?"

"Yes, if I had to say, that's correct. However, what I'm about to tell you is somewhat different... it's related to the changed course of action they've taken since my mother became the successor."

Elios nodded in response to Frigg's question.

At this, the faint smile that had been on Frigg's face disappeared, and Freyia also began to listen to Elios's story with a more serious expression.

And... as she listened to her story...

On Arachne's face, gradually...
An unmistakable cold anger began to appear.

*

"The tea was delicious. I hope you'll invite us again."

"Thank you for your generous hospitality, Director."

"Haha, yes, I'll arrange another meeting next time."

After exchanging light greetings, Freyia and Frigg left the director's office.
However, at this moment,
Their faces held emotions quite different from usual.

"This... things seem to be getting more complicated than expected."

"That's right, sister... If things go this way, it looks like we'll have to exert ourselves again frequently in the future."

"I suppose so... Honestly, it has been quite a long period where we've just been quietly focusing on teaching students."

"Hehe, that's certainly true."

With concern for the tasks ahead... and a bit of anticipation,
The two headed toward the faculty residence.

*

After Freyia and Frigg had left, Arachne finished tidying up the teacups.
While she maintained her usual composed expression, Elios asked her in a quiet tone:

"If you have something to say, go ahead. It seems you have something to tell me."

"...Yes, honestly I do, but..."

Elios accurately perceived her thoughts.
Without denying it, Arachne carefully looked at Elios and asked:

"The story you just told us. Do you really intend to share it only with the four of us? In my humble opinion, there are many others who could help you, Lady Elios."

"For example?"

Elios feigned ignorance in response to Arachne's question.
To this, Arachne answered in a quiet voice while gauging her master's reaction:

"I understand that Lady Senel cannot move freely due to her duties as student council president. I also know that she already shares some information with you. But... the other two. Why didn't you call those other people you trust for this matter?"

"Two people... You mean Catlena and Xellos?"

"..."

Arachne nodded silently at Elios's words.
Her silence also contained the question of whether Elios had any reason not to trust those two.

And to her question, Elios spoke to her in a voice filled with sincerity:

"Of course, honestly, I would like to involve those two in this matter as well. Unlike in the past, they've become quite formidable in combat ability, and beyond that, I'm well aware of how intelligent those two children are."

After that, Elios slowly rose from her seat and continued speaking while looking out the window:

"But regardless of that fact, I have no intention of involving those two... especially Catlena in this matter. Regardless of their abilities, those children are still students. It's not good to involve those who should be protected in such dark matters. Do you understand what I mean?"

"...Yes, Lady Elios."

Arachne showed signs of acquiescence to those words.
However, at this moment, she could recognize it.

That what Elios was saying now was not the truth.
That there must be another reason why she couldn't involve Catlena in this matter.
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"Well then, let's have you explain your interpretation of the section you researched for homework, Dryus."

Speaking from the corner of the desk rather than using the perfectly good chair available, teacher Maeve addressed the class with an arrogant and delinquent posture.

At her words, the male student she called on visibly shrank and carefully began to speak.

"Ah, yes! So... this is a saying from the great prophet Muhammad Abdul, meaning that to accomplish great things, one needs order and powerful strength to support it."

"Good job. It seems you're living up to your good grades. Well done, you may sit down."

"Yes! Th-thank you, teacher."

Maeve's comment was somewhat ambiguous—whether it was praise or sarcasm wasn't entirely clear, but considering the speaker was a princess, it could probably be concluded as praise.

Then her gaze turned toward three students huddled in the corner of the classroom, trembling.

Three students in total.
All three were notorious troublemakers in the academy who had consistently disrespected teachers, but...

At this moment, two of them were cowering like lambs before a wolf, clearly terrified.

The reason was simple.

Right in front of them lay their third companion, collapsed and barely conscious.

"Now then... since presentations are over, let's think about what to do with the remaining fools who dared to skip my homework."

As she spoke, Maeve looked down at the two students while emanating chilling mana.
The students' faces turned deathly pale as they pressed their foreheads to the floor and desperately begged.

"We're s-sorry, teacher!"

"We-we were wrong! Please... please spare our lives!"

"Lives? Don't say such ominous things. Surely you don't think I would kill my students as a teacher?"

"Ugh..."

Princess Maeve smiled terrifyingly at them.
Seeing her like this, the two students were too paralyzed with fear to speak further. Looking at them, the princess maintained her smile and spoke in a calm voice.

"Well, since this is your first time, I'll limit the disciplinary action to just one person today. Of course, there will be no such mercy next time."

"! Th-thank you! Thank you, Princess!"

"Your g-grace is immeasurable, Princess!"

The two students bowed their heads earnestly, completely forgetting that the person before them was currently in the position of a teacher.

Maeve then instructed the remaining two to take their beaten friend to the infirmary before resuming class.

Meanwhile, Catlena found herself somewhat surprised as she observed this unusual teaching style.

'Honestly, when I heard this princess was a teacher, I expected her classes to be extremely sloppy... but it's not as bad as I thought?'

Of course, even a princess couldn't become a teacher at Adelan Academy—considered the continent's finest—without meeting basic qualifications.

Nevertheless, since she had suddenly decided on this career path because of Xellos and became a teacher in just two years, Catlena had expected some amateurishness, but she had to admit her assumption was wrong.

Though aggressive, Maeve controlled the students effectively while making the class both interesting and substantive.

Objectively speaking, she deserved high marks compared to other teachers Catlena had encountered.

'Well... that delinquent-like attitude still seems inappropriate for a teacher though.'

With that thought, Catlena focused on the class as a proper student should.

Meanwhile, even as she commanded the classroom atmosphere and conducted her lesson, Maeve's gaze periodically shifted toward one particular person.

The man she had assigned to a seat naturally visible whenever she looked up...

The ultimate reason she was here, who was now diligently studying in her class, showing an adorable and admirable attitude...

Toward Xellos...

*

"Everyone, good work. That concludes today's lesson."

"Thank you for your work."

"Thank you, Princess... I mean, teacher."

The students greeted her with lingering unease.
Seeing them, Maeve, the homeroom teacher and Imperial Princess, quietly smiled.

'As I thought... it's not difficult at all, or rather, it's more fun than I imagined. This teaching profession.'

Maeve had been accustomed to being above other students since her days as the leader of the Noblesse.
Although she now stood as a teacher, relatively distanced from students, she felt neither discomfort nor awkwardness in her current position.

Her familiar experience handling younger students and the charisma that emerged from it...
And her unchanging dignity and authority as a princess prevented even students who typically disrespected teachers from acting recklessly.

It was similar to how children who ignore teachers' words might still cower before a neighborhood thug...

In other words, instead of the affection and love that teachers commonly advocate...

Maeve was managing students through the dignity and pressure of someone with power and authority.

However, Maeve didn't see this as problematic.

The reason was simple.
She knew from experience that this was the most efficient and realistic approach.

From the beginning, those in the Noblesse, despite their high status—or perhaps because of it—included many arrogant and rough individuals.

Proud, authoritative, and ready to climb over you at the slightest sign of weakness—these impudent ones.

To control them effectively and bend them to her will, she had to abandon foolish notions of starting relationships with vague concepts like affection or friendship.

First, it was necessary to break their pride and make them acutely aware of their position.

They needed to understand to their core that those above could easily deal with those below.

And...
After that was accomplished, the other person would finally become compliant

And learn the truth that one should never climb up against their superiors.

Only afterward should one share the sweet fruits of so-called friendship and affection—then people would recognize that these weren't given because the giver was a pushover, but because the superior genuinely cared for them.

That was Maeve's operational principle as the leader of the Noblesse, the academy's largest faction, and it applied equally to the class she now taught.

'For now, it's better to discipline troublemakers whenever they appear. Becoming a "good teacher" comes after that.'

With that thought, Maeve watched the students gathering their belongings.

Then her gaze turned to a boy apologetically speaking to his master among the students.

Earlier, Maeve had told the "class president" that she wanted to speak with him after class.
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Under the pretext of being the class president, Xellos found himself taking reluctant steps.

Throughout his journey here, he had received numerous concerned warnings from Catlena, and Xellos himself was mentally preparing for the "situation" that might unfold.

'Honestly, last time I thought I was really going to be eaten alive... what if something similar happens again?'

Although Xellos was a man with healthy desires appropriate for his age, he knew well that if he succumbed to the Princess's seduction, it would lead to truly irreversible consequences.

'Just being with another woman besides Catlena would already be betrayal... and the bigger problem is that if this becomes leverage against me, there would truly be no way out.'

Even in the real world he came from, there were plenty of despicable women who falsely accused innocent men of sexual harassment or assault, driving them to ruin.

Moreover, this world operated under a strict class system. If a princess—not just a noble lady—were to pull something similar, there would be no one who could oppose her. Both Xellos and Catlena would be in danger of complete destruction.

'I need to be careful... if anything seems off, I'll escape immediately.'

With that heightened tension, Xellos arrived at the door where Princess Maeve was waiting. He then slowly opened the door with nervous hands.

And inside...

"Hehehe, welcome, my cute class president."

"...Sigh..."

The Princess was looking at him with her usual sticky gaze. Seeing her like this, Xellos couldn't help but let out a sigh.

'I expected this to some extent... but she definitely didn't call me here just for class president and teacher business.'

Maeve's appearance suggested she had some kind of intense scheme in mind. The only fortunate thing was that she wasn't wearing clothes loosened to the point where her chest was completely exposed like before.

'Still... given Princess Maeve's personality, she might have other schemes in mind. There are many ways to seduce someone besides showing cleavage. For example...'

With such thoughts, Xellos found himself unconsciously glancing over the Princess's body.

Although she wasn't overtly trying to seduce him, Princess Maeve's body was nonetheless a dangerous time bomb in itself.

Her enormous chest that he had unintentionally felt before, her slender waist without a trace of fat, and her smooth, glossy, elastic thighs naturally visible due to the side slit in her skirt.

Literally possessing the ultimate female figure, just being alone with Princess Maeve made Xellos feel like he was under tremendous temptation.

'Damn it... that woman has an unnecessarily perfect body that makes people... ca-calm down. One wrong move here and I'm done for. I have to endure this somehow...'

As Xellos struggled to break free from the chains of temptation gradually creeping up on him...

"What are you doing? Come here quickly."

"!..W-what?"

At those words, a strange thought momentarily flashed through Xellos's mind.

And looking at him, the Princess spoke once more in a clear voice.

"Are you planning to just stand there blankly? Stop spacing out and come help me with this."

There was a hint of frustration in the Princess's voice. Snapping back to reality, Xellos finally shifted his gaze from her body to what she was actually doing at that moment.

"What is that?"

"What else? These are our class students' records. I'll continue writing, and you sort them according to the scores I've assigned. Above 80 points goes to the far right, between 60 and 80 in the middle, and below 60 on the far left."

"Ah... yes. I... understand."

It was quite different from what he had expected...

Seeing the Princess assigning such an ordinary task, Xellos felt momentarily embarrassed as he sat down beside her.

'Thankfully she's not asking for anything strange... that's good.'

For a moment, he felt a slight twinge of disappointment, but quickly chastised himself for it and focused on the task at hand.

The student records laid out before him had scores written in red pen by Maeve.

They ranged from as low as 30 points to as high as 90 points.

Xellos naturally assumed these were academic scores, but soon realized that wasn't the case.

'Huh?.. Boros got 82 points?.. This guy gave up on studying long ago and his grades are rock bottom, so why?'

He also noticed that many students known for poor academic performance had received high scores, which made him quite puzzled.

'It's not just about grades, and it doesn't seem to be about athletic ability or magical skill either. Although students who excel in those areas seem to have received some bonus points, there are quite a few in the upper ranks who don't fit that criteria. And most surprising of all...'

What particularly caught Xellos's eye was the one person who had received a perfect 100 points out of the fifty or so students.

That was...

'Lady Catlena got 100 points?.. Certainly, Lady Catlena has excellent grades and her magical skills are top-tier among the class, but why would only Lady Catlena get 100 points?'

Even Xellos, whose abilities weren't far behind Catlena's, had received 97 points. It was a very high score, but there were two or three other students with similar scores.

From this perspective, Xellos couldn't establish a clear criterion for these scores, which soon transformed into curiosity and wonder.

'What could it be? What's the standard for these scores... Could it be ranking targets she wants to get her hands on first?... No, that seems too perverted for how serious these evaluations seem to be...'

Honestly, while Princess Maeve had shown interest in Catlena before, she hadn't seemed to be pursuing that path recently.

If anything, Xellos thought that he himself was more likely the object of her desire than Catlena, and that seemed to be the case in reality.

As he continued to fall deeper into this maze of scores that defied explanation even from a twisted perspective, Xellos finally couldn't hold back and spoke up.

"Um... excuse me, teacher."

"What is it? Do you have something to say?"

Princess Maeve turned her head at Xellos's question and began staring at his face as if trying to bore through it. Feeling somewhat uncomfortable under her gaze, Xellos carefully asked her.

"Well, I have a question. What exactly is the criterion for these scores? It doesn't seem to be based simply on grades or magical ability."

"..Hehe.. hehehe.."

The Princess suddenly began to laugh softly at Xellos's words. Her reaction made him feel somewhat uneasy.

And then...

"Are you curious?"

"..Yes. I am curious."

Despite his unease, Xellos answered, driven by curiosity. Seeing him like this, the Princess approached him slowly with a deep smile on her lips.

"I see, my cute student is curious about this.. Hehe. Then I should gladly tell you. As your teacher, after all."

"!.."

Princess Maeve once again showed signs of ominous intent.

Xellos became extremely tense, and seeing his reaction, Princess Maeve slightly licked her lips.

With intense desire for the ripe fruit before her eyes...
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Maeve approached with an unsettling aura.

Her eyes began to flicker with distinct flames of desire. A unique presence filled with intense excitement was subtly emanating from her body.

'N-No way...'

Thinking he might have stepped on a landmine due to his idle curiosity, Xellos subtly prepared to release his mana.

However...

Just before Xellos's vigilance reached dangerous levels, Princess Maeve's face stopped at a point that felt precariously close.

'Huh?'

Simultaneously, the princess's ominous presence vanished as if it had been a lie.

Then she looked at Xellos's face and spoke in a calm, quiet voice.

"Importance rating."

"Pardon?"

The princess answered with a slightly nuanced tone.
Looking at Xellos's slightly dazed expression, the princess stepped back again and continued speaking.

"Importance rating, or more precisely, it indicates the importance needed to lead this class smoothly."

"Ah...!"

At the princess's words, Xellos began examining the classified items again.
Now he could clearly understand what these scores meant.

A classroom and class were communities consisting of about 50 people.

Though small in size, it could be considered a society where diverse people lived together in one space. Simultaneously, this meant that like actual society, this small community could only be maintained if various individuals performed their roles from their respective positions.

The difference was that while society aimed for resources, funds, and the power and authority based on them, a class aimed for lessons, study, and the grades produced through them.

From that perspective, Xellos could finally understand the circumstances and reasons behind these scores.

Students with good test scores, athletic abilities, and magical talents could be seen as equivalent to those in society who have excellent productivity and possess great wealth.

On the other hand, those who were incompetent and lazy in such areas were no different from useless lower classes from a social perspective, and the proper response was not to expect production from them but to think of ways to rescue them from the bottom.

However, this "wealth" in the name of grades and achievements was only part of determining value.

Beyond that, there were those in society who, despite lacking wealth or power, could lead the overall atmosphere and suppress chaos through their reputation and character. Sometimes, there was also frequent chaos due to the missteps of such individuals.

And... from that perspective, Xellos could finally understand why Catlena had scored 100 points, surpassing all other students.

As the daughter of a Duke's family, she had the greatest influence among the students in this class. Additionally, her grades and magical abilities were outstanding, and with a personality that easily gained others' favor, it was no exaggeration to say that her importance was at the top among the class students, as many admired her not only within the class but throughout the academy.

'In that sense... the reason I received 97 points isn't just because of my grades, but largely because I'm Catlena's attendant, right?'

While his basic specs weren't bad, he was someone who could influence Catlena more than anyone else.

From that perspective, Xellos could understand his own score, and he could also nod in agreement about those who received similar scores to his.

'Except for me, the others were children of viscount families. They certainly have their own influence, though not as much as Catlena, and they have good academic achievements...'

With such thoughts, Xellos began to feel that the person before him was seriously committed to teaching and had a more diligent side than he had thought.

Naturally, to understand and evaluate students in such detail from the beginning of the semester would have required a lot of information and research.

It was highly likely that she had mobilized not only the materials available to her as a teacher but also the information network she already possessed as a princess and leader of the Noblesse faction.

Though it might seem like an unfavorable picture, from another perspective, Xellos could feel that Princess Maeve was seriously planning to manage and operate her class to that extent.

'She seems to play around a bit too much on the sexual side... but compared to how she was portrayed in the original work, she's actually living quite diligently in her own way.'

Although he still had uncomfortable feelings, Maeve was nonetheless Xellos's teacher.

And seeing that teacher putting her all into working for the students and the class was naturally something to be viewed positively from the perspective of a student and, albeit somewhat forcibly appointed, the class president.

'She's likely to become an enemy in the future... but this aspect of her doesn't seem bad.'

With such thoughts, after briefly observing Maeve who had answered his question and was now focusing on her work again, Xellos returned to the task of sorting the documents that had begun to pile up in front of him.

'But... if that's the case, wouldn't it be better to entrust the position of class president to Catlena rather than me? Perhaps there's some political calculation in this part...'

Thus, Xellos continued organizing the documents containing student information and scores, holding a question that was somewhat difficult to be certain about in his current position.

Meanwhile, beside such a Xellos.

Princess Maeve was once again swallowing dry saliva in a small voice and sweating.

'That was close...'

*

People sometimes waver in the face of immediate desire.

Even knowing they shouldn't.

Even knowing well that they should endure when thinking about the plans ahead and the sweeter fruits that could be obtained through them...

Nevertheless, when the object of desire appears too attractive, one might momentarily lose self-control.

And in that sense,

Princess Maeve's state just now could be considered quite dangerous.

Initially, her purpose in calling Xellos was relatively clear.

One was,
literally, to get his help in handling duties as class president.

And the other was to slowly break down his vigilance and build up goodwill through this process.

Maeve's primary goal at present was to make him realize that she was not someone with dangerous schemes, but someone who purely loved him.

This was a process that had to precede completely winning his heart, not just his body.

The best way for this was to work together normally as teacher and class president, while also showing a proper image to students as a teacher.

And for this process, the princess inevitably had to suppress her immediate desires and avoid provocative seduction like when they first met.

However.

Despite knowing this, Maeve almost broke this iron rule just now.

The reason was simple.

Even more than Xellos unconsciously harboring lust while looking at Maeve's body...

At this moment, the magnitude of desire Maeve was feeling was so enormous that even she found it difficult to endure.

'How... this child becomes more lovable the more I look at him. To the point where I want to have him right now.'

Xellos was diligently working in front of her according to her orders.

When he asked about the grades she had written, Maeve unconsciously began to feel her heart pounding.

And this overwhelmingly fluttering emotion began to wildly ignite her forcibly suppressed desire, but...

In that precarious moment, Maeve exercised patience and barely managed to suppress these feelings.

'I must endure... not yet... I need to calm down...'

Thus, trying her best to focus on the documents in front of her.
The princess did her utmost not to look at Xellos, who was strongly tempting her heart just by sitting next to her.
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# Noblesse

The highest and strongest faction in the Academy established by Princess Maeve.

Total membership: 800

The organization is composed entirely of nobles capable of using magic, and for this reason, its combat strength is known to be unmatched by any other force except the Sentinel.

And the 2nd generation leader of this Noblesse, who proudly claims to have received the greatest affection from the Princess in the past.

The eldest daughter of a Marquis family, a young woman who turned 16 this year.

With a slightly small build and flowing, glossy brown straight hair that ripples like a carpet.

Elastin Rosenia had been experiencing quite severe emotional fluctuations for several weeks recently.

"Sigh... Why have things become so chaotic lately..."

Just before the semester began.

Until then, the emotion Elastin had been feeling was, honestly speaking...

Something that could be described as despair.

Since Princess Maeve graduated and Elastin took over as faction leader, the power and authority that Noblesse possessed had been visibly declining with each passing semester.

From the beginning, Noblesse had been operated by Princess Maeve's power, authority, and charisma, and Elastin herself was one of those who first set foot in Noblesse after being captivated by Princess Maeve.

Although its stated purpose was to protect the power and authority of witches and magicians of noble bloodlines within the Academy, in reality, about half of Noblesse was essentially a gathering of Princess Maeve's fan club.

However, after the Princess who had been their central figure disappeared, Noblesse's momentum was greatly broken.

Although it was a foreseeable future, the impact was greater than what Elastin, who took over as the 2nd president, had anticipated.

About 30% of the executive students left the faction due to the unrest that occurred immediately after Maeve's graduation, and the number of new members also decreased significantly compared to before.

Fortunately, thanks to Maeve's farewell speech about the need to maintain the faction to protect the nobles' authority, the general members' unrest didn't lead to mass defections, but it was clear that Noblesse's influence was not what it used to be.

And in this situation... Elastin was trying her best to overcome this difficult situation as the next leader of Noblesse. But despite her efforts, Noblesse failed to regain its former momentum and began to stagnate.

Meanwhile, as the power of Noblesse, once the strongest faction, weakened, the small and medium-sized factions that had been suppressed until now began to expand their influence aggressively. Because of this, Noblesse and Elastin had no choice but to go through an extremely difficult time both internally and externally.

In the midst of such hardship, whenever Elastin faced various obstacles, the image of Princess Maeve always came to her mind, and at the same time, she had been running around trying her best to manage the situation to repay the Princess who had entrusted her with this position.

However, regardless of her efforts, the fact that Elastin herself was becoming increasingly exhausted was also true.

Ending her vacation and returning to the Academy, Elastin expected this semester to be another difficult time.

But right after that, Elastin met an unexpected welcome person again.

It was... that person who she thought had completely left the Academy after graduation...

Princess Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina had returned to the Academy as a teacher.

The founder and symbol of Noblesse.

After learning about her return,

Elastin's heart began to fill with joy and hope instead of worry and concern.

Princess Maeve's return meant that the wandering Noblesse had once again gained a solid central figure, which could be seen as an opportunity to straighten out the shaken faction and regain its past glory.

And indeed, with Princess Maeve's return as a teacher, the Noblesse faction quickly began to stabilize and show signs of recovery.

This was truly joyous news for Elastin, who had been struggling to maintain the Noblesse faction.

However, while the recovery of Noblesse was certainly important to Elastin, there was something else that made her even happier.

It was the fact that Princess Maeve, her idol and the person she fervently followed, had returned to her side once again.

From the beginning, the reason she took on the position of the 2nd leader of the Noblesse faction was not because she had any desire for power or honor, nor was it for the authority of the nobles.

All of it was ultimately because of a request from Princess Maeve, to whom she had sworn loyalty.

She had done her best to protect what was precious that the Princess had entrusted to her.

For someone like her, Princess Maeve's return was so moving that it felt like God had rewarded her for all her efforts thus far.

However, after that moment of intense happiness passed and the surrounding situation settled down somewhat...

A feeling that surpassed past happiness or joy was now occupying Elastin's heart.

It was...

An intensely hot emotion called jealousy.

She developed this emotion about a month after the school reopened.

It happened when she visited Princess Maeve's personal office, pretending it was by chance, to meet her.

Elastin was extremely excited about meeting Princess Maeve, who was her idol and could be considered her master, as always.

However, the scene that Elastin accidentally witnessed there was quite shocking from her perspective.

It was... the sight of a male student sitting alone with Princess Maeve, earnestly doing something together.

And Princess Maeve's face, slightly blushing and filled with happiness as she looked at that male student.

It was literally the face of a woman in love...

The moment she recognized this fact, feelings of jealousy automatically began to blaze within Elastin's heart.

Until now, Princess Maeve had always looked at her with expressions filled with kindness, pride, and admiration, and through this, she had been convinced that she was the person receiving the greatest trust and love from Princess Maeve in this world.

However... this belief of hers was greatly damaged by the sight of Princess Maeve giving a loving gaze to a man she had never met before—a gaze she had never shown to Elastin herself.

And this naturally began to fuel Elastin's feelings of jealousy toward the male student in question.

'How could this be... to think there's a man receiving such love from Princess Maeve, bypassing me... Who on earth is that guy? Not even a member of Noblesse, how dare some random man who rolled in from somewhere dare to Princess...'

Elastin was so consumed by jealousy that she couldn't even sleep at night for a while.

However, as some time passed, her feelings of jealousy began to transform into something else.

'Really... who is that guy? That man.'

A man who had drawn out an aspect of Princess Maeve that even she, who had served the Princess for years, had never seen.

The more she thought about this person, Elastin's anger began to turn into curiosity, and so she began to investigate the man in question by mobilizing Noblesse's information network.

And... after confirming the results, Elastin's emotions began to change to surprise.

'What's with this guy... I knew he wasn't a noble, but to think he was under that woman... Princess Catlena's subordinate.'

Elastin knew very well who Princess Catlena was.

The sister of Director Elios, Princess Maeve's greatest rival, and a princess who had briefly gained notoriety due to the forbidden drug Nectar incident.

The fact that Princess Maeve was having what appeared to be, from her perspective, a sweet secret meeting alone with a servant of such a woman, only deepened Elastin's questions and curiosity.

'I need to look into this in detail... Perhaps Princess Maeve is planning something related to this matter...'
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"Sigh..."

Right after class ended, Catlena was wandering aimlessly around the campus.

Catlena sighed as if the ground was sinking beneath her, wearing an utterly depressed expression.

Though she normally possessed both dignity and a lively image, this demeanor didn't suit her at all. But this precisely expressed her feelings about the current situation most accurately.

'Goodness... how long do I have to live like this, constantly anxious?'

Since the new semester began, Xellos had been summoned by Princess Maeve three or four times a week.

Unlike the early days when he headed there with visible discomfort, now he approached the princess with a familiar expression, which made Catlena increasingly uneasy.

At least the worst-case scenario she feared—like Xellos crossing the line with the princess—hadn't happened yet. But honestly, from Catlena's perspective, it seemed only a matter of time before something like that occurred.

'Even if our beauty is comparable... unlike me, the princess has an absolutely amazing body. No matter how strong Xellos's self-control is, I don't think he can resist forever.'

Though she hated to admit it, Princess Maeve's body was impressive enough to draw admiration even from another woman like herself.

A slender waist and firm buttocks...

And above all, what Catlena lacked...

A pair of formidable weapons on her chest that could be compared to cannonballs.

She knew well that men lose their minds when they see women's breasts, but unfortunately, Catlena's chest size was exactly average for her age—no more, no less.

'Damn it... if I had just inherited my mother's genes, I wouldn't have to worry about this at all. I never thought that wretched woman would outdo me in this area too.'

Even Elios, and even Senel who wasn't yet an adult, both had impressive assets on their chests.

Even now, when her sister suddenly appeared from somewhere and pulled her into an embrace, rubbing against her... honestly, despite being blood-related sisters, she could feel a slight sense of ecstasy.

Moreover, when looking at Roseveta herself, the Duchess—though it was truly embarrassing to think this—perhaps her chest played a significant role in why her father, Duke Radu, maintained such a good relationship with her mother even at their age.

'Sigh... if I had just half of mother's size, I wouldn't need to worry like this. I wouldn't have to be anxious about that princess; I could have seduced Xellos myself long ago...'

Thus, feeling the disappointment of her bloodline in yet another area besides magical ability, Catlena was waiting for Xellos to return as soon as possible.

Of course, since he had just been summoned, it would take at least an hour before he returned.

Then...

"Princess Catlena?"

"Yes?"

Hearing a somewhat familiar voice behind her, Catlena turned around with curiosity.

The person standing there.
She knew very well who she was.

However, this was only by the standards of her previous life.

"So... you're Elastin Rosenia, correct?"

"My goodness... I never expected Princess Catlena to remember me. I'm truly grateful."

"Of course... as the current leader of Noblesse. It's only natural for a member of Sentinel."

"Hehe, come to think of it, that's true."

As Elastin spoke to her in a light voice, Catlena began to feel somewhat strange inside.

'Elastin Rosenia. We hardly ever met before... but in this life, we're having a conversation like this.'

Elastin was being quite cautious, as this was their first conversation. However, unlike Elastin, Catlena felt quite familiar and comfortable with the person before her.

Elastin Rosenia, daughter of a marquis family.
In her previous life, just as now, she had served as the second leader of Noblesse, and as a fervent follower of Princess Maeve, she naturally formed an antagonistic relationship with Elios, who had returned as the chairperson.

At that time, unlike now, Princess Maeve hadn't joined the academy as a teacher, so Elastin and Noblesse continued a rather difficult struggle afterward.

However... their situation began to improve rapidly with the appearance of unexpected help.

The person who saved them when they were on the verge of disbandment due to conflicts with Sentinel, and helped them expand their influence within the academy again.

That person was...

None other than herself.
Catlena herself.

At this point, having been officially named the successor to the duchy and subsequently learning the secret of her birth, Catlena had begun a full-fledged antagonistic relationship with Elios.

And for her, the Noblesse faction, which had fought a bitter struggle against Elios to the end, could be very good allies.

With this in mind, Catlena had rescued Noblesse from crisis using her power and authority as the future duchess, along with strong support from her maternal family, and in turn helped them expand rapidly by absorbing other factions.

And... in the process, it was only natural that she had built a strong friendship with Elastin, the leader of Noblesse.

'In my previous life, she was actually my best friend aside from Xellos... although our relationship was practically severed after graduation because we were both so busy.'

Though their friendship at the academy was deep, unfortunately, her family home was in the eastern continent, far from the Principality of Dragona, so after graduation, they could only maintain contact by occasionally exchanging letters to check on each other.

If she had successfully become the duchess, she might have restored their relationship, but that was irrelevant now.

In any case, Catlena was feeling a strange mixture of curiosity and familiarity at having a conversation like this again with someone she had a connection with in her previous life.

Meanwhile, Elastin, who had no way of knowing Catlena's thoughts, maintained her respectful demeanor and spoke in a serious voice to the princess before her.

"I've heard much about you, Princess Catlena, but I'm truly delighted to meet you like this. If you don't mind, could I have the opportunity to share a cup of tea with you?"

"Hmm... why not? I happen to have some time..."

Thinking that this would be a much better way to spend time than wandering around anxiously, Catlena gladly accepted her suggestion.

Although it was somewhat irritating that she was a fervent follower of that annoying princess, considering their friendship from her previous life, she didn't feel like rejecting such an invitation.

*

'Hmm... I didn't expect her to accept so readily...'

Seeing Catlena accept her invitation without any resistance, Elastin was feeling deeply perplexed.

Honestly, she had expected Catlena to politely or coldly reject her suggestion, which would have been more natural.

Catlena was the sister of Chairperson Elios, and was known to have a rather close sisterly bond with her.

The fact that she so readily accepted an invitation from herself, a follower of Princess Maeve, was enough to give credibility to the speculation she had been harboring.

'Even so, I can't be certain yet... but could it really be true? Princess Catlena... she's the granddaughter of Prime Minister Saladin of the Empire, who is hostile to Duchess Roseveta, isn't she? That means perhaps...'

Though she couldn't jump to conclusions, Elastin began to feel a sense of anticipation as they headed to the tea house, confused by Catlena's demeanor, which seemed almost pleased to see her, the leader of Noblesse.
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Elastin found herself sitting with Catlena in the café, her mind filled with complicated thoughts.

As she was about to order something, Catlena took the initiative first.

"Royal milk tea, and a date palm cocktail for her, please."

"Yes, understood."

Catlena ordered so naturally.

Watching her, Elastin's face momentarily filled with deep surprise.

'What... what's this? How does this woman know exactly what I always order? Could... could it be.'

As the princess ordered with perfect knowledge of her preferences, Elastin felt like puzzle pieces were finally falling into place in her mind.

'I had my suspicions, but could it really be true? Could this Princess Catlena actually be...'

Elastin began to feel a strange excitement, as if lights of understanding were illuminating the darkness one by one.

Meanwhile, Princess Catlena, noticing Elastin's reaction, recognized her mistake and spoke with slight embarrassment in her voice.

"Ah... I'm sorry. I made a strange mistake... I had a momentary lapse..."

"No, not at all, Princess. You must have heard about my preferences from Princess Maeve, correct?"

"What? Ah... yes. That's... right."

"I thought so..."

As Princess Catlena confirmed her assumption, Elastin nodded slowly with a smile on her lips.

Meanwhile, seeing Elastin's somehow satisfied expression, Catlena inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

'Phew... that's fortunate. I reflexively placed the order without thinking, but it seems she accepted the explanation.'

She had felt quite awkward about the mistake caused by her familiarity with this place from her previous life, but thankfully, Elastin had provided the convenient excuse about Princess Maeve, allowing her to escape the situation unscathed.

'After all, I am technically that princess's student.'

With that thought, Catlena began sipping the tea placed before her, which had arrived quickly.

After moistening her throat, Catlena looked at her friend from her previous life and asked with a gentle smile.

"By the way... it seems the leader of the Noblesse must have something important to discuss to call upon a mere Sentinel member like myself. Would you mind telling me what this is about?"

"Ah, yes! Of course, Princess."

Despite Catlena's higher social status, Elastin was clearly her senior at the academy and even a faction leader.

Catlena felt somewhat curious about why Elastin was suddenly treating her with such respect, but she didn't dwell on it and simply listened attentively to what Elastin had to say.

"First, I'd like to thank you again for accepting my invitation. Honestly, when I reached out to you, I didn't expect you would accept so readily."

"Haha, it's nothing. Although we currently belong to different factions—Sentinel and Noblesse—I am, strictly speaking, also a noble of the Empire. As someone in a similar position, I have no objections to establishing some degree of friendship."

"Indeed, Princess Catlena's words are correct. After all, we both have noble blood flowing through our veins. There's no need to be at odds just because our organizations don't get along."

"Hehe... I thought someone as wise as Elastin would understand my meaning."

Elastin responded to Catlena's words with joy in her voice, and Catlena replied with a smile on her face.

Of course, for Catlena, this conversation was merely for appearance's sake.

To be honest, if any other Noblesse noble had extended the same invitation, Catlena would have seriously considered declining.

Unlike in her previous life when she was naive about the ways of the world, in her current life, Catlena had already come to a very clear conclusion about her position.

Although imperial noble blood flowed through her veins, her allegiance was solely to the Principality of Dragona.

Not an imperial noble, but the third princess of the Principality of Dragona, Catlena Sophia Dragona, alongside her beloved sisters.

That was the clear identity Catlena now held, and to her, the imperial nobles were merely neighbors she felt little connection with.

The reason she accepted Elastin's invitation and engaged in this kind of conversation was not because of imperial nobility, but because of the personal closeness from their relationship and memories in her previous life.

'Besides, I'm curious about why Elastin wanted to see me...'

In her previous life, Catlena had approached Elastin first, offering help when she was in crisis, which was how their relationship began.

However, now Elastin had approached Catlena first, which made Catlena curious and questioning.

Looking at Catlena, Elastin asked in a careful tone.

"If I may ask, Princess Catlena... this might be somewhat impertinent."

"It's fine, ask me anything."

Catlena spoke with a light smile, based on the familiarity from her previous life.

In response, Elastin seemed to shake off her final hesitation and asked Catlena.

"Then... may I ask what kind of relationship you have with Princess Maeve?"

"With Princess Maeve...?"

Given that Elastin was a fervent follower of Maeve, this question was somewhat expected.

And Catlena knew very well that she had neither the intention nor the position to answer Elastin honestly.

'To be honest, she's just a bitch. A damn woman who's still trying to seduce our pure and kind Xellos. That's what she is.'

With that thought, Catlena maintained the smile on her face and spoke to Elastin with the utmost courtesy.

"Of course... considering the relationship between my sister and Princess Maeve, I can't say it's particularly good. But personally, for me... how should I put it? We're in a relationship where we compete for the same goal."

"The same... goal?"

"Yes, that's right. I can't tell you the details as both she and I have our privacy. But for now, I think that's how it can be described."

"I see... I think I understand what you mean."

Catlena had indirectly conveyed that they didn't have a good relationship, while also hinting at her personal grievances.

Strictly speaking, if the other person had been someone she was meeting for the first time, she would have either brushed off such an obvious question or not even bothered to answer, perhaps even chiding them for not knowing.

However, because she instinctively felt closeness and comfort with Elastin, Catlena added a bit of commentary, as if confiding slightly in a close friend.

'It's not like it's such a big secret anyway... Elastin, as Maeve's confidant, probably already has some understanding of the situation. She probably called me today to clarify this fact.'

In her previous life, Elastin already knew about her background.

From her perspective, now that Princess Maeve had returned and the Noblesse faction was re-establishing itself, it made sense to sound out Catlena—who was both Elios's sister and potentially a major figure who might switch sides if handled well.

Catlena had expressed her stance in her own way, and she thought this would make Elastin give up any lingering hopes related to her.

At that moment, she didn't consider what Elastin might be thinking after hearing her answer...

*

After listening to Catlena's words, Elastin slowly nodded.

'I see... a relationship competing for the same goal... The same goal. In the current situation, what could be a goal that both an imperial princess and a principality princess would aim for? It must be...'

On one side was the mistress of the Noblesse and the princess with the most outstanding magical talent in the imperial family.

On the other side was the third daughter of the Duke's family and simultaneously the granddaughter of the prime minister who held real power in the Empire.

Considering how influential both women were, only one thing came to Elastin's mind.

That was... control over Academy Adelan.

Elastin naturally thought that this, currently in the hands of Chairwoman Elios, must be the ultimate goal both women were aiming for.

'But to achieve this goal, they would somehow need to break the powerful Elios Princess's influence. To do that... both of them would find it difficult with their individual strength alone. Eventually, they would have to join forces to achieve their goal, and in that process, as I saw, that man named Xellos is mediating between the two... Is that it?'

Perhaps the expression she had seen on Princess Maeve's face...

Now that she thought about it, it might not have been feelings for Xellos, but rather directed at this person before her eyes—Princess Catlena.

The excitement and expectation of having an unexpected person extend a hand to her.

Elastin began to feel slightly embarrassed at the thought that she had mistaken this for love.

'Well... everyone makes mistakes. Anyway, now that I know the truth, I should quickly think about what I should do from now on. Somehow, I need to be helpful to Princess Maeve. And... to that person as well.'
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As Elastin and Catlena were conversing at that moment.

At the same time, Xellos was busy focusing on his duties as class president alongside Princess Maeve.

They were discussing students' grades and interpersonal relationships.

Though these were merely work-related matters, Xellos found himself gradually becoming accustomed to this situation as it continued.

Initially, Xellos had been on high alert toward the princess at the slightest hint of something unusual, but...

After repeating this situation for over a month, Xellos could now spend time working with the princess in a fairly ordinary manner.

If he had to describe it, it was like naturally realizing over time that a wolf he'd been anxiously meeting—never knowing when it might pounce—wasn't going to attack him after all...

Of course, that didn't mean he had developed trust in the woman before him, but just the fact that he no longer needed to be on edge every moment allowed Xellos to focus comfortably on his work.

And so, Xellos was spending today believing without doubt that it would pass without incident like any other day.

However... at this very moment.

Unlike Xellos, who was adapting to the current situation, Princess Maeve working beside him was not in such a comfortable state.

'Haa... Haa...'

In fact, from a certain perspective, she was in an even more precarious situation than a month ago.

At this moment, while outwardly appearing to focus normally on her work without revealing her emotions...

Inside, her heart was burning hot with desire so intense she could barely suppress it anymore.

'How... I... I don't think I can hold back any longer...'

Princess Maeve, at the passionate age of 22.
Despite never having embraced a man until now at this age, she was by no means ignorant about matters of sexuality.

Although her mother had passed away now, from the time Maeve had come of age, she had been well-instructed by her mother about what kind of creatures men were, and how to capture their hearts and bear their children.

And at this moment...
Maeve recognized that the desire created by the entanglement of her knowledge and instincts had reached its limit.

For the past month, Xellos had been silently devoted to his class president duties by her side.
Every time she saw him, Maeve's feelings of affection grew stronger, and especially since he recently began showing less wariness toward her, she started feeling increasingly impatient.

'His guard against me has lowered. That means Xellos is gradually opening his heart to me. Just a little more... just a little more and...'

As the path began to appear, her expectations grew even larger, which naturally resulted in rapidly depleting her patience.

Of course, she still knew rationally.

That it wasn't time yet...

Her relationship with Xellos had barely buttoned the first button.
More time was needed to form a proper close relationship.

However... despite this reality, Maeve was uncharacteristically being greatly swayed by her desires, causing her to lose her usual composed attitude.

'I want to... I want to pull this boy into my arms right now. But... but if I do that, all my efforts until now will be wasted.'

As she tried to regain her composure by thinking about reality...

At that moment, Xellos suddenly spoke to her.

"I'm finished, teacher. Please give me the next materials if there are any."

"Huh? Oh... yes, I understand. I'll do that."

At Xellos's words, Maeve hurriedly tried to pull out a document visible right beside her.

However, due to the pile of books stacked on one side, it didn't come out as easily as expected, and in her already excited state, she unconsciously pulled it with excessive force out of irritation.

As a result, a single document finally began to slide out.

At that moment...

"Huh?"

"Uh-oh?"

The next moment, the stack of books on one side began to wobble due to the force she had applied.

And then...

-Rumble!-

Immediately after, the pile of books came crashing down like a collapsing mountain.
Xellos couldn't even think of avoiding it and unconsciously squeezed his eyes shut... and right after, he began to realize he had made a truly foolish choice.

'Oh damn... I could have just blocked this with a barrier...'

As he began to feel deep regret for not thinking of the proper response in this urgent moment...

However...

'!.. Huh? What?'

The next moment, what Xellos felt was not the sensation of hitting something hard.

A sensation that seemed to envelop his entire body in an instant...

It was... completely different from what he expected.
Soft and warm. And a sensation that gave him a deep sense of comfort.

'What... what is this... exactly?'

In this incomprehensible... somehow even sweet-feeling sensation, Xellos carefully opened his eyes.

And immediately after, a scene he never expected began to enter his vision.

"Pri-Princess... no... Teach-Teacher?"

What appeared before his eyes was Princess Maeve protecting him from the pile of books.

Fortunately, she seemed to have activated a barrier just in time to avoid major injury, but... at this moment, Xellos could see a trickle of blood flowing from the princess's forehead.

"Tea-Teacher... your forehead is bleeding..."

However...

"...Are you alright, Xellos?"

"What?"

"I asked if you're alright. Are you hurt anywhere?"

"Ah... n-no. I'm fine, but..."

"Good, that's a relief. Truly..."

The princess didn't even care about her own wound in this situation, only worrying about Xellos.
Seeing her like this, Xellos momentarily began to be captured by a strange feeling.

Without releasing Xellos from her embrace, the princess used her mana to push the collapsed pile of books to one side.

"...I'm sorry, because of my mistake... you must have been very startled, but I'm glad you weren't seriously injured."

Princess Maeve spoke with a voice filled with deep relief.
Then, with what seemed like slight hesitation, she released Xellos from her embrace and immediately took out a handkerchief to wipe the blood flowing from her forehead.

And seeing her like this... Xellos began to feel as if his heart was slightly racing.

'Princess Maeve did this for me... Even though we're teacher and student, she didn't need to go this far...'

While they were teacher and student within the academy,
In terms of status, Maeve was a princess positioned at the pinnacle of society, while Xellos was merely a butler.

Having lived in the modern world, Xellos fundamentally understood that people are essentially equal regardless of status, but... for Maeve, born as an imperial princess in this era, a sense of superiority based on the class system would be natural.

However... despite this, Princess Maeve had chosen to save Xellos without a moment's hesitation, and even though she was injured in the process, she showed no concern about it, instead displaying deep relief that Xellos was safe.

'I've been wondering... Could it be... could this princess really have feelings for me?'

Considering how she had subtly tried to seduce him in the beginning (though much less now), and how she had appointed him as class president despite having other options, there was some possibility to this.

Furthermore, it was too difficult to dismiss this as a simple trap as he had done until now, given how powerful the impact of Maeve's actions just now had been.

And... decisively at this moment, through the appearance of Princess Maeve before his eyes, Xellos couldn't help but know, even if he didn't want to.

Through the sight of the princess, who was blushing bright red while deliberately averting her gaze from him, as if embarrassed by what had just happened.
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# Xellos Notices Princess Maeve's Feelings

Xellos noticed Princess Maeve's romantic feelings toward him.

However... from Xellos's perspective, this was nothing more than an unwanted headache.

'This is troublesome... I never even intended to attract her attention, but why did someone like her have to develop feelings for me...'

If a beautiful woman with immense wealth and power who perfectly matched his tastes had shown interest in him during his previous life, he would have immediately dropped to his knees and sworn eternal loyalty to her.

Additionally, as he had recently developed some respect for her as a decent person in her role as a teacher, he no longer felt the emotional aversion toward the princess that he once did.

However... separate from that issue,

Xellos now had Catlena.

A woman with whom he shared genuine affection regardless of appearance or power, and with whom he hoped to form a lasting bond if possible.

Beyond their master-servant relationship, Catlena had already become someone precious to Xellos—someone he would protect with his life, even more so than the original Xellos felt toward Catlena in the source material.

And... for Xellos, who already had someone he truly loved in his heart, Princess Maeve's affection was like an unbearably sweet poison.

He must not indulge in it, and if he were to make the mistake of even entertaining the idea, he knew he would never forgive himself, regardless of Catlena.

'But... it's not like I can simply ignore the situation either...'

Setting aside all other reasons, the difference in power and status between them was enormous.

No joke—if Princess Maeve were to firmly order him to embrace her right now, Xellos would have no way to refuse.

Of course, judging by her lack of aggressive behavior so far, she seemed to be exercising restraint while considering something... or perhaps what she wanted from love was something different entirely.

'Even so, there's no guarantee this situation will continue indefinitely. I don't know how long Princess Maeve's patience will last... Damn. What am I supposed to do in this situation?'

Honestly, though he was keeping quiet for now, if the princess were to confess her feelings or something similar to him right now... Xellos would clearly face an enormous crisis.

The answer to such a confession was already decided.

Rejection.

From Xellos's perspective, he had no intention of betraying Catlena with such an action.

Even if the other person was an extraordinarily beautiful and powerful woman.

However, thinking about what would happen after giving such an answer... from that point on, the gates of hell would clearly open in his life.

Setting aside the minor details, he knew very well how terrifying a woman's anger could be when rejected in love, and especially if that person was objectively one of the most frightening people around—Princess Maeve—the destructive power would be unimaginable.

In the worst case... he might end up with just his head aboard an otherwise excellent ship.

In other words, he might properly punch the ticket to the afterlife that he had barely managed to avoid before.

Of course, with Catlena and Elios standing firm, such a situation wouldn't easily occur, but if this volatile princess began to rampage, he couldn't guarantee that wouldn't happen.

Thus, Xellos's worries deepened about the current situation that he had no power to resolve on his own...

And the princess, who had no way of knowing Xellos's predicament, was currently trying to calm her wildly pounding heart.

'What should I do... that feeling just now. It felt so good...'

Although it happened by accident, the feeling of holding the man she loved in her arms felt utterly blissful to her.

A sensation sweeter than anything she had ever experienced before.

Although she had pulled Xellos into an embrace once before with her own hands, at that time the feeling of forcibly hugging someone who disliked her had been overwhelmingly strong...

But just now, she felt none of that from Xellos.

Rather, he had only shown gratitude toward Princess Maeve for saving him.

And so... while it might have been nothing significant, Maeve became momentarily intoxicated with deep happiness from such a small thing, and simultaneously began to strengthen her hope for the future.

'From what just happened... I could feel that his negative feelings toward me have softened considerably. Yes... there's no need to be too hasty. The situation is definitely improving little by little. If I just invest a bit more time, surely the right opportunity will...'

*

"Cough! Cough!"

"Are... are you alright, Lady Catlena?"

Catlena spat out the tea she was drinking and coughed painfully.
Seeing her like this, Xellos hurriedly handed her a handkerchief.

"Kack... kack... S-sorry. The news was so shocking that I couldn't help but..."

Despite having somewhat anticipated it, Catlena still showed a rather intense reaction.

Watching Catlena wipe the tea from her mouth with such a shocked expression, Xellos couldn't help but let out a deep sigh.

'Well... honestly, I was quite surprised too, so how much more shocked must Catlena be? After hearing that none other than the princess has feelings for me...'

From Catlena's perspective, it was essentially like gaining a rival in love, so Xellos naturally thought the shock she received would be quite significant.

"So... how did you find out about this, Xellos? Don't tell me the princess actually confessed to you?"

"N-no, nothing like that. Actually, based on what's happened until now and what I experienced today..."

And so, Xellos proceeded to tell her about the accident that happened today, along with his experiences with Princess Maeve up until now.

As she listened to his story, Princess Catlena slowly nodded while gradually displaying an uncomfortable expression.

'Ugh... she's clearly upset. Well, honestly, if I heard something like this about someone who's essentially my lover, I'd feel bad too.'

With such thoughts and an overwhelming sense of guilt, Xellos finished his story.

Next, Xellos wanted to discuss with Catlena how they should overcome this unexpected crisis that had befallen them, and Catlena agreed to this.

However, there was one fact related to the current situation that Xellos didn't know.
That was that both just now and currently...

What was disturbing Catlena's heart the most wasn't the fact that Princess Maeve had feelings for Xellos.

Unlike Xellos, Catlena had been aware of and wary of that fact for some time.

Nevertheless, the main reason she was experiencing such a significant shock and feeling the gravity of the current situation...

Was because Xellos had finally noticed the princess's affection.

'I knew he would realize it someday, but... sigh. Even so. This clearly means the situation will only worsen from now on.'

Naturally, the difference between recognizing and not recognizing someone's affection was quite significant.

Even if that person was an adversary in a hostile relationship, knowing that they had feelings for you would inevitably shake one's emotions, and in severe cases, it could serve as the foundation for genuine love to sprout.

In other words, from the moment Xellos recognized Princess Maeve's affection, his heart—which would inevitably be in close proximity to the princess going forward—would be increasingly shaken, and it was clear as day that this would eventually cause a major crisis for the love between herself and Xellos.

And regarding this crisis they now faced...
Catlena began to think that the time had finally come to make a decision.

'Honestly... I wanted to wait until I was a bit older, but given how things have turned out, I guess I have no choice...'
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After class ended, Xellos headed to the faculty office as usual.

Although it felt quite awkward to face Princess Maeve one-on-one now that he had noticed her feelings toward him, Xellos couldn't neglect his duties as class president.

'Well... it feels a bit strange, but I have no choice. For now, I'll just continue as things are.'

With anxiety lingering in a corner of his mind, Xellos moved his feet, which today felt particularly reluctant to move.

At that moment, Princess Catlena suddenly appeared before his eyes.

"? Lady Catlena? What brings you here?"

"..."

Catlena seemed somehow different from her usual self.

This caused questions and a slight tension to rise in Xellos's mind.

And then...

"! Ah... um... Lady Catlena."

"..."

Xellos found himself being pulled along somewhere as she firmly gripped his hand.

Feeling bewildered by her sudden action, Xellos spoke in an urgent voice.

"Um... Lady Catlena! This is troublesome. I need to go to the teacher right now..."

"No."

"...Pardon?"

"You can't go. I won't yield today."

"!..."

Catlena responded to Xellos's words with a resolute tone.

At this, Xellos finally began to vaguely recognize what her actions meant.

Though she had always shown discomfort regarding Xellos's activities, Catlena had never directly intervened like this before.

The fact that she was acting so decisively now meant that the emotions she had been suppressing had reached their limit.

'Well... after what happened the day before yesterday, it's understandable she'd be upset today. But still, I wonder if this is really appropriate...'

Regardless, this was considered quite a dangerous action given that she was clearly in a position of authority.

Xellos knew that if someone took issue with this, it could cause problems, but nevertheless, he ultimately couldn't stop his mistress's actions.

At this moment, Catlena's demeanor as she pulled him along was simply too resolute.

'Sigh... I suppose even she wouldn't be petty enough to make a fuss about missing just one day... I'll have to come up with a suitable excuse later.'

So Xellos decided to follow her orders, if only to appease his mistress for now.

And shortly after,

The place where Xellos arrived, led by Catlena's hand, was neither the usual tea house nor restaurant.

It was the interior of a shabby classroom located on the outskirts of the academy.
It was an utterly quiet place with no sign of people.

Upon arriving at this place that Xellos had never visited before, Catlena finally carefully released his hand.

And then...

"..Sigh.."

Catlena let out a sigh that somehow seemed quite tense.

Recognizing that something was going on with her, Xellos began to feel tense as well, and with her back still turned to him, Catlena spoke in a voice filled with tension.

"Xellos.."

"Yes, Princess."

Catlena spoke in a voice that was unusually stiff.

Her strange atmosphere made Xellos start to feel tense as well...

Then, Catlena slowly turned around and began to look at Xellos.

And...

"..Lady Catl...ena?"

The moment he saw Catlena's face before him, Xellos began to feel bewildered.

"Are you alright? Are you feeling ill or..."

Catlena's face was flushed red enough for Xellos to notice at a glance.

Seeing this, Xellos immediately began to worry...

Looking at such a Xellos, Catlena spoke in a trembling voice.

"S-sorry, I'm just a bit nervous... I'm not sick, so you don't need to worry."

With those words, Catlena looked straight at Xellos's face.

Then, after swallowing dryly, she opened her mouth again in a trembling voice.

"Let's date. Xellos."

"...Pardon?"

"L-let's date! Officially from now on. Not as servant and master... but as lovers."

Catlena spoke with a raised voice that trembled.

Hearing these words, Xellos began to feel his face burning hot.

"La-Lady Catl...ena... Th-that..."

"Why? Don't tell me... you don't like me, Xellos?"

"N-no, absolutely not. D-don't you already know! How much I... how much I love you, Lady Catlena... It's just."

"Just?"

Xellos showed a hesitant response to Catlena's words.

At this, Catlena momentarily expressed worry and doubt, and to her, Xellos spoke in a tense voice.

"D-don't you know. The difference in status between you and me... No matter how much we love each other, such a thing..."

"It's fine. Don't worry about that."

"W-what?"

Catlena spoke in a much clearer voice than he had expected.

To this, Xellos expressed doubt.

Looking at such a Xellos, Catlena spoke in a clear voice.

"There's no need to worry about it. My mother is of common birth anyway, right? So if anyone objects, we can use my mother as an excuse. If anyone tries to find fault with us because of status, I'll immediately report them to my mother and sisters."

"W-well... that's true...! Huh?"

As Xellos was about to agree with Catlena's words...

The next moment, one fact suddenly came to Xellos's mind... and his face began to show bewilderment again.

"La-Lady Catl...ena. What did you just say? Your mother... Lady Roseveta, the Duchess, what did you say she..."

"A commoner, wasn't that something you already knew? Unlike my birth mother, our mother is a commoner, which is why the imperial nobles, including my maternal relatives, didn't look upon her favorably."

"..."

Catlena casually mentioned what Xellos and others considered to be essentially a ticking time bomb.

At this, Xellos wore a blank expression and momentarily lost his words.

'Princess Catlena found out the secret? N-no. Since when? And if so, shouldn't she be backstabbing the Duchess and becoming enemies with Princess Elios and others according to the original story? There hasn't been any sign of that recently, so what on earth...'

There was no need to think about how she had discovered the secret.

After all, there were too many people who could have told her this fact, so it was highly likely that the information had reached her in some way or another.
Perhaps Prime Minister Saladin had broken his promise and secretly leaked information to shake her after Duchess Roseveta was named successor.

The important thing was that despite learning the truth, Catlena's feelings hadn't changed much, which from Xellos's perspective meant that one of the triggers he had been constantly worried about had been easily defused.

'I don't know the exact reason... maybe it's because she's been completely excluded from the succession issue? Or is it because her relationship with Elios has improved significantly?... Whatever the reason, it's certainly a good thing...'

However, Xellos had to turn his attention to the reality before his eyes, setting aside his feelings about hearing such a significant fact.

"So, putting that issue aside... what's Xellos's answer? Will you... officially date me?"

"..."

At Catlena's question, Xellos gathered his thoughts again and began to seriously consider this matter.

At the same time, his complicated mind calmed down again, and instead, his heart began to pound heavily.

A sincere confession from the woman he loved.

Although he knew that this outcome wouldn't be so sweet.

Catlena already had a fiancé determined by fate, and when that person appeared, she would automatically distance herself from him.

If that happened, even if they became lovers now, Xellos would eventually have to return to a normal servant-master relationship with Catlena.

In the end, no matter what, Catlena might be able to find happiness, but he would inevitably suffer heartache in the process.

However...
Despite that.

"..Yes.."

Xellos decided to accept it.

So that his mistress, whom he was indebted to and truly loved, would not suffer.

"If that is what Lady Catlena wishes... gladly."

He willingly decided to endure the pain himself.

"Ah!"

At Xellos's words, Catlena's eyes began to fill with tears of joy.

Seeing her face like this,
A quiet yet somewhat melancholic smile began to form on Xellos's lips, and Catlena approached him and embraced him tightly.

And then...

-Thud!

Xellos was laid somewhat roughly on the floor.
But before he could feel any pain, a completely unexpected situation began to unfold for Xellos.

"?!? Huh? W-wait... Lady Catlena?"

Xellos tried to dissuade Catlena with an expression full of bewilderment.
However... to this, Catlena looked at Xellos with her distinctive red eyes flashing and said:

"Why? We're officially lovers now. Besides, we've already been kissing like it's routine, haven't we? So... there's no problem moving straight to the next step, right?"

"N-no. Th-that's... t-true... but..."

Xellos couldn't refute Catlena's words, and sitting on top of such a Xellos, Catlena licked her lips and said to her beloved:

"It's okay. Just stay still, our Xellos. Your big sister will take care of what comes next, step by step!"

"!"
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Looking at Catlena Sophia Dragona, who is extremely excited as she sees Xellos Raymond pinned beneath her.

After her first regression, she finally recognized that the moment she had been longing for in her heart had arrived... A smile full of joy and anticipation began to bloom on her lips.

The reason she chose this place for her confession was because she had already confirmed that they wouldn't be disturbed no matter what they did here.

And so, without a moment's hesitation, Catlena began removing Xellos's shirt.

"Um... Miss Catlena? No matter what, shouldn't we take things a bit more slowly... ugh!"

Catlena silenced the flustered Xellos by leaning down and pressing her lips against his.

Then her lips slowly began to trail down his exposed chest.

Xellos's body was hot and covered in sweat.
As she savored it strongly with her mouth, Catlena simultaneously began removing her own top.

Her small breasts, though not as developed as she might wish, were still something she consoled herself weren't completely nonexistent.

Revealing the upper portion of them, Catlena slowly raised her head and said to Xellos:

"Could you lend me a hand with the rest?"

"What? Oh... y-yes. I understand."

At her words, Xellos began carefully removing Catlena's clothes with an expression still filled with embarrassment.

As he unbuttoned her already half-removed top one by one, Xellos felt his face growing increasingly hot.

'This is... much more embarrassing than I expected. Though they're small, in some ways they seem more erotic than Princess Maeve's.'

Thinking this, Xellos finally finished removing her top as Catlena had ordered.

Immediately after, he could see her body with transparent skin that gave an overall impression of delicate lines.

Her collarbones were captivating, and her slender waist had no excess fat but surprisingly showed slight muscle definition.

And then...
Her small breasts that were just beginning to take shape.

Seeing Catlena willingly exposing her naked body before him, Xellos felt his face burning, and watching his reaction, Catlena began completely removing the clothes that covered this man before her.

And then...

"Ahh..."

"Mmh!.."

Moments later, the two were completely naked, embracing each other's bodies in a tangle.

In this old, narrow classroom where no one would come.

For the first time in their lives—spanning over 20 years in their previous life and their current one—they began sharing passionate intimacy.

Feeling the warm heat and affection of the person they loved more than anything in this world with their entire bodies...

*

"..."

"..."

After experiencing such intense expression of love for the first time in their lives.

Afterward, the two couldn't speak a word in the overwhelming wave of embarrassment.

'How... did I... I really did it... Finally with Xellos... And... I took Xellos's inside me... Though considering the date, I probably can't conceive a child, but still... I successfully gave my first time to Xellos.'

'We really... did it. With Catlena... This was really the real thing... The difference between watching videos and actual experience is truly on another level...'

The two were momentarily at a loss due to the aftermath of their first experience.

After a heavy silence continued for a while, they finally realized that quite some time had passed when they heard the bell ringing outside the storage room.

Only after struggling to gather their scattered thoughts did they quietly begin to dress again.

And after finally putting on all the clothes they had eagerly thrown off, with their embarrassment somewhat settled, the two began to think again about what they had just done.

'Xellos... was better than I imagined... Even though it must have been his first time. He was much more skilled than I expected. Is it because he's a man, so he instinctively knows how to surrender to his instincts?'

'Catlena... was quite assertive at first, but after the middle, she was surprisingly adorably clueless. In my case, I had seen things in my previous life, so I could more or less take the lead, but...'

The moment they became one, frantically exploring each other's bodies in passion.
Even thinking about it again made their faces turn bright red and their hearts pound, but at this moment, the two were feeling intense happiness about the current situation.

Regardless of the process or reason, experiencing their first time with the person they loved was an incredibly joyful thing in itself.

Thus, their silence continued a bit longer as they were intoxicated with happiness, and after considerable time had passed, it was Xellos who broke the silence first.

"Um... Are you alright, Miss Catlena?"
"...Yes. It was good... very much so."

Seeing Catlena speak with embarrassment, Xellos felt his face burning again, but soon composed himself and asked her seriously once more.

"No... that's not what I meant... I'm asking if this is really okay with you. No matter what, for the princess of this country to mix bodies with someone like me. And for it to be your first time..."

Finally understanding what he was talking about, Catlena momentarily recalled her previous answer and showed an embarrassed expression, but quickly composed herself and answered with a light laugh.

"Hehe... What are you saying? That sounds... like you think I might find someone else I like besides you?"

"! N-no, that's not it."

Seeing Xellos blush and become flustered at her words, Catlena reduced the smile on her lips and spoke in a calmer voice.

"...It's okay. I think I know what you're trying to say. You mean that perhaps someone better might appear for me in the future... someone with better background and conditions? After all, I am a princess... one of the highest-ranking people in the Principality of Dragona."

"...Yes. That's right... Even though there's precedent with the Duchess, surely there must be a splendid man more suitable for you than me, Miss Catlena? Yet with someone like me..."

"No, there isn't, Xellos."

"...Pardon?"

Catlena spoke firmly in response to Xellos's words.

Her unexpectedly resolute attitude rather bewildered Xellos, and seeing his reaction, Catlena spoke clearly.

"In my life, there is no man more splendid than you, Xellos."

"..Miss Catlena.."

Catlena spoke with deep conviction.
Then she slowly reached out her hand and gently began caressing Xellos's face.
And then...

-kiss-

Once more.
Catlena lightly kissed the lips of the man before her.

"..."

Xellos maintained silence with a reddened face at Catlena's action.

And after slowly pulling away, Catlena spoke to him in a small but clear voice.

"You are now... and will forever be my best man. And this would probably be the same in the eyes of others besides me."

"What?"

"I mean that princess... After all, she's fallen for you, hasn't she? Just like I have now."

"That's... true, but."

Xellos showed some reluctance at Catlena's words.
And seeing his reaction, Catlena spoke with a voice filled with determination.

"I've been thinking deeply for the past few days. About that woman trying to come between you and me... Princess Maeve. How I could separate her from you. How I could make you mine alone."

With those words, Catlena showed a bitter smile on her lips.
This made Xellos begin to feel strangely uneasy, and facing him, Catlena continued speaking in a calm voice.

"But you know... no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't smoothly reach the answer I wanted. As I just said, you're a much more attractive man than you think. Even if I were in the princess's position, I wouldn't be able to give you up no matter what."

"..Miss Catlena.. That means..."

Xellos spoke with deep concern about what she might say next.

To this, Catlena spoke to Xellos in a calm voice.

"If things continue like this, one of us—the princess or me—will eventually see an end. Frustratingly, if that woman is determined to pursue you, I have no easy way to stop her. And... in that process, the one who would suffer the most would be you. No matter who becomes the final winner."

"B-but Miss Catlena, if it's that kind of problem, I'm fine..."

"No, I'm not fine with it. I cannot accept my beloved man suffering or being broken because of me, for whatever reason. Rather than that, it would be better for me to take a step back, even if it hurts a little. For your sake... and for both me and that princess."

"Ah..."

At Catlena's words, Xellos could not refute any further.

The reason was...
Because his heart had felt exactly the same when he accepted Catlena's confession just before.

Knowing that she would come to love another man in the future, Xellos had decided to endure his own pain solely to prevent her from being hurt and heartbroken.

And now, Catlena, just like Xellos, was saying that she would bear the pain herself by conceding a little, to spare Xellos the suffering he would experience.

Recognizing this fact, Xellos once again tightly embraced the woman before him, and in his ear, Catlena spoke with a mixture of slight embarrassment and determination.

"Of course, that doesn't mean I have the slightest intention of giving you up completely. This is only the second place. The position of the woman you love most is mine now and forever. Keep that in mind. Understood?"

"..Yes, of course. My body and heart... all of me will forever be yours, Miss Catlena. And this will never change, no matter what happens in the future. Miss Catlena... my beloved mistress..."

To her whom he loved more than anyone else in this world...
Whom he couldn't help but love, Xellos answered with deep gratitude and apology.

To his words that were like a vow,
Catlena spoke in a quiet voice with a happy smile on her lips.

"..Thank you... Xellos. My love... Forever... my beloved knight..."
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After becoming lovers with Catlena and having a relationship with her, Xellos faced another decision as she had suggested.

'Indeed... in the current situation, it would be impossible to simply leave Princess Maeve alone.'

Unless she was completely oblivious, she likely already knew about his relationship with Catlena. Despite this, the fact that she continued her romantic advances toward him suggested that, as Catlena had said, she probably wouldn't give up on Xellos no matter what.

'Come to think of it... could this be why events have diverged from the original story? Looking back now, there's really no other explanation...'

Reflecting on the situation, he realized there had been subtle moments that could have sparked the princess's interest in him, which explained the divergence from the original storyline regarding Princess Maeve.

In other words, the reason Princess Maeve had returned to the academy as a teacher was because of Xellos.

'Sigh... even so, I knew she had a strong personality, but to go this far just for me.'

From an objective standpoint, it was honestly difficult to understand.

He wasn't particularly handsome, his combat abilities were nowhere near Princess Maeve's level, and in terms of social status, he was practically nothing compared to a princess.

Yet... despite all this, the princess harbored deep affection for him and had made life-altering choices because of it.

Furthermore, she had even endured the humiliation of yielding to Elios, who could be considered her fated rival.

No matter how he thought about it, Xellos couldn't easily comprehend why she would take on such risks to show interest in him.

'All I did was chat with her a few times and happened to save her life once... how did things escalate this far from something so minor?'

While thinking this, Xellos suddenly recalled what Catlena had told him before.

That he was the best man in her life. And... that she wasn't the only one who thought so.

This could be seen as a simple expression of affection from a lover, but at the very least, he could recognize that the princess viewed him in that way in the current situation.

'Sigh... well, no matter how much I think about it, I won't find a clear answer at this point. What's important isn't the cause but what I should do from now on.'

Having mentally prepared himself, Xellos now stood before a familiar sight that today made him more nervous than usual.

"...Huff..."

The door to the faculty office where he would be alone with Princess Maeve.

Standing before it, Xellos composed himself and slowly opened the door.

"Teacher, I'm here."

"Yes. Welcome, Xellos."

Princess Maeve greeted him with her usual smile. However, at this moment, Xellos noticed something he hadn't before.

She was slightly blushing and subtly turning her face away from him.

'She's... feeling shy. Come to think of it, she's been like this all along. Why am I only noticing it now?'

Realizing how incredibly dense he had been all this time, Xellos inwardly sighed deeply.

However, regardless of his feelings, Xellos calmly waited for the right moment to put his plan into action. Unaware of his state of mind, Princess Maeve began taking out the documents she had prepared as usual.

"Well then, let's get to work today. The midterm exams are coming up soon, so we need to prepare for them..."

At that moment...

"Princess Maeve!"

"Yes?"

Xellos suddenly interrupted her.

Unlike usual, his voice carried a serious tone with some kind of unidentifiable resolve. The princess began to feel somewhat perplexed, and looking directly at her face, Xellos spoke with a slightly flushed expression.

"Actually, I have something I'd like to ask you. If it's not too presumptuous, would you be willing to answer?"

"A-ask me? What is it? Well, if it's something I can answer, I don't mind at all."

Maeve responded with a slightly tense voice to Xellos's question.

Looking straight into her eyes, Xellos began to speak what he had prepared in his mind.

"Princess, exactly how do you think of me?"

"W-what? What do you m-mean..."

"I mean exactly what I said. Actually, ever since you were injured while saving me, I've been constantly wondering. No matter how much I'm your student, there's no reason for you to risk injuring your noble self for a mere commoner like me. Then I suddenly remembered something you said before."

As he said this, the princess unconsciously flinched slightly, and Xellos continued in a clear voice.

"What you said when you first met me... that you liked me."

"!...T-that's. Umm... w-well..."

Xellos's sudden frontal assault caught her off guard.

Princess Maeve began to stammer, feeling intense embarrassment at his unexpected approach.

'W-what is this... why is this boy, who's always been on the defensive, suddenly going on the offensive?'

Princess Maeve had been doing her best to convey her feelings to Xellos all this time.

However, now that Xellos was actively bringing up the topic, she didn't know what to do...

Facing the flustered princess, Xellos continued speaking without hesitation.

"To be honest, at first I thought about pretending not to notice. As you probably know, I already have someone I like... someone I love deeply. But... thinking about you, Princess, who continues to show interest in me despite that, I realized I couldn't do that."

"!..."

As Xellos said this, a possibility regarding the current situation suddenly occurred to Princess Maeve.

It was about the person who had been standing back all this time regarding Maeve's actions...

It was about Duchess Elios's movements.

'Could it be... after the previous incident, Duchess Elios ordered Xellos not to get any closer to me? That must be it. She must have started to feel the danger that Xellos's heart might waver if this continues...'

Come to think of it, it was almost miraculous that the proud and jealous Elios had simply stood by while she was trying to show her affection to Xellos in such an obvious way.

If Maeve were in her position, she would have already done whatever it took to prevent losing her man.

'But even so, to use such a vicious method... it seems she wants to reveal my feelings to Xellos to ruin our relationship, but I can't allow that. After coming this far... I can't simply give up on Xellos...'

Strengthening her resolve once more,

Princess Maeve composed her expression.

Looking directly at her now seemingly more stable face, Xellos continued in a clear voice.

"I want you to tell me clearly. Princess... how exactly do you think of me, Xellos, the student standing before you?"

"...Sigh..."

Xellos was demanding that she clearly express her feelings.

And Princess Maeve had no intention of making excuses or avoiding the conversation.

'If I deny my feelings here, I'll essentially be falling into Elios's trap. Declaring with my own mouth that I don't have feelings for Xellos is practically the same as giving him up completely. On the other hand... if I tell the truth here, my relationship with Xellos might become awkward for a while, but it leaves open the possibility of turning things around someday.'

Even if she failed for now, clearly letting Xellos know that she had feelings for him could be an achievement in its own way.

Having made her decision, Maeve looked at Xellos and spoke in a clear voice.

"Yes. I like you. No... I love you. Xellos... you."
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Princess Maeve clearly expressed her feelings toward Xellos.

Right after that, she spoke to Xellos, who was just quietly looking at her without responding to her words.

"So. What will you do now? Though I'm sorry to you and the person you love, my feelings right now are sincere. I... I came back to the academy because I like you so much that I became a teacher, and I worked hard to become your class advisor to create opportunities to get closer to you. Of course, every time I called you for class president duties, it was because I love you... I did it because I wanted to win your heart, even just a little."

As she continued speaking, Maeve's face gradually turned red.

However, she revealed her feelings without hesitation, and while listening to her words, Xellos maintained his expressionless face and continued to look at her in silence.

And after she had completely revealed everything that had happened so far.

Princess Maeve continued speaking while looking at Xellos with slightly trembling eyes.

"So... now that you know my true feelings, are you... are you thinking of not coming here anymore? Or... are you planning to ask Elios to transfer you to another class..."

Unlike before, her voice became slightly subdued and scattered...

Princess Maeve spoke in a very small voice, as if sobbing.

Although it was something she had prepared herself for, nevertheless, at this moment, she began to feel a pain as if her heart was crumbling.

Sadness and pain that began to overflow despite her attempts to hide her emotions.

It was... the pain caused by the fact that the love she had worked so hard to bring close was once again moving away.

For the first time in her life, she experienced...

A feeling as if her heart was being torn apart.

Such an immense pain.

Then...

"No. I have no such intention."

"!.."

The next moment, Xellos's firm voice was heard.

At this, Princess Maeve's eyes showed surprise... and a single tear formed.

And looking at the princess's expression,

Xellos spoke to her in a clear voice.

"I have no intention of quitting as class president. Furthermore, I have even less intention of changing classes."

"..Is... is that really true? Does that mean... really... you'll continue to... to spend time with me like now?"

Princess Maeve asked in a trembling voice in response to Xellos's words.

She could tell that the man in front of her wasn't joking or speaking empty words.

However, despite knowing this fact, she asked again.

Although she accepted it in her heart, at this moment, her mind couldn't comprehend this situation.

She knew.

This wasn't something that could be possible solely based on Xellos's will.

For this to be possible, the approval of the person who was both Xellos's lover and the most powerful figure in the academy was necessary.

Elios's permission, that is.

And as if responding to her expectation... Xellos looked at her and answered once more in a clear voice.

"Yes, I will do so. Honestly, from my position, there are still some uncomfortable aspects, but... anyway, since she... the person I admire has given permission, I will."

"!"

At Xellos's words, Princess Maeve showed a blank expression.

It wasn't just because of the current situation... the relief that she could continue to meet Xellos.

'She... gave permission? That Duchess Elios? For me, of all people, to approach the man she loves?'

Even in a situation where her romantic feelings were so clearly confirmed, instead of trying to stop it, she was making concessions like this.

Maeve had thought that Elios would certainly use her power to forcibly stop her, but now, this expectation was completely shattered.

Of course, that didn't mean that Duchess Elios had completely backed down from this situation.

No, rather, in some ways, this was more like a kind of deal to make the situation clearer.

I don't want to clash with you over this issue.

So, in exchange for making a minimal concession, please don't cross a certain line... an implicit deal and warning.

However,

Maeve didn't feel any displeasure about the current situation as she understood it.

'That girl... maybe she's better than I thought.'

In the current situation, the person who was clearly in the superior position was Duchess Elios.

Since she had been in a relationship with Xellos before Maeve, both formally and morally, she had the priority, and furthermore, the power within the academy was also in Elios's favor over her own.

In that sense... Maeve couldn't help but feel a little grateful to Elios for making a certain concession to her despite fully understanding the situation.

Of course... that didn't mean that Princess Maeve had completely abandoned her ultimate goal of making Xellos's body and heart hers if the opportunity arose.

'Huh?.. Oh.. come to think of it.'

At that moment, Princess Maeve began to think of something else.

It was about an issue that was separate from Elios's matter and perhaps even more important to her.

'...Right... anyway, since the topic has come up? Normally, such a question would be quite awkward, but now...'

After making up her mind, Princess Maeve's gaze turned back to Xellos standing in front of her.

"Alright... then for now, please convey my thanks to that person you love. Also, tell her that I will refrain from actions that go beyond what she wishes."

"..Yes, I understand, Princess Maeve."

Xellos responded with a polite bow to Maeve's words.

And...

"By the way... Xellos."

"Do you have something else you wish to tell me?"

Then, Princess Maeve, trying to hide the embarrassment she suddenly began to feel, asked in a more careful tone than before.

"No, it's not that. So... just now, didn't I express my honest feelings about you?"

"Yes... you did... but."

What she had just said was obviously...

About Princess Maeve's confession that she liked Xellos, which she had made in front of him.

To this, Xellos answered with a somewhat embarrassed expression.

Seeing his reaction, the princess, with an equally flushed face, asked him.

"So... this time, I want you to answer my question. Xellos, what... do you think? About me, I mean."

"!..."

Xellos maintained silence for a moment, showing bewilderment at the princess's question.

Then, after showing signs of contemplation... he carefully looked at Princess Maeve and said in a slightly quieter voice.

"To be honest... I think you're quite... charming. My first impression wasn't great, but... the more I get to know you, the more I see that you have many good qualities..."

In response to the princess's question, Xellos gave a truthful answer.

Although emotionally he didn't have that much affection, as a woman, Princess Maeve was sufficiently attractive.

The fact that her appearance hit Xellos's preferences.

And... although she was quite forceful at first, despite her status as a princess, she was expressing such genuine affection toward him, which made it impossible for Xellos not to have some level of affection for her.

Of course, the degree of that affection couldn't be compared to what he felt for Catlena.

"Is... is that so? Do you... really... think of me... that way..."

At Xellos's words, the princess momentarily showed undisguisable joy on her face, and seeing her, Xellos, still with a flushed face, spoke to her with a bit more emphasis.

"But... of course, please don't take it too excessively. What I said was merely an evaluation from an objective standpoint. No matter how good a person you are, Princess, the first place in my heart will remain unchanged!"

"..Hehe... Yes, I suppose so. But still, I'm honestly very happy. To think that the person I love thinks so highly of me."

"..Umm..."

Princess Maeve spoke in a bright voice.

Seeing her like this, Xellos, with a flushed face, forcibly turned his gaze toward the documents on the desk.

Of course, due to the impact of the previous conversation, the contents of the documents hardly registered in his mind.

Ch.117 - School Trip 1
Elastin, the leader of the Noblesse.

Recently, she had been finding the situation unfolding before her eyes quite fascinating.

It was the pleasure derived from noticing a secret that others had failed to detect.

Although at first, this was merely a simple conjecture based on surrounding circumstances...

As time passed, the phenomenon appearing more frequently before her eyes convinced Elastin that her thoughts were not mere speculation but clear fact.

'Indeed... my prediction was correct. As I suspected, Princess Maeve and Lady Catlena have definitely formed an alliance. With the common goal of overthrowing Elios!'

Unlike until recently when they were noticeably awkward with each other,
the relationship between the two had grown considerably closer lately.

Elastin knew this change had occurred around 'the day when an alliance was proposed through that butler Xellos,' and this served as a catalyst that perfectly solidified her thoughts.

Lady Catlena, the younger sister of Elios, who could be considered Princess Maeve's greatest rival.

The fact that she had become their ally meant that Princess Maeve's faction had gained a more advantageous position regarding the power dynamics within the Academy.

Because of this, Elastin, unlike before, began to feel deep anticipation for the great counterattack to come, and she also began to feel joy that there would be improvement regarding the task she was personally handling.

Separate from Princess Maeve,
a mission secretly instructed in connection with her family affairs.
That was...

'This way, carrying out the orders given to me by that person won't be difficult. After all, Lady Elios is the eldest daughter of House Rosebeta. If she and Lady Catlena have turned their backs on each other, then driving them further apart...'

*

"Um... excuse me..."

"..."

"Hmm..."

Looking at the two people sitting before him,
Xellos was wearing a troubled expression as he observed Lady Catlena and Princess Maeve.

The two of them facing each other, sitting in a café rather than a classroom.
A chilly current flowed between them, strong enough for even Xellos to feel.

'Well, I called her because Catlena requested it... but this is really uncomfortably awkward...'

Princess Maeve, silently drinking tea before him.
As always, an aura of royal arrogance and dignity emanated from her, and seeing this, Catlena inwardly let out a small sigh.

'Sigh... as expected. No matter how much I conceded, that arrogant mode hasn't changed at all... Well, honestly, I didn't have high expectations anyway...'

For Princess Maeve, who was accustomed to looking down on others from above, this was natural in a way.

To be honest... if the other party had shown humility regarding the previous concession, it would have been quite a rare sight to behold, but as Catlena had expected, that didn't happen.

Thus, for a moment, silence continued between them as they gauged each other, and then...
Princess Maeve was the first to speak.

"So, what reason did you have for wanting to see me? Judging by the look of things, it doesn't seem to be for simple conversation."

Princess Maeve spoke with a voice filled with royal confidence.
However, despite her attitude, Catlena showed no signs of intimidation as she replied.

"Well, it's not such a grand reason. Just... as his master, I wanted to get to know what kind of person claims to like my servant."

"! Uh...hmm..."

At her words, Princess Maeve's expression crumbled for a moment as she slightly blushed.
Seeing this, Catlena suddenly thought, so this woman can make such a face too, and as Catlena observed her, Princess Maeve averted her gaze and spoke with a slightly trembling voice.

"Well... I suppose... since Xellos holds the position of your attendant. It's natural for a master to be concerned about matters related to her subordinate."

"Yes, it's only natural. No matter what anyone says, Xellos is mine."

Catlena spoke with a slightly sharp tone.

Meanwhile,
Princess Maeve interpreted this simply as talk about the master-servant relationship and didn't place much significance on it.

'Even if he's the man Elios loves or whatever, the relationship of loyalty and trust between master and servant can never be ignored. From that perspective, it's natural for that child to be wary of me.'

However, apart from that, honestly, from Princess Maeve's standpoint, Catlena's behavior seemed somewhat cute.

Unlike her rival Elios, this young lady merely had the relationship of being Xellos's master.
Whether this child had clear romantic feelings for Xellos or not was uncertain, but from the circumstances, it seemed evident that she too had some feelings for him.

'From that perspective... this child probably doesn't comfortably accept the relationship between Elios and Xellos either. From her standpoint, her sister is trying to take away someone she owns.'

From that viewpoint, Princess Maeve thought that Lady Catlena had quite a few similarities with herself.

Both she and Catlena were attracted to a man who was in a romantic relationship with Lady Elios, and at the same time, due to their subordinate positions, they found it difficult to easily obtain him.

In that sense, the princess felt that the situation of this small girl before her was not unlike her own.

'Still, in my case, I've already confessed my feelings and received permission to date... but I wonder about this child. Whether she's spoken to her sister like I have, or if she's just harboring feelings without knowing such details...'

From Maeve's perspective, there was no need to know such specific details, but either way, she began to view Lady Catlena before her as a competitor she couldn't simply antagonize.

Meanwhile, receiving a much softer gaze from Princess Maeve, Catlena took a sip of the tea before her and began to feel somewhat relieved.

'Still... it seems the effect of conceding has been real. Judging by how her expression has become much more gentle compared to before... Of course, regardless of that, I still shouldn't lower my guard.'

The Princess Maeve she knew was, after all, quite a greedy individual.

Having given up the second position, she might not take direct offensive actions, but she was definitely not someone who would pass up an opportunity if one arose.

Surely even at this moment, this woman was eagerly waiting for a rift to form between her and Xellos, anticipating the right chance.

To prevent this, Catlena reminded herself that she needed to stay vigilant in the future, while at the same time, she felt a subtle sense of superiority about the current situation.

'That aside, I never thought such a day would come in my life... Princess Maeve. To think there would come a time when I'd place this woman below me.'

Setting aside rank and status, in terms of order, she was Xellos's first, and Princess Maeve's position was second.

The fact that the princess, one of the few beings who could rival her own sister, was beneath her... though she couldn't openly express it, from her standpoint, it was quite a pleasing realization.

"Well anyway. Now that it's come to this, let's get along well from now on. Beyond the relationship of teacher and student. Friendly... that is."

"Yes, that sounds good, Princess Maeve."

And so, sitting in the same place, feeling the same emotions for the same man, but viewing each other from completely different perspectives,

The two women began to genuinely enjoy this peculiar tea gathering with light smiles on their faces.

While harboring deep expectations for the enjoyable journey to come soon...

Ch.118 - Institutional Journey 2
The eventful spring had passed, and summer was approaching.

The sunlight outside the window had become hot enough to sting, and the Academy students' attire had likewise changed to much lighter clothing.

And while feeling these seasonal changes, she...

Senel Polena Dragona, the student council president of Adelan Academy, was lying on the roof, basking in the sunlight and enjoying a moment of solitude.

"Sigh... I'm bored. Nothing interesting has happened lately. No little sister to play with, and no Xellos either... Couldn't something just explode into action right about now?"

Senel had risen from the position of Sentinel manager to student council president.

As such, she knew that all sorts of unexpected things happened within the Academy, and she found joy in resolving these issues.

However, now that she had become student council president, there were many aspects of her life that honestly felt more tedious than fun.

She only got to work in the field when there were truly difficult situations to resolve or important matters that required the president's direct involvement.

Most of the president's duties consisted of paperwork, and in this regard, Senel had been constantly thinking that this job really wasn't for her.

'Well, I suppose the increased authority I can use is a positive point... but I don't like all the responsibilities that come attached to it...'

From that perspective, her father who worked as a Duke, her mother who had been designated as his successor.

And people like Elios who continued in the role of chairman after finishing as Academy president...

From Senel's standpoint, they were both admirable and somewhat frustrating.

'Ah, I should absolutely never live like them. Why pile up worries in life? It's best to just enjoy every moment.'

Thinking this while taking in the blue sky before her eyes.

As she watched the birds flying overhead,

Just as she began to feel a slight envy...

"...Found...you..."

"...Ah..."

The next moment,

A woman looking down at her with a terrifying smile.

Recognizing who she was at a glance, a slightly awkward voice escaped from Senel's lips.

The vice president of Adelan Academy who worked with Senel in the student council.

Hestia Flamer.

At the appearance of her friend who was in charge of assisting her as president, a slightly stiff smile began to appear on Senel's face.

"He... Hestia. How... how did you... get here..."

"I have my ways."

With those words, Hestia lifted Senel's collar.

There was a small pin attached to it, though it was unclear when it had been placed there.

"...Hmm... isn't this going a bit too far?"

"At least it's better than having a president who suddenly vanishes in the middle of meetings, don't you think? Now hurry up and come down. We already have several executive members absent, and work is piling up. We'll get scolded by the chairman again at this rate."

"Sigh... Fine... I got it..."

Senel rose from her seat, feeling exactly like a husband listening to his wife's nagging.

And as she did, a certain fact suddenly began to dawn on her.

"Come to think of it... they should have arrived by now, right?"

"Well... if we're just talking about timing, I suppose so?"

Hestia answered with some concern as she thought about the two absent people and several others who came to mind.

"But honestly, I'm still not sure if this is okay. The political situation is so unstable these days that I was thinking we might just skip it this year."

"Even so, it's an opportunity that only comes twice during one's Academy years. Besides, nothing has happened yet, so forcibly canceling it isn't necessarily the right move either."

"That's true, but..."

"Don't worry. Even if something does happen, that group has Professor Freyia, Professor Frigg, and even Her Highness the Princess as escorts. That place is practically the Princess's home turf, so even if something happens, it will be resolved smoothly."

"Hmm..."

At Senel's words, Hestia still couldn't shake her concerns, but she had no choice but to nod for now.

Then...

"Eeeeeeing!"

The next moment, Senel, who had suddenly risen from her seat, pulled Hestia's cheeks.

A familiar cry escaped from Hestia's lips,

And looking at her friend with such pinchable cheeks, Senel said in a light voice:

"Well then, let's stop worrying and head down now, Madam Vice President. As you said, we need to finish our work."

"Ugh... you're one to talk after playing hooky... Ah, wait for me! Unlike you, I can't jump down from this height!"

Senel jumped down effortlessly from the nearly 20-meter height.

Watching her, Hestia called out in dismay, and seeing her friend's reaction, Senel suppressed the urge to remove the ladder just to see how she would react, and turned away.

*

A little further from the southeastern border of the Principality of Dragona, there existed a massive city.

A city whose name was known not only to the people of the Principality of Dragona but also to the Empire... no, to almost everyone across the continent.

Constantina, as it was called, was a symbolic place connecting the Western and Eastern continents, designated as the capital of the Empire, and could be considered one of the world's greatest metropolises in name and reality.

A place with scale and splendor incomparable even to Sophia, the capital of the Principality of Dragona—the heart of the Empire's politics, religion, and culture.

And now,

A group of students from Adelan Academy were captivated by amazement and admiration as they gazed at the city's panorama.

"So this is the Empire's capital..."

"Amazing... huge buildings stretching endlessly."

The students were overwhelmed with admiration and surprise as they looked down at the city.

And among them was Catlena, who, like the other students, was purely admiring the view below.

'The Imperial City of Constantina... I've visited a few times to see my mother's family, but each time it still fills me with awe.'

This was also where her maternal grandfather, Saladin, the Empire's prime minister, had his family home.

In that sense, this place was quite familiar to Catlena, but nevertheless, the city's enormous scale and panorama continued to inspire reverence in her.

"As expected of the Empire's capital. This is my first time seeing such a vast city."

"Is this Rania's first time here too?"

"Yes, my hometown is in the southwest of the Empire, so I never had a chance to come this far."

"I've been here a few times... but there's something about this place that never gets old no matter how many times you see it."

Her friends showed considerable excitement, just like the other students.

Seeing this, Catlena began to form a light smile.

Sharing new experiences with friends was always enjoyable and exciting for her.

But at this moment... there was something else making her heart flutter even more.

It was the presence of Xellos, who was standing a short distance away from her, his eyes sparkling as he took in the city.

'This worked out well. Even though it's a group trip, I can go somewhere with Xellos like this. If I time it right, we can spend some enjoyable time alone together. And then we could do this and that...'

Since becoming a couple, Catlena had been regularly spending intimate time with Xellos.

Although their status as students and the need to be mindful of others meant they had to avoid making a baby... nevertheless, the moments she shared with Xellos brought her immense joy.

So Catlena was bubbling with anticipation about spending sweet time with Xellos during this trip.

However, at this moment...

There was one more person in this group who was thinking similar thoughts.

'Finally... the chance I've been waiting for. Unlike at the Academy, the Imperial City of Constantina is my home ground. With Elios absent as well, this is the perfect opportunity to deepen my relationship with Xellos...'

With such thoughts, Princess Maeve slightly licked her lips while looking at her love standing in front of her...

And thus, unaware of the two women's greedy gazes, Xellos was simply distracted by the magnificent view of the Imperial City with his friends.

Ch.119 - School Trip 3
The Academy students' visits to the islands weren't particularly free according to regulations.

They followed a schedule, touring specific locations together, and afterward spending time within their accommodations.

It might feel restrictive, but this was unavoidable for safety reasons.

First, there were quite a few people, and more importantly, since many nobles' children were among the group, there was always a risk of kidnapping, theft, or other accidents large and small.

For safety and management convenience, the students were moving around the islands as one group under their teacher's guidance.

"This is the boundary between the Eastern and Western continents. The land across that sea belongs to the Eastern continent."

A narrow sea where simple buoys served as a bridge.

At first glance, it looked like a river. Some students listened attentively to their teacher Freyia's explanation, while others were busy taking in the scene before them.

Among them was Xellos, who knew about this place from novel descriptions but was seeing it for the first time in person.

'So beyond that is the Eastern continent... It doesn't look particularly special.'

Honestly, to Xellos's eyes, apart from the sea between this side and that side, he couldn't feel any major differences.

The other side was also part of the islands, and the building styles didn't seem very different at first glance.

"Well, at a glance there might not seem to be much difference, but beyond that lies an endless expanse of land much vaster than the Western continent. It has a very different appearance from the Empire where we live..."

Freyia spoke as if answering Xellos's thoughts.

Listening to her words, Xellos briefly thought about the "East," which could be considered his original homeland.

'I suppose that place probably looks similar to the Joseon Dynasty now? Not that it matters to me anymore...'

From the beginning, this was a world where mana and magic existed, with a setting reminiscent of medieval Europe, so he didn't particularly feel any attachment to that place anymore.

As Xellos was organizing his brief thoughts about his homeland, Catlena and her friends were conversing right beside him.

"Well... anyway, I'm going to look around that shop over there to see if there's anything worth eating. It'll take some time before we leave here anyway."

"I'll go too. If we get caught wandering off alone, we'll get scolded later."

"Alright then, I'll wait here in the meantime."

Rania headed toward a nearby shop, showing little interest in this kind of scenery, with Bella and Erin following her.

Shortly after separating from her friends, Catlena glanced at Xellos beside her and slowly approached him.

"..."

"Hehehe."

Recognizing Catlena's presence, Xellos gave a slight smile.

In response to his gesture, Catlena answered with a small laugh before taking in the magnificent view before her.

She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the sea.

A refreshing sensation with a hint of saltiness.

The sea before her, which looked like an extremely wide river, was filled with numerous ships coming and going, and seagulls and other birds were flying around everywhere.

'I heard that my mother used to come here often when she was young. She probably saw the same scene as I'm seeing now.'

Roseveta had lived here in Constantina before Elios was born.

It was over 20 years ago, but standing here now, Catlena could vaguely understand how her mother might have felt back then.

A sensation like clearing out her stuffy chest while setting aside the fatigue of daily life.

The scenery before her gave Catlena that feeling as she navigated her not-always-smooth academy life.

Just then, a shadow began to fall near her as she was experiencing this tranquility.

"Though I've seen this view many times in my life, this place is still magnificent."

"!.."

Princess Maeve, who had somehow appeared on the opposite side of Xellos, spoke in a calm voice.

Surprised by her sudden appearance, Catlena slightly furrowed her brow, and Xellos also showed a somewhat startled expression, but both of them politely responded to her with smiles.

"Come to think of it, this is your hometown too, Princess Maeve? Well... considering you're a princess, that's obvious when I think about it."

"Yes, that's right. Although I couldn't go outside often when I was young, for some reason I was able to come here quite frequently. Each time, I could experience this refreshing feeling, just like now."

"I see... Indeed, being here like this makes one feel peaceful."

Xellos smiled gently and expressed empathy with the princess's words.

Seeing him like this, the princess felt an urge to embrace this man beside her, but... for now, she had to suppress that impulse.

There were too many watching eyes around to express such affection at the moment.

'If rumors start spreading at this point, it would be troublesome for both of us...'

Even though they had somewhat confessed their feelings and could be considered close to being lovers, it was still burdensome for her to openly express affection in such a public place with so many students around.

Sweet moments should be spent when they were alone together.

In very private places.

'According to the schedule, there's a suitable time coming up, so I can make good use of that. Until then, I'll have to be satisfied with building anticipation.'

While Princess Maeve was thinking this, Catlena on the opposite side spoke up somewhat urgently.

"Xellos, look over there!"

"Hmm?..."

"There, that ship is flying the flag of Benessa that we saw before."

"Oh... you're right. It looks like a merchant ship. I wonder what it's carrying?"

Xellos began to show curiosity at Catlena's words.

To this, Catlena spoke to him in a somewhat confident voice.

"From what I can see, that ship probably contains mostly cash rather than goods. This place, Constantina, is one of the main trade gateways to the East for Benessa. They'll probably load goods here and return to Benessa to sell them throughout the continent. Just like at the auction we experienced before."

"I see..."

As Catlena was explaining to Xellos based on her knowledge, Maeve, who had been watching, felt a bit of competitive spirit and pointed to a large ship with her finger.

"Oh my. Look there! It's an Imperial galley."

"Oh... so that's... I certainly saw it in books... hmm... it's much larger than I thought."

"Of course, it's one of the Empire's main warships. It carries about 10 cannons inside, and although its firepower is somewhat lacking, it's fast and quite sturdy, so it's still widely used. According to Father's plans, we're going to produce about 40 more soon."

With those words, Princess Maeve naturally pulled Xellos slightly closer to her with one arm.

It looked like a teacher explaining details to a young student, but...

From Catlena's perspective, who knew what was really going on, it was quite an irritating action.

'Tch... they're so close. That princess, I have to admit even as another woman, her figure is really amazing...'

The deep cleavage visible between her clothes, like a deep valley...

Feeling considerable envy and jealousy about it, Catlena automatically began to frown.

Ch.120 - School Trip 4
Princess Maeve was sticking close to Xellos, explaining the scene before them, while Catlena frowned at this.

However, fortunate or unfortunate for them, at that moment Xellos couldn't pay attention to the situation between the princess and Catlena. He was completely captivated by the magnificent warship before him—a sight that stirred every man's romantic imagination.

"I thought the Imperial army was only strong on land, but their naval power is more impressive than I expected... So many ships of that size..."

"Of course. The Empire is the strongest nation on the continent. At this point, only the maritime power Benessa could face the Imperial navy in battle. Though currently, they've signed peace treaties, so there aren't any conflicts."

"But... perhaps building up these warships is preparation for what comes after."

"That's right. Though Benessa is too powerful to challenge now, someday all these seas will belong to our Empire."

As Princess Maeve continued the conversation smoothly, she was secretly maintaining physical contact. Her fingers gently caressed Xellos's shoulder while he was distracted by the warships, and her heated gaze never left his face even as she explained things.

Meanwhile, Catlena wasn't particularly pleased with this behavior, but having already agreed to take second place, she had no choice but to tolerate it.

'Well... having conceded the position of second wife, I suppose they'll eventually have that kind of relationship anyway.'

Moreover, honestly setting aside her discomfort, Catlena herself was inwardly amazed as she listened to Princess Maeve's explanation.

'Forty galleys like that... no, including what they already possess, they must have at least a hundred ships they can deploy... The Empire's power is truly more impressive than I thought.'

Although there had been some unfavorable signs recently, the Empire still maintained formidable power.

And Maeve beside her was a princess of that Empire, while she herself was the granddaughter of Prime Minister Saladin, who held real power in the Empire.

Despite everything, that was something she could take pride in.

'But... why does this impressive Empire keep being wary of our Principality of Dragona? Compared to the overwhelming power of the Empire, Dragona's strength is merely a drop in the bucket.'

Though they might appear to be at peace on the surface, in her previous life, after being named successor, Catlena had competed against the Principality of Dragona—specifically against Duchess Rosebeta and Elios—on her grandfather's orders.

As such, she knew well that relations between the two countries wouldn't flow smoothly in the future, but honestly, there was something she couldn't understand about this process.

The Principality of Dragona was a vassal state, not an enemy country.
Naturally, there were many pro-Imperial figures within it, and the overall public opinion wasn't particularly negative.

However, after Catlena became the successor, the Empire began putting pressure on the Principality through her.

Reassigning key military personnel, stripping titles from the principality's lords, and appointing many pro-Imperial figures.

They attempted to forcibly fill the principality's central political arena with Imperial loyalists, and in this process, the previously positive public opinion toward the Empire naturally turned to betrayal and anger.

This ultimately exploded in Elios's rebellion, and in the process, Catlena, who had thoughtlessly acted as the Empire's puppet, was eventually killed.

And now, having matured somewhat and able to view the situation more coolly, Catlena honestly couldn't understand why the Empire had picked a fight with the perfectly stable Principality of Dragona.

'Perhaps Grandfather knows... No, he definitely knows. After all, he was the one who orchestrated the series of pressures on the Principality of Dragona.'

Thinking this, Catlena considered that it might be good to meet her grandfather during this trip and casually bring up the topic.

At that moment, the voices of other teachers announcing it was time to move reached the ears of Catlena and the two beside her.

"Well then, shall we go? It seems they're about to move to the next location."

"Ah... yes, Princess Maeve."

With those words, the three of them left with the other students who were beginning to move as a group.

*

Darkness had fallen over Constantina Island.
After a noisy day, silence enveloped the world at that hour.

However... that silence...
Could sometimes be broken in completely unexpected ways.

-"BOOM!"-

A loud explosion shook everything around, accompanied by a flash of light tearing through the darkness.
For some, it might have been merely a momentary noise that woke them from sleep, but not for those at the scene.

People rushed out desperately from the rising flames.
However... they weren't simply trying to escape the danger.

"Damn it! Find that bastard!"

"I saw him running that way! Form a pursuit team immediately!"

"We absolutely cannot let him escape! Capture him right now and bring him before me!"

People shouting frantically, searching for someone.

Putting out the fire wasn't even on their minds.
Some people were even dying, unable to escape the flames, and the fire grew increasingly fierce, eventually engulfing the entire building they had fled from.

People persistently searching for something despite the extreme chaos.

And "it"... watched these people for a moment, hidden in the darkness.
People running desperately before the flames, and the fire burning hotter as time passed.

It couldn't take its eyes off the scene for a moment, but soon collected itself and began moving forward through the darkness.

Its body still felt bound by chains of intense pain, and its consciousness was as dim as a candle about to be extinguished.

As if insects were eating its body alive, it grimaced with each step it took.

Nevertheless, it forced its increasingly heavy feet forward.

'I must escape... somehow... no matter what.'

The memory clearly remaining in its mind—
The memory of people dying in hellish pain, and itself writhing and screaming among them.

Recalling this, it ran forward mindlessly along the alleyway, only vaguely knowing which direction to go.

However, despite its desperate efforts, its speed gradually slowed.

The pain gnawing at its entire body grew stronger with time, eventually becoming unbearable.

And...

Finally...

"Hurrgh..."

Unable to take another step, it collapsed on the floor after entering somewhere.

With its face pressed against the cold ground, it tried to move even an inch forward in its fading consciousness.

However, its stiffened body would no longer move, and maintaining consciousness had already become impossible.

'Is this... how I... die... here...'

It didn't want to die.
No... more precisely... it didn't want to die like this.

Alone in a place where no one was around, cold and lonely...
Disappearing from this world without anyone remembering...
It absolutely didn't want to meet such an end.

However, it realized.
That in the end, it didn't even have the chance to choose its final moments.

Feeling deep despair,
Shedding tears from terrible sorrow,
Feeling loneliness as if thrown alone into an abyss,

It completely lost consciousness.

*

It all started with something very trivial.

Something extremely trivial...
And at the same time, something natural...

"Are you... really going?"

"Yes, I'm really going."

"But it could be quite dangerous at this hour of night... If something happens to our princess, we might all be in trouble."

"Nothing will happen, so don't worry. Besides, having come all the way to the island, I can't miss this opportunity for a 'pilgrimage.' Moreover, I'm more than capable of protecting myself now."

"Well, that's true, but..."

"Well, with Catlena's current skills, she could behead ten adult men with a smile even if they all attacked at once."

"Ahaha... Rania's right about that."

Catlena spoke with a confident voice. Bella still wore an anxious expression but ultimately couldn't dissuade her, and the same was true for her other friends.

"Sigh... Well... since it's something Catlena has been wanting to do... I suppose there's no use in trying to stop you..."

"You know me well. Then, I'll leave things here to you."

"Yes. Please be careful."

"Just don't cause any trouble and come back quietly."

Her friends smiled as if they had no choice.

Returning their smiles with gratitude, Catlena jumped out the window.

This was a fairly large inn located in the center of the island, and the height of the floor they were on was at least 4 meters.

However, for the current Catlena, this height was nothing.
Using body reinforcement, one of the basic magic techniques, she could easily exert strength beyond that of a normal human.

In a situation like this, safely landing on the ground by stepping off the wall was very simple.

After successfully reaching the ground, Catlena hid at a corner and waited for someone.
And shortly after...

"Ah, over here, Xellos."

"Yes, Lady Catlena. I'm sorry for being a little late."

"It's fine, you're right on time. Well then... shall we hurry and go?"

"Yes, understood."

Xellos replied with a slightly flushed face to Catlena's words.

Immediately afterward, the two began moving somewhere, following Catlena's guidance.

In this hour when darkness still covered everything.
To enjoy a sweet secret meeting between a man and a woman...
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Dawn, before the sunrise.

Though they had plenty of time since today's schedule wouldn't officially begin until the sun was high in the sky, they still needed to hurry.

The place Catlena and Xellos were heading to now.

It was nearby, but still required some walking from here, and thinking about what they planned to do there made them feel somewhat anxious.

'Heheh... A secret rendezvous with my lover at dawn... This is... getting me excited already?'

With such thoughts, Catlena crossed through the city center, breathing in the crisp morning air.

Occasionally, people preparing to open their shops could be seen here and there, but they were few enough to count on one hand. After walking a bit further, the surroundings became so quiet that only the sound of the wind could be clearly heard.

The street scenery was quiet yet somehow conveyed the grandeur of the vast city.

As they walked along the path enjoying this fresh feeling, Catlena and Xellos's expressions gradually filled with excitement.

Their faces grew increasingly flushed, and their hearts began to pound.

The more they thought about what was to come, the stronger these emotions grew.

Just as their tension, excitement, and anticipation reached their peak...

Catlena joyfully pointed to the building that was coming into view.

"We're here. Right there."

Having finally found the place they were looking for, Catlena hurried toward it.

The place they arrived at was a small mansion that didn't seem particularly special.

If anything was unusual, it was that while it appeared uninhabited, it was kept quite clean.

It looked like a kind of vacation home—empty but regularly maintained by someone.

However... for Catlena, this place was more than just a vacation home; it held special meaning.

"I've heard about it. This is where the second-generation witches and magicians lived after the witch hunts..."

"That's right. This is where the current prime minister Serif, the city's Elvapa, and my mother... Roseveta lived. Plus, your superior Serif and my tutor Eila also lived here together."

A place where those who are now high officials of the principality once lived when they were still commoners.

Some might consider this place an embarrassment, but Roseveta and the others treasured it and had preserved it cleanly as a vacation home until now.

This place also held significance for the Empire's mana users. After the first-generation witches were nearly wiped out during the witch hunts, the second-generation witches and magicians, including Roseveta, lived here while preserving and researching various types of magic.

It was essentially a sacred site where the Empire's magical studies formally began.

For this reason, the place held meaning for Catlena too, as Roseveta's daughter walking the path of a witch.

When she told her friends she was coming here, she used the appropriate pretext of a "pilgrimage."

However, honestly, Catlena's purpose at this moment was less about such a grand pilgrimage and more about visiting a vacation home that could be used comfortably in this area.

A place where they could spend time alone without interruption.

"Well then, shall we go in? I already got the key from my sister..."

"Ah... y-yes. Let's..."

Xellos answered with renewed tension at Catlena's words.

Seeing him like this, Catlena's cheeks began to flush a peach-like red.

-Click!-

The two entered through the door with tension.

Once inside, which was neat and tidy as expected...

Catlena slowly faced Xellos.

With this... there was nothing left around them to worry about.

Recognizing this fact, the two slowly... began to embrace each other.

And then...

"Mmmmm..."

"Mmm..."

With sensual moans, they began to indulge in each other's lips.

At the same time, Xellos's hand slowly moved toward Catlena's skirt, while Catlena began to undo Xellos's buttons one by one.

At that moment... Catlena suddenly became aware that the room was gradually getting brighter.

The slowly rising sun.

Simultaneously, faint light began to enter through the window, and the interior of the house started to appear more clearly to her eyes.

"!.. Huh?"

And at that moment...
Catlena's face, which had been full of excitement, suddenly showed surprise.

"What... what is that?"

"Hm? What... huh?"

Xellos automatically turned his gaze in the direction of Catlena's urgent voice.

At the same time... Xellos too began to be gripped by bewilderment, just like Catlena.

Something white that was becoming visible as the room brightened.

As they recognized what it was, extending across the doorway, the two people's eyes began to widen.

"...It looks like a person's hand? A rather small one..."

"...Hmm..."

It appeared to be a child's hand at first glance.

Feeling both annoyed at having their sweet time interrupted and cautious at the same time, the two carefully approached it.

And then what came fully into their view was...

"...This is..."

"A little girl... right?"

What they saw before their eyes was a small girl collapsed on the floor.

She looked to be about 4 years old at most... with quite a cute impression.

However, the moment they saw the girl before them, they both felt that this child was probably not an ordinary person.

Snow-white hair and skin so pale it seemed almost transparent.

The girl's appearance, in stark contrast to the rags she wore, gave off a mysterious feeling with her whiteness.

'How should I put it... In some ways, she looks a bit similar to big sister...'

Suddenly, Catlena was reminded of her older sister Elios, who had silver hair and white skin, but the impression this girl gave was different.

In Elios's case, she had the feeling of shining steel, while this girl was more like pure snow.

'Well... anyway, that's not what's important.'

The problem was that this girl had casually entered someone else's vacation home and fallen asleep.

Deciding to wake up this trespasser who had interrupted her sweet time with Xellos, Catlena gave Xellos a slight nod, and he nodded back in understanding before approaching the girl.

"Little miss. You can't be here like this...!"

But the next moment, Xellos's movement to shake the girl awake suddenly stopped.

"...Oh no..."

Due to the girl's deathly pale appearance, they hadn't noticed, but the moment he touched her body, Xellos clearly recognized it.

That this child's body was burning like fire.

Upon understanding the situation, Xellos urgently said to Catlena:

"Lady Catlena. This child's condition... I think we need to take her to a doctor."

"What?"

Catlena automatically frowned at Xellos's words.

For a moment, she felt quite upset that this small trespasser had completely ruined her sweet time with Xellos, but then she began to see more clearly the girl gasping for breath in pain.

A child suffering with her eyes closed.

Feeling her heart soften, Catlena let out a small sigh.

"Sigh... Can't be helped... Let's do that then."

"Yes, Lady Catlena."

At her words, Xellos picked up the child and prepared to move.

Watching him like this, Catlena felt deep disappointment, but at the same time, she couldn't help but feel her heart warm once again.

As she found herself attracted once more to the man before her eyes...
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The girl returned to the lodging on Xellos's back.

Afterward, they sought out the person who could most reliably solve this problem without complications—Princess Maeve.

"Really... first unauthorized outings and now this..."

"I'm sorry. But please help us a little. This is the only place we can turn to right now..."

"Haah..."

Maeve sighed heavily at Xellos's earnest request.

Xellos and Catlena had barged in asking her to look after a young child.

True, there wouldn't be any hospitals open at this early hour, but as a teacher responsible for supervising students, this clear violation of regulations made her extremely uncomfortable.

'Really... if it weren't for Xellos's request...'

However, separate from that concern, the little girl's condition was indeed urgent.

Even if they called a doctor later, she needed to provide immediate care herself.

'Should I consider this as storing up a favor?... No, that might seem too petty when dealing with a child...'

So, with great reluctance, Maeve began using magic to slowly examine the girl's condition.

Though not a doctor, Princess Maeve was counted among the most skilled witches.

Thanks to that, she had learned basic diagnostic and emergency treatment magic to some degree.

However, regardless of her abilities, the princess's expression gradually hardened as she examined the girl.

"What's this... what kind of physical condition..."

"W-what is it?"

Xellos asked with deep concern in his voice.

In response, Princess Maeve answered in a cold voice, filled with emotions that instinctively welled up within her... anger rising naturally from witnessing the results of an unforgivable act against a human being.

"Eight fractures... countless torn muscles, severe internal organ damage... it's a miracle she's alive. How... how could anyone do such a terrible thing to a young child..."

"What?"

"Kuk..."

The princess spoke with genuine anger, uncharacteristic of her usual demeanor.

Though her face and visible parts seemed fine, the girl's physical condition was far more devastating than they had imagined.

As Princess Maeve said, it was nearly miraculous that she was still alive.

And...

Upon hearing this, both Xellos and Catlena automatically began to feel bewilderment, concern, and rising anger toward whoever had done this to the child.

However, what mattered most now was whether the child's body could recover.

After considering this briefly, the princess immediately decided to do what she could.

This was her home ground, after all.

Using her authority to quietly summon a doctor at this hour was a simple matter.

*

The sensation of icy pain that had been gnawing at her entire body.

However, it gradually began to fade away with the warm feeling that suddenly started to envelop her.

Like placing a frozen body next to a blazing hearth.

Feeling this...

She... slowly...

Began to open her eyes, which she thought would never open again.

Blue eyes that felt unfocused and blurry... like a vast ocean...

"Thank goodness. You've regained consciousness."

"...Eh?..."

Seeing unfamiliar people before her eyes.

She moved her uncomfortable tongue with difficulty and spoke.

"...Am I... alive?..."

She spoke with a faltering voice.

The three strangers before her eyes showed relieved expressions and spoke.

"Yes, you're okay now. You can relax."

The man spoke with a kind voice and smiled at her.

The moment she heard those words, the girl felt something inside her heart snap...

"...Uu...uuuuuu..."

Then, like a dam bursting, tears automatically began flowing from her eyes.

"Uwaaaaang!!!"

"Ah..."

The next moment, the girl instinctively threw herself into the man's arms and began crying.

At the girl's action, that man...

Xellos felt somewhat bewildered, but for now, he gently embraced her and began to comfort her.

And, watching his behavior, the remaining two women...

Catlena and Maeve somehow felt something uncomfortable stirring in their hearts, but they had to make their utmost effort not to show it.

*

-"Nom nom chomp chomp munch munch"-

"..."

The girl was frantically devouring the food brought to her with noisy sounds.

Looking at her, whose cute appearance resembled a doll but who was eating as if possessed, Catlena wore a blank expression.

"She really eats well..."

"Yes... I heard about it, but she must have been very hungry."

"Hmm?..."

At the casual remarks from Catlena and Xellos, the girl looked up with round eyes, her mouth full of food.

Catlena gave her a slightly awkward smile and said:

"Oh... it's nothing. Keep eating."

"Okay."

The girl resumed stuffing food into her mouth enthusiastically.

She didn't seem to know how to use utensils and was eating with her hands, getting food around her mouth, but no one pointed this out.

Seeing the girl who appeared to have been starving for days, they felt more sympathy than any desire to correct her manners.

Fortunately, the doctor who treated the girl had determined that her life was not in danger.

However, she was diagnosed with severe malnutrition, so they decided to feed her first, resulting in the current situation.

The girl was literally stuffing food into her mouth as if possessed.

Fortunately, bringing food like this wasn't particularly difficult.

But there were still problems that needed to be solved.

Namely... although they had saved her life, how long would they need to keep her with them?

'Should we try to find her parents after she finishes eating?... But if it's too far away, things could get quite complicated...'

So, hoping that the matter could be resolved within the academy, Catlena quietly put her share of bread into her mouth, and Princess Maeve, feeling similarly, quietly picked up a piece of fruit.

*

"Phew..."

After the hectic mealtime ended, the girl sighed with relief as her hunger seemed to have subsided.

Watching her, the three people in the room glanced at each other awkwardly, and after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Xellos took the initiative and carefully spoke first.

"Well then... may I ask you a few questions, little miss?"

"Yesh... ask me."

The girl answered with a slightly lisping voice.

Seeing her cute response, Xellos continued in a calm yet gentle voice.

"First... what's your name?"

"Name?..."

The girl tilted her head as if she didn't understand the question.

Watching this, Xellos unconsciously felt a slightly ominous feeling, but without showing it, he spoke to her in a kind voice.

"I mean... what did other people call you?"

"What other people... called me?..."

The moment she heard those words, shadows began to darken the girl's expression.

In her memories, whenever someone called her, it was always followed by something unpleasant.

Something accompanied by terrible pain.

Nevertheless, she felt she needed to answer.

At least to these people before her.

Because she didn't yet sense any intention to cause her pain.

"Number 86..."

"Huh? What... did you say?"

The girl uttered something strange.

Xellos asked with a slightly puzzled voice, and the girl replied to him with an even more trembling voice.

"Th-that's... what they called me... Number 86... the other people..."

"What does that... Number 86... what kind of name is..."

Upon hearing this, those present momentarily failed to understand the situation.

However... the confused minds of Xellos, Catlena, and Maeve soon began to interpret what this meant...

And immediately afterward, expressions of varying degrees of displeasure began to appear on their faces.

"Why... why... are you looking like that?... P-perhaps..."

The moment she saw their expressions, the girl suddenly fell into terror and began trembling.

Feeling the previously light atmosphere suddenly grow heavy, and worrying about the terrible things that might come, the girl's eyes automatically began to fill with tears.

"I-I'm... sorry... I'll... be good... I'll... take the medicine well... and follow the incantations well... S-so... so... please... don't hurt me..."

The girl naturally began to say things she was used to saying.

But seeing her like this, their expressions grew even colder.

And...

"Ah...uh..."

As they slowly approached the girl.

Imagining the terrible things that might follow, the girl unconsciously squeezed her eyes shut.

The unbearable swamp of pain that would make her scream and twist her body

Fearing that she would once again struggle in it, as she had until now

The girl tried to step back but stumbled.

Her body lost balance and began to fall.

Then...

"!"

The next moment, a warm sensation suddenly began to envelop the girl's body.

A comfortable feeling without a trace of malice.

The girl momentarily wore a blank expression...

And looking at her, she...

Princess Maeve spoke in a quiet voice.

"It's okay... don't worry about anything."

"!...."

Maeve caught the girl's body as she was about to fall.

On her face... there was no anger or malicious smile that the girl had expected.

What was contained within it was...

Something the girl couldn't understand.

For the first time in her life, she felt...

A feeling of warmth.

"Now... you don't need to be afraid. No one... no one will hurt you."
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Leaving the girl lying in the room behind him, Xellos slowly walked out to the living room where Catlena and Maeve were waiting.

"...How is the child?"

"I've put her to sleep on the bed in the room. After getting some food and relaxing a bit, she fell right asleep."

"I see..."

"Phew..."

Catlena and Maeve felt somewhat relieved at Xellos's words.

However, they couldn't take the current situation lightly at all.

The subject was truly a young girl they had discovered by chance, whose face they didn't even know.

But the fact that a child not even 5 years old had been involved in something terrible...

And not just simple punishment or torture,

But cruel suffering through what appeared to be biological experimentation involving drugs and spells—this was something they could not possibly overlook.

"What kind of people would do such a thing..."

Princess Maeve spoke with genuine anger.

As a member of the royal family, she felt extremely displeased by the fact that this young girl, who could be considered one of her subjects, had suffered such a terrible ordeal.

Apart from her usual arrogant personality that looked down on others, she firmly believed that innocent children should always be protected.

And while Xellos and Catlena shared this moral sentiment...

Right now,
The emotions the two harbored weren't limited to simple anger like Princess Maeve's.

The additional words that came from the girl's mouth after she calmed down in Princess Maeve's arms...

For Xellos, they were pieces of a puzzle falling into place, while for Catlena, they evoked memories of similar incidents from the past.

"That child... she said she was originally from an orphanage, right?"

"Yes... From what I heard, she was in an orphanage in the Empire. Then after falling ill, she was sold and brought here."

"Just like those children from the Komel Orphanage before... Then this might be... a continuation of that incident. What on earth is happening..."

The girl who introduced herself as Number 86 instead of by name.
Catlena understood what that designation meant.

A number tag attached as if to a tool, not a person.

That was typically how slaves were addressed.

Of course, unlike the Principality of Dragona, slavery was legal in the Empire.
But even considering that, the words from the girl's mouth couldn't be taken lightly.

Drugs and spells... Above all, subjecting a child not even 5 years old to something that would cause such suffering was not permissible even under Imperial law.

"There seems to be something going on... Something unacceptable under both Dragona and Imperial law..."

"..."

Catlena spoke with a voice that maintained composure alongside anger.

Meanwhile, unlike Catlena who was making vague conjectures, more concrete facts about this girl were beginning to surface in Xellos's mind.

The identity of those who captured orphans and conducted cruel experiments.

And their ultimate purpose.

Knowing the original story, Xellos already had all the relevant information in his head. But he couldn't openly discuss it here.

Of course, if given an appropriate opportunity, he would readily reveal the truth. But bringing up information with no apparent source could backfire.

Therefore, the most appropriate action he could take in this situation was not to step forward and say something directly, but to provide others with suitable hints or new perspectives.

With this in mind, Xellos carefully said to Catlena and Princess Maeve:

"For now... I don't think there's much we can do immediately. It won't be easy to extract more information from a child who could barely tell us she came from an orphanage."

As Xellos spoke in a somewhat evasive manner,
Princess Maeve frowned and raised her voice slightly:

"Then what do you suggest we do? Are you saying we should abandon that child on the street and turn a blind eye to this matter? I'm sorry, but I can't do that. With that child, and possibly countless other children dying like her somewhere in this territory at this very moment, I have no intention of leisurely enjoying tourism as an Imperial princess. I will request an investigation immediately and thoroughly uncover this matter!"

Princess Maeve spoke with a resolute voice in response to Xellos's words.
From her behavior, Xellos could once again sense that she had a merciful character toward pure young children, just as in the original story.

'Well... it's somewhat problematic that it's limited only to young children...'

Thinking this, Xellos tried to calm the emotionally charged Maeve and spoke to her in a composed tone:

"I personally cannot ignore this situation either, but we're dealing with people capable of committing such acts within this territory. They likely possess considerable power or backing."

"Hmph, let them come, whoever they are. No matter how distinguished a noble they might be, let's see how proudly they can hold their heads before me, a princess."

Princess Maeve spoke confidently.
Considering her status and authority, she wasn't wrong, but Xellos sighed softly and continued:

"Yes, that's true... but it would be reckless to hastily request an investigation when we don't even know who we're dealing with. As you know, Princess, there are quite a few nobles with connections to the imperial family. If we proceed with an investigation without knowing the opponent's strength, we might face backlash."

"Hmm..."

At Xellos's words, the princess momentarily fell silent as she recalled her siblings, who were far from innocent.

Among the princesses and princes, there were those who appeared normal on the surface but harbored extremely dark tastes, so as Xellos said, they couldn't definitively rule out the possibility that a psychopath was connected to this incident.

'Besides... the only evidence we have is the word of a girl who can't even express herself clearly yet. Requesting an investigation with just this... would certainly face many obstacles.'

Having concluded that it would be difficult to force the issue when they couldn't gauge the opponent's power, Princess Maeve began to show signs of disappointment.

Seeing this, Xellos spoke in a calm tone:

"So, for now, we have no choice but to wait."

"...Wait? What do you mean? Do you have a good plan?"

At Xellos's sudden statement,
The princess looked at him with curiosity and a hint of expectation.

Looking at the princess, Xellos answered in a serious voice:

"It's unreasonable for us to conduct an investigation right away. In this situation, there's a better option than clumsily venturing into the lion's den."

"A better... option?"

"Yes. That is..."

With those words, looking at the sleeping girl, Xellos revealed the rest of his plan.
The best choice they could make at this point... or more precisely, the method that Elios had used in a similar situation in the original story.

And as she listened to his explanation, Princess Maeve began to recall the memory that had remained in her mind all this time.

'Ah... that's right... now that I think about it...'

The memory that still remained vivid in her heart...
The image of Xellos who had ultimately rescued her when she was injured, facing an enemy she had deemed impossible to handle in Benessa.

'Back then too... you were like this when I was feeling hopeless...'

With that thought, Princess Maeve felt her cheeks flush slightly without realizing it.

Meanwhile, ignoring the princess's state, Catlena, who had been quietly observing the situation until now, spoke to Xellos:

"Well then... we should prepare accordingly on our end too, right? The princess and I will go inform someone who can help us. You take care of this child in the meantime."

"Ah... yes. Understood, Lady Catlena."

Xellos responded politely to Catlena's words, and then Catlena and Maeve quietly began to leave the room.
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# In a Dimly Lit Room

In a dark room where only faint light filtered in.

Three people who had just arrived were engaged in a serious conversation.

"So? What happened?"

"W-well... that is..."

A man answered in a shrinking voice to the sharp question. Behind him, a woman who seemed frustrated by his response spoke in a quiet voice.

"We lost it. We searched the area thoroughly, but it seems to have already escaped the encirclement."

"Damn it... I never thought we'd drop the ball at the last minute like this..."

"From the beginning, it was a being capable of breaking through such defenses alone. Perhaps it was unreasonable to expect an easy capture from the moment it escaped."

"So? Are you suggesting we give up on that thing? That's absolutely unacceptable. It's an item we finally perfected after hundreds of experiments!"

The man who appeared to be the leader spoke sharply in response to the woman's words, to which she replied in her still calm voice.

"I'm not suggesting we give up. What I'm saying is that since our strength alone is insufficient, we should contact our superiors."

"Hmm... come to think of it, that might be the way to go..."

They were merely in charge of conducting the experiment.

As far as they were concerned, they had produced the desired results, so it might be better to leave the rest to those above them.

Of course, the best option would be to present the experiment results directly to the client. But for now, that was something they had to give up on.

"Can't be helped. Then I'll go personally. The sorcerers under that person should be able to locate and capture it easily."

The leader nodded in agreement with the woman's words. She expressed some concern in response.

"Even so, please tell them not to be too careless. Its combat ability is not to be underestimated, and there's a high risk it will become violent if agitated."

"Understood. I'll tell them to be careful. Damn... I never thought things would get complicated like this at the very end..."

With those complaints, the leader left the room, and watching him go, she let out a small sigh.

'Well... even so, if the sorcerers get involved, there shouldn't be a major problem. The capabilities of the test subject are obvious. As long as nothing troublesome gets entangled along the way...'

*

The power of sorcery used by sorcerers.

It was fundamentally different from magic, which was based on mana.

Unlike magic, which used the mana contained within witches and magicians as an energy source, sorcery's power was based on contracts with beings called spirits.

The types and strength of sorcery were determined by the innate capabilities of the sorcerer. Because of this, unlike magic, which had developed as a concrete academic discipline, sorcery had not achieved significant academic development based on statistics and research due to the enormous individual variations.

Nevertheless, the utility of sorcery was certainly significant.

Although its pure combat power based on spirit arts was much inferior to magic, sorcery showed special usefulness in various areas including divination, healing, curses, and tracking.

Above all, since many people with talent for sorcery emerged among Eastern humans, many sorcerers could be easily seen in the Empire, especially in this region.

And among those sorcerers classified as high-ranking, one person named Gamul quietly nodded as he looked at the directive he had received from his master.

"So, you want me to find and bring this one back. Is that it?"

"That's right. Someone of your caliber should be able to resolve this without much difficulty."

"Of course. Then I shall depart immediately."

Gamul bowed deeply to his master, who looked out the window and spoke to him in a quiet voice.

"Make sure there are no mistakes. Also, causing a commotion could complicate matters further, so handle it as quietly as possible."

"Understood. Then I shall take my leave..."

With those words, Gamul quietly left the place.

Despite his confident demeanor, his master felt somewhat anxious as he gazed at the scenery outside where the hot sun was beating down.

'This must go well. In these turbulent times, if this matter leaks out, it could cause various problems. I need to wrap this up without others noticing.'

*

"Are you really okay, Catlena? Especially on a day like today..."

"Yes, I'm fine, so please go and enjoy the sightseeing."

Catlena gave a smile tinged with regret as she looked at Rania and her friends who were asking with concern and disappointment.

Today was the day many students had been looking forward to visiting the imperial palace.

However, Catlena, who had shown the most excitement about it, suddenly said she wasn't feeling well and decided to stay behind.

"Just in case, I'll stay too. The rest of you go and have a good time. Listen well to Professor Frigg."

"Ah... yes."

"Yes, Professor."

Despite having grown somewhat accustomed to their teacher-student relationship, Professor Maeve still caused them some pressure.

In any case, thinking that there wouldn't be any problems if the teacher stayed behind, Rania left the room with the others to join the excursion.

About 10 minutes after everyone unrelated to this matter had left.

Maeve looked at Catlena and nodded slightly.

"Yes, then..."

With those words, Catlena slowly opened the door.

As expected, there was a small girl sleeping soundly, brought there by Xellos.

"Everything seems fine?"

"Yes, for now. Lady Freyia and Lady Frigg took good care of her."

"That's a relief. Subject 86 isn't scared..."

"...Lisa..."

"Hm?"

"Melissa... that's what... this big brother... named me..."

The girl spoke somewhat shyly in response to Maeve's question.

Seeing her act shy like a doll, Maeve felt a strong desire to pat her head, but given the situation, she successfully managed to suppress it for now.

Given the circumstances, she had to postpone such desires for later.

"Melissa... that's at least better than calling you Subject 86."

"I think this name sounds better too."

After briefly assessing the situation, they carefully began discussing what to do next.

"Most likely, those people will come looking for this child soon in some way."

"I'm sure... considering how many sorcerers are swarming around this region, it won't take long."

Maeve spoke in a serious voice in response to Catlena's words.

The overall plan they had discussed beforehand.

Having supplemented it a bit more and taken steps to make it executable, Catlena and Maeve were quite interested in the current situation.

'It's always enjoyable to see a plan progress smoothly. And in that regard, Xellos is truly remarkable. He's better than me at grasping the overall picture right away.'

The skillful handling of matters related to the Duke's successor earlier, and his work as a student council member...

His insight, which seemed to roughly know what would happen in the future, and the confidence with which he proceeded without hesitation, was admirable even to Catlena.

"Alright, Xellos, please handle things as Princess Maeve said. We don't have much time, so hurry."

With those words, Xellos waved lightly to Melissa and then went outside.

The three women left in the room maintained silence for a moment...

The one who broke it first was Princess Maeve, who was stroking Melissa's head like a cat.

"Now then, this is the critical moment."

"I hope everything goes well without any issues..."

As she said this, Catlena glanced out the window.

The street outside appeared normal for now.

However, since they didn't know when or how the opponent would arrive, they couldn't relax for even a moment until everything was over.

Then...

"Sigh..."

"They're... faster than I expected..."

Princess Maeve let out a small sigh, and Catlena also frowned slightly.
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A group of people walked slowly along the corridor.

At the front of those wearing Imperial military uniforms was Gamul, who had been assigned to this task, leading the way with a cold expression.

"This is the place. Everyone stay alert."

"Yes."

The location where the test subject was hiding, which he had discovered through sorcery.

The fact that it wasn't in some dilapidated warehouse or a cave deep in the forest, but rather in an inn located right in the middle of this district, honestly surprised him quite a bit. Likewise, the leader of the experimental team who had accompanied him here was also quite skeptical.

"Are you sure... it's really in a place like this?"

"My sorcery has never been wrong. That creature is definitely inside, so prepare to extract it carefully."

"Y-yes, understood..."

The leader showed a tense expression at Gamul's words.

As they spoke, Gamul began to roughly imagine what the situation inside might be like.

'Is it hiding in a closet or something? Or if not...'

He had heard that the test subject had the appearance of a young girl around 3-4 years old.

Depending on the situation, there was a possibility that people who simply took pity on the child had taken her in, and based on Gamul's current judgment, that probability was very high.

'It doesn't matter. If they won't listen to reason, we can just use official force...'

Having deliberately brought along a small number of Imperial soldiers for this purpose, he began to act under the judgment that there were no factors that could derail the situation.

-"Knock knock knock."-

"Yes?"

As he slowly knocked on the door, a voice was heard from inside.

The door slowly opened... and a girl who appeared to be in her mid-teens stepped out.

"Who might you be?"

The girl with black hair looked at them with a puzzled expression. Gamul addressed her in a stiff voice.

"We're from the Imperial Office. We're conducting a search to execute official business, so please cooperate..."

"Not buying anything."

-"SLAM!"-

"..."

The girl cut him off with a cold voice and closed the door right in their faces.

At this, Gamul and everyone else there were momentarily stunned, but soon he hardened his expression again and began knocking on the door more forcefully than before.

"Open this door. We are not some peddlers, but officials acting on formal orders from the Empire. If you don't cooperate willingly, we may have to break in by force."

"This is an inn, you know? Please don't disturb people's rest and quietly go away."

The girl spoke with remarkable confidence for someone so young.

At this, Gamul felt his blood pressure rising and spoke in a resolute voice.

"It seems you can't understand words. Break it down!"

"Yes, sir."

-"CRASH!"-

Following his order, the soldiers rushed forward and began breaking down the door.

Although it was a fairly upscale inn, the door was merely made of wood, so the soldiers had no difficulty smashing it.

After forcibly entering the room, the soldiers and Gamul found themselves facing...

The girl in her mid-teens whom they had just seen.

And a woman who appeared to be in her twenties, presumably her guardian, sitting with her back turned to them, not even bothering to look their way.

And between them was...

A small child who looked about 3-4 years old...

The test subject they had been looking for.

"Found you. So this is where you were hiding."

"Uuugh..."

"Wait."

As the leader approached the trembling young girl with a cold smile, the black-haired girl who had treated them like peddlers at the door spoke in a rigid voice.

"What exactly do you think you're doing? Where do you think you are, causing such a disturbance by barging in here?"

"What? This little brat dares... how dare you..."

The experimental team leader showed an unpleasant expression at the girl's sudden interruption.

Then, looking at him, the girl spoke in a voice without the slightest tremor.

"That's what I want to say. Even if you're executing Imperial business, how dare you disturb a duke's daughter's rest without any notice? The discipline of Imperial officials is truly pathetic."

"D-duke's daughter...?"

At the unexpected words from the girl's mouth, the experimental team leader began to show bewilderment, and Gamul too began to show signs of hesitation.

The reason they had brought along the pretext of executing Imperial business was simply to prevent minor issues from hindering them.

However, if the person before them was truly a noble daughter, then his preparation would actually work against him.

According to Imperial law, to proceed with official business related to high-ranking nobles of viscount rank or above, one must obtain the Padishah's permission in advance.

This was directly connected to the nobles' dignity and couldn't be casually ignored. If mishandled, it could create friction with the high-ranking noble in question.

Therefore, if the person before them was truly a duke's daughter, it meant that from their perspective, things could become very complicated.

"Y-you... I mean, you are a duke's daughter?"

"H-how can we believe such words? How dare you impersonate a noble daughter without fear..."

"Haah..."

The two spoke as if they were struggling desperately.

Looking at them, the girl showed an expression of annoyance.

And then...

"Truly... what vulgar and troublesome fellows. Officials executing Imperial business with such lack of awareness."

With those words, the woman in her twenties slowly rose from her seat and turned her head toward them.

The moment they saw her face...

"! Hiiik!"

"Huh!"

"And to add to that, the rudeness of breaking down doors and entering without consideration... the Padishah would be appalled if he knew of this."

The faces of those who had entered the room began to fill with shock.

"! Y-you are... n-no way."

"P-Princess Maeve? How are you here..."

Their expressions turned pale at the realization that an unexpected figure was present.

In response, Princess Maeve spoke with an icy voice full of dignity.

"At least you seem to recognize who I am. Well, if officials working in this district didn't even know that much, they would deserve not just dismissal but immediate execution."

"W-we apologize, Princess! W-we had no idea you would be here!"

"Y-yes! We only came because we received a report that a slave had escaped here..."

"W-we were only here to execute official business. What happened was merely an accident in the process, so please don't misunderstand!"

Princess Maeve was a figure they couldn't possibly handle.

The people who had confidently broken down the door and entered now finally realized what they had done, and they knelt on the floor, beginning to explain the situation without even being asked.

Their opponent was not only a member of the imperial family known for exceptional talent in magic, but also infamous for having the worst temper among the princesses.

Since they needed to clear up any misunderstanding to avoid her wrath, they began earnestly explaining their position and the legitimacy of the current situation.

And then...

In response to their claims, Princess Maeve spoke to them while slowly releasing her mana with the typical arrogance and dignity befitting a princess.

"Oh? So you mean... that for the sake of finding a mere slave, it's acceptable to disturb this princess's precious rest time? How extremely unpleasant. To hear from public officials that the status of this Imperial princess—or rather, the status of the Padishah, this country's absolute monarch—is worth only that much."

"! T-that's not..."

The princess sent their logic straight to hell with just a few words.

Feeling chills down their spines, they began to sweat profusely and bow their heads.

"! N-no! That's absolutely not what we meant! W-we have made a terrible mistake, Princess!"

"P-please forgive our rudeness! We had no intention whatsoever of disturbing you and the duke's daughter!"

At Princess Maeve's words, filled with cold anger, Gamul and the others desperately tried to calm the princess with urgent voices.

And... glaring at them, the princess continued with murderous intent as if she wanted to behead them right there.

"I don't want to hear any more of your pathetic excuses. The crime of insulting the Imperial family cannot be taken lightly. Right here and now, I shall..."

With those words, she began to pressure them with the tremendous magical power she was releasing.

As they sensed the terrible presence of death, the color completely drained from the faces of those present.

At that moment...
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They had attacked with great momentum, but now they were trembling in fear beneath their own feet.

Looking at those who had just moments ago tried to corner her with doubt when she was speaking, but were now bowing their heads, Catlena felt a mixture of slight irritation and strange pleasure.

'Indeed... Princess Maeve. There's no one more troublesome as an enemy, but conversely, no one more reliable as an ally...'

Although she was disappointed that her authority as a princess wasn't fully respected, this was ultimately unavoidable since they were on an island territory, not within the Principality of Dragona.

In any case, having broken their spirit, Catlena spoke in a calm voice, deliberately using a tone as if persuading the princess.

"Your Highness, please calm your anger. These foolish, pathetic creatures merely made a mistake, did they not? Though their crimes warrant immediate beheading, considering they were executing official duties, perhaps you might grant them forgiveness just this once."

At Catlena's words, they continued trembling while watching her with a slight glimmer of hope.

Princess Maeve appeared to contemplate for a moment, then spoke while still not hiding her anger.

"...Tch... I have no choice. If you insist so strongly, Catlena, I'll show mercy just this once."

"Ah!"

"Th-thank you! Thank you, Your Highness!"

They repeatedly bowed their heads in gratitude at the princess's words.

Then... one of the group cautiously opened his mouth while carefully gauging their reaction.

"B-but Your Highness... th-that slave..."

"...What."

The moment he uttered those words, he felt a murderous intent so intense it seemed to shrivel his nape.

In that instant, he experienced the sensation of his neck being severed and couldn't even open his mouth again.

"P-please excuse us, Your Highness!"

"Th-thank you for your forgiveness! W-we'll be going now!"

Feeling that murderous intent right beside them, those who had barged into the room were now practically crawling on the floor in their hurry to escape.

They instinctively sensed that one wrong word would truly cost them their heads.

And so... those who had entered by breaking down the door with the confidence of generals heading to battle ended up leaving like defeated soldiers, crawling away in less than ten minutes.

Watching their retreat...

The girl who had been trembling with fear until they arrived...

Melissa now looked up at the princess with sparkling eyes and a gentle smile.

"It's alright now. You don't need to worry anymore."

"Amazing..."

"Hm?"

"Maeve... you're amazing... truly... truly amazing..."

Hearing Melissa speak in a dazed voice while looking at her, Princess Maeve felt her face flush slightly, and with an excited smile, she began to gently stroke the head of this adorable creature.

'She's cute... truly cute... This is why I love children... How could anyone do such things to such a cute and lovable creature? I'll definitely tear those bastards' limbs off one by one.'

As Princess Maeve indulged in her affection for Melissa while simultaneously fueling her rage toward those men, Catlena paid little attention to the two and began seriously considering what would happen next.

'Well... though it's proceeding a bit earlier than planned, let's hope they handled things well.'

*

"Damn it..."

"Urgh."

Gamul and the others left the inn filled with both frustration and fear.

Their encounter with the princess just now was, from their perspective, no different from having crossed the threshold to the afterlife and returned.

Not only in terms of power she wielded, but also in pure combat ability—she was truly a monster who could wipe them all out without breaking a sweat.

The fact that their test subject had fallen into the hands of such a being left them deeply lamenting their misfortune.

"How could things go wrong in such a way? Why, of all people, did that princess have to be there..."

"Indeed... what should we do now? We can't just give up on it, can we? After all our hard work to create a successful specimen..."

"Hmm..."

As the research leader said, abandoning their results at this point would be too much of a waste.

However... facing the princess without any preparation would be nothing short of suicide.

None of them wanted to face her fierce anger again.

"We have no choice. Given the situation, we'll have to use that method, even if it takes some time."

"What... method are you referring to?"

The researchers questioned Gamul's words.

In response, Gamul began to explain a method he could use—though quite complicated, it was relatively straightforward.

"Although the princess is involved, strictly speaking, ownership of that girl belongs to us. If we proceed not by confronting them directly, but by borrowing the power of national law, we can retrieve our test subject."

"Is that... possible? After all, we're dealing with that princess."

"With our master's help, there's a good chance. Since this is merely requesting the return of legitimate private property, if we take this to our master... and even further to the Padishah, it can be resolved, though it might take some time."

"I... I understand. We'll leave it to you."

The leader and researchers spoke with a hint of expectation.

Gamul addressed them in a cautious voice.

"Then, let's proceed with this plan. You all return to the laboratory. I'll go directly to our master to handle this matter."

"Yes, Gamul sir."

Having decided on a clear course of action, they each departed for their respective destinations.

At that moment...

Unaware of the Circle of Mana with a radius of 10km subtly spread around them...

*

"I've returned."

"Good work, Xellos. Was everything handled well?"

"Yes, of course. After delivering the document bearing the princess's seal, they issued this permit in less than an hour."

Xellos handed a document to Princess Maeve.

It bore the Padishah's official seal, and seeing this, a deep smile formed on the princess's lips.

"As expected of Father. He never hesitates when it comes to my requests."

Princess Maeve spoke with delight.

Watching her like this, Xellos honestly began to feel somewhat sorry about the current situation.

'After all... they are father and daughter... and they seem to have a pretty good relationship... I wonder how she would react if she knew the truth behind all this...'

The ultimate purpose of this affair that Xellos knew about.

Considering that, what they were doing now could be seen as Princess Maeve pointing a dagger at herself.

Though the original work didn't describe this, watching her express joy and gratitude to her father while looking at the Padishah's permit, Xellos thought that she might come to regret this someday.

As Xellos inwardly felt sorry about elements he couldn't openly discuss, Princess Maeve, completely unaware of his inner thoughts, stroked Melissa's head as she held her in her arms and said with a happy expression:

"It's done now... No one can touch you anymore. From now on... you're mine forever, Melissa."
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"What? W-what do you mean..."

"He said he cannot allow it. That was his answer."

After three days of waiting, an unexpected result was delivered through Gamul's mouth.

The researchers' faces began to fill with bewilderment.

"T-that can't be... Why... Even with the princess involved, what we're doing is completely legitimate. Except for the experimental part, that person is legally our slave..."

Even with Princess Maeve's involvement, the current situation shouldn't have been problematic at all.

As long as they didn't mention the experiments that abandoned human principles and were kept strictly confidential, the current situation could be considered a legitimate procedure to reclaim a slave they owned.

It was an issue with no legal or moral problems.

The researchers showed expressions of disbelief at the fact that their request had been openly rejected, and Gamul sighed and spoke to them in a quiet tone.

"That's because it's no longer the case. The test subject you're looking for is no longer a slave."

"W-what?"

"You've been saying incomprehensible things from the start. Please explain clearly."

The female researcher's words had a slight edge to them.

Gamul showed a bitter smile and finally got to the point.

"Apparently, a proposal regarding that test subject had already gone through the Padishah's hands before us. A proposal to appoint that person as the princess's direct maid."

"W-what?"

"T-then..."

In other words, what was originally private property had been taken for royal—or rather, state—purposes.

In modern terms, it was like land expropriation for development, and in this situation, they could no longer claim ownership of the test subject.

"...As things turned out... this is all that's left. Thirty silver coins. The price of one slave."

"..."

"...Damn it..."

They had lost a test subject that was worth more than a thousand gold coins for the paltry price of one slave.

The researchers and Gamul were gripped by despair, but...

-BANG!-

"W-what's that?"

"W-what's happening?"

Unfortunately for them, their disaster wasn't over yet.

"What's that noise?"

"T-terrible news! Intruders! Intruders have appeared!"

"What?"

A researcher came running with an urgent voice.

At that moment...

"Gaaack!"

With a miserable scream, the running researcher's body was split into two pieces.

The researcher's corpse rolled on the floor, spilling blood.

The moment they saw this, the color drained from the faces of everyone present...

And then... before them

They appeared.

"It really was... a struggle. All these years trying to find this godforsaken place."

"Even when I came on island trips, I tried everything but failed. I never thought such a place would be so close."

"Well, it's always darkest under the lamp... Anyway, sister, we can't keep the children waiting too long, so shall we finish this as quickly as possible?"

"Let's do that. It doesn't seem like it will take very long anyway."

Two women approached, emanating a terrifying aura.

The moment they recognized their faces...
Everyone present automatically let out screams.

"Aaaaargh!"

"Y-you... How did you find this place?!"

Among those they had been wary of since the beginning of this operation, these two ranked within the top four.

The closest confidants of Princess Elios and Duchess Roseveta...
The only existing first-generation witches.

Teachers at Adelan Academy.
Freyia and Frigg.

Seeing them appear before them, Gamul and the researchers began to tremble in fear, and the two women, with blood on their faces, spoke with deep smiles.

"Why are you trembling like that? Honestly, you should know from rumors how merciful we are."

"Unfortunately... we don't have much talent for torture. Elios would be perfect for dealing with things like you. It's truly regrettable that she isn't here."

With those words, Freyia took a kitchen knife in her hand and twirled it lightly, as if preparing to cook.

Then, she casually swung the knife in her hand toward them, who were about 20 meters away.

And then...

-PACK!-

"!..."

"A...ah..."

The next moment, with a sound like something bursting, blood splattered on the researchers' faces.

After that, they saw a massive cooking knife blade that extended about 20 meters with a width of nearly 4 meters,
and against the wall were the remains of Gamul, who had shattered like a tomato from the impact of the knife.

However, before the shock of seeing their colleague murdered before their eyes could fade...

While they were too gripped by fear to even think of escaping, they began to hear the voice of the other teacher, filled with dissatisfaction.

"Really... having to give painless deaths to creatures worse than dogs. If we had more time, I could have at least let them pay for their sins a little!"

"!"

As soon as those words fell, Frigg closed the 20-meter distance in an instant and appeared right in front of the researchers.

In both her hands were burning spears that resembled candlesticks.

And at their tips...

"Gaaaaaaaargh!!!!"

The researchers screamed as the candlesticks pierced their abdomens.
They began to scream horribly as their bodies burned alive.

Even in the midst of this, the researchers flailed their arms and legs, desperately trying to survive.

However, the more they moved, the more intense their pain became.

The agony of their abdominal fat and internal organs burning, muscles melting, and bones turning to ashes.

Although it lasted less than 30 seconds, the terrible sensation, literally no different from being roasted in hellfire, made those 30 seconds feel like 30 years to the victims.

And then...

"Gaaah..."

The researchers exhaled their final breath, feeling the death they had desperately wished for finally arrive.

Immediately after, their bodies turned to ash and disappeared without leaving a trace.

"A...aaah..."

As they watched all their colleagues die before their eyes, the research leader and his female secretary fell to their knees in despair.

They knew.
They knew it was absolutely impossible to escape from these monsters' clutches.

If that was the case... it would be much more likely to survive if they begged for their lives in exchange for information.

"P-please spare me! P-please... I-I'll do anything, just spare my life!"

"W-we were just following orders! We never wanted to do this! W-we'll spend the rest of our lives atoning for our sins, so please... please!"

The two remaining people began to plead, having given up on escape.

Even as she watched them, Freyia was about to swing her cooking knife mercilessly again.
But...

"Sister. Wait a moment."

"...Sigh..."

Freyia withdrew her knife at her sister's words.
Then, Frigg spoke to the trash begging for their lives before her.

"Will you really tell us everything?"

"Y-yes! T-that's right! W-we, despite appearances, were quite deeply involved in the master's plans! We will... we will definitely be helpful."

"Really? If that's the case, there's no need to kill everyone. We needed to take at least one person alive anyway. In that sense... which of you two wants to die?"

"!"

"! Ah..."

At Frigg's words, the two looked at each other with bewilderment on their faces.

And then...

"Leader, shouldn't you sacrifice yourself as the leader in this situation?"

"W-what nonsense! P-please spare me! Saving me, the leader of this research facility, would be more beneficial than this secretary girl! I definitely know more information!"

"N-no, that's not true! This guy is just an idiot with a leader's title! I'm the one who actually met the master and carried out the work! I'll definitely be more helpful than this guy!"

"Y-you bastard..."

As the two raised their voices against each other, Freyia and Frigg didn't take long to make a decision.

'They're probably all the same anyway.'

'Honestly, from my perspective, it would be easier for them to just die here... The one we take alive will suffer until they beg Elios to let them die...'
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"Mmm..."

"Mmm~ This is delicious. It melts in my mouth."

"As expected of a popular restaurant in the district. It's a bit expensive, but definitely worth it, don't you think?"

Erin, Bella, and Rania were chatting while having their meal.

Along with them, Catlena was also eating the meat dish in front of her, but honestly, at this moment, she was barely paying attention to whether the food was going into her mouth or her nose.

'I wonder how it went? Even so, since those two took action, there shouldn't be any major problems...'

The magic teachers from the academy, the sisters Freyia and Frigg.

Although Catlena had never personally witnessed their combat abilities, she knew about them generally.

Despite maintaining the appearance of women in their twenties, they were in fact first-generation witches who had lived for over hundreds of years.

According to stories of their exploits during the Great War, they had single-handedly annihilated hundreds of enemies. Moreover, their officially recognized abilities were on par with the current Elios, leaving no room for doubt about their capabilities.

And at this moment.

They had taken advantage of this mealtime to head to the problematic location said to be nearby.

That place where children were being kidnapped from all over the Empire and the Principality for biological experiments...

A location where unknown individuals were plotting something related to Melissa's situation.

Although Catlena didn't know the details, when she told the sisters about it, they became extremely pleased yet simultaneously emanated a murderous aura as they accepted Catlena's request...

Or more precisely, they accepted Xellos's proposal to locate the place and "deal with it."

The method of finding the location was simple.

If they kept Melissa here, those people would surely come looking for her to retrieve her, and if that attempt failed due to Princess Maeve's intervention, they would certainly return to their base to consider various methods and take action.

And in connection with this series of events...

Freyia and Frigg would deploy the Circle of Mana to monitor their movements and track down the enemies' hideout.

Finding them among countless people might be impossible, but once they successfully identified the targets, there was no reason Freyia and Frigg would lose track of their movements.

Thus, after locating what was presumed to be the research facility in question, they took action according to their own travel schedule.

'Well, I don't know the details, but the fact that those two are being so proactive must be because it's related to children... After all, as teachers, they won't tolerate situations where children are suffering.'

Making this judgment while finishing her meal, Catlena then...

"Phew..."

"We're back."

"Ah, teachers."

The two arrived with visibly refreshed expressions.

Considering the merciless nature of the two, they likely delivered quite a fierce punishment before returning. Catlena breathed a sigh of relief that the matter had been resolved without complications.

'Well... it seems this matter has been wrapped up nicely, but somehow I feel like Princess Maeve ended up benefiting the most from all this.'

The original cause of this incident was when Catlena's attempt to spend sweet time with Xellos was disrupted by Melissa's appearance.

As a result, Catlena couldn't have a relationship with Xellos here and missed her opportunity while resolving Melissa's situation.

Meanwhile, in the process of cooperating on this matter, Princess Maeve acquired Melissa as her maid.
Furthermore, according to tomorrow's pre-arranged schedule, Xellos would have to stay by the princess's side all day.

Catlena could roughly guess what might happen during that time.

'Sigh... This means the highlight of this trip for me is completely ruined... What is this... I had such high expectations for this trip.'

Catlena thought she had only suffered losses by getting involved in this strange affair.

However...

She didn't know.

The fact that the person who benefited most from this incident was neither Catlena herself nor Princess Maeve.

The greatest beneficiary of this trip.

It was... her sister, who without lifting a finger, had successfully shortened what would have been six years according to the original timeline.

Elios Northhelat Dragona.

And simultaneously,
The person who suffered the most from this incident and was experiencing the greatest despair through it.

That person was...

*

"...What did you just say?"

"W-Well..."

"Speak clearly! What... what happened?"

"The thing is... the research facility was suddenly attacked and completely..."

"That's nonsense! Didn't you say just two days ago that you had secured successful experimental results? How... how could such a thing happen in such a short time!"

"I-It seems somehow information was leaked. And considering that not a single person was left alive, it must have been an attack by someone of considerable skill..."

"Ah..."

The master let out an angry sigh at his servant's words...

He was feeling increasingly mentally exhausted by the series of complications.

"Why... why do these things keep happening... Has the spirit... Has God abandoned our Empire?"

"...Master..."

Seeing his master looking up at the sky in despair, the servant bowed his head in sorrow.

'Princess Maeve, who was supposed to be a counterbalance to Princess Elios as a member of the imperial family, has on some whim entered the academy controlled by that woman and is wasting meaningless time there. Meanwhile, Duke Radu of the Principality of Dragona is considering the timing to abdicate to that woman Roseveta. And now... even the research I had placed my greatest hopes on has been destroyed just before seeing results... How could this happen?'

A desperate situation where nothing he planned or prepared was working out.

Individuals with the power and prestige to become allies had gone in unexpected directions and become unusable.

The person who had been a reliable pillar was preparing for retirement and essentially preparing to hand over everything to someone who could become the Empire's worst enemy.

Moreover, the research he had hoped would overturn all these challenges had been futilely ended by unknown individuals.

Considering the limited time remaining, this was a critical blow.

Therefore, this person...

A loyal subject worrying about the future of this country and losing sleep over it.

The Empire's Prime Minister Saladin was struggling with all his might to find a way forward even in this deep darkness.

'Given how things have turned out... is it really unavoidable? I had been postponing it because I didn't want to use it if possible... that method...'

Even if he used it, it was clear that overcoming the current crisis would not be easy.

But at least through this, the Empire might be able to buy considerable time, and furthermore, it might greatly weaken the dangers to come.

With the academy having delivered not-so-bad news, the chances of success were quite high.

However, this was a method Saladin had been refraining from using due to personal feelings, and regardless of the outcome, tears of sorrow would certainly flow from his eyes.

Nevertheless, with crisis approaching the Empire and the imperial family, he firmly steeled his heart, thinking he could no longer be swayed by personal emotions.

Saladin had sworn to dedicate not only his life but everything he possessed for the sake of the country.

For someone like him, if he could protect the country by sacrificing something, he would gladly offer it, whatever it might be.

Even if it were...

The life of his most precious blood relative...
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# Island of Constantina, central district.

There stood a massive imperial palace, the residence of the Padishah and the royal family.

Topkapi Imperial Palace

The heart of the vast empire and the center of political power and culture.

Today, as always, it was bustling with crowds of diverse people who had gathered from all corners of the empire.

"Come now, form an orderly line."

"Those without passage permits must undergo inspection before entering. Please wait on the side."

Merchants bringing enormous quantities of goods for the imperial household.
Those carrying rare treasures to seek audience with the powerful.

And others simply commuting to and from their jobs within the palace.

For these various reasons, the palace entrance was packed with a sea of people.

If one were to make a comparison, it resembled Line 2 of the subway during rush hour.
People were clamoring to get in ahead of others or to avoid being pushed back in line, causing the soldiers responsible for inspection to suffer their usual daily ordeal.

Then...

"Make way! Everyone kneel!"

"The Princess has arrived! Clear a path immediately!"

A thunderous voice cut through the marketplace-like chaos.

Simultaneously, a group of soldiers stepped forward,
and the disorderly crowd trying to enter the palace immediately parted to the left and right as if by prior arrangement, creating a path.

Like the parting of the sea, a clean path formed with countless people prostrating themselves on either side, heads bowed low.

In that moment,
all traces of the previous disorder had completely vanished.

And then...
Along that neatly parted path, she...

The Imperial Princess.

Princess Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina walked confidently through the opening with the dignity and poise befitting a royal princess.

With a retinue of court ladies summoned from the palace behind her, she approached the imperial palace without the slightest hesitation.

And beside her...
Xellos accompanied her under the pretext of serving as her "escort."

Today marked the final day of their island journey and their only free time.
Regarding this, Maeve had requested to borrow Xellos from Catlena for the day.
Though Catlena wasn't particularly pleased, she had agreed.

After all, Maeve had been quite helpful regarding this matter, and Catlena also felt somewhat guilty about having gone out with Xellos without permission, so she had no choice but to yield this time.

As a result, Xellos found himself accompanying the Princess during this "event" of her return to the palace.

With numerous court ladies in tow behind her, the Princess walked with majestic dignity through the center of the path, with countless people kneeling on either side.

Witnessing this, Xellos was freshly reminded of the tremendous power and authority that came with being a princess—something he had momentarily forgotten.

'I've grown so accustomed to her that I stopped paying attention, but indeed, a princess is a princess... To create such a scene with just a simple command...'

Suddenly, Xellos began to feel an enormous burden knowing that such an impressive lady had feelings for him.

'In those melodramatic TV shows, you see commoners getting involved with second-generation chaebol heirs... but my situation is even more extreme.'

With such thoughts and heightened tension, Xellos followed behind the Princess.
Shortly after, when Princess Maeve arrived at the palace entrance, the guards there immediately knelt with disciplined posture.

"Welcome back, Princess Maeve!"

"Yes, thank you all for your hard work. Now then..."

After this brief exchange, Princess Maeve and her entourage entered the palace.
Needless to say, they passed through without any inspection procedures—complete free passage.

While it was called an imperial palace, to the Princess, it was literally her home.
Not only was her entry unquestioned, but there was also no one who would dare interfere with her subsequent actions.

Once they were fully inside the palace, the Princess dismissed her court ladies and then turned to Xellos.

"Now then, as you've probably gathered from what you've heard, you'll need to stay with me here for today."

"Yes, I understand, Princess. However... while I understand you wish to spend time with me, may I ask why specifically here at the imperial palace?"

From Xellos's perspective, no matter how spacious it might be, dating in a place with so many watchful eyes seemed rather inconvenient.

In response to Xellos's question, Princess Maeve smiled gently and spoke in a calm voice.

"About that... you'll understand when you see."

"Pardon?"

"Hehe... follow me. There's someone I really want you to meet."

Feeling increasingly puzzled by the Princess's words, Xellos followed behind her.

As they traversed the vast interior of the palace, the Princess received greetings from everyone they encountered.

However, the Princess didn't bother responding to each greeting individually, instead continuing forward silently with Xellos.

Of course, Xellos, who inadvertently found himself receiving greetings alongside the Princess, felt quite uncomfortable with the situation.

'Power... when you look at it this way, it seems like quite an inconvenient thing to possess.'

Suddenly, Xellos began to understand why Senel, among the princesses of the Principality of Dragona, had absolutely no interest in becoming a duchess.

Finally, after receiving a continuous stream of greetings, Princess Maeve and Xellos stopped walking.

Before them stood a massive, ornately decorated door, guarded by soldiers who emanated an extraordinary aura of power, unlike any they had encountered thus far.

Looking at these soldiers, Princess Maeve spoke in a commanding voice.

"Announce me."

"Yes, Princess."

At Maeve's command, the soldier bowed respectfully and knocked on the door.
A small window-like opening in the door slid open, and the soldier quietly announced the Princess's arrival.

And shortly after...

-Creak!

The door began to open with a considerable noise.
The Princess entered without hesitation, with Xellos following,

And after they had completely entered, the door closed firmly behind them with another loud sound.

Before them stretched a corridor lined with numerous soldiers standing at attention.
Amid the palpably strict security, the Princess continued to walk confidently forward, while Xellos followed behind her with growing curiosity.

'Who exactly are we meeting that requires such tight security?... Could it be...?'

At that moment, a thought suddenly occurred to Xellos.
However, even after this realization, he instinctively tried to deny it.

'No way... surely not... Even if... there's no way I'd meet someone who was only mentioned by name in the original work like this...'

Yet, even as he denied it mentally, Xellos was becoming increasingly convinced.

Considering the strict security and the fact that it was none other than Princess Maeve who had brought him here, it was entirely possible.

Thus, with mixed feelings, Xellos continued following along the corridor.

Then...
After arriving at another door—smaller but even more ornate than the previous one—
The Princess stopped and turned to Xellos.

"...We've arrived. Let's check your appearance one last time."

"What?... Oh... yes, of course."

At the Princess's words, Xellos checked his attire for any disarray.
And in doing so, he felt his earlier suspicion transforming into certainty.

Strict security and now a dress check...

The person they were about to meet must surely be...

"Announce me."

"Yes, Princess. Your Majesty, Princess Maeve has arrived."

'!.. I... I knew it...'

As his suspicion was completely confirmed, Xellos suddenly felt extremely tense.
Immediately after, the luxurious door opened silently...

And then Xellos saw...
That person's figure came into view.

A man reclining slightly on an ornate dais, looking in their direction.

Though his face was covered with wrinkles, he still exuded an unmistakable aura of power and danger...

The ruler of the empire...

Also known as the Great Emperor,
Praised as the greatest monarch in imperial history and one who would forever be remembered as such.

Padishah Mehmet

With a smile that conveyed both the dignity of a sovereign and the warmth of a father, he looked at Maeve standing before him and said:

"Welcome, my daughter."
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In the deepest part of the imperial palace.

There, Maeve knelt respectfully before her "father" who was welcoming her warmly.

"I have returned, Father. How is Your Majesty's health?"

"Ho ho, I'm fine. Thank you for your concern."

The Padishah smiled contentedly at his daughter who was sincerely asking after his well-being.
However, looking at him, Maeve spoke again with concern in her voice.

"I heard from the royal physician that your mobility has become more difficult lately. Please don't overexert yourself and take care of your health."

"Yes, I should pay attention since my daughter is worried about me. But Maeve, as you know, this father of yours is the ruler of this country. As the parent to millions of citizens, I cannot neglect my duties for even a moment, can I?"

"Father..."

The Padishah spoke with a voice that conveyed both kindness and his responsibility as a ruler.
Princess Maeve looked at him with an expression still filled with concern. The Padishah, seemingly trying to change the atmosphere, spoke with a voice tinged with expectation.

"Well then, let's set this topic aside... Let me hear about this guest our daughter has brought."

"Ah... yes, Father."

With those words, Maeve's expression lightened as she rose from her seat and turned to look at Xellos, who had been bowing deeply behind her the entire time.

"This man is... the one I've mentioned in my reports several times. The very person who serves as the butler of the Dragona ducal family."

"I-I am Xellos Raymond. It is an honor to meet the great ruler of the empire, Padishah Mehmet the Great."

Xellos paid his respects with a voice betraying his bewilderment at Maeve's sudden introduction.

Honestly speaking, not having anticipated this situation until just before entering the chamber, he was extremely tense about the moment he now found himself in.

'What on earth is going on... Why am I having an audience with Padishah Mehmet at this point? What kind of event is this that's happening during a school trip—something even Elios from the original story never experienced?'

Padishah Mehmet was a character who, despite being mentioned mostly as background in the original story, had commanded an impressive presence.

Considering that Duke Radu had sworn loyalty to him, and even Duchess Roseveta had tried to maintain her allegiance to the Padishah until the end of the story, Xellos could roughly gauge his stature.

Moreover, although he hadn't been directly involved, the conflicts and various incidents between the Empire and the Principality were essentially connected to the Padishah's existence.

In some ways, Xellos felt an immense burden at facing what seemed like the true final boss who had never actually appeared in the original story.

'According to the original story's description, he was supposed to be quite a fearsome figure... One wrong move here and my head could roll...'

Thinking this, Xellos kept his head bowed low, trying his best not to offend him in any way.

Then, Padishah's voice reached his ears.

"Haha... There's no need to be so tense. Xellos, was it? Raise your head."

"Y-Yes, Your Majesty!"

Following the Padishah's command, Xellos raised his head and looked at his face.

In his eyes, the Padishah appeared much gentler than he had expected, but even so, he couldn't relax in this situation.

"Yes... You have quite a likable face, just as I've heard. I was told that our daughter genuinely favors you despite your position as a ducal butler... Now I can see why."

"Father, please..."

"..."

Princess Maeve blushed slightly at the Padishah's words.
Meanwhile, Xellos showed an awkward attitude toward the Padishah's remarks, which were difficult for him to respond to given his position. Honestly, he found the current situation quite unexpected.

'How should I put it... This feels quite different from what I expected.'

He had thought the Padishah would give off an impression of power, danger, and strictness.
However, looking at the Padishah before him now, Xellos began to feel that he was quite a gentle person.

Like... a chairman of a large corporation smiling warmly at his daughter dating a commoner?

As Xellos was thinking this, watching the two people who were looking at him with pleased expressions, the Padishah spoke.

"Well then, since we have a guest, how about a simple cup of tea? I've already given instructions to prepare it, so it should arrive shortly."

"Yes, that would be nice, Father."

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

As soon as the emperor's order was given, a tea table began to be set up.

Though called a tea table, it was practically a meal with unfamiliar delicacies and fragrant tea...
A table almost at the level of a full meal was set before Xellos, Maeve, and the Padishah, and then the three sat down together to begin a more comfortable conversation.

"So, how are things going at the Academy?"

"Well, Father. The students follow my instructions well, and I find it quite enjoyable to discover and teach talented children."

"I see... That's wonderful. Honestly, when I first heard you wanted to become a teacher, I was quite surprised, but I'm truly happy that you're satisfied with your life now."

The Padishah spoke with sincerity.
In response, Princess Maeve, unlike her usual confident self, spoke with a voice filled with regret.

"I'm sorry, Father... for causing you concern over such matters."

"No, that's not true. As I've told you before, you should live the life you want to live, just as you've always done. Whatever you become, wherever you are, as long as you're happy there, that's enough for me."

"Father..."

Words filled with an old father's sincerity.
Princess Maeve felt a lump in her throat and slightly bowed her head. Seeing his daughter like this, the Padishah spoke in a quiet yet gentle voice.

"Haven't I told you? You are my daughter and a princess of this empire. Unlike your older and younger brothers, you don't need to live a stifling life bound by power and succession. Just as you've always done... be free, like a bird unbound by anything... live like that."

"...Yes... Father... I will."

"Good, the tea is getting cold. Please drink. It's a rare delicacy brought from the far East, so it should suit your taste."

As Princess Maeve listened to the Padishah's words, she felt a burden lifting from her heart.

Meanwhile, watching them, Xellos began to feel an increasing sense of discomfort that he had been experiencing all along.

'Padishah Mehmet... He's a much better person than I thought. But that makes it even more sad. If things follow the original story, how much longer will he live...'

The Padishah was visibly an old man with not much time left.

He had restructured the empire's foundation, acquired vast territories, and even now was firmly holding the empire together despite his aged body... Nevertheless, he was just an ordinary human.

Unlike witches or magicians with talent in mana who could artificially extend their lifespan, he was an ordinary human who could not expect to live more than 100 years at most.

And...

The incident involving Melissa that Xellos had experienced during this trip was directly related to the Padishah's lifespan.

The experiment to artificially grant magical talent to ordinary humans.

That was...
The true nature of the experiment secretly led by Prime Minister Saladin to prevent the Padishah's impending death.

In the process, thousands of young boys and girls were sacrificed, and this experiment would actually approach completion just before the end of the Padishah's life six years later, but would ultimately fail due to Elios's intervention.

'And because of this incident, even that slim possibility six years from now has completely disappeared. If I had made different choices, the outcome might have been different, but...'

Thinking this, Xellos began to feel a strange sense of guilt toward the two people before him.

At that moment...

"Sir Xellos."

The Padishah addressed him in a calm voice.

Ch.131 - School Trip 15
"Duke Xellos. Looking at you, there's something I'd like to ask."

"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."

As the Padishah spoke to him with a gentle smile, Xellos felt tense again and responded in a respectful tone.

"It's nothing special... but you seem to have something you want to tell me. Am I right?"

"!..That.. that's..."

Words that seemed to see right through his inner thoughts.
Xellos felt flustered, but he inwardly admired the fact that the ruler of the empire was indeed different.

"Haha, it's alright. No need to be so surprised. If you have something to say, feel free to speak. I'm always surrounded by elderly officials and greedy sons, so I'd like to talk more with a kind-hearted young man like you."

The Padishah spoke with pure goodwill.
In response, Xellos thought it would be better to indirectly express what he wanted to say rather than making clumsy excuses, so he answered as respectfully as possible.

"Yes... Your Majesty. If you insist, I... have something I would like to ask Your Majesty."

"Go ahead, speak."

The Padishah showed considerable interest.
Xellos looked at the Padishah with a serious face and opened his mouth.

"Your Majesty... what do you think is the ideal form of a monarch?"

Xellos asked a rather profound question.
The Padishah seemed surprised that such words came from this young boy's mouth, but soon continued with a light laugh.

"The ideal monarch... haha. That's quite an interesting question. But come to think of it, it's a fitting question for me, the ruler of this empire."

The Padishah briefly pondered Xellos's question.

After a moment, the Padishah looked at Xellos with a more serious expression and said:

"The most ideal form of a monarch... that would be someone who prepares well for the next generation."

"Is... that so?"

Xellos showed a slightly surprised expression at the answer, which was different from what he had expected.
Seeing this expression, the Padishah spoke with a smile on his lips.

"Yes. As you know, there are limits to the lifespan of human beings. No matter how great the power one holds, no matter how great the achievements one has accomplished, ultimately the final destination of all monarchs ends in the soil of the grave."

Then, after calmly taking a sip of tea, the Padishah continued.

"Meanwhile, the empire and history remain and continue to flow with time. I believe an ideal monarch is one who can lay the foundation for the empire to stand well on that flow and prepare for future generations."

The Padishah spoke with a voice full of conviction.
At that moment, Princess Maeve, who had been listening beside him, asked in a careful voice:

"But Father... aren't there those in the world who transcend the lifespan of humans? For instance, even I, as a witch, can live for a long time. Wouldn't it be ideal if a capable person among them were to sit on the throne and govern the nation forever?"

"Hahaha. Well, that's not wrong either. An eternal, capable monarch. That certainly could be considered ideal."

Princess Maeve's words had a pointed edge.
The Padishah responded with a light laugh, initially agreeing with her words.

However... he then slowly shook his head and spoke to his daughter with gentle eyes.

"But, my daughter... I believe that even a monarch who has the right to reign eternally would step down from that position before long."

"What? W-why is that?"

Maeve questioned the Padishah's statement.
Looking at his daughter, the Padishah spoke with deep fatigue on his face.

"It's because... the weight of this position I'm sitting in is not so light. It's a place everyone looks up to and desires, but there's no place as lonely and painful as this. If someone were to tell me to sit here forever, I would probably refuse by any means necessary."

"...Ah..."

For a moment, Maeve realized that her father before her looked more weary than usual, and she understood what his words meant.

'Come to think of it, Father would occasionally speak to me as if he envied me. The reason must be...'

The weight that a monarch constantly bears is undeniably immense.
No matter how mentally strong a person is... it's almost impossible to bear it for decades or centuries.

In fact, even the Great Saint residing in the great holy city of Rome in the west, who had the right to wield power as the head of the church forever, passed it on to the Pope not long after, and that tradition continues to this day.

In that sense... Maeve came to agree with her father's idea of the ideal monarch.

There are physical and mental limits to what a single monarch can achieve with their own hands.

Therefore, it's most important for them to prepare their successor and help that person pave their own way.

In other words... the greatest monarch is... ultimately completed through their successor.

'In that sense... the previous monarch could be considered a successful ruler. Although he fiercely competed with Father for power, Father built this powerful empire based on his achievements.'

As she understood her father's meaning, Maeve felt as if the concern she had been harboring was resolved.

With a more comfortable smile on her lips, Maeve's gaze turned to Xellos, who was sitting beside her, seriously listening to the Padishah's words.

'As expected... you're comforting my heart again in this way... Xellos. You really are... the best.'

Thinking this, Maeve's face slightly flushed.

Meanwhile, unknown to Princess Maeve at this moment, Xellos too was finding comfort in the Padishah's answer.

A question that could indirectly answer his doubts about facts not precisely described in the original work.
And the resulting answer inadvertently dissolved the guilt Xellos felt toward someone he could call a friend.

'Prime Minister Saladin wanted Padishah Mehmet to reign forever... He conducted experiments to artificially create mana users for this purpose... But in the end, the Padishah didn't want this. From what I'm hearing now, it's clear he would have refused even if Saladin had completed it.'

Feeling relieved by this fact, Xellos began to feel deep respect again for this great ruler sitting before him.

A person who, despite holding everything in his hands, doesn't cling to it and is calmly preparing to let it go.
A being who doesn't try to do everything by himself, but looks to future generations and knows how to prepare for them.

In that sense, Xellos began to understand, just a little, the loyalty of Duke Radu that he had found pathetic and frustrating until now.

'Having worked under such a master for half a lifetime, it's no wonder he developed loyalty. Of course, that doesn't excuse ruining his family and principality because of it...'

With such thoughts, Xellos looked at the Padishah, who was gazing at him and Maeve with a pleased expression, and slightly bowed his head with deep respect.
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The audience with the Padishah, which had been impressive in many ways, ended after continuing a bit longer.

"Then, Father, I shall take my leave now."

"Yes, take good care of your students, and let's meet again soon."

For an exchange between an emperor and princess, it was remarkably ordinary... literally no different from a farewell between any father and daughter.

After their goodbyes were complete, Xellos also bowed respectfully to the Padishah.

"Thank you for your precious time, Your Majesty."

"On the contrary, I'm grateful for having spent a more meaningful time than I expected. I hope you continue to support my daughter well."

"Yes, Your Majesty. I will do so."

And with that, Xellos felt as though he were saying goodbye to a girlfriend's father after visiting her home as the two of them left the Padishah's quarters and began moving to another location within the imperial palace.

The two passed through heavily guarded corridors, through a large door, and back into a hallway.

Immediately after, Princess Maeve spoke quietly to Xellos beside her.

"...Thank you, Xellos."

"Pardon?"

Feeling somewhat bewildered by the sudden expression of gratitude, Xellos asked.

"What for?"

"...Just... everything."

Princess Maeve answered with a gentle smile.

With this slight confusion in mind, Xellos continued to follow behind Maeve as he had been doing.

He wondered if they might be heading outside now, but judging by their direction, that wasn't the case.

And shortly after, the place Xellos arrived at following Maeve was...

'...Hmm...'

What he saw was a room guarded by armed female warriors. Though not as grand as the Padishah's quarters, it was clearly quite luxurious.

As Princess Maeve stopped in front of the door, the female warriors immediately bowed their heads in respect.

"Open it."

"Yes, Princess."

At the princess's brief command, the female warriors respectfully opened the door.

Maeve then entered without hesitation, and Xellos carefully followed behind her.

'What is this place?... Are we meeting another royal family member or someone else?'

Thinking this, Xellos began to cautiously glance around.

Despite the door not appearing particularly large, the space inside was surprisingly vast.

The place was decorated with carpets that had an overall red hue, along with luxurious furniture and ornaments.

Just by looking, Xellos could guess that the person who resided here must be of quite high status.

Then.

"Sit comfortably. This is my room, so there's no need to be on edge."

"What? Ah... I see..."

Princess Maeve immediately provided the answer to Xellos's curiosity.

Following her suggestion, Xellos sat in a nearby chair, and across from him, the princess leaned back comfortably in her seat.

'Well... it makes sense that the owner of such a luxurious place would be none other than the princess. There were quite a few feminine decorative items too.'

As Xellos was thinking this, he suddenly blinked upon noticing a red ruby embedded in the armrest of the chair he was sitting on.

'This... isn't fake, right? Well, this isn't the modern era, so most jewels in this time period are probably real. Hmm... thinking about it that way, just sitting in this chair feels somewhat burdensome...'

Although Xellos had worked at the Duke's residence for quite some time, there was certainly a significant difference between the ducal family and the imperial family.

If one had to choose a keyword for the Duke's household, it would be "frugality."

They didn't spend large sums on decorating their home, and their attire, while clean, wasn't extravagant.

This reflected the character of Duchess Roseveta, who had been in charge of managing the Duke's household, and the same was true for her daughters Elios, Senel, and Catlena.

In fact, even Sophia, the capital of the principality, though large in scale, didn't feel particularly splendid or magnificent.

On the other hand,

The imperial family, the empire, and the appearance of this island...

Especially the items in Princess Maeve's room alone were clearly more splendid and rare than all the decorations in the Duke's residence combined.

Starting with the chair he was sitting on, embedded with a ruby the size of a fist.

The silk adorning the walls and the intricately patterned carpet on the floor.

Other items like the dressing table, bed, and clock.

Each one clearly possessed tremendous value—what one would call luxury goods.

'Honestly, this is... partly because the Duke's family is much more frugal. But beyond that, I'm quite certain the imperial family has a preference for splendor.'

However, from Xellos's perspective, it was difficult to judge which style was better.

The charm and human appeal of frugality had its merits.

But the visual pleasure provided by splendor and luxury couldn't be ignored either.

Above all, he believed that such things were somewhat necessary to represent the authority of an empire.

As Xellos was fingering the fist-sized ruby and once again appreciating the wealth of the imperial family...

Princess Maeve spoke to him in a calm voice.

"So. What are your impressions after traveling around the island for the past few days?"

"I thought it was a magnificent city. A splendid and majestic place possessing power and authority... literally... a place that reminds me of you, Princess Maeve."

"Haha, really? Thank you for saying so."

Xellos conveyed his thoughts with sincerity, not mere flattery.

Princess Maeve let out a small laugh at his words.

"Indeed... this island is a wonderful place. A place with power and dignity that automatically makes people bow their heads. And... since I grew up as a princess in such a place, perhaps it's only natural that we resemble each other."

"Yes, that's right, Princess."

Xellos affirmed Maeve's words.

But... the next moment.

Looking at Xellos, a slightly dark expression began to appear on the princess's face.

"But you know... do you know something, Xellos?"

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

Noticing the princess's sudden change in mood, Xellos expressed his confusion, and Princess Maeve spoke in a calm voice.

"I... actually don't really like this place... this island... And this palace too."

"What?"

Xellos showed his surprise at Princess Maeve's rather unexpected statement.

"Power and authority that naturally make others bow their heads... it looks splendid and magnificent on the outside. But you know... a person who possesses such power and authority is always bound to be lonely."

"...Princess."

Princess Maeve spoke with sincerity.

Watching her, Xellos could momentarily glimpse emotions similar to the weariness the Padishah had shown earlier.

"Making others bow their heads is, in other words, like creating a wall between that person and myself. 'That person is different from me. Someone I cannot get close to'... that kind of psychological wall. And I've had to live confined within that wall since I was young. Although everyone bows their heads and smiles before me... there have been very few people who treat me for who I really am."

With those words, Princess Maeve's gaze turned to Xellos's face.

Her expression contained a loneliness different from when she had been asserting her authority as a princess just moments ago.

But at the same time, something began to appear on her face that was gradually pushing away those emotions, like the sun rising to drive away darkness.

"And that's why... I came to like you, Xellos. You as a man."

"Ah..."

Xellos's face reddened slightly at her words.

And... seeing him like this, Princess Maeve once again began to recall the times they had spent together.

From the moment they first met... when he saved her life in Benessa... and when she met him again after he became a teacher...

This man before her eyes had always maintained his convictions without yielding, even when faced with power and authority beyond his capacity to handle.

And as she observed these aspects of him, Princess Maeve naturally became captivated by him... leading to this moment today.

Recognizing this fact once more, a warm smile began to form on Princess Maeve's lips, and Xellos unconsciously began to blush.
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Princess Maeve spoke to him in a warm voice as she looked at him.

Watching her like this, Xellos began to feel his heart racing.

Though there had been quite a few similar moments with her until now.

Starting from when they first met, the incident at Benessa.
And when she became a teacher and appeared before him.

The princess looking at him with a quiet smile, carrying a feeling like sticky yet sweet honey.

Each time, Xellos had momentarily felt his heart race, but simultaneously maintained a sense of caution toward her.

Until then, in Xellos's mind, Princess Maeve had always been someone to be wary of, and furthermore, he always thought that sharing a place with her would be betraying his master's love... his relationship with Catlena.

However, at this moment, Xellos had almost none of those reservations left.

The biggest reason was certainly that Catlena had given her permission...
But there was decisively one more reason.

That was because Xellos himself had begun to feel it at some point.
The fact that in his heart, feelings for Princess Maeve, who continuously showed affection toward him, had taken up a certain place.

'She was already my ideal type in terms of appearance... but lately, I don't find her personality so disagreeable either...'

Then...
While looking at Xellos thinking such thoughts.

Princess Maeve slowly rose from her seat and began approaching him.

At the same time, he felt that same pleasant fragrance as always.
And that incredibly beautiful body that made it impossible for anyone looking to take their eyes off her.

Seeing it right before his eyes, Xellos began to feel his heart beating wildly even more.

"I love you... Xellos. I always have... and I always will..."

"Princess..."

Princess Maeve speaking in a sweet voice.
Watching her like this...

Xellos, who no longer had any reservations, closed his eyes slowly, imagining what would come next.

And...

-Smooch-

The next moment, a hot sensation felt from the tip of his lips.
It was... compared to Catlena's, it felt a bit hotter and more passionate.

If Catlena's kiss was like clear spring water, Maeve's kiss was like sweet honey...

Thus, while unintentionally comparing the two, Xellos began to focus all his attention on the current situation.

The touching of lips was merely the beginning.
What he felt right after was Maeve's tongue entering his mouth.

It wrapped around Xellos's tongue like a writhing snake, beginning to pour its warm and sweet fluid into his mouth.

And so... after a moment that felt like it should last forever...

"Haah..."

Princess Maeve separated her lips with a hint of regret.
Before her eyes was Xellos, looking at her with a slightly dazed expression and a bright red face.

'He's cute... really... and lovable... this man is... my man... the person I love...'

The first person she had given her kiss to since birth.
Princess Maeve licked her lips slightly with her tongue, still aware of the sweet sensation in her mouth.

Although this man's first time would have been with Duchess Elios, not herself, Maeve thought that didn't matter.

What mattered was... that at this moment, this man was completely hers.
At this moment, neither Elios nor Catlena could stop her.

Recognizing this fact once more,
Princess Maeve began to think it would be a waste to end such a precious time with just a kiss.

The situation and atmosphere couldn't be better.

Since this place had only Xellos and Maeve, there was no need to worry about anything else.

Moreover... due to the kiss just now, the current atmosphere was heated up enough for Princess Maeve to feel it on her skin.

With this, Princess Maeve... began to think that it might be okay to move beyond kissing to the next step... but having come this far, she began to hesitate in making the decision.

'I've been thinking about this all along before coming here. But this is a bit more embarrassing than I thought...'

It was a scene she had imagined countless times in her mind.
However... when the moment actually arrived, Maeve began to feel quite tense.

Then...
Looking at Princess Maeve like that, Xellos, sitting in his seat, asked in a calm voice.

"Princess... do you intend to continue further?"

"..."

Princess Maeve maintained silence for a moment at Xellos's words.
But shortly after, as if having made up her mind, she slowly nodded.

"..I understand. Then.."

With that, as Princess Maeve's permission... no, consent was given, Xellos carefully approached her.

Then he slowly embraced her body and carefully began pushing her backward, and accordingly, Maeve took slow steps backward while holding Xellos in her arms.

And...

"Ah!.."

The next moment, Xellos gently pushed the princess's body.

At the same time, Princess Maeve's body fell backward...

And automatically, she found herself lying on the bed that had somehow appeared right behind her.

"Haah..haah.."

Thus, lying on the bed, Maeve looked at Xellos with a flushed expression.

Unlike just hours ago when she had been exuding dignity in front of many people.
At this moment, all Xellos could see was a pitiful yet beautiful woman looking at him with an expression mixed with tension and anticipation.

"Gulp.."

Xellos swallowed dry saliva unconsciously while taking in the princess's appearance.

Although he thought this action might be somewhat disrespectful, honestly, from Xellos's perspective, it was truly beyond his control.

A beauty with his ideal appearance, looking at him with expectant eyes from the bed.

Glossy, attractive brown skin
A large and beautiful chest that was always beautiful and naturally aroused desire.

A waistline without a single bit of fat.

And... plump buttocks and thighs.

Looking at her body, which naturally made desire well up just by looking at it, Xellos felt his last bit of self-restraint naturally break, and he climbed on top of her lying on the bed with a somewhat urgent feeling.

"Mmm..."

Then, Xellos carefully undid the princess's top.

At the same time, Princess Maeve's chest finally began to reveal its complete form.

Large and luscious spherical mounds covered in brown skin
And... the vivid pink tips visible at their ends.

Seeing this... Xellos began to caress those massive fruits that wouldn't even fit in his trembling palms.

At the same time, he began to feel an overwhelmingly intense sensation
With this, Xellos began to feel momentarily dazed.

The sensation that simultaneously offered elasticity, softness, and warmth that seemed to wrap around his hands.
It was... truly a regrettable thing to say, but.
It was giving Xellos an ecstasy that was incomparable to Catlena's utterly meager ones.

'This... this is... a woman's chest.. indeed, there's a reason why people go crazy over large breasts...'

Thus, unconsciously with a somewhat greedy feeling... Xellos indulged in Maeve's chest to his heart's content, using not only his hands but also his lips.
With his actions, Maeve began to be captivated by a joy she had never felt before, along with sensual moans.

'Ah... he likes it... Xellos... my body...'

She was well aware that her body possessed the highest beauty as a woman.
However... seeing her beloved man actively expressing joy with it, the princess began to feel as if she was being rewarded for all the efforts she had made to maintain this body.

And shortly after, Xellos, who had been indulging in her chest for a while, began to roughly take off his clothes as if he could no longer hold back.

At the same time, Xellos's naked body began to appear before the princess's eyes.

Although not a burly physique, seeing his clearly visible muscles and surprisingly sturdy body, Maeve began to feel even more elated.

And shortly after...
The princess, who had become completely naked by Xellos's touch...

Began to cry out in pleasure, enveloped in the sensation of ecstasy for the first time in her life.

Giving her first time to the man she loved so much...
Captivated by a happiness too intense, unlike anything she had experienced before.
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While Xellos was having a sweet time with Princess Maeve...

Catlena visited her maternal family home after quite a long time.

"Welcome, Lady Catlena."

"Yes, it's been a while."

Catlena greeted the servant before her lightly.
However, at this moment, honestly, her heart was filled with feelings of reluctance about the current situation.

'Grandfather's request... I came because he called, but I'm really not thrilled about this.'

To be honest, although she had come to Zero on a trip, she had no particular desire to return here.
Of course, she had considered gathering information from her grandfather regarding future matters, but she had already abandoned such plans.

Although her maternal grandfather was blood family who had brought her into this world... Catlena knew very well what kind of person he was.

A close aide who directly assisted the Padishah, whose health was not very good due to old age, and the actual power holder who led the empire's state affairs.

And... a figure who possessed the coldness to do anything for the empire.

Since attempting to extract information clumsily from such a person could raise suspicion and cause bigger problems, Catlena had decided to just keep quiet during this trip...

But right after she made that decision, she received a request disguised as an order from her grandfather to visit her maternal family home, and so she had no choice but to come here.

And so, with reluctant steps, Princess Catlena entered the study.
Immediately after... before her eyes appeared the Imperial Prime Minister who was seated and waiting for his granddaughter.
Saladin Azak's face came into view.

"Welcome, Catlena. It's been a very long time."

"Yes, Grandfather. Have you been well?"

"Hoho, of course. I've been doing fine without any major issues. Now, please sit down. Shouldn't you have some tea with your grandfather after such a long time?"

"Yes, that would be nice."

The two appeared harmonious at first glance.
However, even while conversing like this, Catlena was inwardly harboring deep wariness about the current situation.

'Even so, Grandfather has rarely called for me directly... He's always busy with work, especially more so recently...'

Most of the meetings between her and her grandfather happened when he visited the principality on official business, or when Catlena came to the empire and visited him directly.

This was the first time her grandfather had requested a visit when Catlena came to the empire.
In that regard...
Catlena began to calmly observe her grandfather's behavior, thinking that something must be happening.

'I've heard that Grandfather has become much more sensitive since Mother named me as her successor. What could he possibly want from me at a time like this...'

With such thoughts, Catlena carefully sipped the tea placed before her.

And shortly after,
Looking at Catlena, Azak opened his mouth in a calm voice.

"So, how is your academy life these days?"

"It's going well. I'm still working hard as a Sentinel officer, helping my seniors."

"Is that so? I see... Well... I suppose that's not a bad thing..."

The Prime Minister showed slight discomfort at the mention of her seniors.
Then, with a somewhat meaningful attitude, he carefully asked Catlena.

"By the way... I heard that the Princess has become your teacher. Honestly, I was quite surprised when I heard that she became your teacher... if you don't mind, could you tell me about it?"

"Ah... yes, if you mean the Princess... honestly, when she first became my teacher, I felt quite burdened too, but these days we've become somewhat close. She teaches the students quite well too."

"Really?... That's good to hear. Certainly, if it's the Princess, such matters shouldn't be a problem for her... but is there anything else special? About the relationship between you and the Princess, I mean."

The Prime Minister spoke with a somewhat hesitant expression while watching Catlena speak about everyday matters.

Seeing this, something automatically began to dawn on Catlena.

'! Wait... just a moment... could it be... is Grandfather talking about Xellos right now?'

Although he wasn't speaking explicitly, based on his mention of something between her and the Princess, and the Prime Minister's difficulty in bringing up the topic directly, Catlena naturally found her thoughts drifting in that direction.

'Ugh... I think that's it. What Grandfather is trying to say now... he's definitely asking about me and the Princess being lovey-dovey with Xellos between us! Damn, I should have been more careful when those strange rumors started floating around the academy...'

In reality, Catlena and Xellos had been together at the academy as servant and master, and butler and servant, and there had been several rumors suggesting their relationship was more than just master and servant, but possibly romantic.

These rumors had reached Catlena's ears, but since similar rumors occasionally circulated about other students in master-servant relationships, she hadn't paid much attention. In fact, from Catlena's perspective, she had secretly supported the semi-officialization of her relationship with Xellos through these rumors.

However, the problem was that these existing rumors...
Combined with new rumors that emerged after Princess Maeve entered as a teacher and spent time with Xellos in the positions of class president and homeroom teacher, evolved into talk of the three forming a love triangle around Xellos.

Of course, regardless of whether this was actually true, the three had conducted themselves appropriately, and such rumors soon disappeared.

'But if those rumors reached Grandfather's ears... this reaction makes sense. What should I do... Surely Grandfather isn't telling me to give up Xellos?'

With such deep anxiety, Catlena began to cautiously observe Prime Minister Saladin's reactions.

Of course, even if it were the Padishah giving the order rather than her grandfather, Catlena had no intention whatsoever of giving up Xellos.

At that moment... seeing Catlena's anxious expression, the Prime Minister put on a grandfatherly expression to reassure his granddaughter and said:

"It's alright. Don't feel burdened and just talk. I have no intention of reproaching you about this matter."

"...Are you... really sure?"

"I promise. Far from reproaching you, the reason I called you was to help you with this matter."

"Ah..."

At her grandfather's words, Catlena momentarily felt relief, along with the thought that her grandfather was indeed her grandfather after all.

'It's a bit unexpected... No, thinking about it, is this natural? I mean... no matter how loyal he is to the empire, asking his granddaughter to give up love to please the Princess would be a bit excessive.'

With such thoughts, Catlena looked at her grandfather with an improved expression and said:

"Thank you, Grandfather. But... honestly, I don't think I need your help right now. This is a matter between the Princess and me... and above all, it's being resolved smoothly on its own."

"Is that so?... That's good to hear, but... I still think it might be a bit overwhelming for you to handle on your own."

"No, I'm really fine. Just knowing that you support me like this is enough for me."

"Ohh..."

The Prime Minister looked at Catlena with an appreciative expression.
Then, as if moved, he wiped away a slight tear and said to his granddaughter:

"Looking at you like this... our granddaughter has grown up so admirably. Your mother would surely be proud too."

"Ah... yes."

Suddenly, it seemed like a slightly strange comment had slipped out, but Catlena didn't pay much attention to it, simply rejoicing sincerely in the current situation.

'That's great. This means Grandfather also acknowledges my relationship with Xellos, right? I never expected to receive such an unexpected declaration of support like this.'

Catlena sipped her tea with deep joy.

Meanwhile... watching her like this, the Prime Minister was feeling both joy and sorrow simultaneously.

'With this... I can say that the preliminary preparations to divide the Principality of Dragona are complete. I'm sorry, Catlena. But... this too is for the empire. I'll seek your forgiveness somehow in the afterlife.'
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# Saladin Azak

He was a loyal servant of the Empire who had dedicated everything to the Empire until now.

His vast wealth and the powerful authority he held in his grasp.

He was a man who had sworn to use everything not for himself, but for the future of the Empire... and for his lord, the Padishah and the imperial family. Indeed, since taking the position of prime minister of the Empire, he had consistently acted according to his beliefs.

Carrying on the will of the previous great prime minister, Jafar Mahmud, he had strengthened the foundation of the Empire, reformed its systems, and systematically eliminated entities that could potentially hinder the Empire's future.

However... even for someone like him who possessed such immense wealth and power.

There existed risk factors that were beyond his control.

The Principality of Dragona...

A small principality established to check the Hungarian Kingdom to the northwest, which had been a rival state to the Empire in the past, and to win over the hearts of the people in that region.

Although its beginnings were insignificant compared to the Empire's enormous national power, above all, Duke Radu Constantino Dragona, the ruler of the principality, had made a name for himself as the Padishah's right hand and a loyal servant of the Empire since the days of Prime Minister Jafar Mahmud. Therefore, this country could be considered a faithful servant and ally of the Empire.

However... as time passed, the Principality of Dragona, once a small state, gradually expanded its influence while backed by the Empire's enormous support.

Eventually, in just a few years, it grew powerful enough to surpass the Hungarian Kingdom in status.

Of course, this alone was not enough reason for the Empire to feel threatened by the Principality of Dragona.

The fact that Dragona's national power surpassed Hungary's was partly due to their rapid growth, but it was also largely due to the power vacuum created by the death of Hungary's previous monarch.

Above all, despite the Principality of Dragona's increased strength, Duke Radu continued to demonstrate unwavering loyalty to the Empire, a point that even Prime Minister Saladin acknowledged.

However... despite this, from this point on, Saladin Azak began to see through the potential danger and latent power that the Principality of Dragona possessed.

No matter how powerful and great a ruler might be, their reign rarely exceeds 40 years.

Just as the once-mighty Hungarian Kingdom was faltering after the death of its previous king.

This Empire too would certainly face significant turmoil after the death of Padishah Mehmet, who was called the greatest ruler in history.

Although some of his sons showed qualities of potential rulers, that in itself could lead to power struggles among the heirs.

Even if a more capable person were to emerge in later generations to lead the Empire.

In any case, it was clear that a monarch's death would negatively impact a nation's development, a fact clearly proven through the history of numerous fallen countries.

On the other hand.

While surrounding countries inevitably faltered due to the unavoidable laws of nature, there was just one place.

A country that could maintain its steady pace of development without being affected by these natural principles.

The Principality of Dragona...

A state where, unlike them, beings who had escaped the constraints of mortality through their ability to manipulate mana served as Duke and Duchess.

For them, the possibility of a country being destabilized by a ruler's death was almost non-existent, and their children, like their parents, would surely be free from the constraints of mortality.

Literally...

A country with the potential to be the perfect state that people talk about—where a capable ruler governs for eternity, and a country where the risk of political instability due to a ruler's death is almost non-existent.

Through the recent events in Hungary, Prime Minister Saladin could clearly sense the tremendous potential these advantages held.

However, Saladin knew very well that he couldn't make extreme choices about this matter right away.

The current ruler of this country, Duke Radu, was a loyal servant of the Empire, even by his own admission.

In this situation, where he showed not the slightest hostility toward the Empire and instead consistently demonstrated indirect loyalty as the ruler of a vassal state,

It would be utterly foolish to show hostility simply because of their tremendous potential.

However, he couldn't continue to rely solely on Radu forever.

Although they had no constraints on lifespan, they too could meet death through war, accidents, or any other reason as long as they were alive.

And... when something happened to Radu, or if he grew tired of power and passed on his position, those who would succeed him...

Would certainly be the children of Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona, whom the previous prime minister, Jafar Mahmud, had repeatedly warned about.

Princess Elios, whose intelligence was already apparent despite her young age, and her younger sister, Princess Senel.

Unlike their father, they had no particular reason to be loyal to the Empire, and this was indeed the impression the prime minister got when he met them.

And the reason they grew up this way...

Was clearly due to the influence of their mother, Duchess Roseveta.

Mina Roseveta Dragona.

Known as the most powerful witch across both the principality and the Empire.

At the same time, a person whose competence was proven when she took the position of Northern Governor of the Empire through the Padishah's grace.

However... whenever he saw her, feelings of anxiety and concern always settled in Prime Minister Saladin's heart.

This was a fact he could clearly sense even without Jafar's warning...

It was about the alienness that Roseveta possessed.

Although she was clearly capable, strong, and faithfully followed the Empire's orders without defiance.

However... Saladin could understand the true nature of her loyalty.

The fact that she bowed her head not to the Empire... but exclusively to Padishah Mehmet, who had bestowed grace upon her.

Of course, loyalty to a monarch could be considered loyalty to the country.

However, the story changes when the subject is the most powerful witch with an eternal lifespan.

From her perspective, unlike now when the Padishah is alive...

In the future, after the Padishah meets his death and someone else ascends to the throne, the period of her contract called loyalty would be considered over.

It was clear that this was why she deliberately instilled in her children not loyalty to the Empire, but only patriotism toward the Principality of Dragona.

'If the Padishah passes away... and if Duke Radu steps down, that Duchess Roseveta and her daughters will surely bare their teeth at our Empire. Even if they don't, they will certainly try to take advantage of the Empire's confusion caused by the monarch's death for their own benefit. In the worst case, they might even declare independence from their status as a vassal state...'

Currently, about 60% of the Principality of Dragona's population were demon folk, and most of them were loyal not to the Empire, but to the Principality of Dragona, which they had helped build with their own hands by assisting Radu and Roseveta.

In this situation, if the Principality of Dragona were to declare independence, taking advantage of the Empire's confusion and weakened state, the process would likely be much smoother compared to other countries.

Thus... Saladin Azak felt the need to prepare a safeguard to control the Principality of Dragona, which had a high possibility of going out of control in the future.

And for this, he made one decision.

To marry off his one and only precious daughter.

Casio Azak, to Duke Radu.
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Casio Azak.

As the daughter of Imperial Prime Minister Saladin Azak, she possessed a firm loyalty to the Empire, much like her father.

Following her father's plans, despite her high status as the prime minister's daughter, she willingly entered the household of Duke Radu as a concubine.

From Duke Radu's perspective, he couldn't ultimately refuse the prime minister's wishes to strengthen relations between their countries while providing his daughter with a good marriage, especially with the Padishah's endorsement.

In the end, though not entirely pleased with the arrangement, he accepted Casio as his wife.

This politically motivated marriage, orchestrated by the prime minister, naturally caused the discord and division within the ducal family that he had desired.

Elios Northhelat Dragona, the Principality's First Princess, already maintained a somewhat strained relationship with her father since her birth nearly killed her mother, Roseveta.

She became deeply dissatisfied with her father's decision to take another wife despite the strong affection her mother had always shown him.

Another factor that fueled her emotions was that Casio, though a concubine, had a powerful background as the prime minister's only daughter and used this to mistreat Roseveta.

Although Roseveta had received the Padishah's recognition and attained noble status, her fundamental origins were still common.

In contrast, Casio came from noble bloodlines with a long history alongside the Empire. She actively used this difference to harass Duchess Roseveta, finding fault with her and spreading malicious rumors—petty yet brazen behavior.

Of course, behind these actions lay her father Prime Minister Saladin's secret orders to keep Roseveta and her children in check.

Additionally, though she tried to hide it, Casio harbored intense feelings of inferiority toward Roseveta.

Roseveta possessed incomparable martial prowess, abilities and achievements recognized even by the Padishah.

Despite being of common birth, she held the position of legal wife, while Casio, despite her noble bloodline and her father's influence, remained a concubine, unable to displace Roseveta.

Moreover, while their faces might be comparable, Roseveta's voluptuous figure—particularly her ample bosom—contrasted sharply with Casio's meager physique, further fueling her feelings of inadequacy as both a wife and a woman.

Additionally, despite their recent marriage, Duke Radu clearly loved Roseveta more than her, which only intensified her jealousy.

Thus, Casio directed her one-sided emotions at Roseveta, driven by both personal inferiority and a sense of duty.

However, Duchess Roseveta took no particular action against this behavior.

She could have told Radu the truth to restrain Casio, or used her authority as the legal wife who effectively controlled the internal affairs of the ducal household...

Or she could have simply used her strength to easily crush Casio.

Instead, she responded to Casio's actions with only a calm smile and quiet composure.

The reason was simple.

From Roseveta's perspective, she didn't want to cause trouble for her husband by confronting someone backed by the prime minister. Furthermore, regardless of Casio's misconduct, Roseveta viewed her as someone she could eliminate at any time if she wished—a foolish, pitiful person who didn't understand the ways of the world...

A sacrificial pawn manipulated by her father's ambitions.

With feelings of compassion, Duchess Roseveta patiently endured the concubine's tyranny.

As a result, Casio herself began to feel fatigued, and her malicious behavior gradually decreased over time.

However, regardless of Roseveta's response, her daughter Elios Northhelat Dragona, who had been watching this series of events, naturally developed feelings of resentment and anger.

Why was this woman tormenting her kind and excellent mother?
And why wasn't her father stopping such a person?

Still young and unable to understand the exact circumstances, Elios's negative feelings toward her father and his concubine Casio continued to build over time.

She was determined that someday she would avenge her mother's humiliation.

However, her burning desire for revenge and Casio's clumsy tyranny came to an end in a way no one had anticipated.

An outcome neither the prime minister who planned this nor Roseveta who suffered directly had expected...

It began with Casio's pregnancy.

Two years after her marriage to Radu, Casio finally conceived the child she had long hoped for, which brought great joy to both her and Saladin.

Although she was a concubine, if she were to bear a son, by imperial custom, that child—Casio's son and the prime minister's grandson—would likely become the heir to the Principality of Dragona.

If that happened, it would alleviate one of the prime minister's major concerns and potentially create a strong ally eternally loyal to the Empire.

However...
Contrary to Casio and Saladin's expectations, after a difficult labor, the child born was a daughter...
And along with this, a tragic event occurred that devastated the prime minister.

His daughter Casio, who had been the shackle binding the Principality of Dragona, died immediately after childbirth.

The plan that had brought such deep sorrow to the prime minister seemed to have ended there.

However, what followed took a direction that Saladin had never anticipated.

The motherless child Casio had left behind.

Though the child had ducal blood flowing through her veins, she would inevitably be low in the succession order. The prime minister intended to bring her to his family to raise her.

Although the baby was born for political reasons related to the Principality of Dragona, it was natural for the prime minister, as her maternal grandfather, to want to take in this child who carried his bloodline.

However, regarding this matter, the prime minister received a completely unexpected response.

None other than Duchess Roseveta declared that she would take in the child as her own daughter.

At first, Saladin naturally wanted to refuse her offer to raise the daughter of the woman who had persecuted her.

He thought that Duchess Roseveta might mistreat the child as retribution for what she had endured.

However... despite his objections, since the child's father was Duke Radu, he ultimately failed to take his granddaughter away. Furthermore, when the mistreatment he had anticipated never materialized, the prime minister eventually ceased his opposition.

In fact, from a human perspective, he even felt grateful to Roseveta for raising Casio's daughter—whom she named Catlena—as if she were her own child, despite Casio having been practically her enemy.

However... apart from these personal matters, the prime minister could not leave the Principality of Dragona as it was.

He needed to take action against the country that could someday become a threat to the Empire. For this purpose, he began secretly instigating Radu, who had almost completely turned against Elios regarding the incident with Casio.

He wanted to elevate his granddaughter Catlena as the next heir to the principality.

However, his efforts ultimately failed because Radu trusted his wife too much and appointed her as his successor.

Additionally, his trump card—the experiment to extend the Padishah's life—also ended in failure, forcing the prime minister to resort to extreme measures.

He already knew through his informant at Adelan Academy—Elastin, a noble lady from an ancient imperial family—that the necessary conditions had been met.

The fact that his granddaughter Catlena was planning to oppose Elios in alliance with the Imperial Princess Maeve.

This meant that Catlena, who had consistently supported the principality's position, had finally turned toward the Empire for some reason.

'I don't know the exact cause... but at least the minimum conditions have been met. Now with this... I'll overturn everything. I must prevent that woman, Mina Roseveta, from becoming the duchess at all costs!'
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"Mmm..."

Xellos opens his eyes, feeling intense fatigue.

Although the aftermath of last night's events hasn't completely faded, as time is approaching, he struggles to get up from his bed.

'Ugh... Did I overdo it yesterday celebrating the end of final exams? My body still feels heavy...'

While thinking this, Xellos slowly rises from his bed.
At the same time, he hurriedly gathers clothes scattered on the floor and begins putting them on.

'Seriously... Even though I'm used to this. Being so disheveled... I'm supposed to be a butler serving the princess...'

After hastily dressing himself, Xellos approaches her as she's still buried in bed, squirming, and shakes her body.

"Lady Catlena! Please wake up! It's almost time!"

"Mmm... Just a little longer... It's not like I need to attend class today..."

A voice soaked with fatigue comes from under the blanket.
Having spent an intense time with Xellos, her voice still carried the weight of exhaustion.

"That's not the issue... Today there's a meeting among the Sentinels for the upcoming festival. The manager specifically asked everyone to gather... Ugh!"

The next moment, two snow-white hands suddenly emerge from under the blanket.

They grab Xellos by the neck and pull his face under the covers.

And then...

"Mmph!... Mmm..."

Catlena plants an intense kiss directly on Xellos's lips.
From her sudden affectionate attack, Xellos momentarily feels his mind go blank... Then Catlena whispers to him in an incredibly sweet voice.

"How about it?... One more time?"

With those words... Catlena slightly lifts the blanket, revealing her body.
Glowing white in the morning sunlight, her body was completely bare due to the aftermath of last night's activities.

Seeing this sight,
Xellos momentarily felt desire rising again...

Fortunately, his current physical state was the result of having fully satisfied his sexual desires yesterday, so in this moment, reason managed to overcome instinct.

"We can't. We're already running late. Come on, you need to get dressed and prepare to move."

"Tch... Fine. I got it."

Grumbling like that, Catlena gets up and starts changing her clothes.
Watching her like this, Xellos unconsciously finds a warm smile forming on his lips.

'Really... She becomes more and more lovable the more I look at her. Our princess...'

A month after the incident on the island, Xellos had occasionally developed a deep relationship with Princess Maeve as well, but the person he loved most in his heart was still Princess Catlena.

Although the physical pleasure related to their intimate relationship was stronger with Princess Maeve, who possessed a nearly perfect body, the emotional affection and connection with Catlena was incomparable.

And so... Together with his eternal master whom he loved more than anyone, Xellos left the room.

*

"Ah..."

-"Riiip!"-

The leader of Noblesse, the most powerful faction in Adelan Academy.
Elastin was in the middle of mercilessly tearing up the request form in front of her.

"You want me to accept this clown show? Go tell that director or whatever she is that I have absolutely no interest, so she should forget about it and find someone else."

"Y-yes... I understand, Manager."

Elastin's words were ice cold.
The member who had brought the request form felt a chill run down his spine as he hurriedly left the room.

And in response to Elastin's reaction, the tall woman standing beside her, Cassandra, asked with a slight smile.

"Did you really need to reject it like that? It's a pretty decent proposal. Besides, the manager has a fairly handsome face unlike his personality."

"You..."

-"Crackle!!"-

The next moment, Elastin grabbed the staff beside her and swung it at Cassandra.
However, Cassandra smoothly blocked the strike by drawing her sword.
Her sword, like the staff, contained considerable mana.

"Say that again. What about his personality?"

"N-no... Calm down. It's nothing to get so worked up about, right? It's because you're such an important figure that you receive requests like this. Think positively. Positively."

"Tch..."

Elastin clicked her tongue at Cassandra's words and withdrew the mana from her staff.

Since she hadn't really intended to inflict damage on her opponent in the first place, she ended her "warning" and began to seriously organize her thoughts about this matter.

'I don't have time to be concerned with this kind of clown show. The most important thing for me right now is to faithfully carry out the mission that Prime Minister Saladin secretly assigned to me... For the empire... and for Princess Maeve, I must...'

While thinking this, Elastin automatically bit her lip.

And seeing this behavior, quite different from her usual self, Cassandra began to feel deep curiosity and some concern.

*

The Mehtiana Festival

A large-scale event held at Adelan Academy just before summer vacation. It could be described as a festival where not only the tens of thousands of students at Adelan participate, but also students' families and people from other countries or tourists.

The duration is ten days.

During this time, various sporting events and activities officially organized by the academy take place, as well as diverse activities prepared by each department.

Departments related to cooking, fishing, or hunting naturally sell various foods and small souvenirs. Departments related to art exhibit the results of their work from the past semester, and if lucky, they also have the opportunity to sell them to others.

However, while this time brings pleasant memories to many students and visitors, those working in visible or invisible places had to spend breathlessly busy days, and this included the Sentinels who normally handle the academy's security.

"Everyone, listen carefully. In just a few days, the festival will finally begin. I ask that you all do your best to ensure that students, parents, and guests from outside can enjoy themselves safely."

"Yes, understood."

The Sentinel members responded to the manager's words with slightly stiff tones.
Among them were those who had experienced this event several times as Sentinels, as well as those experiencing it for the first time, but all their faces showed tension and determination for the work ahead.

Those experiencing it for the first time had their own resolve, and those with experience knew from experience that the task ahead was not easy.

And among them were Xellos and Catlena, who were still active as Sentinel officers despite everything.

'The festival... Until now, I've been able to take it easy as a younger student, but I guess from this year on, they'll really work us without mercy...'

The festival he had experienced every year while living in the academy for several years.

Although there were basic security checks, it was a period when outside visitors could enter, which meant the security at Adelan Academy became somewhat looser during this time.

Fortunately, no major incidents had occurred so far, but that didn't mean minor issues couldn't be taken lightly—every year, several to dozens of small incidents would occur.

Of course, the vast majority involved finding lost children or returning lost items, followed by minor theft cases like pickpocketing or safety accidents.

While each individual case might not seem like a big problem, it was clear that the workload for those in charge of security would increase several times.

So, letting out a deep sigh about the not-so-welcome current situation, Xellos earnestly prayed that no troublesome incidents would occur...
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"Wow...."

"Hmm..."

With about two days left until the Grand Tournament, Arachne was wearing an expression of utter dismay as she stared at the piles of documents stacked in front of her after visiting the student council room.

Having already spent the entire day running around the academy as Elios's secretary, what she saw before her eyes now seemed to be mocking her, as if saying that today's work was only just beginning.

"...Should I just sleep here tonight?"

"Obviously."

After Arachne spoke, Elios responded in a calm voice before approaching the mountain of documents.

'I went through enough hell during my student council days, but somehow the workload seems to have doubled since becoming the director. Well, I suppose it's natural since I have to manage the teachers as well...'

With such thoughts, Elios began sorting the documents according to her duties.

As she did so, her gaze suddenly turned toward her sister, who was sitting at the desk next to her, seriously focused on her work as the president.

On the surface, Senel appeared to be diligently fulfilling her duties as president.

However... watching this, Elios could once again understand why neither her father nor mother had even considered this girl as a successor.

'...What kind of bizarre play is that?'

What Elios saw was Hestiа, the vice president, working intently with an iron chain firmly binding one of her hands to Senel's.

'That girl has it rough too... Don't tell me they're going to keep doing this later on as well...'

In fact, since returning to the academy, Elios had noticed that Hestiа was constantly by Senel's side.

Until now, Elios had simply thought the two had become close, but thinking about it now, she honestly felt that Hestiа had been keeping Senel in check all this time to ensure she functioned properly as president.

While she was thinking this...

Hestiа, who had been quietly focusing on her work, suddenly seemed to remember something and asked Senel:

"By the way... what happened with the opening speech for the Grand Tournament? I heard that the Noblesse, who usually takes care of it, ultimately declined."

"Sigh... about that..."

After letting out a sigh with a clearly dissatisfied expression, Senel slowly continued:

"Can't be helped. The other factions don't have the clout, and we can't ask Sentinel to do it. So there's only one option left, right?"

"Really... do we have no choice but to ask that person? Honestly, I'd prefer not to get involved with them if possible... Since it's come to this, why don't you just do it yourself, President?"

"No."

"...Tch."

Senel flatly refused.

To be honest, Hestiа hadn't expected anything different from the start.

Even if they forced her to do it, it was obvious she would just bail and disappear somewhere.

Turning her gaze away from Senel, who was clearly impossible to deal with, Hestiа looked at Elios, who was focused on her work at the desk beside them, and asked:

"Um... Director? If I may ask... for this Grand Tournament..."

"I'm supposed to be receiving the greetings there, so it's absolutely impossible."

"Ahaha... I suppose that makes sense..."

Hearing this, Hestiа finally realized it was formally impossible and gave a bitter smile.

At that moment, looking at her, Elios spoke with a slightly interested tone:

"If nothing else works, there's always that person. They won't be easy to convince, but it might be worth asking."

"That person...? I heard that traditionally, the opening speech is given by a high-ranking witch or magician with a certain level of recognition. Besides the Noblesse leader and you two, who else could..."

"There's one more person. Right here in this academy. Though not a student, as a graduate, I think they're more than qualified."

"Who on earth are you talking about...? N-no way..."

The next moment, as the image of that person began to form in her mind, Hestiа's face froze, and seeing her reaction, Elios spoke in a light voice:

"Give it a try. I think it might actually be easier than convincing Senel."

"Ugh..."

Though Hestiа was burning up inside at Elios's words, she couldn't refute them.

In the end, with one last hope, she had no choice but to take reluctant steps.

And the result was...

*

Many people were looking at her.

Most with expressions full of anticipation, some with quite surprised looks.

But such facts were of no concern to her.

What mattered to her was that at this moment, the attention of countless people was focused on her.

Clearly recognizing this fact, she slowly ascended the platform and brought her staff to her lips.

"Dragona Year 23, Imperial Year 183. I, Maeve Rune Caesar Augustina, hereby declare the opening of the Mehtia Grand Tournament of Adelan Academy in accordance with the Padishah's will!"

-"Wooooaaah!!!"-

No sooner had her words fallen than cheers erupted, loud enough to envelop the entire academy.

And so, receiving the enthusiastic response of the people, she...

Princess Maeve respectfully handed the staff she had used to Elios, the director standing behind her.

"I asked for your help, but I never expected you to actually agree like this... Anyway, I'd like to express my gratitude for your cooperation, Princess Maeve."

Elios spoke in a small but clear voice that could be heard even amidst the cheers.

In response, Princess Maeve, with a confident smile on her lips, spoke in a light voice:

"Well... since I'm in a position of owing you, I thought it wouldn't be bad to show the necessary courtesy, at least in public."

"Haha... Is that so?... Well, fine. I'll accept that goodwill with a pure heart."

The two smiled at each other as they ended their brief conversation.

However, at this moment, while conversing, they were interpreting this exchange in completely different ways in their minds.

'In the end, I suppose she's accepted her position as a teacher. I heard she's become quite close with Catlena and Xellos recently, which seems to have had a significant influence. If she's willing to bow this much, I'll show some goodwill as well, Princess Maeve.'

'Anyway, I should express my gratitude for pretending not to know that I meet with Xellos about once a week now. I still don't like that arrogant personality, but since things have turned out this way, let's try to get along, Princess.'

*

"So that person is the Princess Maeve. The imperial princess and a witch with powerful abilities..."

"Yes, she's the one who once lost to me in a fight. Given her impressive talent back then, I'm not sure what she's like now, but..."

A group of people were watching the platform from a secluded corner of the academy.

Hidden in the shadows, they were intently observing the two figures before them.

"Then, the person standing on the opposite side must be Princess Elios."

"It seems so. Judging by the extraordinary power that can be felt from her, it must be her."

After imprinting the appearances of Princess Maeve and Elios in their minds,

They swiftly left the place and began moving toward their prepared hideout.

"So... when does the mission begin?"

"It will take about three more days for the target to arrive here. Until then, keep a low profile. Don't get your tail caught stupidly like in Benessa before."

"Yes."

"Understood, boss."

With that conversation concluded... they completely erased their presence and disappeared into the darkness.
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"Haaaam..."

Bella yawned lazily. Watching her, Erin, who was manning the booth with her, slightly furrowed her brow.

"Hey... don't look so bored. It's already crowded enough here..."

"But... it's been half a day already. Honestly, isn't this booth we're running just unbearably boring?"

The booth the two were in charge of resembled a small flower shop. It all started with a suggestion from one of their classmates who wanted to cover the world with flowers—a person whose head was practically a flower garden. Somehow, this idea had beaten out all other proposals and was selected.

It wasn't particularly popular, but rather chosen because it offered something relatively unique compared to what other classes were preparing.

As a result... while other booths were selling food or showcasing various spectacular displays using magic, Bella, Erin, and the others were spending their time buried among flowers that were initially fragrant but now starting to give them headaches.

"Ugh... if only I had joined Sentinel or the student council, I wouldn't have to suffer like this..."

"Watch what you're saying. You'll get criticized if people hear you talking like that. The Sentinel members have their own issues, but above all, the student council members are probably buried under paperwork and groaning right now."

"Oh, come on... no way... the student council has both Lady Senel and Lady Elios as directors. I find it hard to believe those two would be exhausted by mere pieces of paper."

"Well... you're free to believe what you want."

Hearing something that sounded like the myth that beautiful women don't use the bathroom, Erin didn't bother explaining the truth any further.

Originally, Erin had wanted to join the student council herself and had done her research in advance. Because of this, she could easily guess the truth about how the student council was functioning during this period.

'By now... everyone there must be completely worn out...'

Just thinking about the budget proposals and various permits made her head spin.

Still, it was work that someone had to do, and it was a natural duty for those responsible for the Academy.

'Looking at it that way, maybe not joining was actually a good choice...'

As Erin was thinking this...

"Excuse me..."

"Hm?"

Hearing an unfamiliar voice that somehow felt familiar coming from beside her, Erin slightly turned her head.

And there was...

*

"Phew..."

Finally looking at the mountain of documents that had neatly disappeared before her eyes, Arachne let out a deep sigh.

"When I first saw it, I wondered if we'd ever finish..."

"Human capability is truly remarkable... to think we'd actually reach this moment of completion..."

It was the result of being steeped in work while staying in the student council room for nearly three days straight.

This had been overwhelming even for Arachne, who prided herself on being trained as a secretary, but somehow they had finally seen it through, and that fact gave her a considerable sense of accomplishment.

And before her eyes was Senel, her face drenched in fatigue, finally releasing the chains that had bound her hands.

"At last, I can take a breather too. That said, I'm going completely off the grid today, so please don't try to find me."

"Yes, yes... but you know you have to come back tomorrow, right? Even though the major tasks are done, small matters will surely keep coming in."

"Now that we're finished, shouldn't we all get something to eat?"

Completely ignoring Hestia's words, Senel looked at the others.

Seeing this, Hestia could only sigh without saying anything more.

Indeed, like Senel and the others, she too was physically almost completely drained.

"True. My body and mind are in a state of starvation, so it would be good to put something in our mouths quickly. I'll go buy something, so you all rest here."

"I'll accompany you."

Elios spoke while looking at her tired sister and junior, and Arachne also prepared to move.

Just then...

-"Knock knock knock."-

"Huh?"

"Who could it be at this hour..."

The sound of knocking came just as they were about to leave.

Arachne, already exhausted and hoping whoever it was would state their business quickly and leave, carefully opened the door.

"Yes, who is it? If you have business..."

And there was...

"Gasp!"

The moment she saw the person standing at the door, a voice filled with shock automatically flowed from Arachne's mouth.

The black something right before her eyes...

It was... a figure dressed in black clothing with a black crow mask like those worn by plague doctors.

Even wearing a black hat...

Literally a completely suspicious and large presence that had entirely concealed their identity.

Seeing this, not only Arachne but also the others in the student council room began to be gripped by deep vigilance.

Senel had even picked up her staff.

Exceptionally, only Elios showed little agitation, merely displaying a slightly surprised look.

Just as the atmosphere in the student council room, which had momentarily relaxed, suddenly began to turn tense...

"It's been a while, Your Highness."

The next moment, as the half-open door swung wide open, a face began to appear.

Right after, expressions of surprise and joy simultaneously appeared in the eyes of the two princesses in the room.

"Lady Serif?"

"How did you get here... Did Mother have something urgent to tell us?"

At the appearance of Serif, who held a managerial position in Sophia, Elios began to show some tension, but to this, Serif spoke with a gentle smile while looking at them.

"No, nothing like that. Actually, I came to deliver this."

With those words, Arachne handed over the food she was holding.

It clearly contained a considerable amount, and the moment she saw it, Senel's eyes began to sparkle.

"Wow... I was just getting hungry, so thank you for this."

"I'll accept it gratefully. But to go to such lengths... Did you perhaps buy all this with your own money?"

"Haha... I originally planned to do so, but... actually, I didn't buy it. If I had to explain, we were simply the carriers, and this person paid for it."

"This person...?"

Speaking in a tone that seemed quite pleased, unlike her usual self, Serif directed the attention of everyone in the room toward the person wearing the crow mask.

After that, the person slowly removed their hat and began to take off the mask they were wearing.

Simultaneously, Elios's eyes began to tremble slightly first.

Then, expressions of surprise, completely different in nature from before, began to appear on the faces of those in the student council room.

"M-Mother?"

"Mom?"

"L-Lady Roseveta?"

As the face was revealed upon removing the mask, it was an unexpected appearance.

At the appearance of Mina Roseveta Dragona, the heir to the Principality of Dragona, not only Arachne but also Senel, Hestia, and even Elios momentarily stared at her face with blank expressions.

"Excuse me, student council members. And... have you been well, my princesses?"

"M-Mother, how did you get here... and in that outfit..."

Senel asked with a mixture of joy and bewilderment, and in response, Roseveta lightly waved the mask she had been wearing and smiled gently.

"Haha. If I showed my bare face inside the Academy, it would cause quite a commotion, wouldn't it? I saw quite a few people wearing unusual costumes, so I decided to dress accordingly."

"Well... there are certainly some noticeable outfits here and there, but I never imagined Mother would appear in such a guise..."

Indeed, if Roseveta had shown her bare face, it would have caused a great commotion, but Elios truly never imagined she would appear like this.

"Mom."

And, separate from the surprise, Senel approached Roseveta.

Although there were onlookers, since they were mother and daughter, she didn't particularly care about that aspect and naturally expressed her affection by embracing her mother in a familiar way. Roseveta, too, naturally accepted the action of her second daughter, who had an appearance that closely resembled her own.

"You look quite worn out. Was the work very difficult?"

"Yes... but I'm fine now. We've overcome the difficult hurdle."

Seeing Senel's face clearly ravaged by fatigue, Roseveta gently began to stroke her daughter's hair, and at her mother's action, Senel smiled and blushed slightly.

And... watching her sister and mother, for a moment, Elios felt a strange envy, though she didn't show it.
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"Mmm~ So good..."

Senel had an expression as if she possessed all the happiness in the world.

Seeing this, Roseveta also showed a gentle smile.

"I'm glad. Honestly, I wasn't sure what you'd like, so I just grabbed whatever caught my eye. It seems to suit your taste."

"Well... despite appearances, Senel loves anything edible."

With those words, Elios also began putting the food her mother had brought into her mouth.

Among them were some items made with students' crude skills that tasted a bit off, but honestly, she currently felt as if she needed no fancy feast.

"Oh my... this is quite delicious. Where is it from?"

"It's smoked fish caught by the Fishing Club. I was honestly surprised by how good it is."

Arachne said while putting bread in her mouth, and then Hestia continued with a slightly excited voice.

"I heard that when they went to the islands recently, they specially requested to spend all day fishing in the sea. Apparently, this is what they caught... Wait, let me have some too..."

Hestia picked up her utensils again in the middle of her explanation, watching Senel who was eagerly filling her mouth with food.

Seeing them like this, Duchess Roseveta couldn't help but smile.

'Honestly, I've been quite envious... enjoying festivals with friends...'

Thinking this, Roseveta felt joy vicariously through her daughter who looked just like her.

Then, after finishing the pie in her hand, she asked Senel in a calm voice.

"By the way... how's your work as director these days, darling?"

"Well... same as always. It's tough, but it's something I have to do anyway."

Senel answered with genuine fatigue in her expression.

At this, Roseveta slightly withdrew her smile and quietly looked at her daughter's face.

In appearance, her second daughter was surprisingly identical to herself.

However, unlike herself and her husband who were diligent and passionate about everything, Senel's personality was excessively free-spirited and not particularly responsible.

Of course, she still showed that she maintained minimum obligations, but expecting anything more would be unreasonable.

Because of this, others often found Senel's unique personality strange, but only Roseveta knew exactly where it came from.

'I feel it every time... Senel resembles me so much... not just in appearance, but in personality too...'

Although now she was the meticulous and passionate Duchess of the Principality, Roseveta's true nature was actually very similar to Senel's.

Living as one pleased without caring about others.

However, unlike Senel who grew up peacefully under parental love and care, Roseveta's life wasn't like that... and this created the clear personality differences visible even now.

In that sense, Roseveta was secretly both envious of her daughter and somewhat grateful.

At least unlike herself, who had been crushed by the times and could no longer choose a different path, her child would be able to choose the life she wanted going forward...

"By the way, you must be very busy. How did you come all the way here? I doubt it's just to see our faces..."

No matter how important the Coronation Festival was, Roseveta was the Duchess and the designated next ruler of this country.

For her to secretly come here, there must surely be an important reason.

Thinking this, Elios asked with some doubt, and in response, Roseveta looked at her daughter's face with a smile again and said:

"Hmm? I really did come just to see you all."

"...What?"

Faced with this unexpectedly empty answer, Elios showed a blank expression, and seeing her daughter like this, Roseveta took a sip of tea and said:

"It's true. I wanted to see your faces... and as a mother, I wanted to buy you delicious things like this."

"No... no... wait... you're about to become the Duchess soon, aren't you? Really, for such a trivial reason?"

"Trivial? Don't say that. Whether I'm a Duchess or whatever, I'm your mother first. When you think about it, even running the country is all for your well-being. I shouldn't let busy work reverse my priorities, right?"

"Umm..."

"Besides... all the children here are working hard for the Academy. It's not a grand gesture, but I wanted to express my gratitude in this way."

"...This much work... is nothing compared to what you usually do, Mother."

"Hmm? What did you say?"

"Nothing. It's nothing..."

Elios turned her head slightly, feeling embarrassed by her mother's words.

Seeing her like this, Roseveta reached out and stroked the head of her eldest daughter, who was now showing signs of becoming a proper young lady. At this, Elios felt her embarrassment deepen, but at the same time, a slight smile began to form on her lips.

"Stay strong, my daughter. If you need any help, just let me know anytime."

"...Yes... thank you... Mother..."

Elios answered with a voice tinged with shyness to Roseveta's words.

Meanwhile, watching Roseveta's motherly behavior, Hestia was feeling quite refreshed.

The generally known image of Roseveta was literally that of an iron lady.

A cold female ruler who showed no mercy to enemies and approached everything with cool-headed thoroughness.

However... the Roseveta before her eyes now was just a mother being incredibly affectionate to her daughters.

Just like... watching her own mother, who was objectively quite ordinary.

On the other hand, seeing her like this, Arachne began to feel a slight loneliness in a corner of her heart.

'A mother... there was no such person in my life...'

She had been born and raised in an orphanage.

The concept of family itself was vague to her, and the only ones she shared emotions and hearts with were the friends from the orphanage...

However, even Arachne could vaguely feel at this moment what a mother was.

Someone warm and caring...

Someone who could express love and affection anywhere, anytime.

Recognizing this fact, Arachne began to feel a bit envious of the two princesses before her.

Then...

"!... Ah..."

"You look tired, but I'm glad to see you're doing relatively well."

"...Lady Serif."

The woman who gently placed her hand on her shoulder from behind.

The moment she recognized this, Arachne unconsciously began to feel a sense of comfort.

Since joining under Elios, she had been her direct superior and manager.

Although usually strict, she had always taken care of her...

From her, Arachne could feel...

Just a little bit...

The presence of a mother.

*

"Haah..."

In the Academy grounds under the blazing sun.

While patrolling the area, Catlena let out a tired sigh.

"You've worked hard. Really hard."

"You too, Xellos... Whew. I can see why people say they're dying from exhaustion during the Coronation Festival period."

"We've handled over five incidents just today..."

Xellos and Catlena, who were acting as today's patrol team, had dealt with finding lost children twice, retrieving lost items twice.

And the remaining one was barely saving a child who almost fell from a high building... even thinking about it now, it was a series of nerve-wracking incidents.

"Still, we managed to get through everything without major problems, thankfully."

"Yeah... especially that last one... ugh... if I hadn't been diligent with my magic training, it would have been really dangerous."

"Anyway, that's all for today's work, so let's head back. Since we have time, shall we go for dinner together?"

"Should we? I'd like to continue with what comes after that too..."

"Aren't you tired? I mean... I don't mind."

"Hehehe..."

As Catlena mixed jokes and seriousness in her conversation, Xellos blushed slightly.

Then... they began to hear someone's voice.

"Excuse me... Lady Catlena?"

"Hmm?"
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Catlena turned her head at the sudden voice calling her name.

There stood a female student she had never seen before.

"Yes, I am Catlena. What can I do for you?"

"Pleased to meet you, Lady Catlena. My name is Cassandra. I'm a secretary of the Noblesse, and I've come to deliver a message from our faction leader, Elastin."

The woman named Cassandra responded politely to Catlena's question.

Before Catlena could ask for more details, Xellos stepped forward and questioned the woman.

"What business does the Noblesse have with Lady Catlena?"

Although the Noblesse were followers of Princess Maeve, and considering their relationship with Maeve, there was some reason to view them as potentially friendly.

However, Xellos was more concerned about this Elastin woman than the Cassandra standing before them.

The reason was due to one important fact that Xellos knew as a reader of the original story—something even Catlena didn't know.

'Elastin... Apart from reminding me of a shampoo brand, she's the most dangerous person in the Academy. In the original story, she was Catlena's ally, but before that, she was one of Prime Minister Saladin's pawns. Why would someone like her suddenly want to meet Lady Catlena?'

With this in mind, Xellos asked with caution.

Cassandra maintained her respectful demeanor as she looked at both Xellos and Catlena and replied:

"I don't know the details myself. I was simply asked to bring you for an important matter."

"You want the Princess to come without any explanation? I'm afraid that's not—"

"Xellos, step back for a moment."

"What?"

"Please do as I say."

Catlena spoke to him in an extremely calm voice.

Though slightly perplexed, Xellos obeyed his master's command and took a step back.

"Elastin wants to see me? Where?"

"At the Noblesse faction's clubroom."

"I understand. Let's go then."

"Lady Catlena?"

Catlena agreed to the invitation more readily than expected.

Unlike her usual self, she was speaking with the authority of a princess, addressing Cassandra from a position of superiority.

This caused a look of bewilderment to appear on Xellos's face.

Then, looking at Xellos, Catlena spoke in a calm voice:

"It's fine. I've met her once before, and besides, you'll be coming with me, so there's nothing to worry about, right?"

"That's... hmm..."

Xellos showed slight confusion at Catlena's words.

Seeing his reaction, Catlena smiled lightly before turning back to Cassandra with a composed tone:

"Let's go then. Lead the way."

"Yes, Lady Catlena."

*

The Noblesse faction's clubroom, their headquarters.

It was too large and luxurious to be called a mere student faction's room. There, Elastin sat in a chair waiting for Catlena.

"Welcome, Lady Catlena. It's been a while."

"Indeed, this is our first meeting since we saw each other at the café, isn't it?"

With those words, Catlena took a seat across from Elastin.

Behind her stood Xellos with a cold gaze, but Elastin paid him no attention as she looked at Catlena with a gentle smile and said:

"I apologize for the intrusion during your busy preparations for the royal ceremony. However, I had something important I wanted to tell you, Lady Catlena, which is why I arranged this meeting. Please forgive my rudeness."

"Well... if it's important, I understand. So? What reason did you have for sending someone to find me? Is it perhaps related to Princess Maeve...?"

"No, this matter... honestly has no direct connection to the Princess."

"Is that so?..."

Elastin's blunt response.

While Catlena showed a slightly surprised expression at this...

Xellos's face grew even colder.

'Elastin talking about something unrelated to Princess Maeve. That means this matter is...'

With this thought, Xellos became even more vigilant.

Meanwhile, separate from Xellos's situation, Princess Catlena asked Elastin with curiosity:

"If it's unrelated to Princess Maeve... do you have something specific to discuss with me? I find it hard to imagine what that might be."

In her previous life as a close friend, it might have been different.

But in this life, Catlena and Elastin were merely acquaintances, and Catlena believed their only connection was through Princess Maeve.

And...

Looking at Catlena, Elastin began to reveal the truth she had been hiding...

A fact she had never shown in Catlena's previous life.

"The reason I wanted to meet with you, Lady Catlena... is to deliver instructions from him... from Prime Minister Saladin Azak."

"W-What... did you say?"

Elastin calmly revealed something unexpected.

At this, Catlena felt as if she had been struck on the head with a hammer.

"S-Saladin... Azak... Grandfather? W-Why would you...? What relationship do you have with him that you would say such a thing—"

Catlena asked with shock and bewilderment.

In response, Elastin thought Catlena's reaction was more dramatic than expected and began to carefully deliver the words she had prepared.

"I confess now... I... or more precisely, my family has long sworn loyalty as servants to the Prime Minister. And I too, though I've hidden it until now, have lived since birth as a loyal servant to Prime Minister Saladin."

"H-How... could that... be... such an absurd..."

Catlena responded with a trembling voice to Elastin's words.

It was certainly shocking news, but even considering that, her reaction seemed quite extreme.

Thinking that Catlena was having trouble believing her words, Elastin took out an item to prove her identity as Saladin's loyal servant.

"I prepared this just in case. This is a verification document given to me by the Prime Minister. Is this enough for you to believe me?"

"..."

Faced with clear evidence, Catlena could no longer speak.

After a brief, somehow heavy silence...

Catlena asked her in an even heavier voice:

"...So? What business does someone carrying the Prime Minister's will have with me? Surely you didn't come just to tell me this fact alone?"

"Of course not. The reason I've revealed my identity is because... according to the Prime Minister's orders, there's something I must tell you."

"...What is it?"

Catlena asked in a cold voice.

Elastin, thinking this was simply because Catlena recognized the seriousness of the matter, began to seriously deliver what she had to say according to the Prime Minister's orders.

And that was...

"It's about... Lady Catlena's birth."

"!.. You..."

"Xellos!"

As he urgently moved to stop her, Catlena immediately restrained him with a firm voice.

"B-But..."

"It's fine. Stay where you are."

"Kuk..."

At Catlena's words, Xellos bit his lip slightly and stepped back.

Then, Catlena looked at Elastin before her and spoke in a cold voice:

"Fine, go ahead and speak. The secret of my birth? What exactly are you trying to say?"

"Yes, Lady Catlena."

With Catlena's permission, Elastin immediately began to speak in a quiet voice.

The story about Catlena's birth mother—a taboo subject in both the Principality and the Empire.

The fact that she was not the daughter of Duchess Roseveta, but the child of Casio, who was Saladin's daughter.

"In other words, your real mother is Lady Casio, who died giving birth to you. Duchess Roseveta... that woman merely took you as her daughter to use you."

"...Is that... what you're saying?"

"Yes, until now, Princess, you've only been deceived by the false love given by that wicked woman. Otherwise, why would Duchess Roseveta, who always disliked and mistreated Lady Casio, have treated you well? All of this was a scheme by that wicked woman to use your position as the daughter of the Empire's Prime Minister."

"..."

Catlena began to tremble with anger as she listened to Elastin's words.

Meanwhile, as he listened to this conversation, Xellos had to do his best to suppress his emotions with an expression full of rage.
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After finishing her story about Duchess Roseveta, Elastin saw Catlena's face filled with genuine anger.

Her expression revealed deep feelings of betrayal toward someone she had trusted.

Watching this, Elastin judged that the story had successfully turned Catlena's heart, just as Prime Minister Saladin had predicted.

'She was already at odds with Elios lately, even siding with the Princess against her. And now hearing this story on top of that. This is the natural result.'

When emotions create a gap in someone, they become very easy to exploit.

Because of this, even facts that would normally be difficult to accept can be readily embraced as truth.

Emotions like anger and betrayal are inherently like that.

Although Elastin herself didn't possess the ability to manipulate such emotions well, since she was merely relaying a story given to her by Prime Minister Saladin rather than creating it herself, this wasn't a major issue.

And then...

Looking at Elastin who had shared this information, Catlena seemed to struggle controlling her emotions, speaking with a voice and expression that appeared to be literally boiling over.

"So...? What's your... your purpose in telling me this story? No... what exactly is Prime Minister Saladin's objective in having you tell me this?"

Catlena spoke with a fierce voice.

Despite knowing that her anger was directed at Duchess Roseveta rather than herself, Elastin began to feel somewhat frightened.

However, regardless of that fact, she needed to say what needed to be said.

So, maintaining as much composure as possible, she began to reveal what was essentially the most important part of the conversation and the main point of this plan.

"Yes, I'll tell you. The truth that the Prime Minister finally wants to share with you, Lady Catlena, and the cooperation he seeks through this... is to ask for your help in assassinating that evil woman... Duchess Roseveta."

"My good... n-no... assassinate... Duchess Roseveta?"

This was a terrifyingly outrageous request—to help kill the next heir of this principality.

As she spoke these words, Elastin began to feel extremely nervous inside.

This statement, if leaked, could potentially lead to the extermination of not only herself but her entire family.

If she didn't have the powerful backing of the Prime Minister, it would have been impossible to even mention such a thing.

And... hearing Elastin's words, Catlena trembled even more, biting her lip until it bled.

"This must be sudden and shocking news, but it's a decision the Prime Minister made after careful consideration. I don't know the exact details, but according to him, keeping Duchess Roseveta alive any longer is far too dangerous for the empire."

"I... I see... So... that's what this is about..."

Catlena spoke with a voice that seemed ready to explode at any moment.

In response, Elastin bowed her head before Catlena to drive the point home.

"Yes, Your Highness. This must be done for the empire... and for your late mother. Please help us so we can behead that evil Duchess Roseveta."

"..."

Elastin spoke with deep earnestness in her final appeal.

In response to her words... Catlena maintained a heavy silence for a while.

Although Elastin couldn't precisely determine what this meant, she could vaguely guess that it was likely a reaction to the feelings of anger and betrayal toward Duchess Roseveta building in her heart.

And shortly after...

"Haah..."

A heavy sigh escaped from Catlena's lips,

And then she spoke to Elastin with a voice that had regained some composure.

"..I understand.. I'll do it."

"Ah!.."

Catlena's acceptance of her—or more precisely, the Prime Minister's—request.

At this, Elastin's face began to show signs of joy, and seeing her, Catlena asked in a cold voice.

"Then... tell me the plan going forward. As you know, Duchess Roseveta is the empire's strongest witch, and her daughters Elios and Senel are here too. Even if we're lucky enough to bring in Princess Maeve, this won't be an easy task, will it?"

"Of course. And for this matter, we probably won't be able to get Princess Maeve's help. If she gets involved and something goes even slightly wrong, it could complicate matters by involving the imperial family..."

"Then what do you plan to do? Against the empire's strongest witches, any mediocre forces would be swept away helplessly."

In response to Catlena's somewhat impatient voice, Elastin replied with a serious expression.

"..You don't need to worry about that. Powerful adventurers... northern magicians have already entered the academy for this task."

"Northern... magicians? N-no way."

The moment she heard those words, certain people began to come to Catlena's mind.

Elastin nodded and continued.

"Yes, you might have caught a glimpse of them before. Those powerful magicians who raided the auction... the auction in Benessa. They were actually acting on Prime Minister Saladin's orders to steal the auction items. It was for some experiment, I believe? I don't know the details, but with their skills, they can certainly eliminate the Duchess if the situation is set up properly."

"I see... so that's it..."

Catlena muttered in a small voice at Elastin's words.

Then, looking at Elastin, she spoke with a voice filled with determination.

"Alright. Then tell me what I need to do."

"Yes, Lady Catlena."

With that, Elastin explained the detailed contents of the subsequent plan to Catlena...

And as she listened, Catlena calmly nodded.

And this was also true for Xellos, who was suppressing his emotions as much as possible while listening to the situation from the side.

*

"Then... I'll be counting on you, Lady Catlena."

"Yes... I understand... You help them move according to plan as well."

"Yes, leave it to me!"

After saying goodbye to Elastin, Catlena departed from there.

She then walked quietly with Xellos, maintaining silence.

And shortly after... after confirming there was no one around, Xellos looked at Catlena and spoke with a voice filled with worry and anxiety.

"..Lady Catlena... are you really... going to do it? Actually participate in that absurd plan..."

Catlena had shown genuine anger before his eyes.

Although Xellos was aware that she already knew the secret of her birth... he was worried that perhaps Catlena's heart had changed after hearing the fabricated story that Elastin had just shared.

Or more precisely, the story that Prime Minister Saladin had conveyed.

However...

"Are you crazy? Why would I? Don't tell me, Xellos... did you think I would fall for that nonsense?"

"What? Ah... well... of course not?"

The next moment, Catlena responded with a voice that sounded genuinely incredulous.

Seeing her like this, Xellos felt immediate relief and answered with a slightly trembling voice.

"I know what kind of person my mother is. If anything, she might have been the one who was mistreated by others. She's definitely not someone who would mistreat others."

"Hmm... that's certainly true."

While Roseveta wasn't a simple person, even Xellos acknowledged that she wasn't the type to casually torment others.

With that, Xellos set aside his worry that Catlena might betray the Duchess.

However, at this moment, he began to recognize that the emotions Catlena was displaying seemed a bit excessive.

'But... she seems really upset about this. Is it simply because Roseveta was insulted in front of her? Or is there another reason...'

Xellos walked behind Catlena, feeling puzzled.

Meanwhile, at that moment, Catlena's heart was truly filled with intense anger.

However, this was certainly not directed at Duchess Roseveta or her sisters.

The source of her anger...

It was disappointment toward her grandfather who was trying to use her as a disposable pawn, even resorting to such lies...

And even more than that...

It was directed at the dirty traitor who she had considered a friend in her previous life... but whose true nature was simply being her grandfather's puppet, approaching her only to use her.

That person was Elastin.
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Elastin...

She had been someone who had always stood by Catlena's side in her previous life, someone she could trust more than anyone else.

For someone who had no friends, Elastin was the first to approach her and become her friend, always supporting her and being someone she could rely on anywhere, anytime.

However... at this moment.

Catlena realized that the friendship Elastin had shown her was all a lie.

Thinking about it now, Elastin had constantly encouraged her to be hostile toward Elios, and had subtly brought up negative stories about her mother as well.

Regarding this, Catlena had thought that Elastin was simply agreeing with her thoughts... but the reality was completely different.

Elastin, from the very beginning... had only been moving according to her maternal grandfather Saladin's orders, following a meticulous plan.

To prevent her from realizing the truth and returning to her mother and sisters.

To fan the flames of her hatred as much as possible, to make her confront her sisters by any means necessary.

And through this... to suppress the power of the Principality of Dragona, and buy time for the Empire, thrown into chaos by the Padishah's death, to recover from the damage...

Toward Elastin, who had betrayed their friendship and used her like this, at this moment,

Catlena began to feel an unbearable, burning rage.

At the same time, in her previous life, and in this life too...

Regarding her grandfather's cold actions, who once again considered her nothing more than a chess piece to be sacrificed for the Empire, Catlena decided to completely discard any familial affection she had for that person.

'That's right... from the beginning, I only had my mother and sisters... especially Rosebeta mother above all others. Among those connected to my maternal family, not a single person truly loved me. My true family is only my mother, my sisters, and Xellos.'

Having firmly made up her mind, Catlena returned to the dormitory and quickly began making decisions and taking action for what came next.

Once she had made up her mind, there was nothing left to hold her back.

Moreover, considering the time given for the problematic plan, there was a need to hurry to some extent.

Considering that the enemy forces that had infiltrated were not to be taken lightly, if she didn't respond swiftly and accurately, she could potentially suffer a major blow.

'This time, I absolutely... won't make the same mistake. I will... I will definitely protect mother with my own hands!'

*

"Hmm..."

Duchess Roseveta, dressed as a plague doctor, was leisurely strolling around the academy.

By her side, Serif, also wearing a mask to conceal her identity, was accompanying her.

"I've felt this every time I've come here, but the coronation ceremony truly contains a joy that can't be felt at other times."

"Isn't it? I think so too. And although I was the one who gave the idea, I never expected it to develop into such a grand event. The talent that students possess is truly more remarkable than we imagine."

The splendid decorations brightening every corner of the academy, and... various performances capturing people's attention.

Among them were plays of surprisingly high quality for student productions, as well as small tricks and acrobatics that provided simple entertainment.

Of course... this was possible because many of the students here were witches or magicians who could use magic.

In any case, Roseveta was thoroughly enjoying this moment while looking around the academy that had become a place of festive celebration.

Then...

"Huh?"

The next moment, someone hugged her from behind with a feeling that could only be described as "poof!"

However, in that moment, Roseveta could immediately recognize who it was through this familiar sensation.

"Catlena?"

"Huff... huff... Finally found you... Mother."

Catlena spoke to her while breathing heavily as if exhausted.

From this, Roseveta could recognize that she had been searching all over the academy to find her.

"My goodness... my child, did you miss your mother that much? You didn't need to search so desperately, I was planning to visit you soon..."

Thinking this, Roseveta bent her knees slightly to face Catlena.

But at that moment.

Suddenly, Roseveta began to show slight bewilderment as she looked at her youngest daughter's face before her.

"..Catlena?"

"Mother, may I... excuse us for a moment? I have something important to discuss right now."

"Something important... what on earth..."

Feeling puzzled by her daughter's words, Roseveta followed along, her hand held firmly by Catlena.

Serif also began to move, following behind them.

*

The director's office at Adelan Academy.

In this place, which was magically fortified more securely than other areas, at this moment.

A total of ten people had gathered.

First, Catlena who had arranged this meeting, and Xellos who had called people according to her instructions.

And as a result, Elios, Arachne, and Senel who had gathered here first.

Then, Roseveta and Serif whom Catlena had brought after searching desperately throughout the academy.

Additionally, Freyia and Frigg who had been urgently summoned by Elios to join them here.

With essentially the academy's strongest forces gathered here, Xellos spoke once more in a clear voice.

"You've all probably been briefed before coming here. Now that everyone has gathered, I will clearly state it again at this meeting."

After looking around at the faces of those standing in the room, Xellos spoke to them with seriousness and gravity.

"At this very moment, an assassination plot against Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona, orchestrated by Prime Minister Saladin, is underway within Adelan Academy."

"..Kuk..."

"..."

"That bastard... finally..."

They each began to express their restrained anger in their own way in response to Xellos's words.

Of course, despite coming from Princess Catlena and her closest aide Xellos, such an enormous claim still left some feeling half-doubtful.

However... this atmosphere was completely erased by Catlena's subsequent words.

"Let me say this again, this is absolutely not my delusion or misunderstanding. To carry out this plan, Prime Minister Saladin even revealed the secret of my birth that everyone has been keeping quiet about... the fact that I am not Roseveta's biological daughter, while requesting cooperation for this matter."

"!"

"Ah..."

The secret that had been maintained since Catlena's birth until now.

As Catlena mentioned it with her own mouth, people were shocked and at the same time couldn't help but place heavy trust in her words.

Above all, in Elios's case, she was well aware that Prime Minister Saladin was mentally cornered due to the incident with that child Melissa on the island previously.

In such a situation, she believed that he might resort to such extreme measures even if it meant breaking taboos and taking risks, so she could strongly trust Catlena's words.

"Then... what should we do now? If we've discovered that enemies are plotting something, we must seek countermeasures. Do you have any good ideas?"

Arachne asked in a clear voice.

In response, Catlena told them about the detailed plans she had heard from the enemies,

Through this, Roseveta and Elios began to consider appropriate countermeasures.

Methods to not only reverse their plans and render them futile, but also to inflict a fatal blow to Prime Minister Saladin who had orchestrated such a deed.
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After the discussion about future plans ended, everyone began to disperse.

Catlena and Xellos also planned to leave and return to the dormitory.

That's when...

"Catlena. Just a moment..."

"Yes?"

The next moment, Roseveta's voice reached their ears.

Catlena stopped her steps with some caution and turned her head.

There stood the Duchess Roseveta with an expression quite different from her usual one, looking at her.

Recognizing that she wanted to talk, Catlena said to Xellos who was beside her.

"Xellos. I'm sorry, but could you go ahead? I'll talk with my mother for a bit and catch up."

"...Yes. I understand."

Xellos was also aware that she had matters to resolve in the current situation.
So he began to leave the place as Catlena had instructed.

Inwardly, he felt somewhat at peace about what would follow...

Thus, Catlena and Roseveta were left alone after Xellos departed.
The two silently entered a nearby room and sat down.

Afterward... a heavy silence continued for a while.

But though there was no sound, various thoughts were appearing and disappearing in both their minds.

How to speak first.
And how to respond to it.

What kind of answer to give if asked certain questions...

After a long period of such thoughts,
Duchess Roseveta was the first to speak.

"...When... did you find out?"

"..."

It was a question loaded with various meanings.
How she had discovered this fact... and why she hadn't spoken about it all this time...
And how confused and troubled she must have been through it all...

To Roseveta's question containing such complex inquiries...
Catlena maintained silence for a moment, then carefully...

She mentioned the appropriate time she had thought of in advance.

"Four years ago... Shortly after mother was appointed as the successor, by chance..."

It was actually the most critical point in Catlena's current life.
A time when rumors about Catlena's birth were circulating among the nobles in relation to the successor position.

When she mentioned that highly plausible time, Roseveta readily accepted it.

"...I see... So that's it... You've known... since then... For as long as four years..."

With those words, Roseveta carefully took Catlena's hand.
At that moment, Catlena could feel that her mother's hand holding hers was trembling.

"...Why didn't you say anything?... If you found out such a thing... it must have been difficult... truly... truly painful... Why..."

Roseveta spoke with a trembling voice.

Hearing this, Catlena began to recall not some excuse about regression, but one concern she had held in her heart all along.

It was...
Not at all for grand reasons like preparing to use it strategically in unexpected crisis situations like now.

It was a worry connected solely to Catlena herself...
Something she couldn't tell anyone else...
Not even Xellos.

And at this moment, Catlena began to realize that the opportunity had come to express these inner feelings.

Now that the die had been cast...
Even if what she feared actually happened, it was clear that it was beyond her control now.

"...I was... afraid..."

"What?..."

"...If I had told you... If I had told you the truth... I was afraid you would abandon me... That you would gradually distance yourself from me, who isn't really your daughter... and eventually abandon me..."

Although until just before her death in her past life, Roseveta had shown her consistent love...
Had shown her the face of a mother.

However, even if she knew her true heart through this, Catlena couldn't bring herself to speak the truth.

She was afraid.
Afraid that just as the flow around her had changed, her mother might have changed too.

Although she was smiling kindly before her now,
She feared that at some point, for some reason, she might abandon her.

That's why Catlena had maintained silence about this matter all along,
Wearing the mask of ignorance, pretending she knew nothing.

Because that was happier for her.
Even if the family was maintained through a false play,
It was far better than losing her family.

But now, Catlena could no longer wear such a mask.

The play called family that would eventually end...
The time had come to end it with this.

To save the person she loved.
To protect the person she had called mother.

As she poured out the worries in her heart...
Catlena couldn't bring herself to look at Roseveta's face.

What expression would she make while looking at her...

No longer a daughter...

But the child of a woman who had opposed her and acted wickedly to steal her position.

She was too afraid to see how such a person would look at her.

Then...

"...Ah..."

The next moment, she felt a warm embrace.
Only then could Catlena carefully look at that person's face...

The face of the woman who was hugging her.

"...Abandon you... That's... That's impossible..."

Roseveta embraced Catlena with warm hands.
Thick tears were flowing from her eyes.

Without a trace of falsehood or rejection
Always reliable and dependable warmth
Such tears.

"Catlena... you're... my daughter... My precious and lovable... daughter..."

"...Mother..."

Those words dispelled the worry she had held until now.

Just as it had always been...
Once again.

At her words calling her daughter,

Catlena felt the last anxiety in her heart melting away like snow.

"Mother... Mother... Mom... Mom..."

And so once again...
In her previous life.

And in this life too

Always longing for that person's embrace
Catlena said while shedding endless tears.

The name "Mom"...
That infinitely precious name...

Originally not permitted to her,
But through the grace of this warm and kind-hearted woman

A name she could freely call even at this moment.

*

A building located on the outskirts of the academy.

A group of people who had just arrived there began to carefully survey the surroundings.

"Are you certain the target is here?"

"Definitely. Princess Catlena was supposed to bring that woman here. With minimal escorts possible."

Although Duchess Roseveta possessed power and character that could never be underestimated, if it was anyone else it might be different, but there was a high possibility she wouldn't refuse the request of Catlena, whom she had called her daughter.

Above all, since notification had already come from Catlena's side that things had gone well, there was nothing to worry about.

All that remained was to move quickly and eliminate Duchess Roseveta, who was said to be in the courtyard of this building.

"Nevertheless, we must not be careless. Remember, that woman is the empire's strongest witch and a veteran who ended the great war. No matter how alone she is, if we rush in recklessly, we might be the ones to suffer."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Right after those words, they carefully reached near the courtyard.

Then they slowly... began to look for the figure of that person who would surely be standing alone in the courtyard.

Just before coming here, they had briefly deployed a Circle of Mana to confirm her position, mindful of becoming defenseless, so according to plan, that woman should be waiting there.

But...

"...What?"

"There's no one here?"

"What? That... That can't be. According to the appointed time, by now..."

"Did we arrive too early? Or could it be...!"

At that moment, they suddenly realized something.

The gazes of those present simultaneously turned toward the window.

And there...
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A thoughtful person begins any task with a plan.

Such plans fundamentally require certain preconditions, and when the goal is not an easy one, the importance of these preconditions becomes immeasurably greater.

In such situations, if those preconditions become unstable, not only will everything come to nothing, but there's also a risk of creating fatal consequences for those who executed the plan.

And at this moment, the mercenary team Deus—operating under Prime Minister Saladin's orders and centered around Athena, one of the strongest powers in the northern continent—faced the worst crisis in their hundreds of years of history.

"Damn it! What the hell is happening now?"

"Ugh..."

Eight wizards and three or four witches looked out the window in dismay.

Upon arriving at the location where they were supposed to carry out their plan, they realized they were completely surrounded.

"What is this? Wasn't that princess supposed to bring Roseveta here?"

"T-this... this can't be happening..."

"What do you mean it can't be happening? Do those things outside look like decorations to you? How did you handle this job that it ended up like this?"

The female magician in armor spoke with an angry voice.

In response, Elastin Rosenia, the intermediary and collaborator in this affair, could only tremble and sweat profusely without giving any answer.

At this moment, she couldn't make any sense of the situation.

Previously, Elastin had received a clear promise through Catlena.

That she would lure Duchess Roseveta.
That she would finish off the woman who had mistreated her mother and given her false love.

Seeing her make such bold declarations, Elastin believed this matter would be resolved without any problems.

It wasn't simply because of what she had shown.

The circumstances until now—staying close to Princess Maeve and preparing to defeat Princess Elios—and decisively, the powerful card of her unknown birth secret, along with Prime Minister Saladin's precise strike.

Considering all these factors, Elastin thought there was absolutely no reason for Princess Catlena not to cooperate in this matter.

However, the result was that they, who had planned to trap and kill Duchess Roseveta, had instead fallen into a trap themselves.

This was the worst situation, completely incomprehensible from Elastin's perspective.

As she was feeling intense shock, confusion, and fear about this inexplicable reality:

-"You are completely surrounded. Traitors who dared to attempt assassination of Duchess Roseveta, the next ruler of the Principality of Dragona! If you surrender quietly, we may show some mercy. But if you continue this meaningless resistance, you will face the severe judgment of national law!"-

The witches, magicians, and demons before them numbered close to a hundred.

Moreover, judging by their attire and the power they emanated, they were clearly skilled members of the ducal family's personal guard.

It was truly a desperate situation.

There was absolutely no way to escape, and Elastin was certain that not only she but her entire family would be purged.

"Sob... sob... ugh..."

"Damn it!"

Leaving Elastin drowning in despair, the female magician in armor headed toward their leader, Athena, who was quietly sitting in the corner with her eyes closed, dressed in a maid's uniform.

"What should we do now, boss? Not only has our plan fallen apart, but our safety is also in danger."

"...Sigh..."

The leader, Athena Invisible, heaved a heavy sigh at her words.

She felt intense displeasure at her plan being thwarted once again, and slowly rose from her seat.

"So once again, I lose the chance for revenge. How truly regrettable..."

"Boss..."

Athena spoke with genuine regret.

Then, she slowly looked out the window with a slightly wistful expression.

Roseveta, who was likely somewhere out there...

However, under these conditions, even if they met her, the possibility of victory was very remote.

'In our recent encounter, that woman already had power equal to mine. That was ten years ago... Considering her abnormal growth rate, by now...'

Though she didn't want to admit it, Athena was not foolish enough to turn a blind eye to reality.

Especially when the safety of herself and those around her was at stake.

Facing reality coldly and making the right situational judgment.

That was why she had never lost any subordinates in the hundreds of years until now, and this time was no different.

However, apart from that decision, she still couldn't shake the regret in her heart.

'At this rate... all our efforts over the past few years will be in vain. We even carried out that disgusting Saladin's requests to target Roseveta and the Principality of Dragona... and yet in the end...'

As Athena was about to give her next order in the midst of this regret—an order to escape using emergency magic tools—something changed.

Of course, in the process, Elastin and her group who had caused this spectacular failure would be cleanly abandoned, but Athena had no reason to care about that.

After all, she hadn't undertaken this mission out of loyalty, but for money and personal grudges.

Her fundamental motivation was different from these foolish and incompetent people.

Just as Athena was about to give the escape order:

"Huh?"

"W-what's happening?"

Suddenly, the composition of the encirclement began to change.

Even to their eyes, this situation was clearly visible, and the atmosphere among those inside, including Athena, began to shift slightly.

"That... could it be."

"...That woman..."

Next, a group of people began to appear before their eyes, passing through the encirclement.

Among them were individuals they knew well.

Roseveta... and her two daughters, among others.

They numbered nine in total, roughly matching their own number.

"What are they planning to do?"

Sigrun, the deputy leader, carefully asked while looking at these familiar yet nostalgic figures.

In response, Athena calmly assessed the situation and decided to make a different decision than before.

She had roughly figured out what the other side intended.

"I think I know what they're thinking. This might actually be good for us. Before using the Gioa magic tool to escape, it might be good to look for a suitable chance."

With those words, Athena explained the situation and gave orders to those present.

At this, deeper confusion and anxiety settled on the faces of Elastin and those who had followed her. But from their position, they had no other options left.

Having already entered the tiger's den, all they could do now was try their best to grasp even a rotten rope.

*

Those gathered in front of the building—the witches led by Roseveta and one magician—stood with resolute postures, facing the building.

"Are you sure this method is alright?"

"It's fine. Don't worry. Considering their character, even if we fail, we won't lose anything."

Roseveta answered clearly to Elios's question.

And Freyia and Frigg, who were standing beside her, also expressed their agreement with this attitude.

"Deus. If they're our opponents, the answer is already clear."

"We might get injured considerably, but at least we won't die. Since it's come to this, it would be good to greet them after such a long time."

Thus, they approached the current situation thinking of it as something of an event.

Then, Roseveta wiped the light expression from her face and said in a serious voice:

"Well then... let's go in."

"Yes!"

Ch.146 - The Red Coronation 10
They split into groups to enter the building.

Though it was a risky move considering the enemies' formidable strength, they weren't particularly worried about it.

"What's the enemy deployment situation?"

"No major changes. After they realized we were coming, they seem to have scattered and are waiting for us."

Senel spoke while retrieving her Circle of Mana.
Generally, the Circle of Mana was a spell optimized for locating and tracking opponents, but it had the disadvantage of leaving the user defenseless and unable to use other magic while active.

Moreover, if the opponent concealed their presence, it became difficult to detect them, making it unsuitable for guarding against unexpected ambushes.

It was also a spell that required considerable talent and mana to use properly.

For these reasons, the Circle of Mana was difficult to use without a gathering of exceptional individuals, but since there were plenty of such overpowered people among them now, they didn't need to worry about such risks.

After perfectly assessing the enemy situation, they began to split into groups of two or three and move toward their appropriate opponents.

If victory was their only goal, they could have simply rushed in together and defeated each enemy one by one, but their current objective was to capture as many enemies as possible, especially the leader.

For this purpose, they needed to establish an implicit rule to prevent the enemy from escaping with magical tools, and act accordingly.

To make a rat with an escape hole bite a cat, they needed to set up the situation appropriately.

So while it might have seemed reckless at first glance, the situation was actually quite one-sided as they each arrived at their designated opponents.

*

"Well, well... Our opponents are such greenhorns? Aren't they underestimating us too much?"

The magicians spoke in casual voices as they looked at the young women standing before them.
A man in robes, another in a suit, and a woman in aristocratic attire.

However, despite their confident talk, these magicians who had lived for hundreds of years were relieved that the figures before them weren't Duchess Roseveta or the other two teachers.

Magic was fundamentally a power most influenced by talent, regardless of age difference.

From that perspective, the two individuals who started around the same time as them but had overwhelmingly superior talent, or the witch Roseveta, who might surpass even Dorothy, considered the strongest living magician in terms of talent, were opponents they couldn't even think of facing.

Therefore, they believed they had a good chance against the fresh young witches who appeared before them.

'They're not even in their mid-twenties yet... Well, I've heard they have considerable talent, but rookies are still rookies.'

'With our experience advantage, we should easily subdue them and then go help Lady Athena...'

They prepared for battle with relatively light hearts.

And... looking at them...

The three young witches in question—Arachne, Senel, and Elios—stared at their opponents with cold eyes.

'Those guys are probably professionals. We could be in trouble if we take them lightly.'

'They're on a different level from the small fry we've faced until now. We need to end this quickly and precisely.'

'Magicians... Mother warned me about them, but I wonder how they'll fare.'

The three approached the battle with seriousness.

However, even with such thoughts, they didn't feel particularly threatened.

The reason was simple.

When a snake hunts a frog, its only concern is the possibility of failing the hunt.
There's no need to worry about being eaten by the prey.

And...

About 20 minutes later.

Those who had been relieved thinking they'd met suitable opponents ended up sprawled on the floor in tatters before the so-called rookies.

*

"It's been a while, Sister Sigrun."

"It's been a long time. I hope everyone else has been well too?"

Two people faced the three before them.
Freyia and Frigg showed genuine smiles.

Sigrun, their sister, and her two magician colleagues.

Although their life paths had diverged and they walked different roads,

It was certainly a pleasant occasion for them to meet their family after a long time,
And the feeling was mutual for the other side as well.

"Freyia, Frigg, I'm glad to see you both looking healthy. I've always worried if you were eating well since becoming witches."

"Well, there's no problem with that, but lately there have been some rather irritating matters causing me stress."

"Irritating matters?"

At Sigrun's question, the two immediately erased the warm expressions from their faces.
Then, without hesitation, they drew their staffs and spoke to their sister and her colleagues.

"What else could it be? The fact that we've been unable to stop that garbage prime minister's dirty deeds for years."

"And the fact that it's none other than our sisters who are involved in those filthy affairs."

With those words, the two sisters began to release their mana.

Seeing their genuinely angered appearance, the three also began to emit mana.

However... although they appeared to be responding to the hostility, they weren't showing a particularly aggressive stance.

The reason was simple.

Their current mindset was...

They were approaching the situation with the feeling of willingly accepting punishment for their wrongdoings.

'Well... after all, we did indirectly participate in that affair.'

'We did deserve to be scolded. No need for excuses, we should just take our beating and be done with it.'

'I told you from the beginning that this felt suspicious and we shouldn't do it...'

Even if they fought seriously, they were facing beings who had grown too powerful for them to match.
And fleeing from their younger sisters would be ridiculous.

In the end, they had no other options, and the conclusion was that they were thoroughly beaten by the two sisters and taken prisoner.

*

"...It's been a while. How delightful to meet you again, Lady Rose."

Athena, dressed in a maid uniform, greeted with a polite curtsy.
In response to this, Duchess Roseveta glared at her with cold eyes and said:

"You're quite persistent. To still be bothering me over something that happened 20 years ago. Dorothy must be so troubled having you as a daughter."

"I wonder about that. In my opinion, the person who troubles Dorothy the most might be you?"

With those words, Athena moved her fingers gracefully, as if dancing.

In response to her behavior, Dorothy also began to release her mana.

"That mana... indeed, you seem to have grown stronger than before. How remarkable. To reach this level of skill after only about 30 years of practicing magic, what kind of being are you... how strong can you become?"

"I've never particularly pursued strength... but at the very least, I need to be strong enough not to lose the people precious to me."

With those words, the two charged at each other.

The tremendous wave of mana that followed shook the entire building.
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The three witches stood before them.

Looking at them, Catlena and Xellos displayed cold expressions.

"Are they really... coming?"

"Yes. Because I promised. With you..."

"Right, if it's a promise with you, then it must be true."

After finishing this conversation that only they could understand, Catlena and Xellos drew their staffs and faced the "enemies" before them.

Those who were openly displaying their anger toward them.

Elastin, Cassandra, and another witch who appeared to be a Noblesse member were giving them cold glares.

"Princess Catlena... I never thought you would betray us..."

"The one who betrayed us, Elastin... is you. How could you, the leader of the Noblesse, participate in this filthy mission to assassinate the Duchess?"

Catlena spoke with a fierce voice.
In response, Elastin and Cassandra retorted with anger-filled voices.

"Duchess Roseveta is an obstacle to the empire's future! Since the Prime Minister has declared so, that woman is nothing but an enemy who must be eliminated!"

"And you, his own granddaughter, are betraying the Prime Minister's will. You disgusting traitor!"

With those words, the three drew their staffs.

Having participated in what was essentially treason, they knew they had no way out of this situation.

At this point, they intended to at least bring down these filthy traitors with them.

In response, Xellos and Catlena also drew their staffs and applied concentration to them.

"Three against two... is that enough?"

"Of course. I will prove here that our training hasn't been in vain."

Although they hadn't yet reached the stage of developing unique magic, they had mastered all the basics that witches and magicians could learn.

Moreover, their teacher was none other than Princess Elios.

With confidence in that fact, the two carefully aimed their staffs at their opponents and began to approach.

And then...

"Haaah!"

"Haah!"

"!"

The next moment, the two charged at their enemies with battle cries.
Simultaneously, looks of bewilderment began to appear on the faces of the three Noblesse witches.

'What... what are these kids?'

'They're fast!'

-Crackle!!!-

The two approached at a speed far exceeding their expectations.

Right after, moving a step ahead of Catlena, Xellos swung his staff forcefully.

Xellos lightly swung his staff, made of special material and measuring 1.5 meters in length.
The attack range was just enough to cover where all three were standing, but because of the sudden approach, the three realized they had no time to dodge.

Two of them desperately tried to use their staffs to defend against Xellos's attack.

However...

"Ugh!"

"! What... what strength..."

The next moment, the three were pushed back by the overwhelming difference in power.

Even though they were using mana for body reinforcement, they never imagined they would be overpowered so much in terms of instantaneous strength, despite their opponent being male.

'This guy... despite his young age, his strength is extraordinary.'

'As expected of a ducal family's butler? This level surpasses even most high-ranking magicians...!'

Sensing that their opponent's power was extraordinary, the three desperately tried to think of countermeasures.

However, before they could come up with anything, the next attack came toward them.

It was...

"Gack!"

"!"

"Huk!"

The next moment, a Noblesse member took a direct hit to the face from a mana bullet that came from somewhere.

From this unexpected powerful strike, she flew backward, crashed into the wall, and fainted.

"Now it's... 2 vs 2, right?"

Catlena spoke in a cold voice as smoke rose from the tip of her staff.

Seeing her like this, Elastin and Cassandra felt a chill run down their spines.

'Even if it was a surprise attack, for one of our Noblesse members, who was quite skilled, to be taken down with just one hit...'

'Those two... how can they have such skills despite being younger than us?'

Although they had only exchanged a couple of blows, they could tell.
Those before them were opponents they couldn't defeat with their power.

As the leader and deputy leader of the Noblesse who had occasionally experienced combat with Sentinels, they could tell that the two's skills already surpassed that level.

They weren't quite at the monster level of Senel or Elios, but they were very strong.

However... regardless of that fact, the two couldn't give up here.
Even if they were facing opponents they couldn't defeat, they had no other options left.

With this in mind, they began to gather their mana to the maximum with a final resolve.

'Dragging this out will only make things worse for us.'

'In that case... I'll put everything into this one strike. If it's blocked, we die, but if it succeeds, at least I can inflict a fatal wound on that traitor...'

As the two prepared to attack with all their might,
Catlena and Xellos slightly frowned at their behavior.

"It seems... they have no intention of surrendering?"

"I think so too. Well... from their perspective, they're dead either way."

Even for nobles, the crime of attempting to assassinate a country's duchess was severe.
If publicly punished, it could literally lead to the extinction of their family.

In that sense, Catlena knew they were essentially in a state of desperation.

Of course, it wasn't like they had absolutely no way out, and there could be ways to end with minimal punishment, but...
In the current situation, it was obvious that they wouldn't listen to Catlena and Xellos.

'I guess there's no choice... it doesn't seem like we can drag this out any longer...'

Thinking this, Catlena and Xellos prepared their defensive stance in response to the enemy's attack.

Right after, Elastin and Cassandra began charging toward the two.

A charge conducted with maximum mana, enough to tear up the ground.
Even with a basic advantage, such a reckless attack could put them in danger.

At that moment.

"!"

"Huh?"

-Swish!!!-

Suddenly, thorny vines began to rise from the ground.

They wrapped around Elastin and Cassandra's bodies, stopping their charge.

"What... what is this..."

"No... could it be?"

However, right after, their faces showed deep shock about the incomprehensible situation, beyond the fact that their movements were blocked.

The thorny vines wrapping around them.
They knew very well who the owner of this power was.

"Fortunately... I'm not too late."

"! What... how are you here..."

A woman slowly revealing herself from the darkness while maintaining a calm demeanor.

The moment they confirmed her face, the two turned pale.

"I arrived just in time. You've worked hard."

"It's nothing. If anything, it's my fault for not noticing such a thing was happening. At this rate... I might have to bow my head and apologize to that woman, though I'm not thrilled about it."

She spoke to Xellos with a bitter voice.

The actual owner of the Noblesse and the person to whom the two genuinely bowed their heads, apart from Prime Minister Saladin.

With the appearance of Princess Maeve, they began to feel deep confusion and anxiety in this incomprehensible situation.

"Prin... Princess... how did you get here..."

Elastin spoke with a trembling voice as she looked at Maeve.

In response, Princess Maeve looked at them with a cold expression and said:

"That's what I want to ask. Why is the leader of the Noblesse, who claimed to be my loyal servant, participating in such a tremendous act that even I wasn't aware of? Was all your loyalty to me a lie?"

"! No... no! That's absolutely not..."

"We... we just wanted to help you, Lady Maeve..."

The two explained desperately.
In response, Princess Maeve looked down at them with a cold gaze filled with dignity, anger, and disappointment.

And...
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Princess Maeve looked at Elastin and Cassandra with a cold expression.

As they tried to make excuses to her, Princess Maeve spoke in a quiet voice filled with coldness.

"So all of this... was done for my sake? Well then... why don't you explain that part in more detail."

"T-That's..."

They were momentarily speechless at Princess Maeve's words.

Since this incident had absolutely nothing to do with Princess Maeve, the two were desperately trying to come up with excuses.

"W-Well... we thought that eliminating Elios's mother would... be helpful to you, Your Highness."

"Y-Yes! Elios is your enemy after all, isn't she? If we could strike a blow against that arrogant woman by killing her mother..."

"...*sigh*..."

Princess Maeve let out a deep sigh at their random excuses.

Then she slowly lowered herself and looked at her two juniors who had sworn loyalty to her.

"So... regardless of the reason... you're saying you did all this for my sake?"

"Yes! E-Everything was for Your Highness..."

Elastin nodded while tears streamed down her face at Maeve's words.

Seeing this, Princess Maeve showed a quiet smile on her lips.

However...

Elastin could feel that the emotion contained within wasn't understanding or comfort...

But only a cold sneer.

"I see... you did all this for me... But Elastin, do you know what we call it when someone acts without their master's orders?"

"W-What?... T-That's..."

Elastin couldn't answer with her trembling voice to Princess Maeve's question.

Looking at her, Maeve spoke in a crystal clear voice, like throwing a dagger:

"Betrayal. Acting on your own according to someone else's orders, doing something that could endanger your master. That's what we call betrayal."

"Ah...ah..."

With those words, Princess Maeve slowly rose from her seat.

Upon hearing her words, deep despair began to fill the faces of Elastin and Cassandra.

A despair even deeper than when they had sensed death moments ago enveloped them.

And seeing them like this, Princess Maeve delivered the final blow in an indifferent voice.

"And this is what we call people who commit such betrayal. Traitors."

"Ah...aaaah!"

"Uwaaaaah!!"

The two began to wail with their heads bowed at Princess Maeve's words.

The emotions they were feeling at this moment went beyond simply facing death—it felt as if their entire lives were being denied.

Despair and frustration, pain, fear, and tears.

Being called traitors by the person they had pledged lifelong loyalty to was coming to them as an unbearable pain.

Caught in these emotions, the two began to beg and plead before Princess Maeve, bowing their heads, making their earlier resolve to sacrifice their lives seem meaningless.

"Uhuhuuk! Y-Your Highness! W-We... we were wrong! Please... please forgive us, Your Highness!"

"We never intended to betray you! *sob*... Please just once! Just once! Show us mercy! Your Highness!"

The two begged for forgiveness with even more desperation than pleading for their lives.

And... looking at them, Princess Maeve spoke in a cold voice.

"Of course... it pains my heart to do this. Especially considering the dedication you've shown all this time."

"Uu...uu..."

"Hic...hic..."

Though her words sounded merciful, Princess Maeve's tone and expression were not at all.

Then she looked at the two and delivered one more line.

"But Elastin... you're a traitor, aren't you?"

With those words, Princess Maeve slowly began to emit mana from her body.

Seeing this, the two began to tremble, seized by convulsions almost to the point of fainting.

"And in my book, there is no such thing as forgiveness for traitors."

With those final words, the mana emanating from Princess Maeve's body engulfed the two.

"Uwaaaaaaahhhh!!!!!"

Countless thorny vines suddenly erupted from the floor.

They completely covered the bodies of the two.

And then...

"Pak!"

"Pajik!"

Streams of blood spurted from between the thorny vines.

Leaving them behind, Princess Maeve turned around indifferently and headed toward where Xellos and Catlena were.

"Did... did you kill them?"

Catlena asked cautiously with slight concern.

To this, Princess Maeve smiled lightly and said to her:

"Of course not, I merely knocked them unconscious. Though... they'll need to be punished severely for committing such a terrible act."

"For now, Her Ladyship's position is that since they're still young children who don't know better, they shouldn't be dealt with too harshly. Just enough... to make them realize what they've done and give them enough trauma so they never attempt such a thing again."

"I understand what you mean. Still, I should thank her for leaving their disposition to me, all things considered."

If they were to be brought to court as they were, not only they but all the people of their families would certainly lose their heads.

It might seem cruel, but matters related to political struggles were inherently like that.

Defeat meant death, and failure meant ruin—this was simply the way things were in this field.

However, Duchess Roseveta had specifically decided to show a bit of mercy in this matter.

No matter how unforgivable their actions were, the perpetrators were still young girls.

From their perspective, they couldn't have disobeyed the orders given by Saladin, the empire's prime minister, regardless of their own wishes—this was taken into consideration.

While not forgiveness, preventing a merciless bloodbath was the result of this minimal mercy on her part.

"Well then... now that we're done, let's head ba—!?"

-BOOM!-

The next moment, a sudden explosion and tremendous vibration.

Intense bewilderment immediately appeared on the faces of Catlena, Xellos, and Maeve.

"Wh-What? What is this..."

"Could it be..."

They urgently looked out the window toward the source of the sound, faced with this unexpected situation.

At that moment... a scene they had never witnessed in their lives began to enter the three people's eyes.

"What... what is that thing?"

"A m-monster?"

"N-No, that's..."

What they saw before their eyes was a massive being rampaging with terrifying momentum after blowing away half of a building.

It was easily 150 meters in size, with its entire body constantly blazing like burning flames, and it had a horrifying appearance like a twisted dragon.

A pair of enormous wings, a body covered in long, smooth scales like a snake.

Two massive, terrifying arms reminiscent of a demon's hands.

Eyes that brought to mind a distorted sun, and enormous teeth that seemed capable of crushing anything.

And... a terrifying aura of power that felt electric despite the distance.

The faces of the three people began to fill with shock at the sudden appearance of this monster.

However, at this moment.

Even amid their surprise, just one person.

Only Xellos could tell who this being was.

A being with such an appearance...

As a reader of the original work, he was the only one who knew.

"Lady Roseveta..."

"...What?"

"Wh-What... are you saying? That... that monster is... who?"

"Well... I only know this from stories I've heard, but I'm pretty sure it's her."

Xellos spoke with slight evasiveness.

However, despite his words, Catlena couldn't believe what was happening before her eyes.

'That monster is... Mother? I had no idea... I knew she was strong from what I'd heard, but to think it would be to this extent...'
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"...Tch."

Athena continued manipulating her silver threads, launching endless attacks.

Throughout her centuries of existence, she had slain countless enemies with this attack method.

However, at this moment, the face of the great magician Athena was filled with deep irritation.

Despite her countless attacks, Roseveta was casually deflecting them all.

The threads Athena sent forth contained tremendous concentrated mana, with enough power that ordinary mana users' barriers couldn't possibly block them.

Nevertheless, standing before her now was one of the few beings capable of doing just that.

Responding to Athena's concentration, Roseveta was protecting herself by using her barrier like a shield, formed with ultra-high-density mana no less impressive than her opponent's.

Despite Athena's considerable efforts, Roseveta's barrier showed only slight scratches, with no sign of breaking.

'Damn it. So ordinary attacks are no longer effective? In the past, I could at least break through barriers like this and inflict some damage... I have no choice now.'

Continuing with attacks that weren't working would be foolish.

So Athena stopped her simple attacks and began surrounding the area with threads, like a spider weaving its web.

Seeing this, Roseveta slightly furrowed her brow.

'This again? I had quite a struggle with it before. Let's see how it goes this time.'

An attack that completely surrounded her.

Even for someone like her, defending against this would be impossible.

"Haaah!"

With a pull of the threads, countless strands flew toward Roseveta simultaneously.

It was a strike powerful enough to slice ordinary beings into pieces like diced radish, cutting their bodies into fragments.

"Splat!"

A clear streak of blood sprayed out.

However...

"...As expected... you're a monster... you bitch..."

"..."

Athena briefly assessed the scene before her eyes.

Her spider-web attack had been unavoidable and seemed to have landed perfectly.

Yet what she saw wasn't Roseveta torn to pieces with limbs severed.

Instead... in that split second, Roseveta had caught the flying threads with her bare hands.

But at this moment, her hands didn't look like those of an ordinary human.

Her hands were rough and twisted, like those of a demon.

Though they were bleeding from the impact of grabbing Athena's threads, these hands—seemingly transformed through mana manipulation—showed no signs of being torn or cut despite holding threads coursing with tremendous concentrated power.

'I've seen this a few times before... but has she grown even stronger since then? Before, I could at least sever a couple of her fingers.'

From the beginning until now, with each exchange, she could sense her opponent's remarkable growth.

Seeing this, Athena automatically frowned as she anticipated what would come next.

'That means... surely not...'

The prediction was entirely possible.

However, from her perspective, it was something she never wanted to acknowledge, yet something she needed to confirm even if it meant pushing herself.

So Athena began gathering the threads spread around, and then...

They began to surround her body like a cocoon.

Simultaneously, an immense density of mana could be felt.

Seeing this, Roseveta finally recognized that her opponent was preparing to fight with full seriousness.

'So you're going all the way? I admire your unyielding attitude... but it's not particularly pleasant to watch.'

With that thought, reconsidering her initial plan to let this matter slide, and wondering if she should tell Dorothy about this incident...

Roseveta began commanding the mana contained within her body.

If her opponent had decided to go all out, she would have to respond in kind.

Since she had already arranged an environment where they didn't need to worry about onlookers, she decided to let loose completely.

And shortly after...

'Here it comes...'

-Crack!-

The cocoon burst open, revealing Athena.

No longer in her maid outfit, she was now covered in silver armor made of threads.

With wings reminiscent of an owl and hands shaped like talons, her body emanated mana so intense it created a tingling sensation just by looking at her.

However, Athena's physical transformation paled in comparison to Roseveta's transformation that followed.

"You monster..."

"Haaaa..."

Unlike Athena, whose physical changes were limited to wings on her back and claw-like hands, Roseveta's transformation was truly dramatic.

Her facial features twisted, her body grew dozens of times larger, and her smooth skin became covered in scales.

Her appearance was... like that of a distorted dragon.

The transformation process alone half-destroyed the building. Watching this, Athena glared at her with a slightly disgusted expression.

'She seems at least 30% larger than before.'

If it were just a matter of size, it wouldn't be so frightening.

Generally, increased size meant decreased mobility.

With such an enormous body, it would seem difficult to attack someone with a normal human form like Athena.

However...

-Whoosh!-

"!"

-Boom!-

A sudden thunderous sound and flying debris.

Simultaneously, Athena's body shot upward into the sky.

A strike executed at imperceptible speed.

Seeing this, Athena bit her lip slightly as she looked down at Roseveta gazing up at her.

'She really is amazing... Despite that size, her speed hasn't decreased at all. No... has she actually gotten faster?'

Looking at the slight mark left on her armor from that strike, Athena began to sweat.

And then...

"KUAAAAAAAK!"

The next moment, Roseveta spread her wings and leaped into the sky with a terrible roar.

Seeing such a massive being flying toward her at equal speed, Athena quickly raised her claws to respond.

And...

-CRASH!-

The two beings collided in the sky.

At a glance, it might have appeared like a battle between a giant red-burning monster and a noble female warrior in armor...

But in reality, it was a situation of self-defense between an assassin attempting to stab the heir of the principality and the duchess directly confronting her.

"Kuk!"

"KYAAAK!"

Roseveta attacked while emitting a sharp sound like a distorted dragon's roar.

As time passed, Athena found herself increasingly focused only on defense.

Although the two were roughly equal in speed, Roseveta had the upper hand in power.

Moreover, each of Roseveta's attacks could potentially be fatal to Athena if they landed properly. Meanwhile, despite Athena's countless attacks taking advantage of her smaller surface area, she was barely inflicting any damage.

The fundamental cause was... the difference in the amount of mana they were continuously pouring out.

Faced with Roseveta's power, which resembled an inexhaustible sea of mana, Athena finally had to acknowledge the truth.

'The strongest witch... indeed... Now I understand how terrifying that title has become...'

With that conclusion, Athena released her armor and transformation.

Seeing this, Roseveta asked her in a voice reminiscent of a monster's cry rather than her usual gentle tone:

-"Have you finally given up?"-

"...Yes, that's right, Lady Roseveta. I've lost."

-"That's good to hear."-

With those words, Roseveta returned from her massive monster form to her dignified duchess appearance.

Then, looking at Athena with cold eyes, she said:

"With this, I hope I never have to see your face again. Let me say once more that Dorothy and I have crossed a river we cannot return from. As we each have things we must protect, we will never be together. Not now, not ever."

"...That's unfortunate."
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"Despite everything... it seems this all ends today."

"So it has. You've been through so much too. Well done, my daughter."

At the tail end of the coronation ceremony, which could never be described as ordinary...

Elios and Roseveta stood to the side watching the final event, the ball, while calmly discussing the events that had transpired.

"It's fortunate, at least. If Catlena had changed her mind there..."

"That would never happen. No matter what anyone says, she is my daughter and your sister. You already knew that well, didn't you?"

"Yes, but... you know better than anyone that human hearts aren't always constant, Mother. If she had somehow remembered her past and betrayed us, something terrible would have happened. And... I might have had to..."

"Don't say such things. As I always tell you, you children must never fight each other. Even if misunderstandings arise or hatred develops from some other cause."

"Sigh... After all, aren't you too soft on your daughters for someone who's supposedly the most powerful witch—one who even drove away Athena herself?"

"It can't be helped. That's just... what being a mother is about."

If Catlena's betrayal had truly resulted in Roseveta's death or serious injury, Elios probably wouldn't have been able to forgive her.

For Elios Northhelat Dragona, her mother was the most precious person in the world, someone she could never lose for any reason.

However, just as Elios cherished her mother, to Roseveta, her three daughters were treasures that couldn't be exchanged for anything.

Even if she had lost her life in the process, Roseveta wouldn't have harbored even a trace of hatred toward Catlena, her "daughter."

"By the way... what did you do with those people?"

"Those people?... Ah, you mean those trash who fearlessly tried to use our Catlena?"

Speaking with cold anger rather than the motherly warmth she had shown just moments before, Roseveta's tone made Elios feel slightly uncomfortable as she carefully asked:

"Yes, I saw them all being taken away by the royal guards at the end... but I haven't heard anything since then."

"Of course not... I ordered everything after that to be kept strictly confidential."

"...Don't tell me you killed them all? If so, you should have left it to me..."

Elios spoke with slight regret in her voice.
However, in response to her question, Duchess Roseveta answered with equally regretful tones:

"Honestly, I wanted to... tear apart and kill everyone who troubled Catlena. Unfortunately, that wasn't possible. After all, they're that woman's direct subordinates. I had no choice but to release them after taking care of some business."

"Business... you say?"

Elios questioned Roseveta's statement.
Considering that the Northern Magicians Association and its leader Dorothy were backing the other side, it was true they couldn't keep holding those people.

However, given her mother's personality, she certainly wouldn't have ended things so easily.

She must have used some method to gain advantage even in that situation.
That's why she had released those who had tried to kill her without resistance.

Elios asked her mother specifically what that advantage was, and Roseveta calmly explained the "benefit" she had obtained.

"Having done this much, we should start seeing a reaction from their side soon. Whether it will work out well remains to be seen, but let's wait patiently for now. After all, from now on, they're the ones who will be getting anxious, not us."

"I see... truly a solution worthy of you, Mother. With this, we can finally cut off all the limbs of that detestable prime minister."

With that, thinking of someone who must be wrapped in despair at this moment, a smile full of delight began to form on Elios's lips.

After finishing their conversation about this matter, the two women turned their attention to the ball taking place below.

There, pairs of men and women had gathered to dance.

Among them were those showing impressive dance moves, some simply out of friendship, others with affection for their partners.

And at this moment... the pair that seemed most well-matched in their eyes was visible.

The actual protagonist of recent events, who had resolved almost all their concerns.

Someone whose mere presence brought affectionate smiles to their faces.

Princess Catlena Sophia Dragona.

And... the man who was always by her side, accompanying her,

Butler Xellos Raymond.

The two were standing in the center of the floor, carefully moving their bodies to the music.

While Catlena showed some familiarity with dancing as part of her basic training as a princess, Xellos appeared to lack experience, his body stiff and rigid.

Though their dancing might have seemed awkward to others, it was enough to bring warm smiles to the faces of Roseveta and Elios who were watching them.

Though they might not seem well-matched on the surface, to Roseveta and Elios, who knew what kind of people they were, there couldn't be a better-matched pair.

"Come to think of it... that child's contributions were quite significant too. Xellos Raymond... I've always thought that without him, Catlena probably wouldn't have grown up so upright."

"I think so too. There must have been many things that would have been difficult for Catlena to endure alone until now, but thanks to Xellos, she was able to come this far without faltering."

"...Just as Mother stood by Father's side, right?"

"...Hehe."

Roseveta laughed softly in agreement with Elios's words.
Seeing her mother like this, Elios carefully brought up something she had been thinking about for some time.

"Um... Mother. So, if you don't mind."

"Yes? What is it, my dear?"

Roseveta asked with curiosity in response to Elios's words.

To her, Elios shared her thoughts—or more precisely, offered her suggestion. After thinking for a moment, Roseveta asked in a calm voice:

"It doesn't seem like a bad idea, but... isn't it a bit too early?"

"No. It's a bit embarrassing to say this, but... those two have already..."

"!...Oh my..."

Duchess Roseveta blushed slightly at Elios's words.

She fanned herself to cool the heat that had risen to her face, and watching her, Elios spoke in a clear voice:

"Considering what's to come, I think it's better to tie things up definitively. I'm honestly a bit worried about what that prime minister might do."

"There's no need to worry about that..."

"...Pardon? What do you mean...?"

"...No, it's nothing. Anyway... as you said, let's set a date sometime soon. A very auspicious day."

Thus, Roseveta responded to Elios's suggestion with a smile on her face.
Seeing her mother's ever-peaceful and warm demeanor, Elios unconsciously began to smile as well.

However...

At that moment, there was one fact that Elios remained unaware of.

For a very brief instant...
The unsettling aura that had been present on her mother's face...
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# The Assassination Attempt on the Duchess in Public

Though the exact details weren't revealed to the outside world, rumors about the incident spread throughout the Academy and across the Empire.

While there was little concrete information about the situation, quite a few people had witnessed the Duchess in a transformed state battling someone during the coronation ceremony. Given that rumors of an assassination attempt spread immediately afterward, people considered these accounts highly credible.

Naturally, as people learned that Duchess Roseveta, who might soon ascend to the position of Duke, had nearly been killed by someone's hand, they began to suspect one particular person as the culprit.

The Imperial Prime Minister, Saladin Azak—a figure who had consistently been trying to check the Principality's power and who possessed enough strength to attempt such a bold move.

People cast suspicious glances his way, which naturally began to spread the anti-imperial sentiment that had been gradually growing within the Principality.

However, regardless of these rumors, the Duke's family maintained complete silence on the matter.

They made no official announcement about any assassination attempt, much less revealed who the culprit was or how they dealt with the assassin.

Yet regarding their silence...

Prime Minister Saladin Azak, the true culprit behind this incident who had staked everything on this plan only to taste bitter failure, was plunged into even deeper despair.

Even if it were just a simple failure, this incident had cost him dearly. Despite playing his strongest hand by revealing secrets to his granddaughter, the result was that she hadn't changed her mind and still chose Duchess Roseveta and the Principality of Dragona...

For the Prime Minister, this outcome alone was a tremendous psychological blow.

'Catlena... how could you... how could you do this to me... to your mother and the Empire...'

His grave miscalculation was thinking that Catlena would immediately take his side and turn against Roseveta if he simply told her a twisted version of the truth.

No.

From the beginning, as her grandfather, he had been mistaken to assume that because she shared his blood and his daughter's, she would resemble them in becoming easily enraged by betrayal and never forgiving it.

Beyond what he had imagined, the girl was already too deeply bound to Roseveta. Even after learning the truth, she wouldn't abandon her—the two were connected by an affection stronger than blood relations.

And... even setting aside the matter of his granddaughter, which could be considered one of his most critical wounds, the damage he had suffered was immense.

His deeply embedded informant and chess piece within the Academy...

Elastin and her colleagues had completely cut off contact after telling Catlena they could no longer serve the Prime Minister because she had abandoned them.

The two leaders of the Noblesse, a faction with considerable power within the Academy—essentially Elios and Roseveta's inner sanctum—had been extremely valuable chess pieces for the Prime Minister.

Their collapse meant that Prime Minister Saladin had completely lost any opportunity to scheme within the Principality of Dragona and the Empire's highest educational institution, Adelan Academy.

Furthermore, as an added blow, all his informants and connections within the Principality, which had been used to safely transport the adventurer assassins into the Academy, had been thoroughly eliminated.

Under the judgment that everything would end if he could just assassinate the Duchess, he had gathered every available resource, but the failure of this plan had cost him everything—a painfully bitter outcome.

However, these losses so far only represented the investment he had lost.

What followed dealt him irreparable damage.

First and most notably, Duke Radu, who had consistently acted as a loyal subject of the Empire, had declared a severance of relations with the Prime Minister over this incident.

Though it was for political reasons, the Prime Minister's blatant attempt to kill his beloved wife was something he simply could not tolerate.

While still not completely turning his back on the Empire out of consideration for the Padishah's grace, he clearly declared that he would not cooperate with Prime Minister Saladin on any matter.

For the Prime Minister, this meant losing one of his few reliable allies.

And there was one more thing—perhaps the most critical factor strangling the Prime Minister.

It was the complete silence from the assassins who had clearly failed their mission.

The adventurer group Deus—the Prime Minister Saladin's strongest card, a group that could only be mobilized with an enormous sum of money.

They had vanished without a trace, reporting neither success nor failure of their mission.

Whether successful or not, reporting results was absolutely essential for adventurers.

The Prime Minister could easily understand what their silence meant.

All the adventurers belonging to Deus had either been killed or taken prisoner.

The higher probability was that they had been captured as prisoners, which meant that clear evidence of Saladin's assassination attempt was in their hands.

Even for someone in the position of Prime Minister, there was no way to escape legal punishment if it became public that he had attempted to take the life of a noble—especially the life of the Principality's heir apparent.

In other words, even at this moment, the Principality of Dragona...

Particularly Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona, designated as the next ruler of the Principality, held a powerful weapon that could immediately end Prime Minister Saladin's political life.

'...The worst situation... truly... the worst...'

The hand named Noblesse had been cut off.
The legs of informants and connections had been broken.
Handcuffs in the form of captured assassins had been placed on his wrists.
And a spear of his granddaughter's betrayal had pierced his heart.

On top of that, the pillar of reliable allies had been uprooted.

In this reality that literally could not be worse...

The Prime Minister began to see the approaching end of everything he had worked for.

The vision of the Empire he had dreamed of was slowly becoming nothing more than a dream before his eyes.

However...

'...Is it impossible... In that case... what remains for me is...'

Despite everything, he had not completely given up yet.

Although he had lost most of his resources, he still had exactly one method remaining.

'Though this is an excruciatingly painful reality... I cannot falter here. Even with my hands and feet cut off... I still have... one fang I can use.'

With that determination, the Prime Minister immediately entered his room.

Then, Prime Minister Saladin Azak opened a box located deep within his room.

Inside was... something dark and crude-looking...
Something not easily visible to people's eyes.

Dark and sharp, with a special power contained within it...

A cursed black dagger he had acquired from an Eastern merchant in the past.

If he used this... perhaps even the life of that extraordinary witch could be severed with a single strike.

'I've lived long enough anyway... For the Empire. I'll gladly sacrifice this one life.'

With that final resolve, Prime Minister Saladin Azak began to formulate a plan to offer his last act of loyalty for the Empire.

Ch.152 - Succession 1
"The Grand Tournament ended successfully,

And right after, students returned to their homes for vacation, including Catlena and Xellos.

"Hah..."

Catlena sighed softly as she carefully stepped down from the carriage.

There had been various tiring matters on the way here, but the most troublesome was handling the aftermath of the Grand Tournament.

'Seriously... From giving testimony about the assassination attempt to cleaning up the destroyed building—all of it became Sentinel's responsibility. This should have been dumped on the Noblesse who caused the mess in the first place...'

The incident itself was officially classified as an explosion accident rather than an assassination attempt, so Catlena, as a Sentinel who was present at the scene, had no choice but to coordinate her testimony accordingly.

And since the accident happened on campus, the cleanup naturally fell to the Sentinel. As a result, she and Xellos had to work like dogs with other Sentinel officers to clean up the site, which meant they returned home about two days later than everyone else.

'Well, I guess it's fine since we made it back safely...'

Putting aside thoughts of the academy, Catlena quietly looked around. Though it had been quite a while since she'd returned home, not much seemed to have changed.

'I wonder if everyone's doing well? Father... and the others too.'

As she walked toward the mansion with these thoughts, a familiar figure came into view.

"Welcome home, Catlena."

"Sister."

Elios greeted her with a gentle smile. Catlena immediately fell into her embrace.

Unlike in the past, her fear of her sister had almost completely disappeared, but perhaps due to lingering trauma, Catlena automatically thought she should prepare for any contingency. Still, she showed her sister the maximum affection she could manage.

Seeing her sister's behavior, Elios tenderly embraced her in return.

"Have you been well? I'm sorry I couldn't help and came back first—it must have been quite difficult."

"No, it's fine. If anything, you must have had a hard time handling all the paperwork until then."

"That's true, but honestly, I never expected you'd be kept there even after the semester ended. I should have made Senel pay more attention to this."

"Haha, it's fine... It was a unique experience in its own way. Unlike usual, there were no watching eyes, so we could be more free in various places... um..."

"Hmm? What do you mean by that?"

"N-nothing at all, haha..."

Catlena blushed with an awkward smile. Elios tilted her head slightly at Catlena's words but soon dismissed it as nothing important and smiled again.

It was somewhat concerning that Xellos, standing behind them, had a face flushed bright red... but thinking that delving deeper might reveal something awkward, she deliberately chose to ignore it.

"Anyway, shall we continue our conversation over tea? It will take some time before Father and Mother arrive."

"Ah... I suppose they're still very busy these days?"

Catlena asked with a hint of disappointment, to which Elios quietly nodded.

"Yes... The absence of the Duke is significant, but honestly, Mother has become much busier than Father lately."

"What? What do you mean..."

Catlena expressed her confusion at her sister's unexpected words.

Roseveta had seemed relatively free not long ago, even attending the Grand Tournament in person.

Of course, given how busy her mother typically was, she must have made time for it. But the fact that she could make such time suggested she had some flexibility.

Catlena showed her incomprehension on her face...
And in response, Elios sighed softly and said:

"Something happened... Something major that would increase her workload."

"What kind of... work?"

Catlena asked with concern about this story that wasn't even in her memories from her previous life. Her sister replied in a serious tone, different from before:

"This is something only you should know for now. Nothing's been confirmed yet."

"I understand..."

Elios cautiously urged discretion. Catlena nodded in response, and Elios whispered quietly into her ear.

As if worried someone might overhear, despite being alone in the room, she looked around cautiously. Sensing the gravity of the situation, Catlena listened attentively to her sister's words.

And what came from her sister's lips was...

"Father... seems to be stepping down from his position as Duke."

"...Whaaaat?"

Elios revealed something completely unexpected. Catlena's face filled with shock, and Xellos, who had been quietly listening behind them, also automatically displayed an expression of surprise.

*

About two days after returning from the Grand Tournament.

Duchess Roseveta, who had been genuinely worried and angered upon hearing she had nearly been assassinated, headed to her husband's room without much thought when he summoned her.

However, after that...

What she heard in her husband's room felt like a blow to the back of her head.

Duke Radu Constantino Dragona's declaration that he would abdicate his title to her.

Having been named successor just a few years ago, this sudden announcement...
Duchess Roseveta looked at her beloved husband with an expression heavy with shock and said:

"...Are you... serious about this?"

"Of course, do you think I would joke about my position as Duke?"

"But... to proceed so hastily like this. Are you perhaps ill somewhere..."

"Haha, me? You of all people should know that's not possible."

"Then why? If there's no problem, why so suddenly..."

Roseveta asked with a trembling voice. In response, Radu spoke to her in a somewhat amused tone:

"It's something that had to happen eventually, isn't it? You've been managing state affairs with me, so you hardly need any education. And in terms of legitimacy, as a founding member who built this principality with me, you lack nothing."

"You know very well that's not the issue!"

Duchess Roseveta raised her voice, filled with surprise and bewilderment. The Duke of Dragona merely responded in a nonchalant voice:

"What other issue could there be? I don't think much changes whether I hold this position or you do."

"...Hah..."

Her husband's words, though light in tone, were clearly not a joke. Roseveta sighed heavily and said with a hint of provocation:

"Depending on the circumstances, I might immediately pass this position to Elios, whom you dislike so much."

"If that is what you wish... no, if that is what the Duchess desires, how could I object? Do as you please."

"..."

Her husband spoke with a face full of smiles. Seeing this, Roseveta could think of nothing more to say and simply looked at Duke Dragona with worried eyes.

"Well then, I'll start preparing for the succession, so you should get ready too. As for the date... yes, since all our children should be present, we should proceed within a month. It might be quite tight on time, but that's certainly manageable."

With those words, the Duke left the room with light steps. Watching her husband leave, Duchess Roseveta felt a throbbing in her head and placed her hand on her forehead.

'He said he would rise to a high position... and this is how it ends? This position is already more than enough for someone like me...'
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The thought of returning home after a long time was fleeting, as unexpected events unfolded, leaving Catlena with a throbbing headache.

"So... Mother is becoming the Duchess... is that right?"

"Yes... somehow things turned out that way."

Her mother's expression showed she was experiencing the same throbbing headache and discomfort.

The mother and daughter, sharing similar feelings, simultaneously drank from their teacups, which tasted unusually bitter today.

Roseveta was burning inside from her husband's sudden ambush, and Catlena, like her mother, felt nothing but bitterness about the current situation.

'No, no... why do things keep twisting this way? Succession of title? Such a thing never happened while my head was still attached to my body.'

In her second life, too many differences had already emerged compared to her previous one.

Of course, whether intentional or not, each difference was the result of her different choices. But the magnitude was increasingly spiraling beyond prediction.

Because of this, Catlena had already half-given up on these matters, but she still hoped there wouldn't be too many major changes.

Her relationship with Xellos had stabilized, and the issues with her sisters had been resolved. She didn't want new problems arising from sudden changes.

Feeling confused and strangely anxious, Catlena began to sink into uncertainty, unable to grasp how the political situation would unfold.

Meanwhile, regardless of her daughter's thoughts, the person who would become the new ruler of this principality in just a few days...

Mina Roseveta Dragona was internally cursing her husband, the Duke.

'This bastard of a husband... I never imagined he would pull such a huge stunt on me...'

From her perspective, this felt like being blindsided, no less than when he had declared he would pass the title to Catlena.

Throughout the western continent, cases where a monarch abdicated while still alive could be counted on one's fingers.

Although Radu was somewhat distant from natural death, it was still considered too early for someone barely in his fifties to announce abdication.

Of course, to begin with, a ruler declaring succession to his wife was even more unheard of...

Regardless, through this incident, Roseveta was once again painfully reminded of how self-willed her husband could be.

'So... passing the title to Catlena is off the table, and since the children have grown up enough, he wants to hand everything over quickly and just go fishing after stepping down from his position?'

After naming his wife as successor, her husband seemed to have lost considerable interest in his ducal duties.

Come to think of it, wasn't it her husband who habitually said he needed to leave a better world for his children?

Considering he was referring to Catlena, it was perhaps natural that the Duke had lost much of his political enthusiasm.

However, she never expected him to push matters forward so abruptly, just like during the previous successor nomination commotion.

Perhaps this was precisely why her husband proceeded in this manner.

Just like before, he wanted to conclude matters quickly, giving her no time to resist or respond.

'Though I don't like the approach, it's certainly an efficient way to get things done...'

Regardless, what mattered now was how she would proceed from here.

Originally, Roseveta had thought about passing the position to Elios as soon as she received it, but after discussing with her eldest daughter, they decided to put that on hold for now.

Although she had returned temporarily for rest, Elios was currently working as the director of the Academy.

Since her eldest child's wish was to reconsider when circumstances changed, Roseveta would have to hold this position for at least a while.

And what that meant was...

While her role until now had been to help her husband make decisions, from now on, she would be the one making decisions directly as the ruler of the principality.

Consequently, the Principality of Dragona would look very different from now on.

'I became the successor unexpectedly... and unexpectedly became the Duchess. But... that doesn't mean I should lead this country inadequately... nor do I intend to.'

She didn't particularly crave power.

If her daughter wanted it, she was willing to give up the position even now.

However, Roseveta was not one to waste the power placed in her hands, nor should she.

For herself, and above all, for her daughters.

She began to firmly resolve to do her best.

And the first thing she started to contemplate for this purpose...

Would completely change the fate of her daughter before her eyes, her family, and beyond that, the fate of the Principality of Dragona.

*

The sudden news caused a stir not only in the Principality of Dragona but throughout the entire empire.

From commoners who happened to hear the news to monarchs who received formal invitations.

Everyone was quite surprised by the news of Roseveta's ducal accession, especially nobles from other regions.

Honestly, until the talk of successor nomination spread, people had been in disbelief.

Although Duke Dragona had no sons, he had three perfectly capable daughters. When people who didn't know the details heard that he would pass the throne to his wife, they considered it merely a temporary measure to prepare for contingencies.

A tool to ensure smooth succession in case something suddenly happened to the Duke.

However, it became reality against many people's expectations, with the Duke abdicating while still perfectly alive.

"Abdication... Has the Duke of Dragona suddenly fallen ill?"

"No, that's not the case. It's even questionable if that Duke could fall ill in the first place..."

"Then why? Why would a perfectly healthy person give up the throne... and to his wife at that?"

"I don't know either. However, if I may venture a guess, it might be the result of the power struggle during the previous successor nomination?"

"Power struggle?... Ah... you mean when he tried to pass the position to his daughter but named his wife as successor at the last moment?"

"Yes, that's right. I heard the Duchess's influence was formidable at that time."

"Hmm... I've heard about that too. Above all, I've seen that Duchess in person, so I know roughly. She's a terrifying woman who could kill with just her gaze..."

"For someone of that caliber... it's not impossible that she pressured her husband to take the throne, is it? That's what I suspect happened."

"Hmm... that makes sense. Just a few years ago, wasn't she the one who killed hundreds or thousands of people with her own hands without batting an eye?"

"In that regard... Duke Dragona must be quite a man himself. To embrace such a woman and father two daughters with her..."

"Well, he's no ordinary human either... Anyway, if things have turned out this way, it means the relationship between our principality and the Principality of Dragona will change significantly, so think about preparing for that."

"Understood, my lord."

Although the reality was that events had proceeded regardless of Roseveta's intentions, most people were led to believe that Roseveta had used her influence to indirectly remove her husband from power.

And this meant, not just as a safety measure...

That Mina Roseveta Dragona had truly become the ruler of the principality with real power, signifying that the political landscape of the Principality of Dragona, the empire's most powerful vassal state, would flow in a different direction from now on.
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The Imperial Prime Minister Saladin Azak automatically began to deeply furrow his brow, which was already full of wrinkles.

"What's wrong, master? You don't look well..."

"Hmm..."

The prime minister gave no answer to his servant's question.

That was because the current situation was one of those scenarios he absolutely never wanted to see become reality.

'The ruler of the Principality of Dragona has become that witch... and at such an inopportune time. Truly, the situation is deteriorating day by day.'

Most people who heard this news were naturally focused on the newly appointed Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona and her ascension.

However, at this moment, Prime Minister Saladin Azak, who was more concerned about the current situation than anyone else...

Had thoughts of a somewhat different matter occupying a larger portion of his mind.

'No... perhaps this is an opportunity given by heaven. They don't look upon me favorably anyway, and without an excuse like this, I would have no way to go there.'

Having reached that conclusion, the prime minister slowly rose from his seat.

"We will soon need to embark on a long journey, so make preparations."

"Yes, understood. But where to..."

"A new ruler has ascended in the vassal state, has she not? As the Empire's prime minister, it is only proper that I go. Prepare to leave for Sophia in time for the coronation ceremony."

"Understood, master."

The servant left the room according to his master's instructions.
Watching him disappear from sight, the prime minister's face began to fill with resolute determination.

'Everything is for the Empire... for my homeland and... for my master...'

*

The atmosphere inside the castle had become even more bustling with matters related to the succession ceremony.

Since this involved the changing of a nation's ruler, there was much to prepare, including the coronation ceremony and banquets, which inevitably meant many goods and people were coming and going through the castle.

On top of this, as delegations began to arrive to congratulate Roseveta on her ascension, the surroundings were becoming crowded with people as expected.

A woman was walking through the castle corridors, which were noisier than ever.

Elios was feeling even more complicated than when the meeting about the successor appointment had been held previously.

'Well... I expected this would happen... but still, I really can't get used to this atmosphere...'

Honestly, she wanted to find a quiet place to read a book with a cup of tea, but in the current situation where it was noisy even in her room, that was too much to ask.

'Sigh... succession ceremony or whatever... I just wish it would end quickly now that it's happening...'

From Elios's perspective, looking at the current situation in the simplest terms, the only difference was that the crown worn on her father's head would now be moved to her mother's.

However, considering the changes in how state affairs would be managed afterward, she instinctively knew that the difference would bring about changes greater than she could imagine.

'Father and mother are quite different from each other... From that perspective, the direction of the principality will completely change from what it has been until now.'

She wasn't sure if this was the right way to put it, but compared to her father, the Duke of Dragona, her mother, Duchess Roseveta, had a rather unique way of thinking.

To put it kindly, one could say she had a broader perspective than others.

As Elios grew older, she came to realize that her mother had always tended to try new things even when she was in a position to assist her father, which, whether positive or negative, often caused commotion around her.

'For instance... continuously increasing the lord's direct territories using various methods... and also removing class restrictions for academy admission and appointing graduates to manage those increased territories.'

Increasing direct territories could be seen as simply for profit, and the academy reforms could be attributed to her mother's commoner origins, but...

Thinking about it now, Elios felt there might be some other meaning behind these actions.

'I'll know the details after mother becomes the duchess, but... it's clear there will be some major changes. The question is how much they'll affect our lives going forward.'

At this point, only vague speculation was possible.
As she was thinking about this and moving toward the relatively quiet garden, that's when it happened.

"Princess Elios."

"!... Tch..."

The next moment, an unwelcome voice reached Elios's ears.
She turned her head in that direction, and there, as she had expected, stood that person.

"Princess Maeve... how are you here..."

"How? Naturally, I came as the Imperial Princess to congratulate the Duchess on her succession. It's simply my duty as a princess. No need to thank me."

"Sigh..."

Princess Maeve, though somewhat more amicable than before, still maintained her haughty demeanor.

Despite the special circumstances of the succession ceremony, Elios was beginning to feel somewhat tired of the current situation.

"Well... anyway, thank you for coming. By the way, if you came to see my mother..."

"I've already taken care of that long ago. All that remains is to make an appearance at the succession ceremony in two days."

"Sigh... I see. Then please stay quietly without causing a commotion. I won't interfere as long as you maintain certain boundaries."

As Elios spoke with deep annoyance, Princess Maeve's face somehow began to fill with a bright smile.

"Hehe... Is that so? Thank you for saying that. Alright then, I'll take that as permission and gratefully withdraw."

"Yes, yes... just stay quiet during your visit."

Though unsure what permission she had granted, Elios watched as Princess Maeve disappeared from her sight, giggling cheerfully.

Unlike usual, the princess wasn't being clingy, which gave Elios a sense of both puzzlement and relief as she sat down on a garden chair to quietly bask in the sunlight, feeling somewhat tired.

At that moment...

'Hmm? Come to think of it... who is that child?'

A girl she noticed belatedly because she had been focused on Princess Maeve.
With pale silver hair and unfocused blue eyes, she was following behind Princess Maeve like a small puppy.

'I've never seen her before... Did she get a new attendant in the meantime?'

*

"Congratulations on your ascension, Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona."

The person bowing his head respectfully before her seat was Marquis Serif Ras, the prime minister of the Principality of Dragona.

Looking at him, Roseveta smiled awkwardly and said:

"Haha... Hey. Don't do that. It gives me the creeps."

"I cannot do that. You are now the ruler of this principality. As your subject, I must show proper respect."

However, despite her reaction, the marquis responded with unwavering formality. Seeing this, Roseveta expressed considerable frustration as she spoke to him.

"What respect... When were we... or more precisely, when were you ever someone who stood on ceremony?"

"Despite appearances, I am working as this principality's prime minister and a marquis. How could I utter disrespectful words to my new master... Gah! Hey! Roseveta!"

The next moment, a flick landed squarely on the marquis's bowed head, instantly stripping away the thin veneer of etiquette.

Looking at him, Roseveta wore an expression of disbelief.

"What nonsense at this point... Don't try to stand on ceremony now when you never did even when you were governor. It just makes things uncomfortable."

"Tch... Always such a willful woman. Even when I try to show some respect..."

Despite grumbling, the marquis showed a slight smile at the corner of his mouth, and Roseveta also looked at him with a comfortable expression.

"Anyway, I'm glad you came despite being busy with your territory. I heard your son passed the Imperial civil service exam?"

"Yes, I was worried when he said he wouldn't enter the academy and would prepare for that instead, but fortunately he passed smoothly."

"That's great. Melliflicent must have been very happy. I can still vividly remember how she was always anxiously supporting her son. I guess she's received her reward now."

"Happy is an understatement. She was practically flying around. Thanks to that, the nagging has decreased a bit, which is good for me..."

With those words, Serif subtly glanced at Roseveta.

"Hey, Roseveta. Actually, there's something I wanted to talk about related to that..."

"Yes, what is it?"

Roseveta expressed curiosity at her close friend's words.
Looking at her, Marquis Serif carefully began to discuss the matter his wife had mentioned to him.
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*Knock, knock, knock.*

A knocking sound came from outside the door.

At the same time, Roseveta, who had been wearing a slightly apologetic expression, and Duke Serif, who had been looking regretful, began to brighten up.

Then the door opened and a person entered.

A tall woman with emerald green eyes and black hair.

The moment they saw her, their faces filled with delight, and seeing their reactions, she too smiled.

"Hello. It's been a while, Roseveta. And Serif."

"Elvafa!"

The two rushed toward her, calling her name with joy in their voices.
Seeing them approach without regard to status or formality...

The witch Elvafa Envy, their friend and longtime colleague, embraced Roseveta tightly.

"It's so good to see you. Have you been well?"

"Yes, thanks to you. Both of you haven't changed at all compared to three years ago."

"Haha, the same goes for you. After all, neither witches nor magicians age much."

"Anyway, I'm glad to see you again. Honestly, you've been out of touch for too long."

Unlike the two who held the ranks of Duke and Marquis, Elvafa before them didn't possess any noble title.
Though she had more than enough merit to deserve one, she herself had never wanted it.

The only official position she had held was briefly working as a court physician here at Sophia Castle until a few years ago.

After that, showing no attachment to official positions, Elvafa had left this place and traveled the world for the past three years, until she returned upon hearing the news of Roseveta's ascension.

"So how's your research going? Have you made any progress?"

"Unfortunately, that part is still ongoing. I made contact with the wizards of the North, but there wasn't much to gain. Though I did achieve some results in other areas during the process."

Elvafa expressed some regret as she spoke.
Seeing her friend's expression, Roseveta felt somewhat relieved inside and carefully said to her:

"I see... that's unfortunate. Does that mean you don't need to be tied to the wizards anymore?"

"That's right. There are constraints to conducting research with them... and above all, since I need some rest for a while, I'm thinking of staying here."

"You're always welcome to stay, Elvafa. I actually have quite a few things I wanted to ask of you."

"Are you referring to the court physician position? I'm certainly willing to take that role again, but..."

Elvafa asked in response to Roseveta's words, to which Roseveta slowly shook her head.

"No, while that's part of it... there's something more important I wanted to discuss..."

"Something important... Just tell me. I should naturally do whatever Roseveta asks of me. I'll lend what little strength I have."

"Thank you for saying that. Though it's not an easy task. If you're willing to go that far..."

As Roseveta cautiously broached the subject, a bitter smile automatically appeared on the Duke's face.

'Ah... this is a very familiar pattern. Similar to when she persuaded me to take the prime minister position.'

With that thought, Serif silently offered condolences to his friend who would soon be wrestling with paperwork alongside Roseveta.

Of course, he included his future self who would be suffering the same headaches.

*

The grand ringing of bells.
And rose petals fluttering magnificently amid the cheering crowds.

Receiving such a boisterous welcome, Roseveta walked forward slowly.
Dressed in splendid attire with a bizarrely shaped red sword at her waist.

As she moved along the path cutting through the castle, her face showed a strange tension, and watching their mother, Elios, Senel who had hurriedly returned, and Catlena felt an odd sense of pride.

"This day has finally come... the day Mother becomes the Duke..."

"Aren't you disappointed? Honestly, it would have been nice if you were in that position, sister..."

Senel carefully asked in response to Elios's words, to which Elios replied with a slight smile:

"It would be a lie to say I'm not at all disappointed... but if I had to express my current feelings, I'm actually somewhat relieved. I know how weighty the position of Duke is. And I know I'm still not ready to handle it."

"But still... I think you would do well, sister..."

Catlena said carefully, and hearing her sister's words, Elios felt somewhat pleased and gently stroked her head.

"I appreciate you thinking that... but I'm really not ready yet. Even now, I don't think I could do better than Mother."

"Is that so..."

"Yes, that's how it is."

With those words, Elios smiled slightly at her youngest sister.
Watching her, Catlena felt somewhat refreshed inside.

In the past, whenever succession was mentioned, Elios had shown only a cold face to her.
The fact that her eldest sister was now smiling at her made Catlena realize how much her sister's feelings toward her had changed.

"Ah. It's starting. Look there."

At Senel's words, the three sisters fixed their gaze back on their mother.
They could see their mother, Roseveta, kneeling with her sword drawn and thrust into the ground, showing respect.

And watching her, their father, who had been sitting on the throne, slowly rose and approached her.

"My wife... Mina Roseveta Dragona..."

With those words, the Duke of Dragona slowly removed the crown from his head and stood directly in front of her.

"I shall no longer sacrifice myself for the people. I shall no longer bear the weight of the crown. From now on, everything... will be handled by your hands."

With those words, he slowly placed the crown on Roseveta's head.
Looking up at her husband's face, Roseveta spoke in a solemn voice:

"I accept the succession of title, my husband, Radu Constantino Dragona."

With those words, Roseveta slowly rose from her place, and simultaneously, Dragona respectfully knelt and paid homage to his wife, the new ruler of this land. Immediately after, those watching also knelt and paid their respects to her.

Thus ended the reign of Radu Constantino Dragona, the first ruler of the Principality of Dragona, and began the era of Mina Roseveta Dragona, the second ruler.

A very long new era that would bring changes far greater than any in the previous age...

*

The banquet that immediately followed the succession ceremony.
Against a backdrop of boisterous music and dancing performers, many people were noisily chatting and enjoying drinks and feasts, including Radu Constantino Dragona, who had stepped down from the position of Duke.

"Haha, congratulations, Duke. You've finally freed yourself from those troublesome matters and become a free man."

"Indeed. The past 20 years have truly been difficult. A body that used to move from battlefield to battlefield ended up fighting piles of documents. I've been blessed with such an excellent wife that I've benefited in this way."

Dragona laughed brightly and joked in response to the other nobles' words.
Although he had relinquished enormous power with his own hands, considering that he had been growing tired of that power, Radu didn't particularly feel any regret.

Rather, as the nobles said, he felt only unburdened.

"Well... now that all the troublesome matters are settled. How about we go hunting together next time?"

"That sounds good. I've been quite neglectful due to being busy, so I'd like to get some fresh air for once."

Radu chatted and conversed with his fellow nobles.
In contrast to her husband's relaxed demeanor, Roseveta, seated on the sovereign's throne, maintained her dignity as she greeted people.

"Congratulations, Duke. I am Count Logos of Giurgiu. As it has been until now, I humbly request your continued favor."

"Yes, thank you for coming. If there are any difficulties, please don't hesitate to ask. I will help as much as I can."

Roseveta exchanged greetings with the lords as the new ruler.
Although most were simply formal courtesies, even in that moment, Roseveta's mind was rapidly working on matters related to what she planned to implement in the future.

Elements of reform that she couldn't yet reveal to anyone...

'There will truly be so much to do going forward... There are quite a few people to deal with as well...'

With such thoughts, Roseveta slowly shifted her gaze.
There... she began to see the figure of someone who had just entered the banquet hall.
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Leaving the noisy banquet hall behind, Catlena stepped outside where it had become quiet as people crowded inside the building.

"Phew... I can finally breathe a little."

"Indeed. It was quite overwhelming having to greet everyone who approached you."

Her sisters were still conversing with other guests, and most people were now inside having dinner.

At this moment, only Xellos remained by her side.

Enjoying this rare moment of peace, Catlena relaxed comfortably in a garden chair under Xellos's protection.

'So Mother has become a Duchess now... and I'll be returning to the academy in a few days?'

Nothing would change dramatically just because her mother had become a Duchess.

However, given her mother's character of always seeking something new, there was a high possibility that the internal affairs of the Principality of Dragona would become quite chaotic, unlike during her father's time when traditional methods were maintained.

And of course, Catlena had a strong desire to avoid getting entangled in such political turmoil.

Although she had gathered her own following out of necessity for self-protection, her ultimate goal was to live a peaceful life with Xellos, completely separated from political power.

If she could wish for anything, it would be to receive a small territory somewhere to live quietly, or perhaps establish a small trading company with her mother's help and enjoy a leisurely, peaceful life.

She absolutely refused to get involved in complicated matters beyond her capacity to handle.

'For that to happen... this situation needs to be resolved completely as soon as possible...'

Although her grandfather, Prime Minister Saladin Azak, had lost considerable power due to recent events—suffering what could be described as a fatal blow—Catlena knew very well that her grandfather was not one to give up.

Being ruthless enough to use even his own granddaughter for his schemes, he would certainly continue plotting something.

And in that process, he would definitely try to use Catlena somehow.

'Of course, I have no intention of being manipulated so easily... but Grandfather is not someone to be taken lightly, so I might have to struggle for a while...'

With these thoughts, Catlena decided to postpone thinking about such troublesome matters until she returned to the academy.

Just then...

"...Catlena."

"!.."

A familiar voice came from beside her, and Catlena slowly turned her head in that direction.

Simultaneously, Xellos showed signs of vigilance toward the speaker.

There stood... the very person Catlena absolutely did not want to meet at this moment...

Her grandfather and Imperial Prime Minister, Saladin Azak.

"...G-Grand...father..."

Catlena spoke with a stiff voice.
Seeing her reaction, a complicated expression that even Catlena could recognize crossed her grandfather's face.

"H-How did you... come here?"

"Naturally, as the Prime Minister, I had to come when the ruler of the empire's greatest vassal state changed, wouldn't I?"

"..."

Saladin Azak spoke in a calm voice.
Meanwhile, Xellos was considering whether he should draw the sword at his waist.

Unlike before, the man standing before him was now clearly someone with hostility toward Catlena.

He was someone whose plans had been completely shattered by her. Someone who had been critically wounded when his granddaughter stabbed him in the back at the decisive moment.

No matter the blood relation...
No, precisely because they were related, Xellos thought this terrible man might do something unpredictable to the granddaughter who had betrayed him so deeply.

Then...

"Xellos. Step back."

"!.. But..."

"Do as I say."

Catlena commanded firmly.

Despite his uneasiness, Xellos had no choice but to follow his master's order and step back.

Then,
Catlena looked at her grandfather, the Prime Minister Saladin Azak standing before her, and spoke in a composed voice.

"I believe you have something to say to me. Go ahead."

"..Yes.. That's right.. I do have something.. to say."

Saladin responded in a cold voice.
Then, looking at his granddaughter standing before him...

He spoke with disappointment and confusion in his voice to his own flesh and blood.

"..Why did you do it.. Why exactly.. did you betray me? What was your reason?"

The Prime Minister asked with a voice filled with emotion, unlike his usual self.
Seeing him like this...

Catlena looked at her grandfather and spoke in a clear voice.

"Because Grandfather... no, because you abandoned me first."

"!"

At those words, a deep bewilderment settled on the Prime Minister's face.
Looking at him, Catlena continued in a cold voice.

"Because you tried to sacrifice me. Because you tried to make me disappear along with Mother while distorting the truth about my dead birth mother."

"...How... How did you learn that..."

The Prime Minister spoke with a trembling voice as she struck at the exact truth.
In response, Catlena told him in a frigid voice.

"That's not what's important, is it? What matters is that you decided to use me as a disposable card. That I, your granddaughter, was abandoned for the sake of the empire. That's why I abandoned you. Is that explanation sufficient?"

"..."

The Prime Minister said nothing more in response to Catlena's words.

Right after... he simply turned around and left where Catlena was.

As if he had nothing more to say to her.

And seeing him like this, Catlena tasted the bitterness in her mouth as she slumped back into her chair.

"...Are you alright?"

"..Yes.. I'm fine.. I knew he would react this way. He... was always that kind of person."

Catlena replied with a bitter voice to Xellos's concerned question.

Although she said this, deep inside, she had been hoping that her grandfather would apologize to her, even just for this moment.

He was, after all, the grandfather who had raised her.
If he had apologized for abandoning her, admitted his mistake...
If he had asked for forgiveness, Catlena's heart would have been much more at ease.

But... he did not do that.

Without asking for forgiveness or offering words of comfort, he simply confirmed why his granddaughter had turned her back on him, then coldly turned away as if there was nothing more to discuss.

And... what that meant.
Catlena could recognize it clearly.

It meant...
That man disappearing before her...
Even at this moment, did not regret his actions in the slightest.

'Yes... of course... You're the kind of person who believes any sacrifice is justified for the sake of the empire. That's how you were in my previous life, and it's the same now...'

What others would call patriotism.
A man who sacrifices everything while being captivated by it.

That was who her maternal grandfather was,
And with this, Catlena concluded that the blood relation between herself and that man had completely ended.

'Now... you and I are nothing to each other. The same goes for my relationship with your daughter... For me, my only mother is Mina Roseveta Dragona. Only her.'

Thus, resolving the issue that had been troubling her heart since her transmigration, Catlena slowly rose from her seat with Xellos.
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Luxurious decorations and magnificent music.

And... a banquet hall filled with abundant food.

However, at this moment.

None of these things caught the Prime Minister's eye as he arrived.

His gaze was fixed on only one person.

The figure seated on the throne at the deepest part of the banquet hall...

The new ruler of this principality, Mina Roseveta Dragona.

After confirming her position,
the Prime Minister slowly began to make his way toward the new female ruler of this country.

Along the way, there were some who recognized his face and showed surprise, but in the spacious banquet hall filled with various attendees, his appearance did not draw much attention.

And moments later, their eyes finally met as he reached near the throne, and Roseveta gave him a cold gaze...
A gaze similar to what her granddaughter had just given him earlier.

She slowly rose from her seat and stood before Prime Minister Saladin Azak.

"My... what an honor to have such a distinguished guest visit this humble place. I never imagined we would meet in a place like this."

Roseveta bowed her head respectfully in greeting.
In response, Saladin also showed his respect and spoke in a courteous voice.

"First of all... I would like to offer my congratulations, Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona."

"I am truly delighted that you have come in person. Prime Minister Saladin Azak."

Thus, Duchess Roseveta and Imperial Prime Minister Saladin exchanged greetings with seemingly impeccable courtesy.
However, to those who knew the situation...
especially to Elios who stood beside Roseveta, the scene appeared far from ordinary.

No, not just her, but all of Roseveta's close associates present were showing deep wariness toward this man called the Prime Minister.

It was only natural.

They knew very well what Roseveta had nearly suffered just a few days ago due to the plot orchestrated by this Prime Minister.

However, despite this chilling atmosphere...
Duchess Roseveta spoke to him in a calm voice, despite her cold gaze.

"I've heard that the Padishah's health hasn't been very good lately. And that you've been quite busy because of it."

"That's correct. Because of that, this old man has become involved in many matters. I'm also attending to things that the Padishah has been unable to handle."

"Yes... I suppose so."

The two conversed in gentle voices.
However, Elios, who was watching them, could feel it.

The incredibly sharp blades going back and forth between them.

'Prime Minister Saladin Azak... the person who is effectively ruling the empire in place of the bedridden Padishah... The fact that someone who has been operating from the shadows until now has taken the trouble to come here in person means... as expected, he's here to test the waters and issue a warning regarding recent events.'

It wasn't just about the assassination attempt.

Elios knew that the empire's influence extended to the orphanage incident, the events at the Academy, and even the criminal organizations causing chaos within the principality.

And considering the empire's political situation with the supreme ruler, the Padishah, bedridden, Elios recognized that the person behind it all was right here—Prime Minister Saladin Azak. Roseveta, who had heard everything from her daughter, understood this as well.

Although the roots had been completely cut off thanks to recent events, everything was far from over.

"In such turbulent times, the role of vassal states is very important. I hope you will continue to serve the empire loyally, as the late Duke did."

"Indeed. The belief that a subject must be loyal to their master is the same for both my husband and me. I hope you won't worry too much. Unnecessary concerns can sometimes bring about misfortune."

"I was merely doing what I should as the empire's Prime Minister. Please don't feel uncomfortable about it."

Roseveta subtly warned against the empire's interference in the principality.
However, the Prime Minister responded without batting an eye, which internally displeased Elios.

'That snake-like old man... does he know where he is to be acting like this...'

From Elios's perspective, the mastermind behind the 'enemies' she had been facing was right in front of her.

She wanted nothing more than to cut him down with a single stroke, but given the setting, she couldn't do so. Above all, she didn't have permission from the 'Duchess' yet.

"Anyway, since such an honored guest has come, it would be nice to share some time together. How about it? Having some tea in the adjacent room? We have various matters to resolve between us."

"...Very well."

At Roseveta's words, the Prime Minister showed a moment of bewilderment but soon nodded in acceptance.

Elios and others showed concern and doubt about this, but Roseveta firmly restrained them.

"It's fine. I'll be back shortly. Ah, Elios, I would like you to accompany me."

"Yes, Mother."

Thus, the three people left the bustling banquet hall and entered a separate room.

As soon as they sat down, Roseveta spoke while observing the Prime Minister who was cautiously watching her.

"Please be at ease. It's not like you've come here to commit a crime. Unlike your usual self, you look as nervous as if you've come to kill me."

"!.."

At those words, Saladin unconsciously frowned.
Looking at him, Roseveta spoke in a serious voice.

"Though I say this... you must certainly be anxious. You tried to eliminate me recently but failed. And now all the evidence is in my hands."

"..."

With those words, Roseveta took a sip of the tea in front of her.
Then, in a quiet voice, she looked at the Prime Minister...
at the person who had long been her political adversary, and said:

"However... you need not worry too much about that. Despite such an unfortunate incident, I understand that what you did was for the sake of the country. After all, you have always worked for this nation without a trace of self-interest."

"...I appreciate you saying that."

Saladin quietly responded to Roseveta's words.
Looking at him, Roseveta continued in an even more serious tone:

"Although our intentions differed... personally, I've always respected your intense patriotism. That's why when your daughter entered this household, and when that motherless child was left alone, I accepted and took them in without any hesitation."

"..I still personally feel grateful for that."

Although she was someone he needed to eliminate for political reasons, the Prime Minister did not hate Roseveta on a personal level. Rather, he genuinely held her generosity and abilities in high regard.

Though it was precisely for those reasons that he became even more politically wary of her.

And in that respect, at this moment, he could tell that Roseveta's words were not merely pleasantries but sincere expressions from her heart.

"In that sense, Prime Minister... what do you think? About ending our conflict now."

"!..."
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At Roseveta's words, Saladin's expression falters slightly.

Seeing him like this...

She spoke with a voice filled with desperation.

"All things considered, I've become the Duchess of this country and now rule the Principality of Dragona, a vassal state of the Empire. Wouldn't it be better to acknowledge me and put our unpleasant relationship behind us?"

"..."

"Despite our strained relationship, you are the biological grandfather of my daughter Catlena. I don't think we need to continue this hostility between us, do you?"

The Duchess Roseveta spoke with genuine sincerity.

And then.

"...Ha..haha.. Hahahaha!"

After hearing her words... loud laughter began to pour from the Duke's mouth.

It was laughter that almost sounded like crying.
Then he stopped and spoke to Roseveta in a voice that seemed to have set something down.

"...I never imagined... such words would come from your mouth. To think that a witch like you would try to persuade me. Indeed... you truly are a remarkable person. To think you would humiliate Saladin like this."

"..Prime Minister.."

Roseveta spoke with a hint of desperation in response to Saladin's words.
However... looking at her, Saladin heaved a deep sigh, slowly shook his head, and said:

"Haa... But that's impossible. You know the reason why better than anyone. Now that you've become the ruler of this principality, you should do your best for this country. Just as you've always done... That's how it is. As for me... I will continue to do my best for the Empire until the very end."

"...That's unfortunate."

Roseveta responded to the prime minister's words with bitterness.

Then, looking at her, the prime minister took something out from his breast pocket and held it out in front of her.

A dagger with a black gleam.

It was the last resort he had been counting on until coming here...

He realized that he no longer needed it.

Even if he made a reckless move here, it would be meaningless now that the other party was already aware.

And above all...
The prime minister had to admit to himself at this moment.

No matter how much he struggled...
Even if he sacrificed his life to attempt something...

The path of the person before him...

The path of Duchess Mina Roseveta could not be stopped.

"I enjoyed the tea. Now I shall take my leave and rest from my journey."

"Enjoy yourself moderately before you go. Also, when you return, please convey that our loyalty to the Padishah remains unchanged."

"I will do so. Then I pray you become a wise ruler, Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona."

With those respectful words, the prime minister left Roseveta's presence, and watching him go, Elios approached her mother's side, fingering Twilight in its scabbard, expressing her anger.

"...That man... how dare he treat mother's mercy this way..."

"Let it be. Despite appearances, there's no greater loyalist in the Empire. At least in that regard, we should understand him."

"..Well, yes, but... from our perspective, isn't that man the source of all evil? In a way, this is an opportunity. If we could deal with him right now, we could surely cut off the root..."

To Elios, it seemed as if the mastermind behind all the scheming was right in front of them, defenseless.

However, Roseveta responded to Elios's words with a stern voice:

"Enough. No matter what, he is the Empire's prime minister. Even if the Padishah's health is poor, if we carelessly cause trouble, we might be the ones to suffer."

"No... does that mean we have to continue being victimized by that old man with our eyes wide open? To put it bluntly, he's been stabbing us in the back despite our years of loyal service to the Empire..."

"I told you. His actions themselves stem from his loyalty to the Empire. There's nothing to think badly of, and in some ways, it's something to be respected. And... let me say once more, don't try to handle things noisily... noisily..."

"....What?"

At that moment, Elios recognized something hidden in Roseveta's words, and seeing her daughter's expression, Elios began to slowly show a smile.

That warm, motherly smile so characteristic of her.

"Absolutely... we must not make any noise when proceeding with matters... Do you understand, my child?"

"!...."

*

"Well then, take care."

"Travel safely, Prime Minister."

As Prime Minister Saladin Azak departed for the capital by carriage, Roseveta, as the new Duchess, felt a slight regret while seeing him off.

'If only he could bend his will a little, we could all find a way to live together peacefully... Well, if he were that kind of person, we wouldn't have come this far.'

After putting aside her feelings of regret about him...

The warmth on Roseveta's face began to disappear.

It was the face of someone who had made a decision about what needed to be done.

Then, in a quiet voice, she spoke to someone hiding behind her.

"Handle it quietly, and needless to say, don't leave any clumsy evidence."

"Yes, I will do so."

With those words, that person's figure disappeared like the wind.
Then Roseveta slowly turned her gaze toward the scenery before her.

The vast view of Sophia spread out before her eyes.

Taking it in, she quietly thought to herself:

'Each of us doing our best in our respective positions... Yes, that's certainly the right thing to do.'

*

The prime minister's carriage, having completely left Sophia and entered the forest.
As it slowly moved along a narrow path...
Prime Minister Saladin spoke in a calm voice:

"Stop for a moment."

"Yes, master. Stop the carriage!"

The servant stopped the carriage according to his master's command.
Then Saladin slowly got out of the carriage, and immediately afterward, those around him, including the coachman, gathered in one place according to his orders.

Looking at the servants before him,
the prime minister spoke in a calm voice:

"You may all go back now. I can go alone from here. Return to the capital through another route. Since everything has been arranged, there shouldn't be any problems handling the rest."

The prime minister spoke in a detached voice.

In response, the servants and others present began to look at each other briefly.
After a short silence, they looked at their master and said:

"...Master... where else would we go?"

"Please withdraw that order."

The servants spoke to him in earnest voices.
Looking at them, the prime minister spoke with a voice filled with regret:

"My goodness... Do you people know what lies on this path I'm taking?"

"How could we not know? We came this far already prepared."

"Wherever you go is where we go. We will serve you until the end, even in the next world."

They spoke with resolute voices.
Seeing them like this, a bitter smile began to spread across the prime minister's face.

"..Haha.. Seeing you all like this today makes me truly ashamed... Even people like you know how to sacrifice your lives for your master... Yet I, Saladin Azak, tried to cover up my incompetence toward the country at the mere cost of my life..."

"..Master.."

"Sob..."

They shed tears at their master's words.
Then Saladin thanked them for their loyalty with a smile on his face before getting back into the carriage.

And so...

Just after the carriage entered a narrow cliff path through the forest...

-"BOOM!"-

A sudden earth-shaking sound.
At the same moment, Prime Minister Saladin Azak, who had devoted himself to the Empire for many years, could no longer do anything for the Empire.

The prime minister's carriage tumbled down the thousand-foot cliff due to the sudden impact.
Then, with an unexplainable explosion, not a single person there survived.

And...
Watching this scene,

On her lips...

A smile containing serenity, joy, and sadness began to bloom on Arachne's lips.

"With this... I've finally avenged you. Now you can rest in peace there."
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"W-What did you just say?"

"I killed him. Is there a problem?"

"..."

Rosebeta spoke in a tone as casual as if she had crushed an insect with her finger.

Radu was momentarily speechless, overwhelmed by profound shock and bewilderment.

And watching her husband's reaction, Rosebeta stirred her teacup slowly without changing her expression and spoke in a composed voice.

"I don't understand why you're so surprised. Isn't killing one person for the sake of national interest something that can naturally be done?"

With those words, Rosebeta took out a stack of documents in front of her stunned husband who stood there blankly, then quietly raised her cup.

"...W-What is this?"

"Isn't that what you wanted to know? The reason why I had to eliminate that Prime Minister."

At Rosebeta's words, Radu urgently began examining the contents, and his face became increasingly covered with astonishment.

"These were investigated by my proud eldest daughter whom you dislike so much. Besides the previous assassination attempt, that man Saladin... he seems to have been quite wary of our country, judging by how much harm he's been causing to the Principality of Dragona."

"Kuk..."

Radu couldn't say anything for a moment in response to his wife's words.

The contents before his eyes were filled with things that automatically increased his animosity toward Prime Minister Saladin.

Starting with illegally purchasing orphans from the principality as slaves, to bribing a marquis's butler to insert a fake son into the family. Beyond that, raising bandit groups to plunder territories everywhere, and deliberately causing accidents to create discord between demons and humans...

The documents showed that Saladin had been tormenting the principality in various ways, and while Radu swallowed his anger, he tried his best to maintain his composure as he asked his wife.

"B-But... isn't it unreasonable to conclude that the Prime Minister committed all these acts? These are merely circumstantial evidence, to be certain..."

"But it's a clear fact that the Empire has been keeping us in check. And Prime Minister Saladin was the person effectively running the Empire's state affairs. Isn't that reason enough to deal with him?"

"Even so... no matter how well you covered your tracks, won't the Empire hold us accountable somehow for assassinating their Prime Minister, especially while he was returning from visiting our principality? Taking action in this situation..."

"Perhaps... but it doesn't matter much. There's no evidence left that we committed it anyway, and above all, I was planning to deal with him when the opportunity arose. I just didn't expect that opportunity to come so quickly."

"...W-What do you mean..."

As her husband spoke with a trembling voice,

Rosebeta began to show an affectionate smile.

A beautiful smile that had always seemed so lovely.

But now, as Radu looked at that smile, he began to feel a chilling sensation crawling up his spine, and seeing him like this, Rosebeta spoke in an extremely gentle voice... which for that very reason felt terribly frightening.

"The person who held real power in the Empire is dead. And the Padishah who should be running the country is bedridden due to old age. What do you think will happen to the Empire's future now?"

"...S-Surely not..."

"With this, there will be no one to interfere with us for a while. And isn't it my duty from this moment on to ensure they can never interfere again if possible? Former Duke."

At Rosebeta's words, Radu began to tremble slightly as he finally realized what she was implying.

Most likely, with the loss of its real authority figure, the Empire would likely be unable to regain its senses for some time due to the power vacuum.

Despite the Padishah, the highest authority, being unable to attend to state affairs frequently, until now Prime Minister Saladin had been exerting strong restraint to prevent chaos.

But now that he had returned to dust, the power players of the Empire who had been holding their breath—especially the ambitious princes of the Padishah—would clearly no longer remain still.

With no clear successor determined, a bloody struggle for the throne would surely break out among them, and consequently, the Empire's national power would naturally weaken, making it impossible to interfere with the Principality of Dragona for some time.

'And in that process, the Empire's people will certainly suffer tremendous sacrifices... My wife surely knows this as well.'

Realizing this fact, Radu unconsciously swallowed dry saliva.

Rosebeta appeared utterly composed despite being the very person who had decisively eliminated Prime Minister Saladin and fired the starting signal for all these events.

Seeing this, Radu was once again feeling how terrifying this woman—his wife and the new ruler of this country—truly was.

At the same time, he had to admit once more.

From the perspective of national interest, she was indeed more suited to be the ruler than himself...

*

"...Grandfather had... an accident?"

"Yes, Lady Catlena. They say his carriage rolled off a cliff."

"...I see..."

Arachne speaking with a heavy voice before her.

As she listened to her words, Catlena began to feel more complicated emotions than expected.

Although Catlena had just resolved to completely sever her ties with that person. Nevertheless, the fact that she was parting with him forever in this way was quite shocking to her.

'...That person... is dead? That person...'

However, apart from the momentary shock, she had no reason to dwell on this matter for long.

Although it was unsettling that her biological grandfather had died... in a way, it also meant that the greatest risk factor that could interfere with her life going forward had disappeared.

All that remained was to live the life she wanted to live with Xellos, just as she had been doing until now.

At that moment, looking at Catlena who was thinking this, Arachne said in a calm voice.

"Also, the Duchess is looking for you. It would be best if you went as soon as possible..."

"Mother? Yes, I understand."

Thinking that she probably wanted to comfort her about this incident, Catlena rose from her seat.

And then, Arachne, who had been watching her, slightly averted her gaze.

Feeling a personal regret that she couldn't possibly express from her position...

*

Catlena arrived at the Duke's office in response to Rosebeta's summons.

There, someone she hadn't expected was waiting.

"Xellos? What are you doing here..."

"What about you, Lady Catlena? I was called here by Duchess Rosebeta..."

"Me too..."

Of course, they had often met with Rosebeta together before, but this was only because Xellos, as Catlena's direct servant, automatically followed when Catlena was called.

This was the first time she had called the two of them individually like this.

Feeling puzzled by this fact, they entered the room.

"We're here, Mother."

"Yes, welcome Catlena... and Xellos."

Duchess Rosebeta was giving off a distinctly different impression than usual.

Seeing her like this, Xellos and Catlena began to feel deep curiosity along with a slight sense of unease.

'What could she possibly want to say with that expression...'

'This doesn't feel good at all... What could she want to say by calling us individually like this...'

The two watched the Duchess cautiously, filled with questions and concerns.

Looking at them...

Duchess Rosebeta opened her mouth in a calm voice.
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Looking at Catlena and Xellos, the Duchess spoke in a calm voice.

"First... Catlena. You must have heard the news. Your grandfather has passed away in an accident. I believe you'll need to attend the funeral soon."

"Yes, I know."

As this was expected news, Catlena didn't feel the need to worry about it.
A funeral was merely a formal obligation to attend.

She had no deep thoughts about it whatsoever.

Then...
While Catlena was thinking this,
Duchess Roseveta began speaking in a more serious tone.

"Well, let's leave that matter as is... Now I'd like to discuss something truly important."

"What?"

"Important... matter?"

The Duchess's unexpected words.

Confusion began to show on both Catlena and Xellos's faces.
Even though emotionally this was more cause for celebration than mourning, what could be more important than the prime minister's death?

At this point, they couldn't imagine what she meant.

And to them,
Duchess Roseveta spoke in a calm tone.

"Catlena. Have you... thought about marriage?"

"!"

"W-What?"

Something truly unexpected...
Yet something they knew they would hear someday.

Both Xellos and Catlena's faces simultaneously froze.

'Finally... it's come. I knew the time was approaching. But to think she would bring this up right after inheriting the title of Duchess...'

'M-Marriage?... What is this so suddenly...! C-Could it be... Right. Now that I think about it, I was too distracted to notice, but it should be around this time. That means what Mother is about to say is surely...'

At that moment,
With the mention of marriage, a common thought arose in both their minds...

It was about... Catlena's fiancé from the original story... and from the previous world.

From Catlena's perspective, he was a man who had captivated her heart, but ultimately betrayed her and sided with Elios, contributing to her death.

And...

From Xellos's perspective, who knew all the details of the original story.
He was a pitiful man who had to abandon the woman he loved to maintain loyalty to his family and Elios.

At the mention of Catlena's marriage, they naturally began to think about that person, and simultaneously started feeling contrasting emotions.

'Is it... finally time? It's painful, but... for Catlena's happiness, is it time for me to step aside...'

Xellos thought that the reason Duchess Roseveta had called him here was probably for this purpose.

Like those scenes commonly seen in dramas from the previous world...
He was preparing himself for a situation where she might hand him an envelope of money and ask him to break up with her daughter.

Meanwhile, Catlena was steeling her resolve upon hearing her mother's words.

'Engage me to that trash again? I absolutely refuse. I'll punch that guy in the face the moment I see him. If that doesn't work, I'll spread the news that I've already been with Xellos everywhere. Even if it damages Mother's reputation...'

Even though she loved her mother, there were things she could compromise on and things she couldn't.

Especially regarding her relationship with Xellos, she had to protect it even if it meant risking her life.

With her mind firmly made up, Catlena was preparing to clearly state her position to her mother.

But then...

"No... there's no need to be so tense. Honestly, it's a bit embarrassing to say... but I already know everything."

"...What?"

"W-What do you..."

Duchess Roseveta's face slightly reddened as she looked at them.
This reaction...

Something different from what they had expected, causing question marks to automatically appear above their heads.

And to these two people,
Duchess Roseveta spoke with an awkward smile.

"That... well. Actually... this mother has already heard from Elios... about Catlena and Xellos... what kind of relationship you have. And... how far you've gone."

"!.. Ah.."

"!..Umm..."

Both their faces turned red at Duchess Roseveta's words.

And...

Looking at them, Duchess Roseveta spoke with a voice filled with tension and a strange sense of pride.

"Honestly, I was quite surprised. Unlike your older sisters who still haven't found matches, I never expected our youngest to experience such things so quickly..."

"Ah..no.. I.. that.. well..."

"Umm..."

Catlena began to feel dizzy as her face turned bright red at Roseveta's seemingly pleased remarks.
And Xellos... just cleared his throat, unable to say anything.

Looking at them, Duchess Roseveta, still with a flushed face, calmed her emotions and spoke to them in a somewhat serious tone.

"However, I think it's a bit problematic to continue like this. It would be an issue even for ordinary people. But you two... especially Catlena, you're my daughter and a princess of this country. If you were to suddenly become pregnant, it could certainly cause a scandal."

"That's... true... but..."

Hearing this, Catlena's expression became a bit gloomy.
Based on the previous mention of marriage and now the reference to pregnancy, Catlena began to think that Roseveta was going to tell her to stop this relationship.

And... she thought that next would probably be talk about her fiancé.

'I had hoped Mother would support us... if it comes to this, do I really have to resort to extreme measures?...'

As Catlena was thinking this, clenching her fist...

"So... how about you two get married as soon as possible?"

"...What?"

"What?"

At Roseveta's words, they both showed blank expressions simultaneously.
To this, Duchess Roseveta, with a pleased expression on her face, spoke to them once more.

"Marriage, I mean marriage. Although it might seem a bit early, there are people who marry at your age, so I think it would be better that way."

"W-Wait... wait a moment? Then... Mother... are you saying it's okay for me to marry Xellos? R-Really... really, is it okay for me?"

Catlena asked urgently, overwhelmed with confusion and excitement.
In response, a deeper smile seemed to bloom on Duchess Roseveta's lips.

"Why wouldn't it be? Catlena, you already know. Though I now sit in this excessive position as a Duchess, even I was originally a commoner with unclear lineage. I have no concept of opposing marriage due to class differences. Especially if the partner is a man you've sincerely loved for a long time."

"T-That's... true... but... then what about the fiancé..."

"Fiancé? What do you...!"

Catlena asked cautiously with a trembling voice.
To this, Duchess Roseveta tilted her head slightly, then spoke as if she understood something.

"Ah... is that what you're talking about? The suggestion made by Marquis Selive recently... I don't know how you heard about it, but there's nothing like that. Certainly, they showed quite an interest and talked about it, but I told them this: I'm sorry, but my older children aren't interested in marriage yet, and my youngest daughter already has someone she loves, so it would be difficult."

"R-Really?"

"Phew..."

Catlena felt immense relief at Roseveta's words.
At the same time, Xellos also deeply exhaled in relief.

"Now then... I want to ask for your intentions. What do you think? Catlena, Xellos. Do you... want to get married?"

"..."

"..."

At those words, the two cautiously looked at each other's faces.
In this moment, gazing at each other's flushed faces...

Catlena and Xellos began to feel their hearts beating rapidly.

And in this situation...
Their answer was already clearly decided.

"..Lady Catlena..I.."

"No, let me speak first here."

Catlena interrupted Xellos.

Then she...
To this man before her.

To the person she loved so much,
She asked in a clear voice.

"Xellos... will you... marry me?"

Her words sounded as sweet and gentle as an angel's voice.
To this...

Xellos felt his heart pounding.
He spoke to her in a calm voice.

"...Yes. I would love to... Lady Catlena."
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Island of Constantina.

There, spending her somewhat boring rest time as usual, Princess Maeve was counting the days until school reopened as soon as possible.

"Sigh... I wish school would start again soon. I never thought vacation would feel this long."

Princess Maeve was spending her days peacefully, perhaps too leisurely.

However... at this moment,

Every other area of the imperial palace except where she was located had turned into a hellish battleground where blood was literally washing away blood.

Saladin Azak, the man who had effectively led the empire for decades while suppressing all dissenting forces.

His death had created a massive power vacuum in the empire.

As a result, about a month after his passing...

The imperial palace and the entire empire had transformed into a fierce battleground for power struggles among the crown princes.

The Padishah, now old and weakened, showed no intention of getting involved in complicated matters.

It was clear to everyone that he wouldn't live more than a few years, and the princes coveting the Padishah's throne were desperately trying to build their own power while toppling their brothers' factions.

They were recruiting key figures, engaging in political and physical conflicts with other factions, and in extreme cases, even attempting assassinations.

As many had predicted, the empire was slowly losing direction and falling into great chaos, with the internal struggles intensifying by the day.

Of course, since the Padishah was still alive, these conflicts hadn't openly escalated into civil war, but anyone could easily predict that a bloodbath would ensue immediately after the Padishah's death.

However... the Padishah made no effort to intervene and stop this.

This wasn't simply because he had lost almost all political will after the death of Prime Minister Saladin.

The detailed reasoning could be found in the succession rules he had established by law:

-Whoever becomes Padishah must eliminate all his brothers-

Although he loved his children as a father, Padishah Mehmet understood the nature of power all too well.

Even blood brothers were merely enemies to be eliminated when it came to power. Leaving them alive would likely create significant future problems for the ruler of the empire, so Mehmet endured the pain as a father and officially established and proclaimed this law.

As a result...

Even those princes who weren't particularly interested in power had no choice but to engage in this hellish bloodbath against each other just to survive, which had led to the current situation.

However...

Whether her brothers were tearing each other apart or not, this fact was of no concern to Maeve.

The Padishah's decree applied only to his sons.

Born as a princess, she never had the right to challenge for the Padishah's position in the first place, and Maeve herself had absolutely no ambition for it.

All she was interested in was using her position as a princess to pursue her own happiness.

Moreover, her brothers were well aware of this fact, so none of them attempted to touch her or use her for their own purposes.

Additionally, as a witch with enough personal power to easily annihilate an ordinary human army, messing with her would likely only result in their own loss. Thus, there was an implicit agreement among them to never drag Princess Maeve into their conflicts under any circumstances.

And so... Princess Maeve lived in boredom and leisure, like someone sipping tea in the eye of a typhoon.

At this moment, she was thinking that the only good time she had during this vacation was a month ago when she briefly slipped away during Roseveta's succession ceremony to spend a pleasant time with Xellos.

"How long do I have to stay like this... There's still more than a month left of vacation... Is there any good excuse to visit the Principality of Dragona during that time?"

As she was thinking about making proper travel plans, at that moment...

Her eyes suddenly caught sight of a letter that had arrived for her.

"Huh? What's this... A letter from the Principality of Dragona? The sender is... Princess Catlena?"

Wondering why she hadn't noticed it earlier, Princess Maeve hurriedly began checking the contents of the letter.

Right after...

"...Huh?"

Her face filled with deep shock and surprise...
And then... intense envy began to well up uncontrollably.

"W-What... is this... Is this... really true?"

Unconsciously raising her voice while urgently examining the envelope of the letter.

There was the unmistakable seal of the Princess of the Principality of Dragona stamped on it.

This meant the letter was definitely sent by Catlena and its contents were 100% true.

Confirming this fact once more...

After a moment of confusion, Princess Maeve...

"Pfft!... Puhuh!... Puhahahahahahaha!!!!"

She burst into laughter filled with joy.

"What is this? Is this real? Truly... truly Princess Catlena is marrying Xellos? Was something like this really possible? That Elios! That white princess lost her man to her much younger sister? Ahahaha!"

Of course, it was somewhat disappointing from the princess's perspective that the man she had been admiring was getting married to another woman "first."

However... considering the distance issues, the lack of time they could spend together in their current situation, and the advantages of the master-servant relationship on the other side, it was realistically difficult for her to completely monopolize Xellos or become his official wife. Especially after the prime minister's death, in the current situation where they couldn't hold their heads up to the Principality of Dragona as they had in the past.

Therefore, she had been satisfied with her current position, essentially as a second wife, without causing major problems, and had been secretly supporting Catlena, who was in a similar situation but slightly more advantageous position.

After all, she thought it was better this way than having him completely taken away by that Elios woman.

Moreover, if Elios really married Xellos, it would be quite difficult for her to continue her current relationship by inserting herself between the two.

Since Elios had become the clear successor to the Principality of Dragona after Duke Roseveta's accession, sharing her husband with Princess Maeve would be problematic in many ways according to norms, and given Elios's personality, she was unlikely to be that generous.

However... if the person was Catlena, the story would be different.

After Duchess Roseveta became Duke, Catlena, though her daughter, had no direct blood relation to her and was effectively pushed out of the succession race.

Since her position and authority were different from Elios's, there wouldn't be much controversy if her husband took a second wife, and above all, both Princess Maeve herself and Catlena knew very well that Catlena didn't have the power to completely push her away.

In other words...

This marriage between Catlena and Xellos meant... that she could continue to enjoy the current situation.

And when her father, the Padishah, passed away and her connection to the imperial family became blurred, there would be no major issues even if she officially became Xellos's second wife.

And so...

Realizing she had achieved a victory of sorts in an unexpected way.

Princess Maeve began reading the final content written in the letter again.

A message asking her to attend and grace the occasion with her presence.

To this, Princess Maeve, with a deep smile on her lips, said toward Catlena in the Principality of Dragona:

"Of course I'll go! Absolutely! For the princess who has handed me victory in this way, I'll definitely stand in the front row and congratulate her!"
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# Fate.

Many people knew it as the unstoppable flow of the world.

It didn't matter whether it was negative or positive.

People have believed that everything is inevitable before the power of fate.

Tragedies of unparalleled cruelty
Meeting someone precious
And even falling in love with someone...

However, regarding this, they...
Unlike others, they who were living their second lives in different ways... came to recognize one important fact.

That in this world... there is no such thing as an unchangeable fate.

That one person's different choice...
Can completely overturn everything that was thought to be fate.

*

Deep within Sophia Castle.

There, she was preparing herself with the help of servants.
A pure white shining dress and various splendid accessories.
And... a small tiara placed on her head.

Here, with light makeup that felt slightly awkward.

After finishing all preparations, she...
Catlena looked at her reflection in the mirror and asked those beside her.

"How... how do I look?"

"Wow... they say clothes make the person, and looking at you now, our little sister is really something else!"

"Yes, you're beautiful. Just like a perfect bride should be."

With the same feeling as always.
But... her sisters spoke with emotions deeper than usual.

Hearing their reactions, a deep smile began to form on Catlena's lips.

Just then...

"Sob... hic..."

Hearing crying from the side, Catlena and her sisters' gazes automatically turned in that direction.

"Mother..."

"Oh my. Mom, why are you crying on such a happy day? It's the day our cute youngest is getting married. You should be smiling with joy."

"Sob... that's... true... but... I'm sorry, I couldn't help it..."

Duchess Mina Roseveta Dragona, who has recently been giving the impression of an iron lady in her governance of state affairs.

Unlike Radu, who had somewhat considered the empire's position, she led the nation solely for the benefit of the Principality of Dragona, showing firmness in dealing with potential obstacles without batting an eye.

But at this moment.
She was simply a mother sending her daughter off to marriage.
She was just shedding tears, overwhelmed with deep emotion.

And Catlena approached Roseveta's side, carefully took her hand, and said with a deep smile on her lips.

"Don't worry, Mother... I... I'll live really happily from now on. For raising me until now... hic... thank you... really... really thank... you... moth...er... sob... hic..."

Finally, unable to suppress her emotions, Catlena began to cry.

Embracing her, Duchess Roseveta continued to cry with a smile on her face.

"Yes... my child... my baby... you must do well... you must... live happily... happily. Understand?"

And so, once again...
Sharing the affection between mother and daughter, the two embraced each other for a while,
Watching this, not only Senel but even Elios began to wipe away tears.

Blessing their younger sister's happy life ahead...

*

"So. This day has finally come."

"...Yes... I'm sorry, Your Highness Radu."

Looking at his 'father-in-law' sitting before him, Xellos spoke with difficulty.
However, Radu, the former Duke of the Principality of Dragona, smiled and spoke with joy to Xellos.

"Haha, what is there to be sorry about? Honestly, seeing you and Catlena now reminds me of myself and my wife when we were young. Anyway, Catlena is indeed my daughter after all. To think she would disregard status and unite with someone she truly loves, just like her father. It's truly amusing and immensely joyful."

Speaking with a touch of nostalgia, Duke Radu.
Then, looking at his son-in-law, Xellos, before him, he spoke with a serious voice.

"I won't ask for anything else. No matter what happens in the future, just make Catlena happy. If you keep this promise, I will support you as much as possible going forward."

"I will keep that in mind, Your Highness. I will... I will definitely do so."

As Xellos made a firm promise before the Duke,
Duke Radu nodded with joy at his demeanor.

*

In the wedding hall adorned with splendid decorations and filled with many people.
There, the two protagonists of the day, the bride and groom, stood together at the altar.

Though slightly young in age, the two possessed a radiance surpassing anyone else present.

Looking at them...
Princess Maeve spoke in a small voice to the person beside her with a hint of mockery.

"So it ended up like this. Our director must be feeling somewhat regretful in many ways?"

"...Sigh..."

Elios let out a small sigh at Princess Maeve's words.
Then she responded to the princess in a quiet voice.

"Yes... honestly, it would be a lie to say I'm not at all regretful. It's hard to find a man as good as him. I just regret that our fate wasn't meant to be."

"Hehehe..."

Princess Maeve laughed softly at Elios's words.
At this moment, before her eyes, the man she truly loved was marrying another woman... yet she didn't feel much regret.

After all, her turn would come before long, and she had already secured a firm promise from Catlena about it.

'With the successor to the duchy and the insurmountable wall of being my sister's husband, the possibility of Elios and Xellos being together has perfectly reached 0%. Farewell, Princess Elios. From now on, Xellos will be thoroughly loved by Catlena and me!'

As she envisioned the hopeful future ahead, Princess Maeve's gaze returned to the two people before her.

"Does the groom, Xellos Raymond, swear to take the bride, Catlena Sophia Dragona, as his wife, to love her forever and make her happy?"

"I swear!"

Xellos shouted with a resolute voice, looking at Serif who was officiating with tears slightly welling in her eyes.

And then... Serif's gaze turned to Princess Catlena, who was looking at Xellos with a flushed expression.

"Does the bride, Catlena Sophia Dragona, swear to love the groom, Xellos Raymond, forever and support him?"

"I swear!"

"Then... as a sign of your vows, please seal them with a kiss!"

At Serif's words, the two looked at each other's faces.

At this moment... they looked at the person they had always loved...
And would continue to love.

They began to feel deep happiness and affection once again.

"I love you... Xellos..."

"I love you... Lady Catlena."

-Smooch-

With that,

Xellos Raymond.

And

Princess Catlena Sophia Dragona...

The two slowly kissed each other's lips.

Joyfully accepting the new future that lay ahead.

Without the framework of their previous lives...
Without the script of the original scenario...

Creating only what they themselves could achieve
Writing only what they themselves could compose.

About the fact that they would walk such a new path...

They felt deep anticipation and happiness.

-END-
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