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I was an ordinary imperial official.

I was also an eccentric who raised non-human children, discriminated against and persecuted by humans, as if they were my own daughters.

Anyway, while subjugating monsters, I was cursed and sealed away, only to awaken after 15 years had passed.

But now, all my daughters had become big shots.

...We can no longer be together.

Yes, that's right.



Girls, stop being so obsessive!!!

I just want to live a normal life...!!!


Ch.1 - What on earth does that mean?
I'm dreaming.

No, rather than a dream, it's more like a flashback.

Memories of my life are passing through my mind like a panorama.

From my first life in the modern world.
To my second life in a fantasy world.

Looking back, there were many painful days, but just as many joyful ones.

Especially, the time spent with my daughters was the most cherished memory of my life.

Ah, though I say daughters, they weren't daughters connected by blood.

I never even had a romantic relationship, let alone got married.
Naturally, I had no experience either.

My daughters were all of different species.

And.

In this world, different species were all subjects of discrimination and persecution.

I didn't like that, so I took in several suffering children of different species.

Not that this would save all of them, but I wanted at least some to live happy lives.

Anyway, all the children I took in were girls, and I raised them like my own daughters.

Some truly followed me like a father, while others were prickly... but I think they all lived happily.

As I reminisced about memories with my daughters of different species, a surge of emotion welled up inside me.

'Ah...'

If I die here, what will happen to my daughters?

As I imagined that, regret washed over me.

I can't die like this.
I shouldn't die like this.

Now even my consciousness is fading.
Truly, death is approaching.

I can't even resist this death.

Because I'm just a ninth-grade imperial official who knows a little magic.

Ah.
Right.

Is this the end of a common extra character appearing in novels?

I finally accepted death and resigned myself.

I'm sorry, my daughters...!
I'm sorry for being such a poor father...!

ARGHHHH!!!

And so I lost consciousnessㅡㅡㅡ

"Huh?"

ㅡㅡㅡor not.

When I came to my senses, I was still in the middle of the battlefield.

Around me were the imperial officials who had been fighting the monsters alongside me.

They were low-ranking officials like me who knew a bit of magic.

They were all murmuring among themselves.
Feeling something was off, I looked around with dazed eyes.

This was the front yard of the imperial palace.

It had definitely been devastated by monsters...
But somehow it was perfectly fine now.
And there wasn't a single monster in sight.

"Ivan?"

As I was wondering what was happening, I heard someone calling me from beside me.

A very familiar woman's voice.

It was Hannah Bendes, who had been fighting monsters with me until just moments ago.

My friend and colleague who joined the service at the same time as me.

I approached Hannah and asked,

"H-Hannah! W-what's going on here!?"
"I-I don't know either...! W-we were definitely attacked by monsters...."
"Yes, we were definitely hit by the monsters."

I should have been directly hit by the black magic of a giant ghoul monster...

But when I regained consciousness, everything was like this.

The monsters that had been rampaging were nowhere to be seen, and the bloody stench of the battlefield had vanished.

As if a long time had passed since that battle.

While I was lost in deep contemplation with a bewildered heart, that's when it happened.

Two imperial soldiers discovered us.

"Gasp!!!"
"GASP!!!!!!"

The imperial soldiers saw us and cried out in shock.
Then they hurriedly ran into the imperial palace.

"The seal!!! Their seal has been broken!!!"

That's what they shouted.


*


A few minutes later.

Several soldiers came and told us to stay put and not go anywhere. By the emperor's order.

And a few dozen minutes later.

Several soldiers came and led us into the imperial palace. Again, by the emperor's order.

Though confused about what was happening, we couldn't disobey the imperial command, so we followed obediently.

"His Imperial Majesty wishes to see you. Enter."

Then, they were about to usher us into the emperor's audience chamber.
We low-ranking officials entered the audience chamber without knowing what was going on.

Various officials were lined up in the audience chamber.
Some faces were familiar, but there were also new ones.

Particularly, the familiar officials looked somewhat different, as if they had aged.

And the new faces... had animal ears on their heads.

'B-beast, beast people???'

It was an unbelievable sight.
I was so shocked that I covered my mouth.

Looking to the side, Hannah's mouth was also hanging open.
The other low-ranking officials were the same.

It's impossible not to be surprised.

What kind of beings are the beast people?

A race that was persecuted by humans at every opportunity, forced to live deep in the mountains.

The few beast people living in the imperial capital were all treated as slaves, and it was common for them to be beaten by thugs on the streets.

Naturally, most couldn't find proper jobs.
And they absolutely couldn't hold official positions like this.

Yet here were beast people wearing official robes, standing proudly in the imperial palace.
It's truly a shocking sight.

Anyway, we're before the emperor.
No matter how surprised we are, we must show proper respect.

-We greet Your Imperial Majesty.

"W-we greet Your Imperial Majesty!!!"

We all greeted the emperor according to protocol.

I was a bit late with my timing and received glances from those around me.

Turning my head to the side, I saw Hannah looking at me with a horrified expression.

Well, that's embarrassing.
I quickly bowed my head.

While doing so, I slightly raised my head to secretly look at the emperor sitting on the throne.

The emperor wasn't the one I knew.

It was an empress.

Instead of the old man with a protruding belly, there was a young woman!

No way.

'Did he become a beauty? ...Ah, that's not it.'

I was shocked thinking he had transformed into a woman, but fortunately, that wasn't the case.

Looking closely, it was a familiar face.
The First Imperial Princess, Stesia Lemear.

Where did the pot-bellied old man go, and why was she suddenly the emperor?

Anyway, continuing to stare at the emperor's face could be considered disrespectful, so I quickly bowed my head deeply.

Soon after, Stesia Lemear spoke.

"I believe you all must be very confused. You were surely in the midst of fighting monsters, but when you opened your eyes, the battle was over."

Yes. I don't even know what's going on right now.

"And you must not understand why I, who was a princess, am now sitting on this throne."

Yes. That's right.

"To get straight to the point... you were all sealed away. For fifteen years, in fact."

"What?"

Such a question involuntarily escaped my lips.
I quickly covered my mouth.
The gazes around me were piercing.

'What the hell is going on?'

I quickly tried to organize my thoughts with my stupid brain.

So.

We low-ranking officials were sealed by monsters, and we've only awakened now, after 15 years have passed?

"......"

It's too coherent to dismiss as nonsense.

I saw a flashback and woke up to find everything resolved.
Beast people in official robes proudly standing in the imperial palace. Princess Stesia Lemear becoming the emperor.

All things that couldn't happen without a long time passing...!
In other words, what the current emperor is saying is not a lie...!

Although Stesia Lemear still looks like the beautiful lady she was before, she was skilled in handling magic.

It would be correct to assume she used magic to prevent aging.

After all, skilled magicians maintain youthful bodies even as they age.

Anyway.

While my head understood the current situation, my heart did not.

It's strange for someone to simply accept that 15 years have suddenly passed with an "Oh, I see."

The proof is Hannah twisting her hair nervously.
She always does that when she's flustered.

Of course, I'm just as confused.

'My daughters... what happened to my daughters?'

I've neglected them for a whole 15 years.
They were all sharp kids, but they were still children.

Without an adult like me, they wouldn't have grown up properly.

"Ugh..."

Imagining the children living miserable lives again, such a groan escaped me involuntarily.

It wasn't intentional, but I had essentially abandoned my daughters.

I...
I am a terrible father...

Sadness welled up. Tears slightly formed in my eyes.
I couldn't cry in front of the emperor, so I forced myself to swallow my tears.

Even as I was immersed in sadness, the emperor continued speaking.

"But rest assured. You will all be allowed to return to your official duties. Materials covering all the events of the past 15 years have been prepared for when you awaken."

Ah, I see...
That's a relief. At least I can make a living...

"However, I must tell you this. The values of the imperial citizens 15 years ago and now are somewhat different."

But what does that matter...
My daughters are probably living in pain again...

"The current empire neither persecutes nor discriminates against beast people! My daughter, the current First Imperial Princess Lucia Lemear, is proof of that!"

Oh, is that so...
It's become a very good country, haha...

'Huh?'

Upon hearing the emperor's last words, I instinctively raised my head.
Realizing I had raised my head without thinking, I hurriedly lowered it again.

Just now- she said 'Lucia', didn't she.

"No, it can't be..."

I muttered such words quietly to myself.

Right. It must be my mistake.
A whole 15 years have passed.

The emperor might have married a beast person and had a daughter.
Anyway, I need to stop reacting every time I hear a daughter's name.

Thinking that, I slightly raised my head.

I hadn't noticed earlier because I was only looking at the emperor, but beside the emperor was a beast woman wearing a pretty dress.

A very familiar beast woman with fox ears and a fox tail.

She was an elegant beauty with silver-white hair and azure eyes.

Although different from how I remembered her, I could tell.

Her name was Lucia Lemear.
No, to be precise, Lucia Edlen.

She is (was) my daughter, a fox beast person.

But...

The Imperial Princess???

What on earth does that mean...

Ch.2 - A very familiar name.
This is truly shocking.

I lost consciousness for a while, and when I woke up, 15 years had passed.

Beast-people are casually present in the imperial palace, and one of my daughters has become an imperial princess. How am I supposed to process this situation?

After leaving the audience chamber.

Several officials verified our identities.

Apparently, our ages remain unchanged since we were sealed away for 15 years without any sensation of time passing or aging.

Following their guidance, I headed toward the office of the department where I originally worked, accompanied by Hanna.

The first emotion I felt as I walked was relief.

Ah.

At least Lucia is safe.

I truly have no idea what happened, but contrary to my worries, Lucia has been living a wealthy life without any concern about going hungry...!

And it wasn't just about living comfortably.

An imperial princess, no less.

She must be living so well that her stomach is completely full...!

'She's grown up so well.'

My heart swelled seeing how that tiny little girl had become such a proper beauty.

She even appeared taller than me now.
Though I am on the shorter side for a man.

'Wait a minute.'

She's older than me now?

Of course, if I count my previous life as a modern person, I'm still older, but right now I'm twenty years old.

Meanwhile, Lucia must be twenty-five now, making her a woman five years my senior.

A father younger than his daughter.
What nonsense is this?

Come to think of it, if all my daughters are alive, they would all be older than me.

How creepy is that fact!
But perhaps it doesn't matter much anymore.

"Not anymore anyway."
"Huh? What's not?"
"No, it's nothing. Hanna... *sob* *sob*!"
"Why the long face again...?"

Because I'm no longer their father.
It's none of my business now.

I wiped away the tears forming in my eyes.

Right.

It's still hard to believe, but 15 years have already passed.

They might have forgotten someone like me.
As long as they're all happy, that's what matters.

I just need to live my own life again.
As I always have.

'It wasn't a strong bond to begin with.'

Although I gave them all my surname, they were never officially my daughters.

In the Empire, different species weren't treated as people.

Even in death, their bodies were treated as ordinary garbage.

From an imperial citizen's perspective, I was no different from a "person who raises garbage."

A person who raises garbage!!!
If I ever saw such a person, I'd get goosebumps all over!!!
They might even condemn them as mentally ill!!!

Therefore, keeping such beings was a serious crime.
Of course, like all crimes, it's not a crime if you don't get caught.

I raised my daughters diligently without being discovered by anyone.

To me, they were not garbage.
They were beings no different from humans.

I believed they shouldn't be persecuted just because they looked a little different. That's why I raised daughters of different species.

Anyway, I abandoned those daughters for 15 years. I have no choice but to consider them as strangers now.

No matter how much people say you can't ignore the bonds between people, for those children, it might just be something that happened in their childhood.

Just memories from their childhood.

They might define the days spent with me that way, and might have already forgotten someone like me.

"*sob* *sob*!"

Thinking about that, sadness washed over me again.

"Ivan, are you sick!? Why do you keep crying!?"

When a tear rolled down my cheek, Hanna asked in alarm.

"It's nothing..."

I mumbled and continued walking.

Eventually, we arrived at the office of the department where Hanna and I used to work.

The soldier who had guided us bowed his head and left.

I stared at the office with blank eyes.
Despite 15 years having passed, the exterior remained unchanged.

The name of our department is the "Citizen Affairs Department."

It sounds impressive, but it's essentially a department that handles all kinds of civil complaints in the imperial capital all day long.

Handling complaints.

It's a very annoying and stressful job!

Especially when malicious complaints flood in, it's extremely difficult, dog-shit terrible, and fucking awful.

That's what dealing with people is like...!

On the bright side, there are days when complaints are few, allowing for some salary-stealing leisure time.

Well, it's just an ordinary department, I suppose.

I don't have experience working in other departments, so I can't say if it's truly ordinary, but I've been living comfortably enough, so I'd say it's decent.

As I was blankly staring at the office building, Hanna, standing beside me, spoke up.

"Ivan."
"Yes?"
"I'm still in shock..."
"Me too."

It's still hard to believe.

It feels like we're just returning to our original office.
I clearly remember greeting the department staff just this morning.

But they say 15 years have passed.

Hanna didn't look well.
She must have her own struggles too.

It's only natural.

The world's time has flowed on, but we're still stuck in the past.

For us, this moment is both the present and the future.
So, it will take time for the present to truly feel like the present.

"Still... let's stay strong, Hanna!!!"

I patted her shoulder to comfort her.

Hanna looked at my face and responded in her usual spirited tone.

"Right!"

With that, we entered the office.

Creeeeak—

The office we entered by opening the door.
The interior hadn't changed much either.
But the people inside had.

There were three unfamiliar faces, and three of the original people were gone.

With 15 years having passed, they must have retired or transferred to different departments.

However, there was one familiar person.

A middle-aged man with a bushy beard. I could immediately tell it was him, the man I knew.

"Mr. Thomas!!!"
"Mr. Thomas!?"

Hanna and I called out his name simultaneously.
We were quite shocked to see him.

"Good to see you again, Ivan! Hanna! Hahaha!"

He laughed heartily, just as he did in his younger days.
It was a hearty laugh that suited his massive build.

Thomas.
He is the director of this Citizen Affairs Department.

With a casual personality that matched his appearance, he helped us newcomers, me and Hanna, a lot.

Seeing his steadfast demeanor even when malicious complaints flooded in, I secretly admired him.

But.

That director... that director...!

"So you finally went bald."
"Your hair is all gone! I told you to take it easy with work!"
"...The words 'baldness' and 'hair' are taboo. I'd appreciate if you didn't mention them from now on."

That's right.

It's surprising that Mr. Thomas now looks middle-aged, but what's more surprising is that he's lost all his hair.

Even 15 years ago, he would often grumble about his hair falling out more frequently, and it seems it really was male pattern baldness.

Poor director.
How did he end up like that!

I suspect it's stress-induced hair loss from handling complaints that persisted. This is why working hard gets you nowhere good.

Anyway, after that.

After greeting the new department staff, I sat at my assigned seat.

I can't believe there were still seats available in this department.
It seems they really intended to reinstate us.

In truth, after 15 years, they could have easily dismissed lowly administrators like us, but they chose to reinstate us.

'Thank you so much, Your Imperial Majesty...!'

As I was mentally expressing gratitude to the Emperor, the director, who had briefly stepped out, returned to the office.
He approached Hanna and me and handed us a stack of papers.

"Well, the job itself hasn't changed from what you used to do, so just do it as before... but for today, take it easy and read through these materials."
"What is this?"

In response to Hanna's question, the director cleared his throat and continued.

"These are documents summarizing the events and incidents that occurred throughout the world over the past 15 years. It would be good to read them. The world has changed a lot, you know."
"I see..."

I replied while focusing my gaze on the documents.
I roughly understand that the world has changed significantly.

The presence of beast-people in the imperial palace is proof of that.

I wonder how the world has changed.
With a mixture of anticipation and concern, I began reading the documents.

The first thing written was about an incident I experienced firsthand.

A horde of monsters that invaded the imperial capital.

Ninth-grade administrators like me also jumped into the battlefield to stop those monsters,
and about fifty of them were sealed by the black magic of ghoul monsters.

That was the incident Hanna and I experienced.

The archmages from various magic towers said our seals would be broken within twenty years.

As the archmages predicted, we were released from the seal within twenty years.

But if the seal hadn't been broken within twenty years... they might have just killed us, it said.

Imagining being disposed of after twenty years because the seal hadn't broken gave me chills.

Next was a story about beast-people.

Even after we were sealed, monsters swarmed the imperial capital and palace, and the beast-people stepped up to help the Empire.

After that, the perception of beast-people improved a bit.

Seven years later.

The imperial capital was once again devastated by monsters, but it was saved from crisis by a beast-person named Lucia...

"...The current First Imperial Princess of the Empire, Lady Lucia Lemear?"

I thought about Lucia.

She was a modest daughter who always followed me around, calling me "Mr. Ivan."
She was decent at housework, but she shouldn't have had any talent for fighting.

The world truly seems to have become chaotic.

Anyway, somehow after that, the Empire accepted beast-people as imperial citizens.

I quickly turned the page.
There was a world map drawn on it.

The world map was very different from what I remembered, with the territories of the "Fairy Nation" of the elves and the "Demon Nation" of the demon folk greatly expanded.

Those who were persecuted by humans are now treated as proper citizens of official countries, just like before.

'That's good.'

I thought about my daughters who were elves and demon folk.

Since the Fairy Nation and Demon Nation have gloriously revived, they might have returned there.

With a slightly relieved feeling, I continued reading.

Those who greatly contributed to helping elves and demon folk regain their power are the current Queen of the Elves and Queen of the Demon Folk.

Their names are...

"...Ciel and Rebecca!?!?"

These are very familiar names.
What a coincidence.

Both queens had the exact same names as my daughters...

Ch.3 - Disqualified as a Father
"Eek! Ivan, shh! Shh!"

Perhaps because I shouted too loudly, Hannah spoke with a startled expression.

"Sorry!!!"

I apologized while looking around.

"What? There's no one here."
"Still, keep your voice down! You really scared me..."
"Shouldn't you be used to it by now?"
"...I'll never get used to that booming voice of yours."
"Oh, come on!"

Anyway, there was no one in the office except for Hannah and me. Everyone else must have gone out to work in the meantime.

Fortunately, no one was around. I almost received those cold stares again.

People here are rarely in the office.

The staff of the Public Affairs Department run all over the Imperial City. Naturally, it's because of "handling civil complaints."

Unless you have a magical device, the only way to submit a complaint to us is by letter.

So we read the letters and then visit the concerned parties to resolve their issues.

If a complaint is too unreasonable, we leave a letter saying we can't resolve it at our level and suggest where else they might go.

That's how complaint handling works in this fantasy world. We're basically just errand runners.

Anyway, I'm extremely perplexed.

'This might not be a coincidence...'

I named my elven daughter Ciel, and my demon daughter Rebecca.

And now I learn that the Fairy King's name is Ciel and the Demon Queen's name is Rebecca.

Can I really dismiss this as mere coincidence?
If it were the me from earlier, I would have, but now I can't.

Because I met Lucia.

The Empire's First Princess standing beside Emperor Stacia, Lucia Lemear, was indeed the Lucia I knew.

That dignified, modest aura. Young Lucia always exuded that noble presence.

They say position makes the person, but it doesn't create nobility.

Some in high positions appear vulgar, while others of humble birth radiate dignity.

What father wouldn't recognize his own daughter?

Even after fifteen years, a father who can't recognize his daughter doesn't deserve to be called a father!

Anyway.

So I can't just dismiss it as coincidence.

It's only natural to wonder if the Fairy King and Demon Queen might actually be my daughters.

If Lucia rose to become the Empire's princess, it wouldn't be strange if my other children also achieved high positions.

All my daughters were exceptional compared to their peers!
I always thought they might achieve greatness someday.

If Ciel really is the Fairy King and Rebecca is the Demon Queen—I could feel relieved.

It would mean they're living well without someone like me...

Thinking about it suddenly made me feel insignificant.

A father who's a ninth-grade official while his daughters are world-influencing figures...

At this point, I might as well admit I've failed as a father.

With mixed feelings, I continued reading the document.
Since reading long texts was tedious, I skimmed through it.

The most important content of this document could be summarized as follows:

'Non-humans are no longer disregarded. Especially beastfolk, who have gained rights as imperial citizens.
Other non-human factions have also become powerful, so our Empire can no longer ignore them.'

It meant that non-humans could now live relatively comfortably in this world.

The current world was exactly what I had wished for.

A world where my daughters could live without persecution and discrimination.
How beautiful this world is.

Though from the Empire's perspective, they probably don't see this world so favorably.

The Fairy Nation and Demon Nation have fully revived as countries.

The Empire, which had no rivals in the world, suddenly gained competitors.

Just looking at how they accepted beastfolk as imperial citizens gives me an idea of the Empire's situation.

They must have needed the beastfolk's power to check the growing strength of the Demon and Fairy Nations.

The Empire, which had reigned supreme for ages, must now be feeling threatened.

'Well, it's not my concern.'

World politics isn't something a ninth-grade official like me can solve.

All I can do is live hoping for peaceful times.

Grumble—

"What should I have for dinner..."

I muttered to myself.

Having somewhat adapted to this world fifteen years later, that's what came to mind.

I'm hungry.

It's already getting dark, and I still haven't had lunch. If I eat now, it would be dinner.

Hannah, who heard my muttering, asked:

"Ivan... want to go get dinner together later?"

As she asked, she wore a somewhat solemn expression.
Her voice carried a serious tone.

'What's this about?'

Hannah and I were close friends, so we often ate together.

But now she seemed tense.

She's just asking me to eat together as usual, so why is she nervous?

"Hmm..."

No way.
Perhaps.

She's not planning to confess to me, is she???

She's a bit on the shorter side, but otherwise her appearance is nothing to be ashamed of!
It wouldn't be strange if my close colleague had secretly fallen for me.

"Sure, why not."

I'll have to think about accepting her confession though.

It might be rude to accept feelings from someone I'm not interested in.

If we dated and then broke up later, things could get awkward between us.

"Great! Then let's go downtown after work!"

Hannah brightened at my response.
She showed her characteristic bright smile before tensing up again.

Having spent almost a year with Hannah, I could tell she was genuinely nervous.

Hmm... is she really going to confess???

It was just a silly thought that crossed my mind.
But this might actually be real.

Soon enough, quitting time arrived, and after saying goodbye to the haggard department staff, I left the palace.

The place Hannah and I arrived at was a pasta restaurant.
A favorite spot we frequented.

After sitting down at an available table.
Before long, I understood why Hannah had been nervous.

"Mmm~ This is what I wanted! Mint green tea kraken pasta that was released today fifteen years ago!"
"..."
"I was so worried it might have been discontinued due to poor sales, but I never expected it to become a popular item!"
"..."
"Ivan, why are you looking at me like that? Is there something on my face?"
"..."

Well, fine. I wasn't seriously expecting a love confession.
She was just nervous about whether her favorite new menu item had been discontinued.

That must also explain why she looked unwell before entering the office earlier today.

Story of my life.

Perhaps a romantic spring day will never come for me in this fantasy world either.


*


After dinner, sighing heavily throughout.

Hannah returned to the Bendes family mansion, and I headed to the official residence.

The residence for low-ranking officials resembles an ordinary inn.
The bed, bathroom, and toilet take up most of the room's space.

I've hardly ever stayed at the official residence.
I had a house where I raised my daughters.

I can't go back to that house now.
It was a rented place, so it's no longer mine.

I don't have daughters to raise in secret anymore.
From now on, I'll live in the official residence.

After confirming my identity in the residence lobby, they gave me the valuables my fifteen-year-ago self had kept and a room key.

After receiving them, I headed to my room.

Click—

As soon as I opened the door, I tossed the valuables aside and lay down on the bed.

It had been an emotionally exhausting day.

I want to rest a bit, but I have to work again starting tomorrow. The thought made me depressed.

"This is such a pain...!"

Shouting that changed nothing.
Tomorrow's me is destined to go to work.

Lying still, all sorts of thoughts flooded in.

Ah—

I missed my daughters.

My adorable daughters who followed me so well.
Now I can never return to where they were.

One daughter became a princess.
Two might have become the queens of the Fairy and Demon Nations.

I don't know the whereabouts of my other daughters yet, but at least I know they're no longer by my side.

'I probably won't get to meet Lucia again...'

The difference in status between an imperial princess and a ninth-grade official is like heaven and earth.
I can't meet her freely, nor can I speak with her casually.

So.

To me, Lucia is as good as dead.

Someone I can no longer meet...

Such an existence.

Thinking about it brought tears to my eyes. My chest ached.
This is the sorrow of losing family.

However, I didn't dwell in that sorrow for long.

It's not like she's actually dead.
She's just distant from me. She's doing better than I am.

I should wash up and go to bed.
I have work tomorrow.

As I got up, I naturally looked toward the window.

But.

Beyond the window that should have shown the night sky—there was someone!

"Holy shit! A ghost!!!"

Someone in white clothing!!!

"...Huh?"

I screamed thinking it was a ghost, but looking closely, it was someone I knew.

The person I had just been thinking about.

"Lu-Lu-Lu, Lu-Lucia???"

It was the Empire's First Princess, Lucia Lemear.

Ch.4 - "Your Highness, this is most troublesome"
Problem.

As a 9th-grade administrator, the First Imperial Princess is hanging from the window of my official residence. What is the most appropriate action I should take?

1. Ignore her.
2. Scream loudly to alert others of the princess's misconduct.
3. Let her in for now.

"......"

Looking at Lucia hanging from my window, staring at me with blank eyes, three options formed in my mind.

First, ignore her?

That's absolutely impossible.
How could I possibly ignore this?

Even now, I can't take my eyes off the window because I'm so concerned!

Nothing good will come from getting involved with the Imperial Princess, but responding with indifference won't lead to anything good either.

Of course, if I keep ignoring her, she might eventually leave. That would end the situation immediately.

However, I cannot ignore her.
Because Lucia isn't just any princess—she's my daughter...!

I can't treat her coldly.
That's what being a father who loves his daughter means...!

Then the second option, screaming loudly to alert others of the princess's misconduct?

Nothing good would come from that either.
While Lucia might be safe, my doom would be almost certain.

I could face execution for allegedly having a secret meeting with the Imperial Princess.
That's how stark the status difference is between a low-ranking administrator and an Imperial Princess.

Lucia's reputation would suffer as well.

In the middle of the night, the Imperial Princess visiting the residence of male administrators?
Who knows what kind of slander she would face.

Even if I were to be executed, I couldn't bear to have Lucia slandered.

Finally, the third option, letting her in for now?

...Yes, that's it!

The best action for me to take right now is to let Lucia into my room.

Lucia hanging from my window is clearly visible from outside.
If someone spots her, we're finished. I need to hide her before anyone sees.

Judging by how she keeps staring at me, she probably won't leave even if I ask her to.

Lucia has clearly come to see me.

First, I should hear what she has to say and assess the situation.

Of course, after that, I must make her leave this place. Absolutely.

*Slide*

Having finished my deliberation, I opened the window.

Lucia placed her foot on the windowsill and hopped in.
That's how she entered my room.

*Slide—Click!*

After closing the window, she looked at me and said with a bright smile:

"It's been a while, Mr. Ivan."

Lucia's eyes crinkled with her smile.
The corners of her mouth turned slightly upward.

That smile is the one Lucia makes when she's extremely happy.
She seems delighted to see me.

'But I'm terrified!'

While I'm overjoyed that she came to see me, I wish she would be more careful.

If we're caught together, my life could be in danger...

I swallowed hard as I looked at Lucia.

She was wearing the same beautiful white dress I had seen her in earlier today.

It matched so perfectly with her azure eyes and snow-white hair that she could easily be mistaken for a celestial maiden descended from heaven.

As I expected, Lucia had grown into a beautiful lady.
This was exactly how I had imagined she would look someday.

However, I couldn't fully appreciate Lucia's growth.

To me, it was as if the tiny Lucia had become an adult overnight, leaving me simply bewildered.

So facing the grown-up Lucia, I felt breathless. I wanted to say something, but my sealed lips wouldn't part easily.

Even so, Lucia continued speaking.

"I've really, really wanted to see you... I've been waiting for you to wake up all this time..."

There was a wetness in Lucia's voice.
Soon, tears streamed down from her eyes.

Unfortunately, I couldn't follow Lucia's emotional state.
After all, I had been with Lucia just this morning.

Unlike my other daughters who slept in, the young Lucia who had breakfast with me had bid me farewell, telling me to take care.

That memory is still vivid.

Still, I can tell that even after 15 years, Lucia still cherishes me.

I'd like nothing more than to embrace her tightly, but...

Remember.

Before being my daughter, she is the Imperial Princess of the empire...!

Even just talking face-to-face like this is a great act of disloyalty...!

Well, that said, a brief conversation should be fine. No one has caught us anyway.

I spoke to the tearful Lucia.

"I, I wanted to see you too. It's quite moving to see how the Imp-Imperial Princess has grown. Hahaha."

Of course, I didn't call her "Lucia" like before (this morning).

Even though we're alone in this space, you never know.
In the worst case, someone could be eavesdropping on this conversation.

If you want to live, you must never abandon suspicion!!!

Though I didn't call her "Imperial Princess" solely for that reason—it was also to establish some boundaries.

Anyway, I'm happy to meet the grown-up Lucia.

It's worth congratulating her for surviving 15 years without someone like me and ascending to the position of Imperial Princess.

However, who is Lucia now?

She is the First Imperial Princess of the vast Lemaire Empire.

In other words, she is no longer someone who can associate with a 9th-grade administrator like me.

Sad as it is... I can no longer be with Lucia.

Lucia must have noticed my intention.
She was the most perceptive among my daughters.

She would put others first, help me take care of the children, understand the meaning behind my words, and was extremely quick-witted.

Such a Lucia was truly admirable, but also somewhat pitiful.

Being mature at such a young age also meant she had lived a life where she couldn't survive without acting like an adult.

Therefore, she would surely understand the intention behind the title "Imperial Princess."

She would also know how threatening her action of breaking into my room is to me.

And she would understand that a mere low-ranking administrator and the Imperial Princess... can never be father and daughter again.

I thought she would leave soon after we talked for a while.

But I was wrong.

"Mr. Ivan... why? Why are you speaking to me so formally...? Please don't. I, I..."

It took only an instant to realize how naive my thinking had been.

As I expected, Lucia seemed to notice that I was pushing her away.

And that was the problem.

Lucia couldn't hide her shocked expression.
Her hands trembled, and the tears flowing from her eyes wouldn't stop.

"Ah."

I made a mistake.

I was too naive.

Lucia is reuniting with me after 15 years.

If she still considers me her precious father, what I just did was nothing short of cruel to her.

A father rejecting his daughter.
What kind of terrible father am I...

But.

I need to survive.
And to do that, I must distance myself from Lucia.

In the first place, there's no reason for Lucia to still want me.

The beastfolk, a different race, are now recognized as citizens of the empire.
Lucia now has a "place to belong."

She doesn't need to rely on someone like me.
She can forget a fool like me and live a new life.

Because we can no longer be together.

"Lu... Imperial Princess, you are now the Imperial Princess."

I drew the line once more.
At that, Lucia stopped crying.

She stared at me with blank eyes, her lips quivering, then finally spoke.

"Mr. Ivan, you're my father, aren't you?"
"......"

I couldn't respond.
I didn't even know what to say.

That's when it happened.

"Mr. Ivan...!"

*Tap*

Lucia leaped toward me.
As if she was going to tackle me.

"Whoa!!!"

I instinctively twisted my body to the side.

Not because I thought I shouldn't touch the Imperial Princess, but simply because my body reacted on its own.

As a result.

*Crash!*

"Ack!"

Lucia tumbled to the floor.
The sight was rather comical, but I couldn't bring myself to laugh.

I swallowed dryly and said:

"Imperial Princess, this is problematic..."

Surely Lucia would understand now.
That we can no longer be together.

Yes, this is problematic for me.
We are no longer father and daughter.

Just a 9th-grade imperial administrator and the Imperial Princess.

However, Lucia still seemed unconvinced.

Rising to her feet, she looked at me and spoke.
With an expression full of irritation, growling:

"Always Imperial Princess! Imperial Princess! IMPERIAL PRINCESS!!! You must have grown to dislike me, Mr. Ivan? Fine. Then this Imperial Princess will leave! Goodbye!"

*Slide—Whoosh!*

Lucia flung the window open and, with nimble movements, escaped from the residence.

On this beautiful moonlit night.

Watching Lucia depart rapidly, I muttered:

"That's the first time I've seen Lucia angry..."

But this is for the best.
Now I won't have to be entangled with Lucia anymore.

Our relationship has come to an end.

Yes, that's what I thought...

But I would soon realize how naive this thinking was as well.

Ch.5 - The Meaning of Those Words
# That Night

I couldn't fall asleep easily.
I couldn't shake off my unsettled feelings.

Too many things happened today.

Of course, most issues were resolved.
I could go back to living my daily life as before.

But something still remained unresolved.
The biggest cause of my distress was 'Lucia.'

'I've truly never seen her angry before...'

That child who always followed me around with a gentle laugh while taking care of the other children seemed like someone who would never express anger in her lifetime.

Yet, I didn't know she could genuinely get angry.
It really feels like 15 years have passed in the blink of an eye.

In truth, I still haven't adjusted to Lucia's appearance.
Rather than facing a daughter I raised since childhood, it feels like I'm facing an ordinary adult woman.

And that woman wants me to remain her father. I'm sorry to Lucia, but it's a bit bewildering.

To begin with, I don't understand why Lucia still wants me.

'Don't they say most daughters become cold toward their fathers after puberty?'

Of course, our relationship is somewhat special.
It's difficult to see us as an ordinary father and daughter.

If I had raised her since infancy, it might be different. When I first met Lucia, she was already a child who could speak and walk properly.

Maybe that's why.
Lucia calls me 'Mr. Ivan.'

She did follow me thinking of me as a father, but I'm not her father by blood. It must be difficult for her to think of me as her true father.

Anyway.

Therefore, I'm a rather blessed father.

Despite not seeing each other for 15 years,
Despite her ascending to the position of Imperial Princess.

My daughter still thinks of me as her father.

Of course, from my perspective, it's only troublesome...!!!
The attention of an Imperial Princess is nothing but poison to a ninth-rank administrator like me...!!!

However, that Imperial Princess is also my daughter.

I forcibly pushed her away thinking we couldn't be together anymore. That made her angry. It weighs on my mind, preventing me from falling asleep.

The current Lucia doesn't need me.
She's even older than me in this life now.

Yet, it seems Lucia still needs me.

'Why?'

I can't understand the reason.

Of course, I can understand why Lucia came looking for me.

'Though I don't know how she knew I was in this room.'

Anyway, from Lucia's perspective, she met her father—me—after 15 years.

It makes sense that she would come to a male administrator's quarters late at night. She might not have another chance to meet me otherwise.

What puzzles me is:

'To the point of crying...???'

When I drew the line by calling her 'Your Highness,' Lucia cried.

Tears streamed down her face as if she was in deep sorrow, but from my perspective, it was utterly perplexing.

Of course, I think I was stupid to call her that when we were alone. I could have just called her 'Lucia.'

However, I couldn't bring myself to address a member of the imperial family by name.
My survival instinct was squirming inside me...!!!

"Haah... life, life."

My head is getting complicated.
Is there no easy way to solve life's problems?

Anyway, it's clear that Lucia still thinks of me as her father and hasn't forgotten me yet.

Next time she secretly visits, I should just call her 'Lucia.'

Watching my daughter cry is painful for a father.

While the current Lucia is very bewildering to me, she is still precious to me.

Alright.
End of worrying!

As I truly tried to fall asleep, sleep still wouldn't come.

Thinking about going to work tomorrow made my head spin even more.

It seems I won't be able to sleep tonight.
So I thought about Lucia.

Memories from the past surfaced one by one.

"Will you... really... become my father?"

When I first met Lucia.

"Ah! Ah! ...Mr. Ivan, please... please don't touch my ears..."

When I absentmindedly patted her head, proud of how diligently she helped with housework.

"Mr. Ivan, wake up! You'll be late if this continues!?"

When Lucia frantically woke me up after I overslept.

"This cookie... *sniff*, *sob*... it's, it's so delicious...!"

When Lucia wept after tasting snacks for the first time.

And—

Lucia in pretty clothes. Lucia wearing a robe, secretly marveling at the fireworks festival in the imperial capital. Lucia learning to sew and mending clothes. Lucia playing with other children. Lucia clinging to me and sleeping after having a scary dream. Lucia looking proud after successfully cooking a delicious meal. Lucia blushing while watching Ciel and Rebecca kiss my cheek, and eventually kissing my cheek herself.

—I fell asleep recalling these memories.

Though I was tired, it was a happy time in its own way.


*


Morning came.

Exhausted from not sleeping properly, I barely made it to the office...

The moment I saw Hanna laughing like a villainess with a "hoo-hoot," I became wide awake.

Hanna, with an expression like she'd eaten a bowl of impudence, was gleaming brilliantly.

If bald Mr. Thomas saw the current Hanna, he would probably emit an incredible light from his entire head—that's how much she was shining!

She wore gold and silver bracelets on both arms, and expensive-looking gold and silver necklaces around her neck.

All ten fingers had rings embedded with beautiful gems, and the robe she wore looked so soft and splendid that it seemed made from the finest fabric in the world.

Indeed.

The current Hanna was extremely glamorous!

"How do I look, Ivan?"

Hanna, sitting on the desk and chuckling while looking down at me.
Still with that impudent expression.

Here's the question.

A workplace colleague and friend who seems to have become rich overnight is looking at me with arrogant eyes.

It feels like she's looking down on me as a being.

What action should I take in this situation?

Give her a knock on the head for showing off?
Ignore her thinking she's lost her mind?

No.

"Lady Hanna!!! May I dare to lick your feet!!! From now on, I'll be your faithful dog!!!"

The correct answer is <kneeling down and bowing my head>.

Bowing my head vigorously and hoping for some crumbs to fall is the most appropriate action.

"Sorry, but someone like you doesn't even qualify to be my dog~."
"Damn it."

Of course, crumbs don't fall easily.
Tsk—I clicked my tongue and straightened my bent knees to stand up.

"But seriously, what happened, Hanna...?"

The dog thing was just a joke (somewhat serious), but I was curious.

How did she get such expensive-looking accessories?

I wonder if this is the same Hanna who always said we should save money and ate cost-effective lunches.

Hanna Bendes.
What on earth happened to her...

"Oh, Ivan doesn't know yet~ Well, you're a ninth-rank administrator after all~ It doesn't matter to you what happens in imperial politics~."
"What!?"

My brow furrowed involuntarily.

True, a menial worker like me has nothing to do with imperial politics, and honestly, I'm not very interested.

But her tone is really annoying.

It sounds like she's saying I'm a low-level administrator handling trivial tasks like processing complaints because I lack ability and connections. (Though that's true)

Anyway, Hanna continued.

"To cut to the chase... our House Bendes has succeeded!"
"What...?"

Hanna's explanation followed.
Over the past 15 years, House Bendes has produced numerous high officials.

As they had many bureaucrats wielding political influence, the status of House Bendes, which was once just an ordinary noble family, naturally rose...

As a result, money overflowed into the family.

"I didn't buy these; they were piled up in storage. The head of the family was boasting about it."

Hanna chuckled while looking at the accessories adorning her body.
I was so envious I could die.

Hanna Bendes had become a woman with a family backing far beyond comparison to mine.

My family, House Edlen, has long been exterminated.

They were all executed by the previous emperor for the crime of participating in a conspiracy.

I am the only one in this world with the surname 'Edlen.'

I was thrown into an orphanage shortly after birth,

so my fantasy world life has been quite tumultuous.

"Um, Ivan? I'm... sorry."

Perhaps because of that.

Hanna, who had been teasing me, suddenly apologized.
This one really is considerate of others' feelings.

"It happened when I was young, so I don't even remember. No need to worry about it! Anyway, congratulations!!!"
"Hehee, I'm rich now. I might even quit this job~."

After my casual response, she joked back.

Well, that aside.

"Take them off now."
"...Okay."

Excessive glamour is not beautiful at all.
Hanna's current attire was nothing but embarrassing.

She knew this too, so she hurriedly removed the accessories.

After that, the usual daily routine unfolded.

Greeting people who arrived at the start of work hours, running around to handle incoming complaints,

secretly resting a bit in the office, getting caught and scolded by Mr. Thomas, then going back to work...

Before I knew it, it was time to go home.

As the sun was setting with a reddish glow.

After finishing fieldwork with Hanna, I was heading back to the imperial palace to go home.

As we were about to pass by a flower shop, a female clerk standing there approached and spoke to us.

"Hey there, pretty sister and ugly brother. Are you interested in flowers?"
"...Excuse me?"
"Oh my, thank you~ Then I'll take a look~."

I was dumbfounded by the clerk's "ugly brother" comment and asked back, while Hanna showed what's commonly called <service industry tone and smile> and entered the flower shop.

'What the hell did that clerk just say?'

For a moment, I thought I misheard.
I couldn't believe an employee would call a potential customer ugly.

She had her face covered with a hood and her head slightly bowed, which I didn't like at all.

She doesn't have the proper attitude to serve customers.

Even if a customer is truly ugly, a clerk should say otherwise...!!!

I felt a bit angry.

As I stood there staring at the clerk, she looked at me and smiled.

And then...

She raised her head slightly.

The clerk's face came into my view.

"???"

My face instantly filled with bewilderment.

And for good reason...

"It's been a while, Mr. Ivan."

The identity of the rude flower shop clerk was none other than Lucia.

Suddenly, I recalled Lucia's last words from yesterday.

"Then this Imperial Princess will disappear! Goodbye!"

This Imperial Princess will disappear...
Imperial Princess will disappear...
will disappear...

"Ah."

So that's what she meant.

Ch.6 - Side Character Play
The flower shop clerk who couldn't be found with even a speck of courtesy was actually the Empire's princess.

Not just any princess, but my daughter whom I had cared for 15 years ago.

And now she smiled gently at me.

However, her face seemed to have "I'm angry" written all over it.
Though she was smiling, her eye-smile suggested she wasn't really smiling at all.
For some reason, Lucia seemed frightening. I could even feel her killing intent.

In this situation, what exactly should I do?

I quickly racked my brain and came to a conclusion—

"H-h-hello..."

—or rather, I didn't.

A greeting just slipped out unconsciously.

I was too flustered to think clearly.
I didn't know how to react in this situation.

That's when it happened.

Grab—

In an instant, Lucia approached me and seized my arm.
As if to prevent me from running away.

'...She's fast!'

I marveled inwardly.

Wasn't she supposed to be the hero who protected the Imperial Capital from monsters?

It was hard to believe that Lucia, who used to be so fragile she couldn't even kill a bug, had slain monsters—

But seeing this agility, I could be certain that fact wasn't a lie.

Come to think of it, she moved incredibly fast when escaping from the official residence yesterday too.

If I were to engage in a chase with Lucia, I'd probably be caught in no time.

Alright.

I'll talk with Lucia.
I regret what happened yesterday too.
We need to clear the air.

Looking at Lucia who had become a flower shop clerk, I recalled the promise I made yesterday.

I had promised that if Lucia came looking for me again in secret, I would call her "Lucia."

Even as I made that promise, I wondered if she would come looking for me after being so angry...

But Lucia was still Lucia.
Her persistent personality remained unchanged.

I had guessed that if she didn't hate me after yesterday's incident, she would come looking for me again someday. That guess was correct. I just didn't expect to meet her again today.

Lucia had always been tenacious.

If she had something she wanted to achieve, she would do whatever it took to accomplish it.

Lucia had poured countless hours into mastering household chores like sewing, cleaning, laundry, and cooking.

I remember feeling secretly proud when she became even better at housework than me.

Perhaps that personality helped her rise to the position of Imperial Princess.

Anyway, the fact that Lucia appeared before me disguised as a commoner meant she wanted to talk with me somehow.

If that's the case, I should grant her wish.

Yes.

Right now, she's not the Empire's princess, but just a flower shop clerk.

I looked at Lucia and opened my mouth.

"Pri-Pri-Princess... no, Lucia."

I almost called her "Princess" out of yesterday's habit, but I managed to call her Lucia.

"...!"

Lucia's sullen expression suddenly brightened.

Unlike before when she was smiling but seemed angry, she now wore a genuine smile that showed when she was truly happy.

Only then could I breathe a sigh of relief.

Lucia spoke while still holding onto my arm.

"Let's talk for a bit."
"Yes..."

And so I was dragged along by Lucia.

We arrived at a café just across the street.

The café had a quiet atmosphere where many literary people were reading books and conversing.

Lucia seated me in a corner.
Then she ordered two coffees from the server.

"......"
"......"

A moment later. Two cups of what looked like warm coffee were placed before us.

After the server left, Lucia broke the silence.
She lowered her voice and whispered to me.

"Is this better now?"
"Huh?"
"I'm not Imperial Princess 'Lucia Le Mear' right now, but just an ordinary flower shop clerk named 'Luciana.'"
"Yeah..."

I couldn't bring myself to say I was still uncomfortable.

'Is this what they call role-playing...?'

An ordinary flower shop clerk named Luciana?
In reality, I couldn't accept that.

I knew the identity of the person before me.

My daughter and the Empire's First Princess, Lucia Le Mear.

Knowing her true identity, I couldn't fully think of her as a commoner.

But.

Lucia had come looking for me with this alternate persona.
It would be foolish to treat her entirely as a princess.

If yesterday we met as princess and ninth-rank official, today we're meeting as flower shop clerk and ninth-rank official.

Thinking about it, it seemed a bit absurd and amusing, but Lucia must have seriously considered meeting me in a commoner's identity.

I'm actually relieved that Lucia is in the guise of a flower shop clerk.

It's less dangerous than her visiting my residence as a princess.

As long as she doesn't encounter some villain who pulls off people's hoods, no one will discover she's the princess.

In fact, such villains don't exist here.
This is the heart of the Imperial Capital, where security must be good.

"Lucia, why are you going to such lengths to meet me...?"

When I asked that in a small voice, Lucia snorted.
As if I was asking something obvious.

"I told you yesterday. I wanted to meet you, Ivan. I was waiting for you to wake up."
"I-I see."

Actually, I already knew.
Of course she came to see me because she wanted to.
From Lucia's perspective, I had been sealed away for 15 years.

I just wanted to confirm it again with this question.
Now that I've confirmed it, there's something I must say.

"Thank you."
"What?"
"For not forgetting me for 15 years."

I truly mean this.
When I first heard that 15 years had passed, I thought I had been permanently separated from my daughters.

The world rejected different species, and a decade and a half is an extremely long time.

It wouldn't have been strange if they had died or moved on to new lives.

In fact, that would have been normal.

If she had become an influential figure in the world...
Why would she want to meet someone who had merely looked after her briefly a decade ago?

That's what I thought.

But Lucia came looking for me.

Of course, it turned into a moment where my life could have been in danger, but that just shows how much she wanted to meet me.

So I must express my gratitude.
It means she still thinks of me as her father.

I too still love my daughters as their father.

It's only natural to be troubled by the thought that 'Ivan Edlen' might have disappeared from my daughters' hearts...!!!

However, Lucia proved that she hadn't forgotten me yet.
That fact made me incredibly happy as a father who had raised his daughter.

So I expressed my gratitude. That's all.

"..."

When I expressed my thanks, Lucia's cheeks turned slightly red.
After silently moving her lips and fidgeting with her index fingers, she said:

"Hehe, of course. I'm Ivan's daughter after all!"

But her voice was a bit loud.

Because of that, people sitting around us looked at us with wide eyes, glancing at us repeatedly.

They didn't seem to have realized the shocking truth that flower shop clerk Luciana was actually the Empire's First Princess Lucia; they just seemed surprised by the word "daughter."

Well, how could the two of us look like father and daughter?

The father is too young, and the daughter is taller than the father, plus her voice carries the tone of a refined lady.

I lowered my voice and said:

"We certainly... don't look like father and daughter..."

Then I looked at Lucia, who was pouting with her lips as if displeased.

Wait, she was smiling brightly just a moment ago.

Soon after, Lucia, looking slightly upset, said:

"Ivan still has no consideration for ladies. At this rate, you'll never find a lover."

A barb from my daughter!

"Kuhek..."

The effect was tremendous!

Suddenly, I recalled yesterday when I was getting ahead of myself, thinking Hannah might be confessing to me.

Along with memories of being brutally rejected when I confessed to someone I liked back on Earth.

What's even more depressing is that I don't even know what blunder I made. Damn.

Fortunately, an explanation for my blunder arrived.

"Women always want to look young, you know. Even though I'm older than you now..."
"R-really?"

But don't most people want to look like father and daughter? Although our relationship is indeed father and daughter, it was a bit puzzling.

Anyway, putting that doubt aside, I cleared my throat and continued.

"By the way, time has certainly passed... Lucia is getting angry at me and easily throwing barbs."
"...As the Imperial Princess, no. To survive in this world, I couldn't remain a naive child forever."

Lucia gave a bitter smile.
I nodded silently.

As the saying goes, with great power comes great responsibility. She must have gone through a lot living as the Imperial Princess.

"You've been through a lot."

I offered words of comfort.

That was all I could do for Lucia, who lost me overnight and was thrown into this world as a child.

After all, the current Lucia stands at the pinnacle of power.

Hearing my comfort, Lucia:

"Hehee."

Smiled brightly.

For just a fleeting moment, I thought I saw the young Lucia.

After that, I listened to stories of Lucia's past.

Since we had to be careful about stories that could identify Lucia's identity in such a quiet place, we ended up walking along the street as I listened.

After learning I had been sealed, she went herb gathering to earn money.

During that time, deep in the mountains, she treated a severely injured female warrior who was the leader of a wolf beastkin tribe...

That connection with the beastkin led her to learn swordsmanship and various fighting techniques from them...

She was surprisingly talented, and within less than two years of learning, she was among the top five warriors of the beastkin.

She had only intended to learn some self-defense to protect her young body, but suddenly became a key figure among the beastkin.

Then she became a hero who saved the Imperial Capital from monsters, received the favor of Emperor Stacia, became her adopted daughter, and rose to the position of princess.

Of course, there was strong opposition at the time to placing a beastkin without Le Mear bloodline in the princess position,

But now that beastkin commonly become officials, there's no one who voices strong opposition anymore.

"...So, actually, I didn't struggle that much. Things worked out more easily than I expected."
"I see."

After hearing Lucia's story, I asked about something that puzzled me.

"Lucia, can you tell me what happened to the other children?"

Lucia hadn't properly mentioned the other children's current situations.
As if she had deliberately excluded them.

"......"

When I asked that, a chilly atmosphere momentarily surrounded Lucia. She eventually swallowed hard as if troubled and said:

"Ivan, be careful of the other children."
"What?"
"A-anyway! It would be better for you to be careful!"
"???"

What does that mean?
Somehow, I don't understand what Lucia is saying.

Just as I was about to ask why I should be careful, Lucia spoke again.

"By the way, Ivan."

With a somewhat serious expression.

"Yes?"

As I responded absentmindedly, a shocking statement followed.

"Are you aware that we're being followed right now?"
"What?"

Being followed?
I was startled and looked around.

The street had few people, and since it had become dark, I couldn't see anyone.

But Lucia seemed to sense something.

"The presence... seems to be just one person..."

In a flash, Lucia quickly turned her body, pulled something from her waist, and threw it toward a corner.

Swack—!

Startled, I turned around to see a throwing dagger lying in the corner.

What Lucia had thrown was a sharp dagger!

"Come out while I'm asking nicely. Otherwise, I'll kill you."

A charismatic statement.

I could once again feel that Lucia was truly the Imperial Princess.

If that statement had been directed at me, I might have been crying and apologizing profusely.

"Hieek..."

Even now, I'm trembling in shock.

Well, it's shocking to hear the once gentle Lucia say "I'll kill you" in a tone filled with killing intent.

Anyway, her threat seemed to work, as a person emerged from the corner.

"Eek!"

With a scream that sounded familiar.

The follower was someone I knew.

Even from a distance, I could recognize that person immediately.

"Hannah?"

The identity of the person following us was Hannah Bendes, the woman who had become wealthy overnight.

Ch.7 - Dad and Daughter
I was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief when I discovered that the identity of the stalker, whom I hadn't even known existed, was Hannah Bendes.

I was a bit surprised when I heard there was someone following us.
When Lucia threw the hidden weapon, I tensed up, wondering if it was a real enemy.

Of course, those feelings melted away like snow the moment I saw Hannah.
Facing a familiar face, my nervous heart was greatly eased.

"...!"

Lucia's eyes widened in recognition when she saw Hannah.

Then she let out a sigh of relief. She seemed to have determined that Hannah wasn't an enemy, at least.

However, her expression remained fierce.

She looked like she might throw a second hidden weapon at Hannah at any moment.

'Why, why?'

I couldn't understand why Lucia was acting that way.

She must have seen Hannah being friendly with me in front of the flower shop, and judging by her sigh of relief, she must have guessed Hannah wasn't an enemy...

Anyway, I could guess why Hannah had been following me.

She must have been shocked when she saw me seemingly talking with Lucia while looking at clothes in the clothing store.

Hannah always teased me, saying I looked like someone who would never be able to get a girlfriend.

I'd gotten so used to her teasing that it didn't hurt anymore.

I even teased her back sometimes.
Saying she looked like someone who would never be able to get a boyfriend.

We're close enough to say such things to each other.

I probably would have been surprised too if I had seen Hannah with a man.

Like, "Holy sh-t, her with a man? Where and how did they meet?"
I might have followed them while asking myself such questions.

I approached Hannah, who still wore a frightened expression.

"Are you okay?"
"Y-yeah."

Hannah seemed more startled than I expected.
Her fingertips were trembling.

"Ivan, do you know that clerk?"

The fact that she referred to Lucia as "that clerk" suggested she didn't know about our relationship. That was a great relief.

"Um... yeah...."

I let my words trail off in response to Hannah's question.

It's true that we know each other.

But I couldn't reveal that she was actually Lucia Lemear, the First Imperial Princess.

Even though Hannah and I are close, she might report the fact that the princess was engaging in such escapades.

If my name were to come up in that report...

I would be finished...!!!

Of course, I know Hannah Bendes well.
Although we often quarrel, I know she's a very kind person. She wouldn't make such a report.

But there's no need to reveal Lucia's identity. It's better to just deceive her for now.

"Yeah... I guess you could say we knew each other 15 years ago."

Step, step—

Lucia was approaching us.

With her head bowed, her fierce gaze wasn't visible, but somehow I could still feel a bit of killing intent emanating from her.

"Really... you knew that woman?"

Hannah didn't believe me.

Ugh. Of course.
Hannah and I had been together for almost a year.

Mr. Thomas had paired us as partners, sending us out to handle complaints together.

However.

Hannah overlooked two facts.

First, we hadn't actually been working together constantly, and second, 15 years had passed since then.

Utilizing these points, I decided to mix truth with lies.

It's difficult to make a complete lie convincing, but a lie mixed with truth carries deep persuasiveness.

In other words, it's possible to make a lie appear as truth.

By now, Lucia had approached my side.
I burst into laughter and said:

"What other female friend my age do I have besides you? This woman was just a child 15 years ago. A little girl I met when I went out on a solo assignment."
"...Ah, I see!"

Hannah was convinced!
She thought I wasn't lying.

Indeed, a lie mixed with truth works.

The part about meeting a girl while on a solo assignment was a lie, but the fact that she was a child 15 years ago was true.

Anyway, I continued speaking, taking advantage of the moment.

"That's right. She always loved flowers since she was young and said she wanted to work in a flower shop. I encouraged her that she would definitely achieve her dream, and it seems she did it quickly."
"B-but for someone like that, she's r-remarkably skilled with throwing weapons...."

Hannah swallowed hard as she examined Lucia.

I felt a chill run down my spine.

Oh no.

Come to think of it, the reason Hannah had jumped out was because of Lucia's threat.

So there's no way she would think the current Lucia is just an ordinary flower shop clerk!

"Um... that's because...."

I felt cold sweat forming.

I was wondering how to gloss over this, but fortunately, it was easily resolved.

"Just between us, I also work as an assassin for the Imperial Secret Unit. I apologize for causing you trouble due to my professional instincts."

Lucia had made up an excuse on the spot.

As expected of my daughter Lucia. She's very perceptive.
I don't know if there really is an Imperial Secret Unit, but Lucia's lie was appropriate.

A flower shop clerk who is suspiciously skilled with throwing weapons and hides her face with a hood? It wouldn't be strange if she were actually a secret assassin.

Of course, it's quite funny for someone belonging to a secret unit to reveal their identity, but let's overlook such minor details.

"Ah...."

Fortunately, Hannah was foolish.

She always teases me, calling me a fool and an idiot, but she herself was fooled like an idiot. It was a bit satisfying, though I regretted not being able to tease her about it.

"N-no! There's no need to apologize! I should be the one apologizing for interrupting your time together!"

Hannah bowed deeply.
Lucia smiled gently as she accepted the apology.

For some reason, her killing intent seemed to have subsided considerably compared to before.

"W-well then, I'll be going! Bye, Ivan!"
"Oh, yeah...."

Hannah, who had regained her bright smile, gave me an unpleasant grin, then waved goodbye to both of us as she left.

Watching her go, I thought:

That girl.
Judging by her expression, she's going to contact me today.

'Well, I guess she's curious.'

At an age when one is very interested in a friend's love life.
It's going to be a very noisy night.

Anyway, I felt relieved.
I looked at Lucia and said:

"Shall we head back too?"
"...Yes."

Lucia nodded obediently.
It seems it would be dangerous if we didn't return to the palace soon.

Step, step—

On the way to the Imperial Palace.

Although the sun had set long ago, the day in the Imperial capital showed no signs of going to sleep.

I could see circus troupe members performing on the streets as promotion, and from the taverns came the boisterous drunken banter of men.

Middle-aged men in neat suits were sighing deeply as they returned from work, and those who appeared to be families were holding hands as they headed home.

Suddenly, a pair that looked like a father and daughter caught my eye.

"......"
"Lucia...?"

Lucia stopped walking and stared blankly at them. Then, she slightly extended her hand toward me.

I stared blankly at Lucia.

Her face was slightly flushed. I couldn't see her ears because they were hidden by her hood, but they were probably quite red too.

Her fluffy white fox tail was swaying gently from side to side.

That's Lucia's habit.
A habit she shows when she wants to do or have something.

Since Lucia usually acted like a composed eldest daughter, the sight of her swaying tail was a very rare spectacle.

I smiled and quickly took Lucia's hand.

Grab—

"Eep!"

Lucia made an adorable sound.
Her cheeks had turned even redder.

"Why are you so shy? We used to hold hands often when you were little."

I said as I started walking.
Lucia followed, her head bowed low, as if being led by my hand.

I couldn't quite understand why Lucia was feeling embarrassed.

Didn't I always hold her hand like this whenever I took her to town when she was little?

Come to think of it, I was desperate to hide Lucia's tail and ears back then.

Now, it's not strange to see beastfolk walking around on the streets, but if it had been discovered that she was a beastfolk back then, neither of us would have been safe.

Looking back, this is why I became cautious in everything I do.

It was very difficult to let Lucia and the other children walk around town while hiding the fact that they were different races.

"T-that was w-when I was young...."

Lucia stammered.

Well, it is a bit embarrassing for grown men and women to hold hands.

But.

"Still, we're father and daughter, aren't we?"

After all, our relationship is that of <father and daughter>.

Through my conversation with Lucia this time, I clearly understood.

Although I can't be with Lucia, who has become the Imperial Princess, forever, we are still father and daughter.

And Lucia thinks so too.
Therefore, we will always be father and daughter.

I finally feel relieved.
I looked at Lucia with a smile. I thought Lucia would be feeling the same way as me right now.

"...Y-yes. F-father and daughter... That's what we are."

But Lucia wore an extremely complicated expression.

"......"

She looked so sorrowful that I couldn't say anything.

We walked hand in hand for a long time before parting.

On my way back to the quarters, I thought about the meaning behind Lucia's expression many times, but I couldn't guess anything.

"Sigh..."

What could it be?

Ch.8 - Ivan's Promotion Plan
After parting with Ivan, Lucia returned straight to the imperial palace.
After washing up, changing into her nightclothes, and lying down on her bed.

"Haah..."

Letting out a faint sigh, Lucia hugged the pillow she always slept with and sank into thought.

She was thinking about her actual father, Ivan Edlen.

Just last night, Lucia had buried her face in this pillow and sobbed.

It was because she felt Ivan pushing her away.

Always addressing her as "Your Highness, Your Highness"—wasn't he trying to keep his distance? All while wearing that extremely troubled expression.

Of course, Lucia is a strong woman. She doesn't cry easily over trivial matters.

She wouldn't sob enough to soak her pillow just because the father she met after 15 years was pushing her away.

Though she now lives comfortably as the Empire's princess, until a few years ago, she personally commanded beastkin soldiers to defeat monster hordes that invaded the imperial capital.

She could already be considered an excellent female warrior.

Therefore, there was a separate reason that made such a strong warrior sob—

It was because Lucia had realized her own "mistake."

That "mistake" referred to "visiting Ivan on her own accord."

It was absolutely forbidden for an imperial princess to enter a low-ranking male official's quarters as she pleased.

Had that been discovered, it would have caused serious trouble.

Lucia herself would have been safe due to being the princess and having made great contributions to the Empire, but she would have been pointed at by many people...

And Ivan, in the worst case, could have lost his life.

'What have I really done...?'

Lucia regretted it.

No matter how much she wanted to see him, she had put him in danger. Though unintentional, she had almost gotten her own father killed.

Such thoughts filled her with regret. But she still couldn't erase her sulky feelings toward Ivan.

Although she had grown into a proper adult woman and was even older now, she was still his daughter... Couldn't he have welcomed her a little?

She understood why he had desperately pushed her away.

Lucia herself knew better than anyone that treating the princess casually was a serious crime, as she bore the weight of that position.

However, understanding something intellectually and emotionally are two different things.

Reason and emotion could never be equated.

Ivan wasn't at fault.
Her sulking was entirely due to her own feelings.
Lucia knew this fact.

Lucia wanted to meet Ivan. He was the father she reunited with after 15 years. She wanted to talk about various things with him.

But when that didn't work out well, she became sulky.

Fortunately, there was a solution.
A solution she came up with while anger toward Ivan was welling up.

It was to use her other identity.

The identity she used whenever she wanted to engage in minor deviations: <Luciana, the flower shop clerk>.

This was possible because Luciana had a beastkin woman, the flower shop owner, as her subordinate.

Thanks to that, Lucia could occasionally live as a commoner.

Anyway, she approached Ivan with that identity, and the result was excellent.

She was able to have many conversations with him!

Approaching him as a commoner was a good decision.

She changed from "Your Highness" to "Lucia," and he truly treated her like a daughter.

"Hehe, hihihi."

Recalling today's memories with Ivan made her feel good.
Lucia rolled around on the bed, laughing frivolously in a manner unbefitting an imperial princess.

But that didn't last long.

"......"

Soon, Lucia stared blankly at the ceiling with a serious expression.
Today wasn't filled with just happy moments.
Rather, her heart seemed more troubled than yesterday.

First, Hannah, the woman who was close to Ivan, seemed to be just a colleague.

For some reason, Lucia didn't like her, but she didn't sense any strange atmosphere between them.

That was a very fortunate point.
Of course, that wasn't the important issue.

'I was disappointed when he called us father and daughter...'

When he easily held her hand and said there was nothing to be embarrassed about because they were father and daughter—

Lucia couldn't hide her complicated and sorrowful feelings.

She felt foolish for having such emotions.

He was right.
She was merely in a father-daughter relationship with Ivan.

Until yesterday, Lucia had wanted him to still call himself her father.

But why?

Why did she feel embarrassed when she wanted to hold Ivan's hand?
Why wasn't she happy but sad when Ivan mentioned they were father and daughter?

Lucia didn't know.
She didn't want to think about it either.

Ivan and she should be father and daughter.

As his daughter, she had a duty to keep away "women" who approached him.

Ironically, those "women" were Ivan's other daughters who had followed her like older sisters.

'They're really crazy! Crazy women!'

Some of them truly loved Ivan.
Not as a father, but as a man!

When she learned this fact, Lucia thought it was absurd. She also determined it was something that shouldn't exist.

Although they weren't related by blood, how could they view the father who raised them as a romantic interest?

It was absurd.

He had never looked at her or them in that way.

With his foolish desire to bring happiness to children of different species, he purely loved them as daughters.

The problem began with them falling in love with him.

Ivan would never accept their feelings.
He might even get hurt. The same goes for them.
She didn't want a relationship that would only end with mutual wounds.

Anyway, by now they must have learned that he had awakened.

Although they all held high positions, it was uncertain how they would act to claim Ivan.

As the daughter closest to him, Lucia needed to protect him.

'Yes, that must have been it, but...'

Why did she feel complicated and sorrowful when she heard the words "father and daughter"?

Was she really thinking of protecting him for that reason?

Would he be hurt or push away his daughters if they loved him romantically? They weren't even related by blood anyway?

Having these thoughts and feelings was just a sordid check against them...

"No, no! That's not it!"

Lucia shook her head and screamed loudly.
She kicked off the blanket and beat the pillow furiously. She didn't want to think anymore.

She thought of him as her father. She and Ivan were only in a father-daughter relationship.

Lucia desperately denied her own feelings.

'That's right.'

Because they're father and daughter, it's natural to want to meet often.
Mmm, that's right.

In Lucia's mind, a debate about <solutions for meeting him frequently> was already taking place.

However, the debate didn't last long.

"Ah..."

The debate ended instantly.
Or more precisely, it was suspended.

Because there was no such solution...!

While becoming Luciana would solve the issue, Lucia was the Empire's First Princess.
She couldn't become Luciana often.

'I just want to live as Luciana...'

Even excluding the fact that she could meet him comfortably, it was true that she always felt at ease when living as Luciana.

'With great power comes great responsibility... as Ivan always used to say.'

As Ivan's maxim stated, living as a princess was difficult.

Of course, she couldn't give it up now.
Lucia loved the Empire and the beastkin race.

Many people wanted her abilities, and she also wanted to showcase her capabilities.

Even if it meant growing distant from him... she couldn't abandon this position.
She already had too many responsibilities.

In fact, meeting him as Luciana would be difficult for a while.
The First Princess of the Empire doesn't have much free time. It was time to work hard again.

If these days continued, meetings with Ivan might only happen once a month on average!

'I don't want that...'

Therefore, there was only one way.

'So... I'll promote Ivan...!'

Promote him again and again, until he reaches a position where he can stand alongside her.

That way, she might be able to meet him frequently in her capacity as princess.

And so, the <Plan to Promote 9th Grade Official Ivan> was formed in Lucia's mind.

If Ivan knew about this, he might grab his neck and collapse.

Anyway, the first thing Lucia did after making such a plan was to contact someone using a magical communication device.

She wanted to contact Ivan with this device, but it was specially made. She couldn't make private contacts with just anyone.

Fortunately, this person was a public figure. Though they were also close privately.

Her request could be considered somewhat official, so it shouldn't be a problem.

Soon, that someone received the contact.

Although there was suspicion that this person harbored impure feelings toward Ivan, they would be helpful nonetheless.

-What brings you to contact me, Sister Lucia? Contacting me of all people?

The woman's tone was full of playfulness. Lucia spoke without minding it.

"I have a favor to ask you."

The woman she contacted was, like her, Ivan Edlen's daughter and a member of the dragon race.

The Master of the Green Tower—'Melissa'.


*


Three peaceful days continued.

After that day, Lucia didn't come to see me.

I was concerned about her sad expression when we parted.

So I went to that flower shop.
Unfortunately, they said the clerk named Luciana wouldn't be working for a while.

Well, she's a princess, so it's natural she's busy.

I resigned myself. In her position as princess, she can't meet a low-ranking official like me.

If Lucia doesn't become Luciana, it's not easy to meet her. Really.

I felt a bit frustrated, but I tried not to dwell on it.
Brooding wouldn't solve anything anyway.

Well, that aside.

If I were to express my current emotion, it would be 'bewilderment'.

As soon as the three peaceful days passed, my daily life changed again, because I heard these words from Director Thomas:

"Ivan, there's a dispatch request for you."
"What?"
"The Green Tower needs some extra hands for a while. They asked for about twenty 9th grade officials who can use magic, and you've been selected from our department. Have a good business trip!"
"...Pardon?"

Suddenly go to the Tower?

Ch.9 - The Identity of the Green Tower Master
The Lemeir Empire is known as a "magical powerhouse."

It is said that the founder who first established the empire was the first person in this world to earn the title of [Grand Magician].

Thus, a tradition has been passed down that members of the imperial family must be proficient in magic to some degree. After all, their ancestor was a Grand Magician.

Of course, not only them, but all officials who work for this empire must know how to use magic.

Being good at magic alone isn't enough to become a high official in the imperial palace.

However, it's true that if you know how to use exceptional magic, you can advance more easily than others.

Anyway, there are places that support the empire's magic...

Namely, the four magic towers located at the four corners of the imperial capital.

The Green Tower.
The Red Tower.
The Blue Tower.
The Purple Tower.

If you want to seriously learn magic, these are the places you must enter somehow.

The Imperial Academy does teach magic, but it's not a place you can enter just by being good at magic, and they don't teach it in as much detail as one might expect.

If you have a serious intention to learn magic, heading to a magic tower is the right choice.

If you pass the test, you can become a disciple of high-ranking magicians.

After that, depending on your effort and talent, you might walk a smooth path as a magician, or trip over a stone and fall flat on your face.

...The reason I'm having these idle thoughts now is because I'm heading to a magic tower.

"Damn it..."

I stared blankly out the window while riding the mana train.
In the distance, I could see a tall, large, and thick tower.

It was the Green Tower.


*


Early morning.

After Mr. Thomas told me to head to the magic tower, I diligently packed my belongings.

By lunchtime, I was leaving with a send-off from the people in my department.

My friend, the ill-mannered young lady from a prestigious family, Hannah Bendes, teased me because my business trip destination was the 'Green Tower.'

The Green Tower houses more skilled magicians than the other three towers.

It could be called the pinnacle of imperial magic, standing above the other towers.

And.

Being the "pinnacle" in any field also means there's something crazy about it.

Hannah, who came from the Green Tower, said that the tower is somewhat insane.

She teased me, snickering that I would suffer terribly.

"What, the Green Tower? ...Puhahaha! Ahahaha! Hahahaha!"

...I can almost hear Hannah's mocking laughter from an hour ago.

I retorted that it had been 15 years already, but her continued snickering was quite annoying.

Suddenly, what happened last night came back to me.

Last night, as expected, Hannah contacted me.
It was to ask about my relationship with Lucia.

She interrogated me with such a curious tone that I felt the urge to smash my communication magical device...!!!

Therefore, to exorcise such a demon, I used Evan's ultimate secret technique - <Why are you curious? Are you jealous?> - but it didn't work.

The demon countered with <Why? Would you like me to be jealous?>. Her way with words was truly impressive and vicious.

Promising myself that when I return to the imperial palace, I would flick that damned demon Hannah on the head, I looked out the window again.

By now, the top of the Green Tower was no longer visible. It was time to get off the train.

After disembarking, about twenty officials including myself followed a guide and arrived at the Green Tower.

We entered the Green Tower as instructed.

I couldn't take my eyes off the sight of the tower.
Having never been there before, it was my first time seeing such a spectacle.

From the first floor lobby, magical books were piled high.

People who appeared to be magicians of the Green Tower were chatting amicably.

"Please wait a moment."

The guide said that and went somewhere.
And didn't return for about 5 minutes.

All of us low-ranking officials had grim expressions.

Suddenly being told to go on a business trip, then being abandoned without being taught what to do.

Soon, complaints erupted from all around.

"But why are we here anyway...?"
"Where did the guide go?"
"Ah, I didn't bring underwear!"
"How long are we staying here..."

Our expressions were not very good.

Understandably. When suddenly notified to go on a business trip to a magic tower, it would be strange if anyone looked happy.

Of course, I'm the same.
I'm not a very enterprising person.

I really hate experiencing new things.
I prefer to just do what I've always done.

This is the first time I've been on a business trip so far away.
Our department's main work was field operations within the imperial capital.
There was no particular reason to go elsewhere.

Anyway, there must be a reason why they suddenly called us.

Even though we're low-ranking officials, they wouldn't have sent us here for useless chores.

Not just anyone can become an imperial official.

Becoming a 9th-rank official is the first step that relatively elite individuals take to become high officials.

Of course, real geniuses often advance right after graduating from the Imperial Academy.

Compared to such people, those of us gathered here could be called a motley crew.

Anyway, as the officials were complaining, footsteps could be heard from somewhere. The person seemed to be wearing dress shoes.

"Have you been waiting long? I'm sorry, I had a brief matter to attend to."

Along with the guide, a woman approached us.

She was wearing a witch's hat and a mask like one would wear at a ball. Her orange hair was somewhat striking.

As I stared blankly at her, the atmosphere around me became a bit strange.

Feeling the dissonance, I looked around.
Everyone except me was shocked to see her.

"It's, it's the Tower Master!"
"That's the Green Tower Master..."
"I heard she's quite young, but she looks like a mature woman."
"Ah, she's truly beautiful..."

'So the Tower Master has changed in the meantime.'

The Green Tower Master I knew was a gray-haired woman who smoked heavily. Unlike her childlike appearance, she was quite elderly.

Anyway, 15 years have passed, so it's reasonable that a generational change has occurred.

Despite her mature appearance, she seems quite young...

If they handed over the position of Tower Master to someone young, she must be incredibly skilled.

I looked at her for a moment.
And... felt something inexplicably strange. I immediately sniffed the air.

A familiar scent.

'Dragon race?'

The scent of a dragon.

From that Green Tower Master.

But the woman before my eyes didn't appear to be of the dragon race on the surface.

Having raised a dragon child, I know. Dragons polymorphed into humans have two horns on their heads.

Yet, this woman smelled of the dragon race. I could detect the subtle fragrance unique to dragons.
A distinctive fragrance that only those who frequently interact with dragons can smell.

'Is the Green Tower Master actually a dragon?'

There was no talk of... accepting dragons as imperial citizens.

The only non-human race the empire has accepted as citizens are the beastkin.

While they claim to respect other races, they wouldn't give away the position of one of the empire's four Tower Masters.

Of course, the empire never hated dragons in the past either.

Dragons rarely showed themselves to people. Their numbers are quite small,
and thanks to not being noticeable enough to be treated like trash.

'Is that person... hiding the fact that she's a dragon?'

That seems to be the correct assumption.
Of course, I could be barking up the wrong tree.
I can't deny the possibility that she's just a human and I'm mistaken.

To begin with, I don't know much about dragons.

I can't be certain that she's completely a dragon.
I'm just guessing. Because she smelled like a dragon.

Being the Green Tower Master, she might have removed her horns with magic.

Adult dragons might be capable of completely polymorphing into humans...

In truth, such speculation won't lead to any conclusion.
Let's just not worry about it.

Looking around, everyone was already bowing their heads toward her.

I quickly bowed my head as well.

Then the Green Tower Master spoke in a gentle tone.

"Ah, please raise your heads. I'm in a position to ask for your help."

Only then did we raise our heads. The Green Tower Master continued with a pleased smile.

"Nice to meet you all. From your reactions, it seems you know who I am, but I'll introduce myself anyway. I am Melissa, the Master of this Green Tower."

"!!!"

The moment I heard her words.
I had to prevent myself from blurting out "What?"

Melissa.

Isn't that the name I gave to the dragon child?

Then could it be...

'Is that woman my daughter Melissa!?'

However, this time I couldn't be so sure.

'...Or not? This time it seems like someone with the same name?'

I could recognize Lucia at a glance.

The current Lucia almost perfectly matched the image I had of her as an adult.

But this Green Tower Master did not.

She didn't resemble at all what I had imagined adult Melissa would look like.

Melissa's hair was red, and she was always cheerful.
So cheerful that... she sometimes seemed a bit foolish.

She was 2 years younger than Lucia, but seeing how my younger daughters were smarter... it wasn't just because she was young.

Still, she was a child with exceptional strength.

I would have expected her to become a female warrior when she grew up, but a magician? Sorry to Melissa, but that seems a bit far-fetched.

It was then that I thought this.

"Now, I'll explain why you all have gathered here."

Swish—

The Green Tower Master said that and removed her mask.
Looking at her bare face, I couldn't believe my eyes.

I would have just thought she was a beautiful woman and looked away.
If not for the familiar features revealed on her face.

Clear green eyes. A tear mole near her left eye.
A scar under her right eye that looked like it was made by an animal's claw.

"Huh."

There was no doubt.

The Green Tower Master was the Melissa I knew.

At that moment, she glanced at me.

Melissa, glancing at me... was smiling with a mischievous grin.

Ch.10 - "My dad is so cute~"
Without a doubt.

The Green Tower Master was my daughter, Melissa.

I could tell for sure when I saw her face.

'Her appearance has changed completely...'

If Melissa hadn't had that teardrop mark or scar, I wouldn't have been able to be certain.

That's how unfamiliar the current Melissa was to me.

The youngest of my daughters, she always lived with the help of Lucia and the other children.

I don't know if it was because she was too young, but she was a child who needed a bit of assistance.

Despite that, she was monstrously strong, which made taking care of her the most difficult task.

And yet, to think that Melissa... would become the Master of the Green Tower.

To be honest, it's more shocking than when I found out Lucia was the Imperial Princess!

That Melissa had become a beautiful woman overflowing with maturity, even more so than Lucia.

She used to stutter frequently and had a childish voice, but now she speaks in a gentle manner and has something seductive about her.

Indeed, fifteen years is a long time.

Long enough to transform a snotty little girl into a mature, beautiful sorceress.

Anyway, to think that Melissa was also a big shot.

Then...

Does that really mean Ciel and Rebecca are queens too?
Could it be that all my other daughters have become important figures as well?

Of course, it's most likely just a coincidence.

But.

If all my daughters are big shots who control the world—wouldn't that be more necessity than coincidence?

Come to think of it, I should have asked Lucia about Ciel and Rebecca.

For some reason, she seemed reluctant to talk about the other children, but she probably would have answered questions about those two's positions.

"So, what I'd like to ask of you all is..."

"I can't give you a definite timeframe yet, but it seems you'll be working here for quite a while. Still, we'll try to resolve it within ten days..."

"The Green Tower will directly compensate you accordingly..."

Melissa was explaining why we low-ranking officials had come here. Of course, none of it was registering with me.

My shocked heart hadn't calmed down yet.

I stared blankly at Melissa. There wasn't even a trace of the Melissa I once knew.

It's a bit awkward to say this as a father, but...

The current Melissa didn't feel like my daughter at all. Truly.

At least Lucia still retained some essence of being Lucia, but Melissa seemed to have become a completely different person.

I wonder what the current Melissa thinks of me.

Earlier, when our eyes met, she smiled, and it seemed like she recognized me.

Well, I doubt she'll come rushing at me.
Lucia barging into my quarters must have been an exception.

"...With that, I conclude my explanation. Please move to your assigned locations."

'What?'

It seems the talk has ended already.

Everyone except me was smiling as they headed somewhere.

I wonder where all those gloomy-faced people went. They must have heard something good.

'Anyway...'

Where am I supposed to go?
I didn't hear the explanation properly, so I have no idea.
I don't know where or how I'm supposed to work.

For now, I followed the six people who had been around me.
It seemed like people who were close to each other were grouped together.

I quickly approached the man who had been standing next to me and spoke to him.

"Excuse me, but what exactly are we supposed to do? I didn't hear properly."
"Ah, well..."

Fortunately, he kindly explained it to me.

The reason we 9th-rank officials were brought to the Green Tower was for "magical barrier maintenance."

The imperial capital is surrounded by a transparent, dome-shaped magical barrier.
Humans can pass through it freely, but monsters cannot.

Of course, strong monsters can break through. Otherwise, the imperial palace would never have been attacked.

Even after we were sealed away, monsters continued to attack the imperial capital repeatedly.

Eventually, the Towers had to step in to build a stronger barrier, from what I heard.

As a result, monster hordes can no longer be found in the imperial capital nowadays. Though they still appear in provincial areas, apparently.

Anyway, maintaining a high-quality barrier requires quite a bit of magical power from sorcerers.

No magic lasts forever, after all.

The role of maintaining that barrier falls to the mages affiliated with the Four Towers.
They infuse magic into their respective sectors to maintain the barrier.

But...

Recently, there aren't many mages available to maintain the barrier.

Some went to the provinces to subjugate monsters, while others are recovering after getting injured during magical research.

At this rate, they won't be able to meet the quota by a small margin, so they've requested our help.

Our job is to infuse magic into the barrier in their place.

It sounds like a simple task, but since I've never infused magic before, I can't say for certain.

"...They said they called in people who are good at magic, so it should be easy to resolve. Well, we'll see once we try it."
"Ah, I see."

I nodded at the man's final words.

Hmm, he's right.

I'm fairly good at magic, if I do say so myself.
I'm probably among the upper ranks of 9th-rank officials.

The fact that a blockhead like me became a 9th-rank official right after graduating from the academy was all thanks to magic.

Befitting the Lemear Empire, where "magic supremacy" prevails, the Imperial Academy has a terrifying thing called "magic bonus points."

Though I wasn't smart, I had some talent for magic, so I was often among the top students.
If I had been good at studying too, I could have entered the imperial palace as a 7th-rank official.

Everyone gathered here seems to be like me—people who are good at magic but not so bright. I feel a sense of kinship.

After hearing the explanation, we arrived at a room.
The six of us entered.

"Ah, hello."

As we entered the room, a girl who looked to be in her early teens greeted us.

Seeing her wearing a green robe, she must be a member of this Tower.

Talented children enter the Towers from a young age, so it's not unusual.

The girl began explaining to us.

It was an explanation about how to infuse magic to maintain the barrier.

The explanation was very simple.

Place your hand on the large orb in the center of the room, gather magic throughout your body, and concentrate it in your hand.

Then the magic will naturally flow into the orb.

The orb is connected to the barrier, and the infused magic helps maintain the barrier's integrity.

When the daily quota is met, the magic orb will glow light green. Then our job is done.

"Concentrating magic in one hand isn't difficult. It will be a little painful, but please bear with it. If everyone here infuses magic for about an hour, the quota will be met. Then our job will be complete!"

I smiled after listening to the girl's crisp explanation.

'One hour!?'

Is that all the work we need to do?
This is totally salary theft.

Looking around, everyone's expressions were bright.
The power of "60-minute work hours" was incredible.

They say it will be a little painful, but who cares?
I have experience fighting monsters.

I used to use so much magic that my body would ache all over.
I'm quite familiar with that level of pain.

'Stupid Hanna.'

I inwardly mocked Hanna.
Not knowing that I came here to steal a salary, yet laughing at me.
You just keep working hard over there.

So we all placed our hands on the orb.

And...

I soon had to apologize to Hanna whom I had mocked in my mind, because the "little pain" the girl mentioned was not little at all.

-Gaaah!
-Kheuk!
-Urrrgh!

Groans erupted from all around.

"Huaaaah!!!"

Including from my mouth.

"HUAAAAAAAH!!!!!!"

I kept letting out loud screams while infusing magic into the large orb.

Tears streamed down my eyes, and my face was completely contorted.

"HUAAAAAAAH!!!!!!"
"BE QUIET!!!"

I must have looked terribly ugly.

It was so painful that it was hard to maintain my sanity.

My fingers infusing magic felt like someone was constantly hammering them, and my entire body felt like it was on fire.

I grew to hate that girl.
How is this "a little" painful by any standard?
I looked at the girl with my completely distorted face.

The girl wasn't even screaming. Her expression was very comfortable, looking perfectly fine.

Wiping the drool that was flowing with my other hand, I asked.

"Y-y-y-you, are y-y-you okay???"
"Huh? ...Oh, yes."
"Huk, huek, huaaah!!! I-I-I feel like I'm dying... T-this is definitely not just a little pain..."

Then the girl calmly replied.

"Oh, is that so? I've experienced much worse, so I must have been mistaken."
"W-what? GAAAH! HUAAAAAAAH!!!"

Sob. Sob sob.
It hurts so much I could die.

Hanna was right. This place is a bit strange.

Even a young girl like that describes this pain as "a little."

Indeed, the title of "Greatest Tower" seems fitting.

Yes, you have to be this crazy to be the greatest tower. I never dreamed they'd be this insane.

"HUEEEEEEEEEK!!!!!!"

While I was screaming like that...

Woong-! Woong-!

Suddenly the orb vibrated and turned red.

'What's happening?'

We didn't understand what was going on. But we quickly realized that a serious situation had arisen.

"Oh... T-this is bad..."

Even the girl who had been calm despite the tremendous pain was now panicking.


*


The sorceress floating in the sky on a broomstick—Melissa Edlun—giggled as she watched the man screaming by the window.

His expression was quite amusing to her.

"Ahaha! Our father is so cute~."

Anyway, it's time to end her observation of him.

It's time to implement what her de facto older sister had asked her to do.

She pulled out the wand attached to her waist. As she did so, she thought.

What must a bottom-rung human do to advance quickly?

The answer is to accumulate "great achievements."

It sounds simple in words.
But it's difficult to put into practice.

Most low-ranking officials don't have opportunities to achieve great things, nor do they have the ability to do so.

Then, how should one help such an official advance?

The answer is to create an opportunity for achievement and make it look like he resolved it.

Of course, the situation shouldn't be too serious.
If a low-ranking official suddenly achieves something great and advances, it will only create suspicion and opposition.

Slowly, a bit slowly rising is fine.

So, this is just a simple trial.

Keeeing-

Transparent magical power erupted from Melissa's wand.

That magic rushed toward a certain sector of the barrier, causing cracks to form in that area.

"Heheh~ Heheheh~."

Melissa let out a mischievous laugh that didn't match her appearance.

And so, the curtain rose on the "Ivan Promotion Plan."

Ch.11 - "Just a Genius"
When the bead glowed red, the little girl fell into panic.

It seemed like something serious had happened, but I was confused, not knowing what was going on.

BOOM—!

"ARGHH!!!"

A transparent shockwave burst from the bead, pushing us back.
It didn't hurt, so I was at least able to get back on my feet.

The girl sniffled as she reached toward the bead.

"Ugh!"

The bead repelled her hand, just like the shockwave from earlier.
I quickly approached the girl and asked.

"W-what just happened!?"

Though trembling, the girl somehow managed to speak.

"It's, um, I think... our sector's b-barrier is going haywire."
"What???"
"There must have been a mistake during the recent barrier reconstruction... At this rate, all the barriers managed by our Magic Tower will burst..."
"So... the barrier is about to ex-explode?"
"Y-yes!"

I processed what the girl said.
I'd heard about barrier meltdown incidents before.

It was about thirty years ago, I think.
There was an incident where a barrier managed by the Blue Magic Tower went haywire.

The Blue Magic Tower couldn't stop the barrier's meltdown.

As a result, the barrier burst, causing significant damage to nearby residents.

The Blue Tower's mages quickly evacuated the residents, so there were no casualties...

But many buildings collapsed, causing considerable damage.

Because of that incident, even the Emperor was furious, and the Blue Magic Tower is still struggling financially after compensating the residents.

From what I heard, if there had been two or three mages of 5th Circle or higher, the situation could have been resolved.

Right, we just need to quickly bring 5th Circle mages here.

Of course, 5th Circle mages are quite rare.

Even most mages who practice magic daily struggle at the 4th Circle.

The people here are probably 3rd Circle at best. I'm merely a 2nd Circle.

But where are we?
The Green Magic Tower, the world's finest magical education institution!
There must be at least a couple of 5th Circle mages.

"Then we just need to quickly bring some 5th Circle mages here, right?"

I exclaimed in a bright tone.

Great.
Problem solved.

"If you could just tell me where they are, I'll..."

Or so I thought.

"Th-they've all gone to the provinces to subjugate monsters! The highest power in the tower right now is the 4th Circle mages...!"

The answer was devastating.

Those monsters, seriously.
They're never helpful.

I gritted my teeth and racked my brain.
What could solve this emergency situation?

And instantly, I found the answer.

"Me-Meli... The Tower Master! Right, the Tower Master! She alone could..."
"Ah! That's right! There's a magical communication device in the central area to contact the Tower Master! She always carries a portable communication device! She'll definitely answer!"

After saying that, the girl quickly ran out of the room. She returned about a minute later.

The girl's complexion was still poor.

"Sh-she's not answering!!??"
"......"

I was too shocked to speak.

'Are we really screwed?'

Just as I was thinking that.

"I-I'll go look for her!"
"I'll go ask others for help! There might be a way to stop the barrier meltdown!"

The man who had kindly explained things to me and the woman who had yelled at me for being noisy said this.

"P-please do!"

They gave the girl a thumbs up and hurriedly ran out.

I anxiously watched them leave, then asked the girl.

"Do you know when it might burst?"
"F-from what I remember, we have 30 minutes! We need to start evacuating citizens now! It seems only our sector is in trouble, so they shouldn't need to go too far..."

Fortunately, there seems to be time to evacuate the citizens.

Whether the barrier bursts or not, evacuating citizens is the priority.

Knowing this, the other three people left the room, saying they would evacuate the citizens.

Only then could I breathe a sigh of relief.
Yes. First, evacuate the citizens. No matter what!

The reason I think this way isn't because I have a particularly righteous character, but because I could really be screwed.

If even one person dies...

My life could truly go to hell...!!!

Of course, it might be dismissed as an unavoidable accident. It's not really our fault.

But we are the parties involved in this incident.

If we recognized early that we couldn't stop the barrier meltdown, we have the responsibility to evacuate every single citizen in the vicinity.

Because we are imperial administrators.

Well, it's also very unsettling to let someone die who could have been saved.

As I was gathering my thoughts, the door suddenly burst open, and five mages entered.

"Ellie, are you okay?"
"Ah, yes! What about the others?"
"They're all helping evacuate citizens with the administrators."

"What about the people who came with Mr. Fedrick?"
"We're 4th Circle mages, so we're staying. We can't stop the meltdown, but we can delay the explosion time."
"Oh, thank you!"

From their conversation, it seems things are going well.

The man called Fedrick looked at me and said.

"Please evacuate as well. We'll handle this."
"Ah."

I guess I've done my part.

...No, what did I actually do?

Looking back, I hadn't done anything.
At most, I helped that girl Ellie try to contact Melissa.

'Hmm...'

But well, things seem to be going well, so that's good!

'I do have something to do.'

Many citizens must still be evacuating. I can help check for anyone who hasn't evacuated yet.

As I resolved to leave the room...

...something strange happened.

My body—

My body moved on its own.

"Uh..."

Such a sudden event would normally make one scream, but what I felt was calmness.

Despite being aware that my body was moving on its own, I felt at ease.

I even thought I might be moving of my own will.

Led by that movement, I approached the bead. I reached out toward the red bead.

"W-wait! What are you trying to...!"

The girl who witnessed this cried out in surprise. Ignoring her, I placed my hand on the bead.

Thud—

My hand wasn't repelled. It firmly grasped the bead.

In that state, my palm emitted a white light.

"Huh?"
"Wh-what is that!?"
"No doubt. It's 5th Circle or higher magic power...!!!"

It's said that after the 5th Circle, magic power turns grayish-white. It's because impurities are filtered out as one acquires more magic power.

Yes. Right now, I'm infusing 5th Circle magic power into the bead...

...No.

'This doesn't seem to be coming from my hand???'

This clearly isn't my magic power.
I'm not even gathering magic power right now.

At this point, even I couldn't help but be confused.

But regardless, white light was flowing from my palm.

Soon, the bead began to change.

The red glow gradually became transparent.

After a while, it became transparent like before, and then glowed green. The red light was gone.

I had not only fulfilled today's barrier maintenance quota but also prevented the meltdown.

'Did I do that?'

This makes no sense...

"......"
"......"
"......"

Feeling their gazes, I looked around to see everyone staring at me.
I must be imagining the hint of reverence in those stares.

Then, the person called Fedrick looked at me and said.

"A-a genius...!"

The girl ran over to me and said in a bright voice.

"Y-you were hiding such power!? Why didn't you say something earlier! But more importantly, how did you do that!?"

And the other three people—

"Would you consider joining our Magic Tower?"
"No, we should report this first! But I'd really like you to join our Tower."
"But they're an administrator, so that might not work. Anyway, magic power exceeding the 5th Circle... Is this almost 6th Circle? This can only be described as genius!"

They seem to want me to join the Green Magic Tower.

"Haha... Ahaha."

Everyone is praising me.
Of course, I don't deserve this praise.

But I didn't have the confidence to suddenly say, "I didn't do that."

"Hehehe..."

Besides, it felt kind of good.
This kind of attention and praise. It's the first time in my life.

"Hehe..."

I don't know what will happen later,

But for now, I'll just enjoy being a genius.

Ch.12 - Bewitching.
After the defense barrier's rampage stopped.

The situation was easily resolved.

The residents who had been evacuating returned to their places, and other administrators and mages who heard that the rampage had stopped returned to the magic tower with relief.

Melissa, the Green Tower Master who hadn't received the notification, also hurriedly returned to the tower after hearing the news.

And.

After enduring an hour of questions and praise in the lobby—

"The Tower Master is waiting for you."

I'm now following a servant's guidance to meet Melissa.

...I feel nervous.

It's not strange for Melissa and me to meet.

After all, I'm the one who stopped the defense barrier's rampage.

I prevented a rampage that no one else in the tower at that time could have stopped. And I'm just an outsider who came to the tower on business.

If the barrier had continued its rampage, the surrounding damage would have been severe.
It's not unusual for the Tower Master to personally express her gratitude.

The problem is that while I'm known to have stopped it,
I didn't actually stop the rampage.

'Was it someone's intention?'

To make it look like I stopped the defense barrier's rampage.

No, that's the only way to see it.

My body suddenly moved on its own. And magical power flowed from my palm even though I didn't use any magic.
White magical power that I could never imitate.

'Or maybe some hidden ability within me awakened!!!'

It's possible.
Perhaps I really had the potential of a genius, and it activated in a crisis situation.

Well, the probability of that is extremely low.
I was sealed away after fighting monsters in the Imperial Capital.
If I really had such potential, I wouldn't have been sealed.

So someone must have intended to make it look like I stopped the barrier's rampage...

No matter how much I think about it, I can't understand their intentions.

'Perhaps they're just shy.'

Or someone who wants to hide their power.
Strange fantasies popped up in my mind but quickly disappeared.

Whatever happened, I'm going to take credit for this achievement...!!!

Surely the real person won't appear now and claim it was actually their accomplishment.

If that happens, I could really be screwed.

The servant leading the way suddenly stopped. I stopped behind him. We had arrived at what must be the Tower Master's office.

In front of me was a rather large door.
Melissa would probably be behind it.

"Please go in. The Tower Master is waiting for you."
"Aren't you coming in with me?"
"The Tower Master said she wanted to speak with you alone."

I see.

It seems she wants to have a private conversation.

"Tower Master, I've brought Administrator Ivan Edlun."

Knock knock—

The servant knocked on the door.

—Ah, please tell him to come in.

Melissa's gentle voice came from beyond the door.

Just hearing her voice makes me feel like this isn't the Melissa I knew as a child.

Melissa using such a refined tone?

The Melissa I knew was a child with a bright, cheerful smile.

Her voice was loud and high-pitched, not this gentle, lady-like style.

Of course, it's not strange.
Melissa was just a child back then.

My sense of disconnect comes from Lucia.
She was mature from childhood, so nothing changed except her appearance.

Even her changed appearance was something I could easily imagine.

It was exactly how I had imagined Lucia would look as an adult.

Melissa, on the other hand, seems like a completely different person.

I think if she didn't have those scars and moles, I might not have recognized her, which makes me feel a bit sorry for Melissa.

As I grab the doorknob, I wonder:
What does the current Melissa think of me?

Perhaps she doesn't remember me well.

Lucia was the oldest and had a mature mind even when I met her.

But Melissa was the very embodiment of innocence.

She knew nothing about the ways of the world and had much to learn about living in it.

It's normal not to remember much from early childhood.
Even I barely remember anything from my early years.

'She might just treat me as a benefactor.'

Just a father figure who raised her in her childhood.
That's probably how she sees me.

Click—

I opened the door and entered.
Immediately, I saw Melissa.

She was drinking tea at her desk.
Upon seeing me, she gently put down her teacup.

"Please come in."

Melissa greeted me with a slight smile at the corner of her lips.
I bowed my head slightly as I looked at her.

I still can't get used to the current Melissa. She feels like a young lady from a noble family, which makes me strangely nervous.

Soon the door closed.
The servant had closed it from outside.

"......"
"......"

A moment of silence hung in the air.

Melissa stared at me without saying anything.
Then she stood up and approached me.

Click, click—

Before I knew it, Melissa had come right in front of me.
She still wore that faint, adult smile.

The continued silence made me swallow nervously.
Feeling tense for some reason, I took a slight step back.

That's when it happened.

Melissa's expression changed.

The woman who seemed like she would always wear that mature smile suddenly beamed brightly. It was the smile of the Melissa I knew well.

She let out a playful giggle and rushed toward me.

"Daddyyy~~~!!!"
"W-whoa! W-w-wait! Just a moment!!!"

Melissa embraced me in an instant.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and rubbed her cheek against mine.

"Hehehe~ I missed youuu~."
"Uh, uh, uhh, um...."

Melissa continued rubbing her cheek, and I stammered in confusion.

I felt like I couldn't think straight, and my senses of smell and touch were heightened.

First, smell.

Did she put on perfume? A pleasant fragrance from Melissa's body delighted my nose.

Then, touch.

The sensation of Melissa's soft cheek against mine was both fresh and familiar.

Melissa always expressed her affection by clinging to me like this.

Come to think of it, Melissa was always the most enthusiastic about physical contact.

Perhaps it's because she met me before her sense of self was fully formed.
Anyway, she was less inhibited about such behavior than the other children.

But...

Why is the level of intimacy still exactly the same...!!!

—Thump. Thump. Thump.

I could feel my heart pounding wildly.
I had no confidence in my ability to calm it down.

It's only natural.

The person with her arms around my neck, rubbing her cheek against mine, is a beautiful woman. A young adult woman.

And I've never had proper physical contact with a beauty like this, or any woman for that matter.

The closest thing would be the thigh wrestling and arm wrestling I did with Hannah.

I'm not even sure if that counts as physical contact with a woman.

So this is my first time.
Intense skinship with a woman my age!

My heart fluttered.

Of course, I tried not to feel this excitement.

If Melissa were an ordinary woman, I would have enjoyed the thrill of this embrace.
But Melissa isn't an ordinary woman. She's my daughter.

So—

Stay calm. Stay calm.
Be calm, Ivan Edlun.

The person in front of you is your daughter.
Your daughter!!!

—Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

But my heartbeat grew increasingly fierce.

'We used to do this every day. Right, this is what we always did before!'

Melissa and I always shared such intense hugs. She really loved being in my arms.

But the Melissa in front of me isn't a bright-eyed little kid.
She's the Green Tower Master and a beautiful woman rarely seen on the streets.

Anyway, there was another reason I couldn't calm down, and that was the newly added sensation.

The feeling of Melissa's chest pressing firmly against mine.

'Ah.'

I was instantly captivated by that sensation.

Yes.

That soft and warm feeling was completely different from hugging the young Melissa.

'Aah....'

What stood before me wasn't the Melissa I knew.
It was a beautiful woman with two very soft magical pouches.

The moment that thought crossed my mind,
I suddenly came to my senses.

"Y-you're too close, Melissa!"

I hurriedly pushed her away.
Dangerous. This is dangerous. Too dangerous.

I simply couldn't think of this as "hugging my daughter."

It's extremely difficult to accept the current Melissa as the Melissa I once knew.

And yet, she rushed to embrace me just like before.
That was... definitely not a "hug with a daughter."
It was an intimate act between an adult man and woman.

The moment I properly realized this fact, I came to my senses.

If I had continued to hold Melissa like that, it could have led to serious trouble in many ways.

Melissa, now separated from me, pouted slightly and said:

"Hmph, so this is how Daddy treats his daughter after not seeing her for so long. I guess I should cry here...?"

"N-no, that's not it! The level of intimacy is exactly the same! And M-Melissa, you're the Green Tower Master, and I'm just a ninth-rank administrator."

Hearing my response, Melissa grinned and asked:

"Hmm? What does that have to do with anything?"

I swallowed nervously and delivered the proper reasoning:

"...It's not appropriate for a man and woman to engage in such affectionate behavior. You understand, right?"

I unconsciously slipped into the tone I used when disciplining the children.
Someone might laugh if they heard a ninth-rank administrator lecturing the Green Tower Master about proper conduct.

"Hmm~ Sorry about that~."

Melissa replied with a playful smile.

Just as I was feeling relieved that she seemed to understand my point,

Melissa suddenly moved to my side and whispered in my ear:

—But that means you're seeing the current me as a 'woman,' doesn't it?

"......"

—Right? Da. ddy.

My ear trembled at her whisper.

I'm not sure if it's appropriate for a woman I raised like a daughter to say such things, but...

She was bewitching.

Extremely so.

Ch.13 - "You saved me..."
After that thrilling moment with the flirtatious Melissa had passed.

I shared a cup of tea with her and engaged in formal conversation.

Melissa expressed her gratitude to me, and I laughed, "Hahaha—" while feigning modesty.

Though I pretended to smile on the outside, my heart wasn't smiling at all.

At first, I felt happy and delighted to receive praise, but not anymore.

Receiving too much praise becomes burdensome.

The reason this praise is burdensome is, obviously, because I didn't do anything worthy of praise.

Honestly, I thought Melissa might have noticed.
That someone else had stopped the barrier's overload.

Being the Green Tower Master essentially means being recognized as one of the world's greatest mages.

Though the old men in the Tower Council grow weaker with age, they wouldn't have willingly given up the Tower Master position to someone as young as Melissa.

She must have overwhelmed them with her abilities, leaving them speechless.

Therefore, I thought she might realize that someone else had actually solved the barrier overload issue, but...

"Dad, thank you so much. You're the best dad ever!"
"......"

Seeing her bright smile as she thanked me, it seems my prediction was wrong.

Wait, does she really think a mere 9th-grade administrator could stop a magical barrier overload?

Of course, it did seem natural. All the mages there believed I had done it.

I considered confessing honestly to Melissa, but seeing her enthusiastic praise, I kept my mouth shut. Damn. I should have come clean earlier.

Anyway, my conversation with Melissa ended.
We both set down our teacups.

As I stood up, Melissa jumped in surprise and approached my side.

"Wait, Dad! Where are you rushing off to~?"
"Huh? Well, since our talk is over, I thought I'd..."
"Since we've met like this, let's stay together a little longer~ Okay?"

Grab— Slide—

Melissa took my arm and linked it with hers.
What's with her sudden behavior again? I froze in shock.

Melissa smiled with a "hehe—" and slightly raised the corner of her mouth, then pressed her chest against my arm.

Her ample breast touched the side of my arm.

"Hup."

The soft, warm, and cozy sensation!
I couldn't help but gasp.

"M-Melissa. Um, c-could you please move away a bit?"

Melissa has always had a mischievous personality. I've suffered quite a bit because of it.

She often played small pranks like drawing on my face or deliberately clinging to my legs...

Sometimes she'd mess up my laundry, and even pulled my hair at times...

There was once a major incident too.

She left a note with crooked handwriting saying she'd run away, then disappeared from home, causing me to search the entire empire for her.

Thankfully, she was just hiding in a corner of the house storage.
It would have been terribly distressing if she had really disappeared.

Therefore, what I want to say now is this:

'This too is just a prank!'

It's a trivial prank like drawing on my face. I shouldn't pay it any mind. Even that seductive whisper from earlier must be a joke.

Of course, it was hard to dismiss it as a trivial prank. She never played such pranks when she was younger...!!!

To be honest, this current prank was much harder to endure.

What virgin wouldn't be affected when a beautiful woman presses herself against him seductively?

Suddenly, Melissa's whisper echoed in my mind.

'Seeing your daughter as a woman... That's absurd... though not entirely.'

I had to admit it.
My heart was racing at this physical contact with Melissa.

It's my first time having such skinship with a beautiful woman my age.

Yes.

I'm currently recognizing her as a member of the opposite sex.

Realizing this, I immediately wanted to push Melissa away. A sense of guilt was slowly spreading throughout my body...

After all, isn't linking arms a natural physical contact between lovers or married couples?

Of course, such excuses don't work with Melissa.

"Why~? I'm your daughter. Isn't this normal? And that hug earlier was just because I was happy to see you~"
"Well, that's true, but..."
"Hmm, are you really seeing me as a woman? Our dad?"

As she said this, Melissa wore a mischievous smile.
Seeing that expression, I gently pulled my arm away. Melissa didn't try to grab it again.

"That's... not it. But Melissa, you're an adult now."

Melissa appears to me as a woman.
I can't say it directly, but I acknowledge it in my heart.

But I still think of her as my daughter.

Although her appearance has changed a lot, and the type of pranks she plays has changed, she is still my daughter, Melissa Edlun. That fact remains unchanged.

"An adult..."

Melissa murmured with a blush on her face.

Then, with her head bowed, she mumbled something in a very small voice. I couldn't hear what she was saying.

"Anyway, I'll be going now, Melissa. It was nice talking with you today."

I might not have the chance to talk with Melissa for a while.

There aren't many occasions for a Green Tower Master and a low-ranking administrator to meet.

If I hadn't come to the Green Tower on business, and if Melissa didn't come looking for me, we might never have met again.

Thinking about it made me a bit sad.

...Though the thought of enduring pranks like this every day makes my head spin.

"Okay! Take care, Dad."

Fortunately, Melissa waved her hand obediently. Just as I was about to sigh in relief and leave...

"...One more love hug before you go!"
"What!!! Wait!!!"

Crash—!

I lost my balance as Melissa suddenly jumped into my arms.

Melissa fell on top of me, our bodies overlapping. To be honest... it was much more stimulating than a hug.

The scent from her body and hair tickled my nose.

It was a very fragrant smell.
Ah, so this is a woman's scent.

Melissa's thighs touched my legs.

She hugged me and buried her face in my chest, nuzzling against it, and her thighs moved along with her.

The feeling of her thighs brushing against my legs was... extremely pleasant.

I was momentarily dazed by the sensation and fragrance.

"...!!!"

But soon I regained my senses with wide eyes,

Because I felt my lower body's holy sword—Excalibur—gradually growing.

'W-wait.'

Power was increasingly flowing to holy sword—Excalibur.

'Sh-shit!!! No!!! This can't... this can't happen!!!'

I suddenly found myself facing the greatest crisis of my life.

Get a grip, Ivan Edlun.
No matter what, she's your daughter. Even if she weren't, this would be a grave impropriety.

Though it's hard to blame me since she pounced on me first, that doesn't mean it's okay for holy sword—Excalibur to stand at attention.

If holy sword—Excalibur were to fully manifest and Melissa noticed, she might despise me.

Of course, this is Melissa we're talking about. Since she played a prank to seduce me, she might laugh it off...

But it's still a problem.

Because I'd want to die of embarrassment!

I'm actually quite sensitive about these things.
The term "death from shame" might become a reality for me.

Even as I thought this, holy sword—Excalibur continued to gather strength. I gently pushed Melissa away.

"M-Melissa..."
"Sorry, Dad. For hugging you without warning again. But since we might not have a proper chance to meet after today... let me stay like this a little longer."

Melissa clung to me more tightly, acting spoiled.

Her face was completely buried in my chest so I couldn't see her expression, but her tone was quite serious.

I couldn't push her away...

Melissa still seems to have childlike qualities.
She always used to act spoiled like this when she was little.

"Daddy, don't work today and play with Melissa."
"Melissa loves hugging Daddy, I want to keep hugging Daddy!"

I remembered young Melissa clinging to me with her childish lisp.

"Mmm... Dad's embrace... is warm..."

However, that image was erased by the adult Melissa whispering in a seductive tone.

Is this really the same kind of childish behavior?

This is troublesome. I'm in an extremely difficult situation.
If she were just playing a prank, I would have pushed her away, but I can't bring myself to do it...!!!

'Urgh!'

I might not be able to control holy sword—Excalibur anymore.
It seems about to fully manifest.

'EastSeaandMountBaekduShallDryAndErodeBeforeGodCeasesToProtectOurLand.'

I gritted my teeth and recited the Korean national anthem.
The Korean part of my identity awakened. Of course, that didn't help calm my excitement.

"Ah, ah, ah..."

It's no use. I can't hold on any longer.
Just as I was about to give up and let the tension release from my body...

—Knock knock knock

There was a knocking sound.
Then a maid's voice was heard.

"Tower Master, Princess Lucia has arrived."

'...Lucia?'

Lucia is at the Green Tower?

—BANG!! BANG!! BANG!!

Another knock followed immediately.
It was much louder than the previous one.
For a moment, I thought the door would break.

Could the person knocking be Lucia?

...The anger I sense through the knocking must be my imagination.

Anyway.

'I'm saved, I'm saved...'

I don't know why she's here, but I was able to escape this life-or-death crisis.

Thank you, Lucia!!!

You saved me....

Ch.14 - "Now I'll make it clear."
Perhaps it was because I felt relieved by the appearance of a savior who would help me escape the greatest crisis of my life.

I felt the power gradually draining from the holy sword—Excalibur.

"Phew..."

That was truly fortunate.
I was seriously on the verge of standing at attention.

"......"

After briefly looking at the door, Melissa separated from me and stood up. Then she spoke in a soft tone.

"Sir Ivan, you may leave now."
"Ah, yes."

Perhaps concerned that someone might hear from outside, Melissa seemed to address me as "Sir Ivan."

Anyway, I got up from my seat.

"The next guest will be coming in now, so please wait a moment."

Melissa called out as she tidied up the teacups.

I waved my hand at Melissa as I headed for the door. She smiled brightly and waved back at me.

It was almost dangerous at the end, but I survived nonetheless.

When I opened the office door and stepped out, I saw Lucia.

Three maids were by her side, and judging by their attire, they appeared to be exclusive maids from the imperial household.

Lucia was wearing a green robe instead of a white dress.
Her outfit was identical to that of the mages from the Green Tower.

'Is she learning magic at this Green Tower?'

It's natural for imperial royalty to learn magic at a tower.
Anyone bearing the name Lemaire must be proficient in magic.

Since Lucia has also become royalty, she would need to learn magic professionally.

And those who teach royalty must hold high positions and, naturally, possess exceptional magical abilities.

'So, could it be...'

Is she learning magic from Melissa?

Melissa teaching Lucia.
It's hard to imagine.

It was always Lucia who taught Melissa something. She always looked tired whenever she tutored her.

When I wasn't around, Lucia always took care of Melissa.
Melissa regarded Lucia as her smart and reliable older sister.

Therefore, the idea of Lucia receiving instruction from Melissa is quite remarkable.

Suddenly, my eyes met Lucia's.
Her expression brightened instantly.

But with the maids watching, I couldn't acknowledge her. I bowed my head deeply and quickly left the area.

Afterward, as I walked away, I thought:

'I wonder what Melissa and Lucia's relationship is like now...?'

Are they still the relationship of a capable older sister and her somewhat clumsy younger sister?
I was curious, but there was no way for me to know at present.

'Well, I'm sure they're getting along fine!'

If they're the Melissa and Lucia I knew, they would still be on good terms.

I smiled, recalling memories of Lucia and Melissa playing happily together.


*


After Ivan Edlen left the Tower Master's office.

Lucia, who entered the office, exchanged formal greetings with Melissa.

"Welcome, Princess Lucia."
"I pay my respects to you, Master."

Melissa waved her hand lightly, while Lucia bowed deeply in a respectful greeting.

Melissa and Lucia are known to the public as "master and disciple."

Since the four magic towers belong to the Empire, those who hold the position of Tower Master are all treated as high officials of the Empire.

The four Tower Masters are labeled as "First-Class Administrators," a prestigious designation.

However, naturally, they cannot speak as loudly as the First-Class Administrators in the imperial court's political arena.

But it's not that a Tower Master has less authority than the imperial court's First-Class Administrators.

Just sitting in the Tower Master's position grants tremendous authority.

Therefore, they have the qualification to treat even a princess of the country casually.

Of course, the reason Melissa can simply wave her hand without observing proper etiquette, even when the princess bows deeply, is because Melissa and Lucia have a "master and disciple" relationship.

The Lemaire Empire is a so-called "magic supremacist nation."

A Tower Master who teaches magic to a princess can treat the princess casually. After all, a master shouldn't be intimidated by their disciple.

Of course, it's just that they can be relatively less formal. In the end, they cannot overcome the princess's authority.

That's why—

Melissa had to quickly send Ivan Edlen away and meet with her.

"You may all leave now. I have important matters to discuss with my master."

After exchanging greetings with Melissa, Lucia immediately dismissed her maids.

Even without a master-disciple relationship, someone of a Tower Master's position can have a private audience with a princess.

After the maids left the office.

Melissa handed Lucia a cup of tea and sat on the guest sofa.

"Tsk."

She clicked her tongue.

She looked at Lucia with an expression of extreme displeasure.

"......"

Lucia noticed the mood but remained silent.

"Sister, what are you doing? You knew everything when you came, didn't you?"

Melissa tried to force a smile, but it wasn't really a smile. There was a hint of killing intent in her eyes as she looked at Lucia.

Why. Deliberately. At this moment.

When she was with him.

Why did Lucia Lemaire come looking for her?

It's true that she was at the Green Tower and it was time for her to visit and learn magic...

But there was no reason to come at this moment when there was already a guest.

That's right.
This is no coincidence.
It was all intentional.

Melissa guessed why she suddenly appeared and was angry with her.

Basically, beastfolk have superior physical abilities compared to humans.

Moreover, she, who is considered one of the most outstanding warriors among the beastfolk, possesses physical abilities far superior to ordinary beastfolk.

Her hearing can detect sounds from far away, and her sense of smell can pick up scents from a distance.

Therefore, she must have heard the conversation between him and herself.

She would have known that he and Melissa were having a private meeting. She must have been lurking near the office.

"...I don't know what you mean."

Lucia responded like that while sipping her tea.

"Don't play dumb."

Melissa snapped in a low tone. She was quite angry at the moment.

It was the moment of reunion with the father she loved after 15 years.

Knowing that they probably wouldn't meet often after today, she had wanted to soak up her father's love...

She hadn't expected someone to suddenly appear and interfere.

After the final surprise hug, she had planned to let him go without regrets. She had indulged in enough affection.

Still, she couldn't help but be angry at Lucia.

It was fine with her father since they could spend enough time together. But Lucia's actions were enough to make her blood boil.

It seemed as if she was trying to separate him from her.
Even though she hadn't done anything wrong.

Lucia glanced at Melissa.

...She seemed really angry.

Probably because she had accurately guessed why she had appeared.

If that's the case, there's no reason to keep playing dumb. With that thought, Lucia sighed and said:

"You were making Ivan uncomfortable. Didn't I always tell you that a grown lady should behave modestly?"

"Ha, why are you trying to lecture me, sister? There's no need to act like that in front of Dad, is there?"

Melissa let out a mocking laugh.

It might have been understandable when she was young. But now, it was ridiculous for her to act like an older sister.

Moreover, she is now Lucia's master. It was absurd for a disciple to try to teach her master.

"...I do feel sorry. You must have had a lot to talk about with Ivan after 15 years. I felt the same way."

This was true.
She was genuinely sorry for the sudden intrusion.

She understands why Melissa would be angry with her.

If their positions were reversed, she might have been just as angry with Melissa.

But—

"However, Melissa, you were playing tricks on Ivan. You deliberately rubbed against him to provoke him. That's absolutely unacceptable."

That's right.
What's wrong with just having a conversation?
Melissa didn't just do that.

She seduced her father while being his daughter.
This was something Lucia could never accept.

If she's a daughter, she should just be a daughter.
Then nothing would happen.

That's what Lucia thought.
Of course, Melissa couldn't agree with this.

"Why can't I do that?"
"It's obvious."

Hearing the response, Melissa let out another mocking laugh.

She knows what this sister is thinking. To be honest, she's a much more insidious and dirty woman than herself.

She hadn't planned to get this angry.
She was just going to tell her that the plan was progressing well.

But now it can't be helped.
She'll make it clear to this foolish sister.
Melissa glared at Lucia and opened her mouth.

"Sister, did you think I would cross the line with Dad?"
"...No, I don't think that. I'm sure it was just a joke. I just want to say it went too far."

Lucia knows Melissa well.

She doesn't truly love Ivan romantically.
She hasn't shown any such signs in the past 15 years.

Today's seduction must have been just a joke.
She's always liked playing harsh pranks.

That's why Lucia had asked Melissa to help promote Ivan, but...

At this moment, she had to painfully realize that her thoughts were wrong.

"...What if it wasn't a joke?"
"...What?"
"What right do you have to interfere with me, sister?"
"......"

She was speechless.

Could it be that Melissa too...
Just like the other children...

"Let me make this clear."

Melissa took a deep breath and stood up.

Then she declared:

"I also like Dad as a man. And you have no right to interfere with my love."

Lucia's world crumbled.

Ch.15 - Everything doesn't always go as planned.
"Is that... really true?"
"Yes, it's true."

At Melissa's declaration, Lucia had to struggle to keep her spinning head under control.

She never thought that Melissa would actually have romantic feelings for him.

It's not that she hadn't had her suspicions.

But given Melissa's playful personality, she couldn't believe she genuinely liked him...

A complicated feeling welled up inside her.

Lucia still couldn't understand why they liked Ivan as a man.

During childhood, a proper sense of self typically hasn't formed yet.

Is it even possible to view a man you met during such a time as a romantic interest?

Of course, the age gap isn't as large as that between a typical father and daughter.

But back then, Ivan was practically an adult, while Melissa and the other children were just kids.

The very idea that they had developed romantic feelings from such a young age seemed nothing short of insane.

As Lucia clutched her head in apparent dizziness, Melissa heaved a deep sigh and flopped down on the guest sofa.

It was a casual gesture she could make only in front of the older sister who had taken care of her when she was young.

"More importantly, why don't you just admit it, Lucia?"
"Admit what?"
"You like him too."

Hearing Melissa's words, Lucia froze for a moment.

Her mind went blank, and the thoughts she had been trying so hard to suppress began to creep up.

"N-No, I don't! Why would I like Ivan..."

Lucia shrieked, trying to defuse the situation.
However, with that reaction, she fell right into Melissa's trap.

"My, I never mentioned Father, did I?"
"No, that's not... I mean..."

Lucia was dumbfounded.

In the context of their conversation, who else could the omitted subject be but "Ivan"?

But the fact remained that Melissa hadn't specifically mentioned him, so she couldn't refute it.

All she could do was chew on her lip in frustration.

Melissa calmly drove the point home.

"See? That reaction alone proves you're conscious of Father."
"N-No..."
"And the fact that you call Father 'Ivan' is also proof that you like him."
"T-That's..."

Lucia closed her mouth tightly, unable to respond.

Whether she liked him romantically or not, she wasn't sure.
But it seemed true that... she didn't think of him as a father.

When Lucia met him, she was very young, but she wasn't a child.

She thought like an adult and acted like an adult.

Lucia felt that her sense of self hadn't changed between her younger self and her adult self.

Maybe that was why.

If she had to define it, she probably thought of them as siblings with a large age gap.

Ivan treated Lucia like a daughter, and Lucia thought of herself as Ivan's daughter, but perhaps deep down, she had been denying that fact.

Maybe she just thought they weren't even siblings, but rather unrelated people...

"A-Anyway, conversation over! I was wrong, Melissa. I'm sorry!"

Lucia shook off her wandering thoughts and bowed her head to Melissa.

After all, she was in the wrong.
She had no right to interfere with Melissa's love.

Of course, not having the right doesn't mean she couldn't do it, so who knows what might happen in the future.

"Hmm... alright. I don't want to raise my voice at you either, Lucia. Let's make up!"

Melissa sat up and extended her hand with a bright smile.

Lucia took Melissa's hand with a sour expression and shook it.

The anger had subsided.

Even after all this time, she still had a mischievous personality, and seeing her sister flustered had quickly improved her mood.

Well, she might get angry again if Lucia interferes next time.

"Do you think Ivan's promotion will go well?"

Lucia changed the subject to the main point.

She had heard news about him but didn't know if the plan had proceeded smoothly.

She was curious about exactly how much this achievement would elevate his position.

Melissa rested her chin on her hand and spoke.

"Hmm, probably around Rank 7? It's an unprecedented case, so even I can't easily guess... but he probably won't get a very high position."

The incident that occurred isn't one that would cause a commotion throughout the entire empire.

If multiple zones had simultaneous magical outbursts, it might be different, but this outburst, like the incident at the Blue Tower in the past, occurred in just one area of a magic tower.

Even if this outburst hadn't been stopped, there wouldn't have been any damage except near the Green Tower.

But since preventing it averted considerable damage, he would get some promotion. Rank 7 seems appropriate.

Anyway, it was fortunate that a situation had been arranged to appropriately elevate his position.

It was true that disciples working on barrier repairs had been injured while researching magic.

Of course, there was no real need to summon Rank 9 administrators to the Green Tower, but it was unavoidable if she wanted to meet Ivan.

She couldn't specifically request him.

So there was a chance Ivan might not have come.

Still, since his magical skills were said to be quite good for a Rank 9 administrator...
She had expected him to come to the tower, though she was a bit anxious.

In the end, things worked out well, which was fortunate.

Melissa thought this as she continued speaking.

"You owe me one, sis. I'm going to get an earful from those old geezers in the Council of Elders because of this. The Tower Masters are probably all laughing at me too."

The responsibility for this incident ultimately falls on Melissa, the Tower Master of the Green Tower.

Strictly speaking, since Melissa was the one who caused the barrier to go haywire, it is indeed her fault.

It was Lucia who asked for Ivan to be given an achievement, so Lucia could be considered an accomplice in the crime with Melissa.

But like all crimes, if you don't get caught, you're not guilty.

Lucia wasn't caught, and neither was Melissa, but since she's in a position where she has to take responsibility anyway, there's nothing she can do about it.

Lucia scratched her cheek awkwardly and said:

"...I really am sorry about that. But, well, if Ivan's position rises, that's good for you too, right?"
"That's true~."

The Tower Master of the Green Tower and an imperial administrator.
Although they're distant relationships, there's no harm in his rank being elevated.

If he eventually comes to stand shoulder to shoulder with Melissa, they'll be able to meet more frequently.

The thought of days spent with him improved her mood.
She felt she needed to help him advance his career quickly.

Melissa stretched and said:

"Mmm~! Alright! So, sis, shall we have our magic lesson today too?"
"Is it that time already? Ugh..."
"Stop whining! Come on, let's do our best today too!"

As they were talking, it was already time to teach Lucia.

Lucia is learning magic from Melissa.

Although she's an adopted daughter, she's still a daughter of the Lemaire family and needs to master magic to some extent.

Moreover, unless Emperor Stacia marries and has biological children, she's the most likely candidate for the next emperor.

To become the empire's emperor, one must be able to use at least 5th circle magic. Lucia, who is only at the 3rd circle, still has a long way to go.

She's not exceptionally talented, but she's not dull either, so she should reach that level in a few years—assuming she studies diligently.

"I hate magic..."

Lucia disliked magic lessons.

Not only because Melissa's lessons were quite intense, but also because she felt little achievement with each lesson.

It was completely different from when she learned fighting from the beast-folk warriors. Back then, her skills improved daily.

"Now, let's begin the lesson, Princess Lucia~."

Regardless, Melissa started the lesson, and Lucia focused on her teaching while inwardly crying.

Anyway—

Thus, the "Plan to Promote Rank 9 Administrator Ivan" seemed to be proceeding smoothly.

...But as is often the case in life.

Not everything goes according to plan.


*


Four days had passed since the barrier outburst incident.

Our job was finally done, and we were returning to the imperial palace.

It was grueling work—feeling intense pain for an hour each day, then having to lie down groaning all day—but the compensation was substantial.

Everyone smiled brightly when they received their bundles of money.

Money isn't everything in life, but there's nothing quite like it. The more you have, the better life you can lead.

The saying "money rules the world" exists for a reason.

Anyway, I and about twenty other Rank 9 administrators returned to the imperial palace...

And I was promoted to Rank 7 administrator in recognition of my service at the tower.

Although the position was obtained through false merit, I felt good about it.

It would be a lie to say I didn't feel guilty, but I had no intention of giving up this position.

A star badge with the number "7" was pinned to the chest of my official uniform.

Now I'm a Rank 7 administrator. It means I'm not someone to be disrespected anywhere.

But soon I wanted to throw away this proud badge,

Because I actually experienced the saying "with great power comes great responsibility."

"And from now on, you'll be assigned to the Magic Corps. You'll help many people with that magic skill of yours."
"What?"

Thanks to my recognized magical ability (not actually mine), I was assigned to the army of mages.

In reality, I'm only at the 2nd circle...

'F-F-Fuck.'

I'm truly screwed.

Ch.16 - Parachute
# Magic Corps

It's a kind of army composed of mages.

Though small in number, it's powerful because it consists entirely of elite magicians.

Sometimes mages from the Magic Tower join the Magic Corps to build connections with the Imperial Palace.

Well, most of those magic-obsessed folks prefer to stay at the Tower and focus on their training.

Still, if you want to advance as a mage, there's nothing better than this.

Of course, being part of the military means you might have to risk your life in battle.

But elite mages of the Magic Corps rarely lose their lives in ordinary situations, and if you rise in rank, you can live quite comfortably.

Moreover, unlike the regular army, individual activities are possible as long as the Empire isn't facing a major crisis.

This means I'll continue working as an imperial official.

The world is quite peaceful these days. I'll rarely have to go to the battlefield as a soldier.

No, I shouldn't have to. I really shouldn't have to. Please...

"I have high expectations for you. Continue to serve the Empire well."
"...Yes! Understood!"

Anyway, I became a soldier of the Magic Corps, and my uniform gained another badge.

A badge with a mage's staff drawn on it.

Tears of blood were streaming down in my heart.

I was merely a 2nd Circle mage!

If, if...

If my true abilities were discovered...

I would be truly finished...!!!


*


"Hahaha! The hero has returned!"

When I returned to the Civilian Affairs Department office, Thomas greeted me while stroking his bushy beard.

I heard Thomas developed a habit of stroking his beard a few years ago, probably due to a deficiency stemming from not having a single strand of hair on his head.

That's why hair loss is scary. With no hair up top, he cherishes the hair below. A full head of hair is definitely best.

"Hero? I didn't do anything particularly impressive."

I replied as I sat down, pushing away my wandering thoughts.

No matter what, I couldn't tell Thomas, "Actually, I didn't do it." My stomach churns every time I lie, but I have no choice.

Meanwhile, Hannah, who had been doing paperwork, was staring blankly at me. Eventually, she approached and bowed.

"It's an honor to see you, senior!"
"..."
"Stand up straight."
"How could I possibly do that to you, senior!"

This brat.
She's playing around with that smirk on her face.

Normally, I would have laughed and played along with her joke, but unfortunately, I'm not in a good mood right now.

Of course, it was all my own doing, so I can't complain.
Damn, I should have just clarified that it wasn't my doing from the beginning...

"Just kidding, just kidding! Anyway, congratulations! Wow~ I never knew Ivan had such abilities~."
"Ahem... Well, I was pretty good with magic at the Academy. That's how I became an official."

That's obviously a lie.

I was good at magic, true, but there were countless others who were better. Compared to them, I was just ordinary.

Anyway, I started working.
After doing some paperwork, I headed to the Imperial City with Hannah.

We ran around handling civilian complaints. After meeting so many difficult people, I sometimes think working at the Magic Tower was better.

Well, if I were to go back to repairing barriers again, I might find that more exhausting.

Recalling those memories, I only remember groaning in pain. This job seems pretty tough too.

So which is more painful, physical pain or mental anguish...

The answer to this question can be defined as "it depends on the situation."

When you're in physical pain, that feels worst, and when you're in mental anguish, that feels worst.

Anyway, after working hard, it was soon lunchtime.

I headed to a restaurant with Hannah.

I always eat lunch with Hannah. We often eat dinner separately, though sometimes together.

While eating lunch, I made a big decision.

'I need someone to talk to...'

I thought the biggest crisis of my life was when Melissa's sudden hug made Excalibur stand at attention, but I had no idea an even bigger crisis was waiting.

Honestly, becoming a 7th-grade official was fine.
The work isn't much different from a 9th-grade official.

The problem is becoming part of the Magic Corps.

If I ever have to use magic, and if my true abilities are discovered...

No joke, my life could be over. For real.

The crime of spreading falsehoods is very serious.

Before receiving the 7th-grade official badge, it was something I could have reversed, but not anymore.

The Empire despises those without ability.

It despises even more those without ability who maintain high authority.

One of the good things about this Empire is that "parachute appointments" don't exist.

The Empire doesn't cater to prestigious families.

Being born into a noble family doesn't guarantee an official position.

You must prove your abilities.

Even commoners with ability can enter the Academy, become imperial officials, and rise through the ranks.

Of course, such commoners are more like irregularities.

How many people who can't even get a proper education would become high officials of the Empire?

In the end, most high officials are nobles.

Nobles with prestigious family backing receive various support and become high officials.

By the way, most beastkin officials were also adopted into prestigious families.

Ultimately, you need support from a prestigious family to become a good official. The world is unfair indeed.

I've gone a bit off track, but the important point is that the Empire looks at "ability," not background.

Children of prestigious families only get the opportunity to receive elite education. They don't get the opportunity to become officials without any ability.

Let's assume someone with no ability bribed their way into a high official position.

Since they have no ability, they won't be able to build a proper track record, and eventually, their lack of skill will be exposed.

When that happens, they'll definitely be expelled from office. It's treated as a crime, so they'd have to spend several years in prison.

And.

That fate of being fired and rotting in prison has now come right up to me.

My current position is nothing but a falsehood.

I became a 7th-grade official and a member of the Magic Corps through someone else's achievements.

Therefore, I am now <a fool with high rank but no skill>. In other words, the type of official the Empire hates the most.

'If I had known they'd put me in the Magic Corps, I wouldn't have accepted the 7th-grade position...!'

Lamenting doesn't change anything.
Humans can't reverse the past.

If I had the ability to go back in time, I would have immediately gone back and clarified that it wasn't my doing.

'So reincarnation is possible but time travel isn't...!!!'

There is a possibility.

I've already experienced the supernatural phenomenon of reincarnation.
I've experienced something impossible even in this fantasy world where magic exists. It's strange that I can reincarnate but not time travel.

So-

God!

If you're watching me...

Please send me back to when I first visited the Magic Tower!

Oh, and.

Please also delete that folder of porn I couldn't erase from my computer!!!

I beg you!!!

"..."

Nothing changed despite my heartfelt prayers. Damn it.
In the end, I need to find a way out of this crisis.

Even if I can't, I want to confide in someone. Having someone to share the secret with would make me feel a bit more at ease.

So I decided to consult Hannah.
After all, she's my only true friend.
She'll be a great help to me.

"Um, Hannah."
"Yes?"
"I've got a huge problem since becoming a 7th-grade official, and I need your advice..."
"A problem? Isn't it a good thing? Your salary must have increased too."
"No, f-fuck, I'm screwed...!!! Just lend me your ear for a moment..."

Hannah tilted her head and leaned her ear toward me. I whispered about my current situation in a low voice.

After hearing my story, Hannah looked at me.
It was a look of utter contempt, as if she was looking at something pathetic.

"I thought something was off... No matter how good you are at magic, it was an impossible feat."

Hannah sighed deeply.
I had nothing to say, so I kept my mouth shut.

"What am I going to do with you..."

I didn't like being treated like a troublemaking son, but I couldn't argue since I had indeed acted stupidly.

"So, I really think I'm screwed. Is there no solution?"

When I asked that, Hannah hummed thoughtfully before speaking.

"Hmm... In the end, you just need to avoid being discovered, right?"
"Y-yes."
"As far as I know, the Magic Corps doesn't train like real soldiers. If there's no need to use magic, your skills won't be exposed, right?"
"I-I guess so."

I nodded and listened attentively.

"And most of the Magic Corps stays in the Imperial City, and it's been a long time since any monsters invaded the city... So the possibility of being discovered is small."
"Oh, ohhhh!!!"
"Later, you could pretend to be seriously injured or something and withdraw."

Hannah said with a giggle, and I couldn't stop marveling at her words.

As expected of Hannah.
Such a smart, clever, and intelligent woman!
If she were my lover, I would have kissed her dozens of times.

"Ahem... Thank you, Hannah. Thanks to you, I feel a bit better."
"If you're grateful, pay for today's meal~."
"Sure, it's on me today!!!"

Anyway, thanks to Hannah, my mind was at ease.

Come to think of it, not just anyone can join the military.

The reason I could join the Magic Corps is probably because it's not a proper military group. They probably just put me in because I can use some magic.

After organizing my thoughts like this, my worries and concerns were burned to ashes by the fire of positivity.

But.

Life is a series of shitty events,

And the worries and concerns I thought had disappeared returned from hell the next day...

Ch.17 - "Please save me."
The Next Day.

I woke up early in the morning and started preparing for work.

It wasn't because of any unfortunate situation requiring me to go in early, but because I had somewhere to visit before heading to work.

The Magic Corps had summoned me.

When I checked my magical communication device last night, there was a message from the Magic Corps.

It said that new recruits needed to meet with the Commander of the Magic Corps, so I should visit the Commander's office tomorrow morning.

And so now I have to go to the Commander's office of the Magic Corps.

I put on my official uniform with a badge marked '7' and another badge with a staff design, then headed outside. Without taking any detours, I went straight to the Commander's office of the Magic Corps.

"Hmm... Mmm..."

As I walked alone, distracting thoughts scrambled through my mind. The worries I thought had disappeared yesterday were now bubbling up again.

If I were sitting in a chair right now, my legs would probably be trembling. I was currently in a state of extreme anxiety.

'It's, it's okay. Nothing bad will happen. It won't...'

I comforted myself by repeating such words in my mind.

It's only natural for a fresh recruit who just arrived yesterday to greet the Commander.

Since the Magic Corps doesn't strictly follow military protocol, I didn't meet him immediately yesterday. In fact, it might be considered strange that I'm going to meet him today.

Anyway, as I walked, I arrived at the Commander's office. I promptly knocked on the door.

"Commander. I'm Ivan Edlen, the new recruit who joined yesterday. I received your message last night and have come as requested."

-Come in.

The Commander's voice came through. It was a solemn tone befitting his position.

I opened the door and entered.
As I did so, I bowed my head.

The Commander of the Magic Corps was a middle-aged man with a massive build.

He wore an extremely stern expression, the very picture of a high-ranking military officer.

Even Thomas, who loves exercise despite being a civil servant, would look like a child standing before this man. Though Thomas's shiny bald head would certainly make him more noticeable.

"I apologize for calling you so early in the morning. I was a bit busy yesterday and couldn't summon you then."
"No, it's... it's fine."

I wasn't just saying that out of courtesy—I really was fine.
Sure, I was irritated and tired from waking up early, but those thoughts and feelings were secondary.

'Nothing bad will happen. Please tell me nothing's wrong...'

Right now, my mind is filled with anxiety and worry.

Honestly, I think nothing bad will happen.
He probably just called me here for a formal greeting. Yet somehow, an inexplicable sense of unease was surging within me.

"I've heard about you. You saved people quite impressively. The fact that you accomplished what no one else present could have done proves that you are a special person."

Hearing the Commander's words, I replied in a blunt tone.

"I just did what needed to be done. It wasn't particularly difficult."

Of course, that's bullshit.
It was difficult, and it wasn't even something I could do.
I just said that because I judged it better than false modesty.

Right. Now that I've come this far, I have no choice.

From now on, I need to be confident.
I need to show that my skills are high while appearing skilled without having to prove it.

"As you may know, the Imperial Magic Corps rarely operates as soldiers. You just need to focus on your administrative duties."
"I-I see."

My face brightened slightly.
That's right. If I don't have to prove my skills, that's perfect.

If there's no need to act as a soldier, it means there's no need to use magic.

I already knew about the Magic Corps' system, but hearing the Commander state it directly put my mind at ease.

About half of my anxiety and worry was relieved.

But...

Soon enough, that half of anxiety and worry not only returned but overflowed.

"However, you will be transferred to a different department. You're too valuable to be wasting away in your current position."
"Pardon?"
"You'll likely be moved to a post where you can showcase your magical abilities. I can't give you a definite answer yet since your new post hasn't been determined, but your transfer is confirmed."

'What the hell does that mean...'

A chill ran down my spine. Cold sweat broke out on my face.

In a way, my transfer to another department is only natural.

The Civilian Affairs Department is one where you can perform duties without much ability. To be frank, it could be called a department for useless failures.

Having me there would be wasting talented personnel.
So they want to send me somewhere I can be fully utilized.

Of course, from my perspective, it's a death sentence.
Because I'm not a talented individual.

Because the chances of my skills being exposed have increased!!!

"Ah, yes. I see."

But I couldn't openly show a sour expression or say I wanted to stay in the same department, so I had no choice but to force a fake smile...

"I will strive not to tarnish the name of the Magic Corps!"

I even blurted out words I didn't mean.
Despite being likely to tarnish the Magic Corps' name, such words came out without my realizing it...

"Good."

The Commander smiled with satisfaction. He seemed pleased with my response.

It seems my impression wasn't bad. I think so too.

"You may go now. It was nice meeting you today."
"Yes! Take care, sir!"

I bowed deeply at the waist and left the Commander's office.

"......"

I walked in silence.
As I walked, I found myself in the bustling district of the Imperial City. It was a place lined with restaurants I frequently visited.

Perhaps because it was still early morning, there weren't many people around.

I slumped down there with a thud.

I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.

"Ha, haah..."

Instead, I let out a deep sigh.

My life.

It seems to be on the verge of going to complete shit.


*


Breakfast didn't go down well.

This morning was my favorite honey cheese pizza bread, but it was hard to eat. Because my mind was anxious and troubled.

But somehow I forced it down my throat and headed to the Civilian Affairs Department office.

"Hello."
"Welcome, Ivan! I heard the news."
"What?"
"I heard you're being transferred? Congratulations! Work hard in a better place!"

Thomas said that while patting my shoulder firmly.

"Congratulations!"
"Don't forget about us when you're in another department!"
"Congratulations! Come visit us later and treat us to a meal!"

The three people who didn't have much connection with me also congratulated me. I bowed my head slightly and opened my mouth.

"Th-thank you."

I was burning up inside. Thomas and the three others are unnecessarily nice people.

They are sincerely congratulating me.
Knowing that fact, yet hearing their congratulations as mockery probably means I'm really backed into a corner.

I sighed lightly and sat down.
Then my eyes met Hannah's across from me.
Her face was filled with shock as she looked at me.

Looking at Hannah, I mouthed the words.

—I'm fucked.

With a completely distorted expression.

Anyway, work began today as well, and Hannah and I went out on field duty.

When we left the office and could see the city center of the Imperial City.

"Hannah, what am I going to do now..."

I finally opened my lips that had been fidgeting constantly to let out a lament.
Hannah cleared her throat and spoke.

"Well, you don't know yet, right? It might be harder than this job, but maybe it won't be that difficult..."
"No, I can't handle such guesswork anymore! You're just trying to think positively...!!!"

I grabbed my head.
Hannah's words were just predictions.
If it's not certain, I feel anxious.

"W-well, there's nothing we can do... Just work hard wherever you go."

In the end, Hannah gave up on me and resigned herself.
Of course, Hannah, a mere level 9 administrator, can't solve the situation I'm in.

But right now, I wanted to cling to something.

"Hannah, please save me, please..."

I slumped down and grabbed Hannah's legs with both hands.

I didn't care if I looked pathetic. I had thrown away my pride long ago.

In the first place, it's strange for someone who's about to be fired from what they thought was a lifelong job to be concerned about pride.

"Eek! Ivan, calm down, calm down! Hey, you crazy guy! I-I'm wearing a skirt! It's b-bare skin! Kyaah!"
"Aah, what should I do if I get caught and kicked out? Should I start a business? Can even an ex-convict live well...?"
"Snap out of it, you idiot!"

Slap—

"Huh!"

Only when Hannah slapped my cheek hard did I come to my senses.
I must have been out of my mind. I removed my hands from Hannah's soft legs.

"Ugh..."

Hannah's cheeks were flushed red.
Looking at her, I knelt down.

"Forgive me, Sister Hannah! I must have gone crazy!"
"...It's okay, just stand up."
"Yes."

I almost ended up in jail for a different reason.
I sighed in relief as I straightened my knees and stood up.

Hannah looked at me and opened her mouth.

"Well... I can't save you from that crisis, but I can help you."
"R-really? What is it?"

If there's any way to escape this crisis even a little, anything would be good. I swallowed hard with hopeful anticipation.

Eventually, Hannah continued.

"I'll, I'll go with you. To the same department."
"Huh?"

I was momentarily confused by her confident statement.

"But..."

You?
With me?

"How?"


*


In an office overflowing with all kinds of documents and books.

A woman was sitting at her desk reading a document.

With sky-blue long hair and amber eyes, she possessed a beauty that no one could deny.

Anyway, the title of the document she was reading was as follows:

[List of Academy Instructor Candidates]

While reading that document, she trembled with her hand.
For a moment, her face was filled with delight, but soon returned to an expressionless face.

"Ivan... Edlen..."

The woman laughed wickedly.

"You're dead now."

The woman's tone as she muttered those words was cold, filled with icy hatred.

Ch.18 - "You've made it big, haven't you?"
I couldn't understand Hannah's words.

No, to be precise, I understood them, but I wasn't sure if they could actually be realized.

'Can you really join the same department as me?'

The Hannah Bendes I know is ordinary, just like me.

Though she graduated from the Green Tower, she's only a 3rd Circle mage, and her work capabilities are similar to mine...

There's no way someone like Hannah could transfer to the same department as me, who had accomplished great achievements. I'm not looking down on her; it's just the way things are.

But it's not like there's no way.

Hannah has the surname Bendes attached to her name.

Currently, the Bendes family is a prestigious house that has produced several high officials and has a voice in imperial court politics.

In other words, she could use the Bendes family's authority to bribe her way in!

While the Imperial Court dislikes incompetent people, that doesn't mean there aren't those who take bribes.

Clean politics simply doesn't exist. There are many who would use all sorts of dirty schemes and tactics to climb higher.

But, naturally, if caught, your life is over.
Hannah is saying she's willing to walk this tightrope with her life at stake.

It might be reassuring to have even one comrade in this...

But is there really any reason to do this?

Therefore, I had no choice but to tell Hannah:

"Hannah, bribes are not an option...! You'll be in big trouble, and the Bendes family too..."

Hannah shook her head vigorously.

"Th-that's not it! I don't need the Bendes family's help. Well, I might not be able to go, but... I can leave this department anytime."
"R-really? You're not just making this up, are you?"

Honestly, it was hard to believe. Without the Bendes family's help, Hannah is just an ordinary 9th-grade administrator.

How could someone like that follow me, a 7th-grade administrator and a soldier in the Magic Military Corps?

Hearing my question, Hannah snorted and put her hands on her hips, proudly declaring:

"Ivan, you might not know this, but I'm actually quite exceptional!"
"Pfft, kuhup! ...Y-you?"

I couldn't help but burst into laughter at those words.

When Hannah first joined me as an administrator in the Public Life Department, she was extremely clumsy at her job.

Since we started on the same day, I helped her a lot during the first month. Come to think of it, that's probably how we became close so quickly.

If Hannah had been skilled at her job from the beginning, we probably wouldn't have become this close.

So Hannah's words couldn't help but be amusing.

Of course, she's very good at handling work now, but it's strange not to laugh when someone who was once incompetent says such things.

"Maybe you should really visit a doctor."
"...If you don't want to believe me, then don't, you idiot!"

WHACK—!

Hannah kicked my shin in frustration.

"Ouch!"

It wasn't painful enough to make me sit down crying, but it still hurt quite a bit.

"Don't be surprised later...!"

Hannah shouted as she walked away with quick steps.

"W-wait, let's go together!!!"

I chased after her.

Hannah's words were still hard to believe, but my heart felt much lighter. A small but positive feeling welled up inside me.

Perhaps Hannah had told that lie just to cheer me up.

Of course, the situation hadn't changed.
I still hadn't escaped this crisis.
Maybe it's because my heart felt lighter. I definitely had more composure than before.

"I hope things work out..."

I muttered to myself as I followed Hannah.


*


Time passed and passed.

A week had already gone by.

Without any particular news, I spent my days relatively peacefully.
Before I knew it, the worries and concerns in my mind had disappeared.

Indeed, time solves many things. Just washing away those rotten emotions that seemed to eat at me makes it an excellent remedy.

...Well, it hasn't completely solved my crisis, though.

"Oh, Ivan! I have good news."

Having woken up early and arrived at the office a bit earlier, I was greeted by Mr. Thomas with a hearty laugh.

"Good news? Did your hair start growing back?"

For Mr. Thomas, good news would naturally mean hair growth.

I don't fully understand the feelings of bald men, but good news for them might be seeing even a little hair growth one day.

They might hold hope that they could have a full head of hair again someday.

Hope gives one a positive mindset.

Perhaps from today, dreaming of lush hair, we might see Mr. Thomas smiling even when dealing with difficult customers.

"...No, it's not my news, it's yours!"
"I-I see."

Ah, I guessed wrong.
The recipient of the good news was me.

Come to think of it, Mr. Thomas isn't the type to brag about good news for himself.

Still, I thought if it was about hair growing back, it would be worth mentioning, but apparently not.

'Good news for me... what could it be?'

It didn't feel positive at all.

For some reason, I felt an unpleasant aura from the words "good news."

It was as if "good news" might not actually be "good news."

I tried to dismiss this suspicion as just a feeling, but sadly, I couldn't.

"Ivan, it seems we'll be parting ways soon."
"Huh?"
"Your next workplace has been decided."
"!!!"

'Next workplace.'

The moment I heard those words, I couldn't help but break into a cold sweat.

Ah— so it's finally here.

Even though I knew it would come eventually, when the moment actually arrived, I felt tense. Sweat beaded on my clenched fists.

Indeed, time doesn't solve fundamental issues.

It only delays the inevitable. And the crisis I'm facing won't be resolved by delaying time.

It might be possible if some supernatural phenomenon turned back time.

Anyway, the important point is that regression doesn't happen, and my next workplace will determine the end of my life.

"W-where is it?"

I don't mind if it's a department with slightly more intense work.
Please... please just not a job that requires using magic!

Please!!!

I swallowed hard, waiting for Mr. Thomas's words.

The words that would come out of his mouth would either push me into the abyss of hell or send me to a golden paradise.

Finally, Mr. Thomas opened his mouth.
The words that came out were beyond my imagination, leaving me stunned for a moment.

"I don't know."
"Pardon?"

So you don't know?

As I asked back in disbelief, Mr. Thomas replied in a nonchalant tone.

"Ah, the news did arrive. There was a letter in the mailbox in front of our office. I can't read someone else's letter, can I?"
"Ah..."

Soon after, Mr. Thomas picked something up from his desk and handed it to me.

"Here, a document addressed to you. Read it."
"Yes."

I took it with a brief response.

It was a letter.
The stamp on the letter bore the imperial logo.
It was a letter from the Imperial Palace.

A letter from the palace at this time must mean—as Mr. Thomas said—my workplace has been decided.

Now I'll be saying goodbye to the Public Life Department.

Thinking about leaving the department I've been with for just over a year made my chest ache.

Despite everything, I must have liked this job.

I'll probably miss it a lot.
If I end up in a department that ruins my life, I'll miss it like crazy...

"Huu..."

I took a deep breath and opened the envelope.

What will my fate be?
With trembling hands, I took out the document.

And—

I finally began to read it.

"......"

I finished reading the entire document in less than a minute.

"......"

To conclude, I no longer work at the Imperial Palace.

Although it's located in the imperial capital, I've been dispatched to a different place.

"So, so, where is it? Where?"

Mr. Thomas approached me curiously.

I quietly handed him the document.
Mr. Thomas took it and began reading.

...I can say it with certainty now.

My life is ruined.

...No, let me correct that.

My life is completely and utterly fucked.

"Ohhh! Congratulations, Ivan! An instructor at the Academy's Magic Department! Wooow~ You've really made it big!"

Mr. Thomas patted my shoulder and let out a hearty laugh.

"Ha, haha, hahaha."

And I let out a mechanical laugh.

That's right.

The ordinary low-level administrator who gained a high position through misunderstandings and misconceptions had finally become an instructor at the Academy's Magic Department.

The only consolation might be that it's a temporary position, not a permanent one.
Either way, the fact that I've become an Academy instructor remains unchanged.

Can I overcome this challenge?
How can I escape this crisis?

No matter how much I racked my brain, I couldn't find an answer.

'Ah.'

I had to realize that I had reached the cliff edge of my life.

Damn it.

Ch.19 - I'm sorry, Mr. Ivan.
After checking the news about my workplace, I immediately left the office.

Today, as usual, I plan to work outside all day.

I thought about taking a vacation, but I was afraid I'd go crazy if I kept mulling over my thoughts alone.

At times like this, it's better to work frantically to forget my worries, even if temporarily. In a way, it could be called a form of escape.

"......"

Hannah wasn't by my side. She took a vacation.
Mr. Thomas said she won't be working until the day after tomorrow.

With her absence, I felt a strange emptiness at my side.

Anyway, I started handling civil complaints today.
Fortunately, everything went smoothly without encountering any difficult people.

That was a good thing. I was planning to leave this place soon and didn't want to struggle until the end.

As I worked diligently, before I knew it, the sun was setting and the sky was growing dark.

After briefly stopping by the office to say goodbye to Mr. Thomas and the three others, I had a quick dinner at a nearby restaurant and headed to the dormitory.

A red sunset welcomed me.

Walking alone on the street while admiring the beautiful evening glow, unwanted thoughts began to swirl in my mind.

I'm definitely in a precarious situation right now.
I've become an academy instructor without having the necessary skills.

If they discover that I'm merely a 2nd Circle mage, my career as an administrator is over. I might even end up in prison.

But—

I will never give up on life...!!!

I'll survive somehow, and I'll continue to survive.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

Why did I become an administrator of the Lemaire Empire?

It was to live a comfortable life, working moderately and earning moderately, without worrying about hunger, and eventually ending my life happily.

Wasn't I working hard to achieve what might seem like a trivial goal to geniuses?

Despite being from the Edlen family, branded as traitors and exterminated for opposing the imperial family, I somehow managed to survive tenaciously and even set foot in the imperial palace.

But now—

To suddenly throw away that comfortable life I had started?

I absolutely cannot accept that...!!!

Yes, I need to pull myself together.

To survive even in this terrible situation...!!!

I can't keep lamenting that my life is ruined forever.
While I'm certainly in a catastrophic crisis, the future remains uncertain.
It's right to try everything possible to survive.

I fell into deep thought as I walked.

I'll be starting as an academy instructor in two days.
That's when the academy's second semester begins after a short break.

'I never thought I'd go back there...'

What does it mean to be an instructor at Lemaire Academy?

From what I know, academy instructors usually assist professors and guide students.

Since professors conduct the classes, instructors don't have much to do.

Professors are educators who have honed their knowledge enough to properly teach students, while instructors are mostly 6th or 7th grade administrators, not proper educators.

However, this applies to general departments.
The magic department might be different.

I was from a general department.
It's more likely to advance as an administrator if you graduate from a general department.
Of course, magic is also taught in general departments.

Students who go to the magic department mostly do so to enter the Magic Tower after graduation. They teach more specialized magic than general departments.

It's a typical path that most nobles take when entering the Magic Tower.

Unless one shows fragments of extraordinary genius, it's rare to enter the Magic Tower at a young age.

Anyway, I don't know how the magic department operates.

If it's not much different from the general department, it might be fine, but if not... I could really be doomed.

"Thinking alone won't solve anything..."

I'm still sighing heavily.

But one thing is certain.

To survive, I must never reveal my magical abilities.

It might be nearly impossible, but I have to try somehow.

"Ah, here."

While walking lost in thought, I looked around to clear my mind and noticed a familiar place.

It was the flower shop where Lucia worked as Luciana.

The fragrance of flowers placed in front of the shop gently tickled my nose.

'I wonder if Lucia is here today...'

Come to think of it, I visited once before going to the Magic Tower. I was concerned about Lucia's troubled expression. Unfortunately, I couldn't meet her then.

After that, I met Lucia at the Magic Tower.

Though we just passed by, Lucia's face lit up as soon as she saw me.

Before that, she seemed somewhat angry for some reason... but that must have been my imagination.

I stopped in front of the flower shop.
I wondered if Lucia might be there.
I didn't sense anyone's presence.

'Well, she is a princess after all.'

She must be very busy. It's not easy for someone with a princess's status to pretend to be a commoner and loiter around the imperial capital...

"Mr. Ivan."
"Wha!!! ...Lu, Luciana?"

Startled by the sudden voice calling me, I turned around to find Lucia disguised as Luciana.

Lucia looked at me and giggled. It was very slight, but it felt similar to Melissa's laugh.

"Mr. Ivan, were you waiting for me?"
"Uh, well...."

I was just stopping by on my way to the dormitory.
But Lucia seemed so certain.

I'm not insensitive enough to crush someone's good mood.

"Y-yes, that's right. I haven't been here for a while. I wanted to meet Lucia... and chat with her."

This is true.
I missed Lucia.

Lucia has always been a source of strength for me.
She would take care of me when I was exhausted from work, and nurse me diligently when I was sick and groaning.

Thinking about it, I've always relied on Lucia during difficult times.

It might be a bit embarrassing for a father to rely on his daughter, but isn't that what happy families do?

Family means supporting each other, sustaining each other, and embracing each other through life.

Although now too much time has passed, and my daughters have gone far away without me.

"Hehe... I, I missed you too."

Hearing my words, Lucia's face brightened as she chuckled and asked me:

"I have about 30 minutes to spare... would you like to chat for a bit?"
"Is, is that okay? If another employee or customer comes..."
"It's fine! The flower shop is closed today. I just came to take care of the flowers. I also wanted to take a break in this identity..."
"I see. Then I'll accept your invitation."

And so I entered the flower shop with Lucia.

Was it because of the sunset light coming through the windows? Or because of the interior beautifully decorated with pretty flowers?

It felt very sentimental.
It even gave me a comfortable feeling.

"Please sit here. I'll just check on the flowers and be right back."

Lucia seated me in the staff lounge and hurried back to the flowers.

A few minutes later, she brought two cups of tea.
I smiled at her as I watched.

"Lucia, you really like flowers."
"Yes, I do."

Lucia smiled brightly.

The reason Lucia's commoner persona was specifically a flower shop employee was because she loved flowers. If I had known this, I would have taken her to see flowers when she was little.

Anyway, after that, we chatted.

It was mostly Lucia talking.

Learning magic from Melissa is difficult. The imperial court politics are too dirty. If she becomes empress someday, will she be able to govern this country well? She's not even sure if she wants to be empress. Her favorite flower is the tulip. The flower she dislikes a bit is the anemone...

As I listened to these stories, nodding and laughing along, time flew by.

The red sunset had disappeared, and the sky outside the window was growing dark.

As I gazed at the beautiful stars twinkling in the heavens, Lucia asked me:

"Do you have any good news, Mr. Ivan? I heard you became a 7th grade administrator."
"G-good news...."

I couldn't help but take a sharp breath at those words.

Becoming a 7th grade administrator was by no means good news. I had been assigned to the Magic Military Corps. And I became an instructor for the academy's magic department.

I confessed this to Lucia.

"...But actually, my abilities are somewhat lacking. So I'm in a difficult situation right now."

Of course, I forced a laugh, pretending to be fine.
I couldn't cry and beg for help.

I didn't want to burden Lucia, who was busy as a princess, and I wasn't even sure if she could help me even if I told her...

Above all, I was a bit embarrassed.

No matter how much I've thrown away my pride, I didn't want to show a pathetic side to Lucia.

A father always wants to appear cool in front of his daughter.

Anyway, as I tried to act fine while sharing my story, Lucia's reaction was very strange.

"Ah, ah, uh, ah, uh..."

Her hands trembled, and she kept opening and closing her mouth.
She also looked somewhat anxious.

"M-Mr. Ivan, I'm so sorry!!!"

Eventually, Lucia bowed her head deeply and stood up.

"Lu-Lucia?"

I was so surprised I didn't know what to do.

Why is she suddenly acting like this?
Moreover, Lucia's face had crumpled, looking like she might burst into tears at any moment.

"I-I'll definitely help you. No, wait. Can I even help? How do I solve this... Should I confess? No, that's scary. Then what should I..."

Soon after, Lucia started rambling with a tearful voice. I was greatly perplexed by this, but I couldn't leave her like that.

"Lucia, calm down! Take a deep breath..."

After that, I somehow managed to calm Lucia down.

Once she regained her composure, she kept apologizing to me. I was confused, not understanding why she was apologizing.

"...I-I don't think I can stay with you right now, Mr. Ivan."

And shortly after, Lucia sent me out of the flower shop.

I had suddenly met Lucia today, and just as suddenly, we parted ways.

On my way back to the dormitory.

I tried to guess why Lucia had apologized to me, but nothing came to mind.

Her troubled expression when we walked hand in hand near the imperial palace, and what happened today—

I was finding it increasingly difficult to understand Lucia.

'I wonder what's going on this time...'

I want to know, but it seems I won't be able to find out...

Ch.20 - This actually works...
After parting with Ivan in a daze, Lucia quickly returned to the imperial palace.

"Are you alright, Your Highness?"
"You don't look well..."
"No, I'm fine. I just had something to think about... Don't worry about it."

The personal maids attending to her noticed something was wrong with Lucia's condition and tried to gauge her thoughts, but she waved them off, insisting nothing was wrong.

Later, after all the maids had left.

When the dark night had fallen over the imperial palace.

"Hic... sob... hng... huh-huh, keh..."

Lucia cried softly.

She tried hard to hold back her tears, but couldn't stop them from flowing from her eyes. She tried to suppress her sobs, but pained sounds escaped through her slightly parted lips.

Even after more than ten minutes, Lucia's crying showed no signs of stopping. She cried more intensely than the night she had gone to meet Ivan who had awakened after 15 years.

The reason she was sobbing harder than before was simple. She had truly harmed Ivan.

That's why she couldn't talk to him anymore.
Looking at him brought an overwhelming sense of guilt.

"What have I done..."

Lucia berated herself as she pounded her pillow.

Ivan was in trouble.

Because of the fake achievements at the magic tower created by Melissa.

It was fine that Ivan had become a 7th-rank official. That was what Melissa had expected, and Lucia didn't think it was bad either.

As long as he didn't become a high-ranking official of 3rd rank or above, there wouldn't be much difficulty with the actual work.
Up to 4th rank, one could rise in rank simply by working for a long time and accumulating outstanding achievements.

Even if Ivan were to become a high official of 3rd rank or above, she thought there wouldn't be a big problem since she could keep him by her side and help him build achievements.

But now, a problem had already erupted.
A massive problem threatening his career as an official.

The issue was that his achievements had been fabricated using magic.

Not only had he become a 7th-rank official, but he had also joined the Magic Military Corps, and now he had even become an instructor at the Magic Department of the Lemaire Academy.

She had thought that even if his department changed, it would still be within the imperial palace, but she never expected him to be dispatched to the academy.

Surely there must be plenty of talented people in the imperial palace who could serve as instructors... She couldn't understand why he had become an instructor.

Regardless of whether she could understand it or not, it was certain that Ivan was in crisis.

'I shouldn't have asked Melissa for help...! This was something I should have handled myself...!'

Even as she regretted and shed tears, she couldn't undo what had been done.

In truth, if he were actually talented enough to be an academy instructor, it wouldn't matter, but unfortunately, his magic skills were likely not exceptional.

Lucia is quite perceptive.

When she first met Ivan, she felt he was like a prince on a white horse.

But he too was an ordinary human, and life often brought hardship, exhaustion, and difficulties.

Ivan tried not to show his struggles in front of Lucia, but being perceptive, she could tell his condition.

Therefore, from the shocking truth Ivan revealed while letting out a hollow laugh, she could glimpse his feelings and immediately understand that he was in a very difficult situation.

So how could this situation be resolved?

There might be ways if she looked for them, but Lucia's mind was still in such confusion that she couldn't think clearly.

The method she chose was to rely on someone.
Activating a magical communication device, Lucia immediately contacted someone.

-Hello? Sister, what's the matter at this hour?

It was Melissa, one of her younger sisters and someone she could easily confide her worries to—the Green Tower Master.

As soon as she heard Melissa's voice, the tears that had stopped began to well up again.

Perhaps it was because she had been anxious for hours. Just hearing the voice of her sister, with whom she often quarreled, was reassuring.

"Hic, sob... Melissaaa...!"

Lucia soon began sobbing loudly, rubbing her cheek against the magical communication device. Of course, the device wasn't Melissa's embrace, so it felt cold.

-Sis? Why, why are you crying! Wh-what happened?

Melissa couldn't hide her bewilderment.
It had been a long time since she had seen Lucia cry.
To be precise, this was the second time.

15 years ago, when Ivan had been sealed after fighting against the monsters that invaded the imperial palace.
And when Lucia learned of that news.

She, who had always seemed so strong, had wept bitterly in front of Melissa.

The memory of that moment was still vivid in Melissa's mind.
She had witnessed her admired sister breaking down.

Since then, she hadn't cried. She might have cried in private, but at least not in front of her.

And now she was contacting her while sobbing loudly.
Melissa sensed that Lucia had a serious problem.

What could have made her cry so much?
She instinctively felt it wasn't about Lucia herself.

After a brief speculation, Melissa asked Lucia.

-Could it be... did something bad happen to Father?

"Y-yes."

Lucia wiped her tears and spoke in a tearful tone.

She poured out everything—what crisis Ivan was facing, what mistake she had made, and how she couldn't stop crying because she felt so sorry for him.

She revealed everything.

-Um... well... first, I'm sorry.

After hearing the whole story, Melissa apologized to Lucia.

While the root cause of Ivan's situation was indeed Lucia, it was Melissa who had suggested using magic to promote him.

As an accomplice who participated in the crime with Lucia, she had contributed to putting Ivan in danger.

Melissa also regretted her actions.
Perhaps she had been too careless.

Was it because he was someone she cared for?
She seemed to lose her rationality in matters related to him.
She should have been more cautious.

Of course, it was too late for regrets now.
From now on, they needed to devise a plan to get him out of this crisis.

But—

-Hey, sis? I think there's something we're forgetting...

In fact, the situation was more serious than Lucia thought...

"F-forgetting what?"

Lucia asked back, seemingly puzzled, and Melissa continued with a deep sigh.

-You said it doesn't make sense for Father to become an instructor no matter how great his achievements were, right?

"Y-yes."

-I agree with that. Father is still an unproven talent. The reason he's going to the academy is probably because of her influence.

"Her?"

-Sis, you know very well who the academy's principal is.

"Ah, aah!"

Lucia exclaimed in surprise.

Her face soon turned to shock.

"Hilda..."

The principal of the Lemaire Imperial Academy.

Her name was 'Hilda Edlun.'

Ivan Edlun's daughter and a mermaid who harbored mixed feelings of love and hatred toward him.

Both Lucia and Melissa couldn't hide their shock, knowing about Hilda's obsessive attachment to Ivan.

They didn't know what would happen to Ivan at the academy...

But at this rate, he was in danger.

"Hilda, you're finally going to cause trouble..."

Her teeth gritted, but Lucia couldn't do anything.
She still had too many duties as the imperial princess.

"Melissa, please. Can you somehow stop Hilda!?"

In the end, all she could do was ask Melissa for help.

-Yes. Sis, I'll do what I can.

Melissa declared with a grave tone.

With Hilda involved in this crisis, there was no choice.

She had to somehow stop Hilda.
She would have done so even if Lucia hadn't asked.

Melissa loves Ivan Edlun. And Hilda is her rival in love. Not just any rival, but a 'crazy, psychotic rival.'

Letting Ivan fall into her hands was absolutely unacceptable.

-Sis... let's make a plan.

And so Melissa decided to formulate an "Ivan Rescue Operation."

Melissa continued to talk with Lucia until late into the dawn, constantly refining their feedback to create a perfect plan.

It was a day when rivals united to save their beloved from a formidable adversary.


*


Two days passed in an instant.

Today is the day I leave the National Life Department and get dispatched to the academy.

Early in the morning, I stopped by the office and greeted Thomas and the other three people.

All four of them smiled brightly and bid me farewell. I felt a lump in my throat.

With that feeling, I headed to the train station.

"That Hannah... how disappointing."

I muttered.

Hannah didn't come to work today either.
She didn't seem to have any intention of seeing me off.

Since Hannah and I are close, we'll meet occasionally, but I couldn't help feeling disappointed.

"Are you Mr. Ivan Edlun?"
"Ah, yes..."

Anyway, I arrived at the train station, and an employee from the academy verified my identity. It seemed I was the first to arrive.

"The others will be here shortly if you wait a moment."

Not long after the employee said that, another person arrived.

And I couldn't close my mouth when I saw that person, because they were so familiar.

"Are you Ms. Hannah Bendes?"
"Yes!"

That person, Hannah Bendes, who smiled brightly, answered the employee like that, then turned her gaze toward me.

Hannah's lips twitched as if she was mocking me.

As she winked at me and made a V-sign with her hand, I muttered in disbelief.

"How is this possible..."

Ch.21 - Lemaire Academy's Principal
After a little while, all the newly appointed non-regular academy instructors had gathered.

And so, we headed toward Lemaire Academy.

Inside the train bound for Lemaire Academy.

Sitting with Hannah, I immediately asked her:

"How did you manage this?"
"Well~ How do you think I did it?"

Hannah chuckled with a "pfft." She had such an irritatingly smug expression that I wanted to give her a light knock on the head.

Anyway, I was still amazed.

"I really didn't think you'd follow me here."
"I told you I might follow you, didn't I~?"

What Hannah had said back then wasn't a lie at all. She really had followed me.

This could be considered truly unbelievable.

Although my achievements were fictional, I had nonetheless accumulated enough merit to become a 7th-rank administrator and a soldier in the Magic Corps, positions which qualified me to become an academy instructor.

But Hannah was different.

She hadn't accumulated any notable achievements like I had. Nor was she exceptionally skilled as a 9th-rank administrator.

Yet she had proudly become an academy instructor.

Others wouldn't pay much attention to her since they didn't know her, but for me, who knew Hannah Bendes well, I couldn't help but feel something beyond surprise—it was awe.

"You didn't bribe anyone, did you? I told you that's not acceptable..."
"Of course not! There are ways you don't know about~"

Ways I don't know about.
Could she have some kind of hypnosis app or something?

This might be a fantasy world, but I've never heard of mental magic that can hypnotize people.

There might be something like that in black magic, but Hannah couldn't possibly be a black mage.
Even if hypnotic magic existed, it couldn't be maintained for long.

"Ivan... you're not thinking something strange, are you?"
"Ah."

Anyway, I was surprised that Hannah had followed me here.

Yes.

It's surprising, but...

"Hannah, are you... good at magic?"

This person would probably end up in a similar situation as me if she came here.

Of course, I'd be happy to have a comrade to overcome hardships with, but it would be terrible if Hannah herself ended up in danger.

No matter how much she wanted to help me, I didn't want to see my friend in peril. I'd just feel guilty.

Hannah smirked and gathered her magical power. Soon, three white stars appeared near her heart.

3 stars.

Meaning she was a 3-circle mage.

"Huh?"

Only 3 stars?

I'm not in a position to look down on that, but it doesn't make sense for a magic department instructor to be just a 3-circle mage.

I heard you need to be at least a 4-circle mage to understand advanced magical studies to some degree...

This puts her in the same boat as me, who's only a 2-circle mage.

...or so I thought.

"Ah, there's something I didn't tell you. I'm actually a general studies instructor."
"What...!?"

I thought she was in the magic department like me, but she wasn't. She was in general studies.

The general studies department doesn't teach magic professionally, so being a 3-circle mage would be sufficient.

But then—

If that's the case, was there any need for her to follow me and become an academy instructor?

Of course, Hannah is only a 3-circle mage, so she would face a crisis like me if she became a magic department instructor, and I don't particularly want that either...

Somehow, I couldn't help but think she came just to mock me.

"T-then why did you come here? Weren't you supposed to help me?!"

I shook Hannah's shoulders frantically while lamenting.

"W-wait! Ivan, calm down! I have a plan, okay???"

Hannah pushed me away, took a deep breath, and said:

"Since I'm only a 3-circle mage, if I went to the magic department, I'd end up just like you..."
"Th-that's true."
"I probably wouldn't ruin my life like you did... but anyway, I judged that me going there wouldn't be much help."

Hannah crossed her legs, folded her arms, and continued:

"So! I decided to go to the general studies department and recommend you from there."
"Huh? Would that work?"
"Obviously, since they're filling positions, that method probably won't work well... If it doesn't, I thought I might fake an unfortunate accident, quit my administrative job for a while, and get you put in my place."
"!!!"

Hearing Hannah's words, I couldn't hide my joy. A happy expression instantly spread across my face. I couldn't help but smile.

With Hannah's method, it might be possible.

I might be able to escape from the edge of the cliff of life crisis!

It's not something to brag about, but in this life, I'm quite good at studying.

As I've mentioned repeatedly, living in the Empire as a person from a fallen noble family isn't easy.

I was bullied several times at the academy, and some instructors didn't think highly of me either.

Yet I became an imperial administrator.

That means I can properly handle the duties of a general studies instructor.

"I-I didn't realize you had such deep intentions...!"

Upon learning why Hannah went to the general studies department, I suddenly felt a renewed appreciation for her.

Indeed, my friend.

She's displaying a benevolence worthy of being called a saint...

"Kuhup! Thank you, Hannah. You're the only one I can count on. You're my best friend..."
"Well, that's because I'm your only friend, right? ...Anyway, just trust me. I'll definitely bring good results!"

Hannah said with a confident smile.

"Well, it might cause some disruption in my administrative career. But the Bendes family has become wealthy, so it doesn't matter! You don't have any backing, Ivan, so I have to help you somehow!"
"Thank you so much, Hannah, really..."

If she keeps this up, I can't help but worship her.
In my heart, Hannah has already become a "goddess."
I'm truly fortunate to be friends with such a virtuous woman...

Anyway.

'Good.'

With this, my chances of survival have increased.
Hannah's plan seems quite feasible.

So the task that remains for me now is...

To somehow hide my magical abilities until Hannah's plan succeeds!

That's the only thing.

Thinking this, I looked at the scenery outside the window.

Before I knew it, the massive buildings of Lemaire Academy came into view.


*


Our first duty as newly appointed academy instructors was to "observe the second semester opening ceremony."

Since it's the first day after the break, there's not much to do.

After the opening ceremony, we'll probably just greet the faculty and be introduced to the students by the professors.

So no crisis situation will suddenly arise on the first day. I should be able to relax today.

"Hmm~~ This familiar yet dog-like smell~~."

I muttered while standing at the back of the auditorium, looking around.

"Dog-like? What do you mean by that...?"

Hannah, who overheard my muttering, responded with a look of distaste.

"Don't talk if you haven't experienced it. This place was truly hell...!!!"

What moment do Lemaire Imperial Academy students hate the most?

When professors assign too much homework?

When professors extend their lectures past break time, making you want to blurt out "fucking bastard"?

Or when you're forced to be someone's errand boy, or your assignment papers get torn to shreds... when you're being bullied?

None of the above.

The correct answer is being forced to listen to the principal's speech during every opening ceremony, entrance ceremony, and graduation ceremony...

If there had been a survey on "What's the worst moment at the academy?", that would have been the overwhelming first choice.

It's a situation most students hate regardless of their academy caste or social status.

The principal's speeches were too long. He seemed to be saying something nice but kept going off on tangents, which was truly painful.

When students who couldn't bear it started talking among themselves, he would shout in a very loud voice to admonish them.

Then he would continue with his speech, which was extremely annoying.

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he ranked first as the worst principal in Imperial Academy history.

I think that principal was an elder from some noble family. Being so distinguished, he must have had a lot of nerve.
My teeth grind just recalling that damned old principal's face.

Anyway, I roughly explained this to Hannah.
She snorted and said:

"I heard the principal has changed now? So it should be fine."
"Oh, really? That's good then."

The chances of the new principal being as crazy as that old man are close to zero. There aren't many lunatics like him even if you search the whole world.

A moment later, all the students entered.
The auditorium quickly became crowded.

After various opening ceremony proceedings, it was finally time for the conclusion.

The time for the principal's address arrived.

And then—

"Next, we will have a word from Lemaire Academy's principal, Lady Hilda."

I couldn't believe my ears.

Hilda.

It's my daughter's name, but it's a fairly common name.
Yet for some reason, I couldn't suppress a creeping chill.

'No way, it can't be.'

This time...

"It's not, right? It can't be?"

I muttered, but those words were proven wrong the moment the principal ascended the platform and revealed herself.

Ch.22 - Twisted Love-Hate
The words of Hilda, the headmaster of Lemaire Academy standing on the podium, were brief.

"...With this, I conclude the opening ceremony. Thank you."

After delivering the most standard speech expected of an academy headmaster, Hilda descended from the podium, and thus the opening ceremony ended.

I stared blankly at the students filing out and thought to myself.

It seemed I was bound by some kind of fate.

One is the First Imperial Princess.
One is the Master of the Green Tower.
One is the Headmaster of the Imperial Academy.

Though nothing has been confirmed yet... at this rate, the other two daughters are likely the Fairy King and the Demon King.

Anyway, can this really be dismissed as mere coincidence?

The non-human daughters I raised have all become important figures.

This is... no matter how I look at it, something strange is going on.

"Ivan, are you okay?"

Perhaps I was too lost in thought.
Hannah tapped my arm repeatedly.

"Ah, yes. Let's head out too."

With that response, I walked out of the auditorium with Hannah.

Afterward, I parted ways with Hannah and joined the Magic Department instructors to meet one of the professors.

We were assigned to manage the students taught by this professor. After brief introductions, we headed to the classroom to meet the students.

"...Now I'll introduce the instructors who will be assisting you from today."

After the professor said this to the students, we instructors gave our self-introductions.

"...Instructor Ivan Edlun. Pleased to meet you all."

—Clap, clap, clap

Mechanical applause follows each self-introduction.
Though I knew they were just clapping out of courtesy without much thought, I couldn't calm my racing heart.

'This means there are people here who are better at magic than me...'

Fortunately, as a new instructor, I was assigned to first-year students, but I'm probably less skilled in magic than most of the students here.

I've only studied basic magic, while most of these kids have likely already previewed advanced magic to some extent.

An instructor who's less capable than their students should never exist.

If I'm found out, I'm finished...

Anyway, after I finished my introduction, we instructors moved to the back of the classroom. It seems our duties for today are mostly done.

There won't be much for us instructors to do on the first day. The first day of school is usually quite relaxed.

Besides, today is all about magic theory. The instructors won't need to step in.

I can just leisurely observe the students and pass the time.
It would be an extremely comfortable job if I were actually qualified for it.

Of course, since I'm not qualified to be an instructor, I'm dreading the moment I might be exposed.

Still, I have hope.

If Hannah's plan succeeds, I won't have to face any more crises.
Until then, I just have to hang on somehow.

"We have transfer students joining the academy for the new semester. Please come in."

As the professor finished speaking, the front door of the classroom slid open.

And two students entered.

Both were female students.

The first student to enter was a beautiful girl with striking light pink hair and eyes.

The top buttons of her academy uniform shirt were undone, making it hard to know where to look. She seemed like a delinquent at first glance.

Honestly, I was a bit scared. A dormant fear in my mind seemed to awaken...

Suddenly, I recalled memories of being beaten up by bullies who had girls like her by their side.

Though it was from my modern life long ago, I still get goosebumps whenever I recall those memories.

Looking at her now brought back those memories, and I trembled like someone who had gone outside in thin clothes on a cold winter day.

—Click, click, click, click, click!

My teeth were chattering, and I had to cover my mouth to prevent the sound from escaping.

The delinquent-looking girl greeted everyone with a bright smile and headed to her seat.

'Still, she must be a noble...'

Judging by her expensive-looking earrings, she's definitely not a commoner.

This fantasy world has changed in many ways as generations have passed.

Not many students maintain formalities even within the academy.

Unless they're from a ducal family or one close to the imperial family, most nobles act casually.

In fact, even such people often don't adhere to etiquette at the academy.

This could be because Lemaire Academy upholds the motto: "Whether noble or commoner, at the academy, you are just an academy student."

That's probably why there are delinquent-like students like her.

I turned my gaze to the second student.

The second female student was completely different from the first delinquent-looking one.

With her hair neatly tied in a ponytail and round glasses, she looked like an ordinary model student...

'Wait a minute.'

For some reason, this student's appearance seemed familiar.

Though I was sure I was seeing her for the first time, there was a strange, inexplicable sense of familiarity.

Orange hair...
Green eyes...

'Melissa???'

I could sense Melissa's aura from this student.

I widened my eyes and examined her appearance.

Her hair and eye color were almost identical to Melissa's.
Her once large mana pouch was now quite small, and while the scar on her face was gone, her tear mole remained.

There's no doubt.

That student is Melissa.

'W-why is she here?'

Has Melissa also developed a taste for playing alternate identities?

Like Lucia, do people with high authority sometimes want to set aside that authority?

The Master of the Green Tower disguising herself as a first-year magic student. I didn't know Melissa was this sneaky.

Of course, rather than genuinely wanting to become a first-year magic student, she must have some reason for doing this.

'Does she have some business with me?'

There's a high probability that Melissa came looking for me. Or she might have some other reason.

Anyway, I should talk to Melissa later.
It would be better to call her after work hours since it might be awkward if others notice.

"I'm Meril."

Melissa, the first-year magic student, introduced herself as 'Meril.'
As soon as I heard that name, I immediately associated it with Melissa's name. It seems it really is Melissa.

After that, the class began, and we stood quietly at the back, watching the students listening to the lecture.

Since the first day of the opening ceremony ends early, the class soon concluded, and my duties were over.

Normally, I would have to patrol the academy and monitor students during lunch break, but today everyone is either heading to the dormitories or going home, so it doesn't matter.

"Phew..."

I sighed as I left the academy.
Thankfully, nothing happened today.

Now I should meet Hannah to check on the progress of the plan and maybe have lunch together.

That's when it happened.

Tap, tap—

Someone tapped my back with their finger.

"Eek!"

I turned around in surprise.

"Hello, Dad."

The person who had tapped my back was Meril (Melissa), the first-year magic student.


*


In truth, the "Ivan Rescue Operation" plan wasn't properly formulated.

While the best outcome both women desired was 'rescuing Ivan,' neither Lucia nor Melissa had enough power to do so.

The Lemaire Imperial Academy was a domain that couldn't be interfered with, even by the Master of the Green Tower or the First Imperial Princess who was likely to become the next Emperor.

Therefore, the two had to rack their brains, and the solution they came up with was to approach Ivan.

The best way for Melissa to get close to Ivan was to 'disguise herself as an academy student.'

The instructor positions were already filled, and since they were imperial officials, the imperial government directly verified their identities.

This made creating a fake identity extremely complicated.

But students were different.

Since they accepted commoners whose identities weren't thoroughly verified, a fake identity could work.

However, this only meant 'not being suspected.'

Not just anyone could enter the academy with a fake commoner identity.

To enter the academy with a fake commoner identity, one needed connections within the academy.

Connections with someone who could exert significant influence at the academy.

Fortunately, Melissa had such a connection. One of the Magic Department professors was a mage from the Green Tower.

Melissa immediately asked her to transfer her in, and the professor, who respected Melissa as a mage, readily agreed.

That's how Melissa Edlun, the Master of the Green Tower, was able to become Meril, a fresh academy transfer student.

The reason she became Meril was simple.

The "Ivan Rescue Operation" was similar to the "Ivan Promotion Plan" in a way.

Reveal the truth behind Ivan's promotion, and when he needs to use magic, she would step in and use magic instead.

Protect Ivan using the same method that got him promoted!

That was the best solution that Melissa and Lucia came up with after putting their heads together all night.

But there was something they overlooked.

They momentarily forgot about the existence of Hilda Edlun.

The emotion she harbored for Ivan was a love-hate relationship.

And it was twisted in a very bad way.

She wanted to break Ivan,

And she wanted to keep him by her side.

To ensure he couldn't escape anywhere...

"So that's Ivan Edlun. He doesn't seem as handsome as Lady Hilda said... Well, it doesn't matter."

The girl with light pink hair and cherry blossom-colored eyes flicked her tongue.

It was the gaze of a predator that had found its prey.

Ch.23 - You're mine now
"Melissa?"

When I reflexively asked that, Melissa put her index finger to her lips and said.

"Shh. Please call me Meryl here. It would be troublesome if there were listening ears."
"Ah, right."

From now on, Melissa is Meryl.

Seeing how she's even speaking formally to me, it seems she wants to completely hide her identity.

Anyway, I asked Melissa.

"So Me...ryl. Do you have some business with me? It seems like you suddenly transferred to the Academy because of me..."

It might seem like I'm being self-conscious, but my meeting with Melissa couldn't be a coincidence. Surely Melissa came looking for me.

"Yes. I came to see Dad... I mean, Instructor Ivan."

Fortunately, it was as I expected. I don't know what it's about, but Melissa had come looking for me.

"Shall we talk somewhere more secluded? It's a bit uncomfortable to talk here."

I nodded at Melissa's suggestion.
So we entered a secluded alleyway, and Melissa began speaking in a small voice.

"First, I want to apologize to Dad."
"Huh? Apologize?"

What would Melissa need to apologize to me for?
Melissa hasn't done anything wrong, and I've never been harmed by her.

That's what I thought, but...

The truth that came out of Melissa's mouth instantly resolved the curiosity I had been harboring.

"Dad becoming a 7th-grade administrator... it was actually because of me."
"??????"
"I controlled Dad with magic. The magical power that was emanating then was actually mine."

I was too shocked to properly process Melissa's story.

So.

The person who controlled me with magic and framed me with achievements was Melissa?

Thinking about it, it's not strange. Melissa was definitely at the magic tower then.

It was odd that she could have gone out somewhere in between, or that she wasn't responding to contacts.

Right.

At that time, Melissa wasn't without her magical communication device; she was deliberately ignoring it!

Because she would have been trying to give me achievements by controlling me.

As I finished that thought, what emerged was a question.

"Why?"

Eventually, Melissa explained the truth behind the incident.

Lucia had proposed to promote me, and Melissa accepted that opinion and made plans to promote me.

As a result, she called me to the magic tower and was able to properly execute the plan.

But there was a problem: not only did I become a 7th-grade administrator, but I also became part of the Magic Military Corps... and eventually an instructor at the Academy's Magic Department.

Melissa and Lucia knew that I had no ability.

Therefore, to help me in this crisis, Melissa disguised herself as a transfer student and came to the Academy.

That was why Melissa became "Meryl."

"...So Lucia asked me to tell Dad she's sorry."
"Ah, I see."

Now I could understand Lucia's behavior.

That day we met at the flower shop.

From the moment I told her I had become a soldier in the Magic Military Corps and an instructor at the Academy's Magic Department, Lucia's state was strange.

She apologized to me, fidgeting nervously, and eventually drove me away.

At that time, I was puzzled by her behavior, but now that I knew the truth, I could understand.

'She must have felt guilty...'

Lucia had unintentionally caused me harm. She must have found that fact unbearable.

Thinking about how Lucia must have suffered mentally made me uncomfortable. I clenched my fists, feeling a tightness in my chest.

I hadn't understood what Lucia was thinking then, what worries she had.

Of course, it's natural that I didn't know since Lucia didn't tell me directly, but still, I felt sorry for her.

Is this all because I'm Lucia's father?
Anyway, while I was thinking about that.

Melissa fidgeted with her fingers and asked.

"Um, Dad... are you, not angry?"
"Uh... angry?"

I looked at Melissa as I asked back.

Melissa, who always had a mischievous smile, was very intimidated as she moved her lips.

It's been a while since I've seen Melissa this intimidated.

Except for when she pretended to run away as a prank and got caught by us, getting scolded by a crying Lucia, it had never happened.

Melissa must also feel sorry towards me. After all, trying to promote me wasn't a joke.

I looked at Melissa, gave a bitter smile, and then spoke.

"I'm not angry. Everyone makes mistakes."

I mean it.

Why would I be angry?

Of course, I was a bit surprised to learn the truth, and it's true that I was troubled by what Melissa and Lucia did...

But neither of them had any ill will towards me.
They wanted to promote me with good intentions.

"Both Lucia and Melissa did it with good intentions, right?"

Then this is just a 'mistake.'

And since humans are creatures who always make mistakes and live with regrets, I wasn't particularly angry.
It's something I can easily forgive.

Moreover, when she's revealing the truth directly like this and offering to help me, how could I be angry?

I'm just grateful.

Hearing my words, Melissa brightened up. And she smiled brightly. It seems my comfort worked.

But soon she lowered her head and muttered in a small voice.

"G-good intentions... th-that's not exactly..."
"Melissa?"
"Ah, it's nothing."

Anyway, learning the truth that seemed like I would never know made me feel at ease.

"So, specifically, how can you help me?"

Hannah has already offered to move me to the general department, but having a Plan B wouldn't hurt. If Plan A fails, it would be a disaster.

Therefore, it's good to have multiple plans. Especially when your life is at stake.

"It's a very simple method. It's almost the same as how we promoted Dad~."

Melissa, who had been intimidated just a moment ago, spoke with a mischievous laugh as if it had never happened.

"We'll make Dad look like a magic genius again! I'll control Dad the same way and use magic~."
"Ohh..."

The method Melissa described was quite plausible.

That's right.

Since I gained achievements with Melissa's help, this time we could do the same.

But...

"But, is it really okay? If it's an Academy professor, they might be able to detect that I'm not actually using magic..."

Wouldn't it be a big problem if we're caught?
Then I'd be in trouble, and Melissa could be in danger too.

A professor at the Academy's Magic Department might be able to see through our scheme.

I felt anxious, but Melissa burst into laughter and said.

"You don't need to worry about that. The professor is a magician from the Green Tower~."
"Ah..."
"It's thanks to that person that I was able to enter the Academy with a fake identity."
"Then there's nothing to worry about."

Fortunately, the professor was on our side. It was very reassuring.
Anyway, while I was feeling relieved, Melissa complained.

"And, what do you think I am, Dad? I'm the Tower Master of the Green Tower! There are only a few old men in the Council who can detect my magic."

She seemed genuinely upset, not just joking.

Come to think of it, I might have been slightly underestimating Melissa.

The current Melissa is not just a little girl with a runny nose, but the Tower Master of the Green Tower.

"Well done, well done, that's my daughter!"
"If you really think so, pat my head."
"O-okay."

Melissa lowered her body slightly.
The current Melissa is about the same height as me.
She must have been considerate since it would be uncomfortable to pat her head.

"Ahem..."

*pat pat*

I cleared my throat and patted Melissa's head.
It was something I used to do often with young Melissa, but now I don't know why it feels so embarrassing.

"Hehe~."

Melissa, receiving my pat, let out a loose laugh. Hearing that laugh reminded me of Melissa when she was young.

Back then, she would also laugh like that whenever I patted her head.
It might be a distant memory for Melissa, but for me, it was as vivid as if it happened recently.

Actually, for me who had been sealed, it was almost like a recent event. So it is vivid.

'Indeed, people don't change easily, do they?'

Melissa still seems to enjoy this kind of physical contact.
Of course, my sentiment was completely different from when I used to pat young Melissa.

It would be one thing to pat a child.
Patting a fully grown adult woman was a bit burdensome.

Anyway, I patted Melissa a few more times.

"Then I'll be going now. It wouldn't be good if we're caught together as an instructor and student~."

Melissa waved goodbye and left. I saw her off and then exited the alleyway.

Anyway, things have worked out well.
There probably won't be any major problems.

"Now I can finally relax for real..."

Muttering that to myself, I headed to the city center for lunch.

*

In the principal's office of Lemear Academy.

A female student with striking pink hair was standing there.

The Academy's principal, Hilda Edlun, casually asked her.

"So... can you do it?"

The female student carefully nodded.

"I'll start the interference operation from tomorrow. I will definitely deliver Ivan Edlun to you, Lady Hilda!"

After finishing her words in a lively tone, the female student bowed and left the principal's office.

Hilda, who had been sitting quietly drinking tea, chuckled and muttered.

"It won't be long... Ivan, you're mine now."

Then she slightly raised the corners of her mouth.

That smile was a bit eerie.

Ch.24 - The Secret Organization of the Empire
After grabbing a quick meal at a restaurant in town, I headed to the instructors' lodgings.

The Academy provides accommodations for instructors.

It's not too far from the official residences near the Imperial Palace, but it's always better to reduce travel distance, so I decided to stay here.

Besides, the lodgings here are nicer. The bathroom is spacious and the bed is soft. There's no reason to return to the low-ranking official quarters that are no better than a cheap inn.

Anyway, I had arrived, unpacked my things, and was taking a short rest.

The magical communication device rang with a buzzing sound.
I checked to see who it was—it was Hannah.

"What does she want now?"

Muttering that, I got up from the bed and answered the call.

-Ivan, where are you?

"I'm at the lodgings."

-I'm in town near the Academy. Want to have lunch together?

"I already ate."

-Oh, really? Never mind then.

"By the way, do you think the plan will work out?"

-I don't know yet. It seems a bit much to pretend to be injured from day one... hang in there a little longer. I'll bring you good results soon, so just wait.

"Thanks...."

After chatting with Hannah for a bit longer, I ended the call.
With a refreshed feeling, I lay back down on the bed.

Thanks to Hannah, Melissa, and Lucia, it seemed I could easily escape this crisis.

Hannah's plan combined with Melissa's help was truly perfect.

While Hannah was working to get me transferred to the general department, my main challenge was figuring out how to hide my magical abilities...

And that was solved thanks to Melissa!

Now all I have to do is sleep comfortably with my legs stretched out every day.

Plus, even if Hannah's plan fails, it's not a big problem.

'Melissa can keep helping me...!!!'

I'm just a temporary employee anyway. That means I'll be leaving after this semester ends.

Of course, it would be better to find a solution before the semester ends. I can't keep troubling Melissa forever.

Still, if Melissa continues to help me... I could completely escape this crisis.

'Ah, I'm sleepy.'

Now that the tension had eased, drowsiness washed over me.
Maybe it was because I couldn't sleep last night due to anxiety. Or perhaps because the bed was too soft. My eyes slowly closed.

I should probably take a nap.

As soon as I finished that thought, my vision went dark.

When I woke up, countless stars were twinkling in the night sky to welcome me.

Dinner time had long passed.

My stomach growled, so I quickly ate some bread I had bought earlier.

Then, just as I was about to rummage through my bag to continue reading a novel I'd started...

I saw a white bird outside the window.

The bird emitted a faint light.

I know this bird well.
It's not actually a real bird.
It's just a bird created with holy power.

'It's been 15 years, hasn't it?'

Though from my perspective, I'd seen it just a few months ago.

With that thought, I flung open the window. Soon, the white bird entered my room.

Woong—

As the bird flapped its wings once, a magic circle emitting white light appeared beneath my feet.
I naturally looked down at the magic circle.

And the next moment.

I was transported somewhere.
A place familiar to me.

A hidden shrine within the grand cathedral of the Holy Nation.

A mystical place where numerous particles of white holy power float in the air like fireflies.

This is the secret organization of the Holy Nation.

The headquarters of the Dojae.

And I am a member.


*


Being part of a secret organization of the Holy Nation might sound grand, but it's actually not grand at all.

Ivan Edlen, as a human, is just an ordinary ninth-grade official apart from being a Dojae.

Not everyone in a secret organization is an extraordinary person.

Whether I have the background of being in a secret organization or not, I'm just an ordinary person.

It's called a secret organization only because the existence of the Dojae and this white shrine that could drive you insane just by looking at it aren't known to the public.

'Dojae.'

It means those who have talent in prayer.

I was born as a Dojae, they say.

When the Edlen family fell and I survived alone to become an orphan...

The Holy Nation secretly approached me.

They said I was a Dojae and asked me to work for the Holy Nation from then on.

After that, I received the power called "the Goddess's Authority" and would rush to attend meetings or offer prayers to the Goddess whenever the Holy Nation called.

There's only one reason why many Dojae, including myself, engage in such activities:

To revive the Goddess so she can defeat the 'Chaos Cult' and bring peace to the world.

The Chaos Cult stands at the opposite end of the Holy Nation that worships the Goddess.

They worship an evil god and continuously create monsters that torment many countries, including the Empire and the Holy Nation.

Their goal is, in a way, similar to the Holy Nation's.

To defeat the 'Holy Nation' that worships the Goddess and revive the evil god so the world can be completely destroyed.

Both religious groups are working hard to revive their respective deities.

Anyway, I don't do much.

I just offer some prayers and attend meetings related to the Chaos Cult.

Then they put money in my wallet. Thanks to this, I didn't suffer from financial difficulties even while raising several daughters.

I'm just a bit special. Essentially no different from ordinary believers.

One funny thing is that I don't particularly worship the Goddess.

Devout believers might scream "HERESY!!!" if they heard this, but that's how it is.

I continued walking through the shrine.
Soon, the meeting room and prayer room would come into view.

I wonder why they've called me now.

'I thought my authority would have been revoked, but it wasn't...'

A full 15 years have passed.

It couldn't be helped. During that time, I couldn't offer prayers for the Goddess's revival or work for the Holy Nation.

In that case, even if I'm a Dojae, they would have had to give up on me.

The world is vast and full of people. If they wanted to find Dojae, they could find plenty.

So I thought my authority would have been revoked, but I still possessed it.

'Did they call me to take back my authority?'

It's possible. Maybe they couldn't retrieve it because it was sealed.

But then, there's no real reason to retrieve it. As long as I can still pray to the Goddess, there shouldn't be a major issue.

Even if it's revoked, as long as I keep my mouth shut, I won't die.

It would be quite unfortunate to lose the money... but since I don't have anyone else to take care of now, it doesn't matter.

Anyway, as I was about to reach the prayer room, I saw a kind-looking old man with narrowed eyes smiling at me from a distance.

I immediately recognized who he was, so as soon as I approached him, I quickly bowed my head.

"I am honored to meet you, Cardinal Ludric!"
"Ho ho, I've told you that you don't need to be so formal."

Cardinal Ludric.

One of the Dojae, an old man who has lived for over 100 years.

He's someone who has always taken good care of me, who is considered young among the Dojae.

Even after 15 years, he doesn't look much different from back then. If anything, he seems healthier, but that might just be my imagination.

I asked Cardinal Ludric:

"Do you know why I've been called here?"
"How many reasons could there be for you to come here? Of course, it's to offer prayers to the Goddess."
"But I've been gone for 15 years..."
"That's right. Normally, your authority would have been revoked."
"Pardon?"

Cardinal Ludric's words sound as if, for some reason, I'm still allowed to offer prayers to the Goddess.

Cardinal Ludric spoke with a faint smile:

"Let me tell you what happened after you were sealed. The most important point is... shortly after you were sealed, the Saint entered closed-door training."
"...What?"

I listened quietly to what Cardinal Ludric had to say.

To summarize his story:

Shortly after I was sealed, one day...

The Saint, with the goal of reviving the Goddess more quickly, entered closed-door training to enhance the quality of holy power...

And so, for a while, there was no need for the Dojae to offer prayers...

Therefore, there was naturally no reason to take away my authority...

After hearing this, I was a bit surprised, but I could understand.

'The Saint.'

A nun chosen by the Goddess, the highest position a woman can attain in the Holy Nation, which is a subsidiary state of the Empire.

Globally, except for the Empress of the Empire, she could be considered the woman with the highest authority in the world.

The current Saint's age and name are unknown.

It's said that only the Pope and his close associates know her identity.

Anyway, the Saint's role is to receive the holy power generated from our Dojae's prayers and contribute to the revival of the Goddess.

Without the Saint, the revival of the Goddess would be impossible.

"...The Saint has finished her training today and has come out. So today marks the day we resume prayers after 15 years."
"I see."

Since there was no medium to transmit holy power, there was no need to offer prayers. Therefore, there was no reason to revoke my authority.

In any case, all I have to do today is offer prayers as usual. For me, it's not a prayer after 15 years.

After that...

As usual, I offered prayers to the Goddess, attended a boring meeting to hear about the recent activities of the Chaos Cult...

And then teleported back to my lodgings through the white bird.

As soon as I returned to my lodgings, I washed up quickly and went to bed.

And so the day ended—

The next day.

I faced an unexpected crisis.

"Hello, instructor~ Do you remember my name~?"

The pink-haired delinquent girl, the transfer student I had seen yesterday, was approaching me.

"............"

My body trembled so much that I couldn't move from where I stood.

Ch.25 - Magic Genius (Not Really)
"Instructor, you're so stiff~ Anyway, anyway, do you know my name by any chance?"

As I forced my trembling body to move and walk out, she snickered and pressed herself close to my side.

Strictly speaking, this shouldn't be a nerve-wracking situation at all.

Although I've had almost no contact with beautiful women, I've had quite intimate skinship with adult Melissa several times, so there's absolutely no reason to be nervous.

Besides, she hasn't even made physical contact with me. She's just moved closer, that's all.

But I'm nervous...!!!

It's not because this female student is beautiful.
No matter how socially awkward I am, I don't get nervous just because a pretty woman comes close to me.

It's all because of her appearance.

The top two buttons of her school uniform shirt are undone, revealing a hint of cleavage, she has a sparkling earring in one ear, and her hair and eyes are a vibrant pink color...

This is precisely the kind of look that triggers my PTSD.

Her appearance, which screams "I'm a delinquent!" to anyone who sees her, made me swallow hard and struggle to control my trembling body as I walked.

Still, as an instructor, I shouldn't ignore a student. So I decided to answer her question.

"So... you're Miss Catherine, right?"
"That's right! Catherine Blossom! You remembered me~ Thank you, Instructor Ivan!"

She, Catherine, smiled brightly.

It was clearly the bright smile of a girl her age.
Yet I felt a chill from her smile.

Not that Catherine's smile itself was creepy, but it reminded me of a female bully who smiled similarly and was equally sociable.

Memories resurfaced of how her followers, who treated her like a queen bee, beat me like a dog on the hottest day of summer.

It was truly, truly a painful memory, but...

I can overcome it now that so much time has passed.

So I can overcome this moment too.
I took a deep breath and regained my composure.

'Get a grip. She's younger than me. Younger than me...'

However, the fear imprinted by trauma doesn't easily disappear.

I was still afraid of Catherine.

'Why is she approaching me...?'

No matter how I look at it, it doesn't make sense.
Throughout my life, I can count on one hand the number of times a beautiful woman has approached me directly.

In fact, it's fair to say there were none until recently.
None except for my daughters, Lucia and Melissa.

And I didn't even exchange greetings with Catherine yesterday, nor do we know each other.

An instructor and a magic department student with no connection whatsoever.

That's all our relationship was, so Catherine had no reason to approach me.

And yet...

'Ah, I don't know. I just don't know.'

Thinking about it won't lead to any conclusions anyway.

In any case, I headed toward the academy, and Catherine stuck close to me and followed.

"Excuse me, Miss Catherine."
"What is it, Instructor Ivan?"
"Could you please walk a bit further away from me?"
"Hmm, why though?"
"......"

I remained silent for a moment, watching Catherine nitpick like Melissa would.

If it were Melissa, I would have pointed it out with a disciplinary mindset, but unfortunately, she's not my daughter.

I need to choose my words carefully.

Ahem- I cleared my throat and spoke.

"It's not good for an instructor and student to be seen together like this. If there were any... unfortunate misunderstandings, it could be very troublesome for you, Miss Catherine."

In truth, that reason is a minor part of it.

The biggest reason is that just having her close stimulates my trauma and makes my body tremble.

But I couldn't very well tell her "Please go away because you scare me," so I gave the most standard response.

Catherine curled the corners of her lips and smiled slyly.

"I already know that? But it's fine since no one's around~"
"I-I see."

Come to think of it, of course she would know that.
I struggled to respond and swallowed dryly.

I had nothing else to say.

'Damn it.'

I should be refusing this.

Anyway, we continued walking side by side.

With Catherine looking at me and snickering, passersby might think we were ordinary lovers.

If only we weren't wearing academy student and instructor uniforms, that is.

I know it's a foolish thought, but absurd fantasies were blooming in my head.

Maybe she approached me because she fell for me at first sight.

If she confessed, could I accept?

She's just a bit scary because of her appearance, but if she dressed more modestly, there would be nothing to fear...

I went as far as fantasizing about becoming her lover before shaking my head slightly.
I almost imagined getting married and seeing imaginary grandchildren.

If I had gone that far with my delusions, I would have felt devastated when I came to my senses.

'Realistically, that's impossible...'

While I'm fairly good-looking, I don't think I'm handsome enough to make a beauty like her fall for me at first sight.

If I were truly handsome enough to make women fall for me at first sight, at least one woman would have approached me with ulterior motives.

But that has never happened even once, so I can assume Catherine also approached me for some other reason.

Then-

Why, for what reason, did this woman named Catherine Blossom approach me...

I decided to casually ask about it.

"Miss Catherine, do you perhaps have some business with me...?"

The answer I received was quite something.

"I was walking behind you, Instructor, and when I happened to see you, I decided to walk to the academy together~"

She says she happened to see me and decided to walk to the academy together.

No matter how I think about it, it's strange.
This can't possibly be the real reason.

Are all sociable people like this?
They approach an academy instructor they've only seen once?

I decided to probe a bit more.

"No, that's not what I meant... Do you have any other reason?"
"Another reason..."

Catherine seemed to ponder for a moment, then turned her head toward me and spoke.

She wore a bewitching smile.

"Instructor Ivan, I said earlier that I don't mind if people misunderstand, didn't I?"

I nodded at her question, and she lowered her head for a moment.

Then.

Catherine raised her head and looked at me again.
Her face was flushed.

"Do you understand the hidden meaning behind those words?"

She spoke in a seductive tone while making an embarrassed expression, and I was so taken aback that I couldn't say anything.

So.

She likes me?
She really fell for me at first sight?

I stopped walking.
Then I thought deeply.

About the proposition: <Was Ivan Edlen actually an alpha male?>...

In my mind, I recalled the memory of when I misunderstood Hannah's confession and got ahead of myself.

And my childhood in the modern era.

When I confessed to the girl I secretly loved, only to hear that she was dating the boy I had an inferiority complex about...

I also recalled the despair, regret, grief, and heartbreak I felt then.

Ah...

Yes.

Without a doubt.

This woman is lying right now.
If I fall for her words, I'll end up deeply hurt again.

"Miss Catherine..."
"Yes, Instructor Ivan..."
"Stop joking around."
"Ouch."

I flicked her forehead with very minimal force.

Catherine clutched her head and giggled.

Honestly, I was a bit angry at Catherine for deceiving me, but I decided to let it go at this point.
If I crossed the line any further, my life would be in danger.

Anyway, there's no need to take it too seriously.
It's better to think of it as just a prank from a popular girl.
In reality, she probably just wanted to play a joke.

The academy was getting closer.
Other students would soon be visible.

Just as I was about to ask Catherine to keep some distance, she moved away from me first.

"I'll go ahead now, Instructor Ivan. Bye~!"

Catherine smiled brightly, waved at me, and left.

"......"

I stared blankly at her retreating figure.

'Did I see wrong?'

For a moment, her expression seemed to have twisted.


*


The Lemaire Academy is a place that nurtures the pillars of the Empire.

That means there's no time to rest.

While students aren't treated like slaves, it's a clear fact that to cultivate elite talent, the intensity of classes must always be high.

So, practical magic classes began today, and students learned magic according to the professor's teachings.

And then.

"From now on, to improve your proficiency in the magic you've learned, call me if you have any questions, or call the instructors if you want to see proper magic. The instructors will be walking around you from now on."

Finally, the moment has come.

I walked around, inwardly begging for no one to call on me.

In the midst of this, someone called my name.

"Instructor Ivan, I don't quite understand, could you show me some magic~?"

It was a familiar voice.

When I turned my head toward the voice, there was a girl who reminded me of vibrant cherry blossoms.

It was Catherine Blossom.

"Yes."

I answered and approached her.
Then I turned my gaze to look at Melissa.

Melissa, meeting my eyes, smiled brightly and gave me a thumbs up.

'...Alright.'

It's time for the magic genius (not really) instructor—Ivan Edlen—to take the stage.

Ch.26 - Her Secret
"Watch carefully."

I swallowed nervously as I pretended to use magic.
No matter how much Melissa was helping me, I couldn't help feeling tense.

Of course, that tension instantly turned to relief.

Soon my hand moved on its own, drawing a magic circle. It was Melissa controlling it.

I let out a mental sigh of relief.

'What would I have done without Melissa....'

What if I really didn't have Melissa's help?
How would I have responded when someone called on me?

I could have made excuses about urgent matters once or twice, but eventually, I would have had to demonstrate my magical abilities.

That would have been disastrous. Just imagining it sends chills down my spine.

I pointed to the magic circle Melissa had created and said:

"It's something like this."

Then I looked at Catherine.

However, Catherine's reaction was a bit strange.

Her eyes were wide open.
Like someone who had seen something they shouldn't have.
I couldn't help but wonder about her reaction.

"Miss Catherine, is there a problem?"

When I asked, Catherine shook her head.
Her expression seemed somewhat stiff for some reason.

"No, no. It's just that... Instructor Ivan, I don't quite understand. Could you explain it to me?"
"Ex-explain...?"

I froze, trailing off.

Explain?

Wasn't that what the professor told her to ask me?
But refusing would be... somehow concerning.

I felt like there shouldn't be any gaps in my deception.

Avoiding it wouldn't cause problems, but it would be better not to avoid it if possible.

I turned my head to look at Melissa.
She took a deep breath and gave me a thumbs up again.
As if to say it was perfectly doable.

Soon my body began moving on its own.

This time, rather than moving comfortably, I truly felt like I was being controlled by Melissa.

Still, I felt like I could resist if I tried.

Soon my mouth opened automatically.

Melissa was trying to explain magic using my mouth.

"This magic we learned today is, a body, enhancement, momentary, magic, advanced, magic, but the duration is, short and..."

However, my speech pattern was extremely awkward.

It kept breaking off at intervals, making me sound like a robot with a mechanical tone.

Even for Melissa, the Tower Master of the Green Tower, manipulating a human's vocal cords and mouth seemed difficult.

Still, it seemed natural enough that it probably wouldn't arouse suspicion.

At some point, I realized I wasn't having much difficulty dealing with Catherine.

Though her appearance was a bit rebellious, she was someone who knew how to smile brightly.
Unlike those delinquent girls who used to look down at me with vicious expressions.

Perhaps because of that, I found myself able to be comfortable around her at some point.

Thanks to her, my trauma seemed to have been somewhat overcome.

Anyway, after all the explanations were finished, control of my body returned to me.

I let out a slight sigh of relief and opened my mouth of my own will.

"Do you understand now, Miss Catherine?"
"...Oh. Yes. I think I get it. Thank you, Instructor Ivan!"
"Then I'll be going."

With that, I left Catherine and could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

However, there was something that bothered me—I thought I heard Catherine click her tongue with a "tsk" for a moment.

It seemed to be filled with irritation...

'...I must have misheard.'

I recalled her brightly smiling face.

Then I shook my head and continued walking.

After that, no other students approached me, and the first magic class ended easily.

Now I needed to prepare for the second class.
This lecture apparently couldn't be held in a regular classroom.

So I and the other instructors followed the professor toward the training grounds.

I turned my head slightly to look behind.
Far back, Melissa was following us.

'Melissa will basically attend Professor Lee's classes.'

That's how she can make me look like a magic genius.

It's fortunate that the professor supervising me is a magician from the Green Tower.
Thanks to that professor, Melissa seems to be able to stay with me all the time.

It's not easy to only take classes from one professor.
I could have ended up in situations without Melissa.
If that happened... it would have been very troublesome.

Anyway, I'm relieved.

If I continue classes like this, the fact that I'm a pathetically weak 2nd Circle magician will never be discovered.

As I walked with a lighter heart, I felt an intense gaze from somewhere.

It wasn't Melissa's gaze.

I turned my head again to look back.
Further behind Melissa, I could see a female student with cherry blossom-colored hair following us.

'Catherine?'

Would she be attending Professor Lee's lecture for the second class too?
I continued walking, silently praying that she wouldn't call on me again.


*


Catherine Blossom, the fresh Academy newcomer who transferred to Lemear Academy.

She instantly became the popular girl in the Magic Department.

Beautiful hair and eyes reminiscent of cherry blossoms.
A rebellious appearance but a face as pure as a beauty.

That's why she had already captured many people's attention.

While Catherine caught many eyes thanks to her outstanding appearance, she maintained that attention due to her charming personality.

"Hello~ Wouldn't you like to be friends with me?"

Sometimes cute,

"Hehe~ This is a bit embarrassing."

Sometimes adorable.

"Do you understand... the hidden meaning behind those words?"

Sometimes seductive—that was Catherine Blossom.

Like any other girl, she had a secret...

A rather unusual secret...

Logically, a female student who had just transferred wouldn't have any reason to frequent the Academy Headmaster's office.

However, Catherine Blossom opens the door to the Headmaster's office—a door that most students couldn't open.

No student, professor, or instructor had witnessed this, so to the public, Catherine Blossom was just "an ordinary beautiful transfer student."

Of course, she herself didn't think so.

In her own mind, she was "the Headmaster's servant."

That was her secret.

Hilda Edlen's servant, unknown to the public.

That person was Catherine Blossom, the third daughter of a fallen noble family.

Catherine always works for Hilda. After all, Hilda was the one who saved her.
She is Hilda's extra pair of feet and eyes.

She serves Hilda, monitors others, and handles various other unpleasant tasks.

All for Hilda Edlen alone.

Recently, Catherine received an important mission from Hilda:
"Make Ivan Edlen incapacitated and bring him before her."

Of course, not physically incapacitated, but to ruin Ivan Edlen's career as an instructor.

Catherine knew Ivan well.
Though she had never seen his face, he was someone she couldn't not know.

'The person Hilda loves.'

Hilda had told her countless times that she loved Ivan.

Once, she had asked why she fell in love with him.

Hilda laughed softly and answered:

"Catherine, do you remember when we first met? It's similar to that. He saved me, and I fell in love at first sight... even though I was just a child not even in my teens."

Catherine could understand that.

Having been saved by Hilda, when Hilda asked her to become her servant,
she swore to follow Hilda for life as her loyal servant.

Therefore, Catherine approached this mission as actively as usual,
but what she thought would be an easy task turned out to be more difficult than expected.

It was a mission with a higher difficulty level than Catherine had anticipated.

During the Academy's lunch break.

"This isn't right, this isn't right, it's not right!"

In a secluded bench in the park, Catherine Blossom was shaking her legs and biting her nails.

These were all habits that appeared when she was anxious.

Catherine felt the urge to tear at her hair but barely restrained herself.

She had worked hard on her appearance.

Although she had dressed up to impress her mission target, she didn't want to ruin her pretty appearance.

Of course, even without doing that, Catherine's current state was quite a sight.

The face that always wore a slight smile was now completely distorted, and her wide eyes were so bloodshot that the veins were clearly visible.

If anyone who had been attracted to Catherine were to see her now, they would suffer cosmic horror as if they had seen something supernatural...

But Catherine, consumed by anger, had no way of knowing this.

While there were several reasons for her anger, they all boiled down to one thing.

'The mission isn't going well.'

She thought it would be an easy mission.
She had planned to complete it quickly and receive praise from Hilda...
Unfortunately, things went wrong from the very beginning.

"Ivan Edlen... Ivan Edlen..."

Catherine ground her teeth as she spat out the name of that hateful man.

Not only did he receive Hilda's love, but he also wouldn't go down easily. There couldn't be a more detestable opponent in this world.

What had she done wrong for things to get so complicated?

Catherine slowly retraced her memories.

Ch.27 - I can't take it anymore
Morning.

When I first approached Ivan Edlen, it was disappointing but not hopeless.

The strategy Catherine used then was what's commonly called the "honey trap."

Catherine knows that she's objectively beautiful.

If he were a man craving a beautiful woman's attention, he would have come running, drooling, just from her showing interest.

But Ivan didn't fall for her honey trap. He flicked her forehead, telling her not to mess around.

Whether he had no interest in women or had noticed she was acting, she wasn't sure...

It wasn't an easy strategy, so she wasn't disappointed.

After all, there was still a definite way to break him.

And Catherine deployed her second strategy using that method.

That strategy could be described as "exposing Ivan Edlen's magical abilities."

Catherine never thought this strategy would cause her distress.

"It must be my cute little sibling playing tricks. Ivan was just a 2nd Circle magician. Originally, he wouldn't even have made it onto the candidate list for academy instructors. So exposing his hidden abilities wouldn't be a bad approach."

That's what Hilda had told her before the mission.

Catherine didn't know who the "cute little sibling" referred to, but she at least understood that Ivan Edlen's achievements were built on lies.

So Catherine decided to reveal to the world that Ivan's magical abilities were fraudulent.

When class time came.

Catherine asked him, as the instructor, to demonstrate magic.

Until then, it seemed like she would succeed. She noticed he was troubled.

If he avoided it with some ridiculous excuse, there was a high probability she wouldn't succeed with her strategy right away.

But she could have been certain of eventual success.

However, Catherine's expectations were off the mark.

Ivan Edlen used magic extremely well.
There wasn't the slightest error in his magic.
He demonstrated perfect, clean magic.

Despite supposedly being just a 2nd Circle magician.

This was absurd.

There was something even more absurd.

'I clearly tried to interfere with his magic... but I was blocked!'

When Ivan demonstrated his magic well, Catherine grew anxious and decided to interfere with his magic.

She tried to corrupt the flow of magical power without him noticing, putting in great effort... but it didn't work!

Ivan Edlen's magic was far superior to Catherine's.

'He's more of a genius than me?'

Catherine secretly prides herself on being a genius.

At not even twenty years old, she had become a top 5th Circle magician knocking on the door of the 6th Circle.

She even learned it all on her own.

Catherine Blossom's name isn't on the Empire's list of 5th Circle or higher magicians.

She exists in the shadows, serving as Hilda Edlen's feet and eyes.

Sometimes she might have to handle dirty work, so her identity must remain hidden.

Anyway, Catherine couldn't understand.

Fine, let's say he's not a 2nd Circle magician.

Even so...

It was strange that her magic, which was about to reach the 6th Circle, couldn't make even the tiniest scratch on his magic.

It meant he truly possessed overwhelming magical ability...

But she couldn't believe that this silly, stupid-looking person could be a great magician. He must be pulling some trick.

Since she couldn't figure out what trick it was right now, her perfect second strategy had to be scrapped.

Given the situation, there was no choice.

She would have to resort to Plan C, which she had hoped to avoid using...

She stopped biting her nails.
Her legs had stopped trembling, and her bloodshot eyes had somehow returned to normal.

Gathering her resolve, Catherine stood up from the bench.

"Everything is for Lady Hilda."

She muttered in a serious tone.

Catherine Blossom was a woman ready to do anything for Hilda Edlen.

She loves Hilda.

Of course, that "love" doesn't carry homosexual connotations.

Well, to be precise, it does, but only about 5%.

95% of the love Catherine holds for Hilda Edlen consists of "devotion."

A devoted love to live for the master who saved her as a servant.

That is the love she holds.

Therefore.

Even if it means defiling her own body, she will carry out the mission.

'Please wait, Lady Hilda.'

Catherine moved forward, determined to bring Ivan Edlen before her.


*


A week had already passed since I became an instructor at the Academy's Magic Department.

I've completely adapted to life as an instructor.

Of course, my "adaptation" differs from other instructors.

While other instructors adapted to helping students, teaching, and demonstrating magic.

I, backed by Melissa's power, adapted to pretending to help students, pretending to teach, and pretending to demonstrate magic.

Anyway, there were no crises.

Melissa continued to help me, and I was able to live comfortably as an instructor without arousing any suspicion.

With the change in environment and meeting new people, my life has completely transformed—

"Come on, Instructor Ivan, say 'ahhh~' go on, 'ahhh~'."
"...This is troublesome, Miss Catherine."
"Oh, come on, once in a while is fine~."

The person I've become closest with isn't Hannah Bendes, but Catherine Blossom.

In a secluded corner of a restaurant near the academy.

Catherine and I are having lunch together.

Nothing special happened for us to become close.

Catherine kept approaching me, and I naturally became close to her through frequent conversations.

Her attention was burdensome, but after becoming friends, it wasn't so scary. I could be comfortable with her, just like with Hannah.

Come to think of it, when I first met Hannah, it was quite burdensome too.

She didn't show as much interest in me as Catherine does, but I'd never been close to a woman before.

Anyway, Catherine and I are close.

We always eat lunch together and occasionally chat during lecture hours.

Now that I think about it, it's been a while since I've seen Hannah.

Except for a brief chat yesterday when she contacted me about implementing a plan to transfer me to the general department soon, we haven't interacted.

Considering we used to be together every day when I was in the Public Life Department, environment certainly changes a lot about people.

Well, it's also because I've been spending a lot of time with Catherine.

As I was thinking about this, I noticed Catherine moving mushrooms from her plate to mine.

"Miss Catherine, you should eat your mushrooms."
"Eww, no way~ They're all mushy and the taste is... Besides, I saw you avoiding your carrots!"
"Ahem... Well, being picky isn't good for your health."

After chatting like that and finishing our food, we headed back to the academy.

My second academy life, starting as an instructor.
Though I've somewhat adapted, my heart still isn't at ease.

'I need to get to the general department soon...'

Continuing with lies isn't easy.

Setting aside the guilt, my heart is constantly tense not knowing when I might be caught. That's why I've been suffering from insomnia these past few days.

People need to be free from accumulated stress to live comfortably.

The current life... can hardly be called living.

"Instructor, are you sick?"
"No, I'm fine. Just didn't sleep well last night..."
"I thought you seemed a bit dazed today~."

If there's any consolation, perhaps it's having someone like Catherine by my side.

Her attire might be a bit flashy, but she's pretty and cute. She's also good at joking, making it enjoyable to be with her.

Not many men would dislike conversing with a brightly smiling beauty.

Honestly, lately I've been wondering if Catherine might genuinely like me.

Otherwise, why would she propose having lunch with me every time, talk to me during breaks, and play pranks while giggling?

If she had some ulterior motive, I have nothing to offer.
Catherine has nothing to gain by approaching me.

And love is inherently impulsive and irrational, not governed by rationality. Humans tend to prioritize their emotions over reason.

Therefore, if the reason Catherine keeps approaching me is because "she likes me," everything makes sense.

Of course, I was also close with Hannah, and there were many times when Hannah approached me first.

But Catherine is different from Hannah.

With Hannah, we became close because we were colleagues who joined at the same time, but with Catherine, we're separated by the line between instructor and student.

Catherine is crossing that line to approach me.
This... could be seen as liking me, right?

Even as I think this, I can't be certain.
I can't understand the mindset of a popular girl.

Maybe she just thinks she's found an amusing toy.

Anyway, before I knew it, we had arrived at the academy.
Our footsteps echoed through the empty corridor.

Perhaps because it's lunchtime, there aren't many people around the classrooms.

As I was staring blankly at the empty classroom, it happened.

"Hey!"
"What!"

Catherine pushed me toward the front door of the empty classroom.
I fell as I entered the classroom.

After getting up, I saw Catherine closing the classroom door. She closed it and slowly approached me.

I realized her demeanor was unusual.

"Ca-Catherine?"
"Instructor Ivan... I can't hold back anymore."

Click-click-

Catherine unbuttoned her school uniform.

Her cleavage, which had been only slightly visible before, was now mostly exposed.
If she unbuttoned a few more, her underwear would be completely visible.

I tried not to let my gaze be drawn there, but it was impossible not to look.

"Haa, haa..."

Catherine approached me, letting out heated moans.

The words she had uttered replayed in my mind.

I can't hold back anymore...
I can't hold back anymore...
I can't hold back anymore...

'What can't she hold back?'

There was no need to ask; my imagination ran wild. Trying hard to shake off these thoughts, I opened my mouth.

"I-I'm an instructor. And Miss Catherine, you're a student..."
"Instructor Ivan."

And the next moment.

"That doesn't matter right now..."

Catherine lunged toward me.

Ch.28 - "You're a student, and I'm an instructor."
THUD!

"Huh???"

For a moment, I felt like my head was going blank.

I could see the ceiling.

And I could see Catherine straddling my stomach.
Catherine, who was breathing heavily with her cleavage completely exposed.

"Haah, hnn... Instructor, Instructor...!"

Catherine, letting out excited moans with a coquettish tone.

I wondered if it was appropriate for an instructor to have such thoughts about a student, but...

It seemed like she was completely in heat.

Here's the problem.

A beautiful female student I've been friendly with just pounced on me.
What action should I, as an instructor, take in this situation?

[Push her away], [Run away], [Shout 'You're a student and I'm an instructor']...
Countless options bloomed in my mind to resolve this crisis, but in the end, I couldn't do anything.

Because I had no experience!

If I were some ultra-social alpha male who had been with all sorts of women, I might have been able to push her away, but unfortunately, I'm a blockhead.

I don't know how to handle this situation.
Honestly, fighting against Chaos instructor officers would probably be easier.

Since I possess a deity's power as a Vessel, I could somehow escape.

Anyway, my heart was pounding so hard I thought I might go crazy.
And blood was increasingly rushing downward.

Once again, the holy sword—Excalibur—was trying to manifest.
But I somehow managed to control it. If I got aroused with a student, it would truly be the end of me.

I don't know why she's in heat, but I need to stop her right now. This might really cross the line.

"Ca-Ca-Catherine... this isn't right. Really."

I said that while trying to get up.
But Catherine pushed me back down, making me stare at the ceiling again.

Then she exhaled a sweet moan and said:

"Hnn, whyyy? It's fine... We're in a secluded classroom, and no one will come at this hour..."
"Th-that's..."

Strictly speaking, she's right.
If we do it secretly and quickly, we might not get caught.

But...!!!

I can't lose my chastity like this, and if we're caught, I'm truly screwed. I don't want to ruin my life by giving in to momentary desire.

While I was thinking that, Catherine turned to the side and whispered in my ear.

"Hey, Instructor... shall we do it?"

Her hot breath tickled my ear.

'Ah...'

I can't resist this.
I'm going to be devoured.
This is bad.

As soon as I thought that, surprisingly, my head cooled down. Survival instinct had overcome lust.

"Eek!"

I quickly pushed Catherine's shoulders slightly and slipped away.

It couldn't be helped.
I had to use a bit of physical force to escape her seduction.
If I had stayed still, I would have crossed the line.

I took a deep breath and opened my mouth.

"We can't, Catherine... Setting aside the fact that we're instructor and student, you and I are not in a loving relationship."

Catherine immediately countered.

"But I love Instructor Ivan?"

For a moment, I felt like my mind went blank.

The words that she loves me.

Is there sincerity in those words?
If there is, what should I do?

I'm not sure, but it can't be helped.
At least, it absolutely cannot happen here.

As humans, we must be mindful of time and place.

And human beings always prioritize their own lives.
When a life crisis strikes, one cannot yield to mere desire.

"I don't love you, Catherine. Even if I did... we can't do this here."

That's how I answered.
Of course, there's a hidden truth here.

I don't like her romantically.
However, if she had confessed and asked me to date her, I might have accepted, and if the place wasn't like this... I might have willingly given up my chastity.

"Why... how come..."

Tears welled up in Catherine's eyes.
It hurt my heart because she seemed genuinely hurt, but the current situation is too dangerous for both Catherine and me.
Just as I was about to remind her of that fact—

Catherine, with her head bowed low, muttered quietly.

"Fine. Then... I have no choice but to try once."

Her voice was extremely cold.
I felt a slight chill.
It was as if a cold air had enveloped the classroom.

"Uh, huh?"

My body moved on its own.
I recognize this sensation from experiencing it often.
I'm being controlled right now!

Eventually, Catherine raised her head.

"Good."

She was smiling.

That smile seemed to contain ecstasy and joy, but the look in her eyes as she gazed at me was terribly cold.

I could vaguely understand the meaning of that expression.
My body was approaching her chest with both arms stretched out.

That's right.

Catherine Blossom was controlling me.

To ruin my life.

"Wait, wait, wait, wait!"

I shouted urgently, but I couldn't resist.

My hands firmly grasped her breasts, and in that state, I fell over again.

In an instant, it looked like I was pouncing on Catherine.
I tried to get away from her, but my hands wouldn't detach from her soft breasts.

And then—

"Kyaaaaaaaaaah!!!"

Catherine screamed.

I could perfectly understand the predicament I was in.
The squishy sensation in my hands felt good, but my head was filled with dizziness.

'Ah....'

This is how the peaceful daily life of Ivan Edlen, a 7th-grade administrator who dreamed of living a normal, comfortable life, came to an end.

All that awaits me is a cold, filthy prison life!

I'll become a perverted sex offender instructor who sexually harassed and attempted to assault a female student, and I'll be pointed at by many people...

Just as I was thinking that—

*Creeeeak*

The closed classroom door opened.

And two people entered.

Familiar faces.

Stupidly enough, I felt glad to see those two people.

"What's going on?"
"What's happening!?"

My supervising professor from the Green Tower of Magic and the academy first-year student Meril (Melissa).

Our eyes met.
The professor frowned, and Melissa wore a cold expression.

Catherine spoke in a sobbing tone.

"Instructor Ivan, he, he, he did to me!"
"No... that's..."

I tried to explain, but I couldn't utter any words.
Having been caught in this situation, there's no way out.

"Sigh..."

The professor sighed and raised his staff.

"Guhk!"

Soon after, I was hit by something in the abdomen and flew far away.
Probably the professor using magic.

"Meril, I'll handle this matter. I'll take Catherine to the infirmary, so please drag the injured Instructor Ivan to my office."
"Understood."

As Meril nodded, the professor supported Catherine.

"Sob, hic, sob..."
"It's okay. You're okay now, Catherine."

Catherine was crying, and the professor comforted her as they left the classroom together.

Silence returned to the classroom.

"......"

Melissa was staring at me blankly.

Although it wasn't intentional, I had become a father caught by his daughter while harassing a female student. I bowed my head again. I couldn't raise my head because of the shame.

What would Melissa say to me?
Would she condemn me, saying she didn't know I was such trash?

Well, it doesn't matter anymore.
My life is over anyway...

I resigned myself.

But fortunately, that resignation didn't last long.

"Dad, don't worry."
"Huh?"
"I know you didn't do such a thing."

I slightly raised my head.
Melissa was smiling brightly.

"It was all that woman's scheme... Now all the puzzle pieces fit together."
"Puzzle?"

When I asked that, Melissa nodded and explained.

"I didn't tell you because I was worried, but actually, on the first day when I used magic... there was an interferer."
"!!!"
"It was magic with the intention of somehow ruining my spell. Of course, it didn't work on me, but I couldn't find out who it was."
"Don't tell me that someone was..."
"Yes, it was that woman just now. The same scent I detected then is coming from your body now. So you must be being controlled by that woman right now. Am I correct?"

I nodded.

Melissa's deduction was accurate.
It seems someone with the skill level of the Green Tower Master can even smell the scent of magic.

"So I'm going to be okay?"
"Since we were the first to discover it, you'll be fine. This will just be a buried incident! Though we can't punish that woman..."
"Oh, thank goodness..."

The tension drained from me with the overwhelming sense of relief.

I really thought my life was over.
I thought my daughter would despise me too.

Fortunately, Melissa wasn't the Green Tower Master for nothing. She had discerned that I was under a magical influence.

Anyway, as relief came with the release of tension, my frozen thought process began to rotate rapidly.

'So she didn't like me after all, Catherine...!'

I don't know why, but her approach to me was to drag me down to hell.

I felt betrayed.

I really thought we had become close.
But that wasn't the case. She had been deceiving me.

Pretending to be kind, innocent, and in love with me to make me feel attracted to her.
Her pretense of being in heat was an act to naturally make me pounce on her, and when I didn't fall for it, she even used magic.

"Why would she do such a thing..."

I muttered as if talking to myself, and Melissa cleared her throat and spoke.

"I think I might know why that woman pulled such an absurd stunt."

Then she continued in a grave tone.

"Hilda might be behind that woman."
"H-Hilda?"

Why is Hilda's name suddenly coming up?

Ch.29 - This isn't right.
"Hilda... Why?"

I couldn't accept Melissa's words right away.
Why was Hilda's name suddenly coming up here?

It wasn't so much shocking as it was puzzling.

No matter how I thought about it, it seemed unlikely that Hilda would be involved in this incident. Currently, she and I had no points of contact.

Hilda.

My mermaid daughter and the principal of Lemear Academy.
But during this past week, she hadn't approached me.

Unlike Melissa and Lucia, who actively came to me, I thought she had forgotten me during those 15 years.

It was a bit sad, but it was fine.

Fifteen years is a long time. And there's nothing good about receiving attention from an academy principal.

So I thought it was fortunate, in a way, that Hilda hadn't approached me...

In fact, had she been interested in me all along?

Of course, it wasn't a positive kind of interest.

Her interest was poison.

According to Melissa's speculation, she had used a female student to try to ruin my life.

If Melissa and the female professor from the Green Tower hadn't been the first to discover the scene I was in, my life would have truly been over.

Eventually, Melissa sighed and said:

"Dad, you know it too. That Hilda hates you."
"Hilda hates me...? No, that can't be right."

Is Hilda still harboring hatred toward me...?
Certainly, my first meeting with Hilda was rather peculiar.

She harbored hatred even as I rescued her, and I took care of her diligently.

She continued to be rebellious, but at some point, she opened her heart, smiling brightly and getting along well with the other children.

That's why Hilda was also my family.

Even if Hilda did hate me, she wouldn't have hated me enough to want to ruin my life.

She may have been cold and curt to me, calling me "Ivan" unlike the other children...

But Hilda clearly followed me like a father.

Yes, there was human warmth between Hilda and me.
A warm affection that could never be felt in a false relationship.

"And if Hilda did hate me... wouldn't she have tried to physically harm me?"

When I asked this, denying Melissa's speculation, she shook her head and replied:

"I don't think Hilda hated you enough to harm you when she was young. The reason for her hatred seems to have developed recently."
"Recently..."

I was sealed away for 15 years.
There should be no reason for me to incur Hilda's resentment...
Why?

"And the reason she's not trying to physically harm you is probably..."
"Probably?"
"Ah, never mind! Forget what I was about to say! Anyway, let's get out of here~."

Melissa brushed it off and left the classroom. I followed her.

Anyway, if Hilda really is behind Catherine, it seems certain that the current Hilda hates me.

"Hilda..."

If she truly hates me enough to want to ruin my life, I want to reconcile with her.

I may be a bit foolish, but I'm not oblivious. Young Hilda clearly harbored hatred toward me, but that hatred seemed to gradually melt away.

She often got irritated and grumbled, but sometimes she acted like she was truly my daughter.

It was just her personality. She didn't hate me enough to want to kill me.

Yet, now they say that Hilda hates me.
I didn't want to believe it, but it seems to be true.

So if there's any resentment, I want to resolve it.
It's painful to think that the girl I raised truly hates me.

Lost in melancholy, I found myself arriving at a quiet alley. Melissa took a deep breath and said softly:

"From now on, I'll stay by your side."
"Huh, why?"
"Since things have gone wrong, there's a good chance Hilda might take direct action. Though the empire is behind the academy principal, the authority a principal holds is quite significant."

Melissa volunteered to be my bodyguard.
Perhaps she imagined me being kidnapped or something.

It seemed like an overreaction, but there's no harm in being cautious, so I nodded.

After that, class time approached, and daily life resumed as usual. However, Catherine didn't show up.

I wondered if she was plotting something...

But realistically, there's no way she would appear before me.
To Catherine, I'm the pervert instructor who assaulted her.

Soon she'll try to spread rumors about me being a perverted instructor, so there's no way she could appear before me.

Of course, such false rumors won't spread through the academy.

Because the people who first discovered me are on my side.


*


When Ivan Edlun grabbed her two mounds, Catherine inwardly smiled brightly.

'Yes! I did it! Hooray!'

Although it was disgusting to have a man's hands on her chest, even if she had controlled him to do so...

On the other hand, she was overjoyed.

Finally, the time had come to destroy Ivan Edlun.

This wasn't actually the plan she had intended to execute, but things had turned out even better.

Originally, she had planned to ruin Ivan Edlun even if it meant defiling her own body.

She had intended to pretend to be in heat, have relations with him, and then spread rumors that he had subdued and violated her—a terribly forced and dirty method to send his life into the abyss...

But it fell through when he ultimately shook off the temptation.
With that plan failing, Catherine desperately tried to control him with magic.

Honestly, she didn't think it would work.
Whatever tricks he had up his sleeve, Ivan's magical abilities were quite exceptional.

But that negative expectation was off the mark,
and Ivan moved according to Catherine's will.

As a result.

Catherine was able to ruin him without sacrificing her purity.

She was so happy about this fact that she didn't care about the unpleasant sensation of his hands on her chest.

After she screamed, the people who came to where they were included a bespectacled female student who was attending the same class and the female professor in charge of Ivan Edlun.

The professor used magic to subdue Ivan, and immediately took Catherine, who was pretending to cry sadly, to the infirmary to check her condition, and then to her office.

And she asked Catherine.

Was she really hurt, what did Ivan Edlun do, what was she doing with him before the incident happened, and so on...

Catherine answered those questions while sobbing.

Catherine's acting was flawless. This was because it contained a bit of truth.

Even if the opponent was just a mediocre 2-circle magician, controlling a human is never an easy task.

During that short time controlling Ivan Edlun, Catherine's body had become quite exhausted.

And when the body is tired, the mind naturally appears tired as well.

Acting as if both body and mind were exhausted was very easy for Catherine, who was good at acting.

The professor didn't seem to notice at all that she was acting. Catherine inwardly mocked such a professor.

"I understand. I'll inform the other professors about this news, and we'll discuss how to deal with him. You can go home and rest now. Can you go by yourself?"

"...Yes, then go home safely. I'll try to get permission from other professors so you can attend their lectures. Come find me when you've gathered yourself enough."

These were the words the professor said when Catherine was about to leave after finishing their conversation.

Thanks to the foolishly kind professor, the situation was completely settled.

Now all Catherine had to do was wait for the rumors to spread.

'A male instructor tried to rape a female student.'

With so many ears to hear this bombshell incident, rumors are bound to spread.

Some gossipy professors might secretly tell students.

Even if their lips are sealed and rumors don't spread, it doesn't matter. She planned to secretly spread this rumor herself.

At first, it might be treated as a false rumor, but if he gets punished, it will no longer be false.

'I did it, Lady Hilda!'

She hadn't reported to Hilda yet.
She planned to blackmail Ivan and bring him before Hilda before he hit rock bottom.

What she wanted was 'Ivan Edlun' himself.
Once he completely falls, it would be too late.

Once he goes to prison, even the academy principal wouldn't be able to interfere with him.
She needs to claim him before that.

Catherine was curious about how she would get her hands on him.
He's now becoming a criminal. What would she do with someone who's about to become a criminal?

However—

"I like dolls. I've always thought I'd like to get my hands on a doll as lifelike as a human someday. ...A doll that's dead but seems alive."

Recalling what she had said while making dolls together, Catherine had some idea.

Catherine was overcome with an eerie feeling and had impure thoughts.

Perhaps her love was more twisted than she had thought?

Despite hating him and framing him with false crimes just because he was loved by her... ironically, Catherine felt sympathy for him.

Of course, that didn't mean she intended to go against her wishes. She was her beloved mistress, after all. The master's orders are absolute.

Anyway, from the next day, Catherine spread rumors to her new female friends.
Rumors that Ivan Edlun had tried to rape her.

Ivan Edlun didn't appear at the academy for a while.

That was to be expected. He would soon be branded a criminal, so there's no way he could stay at the academy with dignity.
Perhaps he was fleeing in disgrace.

That's what she thought, but,

Three days later.

Ivan Edlun appeared at the academy as if nothing had happened,

"Catherine, that person came to work today!"
"That person seemed fine. Otherwise, he wouldn't be able to work as an academy instructor with such confidence..."
"Don't tell me... you spread false rumors?"

Catherine's friends began to doubt her.

"...Huh?"

Only then did Catherine realize that something had gone wrong.

'This isn't right.'

Ch.30 - Answer my question
Lunchtime.

I was in the middle of a stroll, enjoying the academy's atmosphere after a long time.

Someone placed their hand on my shoulder. The powerful grip I felt was probably just my imagination.

Startled, I turned my head to find Catherine looking furious.

...I understand why she's angry, but is she trying to take it out on me?

Glancing elsewhere, I spotted Melissa aiming her wand at Catherine from a corner.

Melissa, who had recently become my bodyguard, was always protecting me.
However, since she couldn't enter the instructor quarters, she was staying in nearby accommodations.

I shook my head firmly. It meant not to attack Catherine. Melissa lowered her wand in response.

Of course, if Catherine showed any sign of attacking me, Melissa would react immediately. Though it's unlikely she would attack an instructor in the middle of the academy.

"Instructor Ivan, could we talk for a moment?"

I smirked and nodded, and we headed to our usual restaurant outside the academy. Naturally, Melissa followed behind us.

It had been three days, I think.

I hadn't come to the academy since learning that Catherine was a terrifying woman trying to ruin my life, so I had no reason to be here.

The reason I hadn't shown up for three days was to mess with Catherine.

She must have been overjoyed, thinking my absence meant I was about to be disciplined.

But of course, I hadn't received any punishment whatsoever.
Far from being disciplined, only those directly involved even knew something had happened.

The two people who discovered me supposedly trying to assault Catherine were on my side and knew I was innocent.

"Why on earth are you still able to show your face at the academy?"

Catherine revealed her true colors. She was even speaking informally now.
That seductive voice and expression were nowhere to be found, replaced by pure viciousness.

I might have been afraid of her before, but not anymore.
I had long since adapted to this woman called Catherine Blossom.

Above all, I found it amusing how furious she was.

And I couldn't forgive her for trying to frame me with false charges to ruin me.

The audacity to act so brazenly after committing wrongdoing herself. It was rather absurd.

"I wonder? What do you think, Catherine? Why am I still able to work as an academy instructor?"

So I also dropped the formalities. I spoke informally and mockingly, as if talking to Hannah.

How could I treat a student who tried to send me on a one-way train to ruin as a proper student?

Catherine sighed deeply and clutched her forehead. She seemed genuinely angry.

Well, she must be furious after realizing that nothing had progressed when she thought everything was going according to plan.

"Was that professor on your side? No, there was definitely a student there... Ah, they were on your side too!"

Catherine was quite intelligent.
She quickly figured out the reason.

According to Melissa, she's only a 5th Circle mage, but she's considered a genius because she can control one person.

I wondered how Melissa knew she was 5th Circle.

Perhaps an archmage of Melissa's caliber can gauge another mage's level.

Anyway, I nodded, confirming her suspicion.
There was no reason to hide it. It would be discovered soon enough.

In any case, it was fortunate that Catherine approached me. I had questions for her too.

"Catherine, I'll be direct. Was it Hilda who ordered you to do that?"

Catherine's pupils trembled at my words.
She swallowed hard before speaking.

"N-no? W-who is that person?"
"Hmm... isn't it strange not to know the academy's headmaster...?"
"I-I'm a transfer student, so I might not know!"

She was trying hard to feign ignorance, but it was obvious.

She had put on an award-worthy performance in front of me before, but now that I'd hit the mark, she couldn't handle it.

As Melissa predicted, it seemed certain that Hilda was behind Catherine Blossom.

Hilda truly did try to ruin my life.

Now I need to find out why Hilda did such a thing.

With a serious expression, I asked Catherine.

"Would you explain what your relationship with Hilda is, and why she's doing this to me?"
"N-no. I mean! I don't know that person..."

She was still playing dumb even though everything was exposed. She was incredibly stubborn.

But if she decided to keep her mouth shut, there wasn't much I could do.

I'm a soft-hearted person.
I can't resort to kidnapping, threats, or torture.

Besides, Catherine is stronger than me, so such methods wouldn't work anyway.
It might be possible if I used the goddess's power, but divine punishment would surely fall upon me.

In truth, I don't think Catherine has done anything bad enough to deserve such treatment.

I'm not forgiving what she did to me, of course.
But if Hilda was behind it, and she was simply following Hilda's orders... I could at least consider that a mitigating factor.

So if she refused to talk, there was nothing I could do.
I'd just have to leave her here and storm into the headmaster's office to confront Hilda...

"Dad is asking you a question. Shut up and answer."

...or so I thought, but Melissa, who had been hiding at a table behind us, suddenly jumped out and pointed her wand at Catherine's neck.

It happened so quickly, as if she had teleported, that my mind went blank.

"Huh? What?"

It seemed Catherine was equally confused.

"D-Dad? No... y-you are..."

She was momentarily dazed, unable to grasp the situation, then looked at Melissa and was horrified.

"You... do you think you'll get away with this?"

But her attitude suddenly changed when she recognized Melissa as the Green Tower Master—not Melissa, but the academy's first-year magic student—Meril.

Despite Melissa's cold expression, Catherine wasn't afraid at all. She must be confident in her magical abilities, being called a magical genius.

To speak like that to the Green Tower Master's face!
Knowing Meril's true identity, I could barely contain my laughter.

"You might think I'm flustered and underestimate me, but my magical skills are superior to yours. I don't know what relationship you have with Ivan Edlen, but you'd better not do anything foolish."

Melissa snorted in response.

"Oh, really? The fact that you didn't find it strange when I called Instructor Ivan 'Dad' suggests that Hilda is keeping a lot of secrets from you."
"...What?!"

Catherine suddenly flared up.
This confirmed that she definitely knew Hilda.

Judging by her reaction to Melissa's words, she must have thought she was close to Hilda.

"Don't raise your voice. I could blow your head off right now if I wanted to."

Melissa continued threatening Catherine, regardless of her anger.
For a moment, I wondered if I should intervene—her words were so cruel—but on second thought, it seemed fine.

Melissa wouldn't kill someone in a place like this.
Killing someone without good reason in the middle of the Empire would be tantamount to suicide.

If things got dangerous, I could step in. If Catherine was intimidated into confessing everything, that would only benefit us.

"..."

As Melissa took a strong stance, Catherine seemed to sense that Melissa had something backing her up. She swallowed hard and remained silent before finally speaking.

"S-so... you're not just a student either? Or is this just bluffing?"
"Curious about who I am? If you want to know, answer the questions first."
"...Fine. Let's get out of here first."

Catherine sighed and looked around.

We were attracting attention.
Although we were in an outlying area a bit away from the academy, it wasn't good to draw unnecessary attention.

The three of us quickly left the restaurant and headed for an alley.

Once in the alley, Melissa raised her wand again, pointing it at Catherine's neck.

Catherine's expression hardened as she furrowed her brow.

"Damn it, how did it come to this..."

She clearly didn't like the situation.

But what could she do?
The person threatening her now was the Green Tower Master. If she wanted to live, she'd better listen.

...I wondered if it was appropriate for a Tower Master to act this way toward a mere student, but Catherine wasn't just any student, so it should be fine.

The Empire keeps records of mages from the 5th Circle and above. And Tower Masters have access to those records.

Melissa had apparently memorized all the mages on that list, and there was no mage named Catherine Blossom on it.

Therefore, Catherine could be described as an unknown entity, or in vulgar terms, "Hilda's dog."

Of course, this was just Melissa's speculation, but now that we knew Hilda was behind Catherine, I agreed with that assessment.

After showing considerable irritation, Catherine finally spoke as if resigned.

"...I'll tell you everything."

Then she opened her mouth again.

Ch.31 - Perfect Dogeza
"I am Lady Hilda's servant. Of course, I'm a servant unknown to the public. I act in secret under Lady Hilda's orders."

As expected, Catherine Blossom was Hilda's dog.
She truly had been trying to ruin my life on Hilda's orders.

Her loyalty to Hilda seemed quite remarkable.

The fact that she clung to me with coquettish charm despite disliking me, and even tried to take my virginity in the end, shows she's no ordinary person.

It would have been impossible with a normal mindset unless she harbored deep loyalty to Hilda.
Melissa lowered her wand, crossed her arms, and asked.

"Tell me about your identity. I've never even heard of a Blossom family."

Melissa seems determined to learn everything about Catherine.
Anyway, I've never heard of the Blossom family either.

If neither I nor Melissa knows about them... are they some dying third-rate noble house?

While I was thinking this, Catherine snorted and said.

"You must not be that old. I thought you were an old monster pretending to be young with magic, given how confident you are against me."

She was still picking a fight with Melissa.
Her tone seemed to be asking, "You're an old magician maintaining a youthful appearance with magic, aren't you?"

"Unfortunately, such talk doesn't work on me. I don't know exactly how old you are, but the age gap can't be that big. Know that even as a first-year academy student, I could have killed someone like you in one second."

Of course, Melissa just snorted in response.

Melissa is quite young.
She's far more of a genius than Catherine, who is called a genius herself.
She's about twenty-two now.

Reaching the pinnacle of magic at 22—it really hits me that the daughters I raised have become such extraordinary figures.

Who would have thought that after being sealed away and awakening 15 years later, the Green Tower Master would call a mere low-level administrator like me "Dad" and follow me around?

"........"

Catherine closed her mouth at Melissa's words.
Her mocking expression instantly hardened.

She might have considered charging at Melissa thinking it was just bluster, but Catherine seems to have a cautious personality like mine.

But that caution is certainly not a weakness. Melissa is absolutely not someone to be taken lightly. If Catherine had charged at her, she could have been seriously injured.

Ahem— Catherine cleared her throat and spoke again.

"The Blossom family was an ordinary noble house that disappeared into the annals of history by order of the former Emperor for the crime of participating in treason."
"Then could it be..."
"Yes, Ivan Edlen. We were just one of many third-rate families annihilated along with your house."
"Ah..."

The Edlen family wasn't the only one that tried to rebel.

Though the Edlen family enjoyed supreme power, they were woefully inadequate to face the imperial family alone, so they decided to ally with several noble houses to stand against the imperial family.

But the sword drawn by the former Emperor was far too powerful,

And thus the purge was carried out.

In his generosity, he spared some minor nobles.

Of course, he merely spared their lives. They had to lose their power and fall from grace. They were essentially commoners with only their family names intact.

The Edlen family, at the center of the rebellion, all died except for me, a mere child from a branch family, but Blossom must not have been a third-rate noble family.

Anyway, this confirmed Catherine's identity.
I don't really care about her identity. What I'm curious about is the current Hilda.

"Good. Now let's get back to the main point."

Melissa said this while giving me a look.
I nodded and opened my mouth.

"Catherine, explain why Hilda did this to me."

Catherine hesitated for a moment, then sighed and said.

"Lady Hilda wants to get her hands on you."
"Me? Why? I heard she hates me..."

I honestly didn't understand what she meant.
What does it mean that she wants to get her hands on me?

For some reason it gave me a positive feeling, so I thought about it for a moment.
...On second thought, it probably wasn't a positive meaning. My face instantly turned pale.

"D-don't tell me she wants to capture and torture me..."

My legs trembled like aspen leaves.
She's sitting in the position of Academy Headmaster. She could easily kill someone like me.

What wrong did I ever do to Hilda?
If Hilda were in front of me right now, I'd feel like prostrating myself and begging for forgiveness.

Catherine, looking at me terrified, waved her hands frantically.

"N-no, that's not it!"
"Really?"
"Um... probably?"
"Why aren't you certain!"

When I shouted like that, Catherine opened her mouth with an awkward smile.

"No, it'll really be fine! Because Lady Hilda hates you but also li—"
"That's enough. There's no need to say more than that."

Suddenly Melissa cut off Catherine's words.

'Huh?'

Wasn't she about to explain why Hilda wants to get her hands on me?

Why did Melissa interrupt Catherine? I was very confused, but decided to keep my mouth shut for now.

"I already had a rough idea about that. Is that all? Nothing more?"
"Huh? Wait, Melissa, I don't understand..."

I couldn't help but question Melissa's subsequent words.
How could Melissa have guessed the reason?

Sad as it is for a father, Melissa said she had cut ties with Hilda. That would mean they had almost no contact...

There seems to be a secret between the two that I don't know about.
I wanted to know that secret, but Melissa's response was cold.

"Dad doesn't need to know for now."
"Oh, really? ...I see."

I don't know what the reason could be, but it seems to be something they can't reveal to me.
I was curious, but I didn't want to press the issue, so I closed my mouth again.

"Anyway, I don't know much about other reasons. I may be one of Lady Hilda's closest confidants, but I'm not with her every day. Recently, I've been failing missions continuously, so I haven't been able to face her..."
"Hmm, you don't seem to be lying. Then do you know why she hates my dad?"

When Melissa asked that, Catherine shook her head again.

"No, I've asked before, but she wouldn't tell me. Oh, but about why she li—"
"There's no need to mention that. I can guess that too."
"???"

What is it this time?
I was curious, but I figured I'd get the same answer as before, so I decided to stay quiet.

"I think we've found out everything we need to know. In the end, you don't know much."
"Ugh... but I'm still the closest person to Lady Hilda."
"I wonder? I also have deep ties with that crazy woman."
"Crazy womaaaan?"

Catherine glared at Melissa, stretching out the last word.

I was shocked too.

Melissa had told me she wasn't on good terms with Hilda, but I didn't expect her to insult Hilda.

Come to think of it, Melissa is now referring to Hilda simply as "Hilda."

'She used to call her "big sister" and follow her well...'

While Lucia was the one who took good care of Melissa, the youngest, Melissa also regarded Hilda as a sister.

Hilda would take care of Melissa when Lucia was busy.
Hilda also had a more straightforward personality compared to the other children.

In fact, Hilda played with Melissa more than Lucia did.

If Lucia gave a motherly feeling, Hilda was more like a big sister. Maybe that's why she got along better with Hilda.

It saddened me that their relationship seemed to have soured. I wish they would reconcile...

"W-who are you to call Lady Hilda that?"

Catherine seemed displeased that Melissa called Hilda a "crazy woman." She had been obediently answering questions but now rebelled.

She really does seem loyal to Hilda. The fact that she can't hold back and gets upset at such words shows she's a true loyalist.

Melissa stroked her chin after hearing Catherine's outburst and opened her mouth.

"Hmm... since you've answered my questions, I should now reveal my identity."
"Yes! So who are you? ...Actually, come to think of it, your tone suggests that I should know you?"

That's probably intentional.
The Tower Masters of the Four Towers are famous people. Even I, with little interest in magic, know the faces of the Tower Masters.

I don't know much about the current Tower Masters after 15 years, but except for Melissa, they probably haven't changed.

"Unless you've been living hidden in some mountain, no resident of the imperial capital could fail to know me."

Melissa smirked at Catherine's question.

Snap!

Then Melissa snapped her fingers.
A crisp finger-snap sound echoed.

Soon Melissa's body was enveloped in light.

Not long after, the light receded, and there stood not Meril—the first-year student of the Academy's Magic Department—but Melissa, the Green Tower Master.

Melissa spoke with a confident tone.

"Well, do you recognize me now~?"
"Uh, uh, uh...?"

Catherine's face was filled with shock.
After being at a loss for a moment, she immediately knelt down, prostrated herself, and bowed.

"I'm so sorry for not recognizing youuu!!!"

It was a perfect dogeza.

Ch.32 - The Last Daughter of Another Race
Catherine felt her mind go blank.

In that brief moment, so many thoughts came and went that, paradoxically, she couldn't think at all.

She simply followed her "human survival instinct" by dropping to her knees and bowing her head.

'Is this a dream?'

The situation was so unbelievable that such escapist thoughts crossed her mind.

The transfer student who called Ivan Edlen "Dad."
Catherine realized that she had been helping Ivan Edlen.

Just as Catherine had disguised her identity and transferred to ruin Ivan Edlen, this girl had also disguised her identity to come help him.

If all the magic Ivan Edlen had demonstrated so far was actually this girl's magic... it meant that Catherine's magical abilities were inferior to hers.

But when she had threatened Catherine, it hadn't been particularly frightening.

The precision of magic and its firepower were completely different fields.

Being able to handle magic with precision didn't necessarily mean having powerful firepower.

And Catherine was confident in her firepower. Even though she was only at the 5th circle, she could defeat 6th circle mages.

The girl before her would be at most a 6th circle mage. Catherine would certainly know if she were a 7th circle mage, as most of them were famous.

...Still, Catherine was cautious by nature. When the girl threatened her strongly, she quietly talked about Hilda.

It didn't matter if she told her anyway.

'If she becomes a threat to Lady Hilda, I'll just have to stop her somehow.'

She could prevent it if she used her full power.

That's what she thought, but...

When she discovered Meryl's true identity, her mind went completely blank.

"I-I truly had no idea you were the Green Tower Master. I'm so terribly sorry..."

The proud genius mage with a temper—Catherine Blossom, submitting before a powerful mage!

"Kyahaha~! Yes, this is what I wanted to see! Ah, now I feel much better~!"

Melissa looked down at Catherine, cackling with laughter.
Ivan looked back and forth between the two, shaking his head with an expression that suggested he was exasperated.

Catherine stood up again and bowed her head toward Melissa.

"......"

Despite Melissa's unpleasant laughter, Catherine couldn't snap at her like before.

Of course, it wasn't just because Melissa held the position of Green Tower Master and was such a powerful mage that Catherine couldn't even scratch her even if she gave it her all.

Catherine had Hilda behind her, and the authority of the Academy Headmaster was certainly not inferior to that of a Tower Master. Even if she had to submit, she wouldn't have been so polite.

But Catherine couldn't defy Melissa.

Simply, as someone purely dedicated to the study of magic, she respected Green Tower Master Melissa.

Catherine admired Melissa. Melissa was exactly who Catherine dreamed of becoming.

Despite being only 4 years older, Melissa had attained the position of Green Tower Master.

Catherine felt that even if she reached Melissa's age, she would never reach her level of the "9th circle."

In any case, the reason Catherine admired Melissa was because their backgrounds were similar.

Catherine was from a fallen noble family, Melissa was a commoner—both had the commonality of being self-taught in magic.

But Catherine was only a 5th circle mage, while Melissa had been an 8th circle mage at Catherine's age, so the difference between them was stark.

"Oh my, this is so funny my stomach hurts~."

Catherine was being ridiculed by someone she respected and admired.

As they say, admiration is the emotion furthest from understanding—Catherine's admiration began to crumble, and she started to understand Melissa as a person.

"S-so this is what you're really like..."

Rather than feeling offended, she was simply bewildered.

Suddenly, the embarrassment and regret from her memory of hurling insults at Melissa, and the fear and worry about having offended a 9th circle mage, had all vanished.

The Melissa she knew was a mature woman.

But the moment she realized that Melissa was actually a prankster who burst into laughter at the slightest joke...
she felt her illusions about Melissa shattering.

"Melissa has always been a bit of a prankster."

Ivan muttered in response to Catherine's whispered comment.
Catherine's eyes widened. She looked at Ivan with sharp eyes.

'Come to think of it...'

Melissa's true personality wasn't what was important.

What mattered now was Ivan Edlen.

Ivan Edlen.

He was someone the Green Tower Master Melissa called "Dad"...!

'Indeed, Lady Hilda doesn't like him for nothing.'

Catherine revised her assessment of Ivan Edlen. From the moment she first saw him, she had thought he was stupid.

Honestly, she couldn't understand why Hilda liked him. Perhaps that's why she hated him even more.

She likes this fool?
Of course, it's still questionable.

But the fact that he had a special relationship with the Green Tower Master...
meant that Ivan must have hidden abilities.

A low-ranking official who had the attention of both the Green Tower Master and the Academy Headmaster.
Catherine still couldn't believe that this seemingly foolish official was actually someone special.

After laughing heartily, Melissa abruptly stopped and opened her mouth with a triumphant smile.

"Now then, guide us to where Hilda is."
"Wait, Melissa?"
"Dad, strike while the iron is hot. If we keep waiting, who knows what Hilda might do. We need to resolve this issue quickly one way or another."
"...That's true."
"Good. Then let's go see Hilda right away."

Ivan and Melissa had this conversation.
They seemed confident that Catherine would guide them to where Hilda was.

...Of course, their confidence was accurate. Now that she knew Meryl's true identity was Melissa, Catherine had no resistance left.

'This wasn't supposed to be discovered...'

No, actually, it didn't really matter if it was discovered.

Who could have known that the Green Tower Master was behind Ivan Edlen? However, not being cautious enough for the success of the mission was something to blame herself for.

"...I'll guide you. At this hour, she's probably in the Headmaster's office."

The location of the Headmaster's office at Lemear Academy was not known to students. It was hidden by powerful perception-inhibiting magic.

That magic had been built up solidly over many years, making it difficult even for a magical prodigy like Melissa to pinpoint its location.
This is why Melissa approached Catherine instead of going directly to Hilda. Once Hilda hides herself thoroughly, she rarely shows herself.

Anyway, Melissa and Ivan headed toward the Academy Headmaster's office with Catherine as their guide.


*


At the same time the three were heading to the Headmaster's office.

Hilda Edlen was doing embroidery in the dark Headmaster's office with the curtains drawn. It was an enjoyable time for her, indulging in delicate hobbies like doll-making.

That's when it happened.

Whoosh—

Without a sound, the window opened, and a strong wind entered the Headmaster's office. Used to this, Hilda wasn't startled at all and turned her head to look at the windowsill.

"Hello, Hilda."

A girl was sitting on the windowsill.

She was a beautiful girl with black hair and purple eyes, her braided pigtails suiting her well.

Wolf ears adorned her head.
A few years ago in the Empire, such mixed-race beings with animal features weren't allowed to roam freely, but that's no longer the case. In today's Empire, even beastkin can proudly walk the streets.

Hilda smiled gently and called the girl's name.

"Hayes."

Her name was Hayes Edlen.

Ivan Edlen's last beastkin daughter who disappeared without a trace 15 years ago—when Ivan was sealed by a monster.

Lucia, Melissa, and his elven and demon daughters.
From 15 years ago until now, they had searched and searched for Hayes... but they couldn't find her.

Yet Hayes only revealed herself to Hilda.
Of course, she hadn't been appearing continuously since 15 years ago.

She started appearing when Hilda, growing into adulthood, was going through a period of confusion.

Hayes was also Hilda's benefactor. Hilda was always grateful to Hayes.

After all, it was all thanks to Hayes that she could become the Academy Headmaster.

"So, is the plan going well?"

When Hayes asked this, Hilda let out a soft sigh.

"I don't know. Probably not. Catherine... that child doesn't come to me when her missions aren't going well. If it really doesn't work out, I'll have to step in myself."
"Well, do your best~ I'm always supporting Hilda's love."
"...Thank you."

Hilda smiled broadly. It was a smile she never showed except in front of Ivan and Hayes.

Although she got along well with Ivan's other daughters, Hayes was Hilda's closest friend.

...Even though the current Hayes had too many secrets, Hilda still considered her a friend.

Hilda wanted to know about the current Hayes.

Why she prevented others like Melissa and Lucia from knowing about her existence...

How she was living now, what kind of life she was leading...

There were countless other questions she wanted to ask, but Hayes wouldn't answer them.

So today, too, she only made small talk with Hayes. But it was enjoyable.

"Well, I should be going now. See you later!"
"Yes, see you later."

The pleasant time with Hayes had come to an end,
and Hayes quickly slipped out through the window.

No one would notice her leaving the Headmaster's office. The moment one enters the Headmaster's office, a perception-inhibiting magic takes effect, if only briefly.

After seeing Hayes off, just as she was taking out tea sets to have some tea—

Knock knock—

The sound of someone knocking on the Headmaster's office door was heard.

Ch.33 - The Intruder is Gone
It was just as Catherine was guiding me to the principal's office.

"...Ivan Edlen, what exactly is your relationship with the Tower Master?"

Catherine, who had been walking ahead, asked this.
She seemed to have been glancing at me suspiciously for a while, apparently curious about that.

Well, it's understandable why she'd be curious. The Green Tower Master, who holds authority comparable to a first-class imperial official, was calling me—a mere seventh-class official—"Dad."

I cleared my throat softly before speaking.

"Melissa and I have a father-daughter relationship."
"Um, really...?"
"That's right. Although she's my adopted daughter~."

Melissa said this with a little giggle.

"Did you know my dad was sealed away for 15 years?"
"Ah, yes."
"Dad took care of me before he was sealed. So you could say I'm his daughter."
"WHAT?!"

Catherine was startled and turned her head to look at us.

Her eyes were wide with shock.

It's surprising, but true. When you think about it, it's not such an outlandish story.

If there's anything truly outlandish, it's the fact that Melissa isn't the only daughter who has become an influential figure in the world.

"Wait, don't tell me that Lady Hilda also..."
"That's right. She's another one of the daughters Dad took care of, just like me."
"...So you really are close with Lady Hilda."
"Yes. She used to follow me around calling me 'big sister.'"
"I-I see."

Catherine, who had been conversing with Melissa, turned her head completely toward me.

Her face, as she stared at me, showed a mixture of fear and disgust.
...Somehow I felt uncomfortable, as if she was thinking something strange.

Anyway, as we walked, we arrived at the building where the professors' offices were located. Students aren't allowed to access this area. So we had to sneak in.

"From here, we need to use perception interference magic. It's challenging enough for me to use magic that can deceive professors, so Tower Master, please take care of Ivan Edlen."
"Okay."

So the perception interference magic was cast, and we were able to easily infiltrate the building where the principal's office was located.

Melissa and I were walking quite comfortably, but Catherine was panting as she walked, perhaps due to the backlash from using high-level magic.

Seeing Catherine like this, Melissa raised her wand and cast a spell.

Soon after, Catherine began floating in the air.
Surprised, she looked at Melissa, who gave a relaxed smile.

"You looked a bit tired."
"Th-Thank you..."

With Melissa's help, Catherine was able to move comfortably.
It looked a bit strange, but she seemed fine since she was no longer panting.

The relationship between Catherine and Melissa didn't seem that bad.
Catherine, who had been irritable toward Melissa, began treating her respectfully as soon as she learned her identity. She even gave Melissa looks of admiration.

While Melissa's threats earlier might have been genuine, she wasn't acting hostile now.
In fact, her initial threats might have been out of curiosity to see Catherine's reaction upon realizing her identity. She has such a playful personality after all.

It's strange to see them getting along so comfortably when I thought they would be extremely wary of each other as enemies...

Of course, from Catherine's perspective, Melissa seems to be someone she admires, and from Melissa's perspective, Catherine is an enemy but a weak one, so it makes sense in a way.

"It's here."

When Catherine said that, both of us stopped walking. We had come quite deep inside. It felt like we had been walking alongside walls for a while.

As the spell wore off and Catherine's feet touched the ground, she pointed to a wall in the corridor. When I looked there, a door appeared.

It was the door to the academy principal's office.

"Whoa..."

I see.

To be precise, rather than saying it appeared, it would be more accurate to say that I became able to recognize the location of the principal's office.

I hadn't noticed because of the perception interference magic, but when Catherine pointed out the location saying it was here, I seemed to be able to recognize it.

Now, if I open that door, I can finally... meet Hilda.

I need to know why she did this, why she hates me.
I swallowed hard, determined to reconcile with Hilda.

Knock knock—

Catherine knocked on the principal's office door.

-Come in.

Hilda's response came immediately. She probably spoke casually because she thought Catherine would be the only one coming. Does she not know that the two of us are here as well?

Anyway, Catherine opened the principal's office door.

And—

Melissa immediately rushed toward Hilda, pointing her wand at her.

Snap—!

A crimson magical rope appeared and bound Hilda in an instant.

"W-Wait! Wh-What's going on all of a sudden!?"
"W-Weren't we going to resolve this through conversation?"

Catherine and I were taken aback.
That's because I had expected to at least have a cup of tea and talk things through.

Catherine probably thought the same. Neither of us had imagined a sudden attack.

Well, it might not be that strange.
Given that they don't get along, it would be odd to resolve things through conversation at this point.

Still, I didn't expect them to start fighting right away.

Anyway, Hilda wasn't one to be easily subdued.
As Hilda exerted force, Melissa's magical ropes snapped apart.

Swoosh—! Swoosh—!

In an instant, Hilda grabbed her rapier placed next to the desk and began thrusting it repeatedly at Melissa.

And so the chaotic battle began.

Melissa, who had gathered magical energy throughout her body, deflected Hilda's rapier with her wooden wand hardened by enhancement magic, while creating a magic circle with her other hand, looking for an opening.

Hilda seemed to be focusing all her attention on trying to stab Melissa by extending her rapier forward, but she would kick whenever she saw an opening.

To be honest, it was very difficult to follow their battle with my eyes. Still, I felt I needed to stop their fight.

"Melissa, why are you suddenly attacking Hilda!?"

Melissa paused her attack and stepped back, then glared at Hilda while grinding her teeth.

"She was going to attack Dad first."
"Hehe, that's correct."

Hilda didn't deny it.

She really was planning to attack me.
But perhaps understanding my desire to stop the fight, Hilda quietly threw down her rapier.

"Then let's talk. Melissa, tie me up."
"What?"

Melissa narrowed her eyes.

"That's suspicious... Are you planning something?"
"No, nothing like that. It's just that you seem so anxious, so I'll talk while being tied up. Has your big sister ever lied to you?"
"...Fine."

Melissa soon agreed to Hilda's proposal and immediately created magical ropes to bind her.

"Catherine, you get tied up too. Melissa still seems to be giving us suspicious looks."
"What? Oh, yes!"

Catherine immediately moved next to Hilda and was also tightly bound by Melissa's magical ropes.

So Catherine and Hilda were willingly subdued by Melissa.

Melissa looked around the principal's office, then sighed and sat down on the guest sofa.

"Now, let's talk... sister."

Melissa glanced at me. I nodded and looked at Hilda, who was leaning against the wall while tied up, and spoke.

"...Hilda."
"It's been a while, Ivan."

Hilda's eyes were cold as she looked at me.
But her tone was very gentle, creating a sense of dissonance.

When Hilda was young, she expressed her hatred by getting angry and rebelling, but now she seemed to be quietly harboring her hatred.

Is this the difference between adults and children? Anyway, I asked Hilda.

"Hilda... do you still hate me?"
"Well, maybe... Perhaps I still haven't forgiven you, Ivan. Though I don't have the right to forgive or not forgive."

I fell silent upon hearing Hilda's words. Hilda was clearly hiding her reasons. But she didn't seem willing to tell me.

This won't do. I need to hear Hilda's story.
I want Lucia, Melissa, and Hilda to get along like they used to.

Of course, all three of them have grown up and have their own positions, but it's a father's small wish for the sisters to get along.

I hope that wish comes true.

Just as I was about to speak after such deliberation—

Crackle—!!!

"Ugh!"

Melissa collapsed, expressing extreme pain.
Startled, I turned my head to see purple lightning subduing Melissa.

Seeing this, Hilda smiled and said,

"Melissa, you've become too naive. To think that you, the mischievous one, would fall into a trap so easily. Is it because of Ivan?"
"There was... no presence... at all..."
"That's right. It was a trap that even a 9th circle mage like you could never detect. Melissa, it's only natural that you'd fall victim."
"Impossible... You can't... be this strong... What did you..."

Melissa couldn't finish her sentence and collapsed with her eyes rolled back.
The lightning that had been causing Melissa pain soon attached itself to Hilda and Catherine, destroying their magical ropes.

"..."

I could only stare blankly at this scene.
It happened too suddenly, too unexpectedly.

"Now that the interference is gone... let's enjoy our time together to the fullest, Ivan."

Hilda looked at me again with cold eyes, but there was a smile on her lips that felt eerie.

'I think I'm screwed.'

Cold sweat ran down my neck.

Ch.34 - No way
"Should we sit down and talk over a cup of tea first?"

I nodded at Hilda's suggestion and sat down on the guest sofa. Hilda took a seat across from me, while Catherine silently poured tea into cups.

Glancing to the side, I could see Melissa completely unconscious.
I never dreamed someone could so easily subdue a grand magician who had reached the 9th Circle.

'It seemed like Melissa had the upper hand...'

I don't particularly want to compare the two, but Melissa definitely appeared to be overwhelming Hilda.

So I thought Hilda had realized she would lose and voluntarily surrendered, but apparently she had some hidden trump card.

Anyway, this is really bad.

I'm face to face with someone who hates me and her subordinate, and my bodyguard has been completely neutralized!

What's going to happen to me now?

While I was thinking this, Catherine approached us carrying a tray with two teacups. She placed one cup each in front of Melissa and me.

Catherine bowed her head to Hilda.
Then she put away the tray and stood beside Hilda.

"Hmm, Catherine's tea is truly exquisite as always."
"Thank you, Lady Hilda."

Hilda sipped the warm tea with a slurp, while I didn't even think about touching my cup.

Catherine might have done something to it. It's better to be cautious for now.

After taking another sip of tea, Hilda looked at me and said,

"It's been a while, Ivan. A really long time..."

For some reason, I caught a glimpse of wistfulness in Hilda's eyes.

Anyway, I need to get out of this crisis first.
Since I don't sense any killing intent, it seems Hilda doesn't plan to harm me right away.

If that's the case, resolving this through conversation would be the cleanest solution.
Whether Hilda will properly answer my questions is another matter, but I have nowhere else to retreat.

I swallowed hard—I don't know how many times I'd done so—and opened my mouth.

"Hilda, what do you plan to do with me now...?"

A question I asked without much thought.
Hilda's expression turned cold upon hearing it.
I thought she was in a good mood after enjoying her tea, but my question seems to have touched a nerve.

With her mood soured, Hilda looked at me with icy eyes.

"Ivan, you're going to die now."

...Such a sudden, thunderous statement left me speechless. More precisely, my body froze and my closed mouth wouldn't open.

I'm going to die? Does that mean I'm about to be murdered?

While I was thinking this, Hilda seemed to notice my bewilderment and said with a chuckle,

"Not physically die. You'll just be processed as dead. Due to an unavoidable accident."
"Huh?"

This made even less sense. What reason could there be for doing such a thing? What does she hope to accomplish by declaring me dead?

Hilda continued,

"Originally, I planned to have Catherine complete her mission and handle it cleanly... but this way, we might arouse some suspicion."

For some reason, cold sweat ran down my back.
Hilda stood up from her seat and approached me.

I couldn't even think about moving. Meanwhile, Hilda came right up to my face,

*Swoosh*

She caressed my cheek.
Her gentle touch made me flinch for a moment.

Then.

*Whoosh*

Hilda embraced me.

It's an obvious fact, but the current Hilda is no longer a child. She's a mature woman who looks more grown-up than me.

Since Hilda was much taller than me, I suddenly looked like a little boy being held by her.

Hilda's round breasts pressed completely against my face. Although this wasn't the first time I'd had such physical contact with my daughter, it was still inevitably embarrassing.

It was disconcerting in another sense too.

Hilda clearly said she hated and despised me.

As if to prove those words, Hilda had been giving me cold looks the entire time. Even when she stroked my cheek and embraced me.

But would someone embrace the person they hate so gently?
No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't understand. There seemed to be some hidden truth I didn't know.

Could it be related to what Melissa was hiding from me about Hilda? What could that fact be, and why did Melissa hide it from me?

Even as I was thinking this, Hilda didn't stop her actions.
She brought her head close to my right ear and whispered with a soft breath,

"From now on, Ivan will be... with me forever."

Those words were utterly chilling.

"...Forever? Together?"

It sounded like she had no intention of letting me leave this place.

Hilda whispered into my ear once more.

"Yes, forever."

And then.

*Crackle!*

"Ugh!"

The purple lightning that had knocked Melissa unconscious now constricted my heart. An immense pressure flooded my chest.

I lost consciousness, unable to withstand the pain.


*


When I came to my senses, I was looking at an unfamiliar ceiling.
I was lying on a soft bed.

A sweet perfume scent caressed my nose.
I could recognize this fragrant aroma.

It was the scent I strongly felt when I was embraced by Hilda.

I turned my head to look around. The wallpaper was a beautiful light pink, and there were many cute items including dolls around the room.

The dolls looked handmade.
I was surprised when I saw their appearance.

I could immediately guess whose room this was.

"Ah..."

This is Hilda's room.
Among the people I know, only Hilda likes such pretty, cute, and dainty things.

It seems she still likes these things despite becoming a proper adult woman.

I looked at the dolls placed on the desk.
There were seven dolls in total, with very familiar appearances.

Me.
Hilda.
Lucia.
Melissa.
Ciel.
Rebecca.

...and Haize.

Hilda definitely made dolls that looked like our family 15 years ago.

Of course, these dolls were of much higher quality than the ones she made back then. She seems to have used better materials when making new ones.

"Haize..."

Suddenly, seeing Haize's figure reminded me of her.

I know about Ciel and Rebecca whom I haven't met yet.
When I asked Melissa, she said they were the Fairy King and the Demon King.

Actually, I wasn't surprised since I had sensed it from the moment I learned that Hilda was the academy's principal.

But...

I hadn't heard any news about Haize.

Melissa also said she didn't know about Haize.
The same went for Lucia, Ciel, Rebecca, and Hilda.

Haize disappeared on the day I was sealed 15 years ago and hasn't shown herself since then.

That weighs on my mind.
To have gone missing at such a young age.

The chances are higher that she's not doing well, though I hope she is.

Anyway, I pushed thoughts of Haize to the side. That's not what's important right now.

I was definitely knocked unconscious by Hilda and transported to what appears to be her room.

"Huh?"

And my body was tightly bound.

I couldn't do anything except turn my head.

It wasn't bound by magic, but I'm not some superhuman. There's no way I could easily break free.

'Should I use my divine power?'

This is definitely a crisis situation, so the goddess would probably forgive me.

While I was thinking this, someone opened the door and entered.

It was Catherine.

"Oh, you're awake. Lady Hilda will be here soon."
"Wait, wait! Can you explain what's going on here?"
"...Ask Lady Hilda when she comes in."
"C-can you untie me from here?"

When I desperately asked that, Catherine snorted.

"I am Lady Hilda's subordinate. I obey and absolutely follow Lady Hilda's words. I was saved by Lady Hilda."

She said curtly as she grabbed the doorknob.

"...Even if Lady Hilda seems to be doing something wrong."

After muttering in a somewhat serious tone, she opened the door and left.

I pondered Catherine's last words.

'Huh?'

So.

She thinks what Hilda is doing is wrong, but she's turning a blind eye because Hilda is the master who saved her.

I don't know exactly how Hilda helped her, but come on, seriously?

Anyway, all I could do now was wait for Hilda to arrive.

Soon after, Hilda entered my room.
I stared at her blankly.

The hatred she had harbored was nowhere to be seen.
There was warmth in Hilda's eyes as she looked at me.

Then, Hilda sat down beside the bed.
And so began my time with Hilda.

"Ivan, what do you think of these dolls? I worked hard on them yesterday..."

"Do you remember this? It's the fairy tale book you used to read to me when I was little. The one Haize begged you to buy. I have it now. It was really fun..."

Hilda chatted about various things to me as I lay on the bed. Giggling, she looked like an ordinary girl.

I responded to Hilda's words and laughed along. It's really foolish, but this time was enjoyable.
Or rather, it would have been if I weren't tied up like this.

This isn't right.

Tying me up and then happily chatting away.

Is Hilda truly happy with this situation?
She said she hated me, so why does she seem happy chatting with me?

This is strange.

I need to somehow escape this situation and find out what Hilda is thinking to do such a thing.

Therefore—

I decided to deliberately touch what I suspected was Hilda's sore spot.

"Hilda, this is all nice, but could you untie me?"

When I asked that, shadows fell across Hilda's face.
Her eyes turned cold, like when she was expressing her hatred for me.

"No."

Hilda said in a firm tone.

"Ivan can't go anywhere anymore."

With that answer, I was certain.

Hilda is afraid of me leaving her side.

Ch.35 - I Hate You
I don't understand why you fear me leaving your side when you claim to hate me.

But of this much I'm certain.

Hilda dislikes it when I disappear from her side. She fears it, feels anxious about it, dreads it.

As proof, Hilda's hands are trembling.
Hilda has always had this habit of her hands shaking whenever she feels fear, anxiety, or terror.

Though she's not my biological daughter, I raised her thinking of her as my real daughter.

From a certain perspective, it might seem a bit unpleasant... but I've memorized all my daughters' key habits.

It's quite remarkable that those habits are still valid even after 15 years.

I suppose the saying "habits formed at three last until eighty" didn't come from nowhere.

Anyway, this made me realize something clearly.

Although Hilda says she hates me, she has no intention of harming me.

If she truly wanted to harm me, she would have approached and kidnapped me long ago. After that, she could have killed me or tortured me as she pleased.

With her own power and the authority of the Academy's principal, erasing someone like me, a mere 7th-grade administrator, from this world would be easy.

But Hilda has only imprisoned me; she doesn't seem to have any intention of harming me.

Therefore, I'd say my chances of escaping this crisis have increased.

'I need to persuade Hilda.'

I'll use my mouth to ease her worries!

Swallowing hard, I opened my mouth.

"...You don't have to do this. I'm not going anywhere."

I mean it.
There's not a shred of falsehood in these words.

I'm not going anywhere.

I dislike going outside in the first place!

Travel is one of the things I detest.
Especially in a fantasy world rather than the modern era.

This world has magical trains but no magical airplanes yet.
Going to any resort would require quite an effort.

Even after my job as an Academy instructor ends, I'll continue to stay in the Imperial Capital, so Hilda can meet me whenever she wants.

Of course, as an Academy principal, she'll attract enough attention that she'll need to create an alternate identity like Lucia and Melissa.

Anyway, I decided to go a step further and completely reassure Hilda.
I may not be the most eloquent, but I'm not someone who can't properly express sincere words.

"I have no intention of leaving this Imperial Capital..."
"That's not it."

Hilda cut me off and shook her head firmly.

'What?'

Did I say something wrong?
Suddenly feeling tense, I closed my mouth as Hilda climbed onto the bed.
Then she looked down at me lying there.

Abruptly, Hilda and I found ourselves in a situation that could be misunderstood by onlookers.

If Hilda were to lower her body here, she and I would be embracing on the bed. I've experienced such skinship with Melissa before, but it would be extremely embarrassing.

Of course, this isn't the time to worry about such things.

"I'm... talking about how you were sealed away and gone for 15 years, Ivan."

Ah, so that's what she meant.
I had been making a foolish misunderstanding.

She wasn't actually telling me not to go anywhere, but was talking about how I had been sealed away for 15 years.

But if that's the case, is there any reason to keep me imprisoned like this?

Anyway, Hilda's expression looked extremely precarious, so I decided to comfort her and opened my mouth.

"T-that wasn't me leaving, and I d-didn't try to leave either..."
"Whether it counts as leaving or not doesn't matter. You could face such a crisis again someday, and if you truly do, I, I...!"

Hilda's breathing quickened.
I could immediately notice that her emotions had suddenly intensified.

It was completely different from her previously calm demeanor.

Hilda continued speaking while gasping for breath.

"I... don't think I could bear it anymore."
"..."
"I... hate you, Ivan."

I've heard that she hates me countless times.
Young Hilda used to say that while grinding her teeth.
But this was different from back then.

Back then, I only felt genuine "hatred" directed at me,

But now, Hilda looked like she might cry at any moment.

Yes.

Hilda, who has grown up before I knew it, seems to have learned how to express her emotions more easily.

Her eyes definitely did not hold the gaze of someone filled only with hatred.

Hilda bit her lip hard.
A drop of blood from her tightly bitten lip fell and wet my cheek.
She was crying now. Sobbing loudly, she poured out her resentment.

"You saved me even though I hated you! You kept taking care of me! You showed me the warmth of family! You showed me tender happiness!"

Ah.

Only then could I resolve my questions and realize the truth.

"How could you... leave my side..."
"..."
"I hate that... So, s-so,"

Having only seen Lucia and Melissa, who had become perfect adult women, I seemed to have harbored a foolish misconception.

No, I really did harbor a foolish misconception.
Since 15 years had passed, I had the misconception that my daughters wouldn't have forgotten someone like me.

That thought came from my worn-out self-esteem, but it's still a foolish misconception nonetheless.

I especially thought Hilda would be more likely to have forgotten me than the other children.

Although she had shown me affection before, I thought she still hated me.

"I hate you, Ivan."

But that wasn't it.

Rather, Hilda had been much more "dependent" on me than my other daughters.

It's not strange to depend on family. Hilda had been depending on me while thinking of me as her real family.

Hilda, who had hated and despised none other than me.

So the words "I hate you" weren't simply about hatred.

'Family affection.'

The sadness, frustration, and love-hate that comes from the lack of it.
That was the true nature of the hatred Hilda held for me.

Now I couldn't take Hilda's "I hate you" at face value.

-'I hate you for making me dependent on you, then leaving as you please...'

It seemed like that was the hidden meaning.

Hilda had strong affection for me, and therefore depended on me. But then I was sealed away. I essentially died.

Fifteen years ago, on that day.
What thoughts had Hilda harbored?

It's hard to imagine.

Hard, but...

I think she must have been sad.

Anyway, it seems Hilda's mental state wasn't good due to the intense love-hate she felt for me. Or perhaps she couldn't make rational judgments when it came to matters concerning me.

Logically speaking, imprisoning me because she doesn't want to see me die is absurd! I need to make Hilda think rationally now.

"I understand what you're saying, Hilda."
"Then...!"
"But I can't stay with you forever. You're the Academy principal, and I'm an ordinary Imperial administrator. We each have our own lives."

After I spoke to her as if soothing a child, she fell silent for a moment.
Then she fell onto me, got off the bed, and leaning against it, she opened her mouth.

"I-I don't care about being principal or whatever. I-if I could just stay with Ivan, I'd give it up... I-it's not like I wanted it, and someone like me couldn't have done it in the first place..."

The strong Hilda from earlier was gone.
Now she just seemed like a child throwing a tantrum.
After trailing off her words, she eventually closed her mouth firmly.

As I was moving my lips, unsure of what to say to Hilda, she spoke again.

"Yes, I knew you'd say that, Ivan... That's why I tried to force you out."

Has she returned to a state where she can make rational judgments?
At least she seemed to know what she had done.

"Please, Ivan. I don't want to be forceful anymore... So just stay by my side of your own will..."

...Still, she doesn't seem willing to give up on me.

'What should I do?'

To resolve this situation, I need to reassure Hilda.

That I won't go somewhere like I did 15 years ago.

But I'm too weak to ease Hilda's worries.

Hilda is extremely afraid of losing me, so she wouldn't leave a low-ranking administrator like me, who doesn't even know how to fight properly, alone.

Hilda binding me like this is clearly due to her clouded judgment, but it's also a manifestation of her inner thoughts.

Of course, that doesn't mean I'm giving up.

Somehow, I need to reassure Hilda.

Hilda has poured out her true feelings to me. So now I'm not afraid of this situation.

If I ease Hilda's worries, the situation ends.

A happy ending.

My head hurts from too many sudden events, but anyway, the situation has reached its climax. It's time to move toward the conclusion.

"Hilda, I..."

Just as I was about to say something to Hilda.

BOOM—!

A heavy roar struck my ears.
It wasn't close by.

However, from the fact that such a roar could be heard all the way here,
I could guess that an incident had occurred at the source of the roar and its surroundings.

"???"

I was puzzled, not knowing the nature of the roar.
Hilda got up, approached the window, and pulled the curtains open.

And—

I couldn't believe my eyes.

"!!!"

Beyond the window, I could see monsters and students fleeing from them.

"Ah..."

Hilda's sigh echoed.

Before resolving the family crisis, the Academy crisis had struck.

Ch.36 - The Dull Woman
Crises tend to strike suddenly.

In my previous life as a modern person, having never experienced a life-threatening situation, what I would consider a sudden crisis would be a natural disaster.

How could mere humans possibly understand the tantrums of the Earth?

Of course, I've never experienced a major natural disaster.

I only watched news like "earthquake here" or "tsunami struck there" from the safety of my internet-connected world.

But that was just my story as an ordinary citizen of 21st century South Korea.

Things are different in a fantasy world where magic and monsters exist.

Yet this world isn't exactly hell either.

It's a place where technological development is somewhat slower but magic is advanced, and while there's a powerful enemy threatening the world called the Chaos Cult, at least the imperial capital is relatively safe.

But it's not absolutely safe.

I've already experienced it.
A crisis that came without warning.

A horde of monsters from the Chaos Cult invading the imperial capital.

Those monsters that eventually crawled their way into the imperial palace—I tried my best to stop them.

Even a low-ranking official like me, who could do nothing but use a bit of magic, was deployed to the battlefield—that should tell you how serious the situation was.

It was a situation where the imperial capital could have been annihilated and the empire could have collapsed.

Low-ranking officials like Hannah and me were sealed away by the monsters on that battlefield, only to wake up 15 years later.

I've heard that monsters continued to invade the imperial capital after we were sealed, but apparently, there hasn't been a single incident in the past few years.

But now.

The sight that hadn't unfolded even once during those years is now unfolding before my eyes.

A horde of monsters has attacked the imperial capital.

An attack by monster hordes that hadn't shown themselves for several years.

I've suddenly become someone who has faced this unexpected crisis twice.

To think I would see this sight again...

That's what I thought, but then I realized something strange.

'Wait a minute.'

Since this is the first time they've invaded the Academy, I guess I'm not exactly seeing the same sight again.

Well, we're screwed.


*


As soon as she saw the monster horde invading the capital, Hilda untied me and shouted at me to either flee or stay put right where I was.

Then she grabbed the rapier in the room, hurled herself through the window with a crash, and went outside.

As the Academy's headmistress, rescuing students was her obvious duty.

Anyway, I was freed from Hilda's confinement in a completely unexpected way.

I wasn't particularly happy about it.

I had just come to understand Hilda's heart and thoughts, but a crisis had to arrive at this exact moment.

In the end, nothing had been resolved.

I need this crisis to end quickly so I can somehow resolve Hilda's issues.

Now that I could move freely, I first stepped outside the room.

I thought I had been moved somewhere else, but fortunately, this was the headmistress's office.
I'd heard that Academy headmasters often use their offices as their homes, and that seemed to be true.

Behind the office was an entire residence.
It seemed much more spacious than the residences of most high officials.

'Judging by her telling me to stay put, this place seems to be safe...'

It should actually be safe since powerful perception-blocking magic has been cast here.

But Hilda had untied me.

Despite worrying about me being in danger, the fact that she untied me means this place isn't completely safe.

I don't plan to just sit around here either.

Although I'm physically weak, I'm still an instructor at this Academy.

Students who aren't from the Combat or Magic Departments will surely be in trouble, so there must be students who need help.

Besides, I have the power of a goddess.
I'd prefer not to use it if possible, but there may come a moment when I have to.

After passing through the residence, I arrived at the office I had seen earlier.
Despite deciding to leave, there was a reason I came here instead of fleeing immediately.

"Melissa!"

I approached Melissa, who was still unconscious in exactly the same position as before.

Someone was beside her.

It was Catherine Blossom.

Catherine was already trying to wake Melissa up by shaking her body.

Catherine must understand how serious the current situation is. That's why she's trying to wake Melissa. If the world's greatest magician were awake, she could easily defeat monsters.

I approached Catherine and asked:

"Do you think you can wake her up?"
"I-I don't know! She's just unconscious, but I'm not sure if she'll regain consciousness soon..."
"Try using some magic or something for a moment."

After saying that, I reached into my pocket and took out a magical communication device.

I then used it to contact Hannah.

It would be good to at least confirm whether Hannah is alive. If that guy has come to harm, my sleep will be painful for months.

Just because she doesn't answer doesn't mean she's not safe, but if she does answer, it means she's at least alive.

-Ivan? Where are you!?

Hannah answered the call shortly after. Her voice sounded very urgent.

It seems she's worried about me, her so-called friend who should be at the Academy with her.

"I'm in a safe place, so I'm fine. What about you?"

-I'm in the underground shelter right now. I helped evacuate the General Studies students. Most of the professors and instructors are outside bringing students here.

"That's good."

The world's top educational institution isn't run by fools.
This is a place that nurtures talents who will lead the empire in the future.
They're always prepared for the worst-case scenario to ensure student safety.

Honestly, I don't think there will be much of a problem.

There are skilled guards, and there are several Combat and Magic Department professors who are much stronger than those guards.

But you never know.

The Chaos Cult, 15 years ago.
They turned the imperial palace, arguably the safest place in the empire, into a wasteland.

If the monsters attacking the Academy now are of the same caliber as those from back then, it would be extremely dangerous.

"Anyway, take care, and I'll contact you later."

-Alright! I don't know where you are, but be careful!

"Yeah."

With those words, I ended the call with Hannah.

I immediately fell into deep thought.

Something's strange.

Something's off.

Lemear Academy is close to the imperial palace. That means it's located in the center of the imperial capital.

Therefore, to invade this place, one would first have to break through the imperial capital.

In that case, news would naturally reach the imperial palace before monsters could invade.

Of course, at that time, high-ranking members of the Chaos Cult had infiltrated the palace, so we ended up fighting the monsters they summoned without proper preparation.

But that's not the important point.

The urgent news that monsters had invaded the Academy, which is in the center of the empire like the imperial palace, hadn't arrived.

Are you saying no one knew about it until now?

"Could it be..."

That would mean the monsters somehow emerged from within the Academy without anyone knowing.

But it takes time for the Chaos Cult to summon monsters. There's no way they wouldn't be detected in the Academy, and they wouldn't be left alone...

They must have pulled some trick.
Perhaps they found a way to summon monsters instantly without taking much time.

"Ivan Edlun!"

While I was lost in thought, Catherine called out in a loud voice.

"Lady Melissa has woken up!"

I hurriedly approached the two.

"Ugh..."
"Melissa, are you okay? Are you conscious?"

When I asked, Melissa nodded.

"This noise..."

Still in a daze, Melissa held her head and frowned. Perhaps it's an aftereffect of that mysterious purple lightning.

Anyway, there's no time.
I told Melissa only the essentials.

That monsters were currently invading the Academy.

"Let's go stop them."

That was what Melissa said after regaining her senses.
Despite the emergency, she remained this calm—it seems the title of Green Tower Master isn't given to just anyone.

Melissa dispelled her disguise magic and stood up.
There was no reason to maintain a student identity when the Academy was in chaos due to monsters.

I took a deep breath and spoke.

"Let's go."

No further words were necessary.

Melissa and Catherine nodded, and the three of us left the headmistress's office and plunged into the chaotic Academy.

"Eternal Blood Fire."

Whoosh—!!!

A drop of blood from Melissa's fingernail transformed into a massive, rapidly surging flame, instantly eliminating the surrounding monsters. I couldn't even see the monsters' forms.

As I stared blankly at the scene, I thought:

'Hilda...'

What is Hilda doing right now?
It may seem out of place, but I was genuinely concerned that I hadn't properly resolved the issues with her.


*


At the outskirts of the Academy.

The smell of blood was overwhelming there.

Guards and professors who had gone out to save students were lying on the ground.

Fortunately, they weren't dead, but if things continued like this, they might truly lose their lives.

Only one person remained standing.

A woman with light blue hair flowing in the wind gazed at someone with her amber eyes.

Her eyes were filled with despair.

The woman, Hilda, tightly gripped her rapier and struggled to point it at her opponent.

With both hands trembling.

"H-Hayes..."

Hearing those words, her opponent, Hayes, looked at Hilda with cold eyes.

The corners of her mouth were turned up.

It was a sneer directed at the foolish woman.

Ch.37 - Long time no see, Ivan's dad
# Monster.

They could be described as monsters from fantasy novels, as commonly known.

However, in this world, things are a bit different. Monsters didn't originally exist but were artificially created.

They are all monsters created by the evil black magic of the Chaos Cult, and most monsters are undead that take the form of humans or animals.

The most common representative monster is the skeleton.
However, there are almost no humanoid skeletons; they were all created in the image of terrifying mythical beasts.

Most people, when they hear the word "monster," think of enormous beasts made only of bones. The term "monster" (怪獸) isn't attached for nothing.

Anyway, the next most common are Death Knights, which move with armor and swords, and Ghouls, which have appearances similar to zombies.

I was sealed after being hit by the breath of a giant ghoul monster the size of a three-story building.

When that breath was coming at me, I thought I was going to die, but I never dreamed I would be sealed.

Anyway, that ghoul monster was one of the more powerful ones among monsters.
It was definitely not something that low-ranking officials who were merely 2nd-circle to 3rd-circle magicians could handle.

But now.

...The academy is overflowing with monsters the size of that ghoul monster from back then.

However, there wasn't a major problem.

"Catherine!"
"Yes!"

Because Melissa and Catherine were exterminating those monsters in an instant.

The monsters were dying under the combined attack of a 5th-circle genius magician and a 9th-circle genius archmage. The time it took for them to meet their death was but a fleeting moment.

I was staring blankly at the scene when I noticed a humanoid skeleton about my size approaching, so I used magic to deal with it.

Those two are truly amazing.

They instantly took down monsters that wouldn't fall even when more than fifty of us low-ranking officials desperately attacked them...

Meanwhile, I'm struggling to deal with humanoid Death Knights and Ghouls.

Magic ultimately uses mana from within the body, so if you have little mana, you can't use much. That's why I'm so exhausted.

I've never properly learned swordsmanship, but I have used a sword before, so it would have been nice if I had one.

Anyway, in the midst of all this, I managed to take down a Death Knight with magic and was about to catch my breath.

Just then, Melissa and Catherine had exterminated all the giant monsters in the vicinity.

Those giant monsters look similar to the ones I saw in the imperial capital 15 years ago, but seeing them fall so easily gives me a strange feeling.

I suppose it shows just how powerful Catherine and Melissa are.

I thought the giant monsters that invaded the imperial palace were strong, but thinking about it now, it was the imperial forces that were weak.

It couldn't be helped since all the skilled warriors and magicians had been deployed to the frontlines of the imperial capital.

I don't know about Catherine, but if a magician of Melissa's caliber had been at the imperial palace at that time, I probably wouldn't have been sealed by that ghoul monster.

"Haa, haa..."

Catherine sat down, panting heavily.
Even for a 5th-circle genius magician, it would be strange not to be tired after facing such giant monsters.

She must be the second strongest magician among those present here.

Most of the magic department professors are 6th-circle, and according to her, her firepower is so overwhelming that she can subdue magicians of higher levels than herself.

Honestly, I didn't believe her at first, but seeing how well she fights against those monsters, it seems to be true.

"Looks like we've cleared all the monsters in the area."
"Now let's go rescue the students."

It didn't take long to exterminate the monsters.
Many giant monsters and lesser monsters had already been killed.

Many monsters had huge holes pierced through their chest areas, which Melissa and Catherine guessed was Hilda's doing.

Since both we and Hilda left the principal's office and moved around, we must have followed almost the same path, so that makes sense.

Anyway, we started the task of rescuing the academy students.

There were still students who hadn't evacuated or were injured.

Fortunately, among the students we found, there wasn't a single fatality.

-There are no fatalities here either. The seriously ill children are all being treated by the priests. I think everyone will be fine.

"I see."

I contacted Hannah just in case, and she said there wasn't a single fatality at the shelter where many students had gathered.

As expected of the world's top educational institution.
They're incredibly good at protecting their students.

By the way, the shelter must be really spacious. Of course, being an elite educational institution, there aren't that many students.

Anyway, we sent the students we rescued to the shelter and were taking a short break.

The surroundings were already overflowing with monster corpses, and we had rescued all the students in the vicinity.

Students in other areas were being diligently rescued by other professors and instructors.

Since Melissa had climbed onto the roof and was bombarding distant monsters with ranged magic, they would hardly suffer any damage from the monsters.

Just when it seemed like we could finally relax... our sweet respite didn't last long.

"I don't see Lady Hilda. If the situation had been resolved, she should have returned by now..."

Hilda, along with the guards and some professors from the magic and combat departments, were nowhere to be seen.

If they had defeated all the monsters, they would have returned to report the situation, but no one had any news of them.

The crisis wasn't over yet.

We followed the corpses of monsters that were presumed to have been killed by Hilda.

"Lady Hilda, I hope nothing's wrong..."

Catherine's complexion wasn't good.
She looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.

No. She's harsh and mistreats me, but when it comes to Hilda, she's about to cry. It's hard to get used to, but I decided to reassure her.

"She'll be fine. Hilda is strong, isn't she?"

Indeed, Hilda had subdued Melissa, a 9th-circle archmage.

According to Melissa, it was probably a secret technique, but still, she had fought Melissa to a standstill.
There's no way someone like Hilda would be easily defeated.

"Y-yeah, you're right..."

Catherine hung her head low after hearing my baseless reassurance.

The current Catherine looked like an ordinary academy student.
It's hard to believe she's the same person who was fighting giant monsters just a moment ago.

"I'll go ahead and check the situation."

Melissa, still overflowing with mana, summoned a witch's broom and flew away instantly.

"Shall we move a bit faster too?"
"...Yeah."
"..."

I'm not used to her being so docile. She seems genuinely worried sick about Hilda.

Anyway, we started running with our tired bodies.

Catherine and I are no longer enemies.

Although she's a woman who tried to ruin my life, she was just following Hilda's orders, so I don't hate her. She's still quite young too.

I hope to resolve the current situation quickly, and once I resolve my relationship with Hilda, I'd like to get along well with them from then on. Though I'm not sure if we'll meet often.

I was thinking about this as we continued running.

BOOM—!

Something fell from the sky.
It was too fast to see clearly, but I had a feeling I knew what it was.

"No way... Melissa!?"

Startled, I quickly moved forward.
Catherine swallowed hard and followed behind me.
The only person who had flown into the sky was Melissa.

Melissa falling down?

Who on earth could take down a 9th-circle archmage?
I was puzzled, but my mind was too filled with anxiety to think positively.

And that anxiety proved to be right.

"Melissa!"

Melissa was lying there.
Her chin was covered in blood, as if she had coughed it up.

"Are you okay!?"
"Are you alright!?"

When Catherine and I asked in shock, Melissa raised her dust-covered body.

"I just let my guard down for a moment... I just... I just couldn't calm down..."

But Melissa seemed to be mentally overwhelmed rather than physically injured...

I soon realized the reason.

When I slightly raised my head to look ahead, a horrific scene unfolded.

Guards and professors from the magic and combat departments, completely subdued and fallen. Hilda, battered and panting heavily with a rapier in hand.

A stone monster I'd never seen before but was familiar to me—a golem.
And sitting on the golem's palm—

"Long time no see, Daddy Ivan."

My non-human daughter,

Haze Edlen.

My daughter, who hadn't shown herself for the past 15 years, appeared here now.

She had the appearance of an adult, but I could immediately tell that she was Haze.

"Haze...?"

I couldn't help but be extremely bewildered.

Why is Haze here?
Why does Haze seem to be a member of the Chaos Cult?

Why does it seem like Haze has battered Hilda and subdued the professors and guards?
Why is that kind Haze... smiling so chillingly?

Those questions could be resolved with one fact.

'Haze Edlen is a member of the Chaos Cult.'

That's enough to make sense of this situation.

"It's nice to see you again, but... I'm in the middle of a conversation with Hilda, so let's talk later?"

Haze stretched out her hand. The golem's other hand then turned toward us.

"That is, if we can meet again."

WOONG—!

Purple mana gathered in the golem's hand. It was about to fire a massive sphere at Catherine and me.

"You crazy bitch...!!!"

Melissa shouted as she stood in front of us and created a massive barrier.

That barrier blocked the sphere fired from the golem's hand.

"Catherine, Dad! Run away now!"

Melissa, gritting her teeth, turned her body and reached out to us.

The next moment.

"Ugh!?"
"Argh!?"

Catherine and I were sent flying far away by Melissa's magic.

Without knowing what was happening.

Ch.38 - The Power of the Evil God
Right after Melissa sent Catherine and Ivan flying away.

Haze descended gently from the golem's palm with a soft sigh.

She hadn't expected to be able to kill those two anyway. There was nothing to gain from killing them quickly.

Haze gathered her magical power, and soon two magic circles appeared in her hands.

"That's..."

Melissa realized what kind of magic she was using and shouted in rage.

"Black magic...!!!"

Chaotic energy was pouring from the two black magic circles.

Black magic can be used with corrupted divine power and typically manifests in those who worship evil gods.

Just as divine power manifests in those who serve the goddess.

This means she truly is a worshipper of evil gods.

"You take care of Melissa."

Kiing—!

The golem's eyes glowed purple as it charged at Melissa. Melissa gritted her teeth, glaring at Haze as she shouted.

"HAZE!!!"
"My, my, you should call me Big Sister Haze."
"Traitor!!! I'll kill you!!!"
"Our Melissa, when did you become so temperamental?"

Haze merely chuckled.

Boom boom boom boom—!

Meanwhile, the golem was rapidly approaching Melissa. Melissa knew the golem was powerful.

Judging that fighting here would endanger those nearby, she retreated.

Though concerned about Hilda who couldn't properly control her body, she had no choice but to leave Haze to her for now.

As she lured the golem to a distant location, Melissa had to suppress her rising indignation.

"What is going on..."

Melissa herself was simply confused by the current situation.

Haze Edlun had appeared as an adult after 15 years.
But she was a follower of the Chaos Cult and a powerful black mage who summoned monsters to carry out a terrorist attack in the middle of the Imperial Academy.

Despite what she had witnessed, Melissa didn't want to believe it.
That Ivan's daughter, one of her sisters, had become a member of the Chaos Cult was too shocking.

The Haze that Melissa knew was a good person.

Though she had a mischievous side like Melissa, she never crossed the line with pranks like running away from home, and was the kindest girl of all.

The fact that such a person had become a black mage of the Chaos Cult made her wonder if this was all just a terrible nightmare.

But this was no nightmare.

She knew what she had to do now.

She needed to quickly deal with this golem and go to where Hilda and Haze were.
She needed to confirm that Catherine and Ivan, who had been sent flying, were safe.

And.

She needed to eliminate or subdue Haze.

If she failed to accomplish these tasks... nothing good would come of it.

Melissa pointed her wand at the golem that had followed her.


*


After the golem and Melissa left.
Haze slowly approached Hilda.

Hilda was still pointing her rapier at Haze, but her face was painted with despair.

"Haze... Haze..."

Hilda's mental state was not good as she repeatedly uttered Haze's name.

Seeing this, Haze curled up the corners of her mouth.

"Hilda, aren't you curious about why this happened?"
"Haze..."
"Aren't you curious why I'm a black mage of the Chaos Cult, why I attacked the academy, why I appeared only before you?"
"......"

Hilda stared blankly at Haze before nodding. She quietly lowered her rapier.

'Let's hear... what Haze has to say.'

Though she felt like she was losing her mind, she struggled to maintain her sanity.

Before Melissa, Catherine, and Ivan arrived, Hilda, the professors, and the guards had encountered Haze, who attacked them with her golem, severely injuring them and knocking them unconscious.

However, she didn't cause much harm to Hilda.

The reason Hilda was slightly injured was because she couldn't avoid the debris from buildings torn apart by the pressure from the golem's fist.

At any rate, it wasn't a serious injury.

She was confident she could block a surprise attack from Haze. Repeating this to herself, she stared at Haze with wide eyes.

Haze shrugged and began to speak.

"First, I can't tell you why I became a black mage of the Chaos Cult. But I can say there were signs of it 15 years ago. Oh, but I wasn't worshipping evil gods then~."
"Why... only... show yourself... to me..."
"Hey, don't rush! I'll explain everything step by step, so wait a bit."

Then she giggled and continued.

"You know, Hilda. You probably know this, but I gave you so much. In fact, you're here now because of me, right?"

Hilda couldn't deny those words.

It was true.

Lucia became a hero of the Imperial Way with her outstanding combat talents, and because of that, she became Empress Stacia's adopted daughter and rose to the position of the Empire's First Princess.

She is the hero of the beastkin who made the greatest contribution to accepting the persecuted and discriminated beastkin as imperial citizens.

Since merfolk were also treated as beastkin, Hilda was able to be recognized as an imperial citizen.

Melissa is a genius archmage who became the Green Tower Master in an instant with magical talent that no one could match.

The new spells she created and the papers she wrote on magical principles were enough to elevate her authority.

She had enough authority to make even the aged high officials of the Empire cautious, and she once helped Hilda.

Ciel, who left for the World Tree Forest, became the queen of the elves and rebuilt the Fairy Kingdom. Rebecca, who departed for the demon realm, also became the queen of the demon race and rebuilt the Demon Kingdom.

These powerful queens, who made the Empire and surrounding kingdoms wary, occasionally visited Hilda secretly to chat with her.

But,

What about Hilda?

Unlike them, who became influential through their own power, she was someone who couldn't do anything.

It was an excuse to say she was in despair because Ivan was sealed. She had neither the strength to try nor any talent.

No matter what she tried to do, she never accomplished anything properly, and as a result, she became increasingly lazy.

The reason she became lazy was because of her other daughters.
They couldn't abandon Hilda because of their affection for her, and as a result, Hilda lived a life without much lacking.

She wasn't desperate.
That's why she didn't try.

But naturally, as those around her thrived, her self-loathing and inferiority complex welled up. Yet even then, she didn't make an effort.

'Whatever I do, it won't work.'
That's what she thought.

But then.

Haze appeared before Hilda and helped her.
The power she received from Haze was strong, and with just a little training, Hilda acquired outstanding sword skills.

Studying was also easy.
Everything except magic was easy to learn.

That's how Hilda was able to become the academy's headmaster at a young age. It was all thanks to Haze.

Without Haze, she would still be wrapped in self-loathing and inferiority.

Having gained powerful strength, Hilda regained her confidence.

She diligently worked as the academy's headmaster, and recognizing the talent of Catherine, who had become a beggar after all the people of the fallen Blossom family died, she took her as a servant and saved her.

In any case, Hilda took pride in her life.

But at this moment.

"Here's a shocking truth!"

Hilda—

"Hilda, you might already suspect this, but... the power I gave you is the power of an evil god!"

Her life was denied.

"What...?"

Evil god?
The power of an evil god?
Hilda wanted to deny those words.
But she couldn't.

Haze's words felt like the truth. They probably were the truth.

If she had been even slightly suspicious, she could have noticed that Haze was a member of the Chaos Cult.

The rapid growth rate could be glossed over somehow, but the purple lightning that wasn't magic yet was like magic, and that she could use for some reason, was inexplicable.

But Hilda never asked Haze about it. No, she never even thought to ask.

She thought she had become a genius and acquired a mysterious power.

"Unfortunately, your current power isn't yours. I can take it back anytime I want. Look."

Haze grinned and extended her hand toward Hilda.

Woong—

Black energy was being drawn out of Hilda's body and gathering in Haze's hand. That energy was unmistakably the power of an evil god.

"Ah..."

Hilda felt her power gradually draining away. At this rate, she would lose all her power. She would return to that time, that era.

That mustn't happen.

"Kuk...!"

Hilda quickly moved away from Haze.
Fortunately, the black energy stopped flowing out.

Though it was dirty and vile power from an evil god, she needed it now.

Without it... she felt like she would lose something within herself.

"Now, Hilda, it's a duel."

Haze smiled at Hilda.

"Will I take your power first? Or will you defeat me first? Fight hard with the power I've given you so far~."

The situation is more desperate than before. There is no hope.
But she must not hesitate. There's only one choice left.

Finally, Hilda leaped toward Haze at high speed.

Ch.39 - Beloved Person
Catherine and I were sent flying and landed somewhere in the academy.

Fortunately, neither of us was injured since we both had protection magic cast on us. If Melissa hadn't cast that protection spell, we would have died from cracked skulls. Of course, she was the one who sent us flying in the first place.

Still, Melissa's choice wasn't a bad one.

Catherine was exhausted from fighting the giant monsters, and I was just a Circle 2 mage who would only get in the way.

I sighed softly as I got to my feet. I was tired from all that running around too.

I'm not someone trained in professional combat techniques, nor am I an exceptional mage who can substitute mana for physical stamina.

So I've been running around trying to eliminate monsters, and when it comes time to fight, I have no sharp sword, so I have to split my already limited mana reserves to cast spells.

No wonder I'm exhausted.
My physical condition isn't particularly good either.

Back when I was attending the academy, I used to wake up early to exercise, but after becoming an administrator at the Imperial Palace, I hardly exercised at all. I wasn't in good shape even when I was exercising regularly, so imagine how I am now.

"Huff, huff..."

This is the result.
I'm even more exhausted because I was sprinting out of concern for Melissa.

"Whew, hah..."

Catherine was also catching her breath while dripping with sweat. She looked much more exhausted than me. If we tried to go back to where Hilda was now, she might collapse from exhaustion.

"Should we rest a bit?"
"...Yes."

Catherine nodded and sat down.
Judging by how readily she agreed to my suggestion, it seems she's not thinking of running away either.

Yes, we have no intention of fleeing this battlefield.
Melissa sent us flying, telling us to run away, but of course we don't want to just obey and flee.

There's still much unresolved.
Hilda and Melissa must be struggling too.
Above all—

'Heize...'

I'm going crazy with curiosity about Heize, who has appeared after 15 years. How did she end up becoming a member of the Chaos Cult during those 15 years, and why did she attack the academy?

Ah, this is no good. My head is filled with questions that won't be resolved. Agonizing over answers that won't come just by thinking is a waste of mental energy.

What's certain is that I'm feeling sadness right now.
I can't believe that the kind Heize has become a follower of the Chaos Cult.

'No matter how I look at it, she wasn't the Heize I knew...'

The current Heize seemed like someone else wearing Heize's appearance. If it had been 15 years ago, I would have been certain of that, but now it's ambiguous.

15 years.

That's enough time to transform the mischievous Melissa and the often complaining, angry Hilda into cool, impressive adult women.

If anything, it's strange that Lucia remains consistently mature both then and now.

So it's not surprising that Heize has fallen to become a follower of the Chaos Cult.

...Why did Heize fall?

The Chaos Cult is fundamentally supported by those who dream of the world's destruction. It's a group of people who desire chaos in this world.

Unfortunately... most of those who fall into such ideology are commoners who live in poverty.

There's a saying: if you can't have it, destroy it.

Since they cannot live luxurious lives, they fall into the extreme ideology of wishing for the world's destruction.

Even if they don't specifically wish for the world's end, many approach the Chaos Cult thinking they can live well if they rise through its ranks.

In reality, those who are truly impoverished are too busy trying to survive day by day to have time to fall into such ideologies.

And apparently, there are more nobles who worship evil gods than one might expect.

It's surprising that there are so many mentally unstable nobles.

In truth, since getting caught worshiping evil gods would lead to the destruction of one's family, no one shows it openly, so it's hard to know exactly how many there are.

But they certainly exist.
I can be confident of that much.

Anyway.

No matter how I think about it, Heize wasn't the type of child to fall into such extreme ideology. She was the second smartest after Lucia, and an incredibly kind child.

So, there must be some reason.
A reason clearly different from ordinary worshippers of evil gods...

I was thinking this when:

"That Chaos Cult woman... do you know her?"

Catherine asked while wiping her sweat with a handkerchief.

"..."

Wait. She was just wiping sweat from her chest, right?
Even in this situation, I couldn't hide my embarrassment.
Especially since Catherine and I had almost crossed a line earlier.

Even in a crisis, I couldn't overcome a man's instincts. Or perhaps it's because of the crisis that I couldn't resist? A bit crude, but the reproductive urge is an important desire in its own way.

I deliberately turned my gaze away and opened my tightly closed mouth.

"...She's my daughter."
"I thought so. Just how many daughters do you have?"

Catherine chuckled and then gave a bitter smile.

"You, Lady Hilda, Lady Melissa... you must all be suffering emotionally right now."
"Yeah, that's right."

Catherine had heard Heize call me "Papa Ivan." She probably asked that question to confirm what she already suspected.

But I never imagined she would empathize with our feelings and worry about us. Though it seems she said that mainly out of concern for Hilda.

Catherine must be troubled right now too.
Hilda, who was looking at Heize, was completely consumed by despair. Her hands were trembling worse than before.

How must Catherine have felt seeing her usually confident master fallen into despair?

I can't say she wasn't confused, even if just for appearance's sake.

Is Hilda really that tender-hearted?
Melissa seemed relatively composed, but Hilda looked completely broken.

I'm needlessly anxious.
We should rest a bit and then quickly head to where Hilda and Melissa are.

As I was thinking this, Catherine moved closer to me.
Sitting beside me, she looked at me with an expression that suggested she might cry at any moment and opened her mouth.

"I'm sorry."
"W-why suddenly? What's wrong?"

Did she eat something bad?
That's what I thought as Catherine apologized so readily.

"Even if it was Lady Hilda's order, I did terrible things to you. I'm truly sorry..."
"This is completely different from before. I didn't know you were the type to back down so easily...?"

I asked jokingly, partly to lighten the mood, but Catherine remained serious.

"It's true that I'm not very honest. I hated you because Lady Hilda liked you. I still dislike you a bit..."
"???"
"But I'm still sorry..."
"Wait, w-what did you say???"

If I didn't mishear, it seems a shocking fact was just revealed?

It seems I naturally learned that Hilda likes me?

Hilda likes me?
Could it be... romantically?

I know she likes me as a father figure. Hilda depends on me. Yes, she must mean she likes me as a father.

"Oh, I guess you didn't know. Well, for some reason, Lady Melissa seemed reluctant to mention it..."
"Huh?"

Could it be true?

As I was standing there in confusion, not knowing what to do, and she was still speaking in a serious tone.

That's when Catherine and I noticed something strange.

Wooong—

Suddenly, several purple magic circles appeared around us.

"...!!!"
"W-what is this!?"

Startled, we both jumped to our feet.
Catherine stared intently at the magic circles without saying anything, then, as if realizing something, she gritted her teeth and shouted.

"Those are... monster summoning circles!"

Pop—

As soon as she finished speaking, monsters were summoned.

They were all golems.

Not the giant golem that Heize was riding, but golems about the size of humans.

Heize must have sent them to eliminate us.

"Why at a time like this..."

I don't know if they're strong or not.
But we still need rest right now. We need to recover our condition somewhat, but we're still very tired.

This is... a very dangerous situation.

If we're not careful, we could really lose our lives.

"Ivan Edlun."

Catherine took a deep breath and said.

"We have to fight."

I followed her lead and took a deep breath.

"...Yes, of course we do."

We might not be able to get to where Hilda and Melissa are.
But if we run away and leave these golems, they might harm other people.

I steeled myself.
And gathered what little mana I had left.


*


Hilda rushed at Heize but was subdued without inflicting much damage.

It wasn't that she lacked the skill to face Heize.

It was simply that her heart couldn't endure.

Heize kept feeding her truths.
Truths that she didn't want to believe but had no choice but to accept.

"The academy ended up like this all because of you, Hilda."

"Hilda, thanks to you allowing me to visit secretly, I was able to easily set up monster summoning magic circles."

"Yes, I didn't come to see you; I came to attack the academy."

"So, Hilda."

"Know that the academy is like this now... all because of you."

When she heard those words.
Hilda fell to her knees.
She no longer had the confidence to fight.

She thought that perhaps it would be better to just lose all strength and die.

And so, an aura of despair emanated from her body.

If the Goddess regains power through the energy of hope, then the Evil God regains power through the energy of despair.

And generally, despair is easier to gather than hope.
The Holy Empire gathers the energy of hope through disciples to revive the Goddess, but the Evil God needs no such thing.

Just gathering the despair of ordinary people is enough to revive it.

As the "Saint of the Evil God," Heize had a duty to gather the energy of despair to resurrect the Evil God.

Hilda's despair flowed into the magic circle in Heize's hand.

Heize smiled with satisfaction and extended her other hand.

"Now then... I'll take back your power~"

'Ah...'

Her power is being taken away.
She'll return to her former self.
She could resist if she wanted to, but she lacks even the will to resist.

'Ivan...'

When she realized this, the person who came to mind was the one she loved.

Ch.40 - It's okay
Strong.

Too strong.

That was my thought as I battled the humanoid golems.

Catherine and I were struggling.

Fundamentally, golems possessed powerful durability. They withstood magic far better than ordinary monsters. Fortunately, they moved slowly, making it easy to dodge their attacks.

Their attacks were simple too. Arm swings, punches.

There weren't any crazy ones that fired magical spheres from their hands like the giant golem Haze had been riding.

If there had been one with ranged attacks...

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say we would have lost our lives in an instant.

"Huff, huff..."
"Haa, haa..."

Of course, we hadn't lost them instantly, but we were still in a life-threatening situation.

We were already too exhausted, and fighting powerful monsters was beyond our capabilities.

Who attacks people while they're resting anyway?!
We were ambushed when we still needed more rest, so it's a wonder we're handling it at all.

Catherine looked terribly exhausted.
It wouldn't be surprising if she lost consciousness and collapsed at any moment.
The sight of her desperately trying to use magic while drenched in sweat was quite pitiful.

It seemed like less than 10 minutes had passed since our battle with the golems began, but both of us had reached our limits as if we'd been fighting for hours.

It's not strange considering we'd already spent a lot of energy defeating other monsters earlier.

But that's...

That's not even an excuse in our current situation.
We need to survive. Aren't we struggling like this to stay alive?

"I can't... move anymore..."

Thud!

Catherine mumbled those words and collapsed. Her legs had given out.

We had defeated many golems, but there were still many we hadn't managed to take down.

But I can't give up here.
I can't give up on life like this.

"Can you still use more magic?"
"From... where I am... yes."
"Then I'll carry you."
"Huh? What?"

I quickly picked up the fallen Catherine.

"W-wait...!"

Catherine's face turned slightly red as she found herself in my arms in a princess carry.

I didn't expect her to feel embarrassed in a situation like this.
Just a while ago she was controlling my body and making me touch her chest, but this makes her embarrassed?
Ah, maybe that was fine because it was a mission.

Anyway, she seemed to realize the gravity of the situation again and her expression turned serious.

Like this, I found new strength to fight.
I'd have to give up my own attacks, but I was weak anyway, so focusing on Catherine was the right choice.

So I ran around avoiding the golems.
Catherine, held tightly in my arms, continued firing magic.
And the golems continued to fall.

But this too had its limits.

"I can't... anymore... no... magic... left..."

Catherine gasped for breath as if she was having difficulty breathing. She seemed on the verge of fainting.

Yet there were still many golems left.

It seemed like we'd defeated more than half, but that didn't mean there weren't many remaining.

To be honest, even if both of us had been at full condition, could we have defeated those golems? I honestly can't say for sure.

'Ah.'

At that moment, I realized.

At this rate, we're going to die.

It's not the first time I've felt the fear of death. I fought for my life at the Imperial Palace 15 years ago, which feels vivid to me. Back then, I thought I was actually going to lose my life.

"Are we... going to die now?"
"......"

I couldn't say anything to Catherine's despairing words as her eyes lost focus.

I was just trying to squeeze out whatever strength I had left to escape the clutches of the golems.

Death is approaching.
Realizing that fact made my breathing even more rapid.

Why do humans fear death?

Someone living a happy life might answer that they don't want to lose that life, but most humans would give the following reason:

'I don't want to die.'

The desire to defy death.
It's the instinct of mortals.

Then why don't we want to die?

I think it's because of 'pain.'

Humans fear death because they know pain.
That pain could be the sorrow felt by those left behind, but most would think of physical pain.

Unless it's natural death or euthanasia, humans die feeling great pain. It means dying from a severe injury somewhere.

And I... fear pain.

I don't want to feel pain.
Naturally, I don't want to die either.
That thought is eating away at me.

So I just keep dodging the golems' attacks.

Hoping someone might help us. Or that Catherine might recover and defeat the golems.
With such foolish thoughts that are nothing more than escapism.

"Ivan... Edlun... leave me... behind."
"What?"
"At this rate... you can't escape either... you'll collapse from exhaustion too."

Catherine was crying now.
With tears streaming down her face, she opened her trembling lips.

"Sob, hic... I, I... don't want... to see... someone die... because of me... anymore."

Drip, drip—

Her tears wet my clothes.
Catherine was crying genuinely, sorrowfully.
She didn't want someone to die because of her. She was telling me to run away without her.
In a stuttering voice broken by sobs, she was declaring this.

She's right.

If we continue like this, I'll die and Catherine will die too.
Honestly, it seems difficult to escape since we're cornered, but maybe it would be possible if I abandoned her.

I understood it logically, but honestly, I couldn't accept it.

-Why are you suddenly saying this?

I wanted to snap at her, but her expression looked so desperate.

To begin with, why had she been using magic so diligently until now?

Surely, as her magic was running out, she must have known that even if she poured out all her remaining magic, she couldn't defeat all the golems.

Then she could have just kept some magic and run away without me.

Why is she telling someone like me to live?
Couldn't she ask me to save her instead?
I'm just an incompetent guy who's only received her help.
Just a coward.

So I asked.

I spat out words that contained all my doubts.

The answer that came back was surprisingly simple.

"If you die... Lady Hilda will be sad... that's all."

If I die, Hilda will be sad.
That's the truth.

But saying that's all?
That's a lie.

She clearly has some bad trauma related to death.
Otherwise, why would she say she doesn't want to see anyone else die because of her?

Catherine didn't ask me to save her.

She's afraid that if she asks to be saved, I might die too.

She doesn't want to see someone die before her eyes.
She was a woman willing to give up her own life for that thought alone.

"Ha..."

Surprisingly, seeing Catherine Blossom's weak side calmed my trembling heart and cleared my mind.

Seeing someone who appeared weaker than me made me realize how weak I had been.

"Hoo..."

I took a deep breath.

I'll admit it.
I'm a coward.
I was a fool who ran away because I was afraid of death, and even more afraid of pain.
I was an idiot who did nothing in this crisis, believing Catherine would solve everything.

Despite having 'powerful strength'—

I was a coward only looking for a way to escape.

But,

Now I've made up my mind.

I was ashamed in front of Catherine.

Catherine wanted to save me even if it meant her death.
Even if she had other reasons, she prioritized me over her own life.

Even though she was afraid of someone dying before her, she didn't even ask to be saved herself.

I felt sorry for such a Catherine.
And I wanted to save her.

Yes.

I truly was a coward.
A coward who looked only for escape routes while ignoring simple solutions.
A coward who, in the end, made her sad.

Such a coward—

Is trying to take a step forward.

Trying to muster a little courage.

Because I'm just an ordinary imperial official.
I don't want to say there's nothing I can do in this situation.
I'll save myself and save her too.
That's all I need to do right now.

'The Goddess's Power.'

I'm going to use it now.

I quickly moved away from the golems and laid Catherine down nearby.

"I told you... to leave me behind...! Don't you... take me seriously...!?"

Naturally, Catherine was bewildered and then became angry.
She who seemed about to collapse at any moment seemed to have regained her senses quickly.

Yes, this is the Catherine I'm familiar with.

Not the Catherine who acted demure in front of me.
Not the Catherine who was loyal to Hilda.

The fierce and prickly Catherine is familiar.

Although I haven't seen this side of her for long, I felt that this was her true self that she showed in front of me.

I hope she continues to act that way.

"I'm sorry."

I apologized in a cracking voice. It was an apology for only running away.
I had exhaled so much that my throat felt like it was burning.

"Stay there and watch."

Step, step—

I walked toward the golems.

"What are you... doing...!!!"

Catherine shouted in surprise.
She seemed to think I was going to my death.
But.

"It's okay."

Because I'm not going to die.
I declared so.

And I felt a certain power dormant within me.
Feeling that power, I shouted.

"Heavenly Divine Power—Release."

Simultaneously.

"Ugh!"

Extreme pain engulfed me.

But with this.

Now I can kill those golems.

Ch.41 - Thank you
At a certain moment during the battle with the golems.
Catherine Blossom felt her magical power being completely drained.

If she had properly recovered her condition, it might have been different, but her rest had been far too brief.

In her exhausted state, she couldn't easily defeat these unidentified rock monsters that possessed greater endurance than ordinary beasts.

The enemy was powerful, and their numbers were overwhelming.

Even for a 5th Circle genius mage who could defeat higher-level wizards, these opponents were not easily conquered.

When she could no longer move her body,
Ivan Edlen carried her in his arms and ran around desperately, but eventually reached his limit.

'Am I... going to die now?'

There had been a moment when she had sensed death approaching before.
That day when Hilda saved her.

The fallen Blossom family, living like commoners, had gotten into a dispute with bandits, and those bandits began killing the Blossom family members one by one.

At that time, Catherine witnessed it all.

Her cousins and father being slaughtered.

Her older sister and brother, who desperately tried to fight off the bandits, only to have their throats slit and die instantly.

Her mother, who grabbed her hand and fled in terror.

And finally, her mother being caught by the bandits and killed.

That was the first time.
The first time she felt what death was.
The first time she smelled the cold scent of corpses.

Naturally, it was impossible to maintain her sanity in such a situation, but she clearly remembered why those bandits didn't want to kill her.

"This one's quite pretty."
"Should we sell her to a brothel?"
"Yeah, that's a good idea."
"Tsk... that woman earlier wasn't bad either..."
"That woman was no ordinary person, judging by her swordsmanship. Subduing her would have been difficult, honestly."

They had planned to sell Catherine to a brothel.

There was no reason to kill her.
It was easy to subdue a girl in her early teens. Subduing her and selling her to a brothel would be much more profitable.

But then.

Someone appeared and killed all those bandits.

"Are you alright?"

It was Hilda.

From that day on, Catherine became Hilda's servant.

She then self-taught the magic she had always wanted to learn, and achieved the remarkable feat of reaching the 5th Circle through her own efforts.

She was loyal to Hilda, who had transformed her life.
So loyal that she thought she could die for her.

But.

When she saw Hilda lose her mind, Catherine's heart shattered as well.

Catherine had said that Hilda, Melissa, and Ivan Edlen must have suffered greatly, but she was no exception.

She didn't want to see Hilda in such a weakened state.
She wanted to protect her.
She wanted to rush to her side and comfort her.
She hated herself for not having the strength to protect her, and it was unbearable.

And now.
At the thought that Ivan Edlen would die at this rate.
At the thought that the person her master loved would die.

Catherine finally broke down.

Sobbing in Ivan Edlen's arms, she told him to leave her behind.

She meant it.
Regardless of her slight dislike for Ivan Edlen, she never wanted him to die.

He wasn't Hilda's enemy, so he wasn't her enemy either. He wasn't someone she needed to kill.

So she didn't want to see him die.
If someone else died trying to protect her again.
She felt like she would truly lose her grip on sanity.

So she told him to run away.

Her magical power was completely drained now.
If they continued like this, they would both die.
While she still had some physical strength left, she told him to abandon her and escape.
With a tearful voice, she urged him.

But.

Ivan Edlen.

"It's okay."

Just like Catherine on that day.
He said those words.

After placing her in a safe spot.
With eyes that seemed to have made some kind of decision.

He approached the rock monsters.

For a moment, Catherine thought he was doing something reckless.

It's a pointless death.
If we continue like this, we'll die for nothing.
That's what she thought, but.

"Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power—Open."

He unleashed an explosive power.

As if wrapping magical power around his body.
Enveloped in brilliant golden divine power, despite expressing extreme pain.
Steadily.
He began killing the rock monsters that were like iron walls.

"Kugh... kheh... huk!"

KWANG—!

While enduring a body that seemed to be burning with pain.
Watching him kill golems with his two fists.

"...Ah."

Catherine felt relieved.

She was curious about what that power was, but she wasn't curious about why he had been hiding it until now.

Because he appeared to be in pain as if his limbs were being torn apart.

No matter how powerful an ability one has, if using it causes extreme pain each time, naturally one would be reluctant to use it.

Ivan Edlen must have agonized over using that power.

He could have chosen to leave her behind. He probably didn't want to feel that pain. That's why he must have hesitated.

But in the end, he didn't abandon Catherine.
To save her, he used his power to defeat the monsters despite suffering extreme pain.

Staring blankly at that scene, Catherine smiled wryly.

'I'm not sure if he's a good person... but I don't think there's any reason to dislike him.'

She thought she could somewhat understand why Hilda liked him.
Catherine smiled faintly.


*


The Goddess's Authority.

Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power.

It is a kind of blessing and gift bestowed by the Goddess to prevent the Returners who will resurrect her from dying in vain.

The method of use is simple.

Utter the words "Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power," and utilize the divine power within your body. Then you instantly gain explosive strength.

Your physical strength is enhanced.
Self-healing ability is gained.

You can crush almost anything unless you encounter an exceptionally strong opponent.

While normal divine power emits white light, Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power emits golden light.
Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power is like an upgraded version of ordinary divine power.

That golden light is the symbol of a Returner.
The Goddess's authority can only be utilized by Returners.

But there are side effects.

Divine power is "power bestowed by the Goddess," but Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power is "the Goddess's power."

How could a human withstand the power of a deity?

That's why using Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power causes extreme pain.

Of course, Returners who have honed their divine power and martial arts to reach a high level can reduce the pain when using Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power.

But since I'm just a pathetic, weak, worthless mage named Hosoin, I naturally have to feel pain as if my body is being torn apart every time I use the Goddess's authority.

Even I can endure it because I'm a Returner; ordinary people would lose their minds if they received Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power.

Anyway.

That's why I was reluctant to use it.

Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power is a powerful force, but its side effects are equally strong.

Enduring pain is never an easy task.
Even seemingly strong people will cry and confess when tortured, and not without reason.

Of course, it's better than torture.

You only feel pain; your body doesn't actually get damaged.
Ah, no. Continuously torturing while healing with divine power would be an even worse torture.

Anyway, pain is pain in the end.
There are very few people who would want to experience extreme pain even if they don't get injured or have any physical abnormalities.

I infused Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power into Catherine one last time to heal her, then stopped using it.

"Huk... huk...."

My body had already recovered.
While using Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power, self-healing ability increases dramatically, making it nearly impossible to die unless struck in a vital spot.

Of course, my mental state was not good in many ways.
I felt a subtle phantom pain throughout my body.

Let's rest a bit.
Rest and then set out.
I can't take it anymore...

Catherine, who had regained her senses, sat on the ground and fixed her disheveled clothes.

Then she looked at me and asked.

"What was that power?"

There's no point in hiding it.
The Church recommends keeping Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power secret as much as possible, but it was an emergency, so it couldn't be helped.

"The Goddess's authority."

I decided to just explain about Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power. Catherine seems like someone who can keep a secret.
And it probably wouldn't be a big problem even if it became known.

After I roughly explained about the existence of Returners, Heavenly Transcendent Divine Power, and how they are trying to resurrect the Goddess to prevent the resurrection of the Evil God, Catherine nodded.

"Thank you."

She smiled brightly and thanked me.

Um...
This is awkward.
It's awkward seeing Catherine smile like that.
And I'm not sure I deserve thanks, which makes it even more awkward.

"You don't have to thank me. I was hiding this power anyway, and I couldn't use it when we were in danger..."

"It's fine. You hesitated to use it because it hurts, right?"

Catherine stood up, dusting off her bottom.
And she smiled brightly again.

"Thank you for saving me, Ivan."

It was a bright smile without a trace of falsehood.

"...Yeah."

I accepted her gratitude.

Just a few hours ago, we were at each other's throats.
Yet in this short time, I felt like we had become quite close.

I stood up.

"Let's go."

At my words, Catherine clenched her fist and nodded.

To the place where Hilda and Hayes were.

We head there again.


*


Near Lemear Academy.
A silver-haired fox beastkin with blue eyes shouted urgently.
She looked extremely desperate.

"Move quickly, quickly!"

"Y-Your Highness. Your Highness is moving too fast. W-We will catch up soon."

"Aish, then I'll go ahead!"

Lucia left her beastkin subordinates behind and ran ahead quickly.

Dressed in comfortable clothing for movement, Lucia leaped from rooftop to rooftop like an agile fox.

She had belatedly heard the news of an attack on the academy and was now heading there with her personal unit granted by Emperor Stesia.

She had no reason to go to the academy.
In fact, she should avoid it.
Even with her powerful combat abilities, she was still the First Imperial Princess.

But.

She couldn't just sit still.

Because she knew Ivan was there.

Of course, Hilda and Melissa were at the academy, and they would do their best to protect Ivan, but...

She couldn't help feeling anxious.

"Ivan..."

Praying for his safety, Lucia continued toward the academy.

Ch.42 - The Man I Loved and Hated
I had a dream.
No, was it a flashback?
Vivid memories etched into her mind, unforgotten, were being recalled in Hilda's head.


*


Hilda Edlun.
No, "Hilda Garnsomedia" was a princess of the mermaid kingdom.

A small kingdom on an island, slightly separated from the vast continent where the Empire and various principalities and kingdoms existed.
That was the kingdom of the merfolk.

The merfolk, who had no difficulty transforming into humans, all lived like humans.

It was much more comfortable to live on land than to reveal their fins and live in the sea.

It seems their distant ancestors lived underwater, but as time passed, they found living on land more comfortable.

Though they occasionally felt the urge to enter the sea, so they couldn't be considered completely human.

Living on this remote island, they maintained exchanges primarily with the small kingdoms of the continent.

Of course, they never revealed the fact that they were merfolk.
The people of the port, the center of trade, never showed that they were merfolk.

The Empire, the world, despised non-human races.

Elves and demon folk had thrived in the distant past, and the same was true for merfolk.

However.

Beast-folk, elves, demon folk...
The difference between them and the merfolk was clear.

Any merfolk could take on a completely human appearance.

But beast-folk, elves, and demon folk could not.

In other words, merfolk had no reason to hide from human sight, and thus could interact with humans.

As time passed, the merfolk changed.

They truly lived like humans.
Of course, fearing their identity might be discovered, they didn't accept humans as residents of their island nation.

But.

As is often the case, no secret can remain completely hidden.

I don't know through what channels it happened, but humans discovered that all citizens of the Garnsomedia Kingdom were merfolk.

They couldn't stop the soldiers from the kingdoms they had traded with from invading their kingdom.

In the end, what occurred was a massacre.

The small mermaid kingdom of Garnsomedia was destroyed.

Why do they fear us so much?
Why did they have to kill us when we were so weak?
Why kill merfolk who loved humans?

In the midst of this destruction, 7-year-old Hilda harbored these questions.

"Mom...? Dad...?"

The dead king and queen.
She had to face her mother and father.

But what she faced wasn't just the bodies of her mother and father.

"Kugh!"

There was a man in a white robe, surrounded by golden light, who was incapacitating the human soldiers who had invaded the kingdom while groaning in pain.

The man, despite gasping for breath, knocked out all the human soldiers.
Then, after binding them, he spoke with an old man who had somehow arrived.

"The survivor... is only that child."
"I'll take care of her, Cardinal Ludric."
"Are you sure? As I said, we cannot protect you from the Empire."
"I already have two daughters, so what's one more."

After finishing their conversation, the man approached Hilda, who was standing in a daze, and removed his hood.

Kneeling down, looking directly at Hilda's face, trying hard to suppress a bitter smile.

With a faint smile, he said:

"Are you okay?"

With the utmost gentleness.
As if he truly cared about her.
As if he knew that asking such a question itself wasn't okay, but he couldn't help but ask.

Him, who tried to embrace her with the warmth that emanated from his trembling voice.

"Y-you... I'll k-kill you...!!! Y-you killed m-my mom and d-dad... You should die too...!!!"

Hilda hated him.

It didn't matter that he had fought against the human soldiers.
To the young Hilda who had grown to hate humans, such things didn't register.

Hilda hadn't seen him fighting to protect the king and queen.

What Hilda saw was just the bodies of the king and queen behind him.

And.

The fact that this mysterious person was human.

For these two reasons, Hilda came to deeply hate him.

Hatred toward humans who had destroyed her life in an instant.

Immersed in the sorrow of losing her parents in a moment.

For a 7-year-old girl, these two facts were enough.

But what use was there in hating him?

"Let go! I said let go!"
"I-it's okay. I'm not going to hurt you. Let's go home quietly, okay?"

In the end, Hilda was dragged away by his hand.
A young girl could never overpower an adult man.

Of course, Hilda wasn't just any young girl.
Despite being immersed in the sorrow of losing her parents, she was figuring out how to survive in this world.

She realized that he, whom she presumed had killed her parents, wouldn't harm her for now.

She also realized that even if she escaped from him, she couldn't survive in a world overflowing with humans.

She didn't know how long this would last, but she vowed to grow stronger and kill him someday.

Yes.
From now on, she just needed to endure.
Endure, endure, and endure more, to become strong enough to defeat him someday.
To become strong enough to survive in this world.

But.

"Here, this is our home."

No matter how much venom she spat.
Seeing him continue to smile brightly.
Gently stroking her.
Introducing his home.

Hilda couldn't help but think:

Maybe he's actually a good person?
Maybe he didn't kill Mom and Dad?

Though she didn't realize it at the time—

At this moment, Hilda.

Began to love Ivan Edlun, even as she hated him.

Anyway, that's how Hilda's life began.
Lucia, a fox beast-folk, and Melissa, a dragon-folk, who were already Ivan's daughters, welcomed Hilda warmly.

Hilda lived in this world, sometimes relying on Ivan Edlun even as she hated him.

Then she met the elf Ciel, the demon-folk Rebecca, and the wolf beast-folk Heize.
Before she knew it, she had spent more time with Ivan.
Her hatred for him was diluted by love.
And just when she realized she was becoming dependent on him.

Ivan Edlun was sealed away.

The news came from Lucia, who had gone to the city near the imperial palace.

They knew the imperial capital was in chaos.

That's why they spent a day in the underground shelter that Ivan Edlun had prepared.

But they never imagined that something would happen to him.

According to Lucia, he was as good as dead.
He would come back if the seal was broken, but no one knew when that would happen.

When they heard the news.

All of Ivan Edlun's daughters wept bitterly.
Hilda was in the worst state.

"It's a lie... it's a lie... Ivan... Ivan couldn't have been defeated! That's right, it has to be. It has to be..."

Ivan Edlun was essentially dead.

After hearing that news, Hilda doesn't remember how she spent her days for a while. She just thinks she must have been a huge burden to everyone.

But she remembers the emotions she felt then.

"If this was going to happen, why did you... why did you... why to me... why did you die... why...!!!"

Hilda came to hate Ivan again.

But it was different from before.
Back then, her hatred made her wish he would die.
This time, it was about why he had died, why he had left her behind.
It was hatred about him.

That's why this hatred could only become "love-hate."
At some point, she had come to love Ivan. It felt like she couldn't live in a world without him.
But he had left this world, and the object of her dependence was gone.

She shouldn't hate him.
It would be normal to be immersed in the sorrow of losing him.
Yet Hilda came to hate Ivan again.

Hilda knew.
That it wasn't Ivan who had killed her parents.
Rather, he had saved her from death.

Perhaps that's why she hated him even more.

Even though she loved him this much.
Even though she missed him this much.
Even though she had depended on him this much.

Why, why.
Why did he leave for a place she couldn't reach?

The love-hate she harbored for him didn't disappear even after 15 years, and it eventually made Hilda extreme.

If things continued like this, he might be in danger again. He might die for real this time.
With that single thought, Hilda tried to make Ivan hers.

Anyway.

From that day until 15 years had passed, so many things happened.

Heize disappeared.
The other non-human daughters all became influential figures.
She met Heize again and gained power.
She saved Catherine.

She became the headmaster of the Academy.
Ivan Edlun was released from his seal.
She appointed him as an instructor at the Academy.

She tried to use her subordinate to get Ivan.
In the end, she was betrayed by her close friend and lost all her power, a foolish woman.

Hilda fully realized her situation.
It was time to return to her powerless self.
The hardline approach she had taken to get Ivan was truly foolish.

She wanted to apologize to Ivan.
She wanted to apologize for being foolish.
But would she die like this?
That shouldn't happen.

'I need... to apologize...'

As she was barely holding onto her fading consciousness with such thoughts, it happened.

BOOM—!

A massive sound echoed in her ears, and she saw Heize retreating.

Hilda opened her blurry eyes fully and looked ahead.

In front of her was a man.
The man she had loved and hated so much.
A man surrounded by golden magic power, just like back then.

Just like back then.
He speaks to her:

"Are you okay?"

Ch.43 - Holy Maiden
Staring blankly at Ivan who had suddenly appeared was only momentary.

Hilda quickly regained her senses. The feeling of exhaustion that had come with her depleted strength had somehow disappeared.

She assessed her remaining power. She hadn't lost as much as she thought, but she was definitely weaker than before. Still, she had no strength left to fight.

But she felt relieved.

Ivan had come to save her.
He had come to help her.
In the same form as when he had saved her life back then.

Just like in those days, Ivan's entire body was surrounded by golden magical power.
No, was that even magical power?

She wasn't sure, but that power seemed to match what Ivan had used in her memories.

That terrible day she had experienced.
The day she misunderstood that Ivan had killed her parents.
He had definitely faced human soldiers while cloaked in that kind of power.

"Lady Hilda! Are you alright?"
"...Yes."

Catherine approached Hilda and supported her.
Though she didn't really need the support, her body was certainly in tatters.
Leaning against Catherine, Hilda looked at Ivan's face.

Ivan, who had been looking at Hilda, smiled slightly and turned his head when he saw that her condition seemed fine.
Then he asked his other non-human daughter:

"Haze, why did you do this?"
"Ivan daddy, as a Dojaes of the Church, you should know. Can't you sense something strange about my power?"

Haze snickered and released her power.
A black light flickered as it enveloped her.

"...!!!"

Ivan's eyes widened at the sight. Eventually, with an expression of disbelief, he slowly spoke.

"This impossible energy... could it be... the Saint of the Evil God?"
"Correct~."

Haze didn't deny his words. She proudly revealed that she was the Saint of the Evil God.

Hilda, who had been listening to their conversation in a daze, gulped.

Dojaes of the Church.
Saint of the Evil God.

As the Academy's headmaster with a high position, Hilda knew about their existence and what they did.

But she had just learned that Ivan was a Dojaes of the Church, and naturally, she couldn't have imagined that Haze was the Saint of the Evil God.

Now all her questions were answered.

The identity of those who came to the mermaid kingdom to help the mermaids.

They were none other than Dojaes.

Dojaes are said to save those in trouble. They receive divine revelations and resolve the injustices in the world felt by the goddess.

As a result, the Kingdom of Garensomedia was destroyed, and there were no merfolk left besides Hilda.

Anyway, more shocking than having her long-buried questions answered was the fact that Haze was the Saint of the Evil God.

The Saint of the Evil God.
The woman who gathers the energy of despair to resurrect the Evil God, arguably the most important figure for bringing about the end of the world.

She couldn't believe that such a woman was Haze.
It was unbelievable that the "world's greatest enemy," who might destroy the world, was Haze.

Ivan felt the same way.

"You're lying, right? Haze, you... no, why are you even with the Evil God's cult...?"

While the fact that she was the Saint of the Evil God was shocking, that was still the question.

Why had Haze Edlun become a member of the Evil God's cult?
Ivan and Hilda, who knew Haze well, were going crazy with curiosity.

Surely.
Something terrible must have happened.
Haze wouldn't have volunteered to become the Saint of the Evil God.
That's what they thought.

But.

"Ivan daddy, Hilda. Want to know something surprising?"

Haze said with a snort and a giggle.

"Actually, I was already a member of the Evil God's cult before I met Ivan daddy."

At those words, Ivan and Hilda couldn't say anything.
The shock contained in that brief statement was so enormous.
Both of them lost their words.

'Then, does that mean she's been playing us all this time...?'

Such a question welled up, but Hilda couldn't open her mouth.
She thought there must be some misunderstanding.
A child couldn't possibly use the Evil God's power sincerely.

But Hilda knew well about the Evil God's cult.

One cannot become a believer in the Evil God's cult without knowing how to use the Evil God's divine power.

And since the faith of immature children is typically very shallow, one cannot obtain the Evil God's divine power without truly believing in the Evil God.

So, if Haze had been a member of the Evil God's cult since then,
it would mean she was a deranged human who desired the destruction of the world since childhood.

Hilda wanted to believe that couldn't be true of Haze, who was so tender-hearted she couldn't kill even an insect, and so altruistic it would be strange to call her a pushover.

She really couldn't have been like that.
She wouldn't have done that.
But she couldn't be certain.

Slither—

Before she knew it, the energy of despair flowed from Hilda's body.

Haze smiled so eerily it was chilling.

"Yes! That despair! Give it to me!"

She spread her palms wide, creating another magic circle, and absorbed the energy of despair.

Then, licking her lips as if savoring it, she looked at Ivan.

"Tch, Ivan daddy is no fun. I can clearly see you're in despair, but since you're a Dojaes, the energy doesn't flow to me."

If the believers of the Evil God are symbols of despair, the Dojaes of the Church are symbols of hope.

That's why they never emit the energy of despair that would make the Evil God stronger.

But that doesn't mean they don't feel despair.
While both body and mind were already in pain from maintaining the divine power, learning such shocking facts made his mind even more painful.

So let's end this quickly.

Woong—

Ivan gathered even more divine power and shouted toward Haze.

"I don't want to fight... but I have no choice."

As if to say that no matter how much she was the daughter he had raised,
if she was the Saint of the Evil God, there was no choice.
Ivan leaped toward her.

It was then.

"You're dead now, you bitch...!"
"Oh my, our baby has already been defeated. You're strong indeed, Melissa~."

Melissa, who had defeated the golem and returned, was casting magic as she descended from her witch's broom.

"!!!"

In the midst of this, Melissa was startled to see Ivan surrounded by a strange power.

She didn't know what that power was, but she could tell he had become incomparably stronger than before.

There was no time to ask about that power.
She needed to kill or subdue Haze together with Ivan.
That was her task now.

Melissa shouted toward Catherine and Hilda.

"Catherine, you protect Hilda."
"Yes!"

Hilda looked like she couldn't fight properly.

It didn't seem like Haze would attack Hilda in such a state, but if she allowed a surprise attack in that state of despair, it would be over.
If Catherine protected her, at least her life would be preserved.

By now, Ivan and Melissa had approached Haze.

And so the fierce battle began.


*


"Seems I'm late..."

Looking at the devastated Lemear Academy, Lucia sighed. Of course, it wasn't a sigh of frustration, but one of relief.

There were no monsters roaming the academy, only numerous monster corpses.
But there were no human corpses.
From this fact, Lucia was confident that most students had evacuated to shelters.

Some might have died or been seriously injured.

But the absence of human corpses on the streets meant that even if there were such cases, they were very few.

If a true calamity had struck Lemear Academy, the academy would now be littered with student corpses.

Of course, the streets weren't completely devoid of humans.
If one searched thoroughly, there were still people waiting to be rescued.
Lucia rescued them and took them to shelters.

"P-Princess?!"
"Y-Your Highness the Princess, I bow before you!!!"
"Thank you for saving me, Princess! I love you!"

They all recognized Lucia.
Of course, such attention was familiar to her.

Lucia is a hero of the Empire.
While some might not know the face of a princess, as a hero, no citizen of the Empire could not know Lucia's face.

Anyway, she sent everyone she rescued to shelters.
And just as she was about to rescue someone else or look for Ivan.

She caught a rather intense scent.

Basically, beastfolk are sensitive to smells.
A martial artist who has reached a high level can smell even invisible things.

Lucia was now smelling something invisible.

Sniff sniff—

Lucia knew this scent.

It was divine power.
And a very powerful one at that.

Why was there a scent of intense divine power?
A bit curious, she walked in the direction of the smell.

Soon, Lucia realized the identity of the divine power.

"There, you'll be fine now."
"I-I really am g-getting better..."

With long brown hair.
Eyes covered with white bandages.
Dressed in an all-white nun's habit.

This woman was healing a female student who seemed badly injured with divine power.

But Lucia couldn't help but be very surprised when she saw her.

Lucia knew who she was.

"Saint?"

There was a saint at the academy.

What's going on?

Ch.44 - "That's a lie."
Fundamentally, not many people know what the Holy Maiden looks like.
Even the citizens of the Holy Kingdom, and even the disciples of the Holy Kingdom, rarely get to see the Holy Maiden.

But Lucia Lemaire is the First Imperial Princess.

While the Pope's authority is immense, ultimately the Holy Kingdom is a vassal state of the Empire.
It would be strange for the First Imperial Princess not to know what the Holy Maiden looks like.

Of course, Lucia had only seen the Holy Maiden's face recently.

When Lucia became the Imperial Princess, the Holy Maiden was still in secluded training.

She had no reason to meet the Holy Maiden who was in seclusion, nor did she particularly want to meet her, so she didn't make any effort to do so...

Recently, after the Holy Maiden completed her seclusion training, Lucia had met her a few times as a candidate for the next Imperial Emperor.

They drank tea together, discussed the future of the Empire and the Holy Kingdom, and became somewhat friendly through small talk.

'The Holy Maiden.'

The world respects this woman who communicates most closely with the goddess who protects the world.

While the "Hero" who will someday defeat the Chaos Cult and bring complete peace to the world is merely a mythical figure, the Holy Maiden is a real person.

That's why she receives respect and reverence from many.
She works to maintain peace in the world.

A woman chosen by the goddess becomes the Holy Maiden and assists the goddess.
The position changes frequently, but the role of Holy Maiden can never be ignored.

But in the end, the Holy Maiden is just an ordinary human.
She cannot completely prevent the Chaos Cult from running rampant.

Therefore, there are quite a few people who dislike the Holy Maiden.

The Holy Maiden only offers prayers in the Holy Kingdom.
She doesn't engage in direct combat.

The Holy Maiden's reputation isn't good among those who directly battle the monsters of the Chaos Cult.
Except for the Holy Knights, of course.

Anyway, the point is that the Holy Maiden isn't someone who can protect everyone from the Chaos Cult, and everyone knows this fact.

Throughout much of history, when the Chaos Cult was far more rampant than now.

Holy Maidens of the Holy Kingdom were continuously executed.

People came to believe that the Chaos Cult was running wild because the Holy Maiden wasn't doing her job properly.
That's what the masses ended up thinking.

But Lucia knows.
As the Imperial Princess, there are things she can know.
She knows the hidden truths concealed behind history.

It's widely believed that the Holy Kingdom executed incompetent Holy Maidens, but in truth, not a single Holy Maiden was ever executed.

The Holy Maiden is truly a woman selected by the goddess's choice.

She doesn't just offer prayers in the Holy Kingdom; she also uses divine power to eliminate followers of the Chaos Cult whose whereabouts are unknown.

The number of Chaos Cult followers killed by Holy Maidens is countless.
The Holy Maiden is essential for world peace.
It makes no sense to carelessly kill such a person.

Setting aside the possibility of the goddess's anger, the period in which the goddess selects a Holy Maiden varies.

When no one knows when another Holy Maiden might appear, executing the current one just because the masses are angry makes no sense.

So throughout that long history, what the Holy Kingdom chose to do was pretend to execute the existing Holy Maiden and present a new fake Holy Maiden.

Anyway.

The Holy Maiden that Lucia met was an ordinary girl.
She liked sweets, was bright and cheerful.
A normal girl like any other.

For someone so close to divinity, receiving respect and reverence from many, she was remarkably ordinary.

Come to think of it, wasn't Lucia herself the same?

Lucia still can't imagine herself becoming the Emperor who will lead this empire.

She's still just a girl who likes Ivan and wants to act spoiled around him.

The Holy Maiden did have some peculiarities.

She looked remarkably young for someone who had been in secluded training for so long.
Of course, if she had entered seclusion as a teenage girl, that wouldn't be strange.

Anyway, they got along better than expected and became somewhat close.

But why.
Why is such a person.
The Holy Maiden of the Holy Kingdom.
Here.
At the Academy right now???

"Ah, Y-Your Highness... H-Hello?"

Though unable to hide her confusion, she showed signs of being somewhat pleased to see Lucia, confirming that she was indeed the Holy Maiden Lucia had met.

Plus, she smelled exactly like the Holy Maiden. Without being an exceptional beastkin, Lucia couldn't have been completely certain.

The Holy Maiden always covers her eyes with white bandages.

Lucia has never seen her bare face, nor does she know her name or identity.

However, her skin was firm and white, so even without seeing her eyes, there was no denying that she looked young for her age.

"Why are you here? Weren't you supposed to be in the Holy Kingdom?"

Lucia couldn't help but tilt her head in confusion.
While the Holy Kingdom is close to the Empire, they're still far apart.
So the Holy Maiden shouldn't have been in the Holy Kingdom.

And Lucia had rushed to the Academy very quickly after receiving the urgent news.

There is no beastkin or human in this empire faster than Lucia.

Yet the Holy Maiden had already arrived at the Academy.
Therefore, the Holy Maiden must have been near the Academy.

The answer she received confirmed this suspicion.

"Ah, th-that's because I-I had some work spreading t-teachings around here...!!!"
"......"

She was speaking rapidly out of nervousness, but still.

'She's lying.'

The lie was so obvious that Lucia was momentarily dumbfounded.

As mentioned earlier, the Holy Maiden was ultimately just an ordinary girl.

Lucia, who had studied imperial governance and hardened her resolve through various life-and-death situations, was cold and composed compared to the Holy Maiden. She simply concealed a tender heart inside.

"???"

Of course, the lie made her even more confused.

No, if this is a lie, then what's the truth?
What on earth is this person doing here?

It was strange that such questions didn't immediately spring to mind. But soon she realized there was no time to resolve these questions.

—BOOM!!!
—CRASH!!!

Loud explosions were echoing from somewhere in the distance.

"It sounds like a battle is taking place somewhere!"

And quite an intense one at that.

When Lucia gritted her teeth and shouted, the Holy Maiden nodded repeatedly.

"L-Let's go there! I can be of help too."

After saying this, she hid the student she had healed somewhere in the building, then stood beside Lucia with a solemn expression.

Her visible tension suggested that she had indeed never been to an actual battlefield.

Lucia looked at the Holy Maiden.
The Holy Maiden could probably enhance her body using divine power, but she fundamentally couldn't match Lucia's speed.

In that case—

"Holy Maiden."
"Yes!"
"Hold on tight."
"What? W-Wait...!"

Before the Holy Maiden could say anything more.
Lucia quickly picked her up and leaped onto the building, rapidly advancing toward the source of the explosions.

"Kyaaaah!!!!"

The Holy Maiden screamed.
Had she ever moved at such a speed in her life?
In a situation that felt mind-numbing, she desperately used divine power to somehow avoid falling from Lucia's arms.

Lucia thought about the nature of those explosions.
She wasn't sure exactly how those sounds were being produced, but some were familiar.

That's why she could be certain.

'Melissa.'

Melissa Edlun was at that battlefield.
Melissa's destruction magic was attacking something.
With that certainty, she continued advancing toward the battlefield.

And finally, she could see the battlefield with her own eyes.

"...!!!"

Lucia couldn't believe her eyes.
There were multiple shocking sights.

Several professors and guards were unconscious, and Hilda was covered in blood.

Someone with cherry blossom-colored hair was protecting Hilda's side.
Knowing Hilda's abilities, Lucia knew she wouldn't collapse from such wounds.
But her expression looked serious. She seemed to have lost her fighting spirit.

Ivan was using divine power.
Knowing what divine power was, Lucia immediately realized that he was a disciple of the Holy Kingdom.

She was simply surprised that Ivan had been hiding such power.

Ivan looked to be in great pain while using divine power, which was difficult to watch.

As expected, Melissa was unleashing destruction magic.
She was launching a joint attack with Ivan against someone.

"Huh? ...Huh???"

Lucia couldn't take her eyes off that someone.

It was unbelievable. An unbelievable sight.
But that someone was a very familiar person, and Lucia couldn't fail to recognize her.

"H-Haze?"

Haze Edlun.
Ivan Edlun's last adopted daughter and a fellow animal beastkin like Lucia had reappeared after 15 years.

Wielding the power of an evil god.
Casually facing off against Ivan and Melissa.
Smiling wickedly and cackling.

It was hard to believe, but that woman was indeed Haze.

The Holy Maiden in Lucia's arms witnessed the battle scene and muttered in confusion.

"Wh-What... What on earth... is happening...?"

It was at that moment.

For an instant, Haze turned her head toward Lucia.

"!!!"

Seeing Haze looking at her, Lucia put down the Holy Maiden and prepared to draw the dagger at her waist.

But.

For some reason, in Haze's eyes as she looked at her,
There seemed to be a profound sadness.
Lucia ultimately couldn't move her body.

In the end, Haze turned her head away again.
And, once more wearing that unpleasant smirk, she muttered something toward Ivan and Melissa.

Pop—

Then she disappeared somewhere.

"......"
"......"

Lucia and the Holy Maiden silently watched that anticlimactic scene.

The Chaos Cult's attack on the Academy ended just like that.

Ch.45 - Dumbstruck Woman
The situation had been resolved.
It was almost anticlimactic.

Not long after the fierce battle, Haze disappeared using teleport magic.

"......"

I stared blankly at the scene where Haze had vanished.
My reunion with Haze had been truly awful. I never imagined she would be the Evil God's saint.

I thought about Haze again.
While I could no longer deny that she was the Evil God's saint, her strange behavior bothered me.

When using black magic against Hilda and me, Haze clutched her head as if suffering from a headache and muttered to herself.

"Ugh... stop it... stay still...!"
"What's wrong? Are you afraid of me? Afraid I'll kill everyone?"
"Don't come out... I'll, I'll really kill you...!"

It was as if she was conversing with something inside herself, but I couldn't understand why she behaved that way.

Anyway.

This sudden attack seemed to have ended just like that.


*


The damage Lemear Academy suffered from the Chaos Cult's attack could be considered both significant and minimal.

First of all, there were no fatalities.

While there were quite a few serious injuries, it was fortunate that no one died.

Since there were almost no casualties despite an attack that could have thrown the entire Imperial Capital into chaos, the damage could be considered minimal.

However.

The meaning of "damage" encompasses more than just "human casualties."

There were too many buildings that had collapsed terribly.
Especially the important buildings that the golem who fought Melissa had destroyed were not just one or two.

Most of the collapsed buildings contained lecture halls where students attended classes and faculty offices where general department professors stayed.

And there were so many of them.

Many students and professors lost their classrooms. They couldn't teach or attend lectures there starting tomorrow.

It would take time to rebuild. They were essentially forced out onto the streets.

But Lemear Academy was the Empire's finest educational institution.
They immediately gathered tower masters and outstanding mages to begin creating temporary educational facilities on empty lots.

Naturally, Melissa was also helping with this work.

I knew that mages who had reached a certain level were truly remarkable, but I didn't know they could use magic to build houses.
Of course, it seemed to require a lot of manpower and take quite some time.

The one giving directions for the cleanup was Hilda.

Although she still didn't look pleased, she was the academy's headmaster after all. She had a duty to resolve this situation somehow.

Everyone—students, professors, and instructors alike—was working hard to help the damaged academy.

So.

Thanks to the achievements fabricated by Melissa and Lucia,
I became a 7th-grade administrator,
a mage belonging to the Magic Corps,
and finally an instructor at the Academy's Magic Department.

And now.

What am I doing?

"Is... is that student over there alright now?"
"Ah, yes! I've healed them."

I'm helping treat injured students alongside the Saint.

Going back two hours.
After Haze left.

Melissa, Hilda, Catherine, and I made eye contact with Lucia and the Saint who were on top of a building.
Lucia picked up the Saint in her arms and soon jumped down lightly to where we were.

What happened next was, in my view, quite a spectacle.

"I am honored to meet Your Highness."
"You don't need to be so formal, Tower Master."
"What brings you here?"
"I rushed here after hearing urgent news that the Chaos Cult had attacked."

Seeing Melissa show such respect to Lucia was truly bewildering. Well, objectively speaking, it was a natural situation... but from my perspective, it was perplexing.

Afterward, Lucia put down the Saint, approached Hilda to inquire about her well-being, and then looked back and forth between me and the Saint.

Then she gave what was essentially an order.

"Anyway, since the Chaos Cult people seem to have been dealt with... Instructor, I think it would be good for you to work with the Saint. There might still be injured students, could you help them?"

I nodded in agreement but couldn't help being surprised.
I hadn't realized the person in Lucia's arms was the Saint!

Although I was a priest of the Church, I had never seen the Saint before.
Even as a member of the Church, I wouldn't have had occasion to see the Saint, whom even regular Church members rarely glimpse.

Since she had never appeared at the priests' council meetings, it wasn't strange that I didn't know her.

Anyway.

I don't know why the Church's Saint is at the academy at this hour.
But following the Princess's instructions, I'm treating students alongside the Saint.

The students who were in the shelters have all come up to the surface, and among them are those who haven't received proper treatment yet.

We are helping those students.

My face was covered with a robe. It was due to the emergency situation; there was no benefit in revealing that I was a priest.

More precisely, rather than revealing I was a priest, it would be revealing that I used suspicious powers unknown to the public.

Woooong—

"Thank you, Saint!"
"Hehe, it's nothing. It's just what I should do."

While I couldn't heal many people due to the pain of the Thousand Transcendent Divine Power, the Saint easily healed students one after another with just her holy power.

But in the end, even the Saint is human, and good holy power is proportionally exhausting.
After healing most of the injured students, we entered a tent.

This tent was prepared for the Saint.

Since such an honored person had personally come to the academy, they seemed to have created a VIP room for her.
That's probably why there was even a makeshift sofa.

I was able to enter this place thanks to the Saint's consideration.

"Phew... I can't do any more."

I sat on the sofa and let out a long sigh.

The output of Thousand Transcendent Divine Power used for healing is much better than when strengthening the body, but it still hurts.

'I feel like I'm going to lose my mind....'

The Saint also sat next to me. Not too close, but not too far either.

"Thank you for your hard work. It seems you pushed yourself quite a bit, which makes me feel a bit sorry..."
"No, no, thanks to you, we finished quickly. You should rest a bit too, Saint."
"Y-yes, I will!"

I told the Saint to rest, but my mind was quite complicated.
However, since I didn't want to think about anything right now, I was just sitting there blankly...

-Glance glance
-Glance glance

The Saint kept looking at me.
As if she was watching my reactions.

'Is there something strange about me?'

I examined myself but couldn't find anything unusual.
Yet the Saint kept looking at me.
After pondering for a while, I asked.

"Am I making you uncomfortable by being here?"
"Ah, n-no, rather than uncomfortable, I'm nervous... ah, it's nothing."

Hmm.
This person.
She really can't lie.

But wait.
This is a bit ridiculous.
She invited me in here to rest, so why is she the one feeling uncomfortable and nervous?

If anyone should be nervous, it's me. Being in the same space and close to the world-renowned Saint.

But somehow... I feel comfortable.
Much more comfortable than when I was with Lucia or Melissa playing their alter egos.

Clearly this is someone I'm meeting for the first time, and in some ways, she wields more influence than the Princess or the Green Tower Master... yet I feel at ease.

Even though there's an awkward silence between us... why?

Anyway, the Saint seems to have changed her mind.
She invited me in here to rest because I looked too much in pain, but now she feels burdened being next to a man.

That could be the case. The holy Saint probably hasn't had much contact with men.

-Glance glance
-Glance glance

"......"

She keeps watching me, making me uncomfortable too.
I should just ask what I'm curious about and leave.

"Saint."
"Y-yes?"
"Do you know who I am, and that I'm a priest of the Church?"

I was curious about this.

After all, the Saint is someone who receives prayers from priests and transmits power to the Goddess.

Even though she might not meet ordinary priests, priests are very few in number, so I wondered if she might know me.

"O-of course. You're Ivan Edlen, aren't you? For someone who has become a Saint to not know the Goddess's apostles would be a great disrespect to both the Goddess and all of you."
"Ohh..."

Honestly, I felt a bit pleased.
The Saint knows me?
It's kind of like a top-tier celebrity remembering me.
Though I wonder what significance that has.

Anyway, I've learned what I wanted to know, so I should go.
It's uncomfortable for me too if she keeps watching me like that.

"Then I'll be going now."
"Ah, yes! I-I'm sorry..."
"It's fine. You might be nervous being alone with some man."
"Ahaha... y-yes, that's right."

Before parting.
The Saint's reaction was a bit sullen, but I didn't pay much attention to it.

And so my first impression of the Saint was that of a "scatterbrained woman."


*


Although helping the Saint was over, my duties weren't finished yet.

I worked with other instructors to carry materials for building restoration.

This kind of labor was the most comfortable for me.
I would have been truly screwed if I had been dragged into the temporary building creation task.
It was fortunate that creating such buildings required at least a 6th circle mage level.

As I worked diligently, the sunset came into view. A beautiful twilight enveloped me.

I was lying down somewhere from exhaustion when I saw a figure approaching me from the distance.

Come to think of it, didn't they say in Japan that the etymology of "twilight" is "who goes there?" Indeed, the sky is dark enough that faces are hard to make out.

But as the figure got closer, I could immediately tell who it was.

"Headmaster Hilda is calling for you."

It was Catherine.

Ch.46 - I'm sorry.
I arrived at the principal's office, guided by Catherine.
Since Hilda had called for me, I naturally expected to end up here.

When we reached the door of the principal's office, Catherine turned to me and said,

"I'll be going now."
"You're not coming in with me?"
"I still have things to do. Have a nice chat with Lady Hilda."
"Ah, okay."

After hearing my response, Catherine smiled brightly and waved her hand as she left.

I feel like Catherine and I have become more comfortable with each other. I'm even starting to speak to her in a similar way as I do with Hannah.

Come to think of it, I didn't end up meeting Hannah today.
She must have been helping out somewhere too...
Anyway, I'm sure she's fine, so I shouldn't worry about it.

I stared blankly at Catherine's retreating figure before abruptly opening the door to the principal's office.
Then I turned my head.

Hilda was sitting on the sofa in casual clothes, hugging a pillow.

I'm still not used to seeing Hilda like this.

The image of Hilda in her vest, shirt, and form-fitting white pants, addressing the academy students with a somewhat stiff manner of speaking, still lingers in my mind.

But.

Come to think of it, hasn't Hilda always been like this?
She would get angry at me, often pretend to be strong, and did indeed seem stronger than the other children.

Hilda was, after all, just an ordinary young girl.

One who lost her beloved parents in an instant.
Sadly, one of countless such children around the world.
One who suffered a deep wound in her heart but didn't show her vulnerability.

A girl who could hardly be called special.

Catherine said she had lost all her parents and family.
I don't know how she came to receive Hilda's help, but Hilda probably couldn't leave Catherine alone.

She must have thought she couldn't abandon a girl who, like herself, had lost everything, and that's why she made Catherine her subordinate.

Anyway.

In the end, people can change a lot, but they're also creatures that don't change much.
Deep inside Hilda, there still exists profound wounds and vulnerability.

This is also why Hilda tried to kidnap me.

Because she was afraid of losing me.
Because she hoped I wouldn't leave for somewhere else anymore.
Because she wanted me to stay by her side, continuously.

It was all because of Hilda's vulnerable inner self.

"......"

Hilda looked at me and kept moving her lips, but couldn't bring herself to speak.

I sat down on the sofa across from Hilda.

I'm not sure how to start the conversation either. I don't really know what Hilda wants to talk about.

Just as I was about to break the ice, thinking it would be better to say something, Hilda beat me to it.

"I'm sorry, Evan."

Hilda apologized to me.

"I did something terrible to you... Even though I knew... that doing such things... wouldn't make you happy... I had no right to... I was angry and resentful toward you... But... but..."

Hilda, who looked like she might cry at any moment, apologized to me while sobbing. The pillow she was hugging tightly became soaked with her tears.

Although I was quite taken aback, I shook my head.

"It didn't end up happening, right? Of course, I can't deny that it's something to apologize for... but you don't need to feel so sorry about it."

It's not strange for Hilda to apologize to me.
After all, she did try to do something terrible to me.

If Melissa hadn't witnessed Catherine's framing scheme, I might have become Hilda's toy.

But in the end, that didn't happen, and I suffered no harm. Hilda no longer intends to do such things.

So, isn't everything fine now?

While it might be natural for her to apologize to me, she doesn't need to feel so sorry about it.

That's what I meant to convey, but Hilda shook her head slightly.

"No, no. Just the fact that I tried to do such a thing is something I'm deeply sorry for... And... there's something else I need to apologize for."
"Oh, what is it?"
"Strictly speaking, it's not something I need to apologize only to you for... but in the end, I put you in great danger, so..."

Hilda wiped the tears from her eyes and continued.

"The attack on the academy. It was all because of me."

Those words were quite shocking.

"Huh...?"

The Chaos Cult's attack on the academy.
To say that Hilda was the cause of it.
It was an unbelievable story.

"The truth is, I've been meeting with Haze frequently for a long time."

After that, Hilda explained.

How Haze, whom she suddenly reunited with, had asked her not to reveal his existence to others, and how she hadn't told anyone that Haze had appeared.

How she had diligently cultivated the power received from Haze to gain formidable physical and mental strength.
How thanks to those powers, she had obtained the prestigious position of principal at Lemaire Academy.

How she had allowed Haze to freely come and go from the academy and the principal's office.

But in reality, Haze had been freely entering and leaving the academy while plotting to attack it, and that plan was executed today.

And.

"The power inside me now is the power of an evil god."
"......"
"Before Haze gave me this power, I was someone who couldn't do anything."

How the power that Haze had given her, which she had diligently honed, was actually the power of an evil god.
How she had been an incompetent person before receiving that power.

Hilda spilled out all the stories she had been hiding.
Those facts were quite shocking, but there were things I now understood clearly.

Just the fact that Hilda had lived a difficult life.

The fact that she must be feeling immense guilt for causing harm to the academy due to her foolishness.
The fact that she must be harboring deep turmoil and despair in her heart after being betrayed by a friend she trusted.

Realizing this, I suddenly understood how heavy the waves of emotion Hilda was enduring right now.

I'm in a similar situation.
But Hilda must be suffering much more.
After all, she said Haze had been her friend all this time.

What must it feel like?
To be betrayed by a trusted friend.
To be unable to deny that betrayal.

Having witnessed Haze's betrayal firsthand, Hilda cannot deny it.

If she hadn't seen it, she might not have believed it, but Hilda clearly saw Haze betraying her, and she is also a victim of that betrayal.

What emotions must Hilda be feeling right now?

Sadness.
Anger.
Regret.
Guilt.

Along with many other negative emotions that must be eating away at her inside.

"I'm going to resign as the academy principal."

So it wasn't strange that she mentioned resigning from her position as academy principal.

"I can't quit immediately tomorrow, but there are plenty of people who could take over as principal, and the handover shouldn't be too complicated. I think I'll be able to resign in the near future."

I nodded at Hilda's words.

She had realized that her power came from an evil god.
She was troubled after being betrayed by a trusted friend.
And she believed the academy was attacked because of her.

I couldn't possibly ask her to continue as the academy principal.

I respect Hilda's choice.
Some might see it as irresponsible, but bearing the guilt of having caused harm to the academy would be even more painful.

Unfortunately, the way to escape that guilt is to leave the place where one feels guilty.

Hilda thinks she's a useless person. It's not strange for her to think that way given the situation.
But resigning from her position as principal doesn't mean she's giving up everything.

So.

All I can do right now is just.
For the enormous wounds that have piled up.
For Hilda who is being cut to pieces.
Comfort her.

"Hilda."

I called Hilda's name as I stood up from my seat.
Then I immediately approached her and opened my arms toward her.

Hilda's eyes widened.
She seemed to understand what my gesture meant.

In our childhood.
Hilda didn't just hate me.
At some point, she definitely opened her heart to me, and whenever she was upset, she would come into my arms.

When I saw Hilda looking unhappy, I would smile and open my arms, and Hilda would scurry over, hug my waist, and nuzzle her head against my stomach.

And then she would always smile brightly.

Since she must be very upset now.
Let's do exactly the same thing as back then.
Let's smile brightly like we did then.

That's what I was suggesting now.

Hilda rose with a trembling body and approached me.

One step.
Another step.

She stood in front of me.

And hugged me tightly.

Now that Hilda is taller than me, it seemed more like I was being embraced by her.

But I could feel the warmth of the young Hilda who used to hug me, and a bright smile naturally formed on my face.

"Hic... sob... sob, hic... E-Evan... Evan, Evan... Evan..."

Hilda kept calling my name as she shed tears once again.

I don't know what emotions Hilda is feeling right now.
I don't know what she's thinking, and this action might not bring her peace of mind.

However.

Because I didn't want to leave Hilda, who seemed so precarious.
Because I wanted to pull Hilda out of the dark sea of emotions she seemed to be drowning in.
Because I wanted to brighten Hilda's deeply wounded heart, even if just for a moment.

I silently patted Hilda's back.

Our embrace lasted for quite a long time.

Ch.47 - I like you
After the long embrace ended.

I sat across from Hilda again, drinking tea.
Glancing out the window, I noticed the sunset had already disappeared. A night sky filled with countless stars welcomed me.

"......"
"......"

We were silently sipping our tea.

Honestly.
A little.
No, very.
Awkward.

I had hugged her, but after that, I didn't have anything particular to say. I had already heard everything I needed to hear, and I had comforted her.

Was our relationship awkward because we had nothing to say to each other?
Thinking about it, there weren't many moments when Hilda and I were alone together, and even those times seemed filled with conversation.

Above all, the current Hilda and the young Hilda had changed too much. Naturally, I couldn't just see the current Hilda as a little girl anymore.

No matter how I thought about it, it seemed right to just leave.

Just as I was about to get up from my seat.

"Ivan."

Hilda, who had been silent until now, finally opened her lips.

"Oh, uh? Yes."

After I responded, Hilda fell silent again.
But this time, as if she was chewing over her words, she kept biting her lower lip with a troubled expression.

However, this silence wasn't as long as before.
Eventually, Hilda spoke with her head bowed deeply.

"I-I know I shouldn't say this... at a moment like this... I feel sorry towards Ivan for many things... O-of course, I won't do anything to be sorry about in the future... but anyway..."

No.
Why is she building up suspense like this?
I couldn't help but feel tense, beyond just tilting my head in confusion.

Hilda kept stalling without getting to the point. Her voice was trembling so much that for a moment I thought she was crying again.

Rather than crying... was she holding something back? Or feeling embarrassed?

Unless Hilda got to the point, all I could do was speculate.
Anyway, it didn't seem like such a serious matter.

Thinking this, I continued to look at Hilda. She finally raised her head after keeping it bowed.

For some reason, Hilda's face was slightly flushed. Her pupils trembled like aspen leaves as she looked at me.

And then.
Hilda said.

"I... I like you, Ivan."

She likes me.

"Uh, what???"

Only then.
I remembered what I had forgotten.

A few hours ago.
When I encountered Haze.
Me and Catherine, who had escaped through Melissa's magic.

And before facing the small golems.
During that sweet break time.
The conversation I had with Catherine.

While we exchanged many words and cleared up misunderstandings and suspicions about each other, the most important thing was.

Though it wasn't intentional, Catherine told me that Hilda liked me.

I was curious and flustered about whether Hilda really liked me romantically, but right then, those small golems appeared and the conversation was cut short.

After that, I was naturally focused on eliminating the golems, so I couldn't think about other things.
That's why I had forgotten.

That I had heard something incredibly shocking.

...Still, you never know.
Hilda might still think I hate her, so she could be saying that she actually likes me (as a father), not that she hates me.

Yes, that must be it.
Yes, that must definitely be it...

"Um, Hilda?"
"...Yes."
"That, um... when you say you like me... you mean you like me as a father, right?"

But at that moment.
I realized as I asked.

That even to me, it was a question with an already determined answer.

Hilda rambling, struggling to get to the point.
Hilda bowing her head.
Her trembling tone as she rambled.
The look in her eyes as if she had made some decision.
And that faint blush.

'Ah.'

I understood.

When I realized something so obvious.

Hilda shook her head.

"I like you romantically, Ivan. Since I was young... continuously, until now."

I felt my mind going blank for a moment.

Thinking about it, it was strange.
Hilda's actions were hard to understand if she simply loved me as family, as a father.

But I knew Hilda had a tender heart.
I also knew she had already lost family before her eyes once.

Because of that, I thought she had a much deeper family love.
That she had harbored that for me.

Therefore, it could be seen that she acted extremely because she didn't want to lose family again...

But it seems that wasn't the case.

Hilda had feelings for me.
But it wasn't something like family love, it was romantic love.
She had harbored that since she was young.

If her feelings for me were romantic, it makes sense.
From some perspectives, it might be incomprehensible, but I think romantic love is a more tenacious emotion than family love.

Ah- or is it not?

I've never lost family love.
And I've never had romantic love fulfilled even once, rather only experienced pain from it.

If that's the case... it's kind of...
Pathetic, damn it.

Perhaps because I didn't say anything, Hilda continued with an anxious expression, sweating profusely.

"I-I'm not asking you to accept my feelings! That would be too shameless... Just... I just wanted to express my feelings... This might burden you, but... I wanted to say this much..."

Hilda looked extremely anxious.
Did she think I would reject her?
She preempted me before I could say anything.

Hilda was still crouched down. Did she think she had made a confession I couldn't accept?
Did she think I might distance myself from her after hearing that confession?

Well, it's certainly shocking.
In fact, I was greatly shocked when I learned that Hilda really liked me.

But.

It's not strange.
That's what I think.

Apart from my surprise.
Apart from still not fully understanding this situation.

That Hilda likes me.
I'm certain that it's absolutely not strange.

"Yes. I understand what you're saying, Hilda. But still... I don't think I can accept your feelings."
"!!!"

Of course, separate from that, I can't accept Hilda's feelings yet.

However.

'Yet.'
It's just 'yet.'

But I didn't say 'yet.'
Not yet.

"Y-yes, I thought so... Ha, haha... hue... hu."

But Hilda, who didn't listen to the end of what I was saying, had an expression like she was about to burst into tears.

She seems to think she said something shameless, and she's somewhat certain that I won't accept her feelings...

But regardless of that, it's sad to have your feelings rejected by someone you like.

I could really feel that Hilda had romantic feelings for me.
I've experienced the sadness of being rejected by someone I like too...

Anyway, I added before she could break into full-blown tears.

"For now, that is."
"Uh, what?"
"I'm saying I'll think about it a bit."

When I said that, Hilda's eyes widened as she looked at me.
She looked like she was about to cry, but now she's looking at me as if shocked.
Her tears seem to have stopped abruptly.

"R-really?"
"Yes."
"You mean there's still a possibility?"
"Of course."
"H-hehe."

After I confirmed, Hilda smiled broadly.

It's been a while since I've seen Hilda smile so freely. I think she might have smiled similarly when we hugged earlier, but I couldn't see her face, so I can't be sure.

But soon Hilda's face stiffened, and she asked me in a somewhat serious tone.

"B-but... don't you think it's strange? That a d-daughter... likes her father romantically..."

No.
Why is she asking something so obvious?
Did she think I would reject her that much?

It seems Hilda couldn't think positively.

"I treated you like a daughter, but you're not my biological daughter."
"!!!"
"I don't want to say this, but... we're strangers in a way, and especially since I met the suddenly adult Hilda... it's natural to feel more like strangers."
"Y-yes, that's true."
"So Hilda liking me... it's not that strange."

I really don't think it's strange.
I was just surprised because I hadn't thought that Hilda might like me.

I simply hadn't considered that Hilda might like me romantically.

How could I think that there would be a woman, and a beautiful one at that, who would like someone like me romantically?

I always wished it could be so... but I just didn't know it would actually happen.

But the reason I ultimately don't think it's strange is because I somewhat see Hilda as a stranger. It's a clear fact that she's not my biological daughter.

And also...

"You all are older than me now, and honestly, rather than girls I raised diligently, you now just look like women to me..."

This is, embarrassingly, an undeniable and obvious fact.

I felt it when I had intimate skinship with Melissa.

I clearly recognized Melissa as a woman, and my holy sword—Excalibur—wanting to manifest was sufficient evidence...
I can no longer see my daughters as daughters...

Anyway, I inadvertently revealed such a fact, but.

"......"

Hilda's expression soured a bit.
She's looking at me as if she's seeing some kind of pervert.

Wait a minute.
She said she likes me.

'It's not strange for me to just see them as women!'

After thinking that.
I finally realized what Hilda was thinking.

Ah.
So that's what it was.
Oh my god.

"I-it's because you're adults! Because you're adults!"
"......"
"You're adults, right? Adults! Adults!"

I suddenly became a madman who approached his daughters with impure intentions.

I thought she might be disillusioned with me, but fortunately, my assumption that Hilda misunderstood was my own misunderstanding.

"I'm just joking, joking! I'm actually happy."

Hilda said it was just a joke, and she chuckled while watching my flustered reaction.

And so, this eventful day came to an end.

Ch.48 - A Somewhat Very Happy Life
# After Receiving Hilda's Confession of Love

"......"
"......"

We became even more awkward and couldn't say anything. But apart from the awkwardness, there wasn't much to say.
All the words that needed to be spoken had already been said.

"I'll be going then."

I finished my now-cold tea and stood up.
As I walked toward the door, Hilda followed behind me.

She looks even more solemn than when she confessed to me.

When I grabbed the doorknob, Hilda stood beside me.

"Um... Ivan..."
"Yes?"
"After having my confession put on hold, this might be inappropriate... No, never mind. Since I'm your daughter anyway, it doesn't matter!"
"???"

What's with this sudden monologue?
I was a bit bewildered and just stared blankly at Hilda, when she linked her arm with mine and said:

"This is purely as a daughter... that's all!"

And then.

*smooch*

I felt something incredibly soft touch my cheek.
That soft sensation disappeared shortly after, and Hilda withdrew her arm.

"W-well, goodbye..."

She saw me off with a timid voice.
Hilda covered her face with one hand while waving gently with the other.

"Y-yeah... take care."

I hastily opened the door and escaped from the principal's office.

When I stepped outside the building, cold wind greeted me.
I stared blankly at the night sky, lost in thought.

So. Just now.
Hilda. Kissed me.
On the cheek?

Actually, I'm somewhat used to cheek kisses.
Ciel and Rebecca, whom I haven't met yet, used to kiss me on the cheek almost every day.

But the other children didn't.
Well, Lucia did it once at Ciel and Rebecca's urging.

Hilda and I never had that kind of physical contact except for hugs, so this was the first time Hilda had kissed me on the cheek.

Above all.

This wasn't just an ordinary kiss like the ones I received from children!

Honestly, I'm too flustered and my heart is racing too much. I can almost hear my heartbeat in my ears.

I think my heart is beating faster than when I was fighting golems a few hours ago.

Hilda said it was purely daughterly affection, but I know well enough that most grown daughters don't do this to their fathers.

'This is quite a predicament...'

Now I really can't see my daughters as just daughters anymore.
Maybe it's fortunate. After all, Hilda doesn't think of me as her father.

I thought she called me "Ivan" because she considered her birth father as her real dad... but was it actually because she liked me romantically?

'No, what does the form of address matter?'

What's important is that Hilda likes me.
And while I didn't reject her feelings, I didn't accept them either.

Do I like Hilda?
The current Hilda is certainly a grown woman, and I do recognize her as a member of the opposite sex.

But do I really like her?
I can't give a proper answer to that question.

I do love Hilda.
However, no matter how I think about it, it's familial love.
That familial love might disappear and be replaced by romantic love someday, but for now, it's not.

The reason I put Hilda's confession on hold was ultimately to avoid hurting her.

It's difficult to accept it right now, but I didn't want to reject her either. She would definitely be hurt.

But eventually, a moment will come when I have to make a choice.
I might deeply hurt Hilda. My relationship with Hilda might be ruined.

Hilda was extremely happy that I put her confession on hold. She seems to have taken it as a good sign.

While I just think of it as "running away"...

"Sigh..."

Life.
It's complicated.

With these thoughts, I continued walking.
Anyway, this long day had finally ended.

I was planning to go to the instructor's quarters and get some sleep, but a problem arose.

"Ah."

That's right.
The instructor's quarters had collapsed too.
Well, my wallet and valuables are in my coat, so it doesn't matter much.
That night, I found a room at a nearby inn.

It was a bit tumultuous,
but ultimately, it was a good day.


*


Ten days have passed since the Chaos Cult's attack on the academy.

Ten days isn't a long time, but my life has changed significantly during that period.

First of all.

I was removed from my position as an academy instructor.

Of course, I voluntarily resigned.
In reality, once you accept the position of instructor, you can't leave freely without a valid reason.

But who am I?

I'm the man whose daughter is at the top of the academy as the principal.

Hilda granted my request.
She didn't just let me resign.

Hilda, who was still serving as the academy principal, sent me back to the Civilian Affairs Department.

It could be seen as an abuse of power, but in truth, any reason would suffice.

After all, since Hilda chose me as an academy instructor, it was entirely possible for her to remove me from that position.

While I couldn't escape from being part of the Magic Corps, I was able to leave my position as an academy instructor.

This allowed me to overcome a significant crisis.

By the way, I wasn't the only one who returned to the Civilian Affairs Department.

My friend, Hannah Bendes, also returned to the Civilian Affairs Department.
I'm not sure how she managed to come back... but anyway, she did.

Mr. Thomas welcomed both of us very warmly.
The news of the Chaos Cult's attack on the academy had spread far and wide, so he must have been quite worried about us.

I absolutely couldn't make jokes like "Are you no longer worried about your hair since it won't grow anymore?"...

Anyway, secondly.

I moved out of the government housing.

I got a proper house.

The life in a government housing unit for low-ranking officials, which was no different from a well-maintained inn room, has now ended.

The house I moved into was larger than an ordinary family home.
While it pales in comparison to nobles' mansions, it's practically a noble's mansion compared to ordinary people's homes.

It's a two-story house with a scenic terrace, and it's spacious overall.

This house was also arranged by Hilda.
Actually, I didn't ask for this house, but Hilda arbitrarily gave it to me, insisting I live here.

I'm fine with it.
It's nice, but...

Hilda didn't send me to this nice house just so I could live well alone.
That means I'm not the only one living in this house.

Lastly, the third point.

There's a housemate in this house.

"Wake up, Ivan!"
"There's still plenty of time... What's wrong?"
"At this rate, you'll be late! And the food will get cold."
"Ugh... I don't want to."
"Oh, really!"

*SLAP*

"Eek!"

It's Catherine Blossom.

Catherine became my servant.

I got out of bed after being slapped on the back by Catherine, who was wearing a maid uniform.
I'm grateful she woke me up since I was about to be late, but what kind of servant hits their master...

Anyway, the reason Catherine became my servant is, of course, thanks to Hilda.
Hilda resigned from her position as principal, and apparently her new job didn't require Catherine's assistance.

Feeling it would be wrong to just abandon Catherine, she arranged a house and had her serve me.

So I'm living very comfortably.
Catherine takes care of all the household chores.

She even wakes me up like a mother would.
I never knew having a maid would be this convenient.

It makes me feel a bit like a worthless person, but.
As long as it's comfortable, it's fine!

After coming downstairs to the living room, I ate the meal Catherine had prepared.
Catherine was watching me with her chin resting on her hand.

It's true that I'm living with a woman, but perhaps because the house is so spacious, I don't feel particularly nervous about it.

What matters isn't that a young man and woman live in the same house, but rather how close they are to each other.

Catherine's room and mine are located far apart on the second floor. She made a big fuss about being too close, saying it would be inappropriate.
What's wrong with me...

Anyway, there's no heart-fluttering cohabitation life.
There's just a lazy me and a caretaker looking after me.

After eating, I quickly washed up.
Changed into my official uniform.

When I went downstairs to the first floor, Catherine was sitting on the sofa, reading a paperback book with one hand.

By the way, that's my book. Catherine, who now has leisure time, has become engrossed in reading novels.
She says she always reads novels when she's not doing housework or helping me.

I asked her:

"Didn't Hilda say she's going somewhere else starting today?"
"Ah, yes. It seems she's finally starting a different job."
"What could that be..."
"Well... she said it was 'work necessary for the world'..."

Hilda said she would resign from her position as academy principal today.
And she said she had something to do, but she didn't tell either me or Catherine what it was.

Work necessary for the world.

She evaded with such grandiose words.
I wonder why she needs to hide it...
I suspect she might be doing something dangerous.

I'd prefer she didn't do such things, but I don't have the right to stop Hilda.
I can only pray for her safety.

I opened the door and said:

"I'm off."
"Okay, take care."

Catherine saw me off with a bright smile.
It's not exactly romantic, but it feels like Catherine and I are a married couple.

Exchanging greetings with a beautiful woman before going to work, and exchanging greetings with a beautiful woman after returning from work.
It might be quite a happy life...

Anyway, I started walking.
I have to work today too.

Thinking about work made me curious again.

Hilda.

What kind of work is she really doing, and where?

Of course, no answer will come from just pondering, so I decided not to think about it at all.

Ch.49 - For the Sake of the World
In a provincial city far from the imperial capital, deep underground.

This place, hidden from people's eyes, could hardly be considered ordinary.

White bones—whether from beasts or humans, it was impossible to tell—lay scattered across the floor, while people dressed in black robes prayed before a massive statue.

The man standing at the forefront of the statue bowed and spoke.

"Great and holy Evil God. Grant eternal darkness to this bright world, and eternal rest to our brothers and sisters."

"For that darkness and rest, we pray."

"Oh! Evil God! The world's destruction! Eternal rest for us!"

"We beseech you!"

As they bowed and prayed, black energy emanated from everyone's bodies. The divine power of the Evil God—the energy of despair. It was absorbed into the statue.

The ordinary-looking statue, shaped like a man in robes, was instantly dyed black before returning to its normal appearance as if nothing had happened.

Thus, the followers of the Evil God concluded their prayer.
Normally, they would all wear stiff, expressionless faces, but today their expressions were exceptionally bright.

This was because there were two pieces of good news.

"The Holy Maiden has finally attacked the Academy."
"Y-yes. I h-heard she collected tremendous energy of despair. Although hardly any humans died..."
"Death barely yields any despair energy, you know. Torture, on the other hand..."

The first piece of news was that the Evil God's Holy Maiden had attacked the Academy and collected a great amount of despair energy.
Thanks to this, even this temple of the Evil God—located in a distant provincial city with no connection to the imperial capital—was in good spirits.

The Evil God will resurrect.
Soon the Evil God will resurrect and destroy the world.

With such rumors circulating, and the Holy Maiden causing an incident that shook the world, the believers couldn't stop smiling.

Anyway, the second piece of news.

"It seems a new sister is joining us today."
"It's been so long since we've had a new comrade!"
"We should welcome her warmly..."

A new believer was coming to this ordinary temple of the Evil God.

The temple was located in a mere provincial city with few people. In a place with so few believers, the arrival of a new follower was certainly something to celebrate.

After all, the more comrades who worship the Evil God and desire the world's destruction, the better.

Coming to this place that could barely be called a temple meant that the person had already been vetted by believers who had been secretly proselytizing.

Moreover, according to rumors, this was no ordinary believer.

"They say she possesses divine power on par with the bishops."
"To think someone of that caliber would come to our place!"
"Heh, heh heh, heh heh heh..."

The divine power of the Evil God possessed by those called bishops in this cult was considerable.
And this cult didn't have a single bishop.

The new believer might just be a wanderer, but if she was bishop-level, they could not treat her as such. Even at this first meeting, they would treat her with respect.

Shortly after the prayer ended, people in black robes entered the underground cave entrance called the temple.

The Evil God's followers recognized them as believers who worked outside for proselytizing activities, and they scanned the group, wondering if there was anyone they didn't know.

And then.
They found her.

There she was.
One sister who worshipped the Evil God, whom they didn't recognize.
Walking in the middle, accompanied by the proselytizers.

The Evil God's followers couldn't help but notice that she was the newly arrived bishop-level believer.
After all, she was casually emanating the divine power of the Evil God at a level they could hardly imagine.

Before long, all the Evil God's followers belonging to this provincial temple had gathered at the entrance.
The proselytizers and the new sister stopped, and the leader of the proselytizers spoke.

"As you all know, a bishop-level sister has come to offer prayers to our Evil God at our temple today. With this, our temple has moved one step closer to the Evil God."

All the believers nodded at his words. They were all smiling brightly. Seeing their reaction, the leader of the proselytizers continued with a satisfied smile.

"Now, let me introduce you. This is Sister 'Hilde.'"

As he spoke, the woman called 'Hilde' carefully removed her hood.
Her appearance was revealed.

Long, dull gray hair.
But her hair looked incredibly soft.
Her bright amber-gold eyes were so captivating that even the Evil God's followers, who disliked brightness, couldn't help but stare.

Sister 'Hilde' was an extraordinarily beautiful woman.

Hilde chuckled and said:

"Pleased to meet you, brothers and sisters. My name is Hilde. After serving the Evil God alone until now, I've come here after meeting like-minded brothers and sisters. I look forward to our time together."

There was a moment of silence in the hall at the woman's somehow noble tone. Everyone had been captivated by her.
But then.

—Clap clap clap clap clap!!!

Thunderous applause erupted.
It was applause welcoming a bishop-level sister they would never normally see in a provincial temple like this.

And many believers thought as they clapped:
Though they had never seen the Holy Maiden of the Evil God in person, somehow this woman felt like she could be the Holy Maiden herself.

That's how substantial the amount of the Evil God's divine power flowing from Hilde was, and she was beautiful enough to deserve the title of Holy Maiden.

Hilde smiled broadly before putting her hood back on. Though she was grinning, she also looked somewhat anxious.

But as if that didn't matter, she maintained an expression of complete composure.

'...It worked.'

The first part of the plan had succeeded.
She could relax a little.

No one here had noticed her true identity.
If they knew who Hilde really was, they would have tried to kill her.
Or perhaps, feared her.

The true identity of the woman called Hilde was none other than (former) Lemaire Academy Headmistress—Hilda Edlun.


*


Turning back time to a few days ago.
The day Hilda shared an intimate embrace with Ivan and confessed her love to him.

Hilda decided to resign as Academy Headmistress and resolved:

To eradicate the Evil God cult completely.
To capture Haze Edlun and have some kind of conversation with her.

What kind of conversation she could possibly have with the Holy Maiden of the Evil God, or what difference it would make, she didn't know... but Hilda wanted to meet Haze again.

First, find a way to meet her somehow.
Then think about the rest later.

With that in mind, she began searching for a method.

She had been in utter despair.
Her mind wasn't working properly, and she even thought she wanted to die.

The aftereffects of learning several shocking truths that negated her entire life so far were severe.

But.

There was Ivan.
Ivan embraced her just like before.
In that warmth she felt for the first time in 15 years, Hilda felt her negative emotions melting away.

That's how she was able to escape from the sea of despair.
She couldn't give up on life like this. She didn't want to be like before.

With that determination alone, Hilda decided to find something she could do.
For world peace, something she could do...

She found it easily.

After finding a method, the next day.

Hilda worked on controlling the Evil God's power within her.
That is, the divine power of the Evil God.

It was shocking and chilling to know such wicked energy resided within her, but she needed this power now.

Fortunately, she quickly became adept at handling the Evil God's divine power.

It made no sense that she could use the Evil God's power without worshiping the Evil God, but the one who had infused this power was Haze, the Holy Maiden of the Evil God.

There must have been a way to easily inject the Evil God's divine power.

Anyway, afterward, Hilda summoned Lucia and Melissa.
Before Ivan was released from his seal, she had declared "Ivan is mine" as a rival in love, so her relationship with the two wasn't great.

But still, they were sisters.
Although they hadn't properly reconciled, the three were still close.

So when Hilda asked for their help, saying she had important work to do, Melissa and Lucia nodded.

Hilda told them the same story she had told Ivan the day before, and showing them the Evil God's power, she said:

"I'm going to use this power to infiltrate the Evil God cult by pretending to be a believer. I need the imperial approval and guarantee, and the Green Magic Tower's scroll book."

What Hilda had resolved to do was infiltrate the Evil God cult.
She could do what no one else could.

If she gradually penetrated deeper into the Evil God cult, she could obtain clues about the cult and information about Haze.

Although Melissa and Lucia thought it was very dangerous, they eventually accepted Hilda's proposal.

Lucia informed the imperial family that Hilda would be infiltrating the Evil God cult, and Hilda temporarily became part of the imperial intelligence department.

And Melissa gave Hilda a premium scroll book containing disguise magic and teleportation magic.

With this, Hilda could easily escape from difficult situations and conceal her identity.

Thus, in just two days, Hilda successfully infiltrated a temple of the Evil God cult.
She had only become affiliated with a temple in a provincial city, but if she continued further, she would surely reach the end.

The mission to infiltrate the Chaos Cult.

It was necessary for the sake of the world.

That's what Hilda thought.

She was determined to speak with Haze.
To finally collapse the Chaos Cult that was throwing the world into turmoil.
With that resolve.

She carefully steeled herself.

Ch.50 - The Queen of Elves
Far from the Empire's territory, there lies a vast forest.
Birds chirp, animals frolic, and spirits giggle in this place where beautiful non-human races dwell.

A non-human race with long, beautiful ears regardless of gender.
This place where "Elves" live.

This nation, known as the "Fairy Kingdom," is one of the great powers capable of keeping the Empire in check.

Just a few years ago, they were hiding in the forests, but then a "High Elf"—the supreme race among elves who would become their queen—appeared.

Thus, the elves who had been living separately gathered together, rebuilding the Fairy Kingdom, and before long, it became a powerful nation exerting influence across the continent.

Since each elf's abilities far surpassed those of ordinary humans, it wasn't strange that the once-fallen Fairy Kingdom could become a great power in an instant.

It was entirely possible, as long as there was a ruler who could unite them.

Humans thought that long ago, the elven population had been reduced to near extinction due to wars they had started, but over time, the elven population grew again.

They simply hadn't been discovered because they lived separately in deep forests where humans rarely ventured. The elven population had always been quite large.

They just couldn't unite.
Once the High Elf, ruler of all elves, appeared, they could gather together again and rebuild the Fairy Kingdom.

And now.

That High Elf currently rules as the Queen of the Elves, governing both the elves and the Fairy Kingdom.

"Let each minister report."

Seated on the throne, speaking in a cold tone, was a blonde, blue-eyed woman.

Though only 24 years old—merely an infant by the standards of the long-lived elven race—all elves are overwhelmed by her charisma.

High Elf.
Ruler of all elves.

True to those words, no elf can challenge her.
When the High Elf wished to rebuild the Fairy Kingdom, the elves blindly followed her and rebuilt it.

Elves unconditionally pledge loyalty to the High Elf. Only elves who have lived for a very long time can resist this loyalty.

Of course, it's not simply because she can rule over them. If she were truly incompetent, the older elves who aren't under the High Elf's control would have driven her out.

But she rebuilt the Fairy Kingdom and quickly transformed it into a great power.

That's why even the Council of Elders, created to check her power, shows a certain degree of loyalty to her.

Anyway, today too, the "Fairy Queen" handled state affairs for a long time, then handed over the remaining work to a female elf who had recently become regent after working as her secretary, and returned to her bedchamber.

The Fairy Queen's personal secretary and knight guard—also her first female elf friend from the great forest, Posella—spoke up.

"Ciel, you need to bathe now."

At those words, the Queen of Elves—Ciel—who had just been scolding her ministers in a cold tone...

"Aaah, it's such a bother, such a bother, such a bother, such a bother!"
"Please, Ciel... if you bathe late and sleep late again, you'll be tired and complain to your subjects about not feeling well..."
"Nooo, I don't want to, don't want to, don't want to, don't want to!"

She rolled around wildly on the bed, throwing a childish tantrum about not wanting to bathe...

This young High Elf, ruler of all elves who rebuilt the Fairy Kingdom and made it a great power, has a true self vastly different from the facade she shows to others.

While elves think of Ciel as a cold, rigid, charismatic, and capable queen, her personal secretary Posella sees differently.

To her, Ciel is just a "child" who easily displays her emotions.

Of course, her competence is undeniable.
Rebuilding the Fairy Kingdom and turning it into a great power would have been impossible without Ciel.

But still...
Even so...
This behavior...

Isn't it too childish?

Although 24 years is merely infancy for elves, they mature around their teens just like humans.

So.

Ciel is already mature, and this is simply her natural personality.

Posella sincerely believes that if everyone knew her true nature, there might be more elves who would resist her rule.

In fact, Posella herself has developed some resistance to Ciel's controlling ability, so it's not an impossible idea.

Anyway.

Normally, Posella would have given in to Ciel's whining or played along with her, but today is somewhat different.

Tomorrow is an important day.
A very important day for Ciel.

That's why she appointed a trustworthy regent to handle state affairs.
Today, at least, Posella should be able to get Ciel to bed early.
With this in mind, she spoke.

"Didn't you say you're going to the Empire tomorrow? It would be best to rest quickly so you can maintain a good condition."
"Y-Yes, that's right."

Ciel hugged the pillow on her bed tightly and smiled brightly.

Ciel was in an exceptionally good mood today.
Though there was more work than usual, it didn't matter.
Thinking about tomorrow's events made her inevitably happy.

Today, Ciel had to carefully control her facial muscles to avoid breaking into a silly grin.

Ciel had thought she maintained a good poker face, but she realized that wasn't exactly the case.

She had spoken in a cold tone and manner simply because she was annoyed with the ministers who didn't want to work and said useless things.

But now, overwhelmed with happiness, her face kept twitching. Had she not experienced happiness until now...?

Carefully considering this, she realized that recently, she only smiled when she finished all her duties and returned to her bedroom to rest.

Right now.

Unless she was done with all her duties and resting, she was always in a bad mood.

'Was I actually unhappy...?'

But it wasn't so strange.
Six years had passed since she united the elves and rebuilt the Fairy Kingdom.
During that time, she had been busy governing this kingdom.

Now that the Fairy Kingdom had become powerful, her workload had decreased, but naturally, she was still busy.

But how was she different from others?
Life is a repetition of hard work and sweet rest.

However, sometimes there are moments when one wants to rest continuously.

Six years.

For that long time, she had lived incredibly busy. Thanks to that, she rebuilt the Fairy Kingdom, but Ciel never had time for herself. She also thought it wasn't particularly necessary.

But.
Not anymore.

Ivan Edlen had returned.
The person Ciel loved had been released from his seal.

It had already been about two months since he was unsealed, but Ciel couldn't go see him.
Too many problems had arisen in the Fairy Kingdom, keeping her busy.

Somehow, she had transformed from Ivan's beloved adopted daughter to a queen of a nation with great power and responsibility.

This meant she couldn't freely go see Ivan just because she missed him.

In the end, Ciel felt a little sad about her situation, prioritizing state affairs over the person she loved.

It couldn't be helped.

As the ruler of a race, she had to prioritize public matters over private ones. She couldn't mix personal and public affairs.

But.

Now the urgent matters were resolved.
She had also entrusted governance to the regent.

Therefore, she could now go meet Ivan Edlen.
Ciel had decided to go to the Imperial Capital tomorrow to meet Ivan.

It would be an unexpected reunion for Ivan.

How would Ivan react when he saw her? Would he recognize her immediately?
Such questions filled her mind, and Ciel's heart beat rapidly.

She wanted to meet Ivan as soon as possible.
While thinking about this, she suddenly realized something.

"Posella."
"Yes."
"I don't think I can fall asleep quickly tonight."
"What? Oh, I see..."

Like a child the night before a field trip, Ciel was too excited about tomorrow to fall asleep easily.

Posella sighed.

"Still, please go to bed early. Your dark circles have gotten worse lately, Ciel."

She was genuinely concerned about her lord's health.
If she could work in Ciel's place, Posella would want to, but she lacked the ability to handle state affairs.

"I'll rest for a while, so don't worry too much."

Ciel said with a slight smile.
She was really going to rest now. She would spend as much time as possible with Ivan.
After working so hard until now, that much should be fine.

"I understand. Rest well, Ciel."

Having heard Ciel's answer, Posella smiled brightly and left the bedroom.

Ciel washed herself in the bathroom, then lay back on the bed.
Her body was already tired. But her mind seemed filled with excitement.

She would meet Ivan.
Finally, she could meet Ivan.
However, she wasn't entirely happy.

"I hope no one has snatched him away already? No, that can't be..."

There were too many rivals.

Hilda had a strong obsession with Ivan.
Melissa had already confessed to her that she liked Ivan.
Lucia had scolded that a daughter and father shouldn't be like that, but it was obvious she had liked Ivan since childhood.

And.

'Rebecca.'

Ciel's greatest rival and best friend.

"I wonder if that damn woman made the first move..."

Since childhood, Ciel and Rebecca often fought over Ivan.
They hurled all sorts of insults at each other and even pulled each other's hair many times.

Through that, they developed a bond and became close friends, but.
She still remained an unwelcome rival whenever Ivan was involved.

It might be needless jealousy, but Ciel absolutely didn't want to lose Ivan to Rebecca of all people.

So she worried that Rebecca might have made the first move, but soon shook off that concern.

The Demon Kingdom seemed quite busy too.
They were probably also overwhelmed with state affairs.

If that was the case, she would make the first move.
She would claim Ivan and then boast, "Your daddy was amazing."

Ciel made this resolution as she tried to fall asleep.


...And around the same time.


There was one more woman who had similar thoughts.

Ch.51 - The Ruler of All Demons
On the outskirts of the continent, there is a region where the sun does not shine.

It's not that the sun doesn't rise, but there are no days without darkness there.
This is because the gray mist floating in the sky blocks the sun.

A region with perpetually dim skies even when it's not raining.
People call this place the "Demon Realm."

Like the Great Forest, the Demon Realm is inhabited solely by non-human races.

These non-humans are the demon race, humanity's ancient enemies.

Though not all are hostile now, they cannot deny being strange beings, making them a race many humans avoid.

There are quite a few humanoid demons like vampires, succubi, and incubi.

But since there are also many beast-like demons such as ogres, trolls, and kobolds, they remain beings that humans inevitably find uncomfortable.

Especially since demons have waged war against humans multiple times in the past, many dark legends surround them.

Succubi extract life force and drain humans to death, while vampires suck human blood to turn them into their servants.

Of course, these aren't just legends. In the past, they truly tormented humans in such ways.

But not anymore.

Succubi can survive without absorbing life force.
If they aren't hostile to humans, they have no reason to do such things.

The same goes for vampires. They deliberately avoid increasing their servants and drink animal blood instead of human blood.

Therefore, at present,
The demons' nation, the "Demon Kingdom," is not hostile to the Empire.

They maintain decent diplomatic relations, engaging in limited exchanges.
Though demons remain beings that humans are wary of.

There is a queen who rules this Demon Kingdom.

Queen Rebecca, one of the "High Demons" who has ruled over the demon race for decades.

As the last remaining High Demon in the world and the Demon King, she successfully rebuilt the Demon Kingdom and transformed it into a powerful nation.

"Ah, Your Majesty. Hello!"
"Hmm, yes. The wind is chilly today, so dress warmly."
"Yes!"

While walking through the royal palace, Rebecca exchanged casual conversation with a young succubus gardener, who smiled brightly as she spoke with the red-haired, red-eyed queen.

Unlike the rigid and cold Fairy King, Queen Rebecca frequently communicates with her citizens.

Strictly speaking, this is quite inappropriate for a monarch, but since demons follow High Demons no matter what, there are no major conflicts.

In fact, demons tend to prefer such a ruler.
To them, a High Demon is almost like a deity.

When such a being embraces them warmly, what demon wouldn't appreciate it?

It's not that the Demon King is incompetent, either.

As soon as she returned to the Demon Realm, she gathered the demons and rebuilt the Demon Kingdom, which once again became a powerful nation with significant influence in the world.

Due to the "Human-Demon Great War" that occurred in the past, the demon population has greatly decreased, making their nation still lacking compared to the Empire and the Fairy Kingdom.

However, they have recently succeeded in entering the orbit of major powers, becoming a proper nation in their own right.

It has been ten years since Rebecca returned to the Demon Realm and declared the reconstruction of the Demon Kingdom.
The demons have regained their proper lives.

For the past decade, Rebecca has worked tirelessly to rebuild the Demon Kingdom and ensure that demons would be properly treated in the world again.

As a result, the Demon Kingdom has become a powerful nation and maintains a relationship with the Empire that, while not great, is not bad either.

So...

Now she wanted to rest a little.

No, she will rest.
She needs to rest now.
Because Ivan has returned.

Late at night.
In the Demon King's bedroom.

"Hehe, brother, Ivan brother..."

Thinking about meeting Ivan, Rebecca rolled around on her bed, letting out silly giggles.

Finally, tomorrow she would go to meet Ivan. She wondered what she should say to him when they meet, and what he would say to her.

The more she fantasized about it, the more she couldn't stop laughing.
Rebecca was happy now. So happy that she feared when this happiness might disappear.

She had been happy every day when she was with Ivan, but after he was sealed away, her days had been filled with gloom.

But recently, there had been many happy days like today.

When she learned that Ivan would soon be released from his seal.
When she heard through demon spies residing in the Empire that Ivan had been freed from his seal.

And today.
The day before she would go to meet Ivan.

Rebecca was overjoyed.

'I should sleep soon.'

Though her mind was buzzing with excitement, it was already late. She wanted to meet Ivan in the best condition tomorrow.

So Rebecca quickly washed up, lay down on her bed, hugged two cute animal dolls tightly, and tried to sleep.

Of course, instead of falling asleep, her mind filled with distracting thoughts.
After thinking repeatedly about Ivan, Rebecca soon frowned.

Though her mind had become a flower garden at the thought of meeting Ivan, upon careful consideration, she became a bit worried.

'I hope no one has taken my brother away...'

The thought made her suddenly terrified.
The mere thought of losing Ivan made her eyes well up with tears.

If someone had truly taken Ivan away... could she maintain her sanity?

Of course not.

She might childishly try to fend off the woman who stole Ivan, or kneel before him, crying and begging, "I'll even be your concubine, please accept me."

As she thought about this, another person came to mind.
Her rival and close friend who often fought with her over Ivan since childhood.

The Fairy King, Ciel.
Could Ciel have made the first move?
She knew that the Fairy Kingdom's political situation had been somewhat unstable lately, making Ciel quite busy, so perhaps she couldn't have.

But this was just speculation.

'If I really lost brother to that Ciel... I...'

Rebecca couldn't continue the thought.
Just imagining it made her chest tighten.

She even thought it would be better if some other woman took him rather than Ciel. Of course, the best scenario would be if she were the first to be with him.

She would work toward that from now on.
She had left all state affairs to her regent. Rebecca planned to take a rather long break from now on.

'Before Ciel steals brother away, I will definitely... make brother mine...!!!'

So in the meantime, she would win Ivan's heart.
She absolutely wouldn't let Ciel take him first.
Rebecca fell asleep with that determination.

Rebecca Edlun, ruler of all demons and the Demon King.
She too was just a girl fallen into the pond of love.


*


After returning to the Citizen Affairs Department.

I realized one thing.

Compared to the duties of an Academy Magic Department instructor, the work at the Citizen Affairs Department was very comfortable...

Of course, I never properly worked as an Academy instructor.
Melissa used all the magic, and I just occasionally pretended to use magic.

But!

My mind... my mind...
It was so uncomfortable and difficult.

Handling civil complaints requires running around the Imperial City.
So it's physically demanding. There are almost no days without field work.

But a magic department instructor only works within the Academy.
Demonstrating magic (though I wouldn't know) shouldn't be that difficult.

Looking at it this way, the life of a magic department instructor seems more comfortable.
But obviously, it wasn't for me.

I was promoted to a 7th-grade administrator through false achievements created by Melissa and Lucia, became part of the Magic Corps, and eventually ended up on the instructor candidate list and was selected by Hilda...

I was deceiving everyone, so it would be strange if I felt comfortable.
Rather than feeling guilty, I was uncomfortable because I was anxious about what to do if I got caught.

Fortunately.
Now I don't have to tremble in such anxiety and discomfort.
I've been assigned work that suits my position again.
Yes. This is my daily life.

Running around the Imperial City to solve civil complaints. Meeting difficult people and getting cursed at.

When I return home with my tired body...

Though not particularly affectionate, a beautiful maid welcomes me.
A life where I can even eat her delicious home-cooked meals.

Isn't this my happy daily life?

"Hannah, I'm so happy with my current life..."
"Hey Ivan? Could you stop being so sappy..."
"I'm... happy."
"Enouuugh!!! Stop saying that, seriously!!! I feel like I've heard you say you're happy dozens of times already!"
"Stop being angry and let's eat our sandwiches."

During lunch break.
At a cafe selling gourmet sandwiches, I kept saying how happy I was while eating with Hannah, until she finally exploded.

Hannah, who seemed a bit angry, took a big bite of her sandwich and chewed.

Her expression brightened considerably when she put the sandwich in her mouth. She's always like this when eating something delicious.

Hannah always carries candy in her pocket, and when she gets annoyed by difficult people, she unwraps one and eats it. Then you can see the magic of her expression immediately brightening.

After finishing her sandwich, Hannah smiled slightly and spoke.

"Well... I like this daily life too."
"Right?"
"Yes. I always think... I wish this daily life would continue."

Hannah looked somehow bitter as she said that.

Wait, why is she suddenly getting all serious?
It's completely different from her usual bright and cheerful self.

I cleared my throat unnecessarily and said,

"Don't set the mood unnecessarily. It doesn't suit you."
"I'm not setting any mood? I just really mean it."
"...I guess that's true."

She's right.

I find quiet happiness in this ordinary daily life.
I wonder if it's the same for Hannah.

While I was thinking about that.

Ding-a-ling!

A clear bell sound rang. The shop door had opened.
Since I was sitting close to the door, I unconsciously looked in that direction.

Two people wearing robes entered the shop.
Judging by the long hair visible beyond the robes... I could roughly guess they were women.

Just as I was about to turn my gaze away.
The two of them approached us.

Though their eyes were hidden by their robes, I could clearly feel they were looking at me.

"W-what's going on?"

Hannah, startled, looked at me and them.
Of course, I couldn't respond since I didn't know what was happening either.

Then.
One of the two, who was rather small in stature, approached me.

Whoosh—

She hugged me tightly from behind.

"!!!"

I was too surprised to say anything.
Wait, who are you to suddenly do this...

Meanwhile, she spoke.

"It's been a long time, brother."

Hearing that voice, I could immediately recognize who was hugging me.

"...C-Ciel?"

And somehow.
I had a feeling.
That my ordinary daily life.
Was about to become turbulent....

Ch.52 - Two Daughters Reunited
It was an incredibly sudden reunion.

I never thought I would meet Ciel on such an ordinary day.

I had planned to ask Melissa for help to arrange a meeting when the time was right, but I never imagined Ciel would be the one to find me first.

After all, the fact that she hadn't come to see me until now made me think she either didn't care about me much or was too busy.

But seeing how the Queen of Elves herself came to meet me, it seemed she did care about me after all.

Anyway.

There weren't many people in the café, but I was worried we might attract too much attention.

So Ciel, the elf who accompanied her, Hannah, and I left the café and started walking.

As I was opening and closing my mouth, not knowing what to say to Ciel, Hannah, who seemed a bit nervous, asked her:

"Um, excuse me... Are you really that Ciel? The Fairy Queen I know?"

Ciel nodded at those words, then replied curtly:

"Yes, I am. But that's none of your business."
"Ah... right?"

Hannah nodded with an awkward smile at the sharp tone.

It seems Ciel hasn't changed much from her childhood. She still completely reveals her emotions.

When she hugged me from behind, she looked extremely happy, but when responding to Hannah's question, she made it very obvious that she was annoyed.

Though her face was partially hidden by her robe, her eyes seemed quite fierce when looking at Hannah.

Although she had grown into a proper and beautiful adult elf, her personality seemed similar to when she was young.

This isn't exactly admirable behavior for an adult, but...

I doubt she acts like this as a ruler all the time, and even this side of Ciel is very endearing.

Perhaps it's because she often acted cute with me?

Meanwhile, the other elf watching Ciel sighed deeply and said:

"Ciel, please refrain from using such a tone with someone you've just met. You're revealing your emotions too clearly. It's disrespectful to this lady."
"I'm doing it on purpose. I don't like this woman."
"Ahaha..."

Ciel...
Were you always this direct...
Can't you see Hannah's extremely uncomfortable expression!

She was always a child who clearly stated what she liked and disliked, but this is still a bit shocking.

Anyway, Ciel acknowledged that she was the Fairy Queen.
That's why Hannah's eyes grew extremely wide as she looked at me.

This wasn't a situation I could gloss over.

Hannah must have noticed Ciel was an elf from her face partially hidden by the robe, and I had already called her Ciel.

She seemed curious about why Ciel called me "Orabeoni," but she kept glancing around nervously, probably intimidated by Ciel.

Come to think of it, she's actually quite shy around strangers.

She's improved while handling public service work, but she still doesn't like unfamiliar people.

Above all, after receiving such direct harsh words from Ciel, she seems to find it difficult to interact with her.

We continued walking down the street, and Ciel looked at the other elf and said:

"Ah, I forgot to introduce you. This is Porcella. She's my friend... and serves as my secretary and knight. Though she's not much help as a knight since I'm stronger."
"...I may not be able to defeat powerful enemies, but I can protect Ciel. Anyway, pleased to meet you, Ivan. I've heard a lot about you from Ciel."
"Ah, yes... Nice to meet you."

The elf called Porcella bowed her head to me.

It feels strange having the Fairy Queen's knight show such respect to a mere 7th-grade administrator,

but since she probably heard that I'm Ciel's father, I suppose it's not that odd.

No, rather than a father, maybe she thinks of me as an older brother.
I considered Ciel like a daughter, but Ciel didn't treat me like a father. She called me "Orabeoni" after all.

And Rebecca was the same.
Rebecca also called me "Oppa."

The common trait between these two...
was their excessive displays of affection.

Kisses on the cheek were almost standard, and they frequently hugged me and often told me they loved me.

Ciel and Rebecca were rivals who often bickered, and the most common reason for their fights was me.

They would grab each other's hair and argue, each wanting to have me to themselves for just one day.

I had a hard time separating them and making them reconcile...
It was a bit difficult but a pleasant memory in its own way.

I was in the middle of thinking about those memories when:

"Orabeoni, where are we going right now?"
"Ah."

Come to think of it, I was heading to the imperial palace without thinking.
No, it's correct to return to my department since lunch break is almost over, but I can't exactly bring two distinguished guests who seem to have come secretly from the Fairy Kingdom.

If it becomes known that the Fairy Queen moved around carelessly, it might cause various problems.

Being a monarch comes with responsibilities. One can't move around recklessly.

"Ciel, how long are you planning to stay here? Are you going back soon?"
"No, no! I came to see you, Orabeoni! I'll be in the imperial city for at least a week."
"Really? Then would you like to stay at my house?"
"Really!? Is that okay!?"

So I decided to send them to my house.
Of course, there would be precautions to prevent her identity from being revealed, but since she came to see me, there's no reason for her to stay elsewhere.

If my house were small, it might be different, but it's spacious.
Having two more residents won't make it cramped.

I feel a bit sorry for Catherine, but I'll have to ask her to take care of these two.
Hilda said I could use the house as I pleased, so I will!

"Yes. But I still have work left... I'll give you my address, and we can continue our conversation tonight."
"Yes! I'll be waiting."

Ciel answered with a bright smile.
Hannah stared at her with her mouth wide open.

From Hannah's perspective, it must be very confusing. Ciel was curt with her but smiles happily when looking at me.
Of course, I'm used to this side of Ciel, so it doesn't bother me.

Come to think of it, it's a bit surprising how comfortable I am with Ciel.
This is the first time I'm seeing adult Ciel.
Perhaps I've adapted through Lucia, Melissa, and Hilda.

Maybe I've realized that my daughters haven't changed much.

Anyway, after giving Porcella and Ciel my home address, just as I was about to return to my office,

I saw someone in a robe striding toward us from a distance.

Judging by the small build and the long red hair visible through the robe, it seemed to be a woman...

For some reason, this woman felt familiar to me.

Come to think of it, this situation feels similar to when I met Ciel earlier.

A red-haired woman with her face hidden by a robe.
Approaching me.

Wait...?
Could it be...?

Eventually, the woman came very close to us.

"What's going on?"
"Huh? What?"

Porcella stood in front of us, wondering what was happening, while Ciel looked at the woman with a deeply perplexed expression, as if she knew who it was.

The woman then turned her head to check her surroundings.
She was confirming that there were almost no people here.

This was a shortcut Hannah and I often used to get to the office, so there were no people around.
...Which made it even more unsettling.

The next moment—

The woman leaped high into the air and delivered a side kick toward Porcella.
Her leg was enveloped in red magical energy.

The woman was a martial artist who had reached a high level of mastery, able to release magical energy.

Porcella hurriedly deployed a magic barrier to protect us, but the woman's strength was powerful enough to break through a barrier created by the Fairy Queen's knight.

CRASH—!!!

The barrier shattered.

—THUD!!!

Porcella took a hit to the solar plexus.

"Kuhak...!"

She was instantly thrown far away.
Since she wasn't coughing up blood, her internal injuries didn't seem too severe. It seemed the attacker didn't intend to kill her.

Right.
If this person is who I think she is, she wouldn't be able to directly kill someone, nor would she arbitrarily kill the Fairy Queen's knight.

But.
Is there any reason to attack at all...?

"Uh, eh, eht..."

Timid Hannah stammered and slowly backed away from the sudden attacker.

And.

Ciel stood in front of me, grinding her teeth.
Then she spoke in a very irritated tone:

"Rebecca? What do you think you're doing?"

The woman removed her robe hood.
As both Ciel and I had expected.
She was someone we both knew very well.

"What are YOU doing here?"

The Demon Queen Rebecca.

"Why are you here, and why are you flirting with my oppa? Explain yourself, you damn bitch."

That was the identity of the attacker.

"What? Damn bitch?"
"What? Don't like it? Should I call you a dog bitch instead? You like puppies, don't you?"
"My, how disgusting. People who like cats have such foul mouths."
"Ha, you're the one with a dirty mouth, you trashy bitch."
"Oh shit! This bitch, really!"

'......'

I thought the reunion with Ciel was sudden,
but the reunion with Rebecca was even more sudden and shocking.

By the way.
How am I supposed to stop them...
While part of me was glad that nothing had changed from the old days, I also felt a bit conflicted.

The Fairy Queen and the Demon Queen, powerful leaders of the continent.
Do people know that they're actually very close and constantly bickering with each other?

If they hadn't seen it themselves, most would probably dismiss it as a ridiculous story.

Anyway.

The reunion with my two daughters was chaotic in many ways.

Ch.53 - It'll be fine
A moment later.

I somehow managed to stop the fight between my two daughters.

The ruler of the demon race with red hair and red eyes, adorned with two black horns—the High Demon, and

The ruler of the elves with blonde hair, blue eyes, and long ears—the High Elf, were simply being childish in their quarrel.

I had heard from Melissa that these two were the ruling races of demons and elves respectively.

I had been raising the key figures for rebuilding both the Demon Nation and the Fairy Nation as my daughters.

I had no idea that Ciel and Rebecca, whom I rescued from being traded as slaves in the black market and brought home to raise because they were too young, had such backgrounds.

Anyway.

Porsella, who had collapsed earlier, was now standing up. She sighed deeply watching Ciel and Rebecca fight, then cast some kind of magic.

When Hannah asked what magic she had used, Porsella replied that she had deployed noise suppression magic and perception interference magic.

No matter how deserted this street might be, such a commotion would inevitably draw people.

Moreover, Rebecca's face was now completely exposed. Porsella had made a very wise decision.

I had stopped the fight, but approached Rebecca who was still fuming.

"It's been a while, Rebecca."
"Ah, yes, brother. It has been a while... Sorry I couldn't show you a better side of me."

The Rebecca now was different from when she was hurling insults at Ciel. She looked at me and smiled shyly.

Seeing this, Ciel gritted her teeth and seemed to have a lot to say but was trying hard to hold back.
One wrong move and they might start fighting again.

"Did you come to see me too, Rebecca?"
"Yeah. I just finished some busy work recently. I felt so bad that I couldn't come see you after you were released from the seal... so I came to meet you like this."

Wow.

What a coincidence.

Ciel came to see me today.
Rebecca came to see me today.

Ciel and Rebecca.
As best friends, they really are in sync...

"Are you planning to stay long?"
"Yes, I'm on vacation! I've been feeling bad about not seeing you for so long... Lucia, Hilda, and Melissa all got to meet you. I want to spend just as much time with you too."

Rebecca nodded vigorously, and I smiled as I spoke.

"Then would you like to stay at my house?"
"Really? Is that okay?"
"Of course."
"Hehe, hehehehe..."

Rebecca let out a giddy laugh and looked at Ciel.
The corners of her mouth were slightly turned up, as if mocking Ciel.

Ciel sighed deeply and said:

"Don't get the wrong idea, idiot. I received the same offer from brother."
"What?!"
"You stupid girl. Why would you think you're the only one who got such an offer? Am I not brother's daughter too?"
"...Tch."

Rebecca clicked her tongue and turned her head away.
At any rate, the fight between the two was over.
Now it's time to send them home with Porsella.

"Ms. Porsella. Please take care of Ciel and Rebecca."
"Ah, yes. Leave it... to me."

Porsella's response lacked confidence.
I wonder if she has seen these two fighting often?

Judging by how she wasn't particularly surprised watching them fight, she seemed well aware of Ciel and Rebecca's relationship.
Though I'm not sure if she had actually seen them together before.

"Well then, we'll get back to work. Go to the house address I gave you."

Lunch break is really coming to an end now.
I waved goodbye to the three of them.

Porsella bowed her head to me, while Rebecca and Ciel waved at me, though their expressions remained stiff.

Hmm...
Was it a mistake to bring those two to the same house...

But wait, after telling Ciel to stay at my house, I couldn't possibly tell Rebecca to stay somewhere else!

That would have made Rebecca feel terribly hurt, and I didn't want to discriminate between the two.

And so this tumultuous situation came to an end.

Hannah and I stood blankly on the street for a while.
The events that had just unfolded were enough to make our heads spin.

"Ivan... what was all that about...?"

Hannah asked, looking as if her soul had left her body.

"...I'll explain later."

Now that this situation had been exposed, I had no choice but to reveal my hidden truth to Hannah.

Actually, I didn't mind Hannah finding out. She's not the type to go around spreading rumors.
I simply hadn't revealed it because there was no particular reason to do so.

As we were about to continue walking, I suddenly remembered something I had forgotten.

Since Queen Ciel and Rebecca had taken time off to see me,
I had invited them to stay at my house thinking they should stay as close to me as possible...

But I hadn't mentioned anything about the roommate who was already living in my house.

"Ivan?"
"J-just a moment! I need to contact someone...!!!"

Damn it.
At the very least, I should inform Catherine.
I quickly moved away from Hannah and took out the communication magic tool I had kept in my official robe pocket.

Today, I couldn't be more grateful that this communication magic tool could be carried around like a smartphone.

Eventually, Catherine answered the call.

-Hello? Ivan, what's the matter?

"Catherine, I'm really, really, really sorry! Three guests will be coming to our house right now!"

-W-what? S-suddenly?

"Yes, it's very sudden... Anyway, all three are very important people, and they might stay for quite a while... Just welcome them warmly!"

-Uh, huh? Um, s-sure!

"Don't argue with them over anything! Like I said, they're all very important people!"

-Ah, understood.

"I'm counting on you!!!"

With those final words, I ended the call.

At least Catherine won't be shocked by the sudden arrival of these VIPs.
Though she's probably still confused, not fully understanding the current situation.

What concerns me is that I didn't tell Ciel and Rebecca about Catherine's existence...

But since the person living in the house knows that guests are coming, it should be fine, right?

Well, yes... it'll be fine... right.

For now, that was all I could do—just hope for the best.


*


Rebecca and Ciel were in very bad moods.

Rebecca had come to the Empire today wearing a robe specifically to see Ivan in person.

She had used several of the top-grade teleport scrolls she received as gifts from Melissa to reach the distant Empire, and had been searching diligently for Ivan.

And finally, she found him.
She did find Ivan, but...
Rather than feeling happy, she felt angry and anxious.

Despite wearing a robe, Rebecca had noticed that the other person was Ciel. She also realized that the person beside her was Ciel's knight.

Why.
How.
Why was Ciel here.
Why was she by Ivan's side.

She didn't know. Not knowing made her anxious.
Worried that Ciel might have already stolen Ivan away.
That they might be spending time together.

Of course, since other people were present, it was difficult to consider it a date, but Rebecca felt afraid and angry at Ciel's unexpected appearance.

That's why she had rushed at them, venting her anger by kicking Porsella, and ended up arguing with Ciel.

Ciel, too, upon learning that Rebecca had just reunited with Ivan, realized her anxious imagination hadn't come true, but...

She still didn't like Rebecca.
She thought she would be able to meet him alone... but it was like an uninvited guest had suddenly appeared.

The feeling was mutual for Ciel.

After successfully teleporting to the imperial capital early in the morning with the help of archmages,
She had combed through the city around the imperial palace like a fine-toothed comb looking for Ivan.

Only at lunchtime was she finally able to meet Ivan, and she was overjoyed at the emotional reunion...

But suddenly, an uninvited guest named Rebecca appeared and ruined the atmosphere, so she couldn't possibly feel good.

"......"
"......"

But since opening their mouths would likely lead to another fight,
Ciel and Rebecca walked in silence.

In any case, this was a happy moment.
They were on their way to Ivan's house.

They didn't want to ruin such a joyous moment by fighting unnecessarily.

...If they knew they were both thinking the same thing, they would have started fighting again, but even the Fairy Queen and Demon Queen couldn't read minds.

"This is it."

After walking for a while, they finally reached their destination.

"Did our brother have enough ability to live in a house like this?"

Rebecca muttered, and Ciel unconsciously shook her head.

To Rebecca who lived in a royal palace and Ciel who lived in an imperial palace, a house like this was nothing special.

But.

If this was Ivan's house, that was a different story.
Ivan was merely a low-ranking official. Though he recently became a 7th-rank official, he was a 9th-rank official until not long ago.

Even if he had been a 7th-rank official from the beginning, he couldn't have lived in such a large house.

"Someone must have given him money."
"You think so?"
"I guess so. Somehow, he seemed willing to let us stay at his house without any hesitation."

Therefore, Ciel and Rebecca could only assume that someone had given Ivan a substantial amount of money.

Since he must have met Melissa, Lucia, and Hilda,
It wasn't difficult to guess that one of the three might have provided him with a house.

Meanwhile, Ciel said:

"But can we just enter the house? He must have locked it."

To which Rebecca provided a clear answer:

"If it doesn't open, we can use magic to open it."
"Oh."
"Are you so bad at magic that you couldn't even think of that?"
"What? Hey, do you want to die?"
"You know that saying you couldn't learn magic because you were learning spirit arts is just an excuse, right?"
"Ugh, seriously... Want to see which is superior, spirit arts or magic?"
"Sure, let's find out."

As Ciel and Rebecca were about to fight again, Porsella finally shouted:

"Stop! Stooop! Both of you, please calm down!"

Porsella was quite familiar with this situation.
She had accompanied Ciel as a knight when she occasionally met Rebecca in private.

Every time, the two would constantly try to fight, and Porsella's role was to stop them.

...She had been hit by both of them many times in the process, so Rebecca's earlier outburst was familiar to her.

At Porsella's cry, Ciel and Rebecca closed their mouths again.
Porsella let out a faint sigh and turned the doorknob.

The front door wasn't locked.

As they were about to enter,

The three saw a woman beyond the entrance.

A beautiful woman with cherry blossom-like hair and eyes, wearing a maid outfit.

"Um, h-hello?"

She bowed her head and greeted the three, and then Ciel asked:

"Who are you?"

Ch.54 - "That's right..."
"Huh? W-what?"

Catherine was momentarily stunned by the sharp words from the blonde woman.

She quickly deduced that these three robed figures hadn't known she was here.

If that was the case, she just needed to reveal her identity.

Though she deeply disliked the hostile reaction, she remembered Ivan's earnest plea not to fight with these distinguished guests, so she held back.

Besides...

She'd already experienced this before.

Even though the Green Tower Master had used the highest-level disguise magic that even she couldn't detect, someone had failed to recognize her and spoken rudely.

That memory still remained Catherine's darkest moment, and the shock and terror she felt then remained etched in her mind.

'...I should watch my words.'

Since she was quite good at acting, she was confident she could greet them with a bright smile even if she disliked them.

So Catherine spoke about herself with a bright eye-smile.

"Ah... I'm Catherine, Ivan's servant... I live here with him."

The moment she finished speaking, Catherine felt the atmosphere change slightly.

It might have been her imagination, but she sensed killing intent—from the two people on either side.

The tall woman in the middle looked bewildered, glancing back and forth between them.

Meanwhile, the woman who had responded rudely entered the house, approached Catherine, and said to her face:

"Hey, get out of this house."
"W-what?"
"Didn't you hear me? I said get out."

Catherine couldn't believe her ears.

No way.
Who did she think she was?
Telling someone who actually lived here...
To get out without any explanation?

Distinguished guest or not, was it appropriate for a visitor to speak so rudely?

What kind of ill-mannered person was this?

She never imagined that kind-hearted Ivan would associate with someone like this. If she'd known, she would have told him to cut ties immediately.

Catherine had to struggle to contain her rising anger.

Of course, Catherine's status was low.

The last bloodline of a third-rate noble family that had fallen after rebelling against the imperial family.
It was actually surprising that she was still breathing in the Empire with the Blossom name.

Therefore, she couldn't strongly respond to the woman's words.
From that extremely rude tone, she realized this woman was very accustomed to looking down on others.

Catherine, born after the Blossom family's extinction, had never looked down on anyone.

But having worked in the shadows as Hilda's hidden confidant, she had encountered many types of people.

So she couldn't help but notice that this woman was accustomed to treating others with contempt.

She must truly be a distinguished person, as Ivan had said. Catherine might lose her life if she talked back carelessly.

Still, she was wondering how to respond to the sudden demand to leave when:

"Are you crazy!? Wow... you're such a thug, seriously."

The red-haired woman who had been emanating killing intent hurriedly entered the house and firmly gripped the blonde's shoulder.

Then, clearing her throat with a "Ahem-ahem," she spoke.

"Um... Catherine, right? I'm so sorry! She's an extremely rude person who just barges in when she dislikes someone. Did she upset you?"
"Oh, no, it's fine..."

Fortunately, though this woman had directed killing intent at her, she seemed to have proper manners.

While the blonde woman seemed casual, she treated Catherine, whom she'd just met, warmly.

Judging by her casual speech, this woman also seemed accustomed to speaking down to others.

Still, she seemed to have a warm personality. Perhaps the killing intent had only come from the rude-speaking woman.

Thinking this, Catherine looked at the tall woman who had entered last. The woman immediately bowed her head to Catherine.

"We'll be imposing on you for a few days. I apologize."
"Ah, I received word from Ivan. Please make yourselves comfortable."

The woman spoke respectfully to Catherine.

Though she seemed of lower rank than the other two, Catherine thought she must also be a distinguished person.

"Can I look around the house?"
"Oh, of course! Please, feel free."

The red-haired woman asked, and Catherine answered.
Soon after, the three began exploring the house.

"Ah, I want this room!"
"I think this is Brother's room..."
"This house is quite spacious for two people."

The three people exploring the second floor were chattering, but their conversation didn't reach Catherine's ears.

She was flustered by the situation despite knowing about it beforehand through Ivan.
And she was extremely angry at the rude blonde woman.

Catherine knew she had quite a temper.

That's why, when she saw Ivan brazenly working as an academy instructor after falling for her scheme, she couldn't contain her anger and approached him.

'I must endure. You must endure, Catherine...'

They were Ivan's guests.
And she was Ivan's servant.

If she caused trouble for Ivan, Hilda would never forgive her, and she might feel such strong guilt toward Ivan that she'd want to die.

Catherine tried to calm her anger by imagining the worst-case scenario if she lost her temper with that rude woman.

Soon, the three finished exploring the second floor and came down.
Catherine, who had been chewing her lower lip, switched back to "Maid Mode."

With her hands folded demurely and a bright eye-smile, Catherine had transformed into a perfect pretty maid.

The rude woman looked at Catherine and said:

"What are you looking at? If you have nothing to do, go to your room."
"......"

When Catherine didn't respond, she sighed heavily and continued:

"Or could you make us some food? We haven't had lunch yet."

Her tone remained just as rude.
The red-haired woman shook her head at her, while the tall woman just nervously swallowed.

A cold silence fell.

Finally, as the red-haired woman was about to intervene, Catherine, still in "Maid Mode," spoke:

"I can certainly prepare lunch. But aren't you being too harsh? I was informed by Ivan that distinguished guests were coming, but I still don't know who you are."

As Catherine said this, she still displayed her bright eye-smile, but all three realized:

Though she appeared to be smiling, she wasn't really smiling at all.

Whether this person was naturally hot-tempered or Ciel had thoroughly provoked her...
Rebecca and Porsella could tell she was very angry.

Of course, Ciel was the type who didn't care about such things.

Why would she care about someone she disliked from the first sight, someone who became more distasteful the more she thought about it?

But Ciel's mood became quite uncomfortable after hearing Catherine's words.

Ciel frowned at her.
She was aware that she had spoken harshly.

However, the other person was merely the servant of Ivan, a Level 7 administrator.

She didn't like that Ivan was living with such a young, beautiful servant...

Anyway, she could tell that her status as Ivan's servant wouldn't be high.

She was upset and shocked to discover Ivan had such a beautiful woman living with him,
and she didn't like how this roommate greeted her so familiarly, making it clear she lived in this house.

That's why Ciel treated Catherine so rudely.

And she was right.

As Ciel expected, Catherine cowered before her.

It proved she was of low status.
That's why she couldn't talk back to someone who spoke rudely to her.

She looked gentle too. It was obvious she wouldn't properly respond to unpleasant words.

Therefore, it wouldn't matter if she treated her a bit unpleasantly.

There's nothing harder than being nice to someone who makes you want to curse the moment you see their face.

So after exploring the second floor of Ivan's house,

Ciel told the brightly smiling Catherine that she was annoying to look at, so get lost.
Or if not, make some lunch because she was hungry.
She had spoken in an extremely aggressive tone, but...

Catherine, who had appeared like a professional maid, was smiling but clearly communicating "I'm angry" with her demeanor.

Ciel didn't like that a mere servant was acting this way so openly.

But as she said, Ciel had spoken rudely without revealing her identity, so such a reaction wasn't strange.

If that was the case, she just needed to reveal her identity. With that thought, Ciel spoke:

"I am Fairy King Ciel."

She didn't use any grand titles that typically accompanied the Fairy King's greatness.
She simply stated this while removing her hooded robe.

"I'm Demon King Rebecca."
"I am Porsella, secretary and knight attendant to His Majesty the Fairy King."

Following her, Rebecca and Porsella also removed their hoods and revealed their identities.

Catherine's eyes widened. She had wondered how distinguished these guests were, but never imagined they would be the Demon King and Fairy King.

However.

It wasn't strange that these two were connected to Ivan.

"...Are you perhaps Ivan's daughters?"
"Yes, something like that!"

Rebecca answered.
Catherine's guess was correct.

For a strange man who had adopted the Green Tower Master, Academy Principal, even the Empire's First Princess and the Saint of the Evil God as daughters,

It wasn't strange that the Fairy King and Demon King were also his daughters. In fact, it would be stranger if they weren't.

According to Ivan, he had two more daughters, and they must be the Fairy King and Demon King.

Anyway.

This meant those two were close to Ivan.

Suddenly, a person flashed through Catherine's mind.

The one who loved Ivan so much she kidnapped and tried to imprison him.
Her beloved mistress who had saved her—Hilda.

And she recalled what had just happened.

The Fairy King who openly showed dislike and acted rudely as soon as she saw Catherine in Ivan's house.

The Fairy King who told her to get out of this house and go to her room if she had nothing to do.

...She felt like pieces of a puzzle were coming together.
A puzzle she enjoyed.
That is, one that worked in her favor.

Eventually, Catherine looked at Ciel and asked:

"This might be impertinent, but... do you perhaps like Ivan? I mean, romantically, of course."
"...Why are you asking that? I have no reason to tell you."

Ciel replied curtly, and Catherine grinned.

It wasn't exactly mind-reading, but Catherine was skilled at reading expressions.
And this Fairy King didn't know how to maintain a poker face.

Catherine could tell that Ciel had been hit right on target.

Fairy King Ciel liked Ivan Edlen.
Of course, romantically.

"Ah, I see? I see... so that's how it is..."

Upon learning this fact, Catherine:

"Then I must be fucking annoying to you?"

Immediately revealed her true colors.

"Right?"

She had finished her calculations.
Fairy King or not, this rude woman couldn't harm her.
Because she liked Ivan.

Seeing Catherine sneering with a cold smile, Ciel was left speechless.

Ch.55 - "That bitch"
"......What?"

Ciel, who had been at a loss for words, finally managed to open her mouth.
She never dreamed that Ivan's servant would speak so rudely to her.

When was the last time someone had spoken to her like this?

Except for when she was an adventurer in the human world before becoming queen, it had never happened.

The elves had always revered and worshiped her.

Even humans couldn't speak rudely to her anymore.
Because she had become the Fairy Queen, a leader who wielded great influence over the world.

That's why Ciel was used to looking down on others, and she never encountered anyone who would dare speak ill of her to her face.

But sometimes, common sense gets shattered in life.

Ciel narrowed her brows as she watched a mere 7th-grade administrator's servant hurling insults at her, the Fairy Queen.

However, since Ciel wasn't the type to crush others with her authority, she wasn't particularly offended that Catherine, despite her lowly status, dared to speak rudely to her.

It was just—

"You like Ivan, don't you? That's why you're being such a bitch to me. Am I wrong?"

The reason she was speaking rudely to her.
Because she had perfectly hit her weak spot.
Because she realized why she suddenly became aggressive.
Because she felt her vulnerability had been exposed.

She was simply extremely irritated.

Ciel gritted her teeth and looked down at Catherine, who was shorter than her, and said:

"When did I ever say I liked Brother?"
"Oh, so you call Ivan 'Brother'... A daughter calling her adoptive father 'Brother'... Well, that's pretty obvious~."

She was completely exposed.
Now she couldn't hide the fact that she liked Ivan.

But not wanting to lose to this seemingly gentle yet feisty woman,
Ciel glared at Catherine with murderous eyes and opened her mouth.

"Do you think I can't turn you into a half-cripple? What makes you so confident?"
"The person you love."
"Ha, what are you to Brother? Are you his lover or something?"

Ciel couldn't maintain her composure.
Anger surged within her, and words spilled out without passing through her filter.

"What if I am?"
"What?"

And Catherine's following words brought her briefly back to her senses.

"I asked what you'd do if I were Ivan's lover, you fairy bitch."

If this servant of Ivan's who was hurling insults at her was actually Ivan's lover.

Then what would she do?

Even though she thought it was impossible, she couldn't deny the slight possibility.

If she really was Ivan's lover... Ciel would leave this house.

No matter how much she hated and despised the woman who had taken him...

Because if she harmed her, Ivan might hate her for the rest of his life.

Not being able to be with the person you love is bad enough.
But being hated by the person you love is even worse.

But—

Ciel could be certain of one thing.

The woman in front of her was not Ivan's lover.

Ciel had already checked the second floor.
The two rooms located on the second floor were far apart from each other.

In other words, the two were definitely not sleeping together, and therefore not lovers.

Of course, this was a leap in logic.

Just because their rooms were far apart didn't mean they weren't sleeping together,
and even if they weren't sleeping together, the probability that they were lovers was low but existed.

However.

A man and woman in the prime of their relationship.
Living so far apart?

Though she had never been in love herself, Ciel, who often read romance novels, naturally didn't think the two were in a relationship.

"You're not Brother's lover, are you? If you were, I'd be in trouble now... but since you're not, it doesn't matter."

Therefore, she could confidently say that.
And it was the correct answer.

"You're right, I'm not."

Catherine acknowledged Ciel's words.
But she was still curling up the corners of her mouth in a sneer.

Ciel didn't like that.

She said she wasn't Ivan's lover.
She was just Ivan's servant.

Why was she so confident?

Ciel opened her mouth, contemplating whether to half-kill Catherine.

"If you're not his lover, why are you so confid—"
"I said I'm not Ivan's lover, but I never said you could harm me."

Ciel, barely holding onto her rationality, had overlooked something.
Whether Catherine was Ivan's lover or not, the fact remained that she was Ivan's servant.

Not just a servant.
She was Ivan's servant.

"If you kill me or turn me into a half-cripple here, how do you think Ivan will treat you when he finds out?"
"J-just because one s-servant becomes c-crippled... Brother wouldn't... care..."

Even as she struggled to string those words together, Ciel realized how foolish her words were.

Ivan Edlun is kind.

Of course, he would be sad if something bad happened to his servant Catherine.
Moreover, if he found out it was done by his daughter's hand...

How would Ivan react?

As mentioned earlier, since Ivan is kind, Ciel thinks he wouldn't hate her.

However...

Could he really treat her the same as his other daughters?
He might treat her kindly on the outside but feel uncomfortable inside.

When she thought that far,
Ciel finally realized.

That she couldn't harm this woman.
That if she did even a little harm, irreversible consequences might follow.

Only then did Ciel understand why Catherine had immediately become aggressive when she realized Ciel liked Ivan.

It was because she had confidence.
Confidence that no matter what Ciel tried to do, she couldn't touch a hair on her head.

That confidence was accurate.

"......"

In the end, Ciel couldn't say anything more to Catherine.
All she could do was keep her mouth shut and try to cool her anger.

Seeing this, Catherine cackled.

"You know too, right? That Ivan is a kind person, even if he's a bit foolish. Although I have a normal, friendly relationship with Ivan, you should know that he would be very sad if a friend died."
"......"
"Oh, and don't be relieved thinking I'm not your rival. I have much better conditions than you."
"...What?"

What did that even mean?
When Ciel asked that, Catherine smirked.

"I'm only 1 year younger than Ivan. But you're 4 years older than him, aren't you?"
"W-what does that matter...?"

Ivan might prefer older women.
Even if not, Ivan didn't seem to view her as an older woman.

But.

"Well, I guess that's true? Mrs. Middle-aged?"
"Y-you... really...!"

At those words, Ciel finally exploded.

Middle-aged?
Middle-aged?

'I'm not old enough to be called that!'

No.
First, I'm angry.

I shouldn't get angry here.
Getting angry means losing.

But before her mind could calm down, her body had already moved toward Catherine.
And harsh words spilled out.

"Call me 'big sister,' you damn bitch...! A five-year difference means 'big sister'!!!"
"Then why don't you try hitting me? Want to turn me into a cripple? Then I'll call you 'big sister.'"
"B-both of you, please stop now!"

Finally, Porsella, who had been watching the situation nervously, intervened.

The two women, who had been emanating a dangerous aura again, finally separated.

"Whew, all that talking made me hungry. I'll make lunch, so please wait."
"I-I'll help too!"
"Oh my, thank you~."

And Catherine headed to the kitchen to prepare lunch, with Porsella following behind.

Only Ciel and Rebecca remained in the living room.

Rebecca grabbed Ciel's shoulder, which seemed drained of all spirit, and said:

"You messed with a crazy woman..."

Rebecca clicked her tongue while looking at Catherine.
No matter what backing she had, where did she get the insane courage to hurl insults at the Fairy Queen?

"But you brought this on yourself. I told you to fix that terrible personality of yours."

Of course, regardless of that, what happened was ultimately Ciel's own doing.

Rebecca didn't like Catherine either.
She was Ivan's housemate, after all.

But no matter how much she disliked her, she wouldn't treat her rudely.

That's why she tried to stop Ciel when she suddenly started acting out. It would be disrespectful to someone who might be important to Ivan.

But in the end, Catherine exploded and completely crushed the troublesome Ciel by using her position as "Ivan's servant and friend."

Seeing her close friend, who always acted tough toward her, crumble at a few words... it was truly exhilarating.

Even now, Ciel couldn't shake off her anger.
She was chewing her lips and muttering:

"That bitch... that bitch... that bitch...!"
"Since you love dogs, saying that is basically saying you like Catherine, isn't it?"

THWACK!

"Ow!!!"

After teasing her with a grin, Rebecca finally got kicked in the shin.

But Rebecca didn't retaliate or get angry.
She just kept grinning.

Who knew her close friend's pain could be this delightful?
Seeing Ciel all irritated was extremely pleasurable.

Of course...

The atmosphere in this house was likely to become very awkward from now on, which was a bit troublesome.

Could Ivan resolve this situation?
Rebecca headed toward the kitchen, where delicious smells were coming from, with a bitter smile.

Ch.56 - You're really amazing
After finishing all my work for the day, it was finally time to head home.

Instead of going straight home, I stopped by a café with Hannah.

And I explained everything.

That Ciel and Rebecca were my adopted daughters of different races whom I had raised before I was sealed. I also revealed that I had four more daughters of different races.

Of course, I didn't bother mentioning Lucia, Melissa, Hilda, and Haize. After all, only Ciel and Rebecca had been discovered.

I considered revealing everything, but I didn't think it was necessary.

If Hannah had asked who all these daughters were, I would have revealed the three daughters except for Haize, who could cause significant problems. But Hannah didn't pry.

She seemed more shocked than interested in my story anyway.

I wonder how she would react if she knew that the other four daughters were also incredibly powerful figures.

Anyway, after hearing my entire story, Hannah said:

"You're seriously insane..."

No.
I didn't know things would turn out this way.

How was I supposed to know that the young children of different races I took in while working as a Dojaero of the Holy Nation would all become major figures in the future!

"Hmm... Hmmm..."

Hannah stared at me for a while, letting out faint groans. She seemed to be deep in thought.

"No way. That can't possibly be true~."
"???"

She suddenly smirked and muttered to herself in a sly tone, which somehow made me feel ignored and annoyed.

Anyway, after parting ways with Hannah, I headed home.

I was a bit worried.
I wondered if Catherine and the three others were getting along well.

There was a high chance that Ciel had picked a fight with Catherine.
She's always had a tendency to dislike people who are close to me.

There was a reason she was cold to Hannah when they first met, and why she was at odds with Rebecca, who often clung to me.

And Catherine is quite hot-tempered.
I know this well from living with her and hearing her nagging frequently.

Of course, I deserve the nagging, but...
She can have a dangerously low boiling point sometimes...
She might have been unable to tolerate Ciel's harsh words and become furious...

But this is all just speculation.
Ciel might not have said anything harsh.
Or Catherine might have practiced excellent anger management after learning Ciel was the Fairy Queen.

Well, even if that were the case...
I didn't think they would get along well.
I just... had that feeling.

With these concerns in mind, I arrived home.

"I'm back."

As I entered the hallway, saying those now-familiar words, a delicious smell tickled my nose, just like always.

Catherine's home cooking.

With our household temporarily expanded to five people, I expected dinner time to be a bit different.

'Or maybe not.'

Since I was a bit late due to my conversation with Hannah, I might end up eating alone.

As I entered the living room, I saw four people sitting at the kitchen table, sipping tea.

It seemed they had already eaten dinner since I was late talking with Hannah.

"You're back?"
"Ah, yes."

Catherine said with a slight smile, and I responded briefly.
This was our usual evening greeting, now familiar after living with Catherine.

During the week I've spent with Catherine, we'd greet each other with small smiles...

But today felt a bit awkward.

The atmosphere was very tense.

Ciel, dressed in casual clothes, was glaring at Catherine, and Catherine was looking back at her with a sneer.

Porsella was glancing back and forth between the two while sipping her tea, and Rebecca silently waved at me with a troubled smile.

Um... well...
I see.

Ciel and Catherine.

These two...

From the looks of it, they had a fight.


*


The Fairy Queen Ciel and Hilda's former subordinate Catherine had fought.

It would be strange not to make such a simple deduction in this atmosphere.

Ciel, who was honest with her emotions, was glaring at Catherine as if she wanted to kill her.

Catherine was wearing a mocking expression toward Ciel, but her sharp gaze made it clear she was bothered by Ciel.

When I arrived, Ciel went upstairs.
Rebecca and Porsella had a brief conversation with me.

"Brother, want to play chess with me later?"
"Sure, let's do that."
"Hmph, I won't be defeated so easily this time."
"Really? I'm curious to see how much smarter Rebecca has become in 15 years."
"Hehe... just you wait!"

The atmosphere brightened a bit as I chatted with Rebecca about various things, though it was still gloomy because Porsella looked very depressed.

Rebecca also seemed concerned about the current atmosphere, but she appeared more interested in spending time with me after our long separation.

I felt the same way.
Time spent with a daughter is always enjoyable.

But before that...

I should find a way to resolve this tense atmosphere.

After Rebecca and Porsella went upstairs, I asked Catherine, who was resting her chin on her hand absentmindedly as I ate the dinner she had prepared:

"You fought with Ciel, didn't you?"
"...Yes."

Catherine replied in a cold tone.
As I suspected, the two had fought.

"What happened?"

But it was completely different from what I had expected.
When I told Catherine not to fight even if Ciel provoked her, it was ultimately for Catherine's sake.

There's nothing good about defying the Fairy Queen.
Of course, Ciel wouldn't use her authority to ruin someone's life, but...

I thought a fight could break out between them as equals.

No matter how exceptional Catherine was, she was still a 5th Circle magician.
The Fairy Queen Ciel was said to possess one of the most formidable powers in the world.

So if a fight had broken out, Catherine would probably be half-dead...

But it didn't seem like the two had engaged in physical combat.
While there had been a fight, it appeared to be just a verbal one.

And—

The victor of that verbal battle was clearly Catherine.

Otherwise, Catherine wouldn't be sneering, and Ciel wouldn't be glaring as if she had met her parents' mortal enemy.

How on earth had she managed to get the upper hand on Ciel?

"Well, you see..."

Catherine started but couldn't continue. She seemed to be contemplating something.

After continuing to ponder, Catherine let out a deep sigh and resumed speaking.

"It might be a bit disrespectful to the Fairy Queen... but I'll tell you everything."

And Catherine told me everything.

How Ciel had suddenly picked a fight with her.

How she realized why Ciel was provoking her and immediately counterattacked, leading to a verbal battle.

How she eventually won the argument, resulting in a dark atmosphere where she and Ciel just glared at each other without speaking.

After hearing the whole story, I couldn't help but be surprised.

"Ciel likes me?"

Ciel likes me, she says.
Romantically, of course.

"Yes. And I think the Demon Queen feels the same way."
"What?"
"Both of them emanated killing intent as soon as they saw me. She was kind to me, but... apart from that, I don't think she likes me very much."

Rebecca also seems to like me, she says.
Romantically, of course.

It was quite shocking news, but I wasn't that surprised.
I already had Hilda as a precedent.

Besides, Ciel and Rebecca were the daughters who showed me the most affection. It wouldn't be strange if they liked me romantically.

It's actually more shocking that Hilda liked me.
After all, our physical contact was limited to occasional hugs.

Well, it's unreasonable to assume someone doesn't like you just because they don't express affection, but still.

Anyway.

"I understand why they were angry with you."
"...Right?"

I also understand why she disliked Hannah so much.
She must have felt jealous seeing some woman next to the man she loves. She probably disliked Catherine for the same reason.

Ciel has always been more jealous than Rebecca.

Usually, Ciel would try to monopolize me and push Rebecca away,
and Rebecca would try to monopolize me in response to Ciel's behavior.

As I was thinking about this:

"Evan, you're really amazing."
"Huh?"
"I truly think you're amazing."
"W-what, suddenly..."

Suddenly getting praised in this situation?
I felt embarrassed, but then I realized it wasn't praise.

"No, it's really amazing that all your daughters are big shots... and you charmed them all when they were young?"
"..."
"The Green Tower Master also showed signs of liking you... And that princess I saw at the academy is also your daughter? Does she like you too?"
"Come on, no way..."

I don't think those two feel that way.
Especially not Lucia.

"Was this your plan all along? Did you know they would all become powerful figures and decided to charm them in advance to—"
"No, that's not it at all! I really treated them like daughters!"

This woman.
She's saying some scary things.

When I panicked, Catherine chuckled and said it was just a joke.

Anyway, I felt troubled.

Following Hilda,
Rebecca and Ciel also like me...

I just wanted a pretty girlfriend, not to become some popular figure... This is very troublesome.

I decided to put that concern aside for now.

Right now, the priority is to cheer up Ciel, who must be upset,
and somehow reconcile her with Catherine.

Ch.57 - My Elder Brother
Late night.
The rooms on the second floor of Ivan's mansion.
One of them.

'This is so annoying, seriously...'

After finishing her bath, Ciel immediately lay down on the bed and pulled the covers over herself.
She had brought along simple necessities including clothes, but the bedding was newly purchased.

After eating lunch prepared by that damned woman, Ciel had briefly gone out with Rebecca and Porsella to buy bedding.

Thinking about that damned woman—Catherine Blossom—who had looked at her with a mocking gaze as she left, saying, "I wish you'd disappear forever like this," still made her blood boil.

'W-what did I do wrong...!'

Even as she muttered these words to herself, Ciel knew how ridiculous they sounded.

She had done something wrong.
She knew it was inappropriate behavior.
But she couldn't overcome her jealousy.

The moment she realized Ivan had such a beautiful servant. And that he was living with such a beauty.

She felt as if she had lost her grip on reason.

Her brother had cherished her.
And she loved her brother.
She had waited for fifteen long years.
Finally, she got to meet her brother again.

But someone who wasn't even his daughter was occupying the place beside him. Living with her brother just as she herself had fifteen years ago.

'I... couldn't be by his side all this time....'

It was only natural.
Ivan Edlen had been sealed away.

Ciel Edlen had returned to the Great Forest to become the Fairy King.
It couldn't be helped.

Nevertheless.

While she had lived buried in longing for fifteen years.
After spending busy days with the responsibilities she had accumulated over those fifteen years, she could finally meet him again.

But someone was already by Ivan's side.
That fact saddened Ciel, and eventually made her angry.

'He's my brother...'

Of course, she knew that Catherine and Ivan weren't in that kind of relationship.
She wasn't sure if Catherine had feelings for Ivan, but she still had plenty of opportunity.

But—

Looking back at her behavior today, she felt a sudden fear.

What if Ivan truly cared for Catherine?
And what if Catherine had told Ivan everything about what happened today?

How would Ivan see her then?

Ciel knew it well.

That to Ivan now, she must feel like a stranger.

Fifteen years was a long time. Long enough to turn a child into an adult.

Ciel knew that Ivan couldn't treat her like the child she once was.

If she thought about today's events from Ivan's perspective—

A woman who was once his daughter but now feels like a stranger after their recent reunion... had mistreated his precious housemate with whom he had spent time together.

No matter how kind Ivan was, he couldn't possibly think well of her.

Thinking this, Ciel became extremely depressed, biting her lips and pulling the covers over her head.

"Brother, checkmate."
"What!? Wait? What's going on!"
"Hehe, you can't beat me anymore, brother~"

Voices came from beyond the room.
It was Rebecca and Ivan talking while playing chess.
Ciel listened to their conversation blankly.

From Ivan's perspective, his young daughter had suddenly appeared as an adult, and from Rebecca's perspective, she had met the person she loved after fifteen long years.

Yet the two didn't seem awkward at all. It felt as if Ivan was treating Rebecca just like he did fifteen years ago.

'...That's right.'

Ivan wouldn't think of her as a stranger, would he?
Ivan didn't treat her as an older woman.

He simply treated her like his adopted daughter, just as he had fifteen years ago.

It was the same with Rebecca now. He was treating her exactly as he had treated the young Rebecca fifteen years ago.

She had changed, but.
Ivan hadn't changed.

If she ran to Ivan right now, she could act spoiled in his arms.

But...

She felt guilty and her self-esteem was at rock bottom.

She had never been able to fix her jealous personality.
She thought she had caused Ivan quite a bit of trouble because of it.
Ciel was a selfish woman, and that hadn't changed.

She still wanted Ivan all to herself.
But that seemed impossible, and it made her sad.

She had felt jealousy toward Ivan's friend and housemate and had said harsh things.

Would Ivan truly...
Cherish someone like her?

She wasn't cute.
She was a bit vicious.
The aegyo she had shown because she liked him so much might easily be seen as fake.

As these negative thoughts consumed her, a headache came on.
These were the usual intrusive thoughts that plagued Ciel with her low self-esteem.
Naturally, such worries solved nothing.

'Let's just go to sleep.'

Knowing this, Ciel tossed and turned to find a comfortable position, then closed her eyes.

...But sleep wouldn't come.

For a whole hour, she suffered from a headache and was plagued by distracting thoughts.

Still, it was about time for drowsiness to set in.

Since she didn't suffer from insomnia, she thought she could fall asleep soon enough.

That's when it happened.

Knock knock—

A knocking sound came from beyond the door.

"Ciel, may I come in? I have something I'd like to talk about."

Ivan's voice could be heard.

'B-brother...!?'

Ciel sat up with a start.
She quickly fixed her collar and approached the door.

Just as she was about to open the door and tell him to come in,
A negative thought crossed Ciel's mind.

Why would brother come here?
He must have noticed the tense atmosphere.

And he might have asked Catherine why the mood was so bad.

Catherine might have revealed the truth, or she might have maliciously slandered her.

But just telling the truth would be advantageous for her, so she probably wouldn't have exaggerated the facts.

If all these ominous imaginings were true.

'Is brother... going to...'

Scold me?

Even if that were the case, she shouldn't turn him away.
She wanted to talk with him after fifteen years apart.

Even if it would hurt her.
She would have to face it eventually.

Click—
Swish—

Ciel turned on the light and opened the door wide.

"Excuse me."

Ivan entered Ciel's room with a gentle smile.
Extremely tense, Ciel swallowed hard and sat on the bed.
Then she patted the spot beside her.

"Sit here."

Since it was an originally empty room, there weren't any chairs.
Ivan looked around, then smiled and sat down next to Ciel.

Ciel kept watching Ivan's expression.
At a glance, he didn't seem angry.

Come to think of it, had she ever seen him angry before?

He would occasionally discipline the mischievous youngest, Melissa, but he had never raised his voice at Ciel or the other four.

That's why Ciel didn't know what Ivan looked like when angry.
The current Ivan didn't appear to be angry.
He didn't appear to be, but... appearances aren't everything.

Soon, Ivan spoke.

"I heard about what happened today from Catherine."

At that moment, Ciel felt as if her heart had dropped.

Could it be.
That her negative imagination.
Had become reality?

Ciel tried to compose her trembling body.

"Are you... disgusted with me?"

She asked Ivan.
If he had come to dislike her for mistreating his servant.

Ivan answered.

"Of course not."

At those words, Ciel's eyes widened.

"Ciel has always been that kind of person."
"D-did you... actually dislike that about me...?"

Ciel was no longer a child.
She had come to realize her temperamental personality and understood how much trouble she had caused Ivan.

Because of this, she sometimes thought that he might actually dislike her.

Eventually, Ivan smiled bitterly and said,

"Even that side of Ciel is cute. And I didn't come to scold you about your fight with Catherine."
"T-then..."
"Since it's been a while since we've met from your perspective, I thought we should have a proper conversation. Ah, I've already talked a lot with Rebecca while playing chess."

Ivan said this with a bright smile.
Seeing that smile, Ciel could feel it.

'Brother doesn't... hate me.'

Even though she wasn't particularly cute.
Even with her terrible personality.
Even though she was no longer a child.
He was still treating her kindly.

"Still, make up with Catherine. If you two remain awkward, it'll be difficult for all of us, right?"

Ciel nodded at Ivan's words.
Then she carefully revealed her feelings.

"I... I like you, brother."
"Yes, I heard. And Rebecca's feelings too."
"It wasn't possible fifteen years ago, but now... could I become your lover?"

Ciel had been sad thinking she had become a stranger to Ivan, but...
Upon reflection, it was actually a very good thing.
After all, Ciel ultimately wanted to be in a romantic relationship with Ivan.

"I can't accept right away, but... yes."

In response to Ciel's words, Ivan nodded, then stood up and spread his arms wide.

"Anyway, today and all this time... you've been upset, haven't you?"

He had noticed that Ciel had been looking dejected.

This aspect of him was just like the kind father from back then.
Momentarily lost in memories, Ciel smiled brightly and stood up.

Then she fell into Ivan's arms.
She hugged him tightly.
And cried softly in his embrace.

"Brother... brother..."

After fifteen years, she had reunited with the person she loved.
The person she loved understood her feelings.
She could potentially become lovers with the person she loved.

She was so happy about these facts.
Overwhelmed by the hardships she had endured.

Ciel, in Ivan's arms, cried for a long time.

Ch.58 - Have a child.
After comforting Ciel, who had looked very upset.
I had many conversations with Ciel, just like Rebecca did.
Of course, I mostly just listened to Ciel's stories.

I heard about what kind of life Ciel had lived during the 15 years I was sealed, what friends she had met, what hardships and trials she had endured, and what happy moments she had experienced.

After listening to all her stories, I left Ciel's room.

And the next day.
Early morning.

I brought Ciel before Catherine.

"I'm... I'm sorry..."

Ciel bowed her head deeply as she apologized to Catherine.
Catherine looked back and forth between me and Ciel with wide eyes.

Since Ciel was indeed in the wrong, I had asked her to apologize to Catherine.
Ciel had readily agreed.

"Well, it's fine. From now on, let's get along better, even if it's a bit awkward."

Catherine didn't pick a fight or curse at Ciel who was showing such humility.

I had asked her to accept Ciel's apology even if she didn't like it,

But even without that request, Catherine would have accepted Ciel's apology.

Catherine is my capable subordinate, maid, and friend.
Since I wanted the two of them to reconcile, Catherine, reading my intentions, simply followed my wishes.

Anyway.

Two days passed like that.

"Ciel unnie, didn't I tell you to clean your room this morning?"
"Ugh... Porsella, clean it for me..."

"Porsella isn't your maid! Wait, don't tell me you've actually been treating her like one? Someone who serves as both your executive secretary and guard knight?"

"W-well, I lived in the inner palace too... I was essentially her personal attendant. Ciel doesn't really like unfamiliar maids."

"Wow... you're completely spoiled, aren't you... Ugh, seriously, stop sleeping and get up!"
"Kyaaaa!!!"

"Ah, I was just trying to sleep a little longer..."
"The sun is already high in the sky, you hopeless girl!"

"What? Hopeless girl?"
"What else would you call yourself!"

"Catherine, how dare you speak to your unnie like that...!"
"As if I could ever consider someone like you my unnie!"

...Ciel and Catherine had become like sisters.

But they still didn't get along well.

Yesterday, I even witnessed the three of them fighting with Rebecca joining in, and Porsella and I nearly fainted from the dizzying spectacle.

Now, after breakfast, Ciel had gone back to sleep and was getting scolded by Catherine.

Ciel still had a personality that disliked household chores.
Perhaps because she had become a queen. She seemed to dislike them even more than before.

Usually, it was the eldest sister Lucia who had taken care of the household and nagged about such things, but after 15 years, that role had shifted to Porsella and Catherine.

Although they fought frequently, there didn't seem to be any deep resentment between them.

Close sisters who bickered often.
That was the relationship I observed between Catherine and Ciel.
I was glad things seemed to be working out.

And that night.

"Brother... I want to apologize to that person too. You said she's your friend. Thinking about it... I was quite rude."

Ciel, who had started to feel concerned about her jealousy-driven actions, said she wanted to apologize to Hanna.

Our Ciel...
She's grown up.

Though Hanna probably hadn't taken Ciel's curt words to heart, Ciel seemed quite uncomfortable about it.

So I contacted Hanna.

Come for a housewarming, I said.
And as a bonus, Ciel would apologize.

Though we had moved from the official residence to a huge mansion, I hadn't invited anyone for a housewarming.

I could have invited colleagues from the National Life Department, including Mr. Thomas...

But I hate that sort of thing.
A socially awkward loner like me doesn't want to meet people for trivial reasons like housewarmings!

Housewarming?
Why bother with such things?
Meeting people...
It's troublesome and I hate it...

Catherine nodded vigorously in agreement with my opinion.
She too was surprisingly antisocial, though she was good at pretending to be sociable.

Of course, the fact that she could pretend to be sociable already made her fundamentally different from me.

Anyway, even if I wanted to invite people now, I couldn't.

Because the Demon King, the Fairy King, and the Fairy King's guard knight were all staying here.

However, Hanna was different.
She didn't know everything about my situation, but she knew enough.
Of course I could invite her to a house where Ciel, Rebecca, and Porsella were staying.

Hanna also seemed eager to visit my new home, so when I invited her for a housewarming, she gladly accepted.

A day passed like that—

And now it was time for Hanna to come for the housewarming.


*


The life of the Empire's First Princess is busy.

Lucia Lemear's life is a Storm-Season.

Like someone preparing for a massive storm that sweeps away everything in its path when it comes...

Lucia Lemear too, as if to withstand the storm, continues days of busyness and exhaustion, pushing her body to its limits, until she eventually reaches a period of rest.

However, there's a difference between actual storms and the storms that visit Lucia.

The cycle of storms in the world is long, but the cycle of storms in Lucia's life is short.

In other words, Lucia Lemear could be called a <Storm Hunter> who faces the "storms of life" time and again.

But a hunter sometimes hunts, and sometimes gets hunted.

And Lucia was a hunter who had never once hunted a storm.

In fact, she wasn't even a hunter.

She was merely pitiful prey facing storms she didn't want to face...

But today too, Lucia overcame the storm and survived.

That was enough.

At a flower shop somewhere in the imperial capital.

"Haaaaaah!!! I'm seriously dying!!!"

Lucia, disguised as 'Luciana,' who had been staring blankly at the flowers, suddenly let out a long sigh.

The smiling fox beastkin woman who owned the flower shop (Lucia's subordinate) gave a bitter smile and said,

"But you look happy today."
"...It's a rest period, and a good day!"

Today was the first day of a long-awaited rest period.

She hadn't been able to rest properly due to various events and tasks.

It's actually strange that the princess who will lead the Empire in the future has such leisure time...

But Lucia actually had no intention of succeeding the Empire, and Empress Stesia respected her wishes.

However, that didn't mean she had no plans to make her the next emperor.

Empress Stesia wanted Lucia to become the emperor after her.

In fact, Empress Stesia had no children of her own and no husband, so the only one who could succeed her was the First Princess, Lucia.

Of course, there was a way for Lucia not to become emperor.
She had just taught Lucia that method yesterday.

"Lucia, have a child."
"What? WHAT!?"

"A child with superior genes. Preferably, the husband should be human rather than beastkin. A half-human, half-beastkin. Now that beastkin have become imperial citizens, there could be no more perfect emperor."
"Wait, Your Majesty, just a moment..."

"So hurry up and find a human partner."
"Are we not doing a political marriage...?"

"If they're of low status, I can just make them my illegitimate child. There's no need for politics. I intend to respect your wishes as much as possible."
"...I'll think about it."

Empress Stesia was serious.

If Lucia were to be with someone of low status, she would go so far as to claim their child as her own illegitimate child—that's how much she cherished Lucia like her own daughter.

'Hmm...'

The method wouldn't be too difficult.
Empress Stesia is an excellent magician, so she could pretend to be pregnant, deceiving many people.

Those who couldn't be deceived were the council's magicians and the Four Tower Masters.

But they wouldn't betray the Empire.
If they were the type to betray, they wouldn't be in those positions in the first place.

The truly pregnant Lucia would just need to stay out of the public eye during her pregnancy, using illness as an excuse.

There were also magical methods to disguise the fact that she wasn't pregnant.
Of course, with a baby in her womb, she couldn't engage in strenuous activities.

'...But why am I seriously considering this?'

Lucia was lost in thought, then suddenly felt ridiculous.

A partner.
A partner, really?

Lucia had never liked men before.

All her subordinates were women.
All her attendants were women.

There wasn't a single man close to her,

And at social gatherings, Lucia Lemear was known as the <Cold-Blooded Beauty> who didn't even glance at men.

So she couldn't possibly like someone romantically.

But.

There was one man who had been close to her.

"Mr. Ivan..."

Lucia softly uttered the name of her de facto adoptive father.
Then she startled herself and blushed.

'What am I thinking?!!!'

She had imagined Ivan becoming her partner.

She had imagined marrying Ivan, doing those indecent things she'd only read about in erotic novels, having children, and living happily together!

Ivan might not be her biological father, but he was her father figure.
So marrying him would be impossible.

Lucia took a deep breath with that thought, but her unsettled heart wouldn't calm down.

Perhaps.
Really.

'I... Mr. Ivan... Get a grip.'

Lucia slapped both her cheeks.
She didn't want to be lost in such thoughts.

Eventually, Lucia waved goodbye to the flower shop owner and left.

Today is a good day.

Because she had decided to visit Ivan's house!

Though she was going secretly, she knew the address.
It used to be Hilda's villa, after all.

Anyway.

"Hello, Melissa? Where are you now?"

-I'm on my way near the flower shop~

Melissa is coming along too.

Ch.59 - Why are you coming out from there?
Shortly after, Lucia joined up with Melissa, who was disguised as "Meril."
The two immediately headed toward Ivan's house.

Melissa spoke as she observed Lucia's rather disheveled appearance.

"Lucia, you look a bit haggard?"
"Recently... I've been so tired..."

After the Chaos Cult's attack on the academy.
Lucia had been spending her days in a constantly busy schedule.

Honestly, at times like this, she wanted to quit being a princess, but she couldn't just abandon her position now, and she was already responsible for too many things.

On the other hand.

"You look perfectly fine, Melissa..."
"What would a Magic Tower Master have to do anyway~"
"Ah... if only I were a magic prodigy, I wouldn't be suffering like this..."

To be honest, Melissa's main duty was nothing more than teaching Lucia.

The Four Magic Tower Masters were the pinnacle of magicians.

They had nothing to do except their own magical research, and even that wasn't mandatory, so they could live leisurely lives whenever they wanted.
Managing the tower was something they could simply delegate to others.

Recently, since Lucia had been buried in other schedules and couldn't visit Melissa, Melissa had been able to enjoy a thoroughly relaxed life.

Lucia looked at Melissa with envious eyes, then sighed and quickened her pace.

As they were heading toward Ivan's house.

"Ah."
"Oh."

Lucia encountered someone she knew.
It was a bit ambiguous to call her someone she knew, but...
She was someone Lucia recognized nonetheless.

That person was Hannah Bendes.
With her hands full of packages, she was walking in the same direction as Lucia and Melissa.

After hesitating briefly, Hannah soon smiled brightly at Lucia.

"Hello! Your name was..."
"Luciana."

Luciana and Hannah had met before.

It was already several months ago.

There had been a somewhat tragicomic incident where Hannah, who had been following Ivan and Luciana, was caught by Lucia, who threatened her thinking she was suspicious.

"And the person next to you..."
"She's my friend."

Since Hannah was an instructor in the general department, she had never seen "Meril" before. Meril and Hannah exchanged brief nods in greeting.

"Are you going this way?"
"Ah, yes! See you later then!"

After answering Lucia's question, Hannah walked away quickly, with Melissa and Lucia following behind.

Rather than following her, they were simply going the same way.

"Do you know her?"

Melissa moved closer to Lucia and whispered.

"She's Ivan's colleague. They seem quite close."
"Hmm..."

After hearing Lucia's words, Melissa looked at Hannah with a raised corner of her mouth.

Brown bobbed hair.
Green eyes.

Though her hair and eye colors were common, her face was exceptionally pretty.
She was certainly not inferior compared to Ivan's daughters, all of whom possessed outstanding beauty, including Melissa herself.

Melissa turned her head to look at Lucia.

Her face was hidden under her hood.
She seemed a bit displeased.

Melissa thought she knew why.

"Why the long face, sis?"
"Huh? What?"
"Afraid she might steal Dad from you?"
"W-what! That's not it at all!"

They had known each other for over ten years.
Melissa could instantly tell whether Lucia's denial was genuine or actually an affirmation.

This denial was an affirmation.

Lucia was jealous of Hannah Bendes.

Melissa didn't mind either way.
It wasn't that she was confident in claiming Ivan for herself.
There were many who liked him, and Ivan wouldn't be able to turn them all away.

Even though polygamy existed in this world, most women typically wanted the man they loved to look only at them.

But Melissa was different.

She was a dragon.

Not a species that naturally took human form like mermaids or beastfolk.

She was simply a legendary animal—a dragon—polymorphed into human form.

Therefore, Melissa had somewhat animalistic thinking patterns,

One of which was the belief that "capable males deserve multiple females."

Ivan was a handsome and kind human youth who unconsciously made young non-human girls fall for him.
He was definitely a male worthy of having multiple females.

Since Melissa had fallen for such a male, she was prepared to humbly accept if he took many other females besides herself.

That's just how capable males were.

Hence, Melissa couldn't quite understand Ivan's daughters fighting over him.
Especially Lucia, whom she understood even less.

"Isn't it time you admitted your feelings?"

Liking Ivan but still not acknowledging that fact, yet being endlessly jealous.

"......"

Lucia said nothing in response to Melissa's words.
Her head ached from the distracting thoughts swirling in her mind.

Anyway, they continued walking diligently, but Melissa soon realized something strange.

"...Why does it feel like we're still going the same way as that person?"

There had been several forks in the road and various buildings had come into view.

Yet Hannah Bendes was still walking ahead of Lucia and Melissa,
making it seem like they were following her.

Surely they were just going their own way.

"Ah."

After hearing Melissa's question and pondering it, Lucia let out a short exclamation.

"Could she also be going to Ivan's house...?"
"Huh?"

She hadn't considered that possibility.
Melissa looked at Hannah again.
She was carrying what appeared to be gifts in both hands.

"Is she going to a housewarming party?"

It had been quite some time since Ivan moved, so it was a bit late for a housewarming, but if those gifts were indeed housewarming presents for Ivan...

It would explain why they kept going in the same direction.

"I should ask her."

Melissa nodded at Lucia's words.
Then the two of them grabbed Hannah's shoulder as she was humming and walking along.

"Eek!"

Hannah let out a short scream at the sudden contact.
Lucia looked at her and asked.

"Are you by any chance going to Ivan's house?"
"Ah, y-yes!"

Hannah was startled because she hadn't realized the two were still walking the same path as her, but she nodded and answered the question.

As expected, Hannah Bendes was heading to Ivan's house.

"......"

Lucia thought this was a bit troublesome, but since she really wanted to visit Ivan's house today, she didn't choose to turn back now.

She could just send Hannah away after a while, then reveal her true self and spend time with Ivan.

"Oh, what a coincidence! We're also going to Ivan's house right now."
"Really? That's great!"

So they decided to accompany Hannah.
It wasn't great at all, but Lucia said so out of politeness.

As they were about to walk side by side.
Hannah looked at Lucia and asked.

"Are you that close with Ivan?"
"...Yes. We've met a few times recently."

'Luciana' was supposedly a flower-loving girl Ivan met 15 years ago while working alone,
whose dream was to work in a flower shop, and who was able to work in one thanks to Ivan's encouragement.

...That was the fictional setting Ivan had revealed to Hannah.

Additionally, Lucia herself had revealed that 'Luciana' was actually an assassin from the empire's secret unit.

It would be strange for an ordinary flower shop employee to carry assassination weapons.

Anyway, since they had established a setting where it wouldn't be strange for her to be close to Ivan, Hannah didn't seem particularly suspicious.

She just seemed a bit surprised that Luciana was close enough to visit Ivan's home.

In any case, the three of them walked together and finally arrived at Ivan's mansion.

"Wow... it's really big..."

Hannah expressed genuine admiration and then turned to Luciana and asked.

"Is this your first time here, Luciana?"
"Ah, yes. It's my first time..."

After saying that, she felt a bit embarrassed.
She had only thought about visiting Ivan's mansion but hadn't prepared a gift.

It had been quite a while since she'd seen him.
She should have bought a gift.

She regretted it, but there was nothing she could do now.
Lucia resolved to buy a gift for Ivan later and rang the doorbell.

Ding-dong!

Shortly after, the door opened wide.

"You're here? ...Oh!?"

Ivan, who first saw Hannah, greeted her happily, but then widened his eyes when he saw Lucia and Melissa behind her.

And since Hannah had arrived, the elf who needed to apologize to her also approached the entrance...

And was startled to see the two people behind her.

"Why, why are you two here?"

The same was true for the dragon and fox beastfolk.

"Ciel?"
"What? Why is Ciel coming out from there?"

Just then, a black-horned demon who heard the commotion also came to the entrance.

"What the!?"

She was surprised to see the dragon and fox beastfolk.

"Rebecca?"
"Rebecca is here too?"

The same was true for Luciana and Meril.

"What's happening!?"
"What's going on that everyone's gathering at the entrance..."

The fairy king's guard knight and the academy principal's (former) descendant (former) also gathered at the entrance after hearing the commotion.

"Eh...?"

With so many questions being fired at once.

Hannah couldn't understand the current situation.

Ch.60 - Hero
I was so shocked that I lost my words.

Wait, I opened the door thinking Hannah was coming, but Melissa and Lucia came together?

And when Ciel saw those two, she seemed to recognize Lucia and Melissa, and as the commotion arose, Rebecca, Porsella, and Catherine all stepped into the entrance hall.

Hannah was looking around with a dazed expression, and I spoke to her as I watched her.

"Come inside first."

I'll explain everything.


*


I briefly exchanged greetings with Melissa and Lucia who had suddenly visited.

Since it had been quite a while since I'd seen the two of them, I wanted to chat more, but I had a lot to explain to Hannah right now.

I brought Hannah to the second-floor terrace.
And I had Catherine bring two cups of tea.

"Th-thank youuu..."

Hannah, who received Catherine's tea, immediately gulped it down, perhaps to calm her startled nerves.

"!!!"

And her eyes widened.
Her bright heterochromatic eyes gleamed.
She was surprised by how delicious Catherine's tea was.

Catherine does make good tea.
Hilda wasn't exaggerating when she called it exquisite.

Even I, who didn't particularly enjoy drinking tea as an ordinary man from 21st century South Korea, found Catherine's tea delicious.

Soon Catherine left the terrace, and Hannah, who had instantly finished her tea, spoke.

"W-who are those two people...?"

I answered without hesitation.

"The Empire's First Princess and the Green Tower Master."
"W-what...!?"

Hannah asked in surprise.
Then after pondering something deeply, she eventually swallowed hard and looked at me.

"Wait, don't tell me... are those two also your daughters?"

She seemed to be recalling the conversation Melissa and Lucia had with Ciel and Rebecca.

Since there was no reason to deny it, I nodded.
Now that everything was exposed, I decided to explain everything.

"And the former Academy Headmaster Hilda is also my daughter. The person you just saw was originally Hilda's servant, but Hilda made her my servant."
"Ah... so that's why..."

Hannah nodded in understanding.

In the heat of the moment, I decided to talk about Haze as well.

The fact that Melissa and Lucia were my daughters had already been exposed.
The fact that Haze, the Saint of the Evil God, was my daughter could also be exposed.

I might be screwed later if I didn't tell her now and she found out.
What if Hannah knew this fact and reported it to the Church?

The Chaos Cult.

It had long been a symbol of fear.
It's not strange to fear people who wish for the world's destruction.

Hannah must also fear the Chaos Cult.

If she learns that my daughter is actually the Saint of the Evil God, she might think I'm in league with the Chaos Cult,
and trembling with fear and betrayal, she might inform the Church about me.

If that happens, that would truly be the day my life is ruined.
It would be on a completely different level from almost going to prison for sexually harassing Catherine.

Of course, Hannah might not do such a thing.
I think there's a higher chance she would calmly come to hear my circumstances.

But...

If that's the case, I might as well explain it now.
Hannah will understand everything once she hears my explanation.
She's my best friend, and she's a kind-hearted person.

So I said:

"You can't tell anyone about this."
"Oh... yes. Of course!"

Looking at Hannah who answered after a slight pause, I shook my head.

"No, not what I just told you. What I said before could be treated as a joke, but... if the Church hears what I'm about to say, I could really be screwed."
"Huh???"

When I said that, Hannah's eyes widened.
Her body trembled slightly. She kept moving her lips before finally speaking.

"C-c-c-can I even h-hear s-something like th-that?"

She stammered in a very trembling voice.

Wait, why is she suddenly acting like this?
Is she flustered because the scale of the story has grown?
Or is she reluctant to hear this story for fear it might harm her?

Well, there is such a thing as truth that hurts to know.
But I don't think it will be a problem.

"Don't worry. Even if this story reaches the Church's ears, you won't be in trouble."
"Nooo... th-that's not it..."
"If you really don't want to hear it, I won't tell you."

There's no particular reason to tell her.
From my perspective, it doesn't matter whether I tell her or not.
Hannah was silent for a moment after hearing my words, then nodded.

"I haven't told you about one more daughter, right?"
"Ah... yes."
"One of my daughters is the Saint of the Evil God."
"!!!"

Hannah's mouth fell open when she heard my words.
Her expression was so comical that I almost let out a chuckle.

I didn't mention the Academy attack incident.
The appearance of the Evil God's Saint at the Academy wasn't known to the public.

The reason it wasn't made public was, of course, because it could cause great confusion in the world.

The more powerful the Chaos Cult becomes, the more the Empire falls.
If the Empire falls, it becomes difficult to prepare for war against the Chaos Cult.

For the same reason, I didn't mention meeting her at the Academy, as I didn't want to make Hannah more anxious.

The Empire's First Princess, the Green Tower Master, and the Saint had witnessed the Saint of the Evil God, so the higher-ups were probably discussing various matters.

Anyway.

I told her that she secretly came to find me.
That I didn't know she was the Saint of the Evil God.
That Hilda, Melissa, and Lucia were greatly shocked.

That's roughly what I told her.
Except for the secret visit, everything was true.

"...That's my truth. I have nothing else to hide now."
"I-I see..."
"Is this story burdensome to you?"

Even though Hannah herself said she would listen to this story, she might have become afraid after hearing it. After all, Hannah is just an ordinary level 9 administrator.

But Hannah waved her hands dismissively.

"N-no! Not at all! ...Thanks for telling me, Evan."

After waving her hands, Hannah expressed her gratitude, and then her expression suddenly became serious.

Hannah stood up.

"I should go now. This is a housewarming gift."
"Huh? What? No, you can stay longer if you want."
"Actually, I have an urgent matter. It's time for me to go!"

She spoke in a bright tone, but for some reason, she continued to exude a serious atmosphere.

Hannah, who came down from the terrace, received an apology from Ciel, briefly greeted the others including Melissa and Lucia who had removed their disguises.

Then she promptly left our house.

I opened the housewarming gift Hannah had given me.
It was delicious cookies from a luxury confectionery store.
They were exquisite when eaten with Catherine's tea.

That day.

The seven of us enjoyed a tea party, sharing many stories.


*


In the dim night.
At the edge of the Church territory.
The Temple of the Goddesses.

In the center of this place is a small mansion where the Saint resides.

There, novice nuns attend to the Saint.
The novice nuns who serve the Saint consider this opportunity an honor.

Because they can be close to the Saint whom they respect.

This particular Saint was especially compassionate.
Even while being attended by young novice nuns, she also took care of them and played with them.

That's why laughter of girls never ceased in the Saint's mansion.

But there are days when the girls' laughter stops.

Of course, the reason for the silence isn't because the atmosphere is ruined, but because there's a rule that they must be solemn when the Saint goes to have an audience with the Goddess.

The Saint always said that the Goddess doesn't mind such things, but the girls all become solemn.

After all, they've been cultivating their faith in the Goddess since childhood.

On the other hand, the Saint was merely a noble lady of the Empire born with the qualities of a Saint, so she was somewhat lacking in faith.

The only person who can communicate with the Goddess is actually lacking in faith toward the Goddess.
It would be an unbelievable story for ordinary devout believers, but it was true.

The spire of the Saint's mansion.
The Goddess's audience chamber at the very top.
The Saint entered there, holding a book to her chest.

A silver statue of the Goddess greeted her.

"I come before the great Goddess."

The Saint carefully placed the book down and bowed as she greeted.
At that moment, the statue of the Goddess gleamed white.

It was greeting the Saint.

That greeting is heard only by the Saint's ears.

After briefly exchanging greetings with the Goddess, the Saint showed the book she had put down to the Goddess.

The Saint spoke quietly in a solemn tone:

"Goddess, the time has come."

The title of the book was "Sacred Chronicle."

It's a book that only the Saint and the Pope can read, containing stories about the Goddess.

And.

Stories about the prophecies given by the Goddess.

There, a prophecy about the "Hero" is written.
A prophecy that someday a hero who will defeat the Chaos Cult will appear.

Stories about the Hero are already circulating in the world, but they're all treated as meaningless myths or delusions.

But the Goddess actually prophesied that a hero would appear.

Of course, that prophecy was given a thousand years ago.

Since that prophecy had not been realized for so long, some high-ranking clergy who knew about the Goddess's prophecy regarding the Hero harbored a little doubt.

The prophecy will be realized someday.
It's very difficult to wait for a long time believing only those words.

However.

Now they would no longer harbor doubt.
After all, the Goddess's prophecy from long ago had finally been realized.

The Saint can read the Sacred Chronicle.
She knows the specific prophecy given by the Goddess.

Therefore, she couldn't help but know that the prophecy had been realized.

Of course.

It was by chance that the Saint herself discovered this fact.

The Sacred Chronicle merely states that "the world will somehow become aware of the Hero's existence."

"I have found the Hero."

The statue of the Goddess continued to flash white light upon hearing the Saint's words.

It meant the Goddess was extremely excited.

Ch.61 - What on earth does this mean?
Three days had already passed since Lucia and Melissa came to our house.

...Three days ago. They both decided to live here permanently.

Rebecca and Ciel were already here, and they also said they wanted to live here.
Suddenly, my house became home to six women.

But I'm the only man.

So some awkward incidents have occurred.

"Yawn~ I slept well."
"W-wait, Melissa, put some clothes on!"
"Oh right. This isn't my house."

Like witnessing Melissa coming into the living room wearing only her underwear, thinking it was her own home.

"Kyaaah!!!"
"S-sorry, Lucia!"
"I-i-it's okay?! I-I forgot to lock the door...."

Or opening the bathroom door and coming face to face with Lucia sitting on the toilet.

"Oppaaa~ Today~ sleep with me~?"
"Nooo! No way! N-not with someone like you... My dear brother... w-with meee~!"

Or drunk Rebecca and Ciel aggressively coming onto me.

Things I'd only seen in manga were happening in real life, and it was truly dizzying. With six women and one man living in the same house, perhaps it wasn't so strange after all.

In some ways, it was an extremely happy life, but it was equally exhausting.

Except for Porsella, Ciel's knight, and Catherine, my servant, they were all technically my daughters, but I simply couldn't see them that way...

So whenever these embarrassing incidents happened, my heart would race.

I'm no longer in a position of raising these four.
All four are proper adult women, and I'm well aware that two of them have romantic feelings for me.

That was enough to set fire to the heart of a man in his prime.

Well, anyway.

There were many difficulties.
It definitely wasn't the ordinary life I had hoped for.
And my daughters' obsession was somewhat burdensome...

But I was glad that these joyful days continued.

At night, we would all gather to play board games, drink delicious beverages, and share stories.

And today, just as we were finishing up another pleasant evening and getting ready for bed.
Lucia spoke up.

"I wish Hilda and Haze were here too...."

Everyone fell silent at Lucia's words.

Since Rebecca and Ciel had also been informed that Haze was the Evil God's saint, their expressions were equally distorted.

However.

The emotions Rebecca, Ciel, Lucia, and Melissa felt when thinking about Haze were closer to sadness than betrayal or anger.

I felt the same way.
In the end, we would have to settle things.

Either Haze would kill us.
Or we would kill Haze.

One of these two outcomes was highly likely.
Was there truly no ending where everyone could be happy?
I desperately hoped there was.

"But I wonder if Sister Hilda is okay? I did give her the entire teleportation scroll book...."

While I felt we were inevitably heading toward an extreme conclusion with Haze, things were a bit different with Hilda.

Currently, Hilda was infiltrating the Chaos Cult.
I heard this from Melissa and Lucia.

When I wondered what "necessary work for the world" meant, it turned out she was doing something extremely dangerous.

If discovered, she could face death, and she might not even be able to get inside the Chaos Cult in the first place.

I think it's too reckless, but this is Hilda's own form of atonement.

Hilda failed to notice that Haze was the Evil God's saint, providing the pretext for the academy attack.

Thanks to quick responses, there were no casualties, but the academy suffered major damage, and Haze took away a great deal of despair energy.

Hilda feels immense guilt about this. She must also be worried about Haze.

That's why she's undertaking the dangerous mission of infiltrating the Chaos Cult.

Due to strict surveillance within the cult, she can't contact us, so we haven't received any news. I hope she's safe.

Anyway, there was nothing I could do.
The conversation ended with Rebecca, Ciel, Melissa, and Lucia agreeing to find out news about Hilda soon.

And the next day.

After coming home from work, eating dinner, and taking a shower, I was lying on my bed when—

Tap tap—

A glowing white bird pecked at my window.
It was the bird that would take me to the Temple of the Craftsmen.

"It's been a while."

It seemed the time had come for prayer.
I opened the window. The white bird created a magic circle with a single flap of its wings.

I stepped onto the magic circle and was immediately transported to the Temple of the Craftsmen.


*


I thought it would be the usual time for meetings and offering prayers to the goddess.

But the temple seemed unusually quiet.

As I went deeper inside, Cardinal Ludric greeted me.
After hearing what he said next, I couldn't help but be surprised.

"The Saint wishes to see me?"
"That's right."
"Why?"
"I don't know. Have you had any recent contact with the Saint?"
"Well, yes...."

Contact with the Saint.
I definitely had some.
We met at the academy.

After the Chaos Cult attack ended, under Lucia's not-quite-order, I went around with the Saint to heal academy students.

I wonder why the Saint was still at the academy.
I'm not sure if the Church knew about this, or if they knew but chose to ignore it.

'It doesn't matter anyway.'

I have no reason to worry about the Saint.
Although she seemed like an airhead, she's ultimately at the pinnacle of this Church.
She's someone who can't be compared to me.

...Of course, that's a bit rich coming from someone who has daughters capable of influencing the world.

Anyway, it's my daughters who are great, not me, so what I said is accurate.

I have no idea why she called for me, but it probably isn't important.

'Or is it?'

Even though we had contact at the academy, would the Saint have a personal reason to call for me?

I'm not sure.
I'll find out when I get there.

"I'll guide you. This is your first time meeting the Saint, right?"
"Yes. Cardinal Ludric, have you seen the current Saint?"
"The current Saint... Although she hasn't shown herself in public since finishing her secluded training..."

Cardinal Ludric chuckled and continued.

"But I did see her about 22 years ago. She revealed herself at a meeting of high-ranking Church officials. She looked like a young girl in her early to mid-teens. She seemed very naive... I'm not sure what she's like now."

I pondered Cardinal Ludric's words and tilted my head in confusion.

'She seemed much younger?'

The Saint I saw appeared to be around my age.
She didn't look like a woman in her mid-thirties at all.
Neither in appearance nor personality. She lacked any maturity.

Of course, looking young isn't strange.
I've heard that Saints with exceptional divine power often maintain their youthful appearance until death.

Anyway, as we walked, we soon reached our destination.

The center of the Temple of the Craftsmen.

It was the Saint's mansion.

Cardinal Ludric departed, and I was guided into the Saint's mansion by young novice nuns.

"It's here."

The oldest-looking novice nun guided me to the top floor, then bowed her head and left.

I looked ahead.
And gulped.

Cold sweat poured down my face from nervousness.
As expected.
The Saint hadn't called me for a trivial matter.

"The Goddess's Audience Chamber..."

The sacred place where the Saint receives divine power from the Craftsmen's prayers and transmits it to the goddess.
I understood that even the Pope couldn't enter this place carelessly.

Why am I...
Here?

I doubted the novice nun who guided me.
Was she deliberately trying to trick me?
It might be a disrespectful thought, but I simply couldn't make sense of this.

Anyway, if the Saint is here, and she called for me...

I have to go.

With trembling hands, I opened the door.
And so I entered the Goddess's Audience Chamber.

The door closed immediately after I entered.

"Wha!"

An automatic door!
I quickly covered my mouth, but the word had already escaped.
Ahem— I cleared my throat and looked around.

The Goddess's Audience Chamber was beautiful.
Located in the spire, the ceiling was a rounded hemisphere, made entirely of glass.

This made it perfect for admiring the stars in the night sky.

It was truly a romantic sight. If not for the situation, I would have wanted to lie flat on the floor and gaze at the stars.

Taking a deep breath, I looked ahead.

There stood a silver statue of the goddess and, unlike her previous airheaded appearance,
the Saint was looking at me with a somewhat unsettling aura.

Her eyes were still covered with bandages, so I couldn't see her face.

I considered what to say but kept my mouth shut.

"Please come this way."

The Saint spoke first.

I gulped and approached her.
Fortunately, it seemed true that the Saint had called for me.

Eventually, the Saint stood before me.
What was she going to say to me?
Then the Saint smiled brightly and said:

"Nice to meet you, Hero."

Huh?
Hero?

"WHAT?!"

The question reflexively burst out.
The Saint chuckled at my response and opened her mouth.

"You are the Hero, Ivan Edlen."

What on earth does this mean?

Ch.62 - "Even though you told me directly"
"Hero."

I know the stories about him well.

A figure said to appear someday to defeat the Cult of Chaos.
But he has never shown himself, and this story is nothing more than baseless rumors circulating among the people.

Or so I thought.

Was the hero actually supposed to appear for real?

If a real hero had appeared, I would have been happy thinking, "So that silly story was true after all."

After all, someone who could defeat the Cult of Chaos would have appeared.

No, such assumptions are meaningless now.
Because a hero has truly appeared.

But...

The problem is that it's me.

"W-what? Aren't you mistaken? Me, a hero? The great being who will completely annihilate the Cult of Chaos? Me? Why? Huh?"

I raised my voice at the Saint, forgetting I was in the audience chamber of the Goddess. The Saint gave a bitter smile and nodded.

"Ivan Edlen is undoubtedly the hero. I guarantee it on the blessing of the Goddess."
"Huh..."

How could an ordinary person like me be a hero?
There must be some strange misunderstanding.

I was chewing on my lip with these thoughts when—

"Ivan Edlen. I have a question for you."
"A question?"
"Are you truly... from another world?"
"!!!"
"I see, you really are from another world."

When my eyes widened in shock, the Saint smiled with understanding.

'What the hell.'

I was surprised that she knew I was a reincarnator, but with just that, she accepted that I wasn't actually an ordinary person.

I'm the guy who died in a traffic accident in 21st century South Korea and was reincarnated into this inexplicable fantasy world.

But how could I be called ordinary?
I've lived normally here for so long that I hadn't placed much significance on the fact that I was a reincarnator.

'I guess it would seem special to the people of this world.'

Someone who lived in another world reincarnating with their memories intact...
It's enough to be treated as someone special.

Is that why I'm the hero?
Still, me being the hero is a bit...
It doesn't make sense.

How did she figure out I was a reincarnator in the first place?

'No, she probably didn't figure it out.'

Her tone was clearly fishing for information.
That means she knew the hero was a reincarnator, but might not have been certain that I was the hero.
So I said:

"Is the hero supposed to be a reincarnator? Yes, I am a reincarnator. But... no matter how I think about it, I'm not the hero. You said you know me, right? I don't know if you're aware of what I've accomplished as a craftsman, but if I were really that impressive, I wouldn't have been at the Academy..."

The Saint shook her head vigorously, cutting off my words.

"No. That's not all. There's already overwhelming evidence that you, Ivan Edlen, are the hero."
"What evidence?!"

I blurted out in a gruff tone without realizing it.
I regretted it immediately, but words once spoken can't be taken back.
Something about being with the Saint makes me feel strangely comfortable. Is it because of her holy power?

Of course, she didn't seem to mind.
Instead, she smiled brightly and picked up a book from the floor to show me.

Then she said:

"Can you read the title of this book?"
"?!"

I couldn't help but be shocked as soon as I saw the book's title.
That's because the title of the book was...

Written in Korean as "Holy Scripture."

"Holy Scripture..."

At that, the Saint smiled broadly.

"I can see this language as Imperial script because I've received the Goddess's blessing. But the Goddess said this writing exists in the hero's world. Since you could read the title of this book, you are undoubtedly the hero."

Still, I couldn't understand.
Couldn't there be other reincarnators besides me?
They'd be rare, but still.

"Would you like more precise evidence?"

She asked, perhaps sensing that I still wasn't convinced.
I unconsciously nodded, and then heard something shocking.

"I know that Ivan Edlen has six daughters."
"W-what?!"

Holy shit, what the hell.
How does she know that?
I was so surprised my mouth fell open.

Seeing my reaction, the Saint let out a small laugh for some reason and continued.

"The First Imperial Princess."

"The Archmage of the Green Tower."

"The Principal of the former Academy."

"The Queen of the Elves."

"The Ruler of all Demon-kind."

"And... the Saint of the Evil God."

"They are all major figures who exert great influence on the world. The Holy Scripture containing the Goddess's prophecy states that the one connected to all these powerful figures through deep bonds is... the 'Hero'."

By this point, I had no choice but to believe it.

'Damn.'

So I really was the hero.
Of course, there was something even more puzzling.

"H-how do you know all this? Do you use some kind of mind-reading magic?"

Since she met me at the Academy, if she had used mind-reading to see my thoughts, it wouldn't be strange for her to think I was the hero.

The Saint clearly didn't see the battle between Melissa and me against Haze.

She said she arrived when it was almost over, so she definitely couldn't have heard the conversation with Haze...

What's going on?

"What? Mind-reading? ...Pfft, heheh."

The Saint giggled at my words.
She had been very serious until just now, but now she seemed playful.

As I narrowed my brows, the Saint laughed even louder.
She asked in a mischievous tone:

"How do you think I knew that you're their father?"
"I really don't know..."
"Why don't you know? You told me yourself."
"What?"

What nonsense are you talking about, Saint?
I almost blurted that out, but managed to hold back.

When did I ever tell the Saint such a thing?
I first met the Saint at the Academy, and we didn't talk much.

The only person I told this story to was Hannah...

"Huh?"

Hannah.

It could only be Hannah...

I stared at the Saint with wide eyes.

Hannah had short hair. The Saint had long hair, but the brown color was exactly the same.

But brown hair isn't rare.
It's a common hair color.

I examined the Saint's body.
...I'm not sure, but now that I'm suspicious, the Saint's and Hannah's chest sizes seem similar.

"No way..."

It must be my imagination. Definitely.
That's what I was thinking when...

*Rustle*

The Saint, who had been chuckling, began to remove the bandage around her eyes.

And then.

The Saint's hairstyle changed.
From long hair reaching her waist...
To short hair reaching her shoulders.

That short hair was so familiar.

*Rustle*

The Saint completely unwrapped the white bandage and looked at me.

"Ta-da!"

After giggling, when our eyes met, the Saint smiled broadly and—

"Hello Ivan, surprised?"

She was unmistakably Hannah Bendes.


*


The Saint of the Holy Nation.

Her true identity was the Imperial low-ranking official, Hannah Bendes.

My colleague and friend was actually the Saint of the Holy Nation!?
...I had experienced something so absurd.

"Ah."

Only then could I understand all the puzzling points.

How could Hannah, a mere low-ranking official, transfer to become an Academy instructor alongside me without using the power of the Bendes family?

'Because she's the Saint.'

The day of the Academy attack.
Why was the Saint at the Academy, why did she keep watching me, and why did I feel comfortable around her?

'Because Hannah was the Saint.'

Why did Hannah panic and freak out when I tried to tell her that I could be in trouble if the Holy Nation found out about me,
and why did the Saint know things I had only told Hannah?

'Because the Saint is Hannah.'

Only after the puzzle pieces that had felt off but I hadn't paid attention to came together did I realize how important this puzzle was to me.

"I still can't believe it."
"Huh?"
"That the scatterbrained woman was the Saint... that the useless one who couldn't do a single job properly was the Saint..."
"I-I had never done that kind of work before! It's not strange!?"

Hannah, now in the appearance of the 'Saint' with bandages back on and long hair flowing, shrieked.

Come to think of it.

"So the story about training in seclusion was a lie too."
"...If people found out the Saint was sealed away, the world would be thrown into chaos."

Of course, it was information that shouldn't be revealed.
If that fact had reached the ears of the Cult of Chaos... something bad would have happened.

Thinking about it now, it's quite strange.
These people.
They sealed away the Saint and didn't even know?
That's kind of funny.

Anyway.

"I can't believe I was friends with the Saint of the Holy Nation. I still don't believe it."
"I never imagined my best friend would be the hero either..."

We continued talking with Hannah after that.

The reason Hannah hid the fact that she was the Saint and entered the Green Tower or worked as an Imperial official was purely because she had nothing else to do.

She was bored being confined to the Holy Nation.
It was a funny reason, but it was very like Hannah.

Anyway, we finished our small talk.
Hannah handed me the Holy Scripture.

"The prophecy about the hero is written on the last page... w-would you like to read it?"
"Sure, why not."

I was curious.

What exactly was written in the prophecy book that made her so certain I was the hero?
If it weren't for Hannah, I probably would have lived my whole life without knowing I was the hero.

With such idle thoughts, I opened the book.

Ch.63 - I'll always be on your side
# Holy Scripture - Concerning the Hero

This is I, the Goddess's prophecy.

Therefore, it shall someday come to pass.
I know not when it may be realized.
But it shall be realized.

Someday.

A 'Hero' will appear in the world.
The Hero's existence will somehow become known to the world.

The Hero is a being from another world,
The Hero is one who can bring about the complete destruction of the Chaos Cult, but the Hero's combat power is not strong.

One.

The Hero will undoubtedly be the one to bring down the Chaos Cult.
For the Hero is bound by close relationships with powerful figures and exceptional war machines capable of controlling the world.

The number of these powerful figures is approximately five or six.
And they are all on the Hero's side.

Because—

All of them.
As romantic interests.
Love the Hero.

This is.

A necessity,
And destiny.

*

"Huh???"

After reading the entire prophecy about the Hero, I was momentarily dumbfounded.
According to that prophecy, all my non-human daughters romantically like me.

It's not wrong.

I already know that Hilda, Ciel, and Rebecca like me, and it's giving me a headache in many ways.

But.

'Melissa and Lucia like me too?'

And even.

'Haze as well?'

I closed the scripture and thought.

'Maybe not.'

Haze might not be included.
Though she might harbor feelings for me that are even more twisted than Hilda's.

Anyway, after reading the prophecy, it really seems like I am the Hero.

Although I'm reincarnated, my soul can be considered a being from another world, and I'm bound by the relationship of adoptive father and daughters with six powerful figures.

And I definitely know that three of my daughters like me.

I was in the middle of these thoughts when:

"Ivan, do they really... like you?"

Of course, Hannah doesn't know the details of our relationship.
I simply explained that they were non-human daughters I raised from childhood.

"At least three of them have already confessed that they like me, so it must be true."

Hearing my answer, Hannah let out a short "Ah-" as if something had dawned on her.

"I see. The Fairy Queen was treating me rather curtly. It felt like she was jealous... so that was real."
"That's why I'm in a difficult position now. It's already burdensome that three of them like me, and now there might be more..."

As I lamented quietly, Hannah chuckled mischievously and said:

"Hmm? Why is it difficult? Didn't you say you wanted to be popular? Now you're popular, so what's the problem?"
"I didn't want to be loved by this many women..."

I do want a beautiful girlfriend who loves, adores, and takes care of me. That's the fantasy of an ordinary virgin like me.
But the problem is having multiple girlfriend candidates.

"But really, there's no actual problem, is there?"
"Eh?"

What is she suddenly talking about?
Why wouldn't there be a problem?
Someone will end up getting hurt.

But as Hannah continued—
I realized I had overlooked a very important social norm.

"From what I can see, you seem willing to accept their feelings, and knowing your personality, you wouldn't want to hurt anyone... so why not just marry all of them?"
"Um...?"

Come to think of it, that's right.

This is a fantasy world.
Not 21st century South Korea.
Polygamy exists here.

"But wouldn't some of them dislike that...?"

But I know.

Polygamy doesn't exist just so a man who's charmed multiple women can be with all the women who love him.

It generally exists for political marriages among the upper class to establish political positions.

Therefore, someone might feel uncomfortable sharing the man they love with other women.

However, Hannah snorted at my words and said:

"If you're going to give up because of that, then it wasn't that serious in the first place, was it?"

Her tone was a bit sharp.

"Ugh..."

She's right. Since I don't intend to choose just one, I have no choice but to accept everyone's feelings.

Even if someone gives up on me for that reason... I might not be able to hold them back.

Anyway, I decided to set this worry aside for now.
After all, the most important thing right now isn't my relationship with my daughters.

"Anyway, since I'm the Hero... what should I do from now on?"

It's about what I, as the Hero, should do and what I can do from now on.
Hannah chuckled and answered:

"Ivan, your greatest ability is... being able to gather the world's powerful figures in one place!"
"...Aha!"

That's right.

As written in the scripture, my combat power isn't ordinary, but it's not exceptional either. What's important is that the world's powerful figures are my daughters.

Whether in terms of military might or political power.
They all possess formidable strength.

They are all my daughters and they follow me well.
So with just one word from me, they can all unite.

Since I've always dreamed of living an ordinary life...
I didn't realize how extraordinary what I had in my hands was.

"This is truly unbelievable. Whether through military might or political power, you have people on your side who could overturn an entire nation."

I nodded absentmindedly while listening to Hannah's words.

"The First Imperial Princess known as the Empire's Hero, the Green Tower Master known as the greatest magician of the modern era, the Fairy Queen who is the world's best spirit artist, the Demon King known as the undefeated berserker, and the former Academy Principal known as an exceptional martial artist..."

Hannah smiled proudly and pointed at me.

"The person who can bring all these individuals together and make them cooperate is you, Ivan!"
"Wow..."

Wow, really.
So I was such an amazing person.
Embarrassingly, I found myself admiring myself.

Indeed, there was no one comparable to me in the history of this world.

In any history, it's rare for powerful figures who exert great influence on the world to all cooperate and unite.

Of course, in this world, there's the Chaos Cult as an enemy of humanity, so it might not seem difficult for powerful figures to unite...

But they are beings who repeatedly torment the world by operating in the shadows and then disappearing.

Naturally, instead of prioritizing the eradication of the Chaos Cult, the powerful figures are more concerned with how to deal with other major forces in the light.

That's why humanity hasn't been able to eradicate the Chaos Cult until now, as Ludric Chuggyeong once told me.

But now it's different.
Those powerful figures can unite in one place.
Because of the existence of the "Hero" – me.

In fact, they've already gathered in one place.
Four people, excluding Haze, the Saint of the Evil God, and Hilda, who infiltrated the Chaos Cult.

First Imperial Princess Lucia.
Green Tower Master Melissa.
Fairy Queen Ciel.
Demon King Rebecca.

...These four are all living together in my house.

Since I only thought of them as my daughters, I didn't realize how astonishing this situation would appear to others.

Powerful figures who exert great influence on the world living together in the mansion of a mere 7th-grade official...

Now that I'm newly conscious of this fact, I realize how absurd it is.

"All those powerful figures are on your side, Ivan, so there's a lot you can do. If we just dig deeper into the Chaos Cult, we can definitely bring them down. They won't ignore the Chaos Cult just to keep each other in check."
"I see..."
"If only we had known earlier that they were all bound by the relationship of sisters... well, it wouldn't have changed much, but it's a bit regrettable."

Anyway, Hannah's point was that there's nothing to do right now.

The Church State itself is also gathering information about the Chaos Cult, and our daughters will have their time to shine once more concrete information emerges.

At any rate, the tension eased a bit.
My conversation with Hannah was over.

I lay down in the Goddess's audience chamber, not even minding the statue of the Goddess in front.

I gazed at the ceiling, a transparent glass hemisphere.
The night sky, filled with countless stars, welcomed me.

"It's still hard to believe."
"What is?"
"That I'm the Hero, that my daughters have all become powerful figures, and that most of my daughters are on my side."
"..."

Hannah was silent.
I turned my head slightly.
I saw Hannah with her lips pursed.

'What's this?'

That's the expression she makes when she's upset.
I can tell even though her eyes are covered with bandages.
It's a rare expression for the always cheerful Hannah.

Eventually.

Hannah sat beside me, looked up at the night sky, and said:

"...Me too."
"Hm?"
"I'm on your side too, Ivan."

She smiled brightly, as if she had never pursed her lips.

"Of course, I'm not saying this as a Saint. As a friend... as Ivan's best friend... that's what I'm saying."

Hannah took a deep breath and then continued:

"Whatever you become and whatever you do in the future... Ivan, I will always be on your side."
"..."
"I would be happy if you could know that for sure."

Why is she saying this?
All I've done for Hannah was help her a little when she first started working.

After that, I've only been receiving help from her.
Thanks to Hannah, I wasn't lonely.

Come to think of it.
Hannah has always been on my side.

When I was in trouble with a strange customer, she stood by me,
When I was in crisis, she even followed me to the Academy,
She always listened to my worries and counseled me.

I suddenly realized how important Hannah Bendes has been to me.
At the same time, I realized that regardless of her being a Saint, she's still my best friend.

Therefore.

To my friend who has always been on my side.
To my precious best friend who continues to be on my side.

"Yes."

And so.

"And I will always... be on Hannah's side too."

I answered.

"Y-you don't have to say such things, Ivan!"

Upon hearing my answer, Hannah blushed but smiled brightly, and I let out an awkward laugh.

Feeling the countless stars in the night sky,
The Hero and the Saint looked at each other and smiled brightly.

Ch.64 - The Saint of the Evil God
Two days had passed since I learned about the hero's identity (me) and the saint's identity (Hannah).

I hadn't told my four daughters that I was the hero.
Of course, not Porsella and Catherine either.

It wasn't time to make a move yet.
If I needed the help of my five daughters, I would reveal my identity and ask for their assistance, but for now, it was time to live an ordinary life.

Anyway.

Today was the day Ciel and Rebecca, who had taken more rest than their scheduled vacation, were returning.

Lucia said she would return soon, while Melissa was considering living here permanently.

Originally, Melissa could teleport directly to the Green Magic Tower if she wanted.

Even for someone like Melissa, traveling to other regions would take a long time, but within the Imperial Capital, she could be considered a teleporter.

...In any case, this led to a somewhat awkward situation.

"Dad, it's just going to be the two of us now..."
"I'm here too, you know? W-wait, what are you doing?!"
"Sorry, Catherine. I'm just borrowing your master for a bit..."

She kept teasing me with physical advances, which made me uncomfortable as I remembered the passage I had read in the holy text.

So.

I had thought she was just a mischievous troublemaker who enjoyed seeing me flustered.

But in reality, it meant she was playing these pranks because she liked me?

That thought suddenly reminded me of what happened at the Green Magic Tower.
That day when I had a private audience with Tower Master Melissa due to the false achievements she had fabricated.

Melissa had played a prank by pressing her body against mine.
My holy sword—Excalibur—had almost gone wild...

It was an extremely dangerous situation, but assuming Melissa liked me...
It seemed that Melissa wasn't just playing a prank back then but was actually trying to seduce me.

Thinking about it that way made me feel uncomfortable being around Melissa.

Since Ciel and Rebecca knew that I was aware of their feelings, they competed to seduce me... but they were no match for Melissa.

I was starting to worry about how to live with Melissa from now on, but that concern was interrupted.

Hilda had returned.
Not to the Imperial Capital, but to the Church Nation across the way.
In a completely battered state.


*


Both the high-ranking officials of the cult and Saint Hannah knew that Hilda had infiltrated the Chaos Cult.

It was such an important mission, and not informing the Church Nation could potentially cause conflict with them.

The Empire had apparently informed them that former Academy Principal Hilda was assigned to infiltrate the Chaos Cult.

That's why they didn't seem surprised when Hilda suddenly appeared.

Hannah received a message through a magical communication device.
It said that Hilda had arrived at the Church Nation in a battered state.
Immediately after, a white bird arrived, and I was transported to the Church Nation.

But it wasn't the Temple of the Chosen.

It was the Saint's mansion.
The first-floor lobby.

Hilda was lying on a sofa there, appearing severely injured, and Hannah was infusing her with healing divine power. Apprentice nuns were attending to Hannah.

"Ah, you're here?"
"Is Hilda alright?!"

I quickly approached Hannah and examined Hilda's condition.

Blood stained her mouth and chin as if she had coughed it up, her side was seriously punctured, her clothes were mostly torn, and both arms were covered in blood.

"I... Ivan?"

Apparently conscious, Hilda looked at me with hazy eyes.
Hannah glanced at Hilda and then turned to me.

"The treatment is finished now. She'll recover soon. Ivan, just sit and wait for now."

I nodded at Hannah's words and sat on the adjacent sofa.

But wait.
This was the recovered state?
I couldn't imagine how serious Hilda's injuries must have been initially.

As I sat there blankly watching Hannah treat Hilda, three apprentice nuns who looked about nine years old approached me. The one in the middle spoke.

"Excuse me, mister."
"Ah, mister..."

Me, a mister?
I don't think I look that old...
While I was feeling dejected about this, the girl on the left spoke.

"What do you mean 'mister'? The Saint said he's the same age as her, so he's an oppa!"

Thank you.
I could regain confidence in my appearance again.
Anyway, when I asked what they wanted, the girl on the right asked.

"Oppa... are you really the hero?"

It seems the story had spread.
Well, I did cause quite a commotion yesterday.

Since a man like me had entered the Saint's mansion, which was surely off-limits to men, Hannah must have had to explain the reason.

The high-ranking officials of the Church Nation would have already known this fact, and eventually, my identity as the hero would become known to the public, so it didn't really matter.

So I nodded.
The three girls' expressions brightened.

"Wow!"
"Oppa is really the hero!"
"Please, please... save the world?"

I looked at the three girls and gave them a warm smile.

"Yes."

But world peace.
I don't think I'll be the one to achieve it.
My daughters will probably have the biggest share in obtaining peace...
The hero's power is less impressive than you'd think...

Soon after, Hilda's treatment was complete.
Hilda sat up, holding her head.
I got up and approached her.

"Thank you, Saint."
"It's nothing."

Hilda thanked Hannah, and Hannah smiled brightly at her.

Then Hilda looked at me. And with trembling eyes, she glanced at Hannah.

Hannah, who was quite perceptive, seemed to notice Hilda's reaction and said with a bright smile.

"I know about your relationship with Ivan, so feel free to speak comfortably."
"...!!!"

Hilda was surprised, her eyes widening, but soon she sighed and asked.

"Saint, if I may be so bold... do you know Ivan?"

She seemed to sense something off about how casually Hannah and I spoke to each other.
Instead of answering, Hannah chuckled and reverted to her Hannah form.

"Hannah... Bendes... I thought it was strange. No matter how noble the Bendes family was, a level 9 administrator wouldn't receive a Church Nation recommendation..."

Hilda let out a hollow laugh.
Having investigated me, she must have known that Hannah was my close friend and colleague.

It seems Hannah had used something like a Church Nation recommendation to become an Academy instructor.

Since the Academy Principal was ultimately an Imperial position, they couldn't completely oversee everything happening at the Academy.

Anyway.

I had a mountain of questions for Hilda.

Hannah, who had returned to her "Saint" appearance, put on a serious expression.

"But, coming to the Church Nation instead of the Empire... is there a reason?"

High-ranking clergy of the Church Nation are also present in the Empire.
It might have been more helpful to go to the Intelligence Department.

Originally, since Hilda received her mission as part of the Imperial Intelligence Department, if she had information, she should have gone to them.

But for some reason, Hilda came to the Church Nation.

So, coming here meant...
She must have information that she couldn't share with them.

It wasn't hard to guess that it was information about Haze.
Maybe she trusted the Church Nation more because I was one of the Chosen.

"Saint, do you know about the Evil God's Saint?"

As expected, Hilda mentioned Haze.

Asking if she knew about the Evil God's Saint.

In other words, she was asking if Hannah knew about Haze just as she knew about me and Hilda.

Hannah smiled gently.

"I do know. And... I'm always on Ivan's side, so you can rest assured."
"Ahem."

I cleared my throat awkwardly.
I had heard this a couple of days ago, but hearing it again made me embarrassed.

I think I said something similar to Hannah back then about being on her side...

Well... now that time has passed.
It's embarrassing and mortifying...

Eventually, Hilda looked at me with a relieved smile.

"Ivan, I have good news."
"Good news?"

Good news, huh.
If it's news obtained while getting so battered...

"I found out Haze's true identity. And also how to free Haze from the shackles of being the 'Evil God's Saint.'"

It was indeed good news.


*


The Haze I remember was a girl who was too kind.

She was also a very timid girl. She couldn't even kill a single bug and would try to set it free somehow, but she was too scared to approach it... that kind of girl.

She had the innocence typical of that age.

She was completely different from Hilda who would hurl insults at me, mischievous Melissa, or Rebecca and Ciel who would grab my hair and argue with me at every opportunity.

Except for her lack of leadership and timidity, she had a personality similar to Lucia's.

That Haze reappeared after 15 years.
Haze's appearance was completely different.

All five daughters retained their appearances from 15 years ago, but Haze didn't.
It was as if her previous demeanor had been an act.

But it wasn't an act.
It was certainly Haze's true feelings.

It just wasn't the "real Haze."

"Haze had a dual personality. The Haze we saw 15 years ago was her original personality, and the current personality is an artificial one created to become the 'Evil God's Avatar.'"

I suddenly realized why Haze had behaved strangely during the battle.

It was as if she was talking to herself, but it seems she was actually speaking to her "original personality."

"Haze was one of the beastkin experimental subjects kidnapped as a child, and she was the only successful subject in whom they managed to implant the avatar personality. But it seems there wasn't complete success."

The story became more shocking as it continued.

"Haze's mind fluctuated. When she returned to her original personality, she escaped from the Chaos Cult using the Evil God's divine power... and arrived at Ivan's house."

Among my daughters, Melissa and Haze were the ones I met by chance near my house.

Melissa said she had been banished from the dragon tribe, and Haze couldn't speak properly at the time.
I thought it was just a coincidence, but considering the prophecy in the holy text, it was inevitable.

"There's a solution to drive out that personality. Since that personality was created with the Evil God's divine power, if we infuse Haze's mind with the divine power of the goddess... the Saint's power and quantity should be sufficient. Then... she'll return to the original Haze."

Hilda finally finished speaking.
Hannah, who had listened to the entire story with a serious expression, turned to me.

"Ivan, gather everyone."

I naturally knew what "everyone" meant.

My five daughters, excluding Haze.

The time had come for them to unite.

To save Haze.

And to defeat the Evil God's Saint.

Ch.65 - Day of the Final Battle
I returned home through the white bird created by Hannah.

Then I called everyone.
Of course, that included Porsella and Catherine.

Porsella, Ciel's secretary and knight, is a trustworthy person.

That's why Ciel brought her when meeting me.
They have a lord-vassal relationship now, but they were friends in the past, I'm told.

Catherine harbors great loyalty toward Hilda since Hilda saved her, and now she's become a reliable friend to me as well.
Somehow it seems like all my friends are women, but anyway.

So I brought everyone back to the Saint's mansion through the white bird.

Naturally, everyone wondered why the Saint had summoned them to her mansion...

But when they heard that Hilda was currently at the Saint's mansion, they set aside their questions.

The news that Hilda was safe was the most important thing.


We moved to the Goddess's audience chamber.
Hilda, completely healed of her wounds, stood beside Hannah wearing clean clothes.

"Hilda!"
"Sister!"

Lucia and Melissa rushed over to Hilda and examined her condition. Catherine even followed behind them with tears streaming down her face.

Deep concern and worry were evident on their faces, but they were relieved to see that Hilda was fine.

I thought they weren't on good terms.
Yet they were still deeply affectionate sisters.

Hilda had said she wanted to reconcile with them, and it seems she managed to do so before leaving.

That must be why Lucia personally allowed Hilda to become part of the Imperial Intelligence and approved her infiltration mission into the Chaos Cult,
and why Melissa gave her a scroll book that was difficult to make and expensive.

Of course, the two would have gladly helped Hilda regardless.
If they truly weren't on good terms, they would have cut ties completely... but the three didn't hate each other.

I heard from Hilda why she wasn't on good terms with Melissa and Lucia.

It was because Hilda was too obsessed with me.
Melissa found that distasteful.
And Lucia apparently never liked the idea of her daughters having romantic feelings for me in the first place.

...When I heard it, the reason made sense.

But doesn't Lucia like me too?
Was it jealousy?

Anyway.

It was time to explain the important matters.

First, Hannah revealed that she was Hannah Bendes.
This terrified Ciel, as she had been rather curt with Hannah before.

No matter if you're the Fairy Queen, it's a big problem if it's discovered you spoke rudely to the Saint.

Of course, Ciel didn't know Hannah's identity, and since she apologized, there was no issue.
Hannah isn't the type to hold such things against people anyway.

Next, my identity as the Hero was revealed.
Everyone was shocked, and Hannah confirmed I was the Hero by mentioning the prophecy written in the sacred text, just as she had told me.

Of course, not everyone believed it.

"Um, Saint, you're not trying to trick my father, are you? I don't mean to say your words are strange, but this seems like something that could easily be made up."

The Archmage Melissa raised an objection.

I understand why she would think that. If the Saint's identity hadn't been Hannah, I too would have been consumed by doubt.

Of course, the moment I saw the sacred text written in Korean, all my doubts would have been erased.

Hannah nodded as if understanding their skepticism and spoke.

"It is the truth... but since you all need to be convinced... Goddess, could you allow them to read the sacred text for a moment?"

The statue of the Goddess flickered with light.
When the Goddess statue emits light, it means the Goddess is saying something to Hannah.

Of course, I can't hear it.
Though I did have a conversation with the Goddess through Hannah once, and she gave the impression of an ordinary girl. She had a very lively image...

Anyway, soon after, everyone's bodies were enveloped in golden light.
They were now able to read the sacred text for a brief moment.

And everyone read the part about the Hero's prophecy.

Hannah was giggling as she watched them read the sacred text, and I soon understood why.

"W-what? T-t-this is...!"
"Ha... I feel like my heart has been completely exposed, seriously."

Lucia looked back and forth between me and the sacred text, her face turning as red as a radish, while Melissa let out a hollow laugh, then blushed and hung her head low when our eyes met.

'Ah.'

Come to think of it, the sacred text mentioned that all my daughters had romantic feelings for me.

Hilda, Rebecca, and Ciel, who had already confessed their feelings to me, weren't affected, but Melissa and Lucia must have felt like their innermost feelings had been exposed.

Sorry, girls...
I've already seen it too...

When I mentioned this fact, Melissa resigned herself to it, and soon wore a mischievous smile as she teased Lucia.

"You can't deny it anymore, Sister Lucia."
"I-I wasn't denying it anyway...!"

It seems Lucia had been hiding her feelings for me from others. Or perhaps she hadn't been aware of her own feelings.

Anyway, that commotion passed.

Melissa wasn't awkward since she often playfully tried to seduce me anyway.

...But things became awkward with Lucia.

She kept glancing at me with a flushed face, so I'll need to resolve this somehow later.
She's still quite shy by nature.

And now it was time to return to the main topic.

When Hilda explained about Hayes, a serious atmosphere descended.

"...I know the location of the temple where the Evil God's Saint stays. I found out all the information about Hayes there, got caught, and barely managed to escape. We need to raid that place to rescue Hayes."

After Hilda finished her story.

"Those of us here, along with some of the Church's Dojaes, need to join forces to rescue Hayes."

When Hannah concluded, Catherine tilted her head.

"It seems like we're going with a small elite force... will that be enough?"

Hilda shook her head.

"We don't know either, Catherine. But we want to save Hayes. If the Empire learns about this, they'll try to kill Hayes regardless of the circumstances."
"Ah...."

That's true.

How could the Empire believe Hilda's words?
They wouldn't spare Hayes just because one evil personality was removed.

Even if Hayes returns to her original self, she would still be the Evil God's Saint.

If they don't execute such a Saint, the authority of Empress Stacia, and even the security of the Empire, would be at risk.

But for now, it's fine.
The fact that Hayes is the Evil God's Saint hasn't been made public.

After we rescue Hayes, we just need to announce that we've eliminated the Evil God's Saint with the Church's help.

If a body is needed, we can disguise a Chaos Cult member's corpse as the Evil God's Saint.

Of course, if this information reaches the Empire's ears, it's over.
The Church's authority would diminish, we would have to act alongside the Empire, and Hayes would die.

That's what I thought...

But there was a way to escape even such a crisis.
Rebecca explained that method.

"It'll be fine even if we're discovered, brother."
"R-really?"
"It's really reckless and I don't particularly want to do it either... but we could just take over the Empire, right? With our power, it would be more than enough."
"H-huh...?"

Now that I think about it, that's true.
We had enough power to conquer the Empire.

But in that case, it would cause various social upheavals, and many people would die.

Of course, this is an extreme measure only if our plan to save the Evil God's Saint is discovered, so it's fine as long as we're not found out.

Even if we are discovered, it's not a method I particularly want to implement.

Soon after, we began our meeting in the Dojaes' conference room.
The highest-ranking Dojaes, including Cardinal Ludric, were also present.

Catherine and Porsella didn't have to participate in the mission, but both were willing to help.

Thus, the "Plan to Eliminate the Evil God's Saint and Rescue Hayes" was established.

The plan was to be executed five days later.

Our goal was to raid Hayes's headquarters, eliminate Hayes's evil personality, and rescue her.

I had been thinking that we needed to settle things with Hayes one way or another.

Of course, I didn't know when that would be, but thanks to the excellent information Hilda brought, that moment came quickly.

I thought we would have to choose between either Hayes dying or us dying.

But that wasn't the case.
Hayes could live, and we could live too.
Everyone could have a happy ending.

Keeping that in mind, I continued my training to become familiar with the Cheoncho divine power through meditation.
Since I would be fighting as well.

Rebecca and Ciel didn't return to the Demon and Fairy Kingdoms. Lucia also didn't return to the Imperial Palace.

The three of them, along with Porsella and Hilda, focused on training in the backyard of my mansion.

Melissa concentrated on improving Catherine's magical abilities by teaching her.

Everyone was doing their best to rescue Hayes.

And so five days passed...

Finally, the day of the decisive battle arrived.

Our group of eight gathered again at the Dojaes' temple.
We teleported to the exact coordinates using Melissa's teleportation magic.

We arrived at the entrance of the temple where the Evil God's Saint resided.

It was a vast underground cave filled with glowing blue crystals.

Ch.66 - Combat Start
As soon as we arrived at the temple entrance, Melissa created a hole in the ceiling.

Despite the hole being made, no stone fragments fell.
It was as if space itself had been completely distorted.

Thanks to Melissa's space distortion magic, a wide space appeared in the ceiling.

We were able to enter and hide ourselves there.
Soon the hole closed, and we were completely concealed.

The reason for going to such lengths was obviously to avoid being noticed.

If we were caught talking at the entrance, the mission would fail immediately.

"Hilda, are you sure we weren't detected?"

Rebecca asked, looking at Hilda.
Hilda nodded with a serious expression.

"If we had been detected, there wouldn't be a single sign of life here. They'd consider me some crazy woman who sneaked into the high officials' rooms to extort valuables. When they spotted me, I wasn't reading research materials about the Evil God's Saint."

After hearing Hilda's words, Lucia leaned against the cave wall and spoke.

"But since they survived that level of attack... they must be feeling anxious by now."

Ciel exhaled deeply and said:

"Still, there's no way everyone from a temple of this size would have evacuated in just five days. And since they're proceeding with the Evil God's resurrection here... Haze and the others wouldn't have fled so easily."

Melissa shook her head in response.

"It's different if they have an archmage on their side. Of course, once you master black magic, you can't use other magic, and I've never heard of a black mage using large-scale teleportation, but they might have teleport scrolls. And since the Evil God's resurrection would end if Haze unnie, who's meant to be the vessel, dies, she might have actually escaped."

In response to Melissa's negative view, Hannah replied positively.

"But if Lady Haze is here, and the Chaos Cult members haven't fled... our operation can still succeed."
"That's right."

Catherine answered, and we all nodded in agreement.

In truth, this operation was somewhat reckless.

Hilda went to the temple where the Evil God's Saint was staying, gathered information about Haze, faced a life-threatening situation, and escaped.

However, her identity as Hilda, the former Academy Principal, wasn't discovered.

Since she wasn't caught reading research materials about the Evil God's Saint, we believe the Chaos Cult isn't being overly cautious.

But Hilda survived the combined black magic attacks from the Chaos Cult members.

She said they might think she's dead, but since they wouldn't have seen her corpse, they're probably still being careful.

It never hurts to be cautious.
Perhaps Haze might have escaped.

But...

I think the possibility of them fleeing is low.

If they've fled, there's nothing we can do.

And since we heard sounds of movement beyond the entrance, not everyone has escaped.

We'll capture the remaining Chaos Cult believers, extract information, share it with the Empire, and prepare to eradicate the Chaos Cult.

If that happens, it might be difficult to save Haze... but we'll have to find a way when the time comes.

So regardless, the plan must be executed.

"I'm going to release the barrier now. I'll deploy a barrier that absolutely prevents the use of teleportation magic."

Melissa had been drawing two massive magic circles, and they were just now completed.
We had been waiting while she drew these magic circles.

I realized anew how much Melissa had to do.
Without a mage, it would have been difficult to even enter this place.

Despite the barrier that supposedly prevented teleportation magic entry, Melissa simply ignored it and transported all of us to the exact coordinates.

As expected, a 9th Circle mage is truly different.

While I was having these pointless thoughts, Melissa placed her hands on each of the two magic circles and began chanting.

"Release of the boundaries."

"Unmagic-Teleport."

RUMBLE—!

With a thunderous sound.
The seal blocking magic was released.
And a prohibition against teleportation magic was cast.

Casting two such powerful spells simultaneously without being detected was challenging even for an archmage like Melissa.

Anyway, now that it's done.
The battle begins.

A hole opened in the floor where we were standing,
and we immediately descended back to the entrance.
Then, Cardinal Ludric and five top-tier priests of the Church used Celestial Divine Power.

CRASH—!

Divine power shot like beams from their hands, destroying the entrance. For reference, I can't do that. A novice like me can only manage body enhancement...

Anyway, the door was breached, and the interior of the temple became visible.
The ceiling was extremely high, and buildings were spread out like a cityscape, giving the impression of a town.

Though the area itself seemed about the size of a small rural village.

Near the entrance, we could see dead Chaos Cult believers.
They were missing either their upper or lower bodies completely.

They probably noticed the magic barrier being released and the teleportation ban being cast, came to the entrance, and were killed by the divine power beams.

It's unfortunate, but unavoidable.
There's no reason to pity them anyway.

Coming to the Saint's temple means they possess powerful divine power of the Evil God, and the Evil God's divine power typically grows stronger the more evil deeds one commits.

Haze, who underwent experiments to become the Evil God's vessel, and Hilda, who received the Evil God's power from Haze, are exceptions.

Anyway.

Though I don't want to kill them because they're human too, there are people in this world who need to die.

And now I must kill them. For the greater cause of world peace. To save my beloved daughter from the clutches of the Evil God.

"I-Intruders!!!"
"K-Kill them!!! Kill them!!!"

Surprised by the sudden attack, the Evil God's followers were momentarily stunned, but soon regained their senses and began casting black magic at us.

Soon after, monsters also approached us.
There's no reason for all of us to waste time here.

Our goal is ultimately to settle things with the 'Evil God's Saint.'
We need to find Haze, subdue her, and save her.

Therefore.

We need people who can temporarily suppress them here.

"Rebecca! Ciel!"

When I called out, the two nodded and stepped forward.

WHOOSH—!

Rebecca gathered magical energy throughout her body.
Her entire body blazed with red magical energy like fire.
An intense heat emanated from the magical energy.

"Such... ridiculous magical power..."

Melissa clicked her tongue as she watched Rebecca.

Normally, when enhancing the body with magical energy, the layer of magic surrounding the body isn't very thick. This becomes even more true as one reaches higher levels.

Melissa's layer is thick because she hasn't reached a high level as a warrior, but for Hilda and Lucia, it's so thin it's barely visible as a slight glow.

Rebecca is a warrior but hasn't reached a high level.
Her magical control ability is far inferior to Melissa, who is a mage. So she should normally be weaker.

But...

Rebecca's magical power was beyond imagination.

Technique?
Precision?

None of that.

Only power.

With her incredible magical power alone, she destroys everything.
Maintaining a state of maximum output of her endless magical energy, she crushes everything with raw power.

'The Undefeated Berserker.'

A nickname given to Rebecca for never being defeated while at the vanguard, sweeping away entire enemy armies.

A nickname that spread throughout the world after she achieved a great victory in the war against the Kingdom Alliance, which had a strong aversion to demon-kind.

CRASH—!
CRUNCH—!

Living up to her name as a berserker, Rebecca was crushing, smashing, and slicing through monsters and Evil God's followers with her axe and hammer.

It was such a brutal sight that it was hard to watch.

"Sylph, Gnome."

"Undine, Efreet."

Meanwhile, Ciel held an elegant-looking branch and called out the names of spirits.

Wind and earth.
Water and fire.

The spirits governing the four elements.
These spirits appeared on either side of Ciel.
Most spirit mages can summon such small spirits, but...
Ciel doesn't stop at just summoning them.

"Grow larger."

At Ciel's command, the four spirits moved slightly away and all grew enormous.
The four elemental spirits, transformed from round spheres into giant naked female figures, began their attacks.

—WHOOSH!

Sylph created a tornado.

—RUMBLE!

Gnome caused an earthquake.

—BLAZE!

Efreet spewed fire from her hands.

—BUBBLE! BUBBLE!

Undine created water droplets, drowning enemies.

Ciel's spirit magic was noble, spectacular, and powerful.
But that wasn't all.

"Offer your power to me."

In an instant, all the spirits looked at Ciel.
Soon, Ciel's body became enveloped in what looked like magical energy.
But it was slightly different.

Her left lower body was covered in brown rocks.
Her right lower body was covered in blue water.
Her left upper body was wrapped in green wind.
Her right upper body was covered in red flames.

This was Ciel's power.
Body enhancement using spirits.

Channeling the power of the four great spirits through the delicate body of an elf.
A form of spirit magic that no one else had achieved.

'The world's greatest spirit mage.'

True to that title.
Ciel was a master of spirit magic.

Thanks to Ciel and Rebecca, the temple entrance was in complete chaos.

Fortunately, there didn't seem to be any skilled opponents who could counter us here.

"Let's go now!"

Hannah shouted loudly.
We quickly rushed deeper into the temple.

Ch.67 - Monster Subjugation Battle
Thanks to Ciel and Rebecca's help, we were able to smoothly enter the inner sanctum.

However, as expected, the deeper we went into the temple, the closer we got to the church's leadership, and naturally, more formidable opponents appeared.

Before we knew it, Cardinal Ludric, the five Masters, and Porsella had separated from us to deal with these powerful adversaries.

This was why we needed reliable Masters—I knew this would happen. They're the Church State's finest survivors, so they shouldn't die. ...I hope they don't die.

Anyway.

Only I, Hannah, Melissa, Catherine, Lucia, and Hilda remained as we continued forward.

Someone blocked our path.
It was an elderly man with a neatly trimmed beard.
Dressed in a black suit, he might have appeared to be a stylish elderly gentleman at first glance, but...

"Ugh!"

The murderous intent emanating from the old man stopped us in our tracks.
Everyone else, being skilled fighters, merely halted and remained vigilant, but I felt my heart constricting just looking at him.

I could sense it immediately.

This old man was more dangerous than Haze, the Saint of the Evil God.
Sensing this fact, Melissa stepped forward.

"I'll handle this. Catherine, back me up."
"Yes!"

Catherine answered energetically and stood beside Melissa.

Even though Melissa was a Grand Magician, she might struggle alone, and Catherine was skilled enough not to be a hindrance.

In fact, Melissa had spent five days teaching Catherine and coordinating with her. So they wouldn't get in each other's way during a joint attack.

"Should I stay too?"

Lucia, seemingly anxious, made this suggestion to Melissa.
Certainly, the killing intent emanating from that old man was beyond imagination.
But Melissa shook her head.

"The two of us will be enough. Lucia, you need to help those three."

Lucia nodded in agreement with those words.

Even if Lucia could fight, I, Hannah, and Hilda couldn't face this opponent now. We needed to meet Haze.

Hilda had to guide us to where the Saint of the Evil God was.
Hannah needed to meet the Saint of the Evil God, defeat her, and rescue Haze's true personality.

And I am the most precious person to Haze's original personality.
I might be useful in awakening her original self, so I couldn't participate in this battle.

Seeing how she clutched her head and conversed with her original personality when fighting me, I could definitely awaken the true Haze.

"Go quickly!"

Melissa shouted as she cast an explosion spell without incantation. Instantly, thick gray mist enveloped the surroundings, making it difficult to determine which way to go.

"This way!"

Fortunately, thanks to Lucia's keen sense of smell, we could locate the path we needed to take.

Leaving Catherine and Melissa behind with the most formidable enemy.

Our group, now reduced to four, continued to press forward.


*


The thick fog dissipated.
The old man chuckled and smiled brightly.

There was an inexplicable pressure in his smiling eyes, causing Catherine to gulp as she aimed her staff.

"Who are you?"
"......"

Despite Melissa's sharp question, the old man remained silent.
Instead of answering, he opened his mouth wide. His canines were long and sharp.
Melissa let out a hollow laugh.

"A vampire, huh."
"Heheheheh, that's right, O marvelous Grand Magician."

The vampire removed his hat and bowed toward Melissa.

"I am Lord Vampire Pilgrion, the closest aide to the Pope of the Chaos Order, who has served the Popes for a long time."
"Yes, I know your name well. The Grand Magician of the past."

Melissa didn't show much agitation.
Or rather, she was agitated but didn't show it.

"You're... Pilgrion? That Grand Magician...!?"

Of course, Catherine couldn't hide her shock.

The name Pilgrion was known to anyone who had studied magic.
He was one of the greatest Grand Magicians in history.

But he had disappeared some five hundred years ago.

After Pilgrion vanished, rumors spread that he had become a vampire and that he had entrusted himself to the Chaos Order to research black magic.

He had never been considered a virtuous person to begin with, so he wasn't treated as a hero, but...
No one had imagined those rumors might actually be true.

"Oh? You must still be at the 5th Circle... but you, young lady, are destined to become a great Grand Magician. Though, of course, you're still far from the Green Tower Master's level."

Pilgrion stroked his beard with interest as he looked at Catherine. Melissa clicked her tongue at him and asked:

"You're a demon race, so aren't you under Hidemon's control anymore? Want me to call the Demon King over here?"
"I am an apostle of the Evil God. I don't submit to the ruler of all demon races. More importantly... I'm curious why so many prominent figures have gathered here. Were they capable of uniting?"
"That's none of your business."

The world's prominent figures were able to unite thanks to Ivan Edlun.

Except for Saint Hannah Bendes, they were all Ivan's non-human daughters.

But revealing that fact might lead this crazy old monster to do something unpredictable. He might even go after Ivan, who had already departed.

The Grand Magician Pilgrion was known for his excessive curiosity.
Considering that major incidents in the magical world occurred whenever his curiosity was piqued, it was best not to stimulate his interest.

Melissa had no intention of continuing the conversation.

"Now die."

With those words, Melissa activated her unique magic art.

Drip-

A drop of blood flowed from her finger, instantly transforming into a massive, sharp tentacle that surged toward Pilgrion.

The nine white stars in Melissa's heart enveloped a newly bloomed crimson flower.

[Crimson Blood Flower]

A unique magic art that only Melissa could use.
It specialized in using blood to destroy everything.
Most spells cast with this magic art were in the destruction category.

Pilgrion deployed a simple defensive black magic to block the tentacles, but he couldn't hide his astonishment.

"Indeed, you are a marvelous Grand Magician! To be able to use such a powerful unique magic art! Hohoho! This old monster is overjoyed!"

Though Pilgrion had lived a long time as a Grand Magician, he never acquired a proper unique magic art.

After becoming a vampire, he researched extensively but failed, which led him to develop an interest in black magic and join the Chaos Order.

But Pilgrion felt no inferiority toward Melissa.

The fact that someone became the world's greatest magician at just 24 years of age.
The existence of such an overwhelming genius that it didn't even inspire jealousy.

He was simply delighted by the wonder of it all.
To Pilgrion, who had lived for eons and experienced so much, Melissa was a welcome entity who satisfied his curiosity.

However.

He had no intention of dying here.
Though he was curious about what unique magic arts she might develop in the future.
He didn't want to die yet.
That's why he had become a vampire in the first place.

Pilgrion immediately cast black magic toward Catherine.

'Invisible Arrow.'

He intended to kill this young genius first.

Swoosh—!

"!!!"

Catherine sensed something invisible flying toward her.

However, she wasn't confident she could block it even with her defensive magic at its limit.

Just as she tried to move her body somehow, Melissa cast a defensive spell and protected Catherine.
Seeing this, Pilgrion cackled.

"Oh? That was quite a powerful attack... And you value that girl, I see. You just used quite a bit of magical power."
"She's the offspring of someone I love, and also my disciple."

Melissa glanced at Catherine with a relaxed smile.

"Catherine."
"Yes."
"Time to go wild."
"Yes!"

Understanding Melissa's words, Catherine aimed her staff at Pilgrion again, ready for battle.
Melissa smirked as she looked at Pilgrion.

"Old monster Grand Magician, shall I show you something interesting?"
"Something interesting, you say?"
"Yes. You probably only know about my unique magic art, the Crimson Blood Flower. That's all that's known to the public. But actually... I have one more."
"Ohhh!"
"Well, it's more of a spell than a unique magic art. Since only I can use it so far, maybe it's a unique spell?"

Melissa took out a wand from her bosom.
She pointed it at Catherine and exclaimed:

"Circle-Boost."

Then an amazing transformation occurred.
The five stars in Catherine's heart—
Two more stars were added.

Catherine instantly became a 7th Circle magician.


"T-This... is... i-impossible!!! How can such magic!!! What beautiful artistry!!! Indeed, you are a marvelous Grand Magician!!!"

Pilgrion couldn't hide his astonishment.
A spell that temporarily elevated a magician's level.
He praised Melissa for this unprecedented, seemingly impossible magic.

In any case.

Catherine was already powerful at the 5th Circle, so how would she be at the 7th?
Pilgrion couldn't help but feel a bit tense.
But he had no intention of losing.

He cast black magic once again.

'Invisible Arrow.'

Arrows with the same power as before surged toward Catherine.

Swoosh—!
—Ting!

This time, they were deflected by Catherine's defensive magic.

And so, Catherine and Melissa began their battle against the old monster.

Ch.68 - Dragon
Pilgrion was a great archmage.

But after accepting the divine power of the evil god, he could no longer use magic, and as time passed, his reputation was buried in the sands of time.

However, naturally.
Pilgrion grew even stronger.

Having lived for a long time, he had studied magic for many years.
Of course, his understanding of magic was exceptional, so his countermeasures were almost perfect.

Having practiced black magic for a long time, he was called the greatest black mage within the order.

No follower of the evil god could deny the fact that he was one of the order's greatest assets.

Therefore.

Melissa and Catherine had no choice but to struggle.
No, in fact, they shouldn't have struggled at all.

Although Pilgrion served as the Pope's closest aide due to his long life, there were still several others who were either more powerful or of similar strength.

"You've consumed too much magical power."
"...Tch."

It was simply that Melissa had weakened.

She had used high-level teleportation magic to move more than a dozen people, dispelled a magic prevention barrier, installed a teleport prevention barrier, and even used her unique magic, Circle-Boost, on Catherine.

Melissa's magical power consumption was inevitably high.

Even for Melissa, who was called the strongest mage, casting precise high-level spells in succession was too much.

As a result.

"Huff... hah!"

Catherine had collapsed from exhaustion.
She seemed to be struggling to maintain her balance after consuming too much magical power.

Melissa cast a powerful barrier around Catherine. She couldn't let her be killed by Pilgrion.

Of course, this was an unexpected loss of magical power.

She hadn't anticipated that Catherine would collapse from magical exhaustion before they could kill that old vampire gentleman.

"You... you're quite strong."
"Huhuhu... It's been hundreds of years since I was called an archmage, wouldn't it be strange if I weren't strong? Huhu..."

Pilgrion chuckled and tapped his staff.
Immediately, 'invisible swords' rushed quickly toward Melissa.

—SWOOSH!!!

But by concentrating magical power in her eyes, she could see those invisible swords.

And by using a speed-enhancing spell, she was able to dodge all 99 swords.

While Catherine could dodge one arrow but had to continuously use shields against dozens of swords, Melissa was different.

Several more exchanges of attacks and defenses followed.

Pilgrion was mostly on the offensive while Melissa was busy defending against his attacks, occasionally counterattacking but to no avail.

Eventually.

"Ugh..."

Melissa staggered.

A headache that felt like her skull was splitting.
A feeling of weakness as if all strength was draining from her body.
Sharp pain whenever she tried to gather magical power.

Magical exhaustion had set in.

"It seems you're finally reaching your limit. How unfortunate, O wondrous archmage."

Pilgrion was confident in his victory. He had defeated an archmage.
Of course, it wasn't quite a perfect victory.

After all, Melissa had already used several high-level spells.

"Why not dispel the barrier now? If you continue like this, you'll die."

He knew she had created and was maintaining a barrier that prevented everyone from escaping via teleportation. That's why Pilgrion made such a suggestion.

But it was true that Melissa's barrier had now backed them into a corner.

Intruders had invaded the temple.
And the news that these intruders were powerful figures who controlled the world had spread through magical communication devices.

But teleportation scrolls couldn't be used.
The scrolls didn't work at all.

The expensive scrolls distributed to all regular followers for such emergencies had been rendered useless by the archmage, and even those with exceptional combat abilities were in panic.

The Fairy King and Demon King who had already slaughtered hundreds of monsters and dozens of followers.

And while the Church's Dojae and the Fairy King's knight escort were excellent,

If not for the presence of Archmage Melissa, things wouldn't have gone so smoothly.

But now nothing would be easy.
Because the Green Tower Master Melissa would die here.

Of course, there was a way.
If Melissa dispelled the anti-teleportation barrier, her magical power would return, and she could fight Pilgrion again.

In that case, the outcome couldn't be guaranteed.
Pilgrion estimated his chances of defeat to be higher.

But.

Melissa's answer was quite a spectacle.

"What? Dispel it? Then everyone would escape. Why would I do that, you old archmage vampire?"
"So you're saying you'll die here?"

If she couldn't dispel the barrier, she would lose her power due to magical exhaustion and collapse and die. Pilgrion was still fine.

The evil god's divine power didn't have an exhaustion phenomenon, so he wouldn't tire even if he used all he had stored.

Of course, if she dispelled the barrier, everyone would escape.
But what could be more important than one's own life?

Anyway, once Melissa died, the barrier would be dispelled. So Melissa's death would be in vain.

Seeing the archmage making a choice that was beyond foolish and incomprehensible, Pilgrion sighed deeply.

It was boring.

But he had won, so that was enough.

"Well, farewell then. It was briefly enjoyable, O wondrous archmage."

Just as he was about to unleash black magic with those words.

"What did you say?"

Melissa smirked and raised her middle finger.
It was a rather vulgar gesture for the noble Green Tower Master.

"Hmm?"

As Pilgrion tilted his head in confusion, Melissa laughed louder and said:

"When did I ever say I would lose to you... or die?"
"No... O wondrous archmage, surely you don't think you can survive? Do you have any magical power left?"

Pilgrion couldn't understand Melissa's words.

How could she win this battle without dispelling the barrier while suffering from magical exhaustion? There couldn't be any secret weapon.

Even scrolls ultimately consumed one's magical power, so she couldn't use those either.

A mage who experiences magical exhaustion and cannot rest becomes incapacitated in battle. This was common knowledge.

Even the wondrous archmage couldn't break that common sense.

"Who said I have magical power, you idiot? I can kill someone like you even without it."
"Hmm?"
"Sigh... I really didn't want to use this... it's so exhausting..."
"Oh?"

Melissa claimed she could overcome this situation without using magical power.
Whether it was a bluff or not, Pilgrion was intrigued.

"M-Melissa? What is that...?"

Even the collapsed Catherine couldn't help but question Melissa's words. Without magical power, how could she possibly kill that old vampire?

Melissa chuckled again and opened her mouth.

"Except for a few close friends, the world doesn't know my true identity. There's no need or reason to reveal it."
"Identity, you say? Are you perhaps suggesting that the wondrous archmage is not human?"
"Correct~~."

Melissa smiled brightly.
Seeing her smile, a sudden realization flashed through Catherine's mind.

Ivan's daughters are all non-human.
Except for Melissa.

Or so she thought...

Was she actually a non-human too?

Strictly speaking, most non-humans are classified as human.
Merfolk, beastfolk, high elves, high demons—all have human forms.

But Melissa was now saying she wasn't human.
While having the appearance of an ordinary human.

Beastfolk have animal ears, elves have long ears, and demons have horns.

Hilda, who is a mermaid, appears as an ordinary human, but when she enters water, her lower body transforms into a mermaid's tail, and fins appear on both sides of her cheeks.

Could she be a mermaid too?
But she spoke as if she wasn't human at all.

Pilgrion exclaimed with even more excitement:

"Then show us! Show us your true identity, O wondrous archmage!"

Yet he remained vigilant.
If necessary, Pilgrion was ready to use black magic.

Of course, it was just to respond to any sudden attack. He intended to witness Melissa's true identity with his own eyes.

Because it was interesting.

"Sigh..."

Seeing Pilgrion's broad smile, Melissa sighed and looked at Catherine.

Using a simple telekinetic spell, she moved her far away.

"Catherine, don't be too surprised, okay?"
"Y-yes."

Melissa smiled at Catherine, who still wore a puzzled expression, then turned her head back toward Pilgrion.

And she whispered softly:

"Polymorph release."

Immediately after.

FLASH!

A crimson light enveloped Melissa.
Her human form began to change.
Into the form of an animal with two wings—something she had never seen before but somehow familiar.

Eventually, the crimson light surrounding Melissa disappeared.

The human Melissa was no longer there.
Only a crimson dragon with emerald-green eyes existed.

Having released her polymorph, Melissa had taken on the unmistakable form of a dragon.

"D-Dragon...?"

Catherine's jaw dropped.

Dragon.
A legendary creature.

There were rumors that dragons actually existed, and some claimed to have seen them, but these were treated as mere hearsay.

After all, they had never revealed themselves in crowded places.

"Oh, ohhh... OHHH!"

It was also Pilgrion's first time seeing a dragon.
A legendary creature he had never seen in hundreds of years had revealed itself. How could he not be thrilled?

Pilgrion was feeling happiness right now.

Of course, Melissa didn't care whether he was thrilled or not.

The dragon-transformed Melissa swung her massive foreleg.

SWOOSH—!

Pilgrion's body was split in half.
But he could regenerate sufficiently.

However.

"Oh my..."

Pilgrion sensed his death.

He would have preferred to live longer, but.
He had encountered the legendary creature he had wanted to meet before dying.
This was a satisfactory end, he thought as he closed his eyes.

ROAAAR—!

Hot flames from Melissa's mouth engulfed Pilgrion.
The vampire lord, taking the dragon's breath head-on, turned to ash and vanished.

Ch.69 - Struggle
Melissa, who had transformed into a dragon, killed Pilgrion and soared into the sky.

She swung her front claws and tail at the evil god's followers and monsters around her, unleashing dragon breath upon them.

With each attack, dozens of followers and monsters perished.

In less than two minutes, Dragon Melissa had killed everyone nearby, making the area safe.

Eventually, Melissa returned to her human form.

She staggered toward Catherine, who was still in shock, and placed her hand on Catherine's back to supply her with magical energy.

Soon, magical energy flowed into Catherine's heart.
She was able to somewhat recover from her magical depletion.

However.

"Lady Melissa!"

Melissa couldn't maintain her balance and collapsed to the ground.
Catherine quickly moved to support her.

"Sorry... becoming a dragon isn't easy... it exhausts me every time I use it...."

Melissa is of the dragon race.
But she's not a complete dragon.

She was a young dragon who had been banished from the dragon world for showing too much interest in humans.

Dragons are beings that must never interfere in human affairs.

While they may unavoidably reveal themselves to humans, they must never engage in deep conversation. If they do, they must kill that human.

That was the rule of dragons.

But Melissa broke that rule by interfering in human affairs, and was forcibly polymorphed into a human form with dragon horns and a tail before being banished from the dragon world.

When Melissa fell into the human world, she could have been mistaken for a demon and killed, but the first person to discover her was Ivan.

Thanks to that, Melissa was able to survive in the human world.

Melissa had originally been placed under a prohibition.
A prohibition that would prevent her from ever returning to her dragon form.

But even that prohibition was just magic.

Melissa, who had come to understand even dragon magic, managed to break the prohibition and could polymorph into a complete human form.

Because of this, she could interfere in human affairs in her dragon form, but the prohibition hadn't been completely lifted.

That's why she couldn't stay in dragon form for long.

Especially after attacking. Even though only two minutes had passed, Melissa was too exhausted to move.

She could have maintained it longer if magical depletion hadn't set in.

"Shall we rest a bit?"

Since the area had been cleared, Catherine made this suggestion to Melissa.

When Melissa nodded, Catherine laid her down on the ground and crouched beside her.

In this state, moving wouldn't help Ivan anyway. Knowing this, Melissa and Catherine quietly rested.

Melissa muttered to herself.

"I hope... everyone is safe...."

Catherine responded with a bitter smile.

"They will be."

It was a groundless statement, but Melissa smiled brightly.

"You think so?"
"...Yes."

They both wished for everyone to survive.
They hoped to meet again with everyone safe and sound.


*


While advancing toward the evil god's audience chamber where the saint resided.

We encountered numerous powerful enemies.

But they were cut down by the swords of Hilda and Lucia, powerful warriors, and disappeared without a trace under Hannah's divine power as a saint.

"Ugh...."

Hannah winced every time she killed someone with her divine beam.

She had used her saintly powers to deliver divine punishment to the evil god's followers a few times before, but this was her first time directly killing someone.

I've killed people while working as a Slayer, but even I don't have much experience with it.

Looking at the pile of corpses accumulating around us, I felt like I might vomit.

How much worse must it be for Hannah?
A girl who lived as a daughter of a noble family before being chosen as a saint, never having been on a battlefield.

"It's okay."

I patted Hannah's shoulder as she stared at the pile of corpses.
In the distance, Hilda and Lucia were dealing with followers even more quickly, advancing forward.

Hannah stared at me blankly before smiling brightly.

"Thank you, Ivan."

Huh...
Was she always this pretty...?

She was always pretty, but Hannah as a "saint" was extremely beautiful. Just with slightly longer hair... why is that?

'Perhaps it's because I haven't seen her smile so brightly in a long time.'

Anyway, we quickly followed behind Hilda and Lucia.
The deeper we went, the stronger the executives we encountered, but they all perished.

I deliberately stayed back.
It was clear that I would only get in the way if I stepped forward.

All the enemies we'd met so far could be handled by Hannah, Hilda, and Lucia's power.

I'm the weakest one here anyway.
I'm just someone brought along to stimulate the original Haze.
I might as well be considered a non-combatant.

Eventually, Hilda stopped walking.
We had reached the end of the temple.

"This is the evil god's audience chamber."

Lucia said, looking at the massive door of the audience chamber.

"The fact that we haven't encountered Haze on our way here means..."
"There's a high probability that Lady Haze is in there."

At Hannah's response, I gulped.
There's a high chance that Haze is really in there.

We were told to contact the others via magical communication device if we found Haze, but no one had made contact.
...I hope nothing bad happened to prevent them from contacting us.

"Let's go in."

When I spoke, Lucia and Hilda stepped forward.

Whoosh! Slash!

As Lucia swung her greatsword and Hilda thrust her rapier, the massive door collapsed.

That's how we were able to enter the evil god's audience chamber.

Inside, there was a statue of the evil god in the form of a robed man...
And in front of that statue was Haze, biting her nails.

Haze turned her head to look at us. Then she gritted her teeth as she looked at Hilda.

"You fools... I... I told you to watch out for that rat... and this is what happened? You should have escaped earlier...!"

It seems Haze had noticed that Hilda had infiltrated this place.

So she tried to escape, but must have had conflicts with the executives regarding the escape.

I understand why there was conflict.
The evil god's divine power is gathered in that statue.

Similarly, the divine power of the Slayers is gathered in the goddess statue in the goddess's audience chamber.

Whether it's the goddess statue or the evil god statue, carelessly moving it could result in losing the gathered divine power, so they couldn't make hasty decisions.

Anyway, it's good for us.
It helped keep Haze from escaping on her own.

Hilda stepped forward, raising her rapier.

"Evil Saint Haze. I'm going to kill you now and save Haze."

Haze let out a hollow laugh.

"So you saw it? Yes... since you saw it, you came here... bringing that damn saint girl too."

Hannah flinched at those words.

'Geez, what a scaredy-cat.'

I was about to step forward but decided against it.
Come to think of it, I'm even weaker.
Instead, Lucia stood in front of Hannah and me.

"Whatever. First I'll kill that saint bitch, then find and kill that damn mage who set up the barrier... then I'll get out of here."

Woooong—!

The evil god statue emitted a purple light.
At the same time, the evil divine power inside Haze grew stronger. Haze surrounded herself with the evil divine power like magical energy.

Hannah was shocked at the sight.

"Did she... absorb the divine power from the evil god statue into her body?"

Haze snorted at Hannah's question.

"Can't your saint do this? I'm fine because I'm intact. Well, if I die here, I'll lose this divine power and won't be able to fight in this state for long... but it doesn't matter if I kill you all."

The next moment.

Haze instantly approached Hilda.
Then she casually threw a punch.

—KWANG!

"Kugh!"

From Haze's punch, Hilda was sent flying and crashed into the wall.

She clearly had magical energy surrounding her, but how could she be thrown like that?

After seeing what happened to Hilda, Lucia quickly leaped toward Haze.

Whoosh—!

She swung her greatsword at a speed my eyes couldn't follow, but.

—GRAB

"What!?"

The greatsword was caught firmly in Haze's hand, which was surrounded by the evil god's divine power.
Blood was flowing from her hand where the sword cut her, but she showed no sign of pain.

Taking advantage of Lucia's surprise, Haze threw her away along with the sword.

"Kyaaa!"

Lucia also crashed into the wall but got up faster than Hilda.

Soon Hilda got up too. Lucia and Hilda exchanged glances, about to launch a joint attack on Haze when.

Haze had already approached Hannah and me.

But Hannah and I activated our divine power to protect ourselves.

Whoosh—!

We avoided Haze's punch, but the air pressure made us fly back a bit.
Hilda and Lucia rushed toward Haze again.

"Stop annoying me."

Haze gritted her teeth and used magic.
Many magic circles appeared around us, and various monsters emerged from them.

Among them was the giant golem that Haze used to ride, but...

"A golem???"

The golem was in a devastated state, no longer operational.

Judging by the axe marks and the parts that looked like they had been caved in by a hammer, it was clearly Rebecca's doing.

'Good!'

We have a chance.
I inwardly rejoiced.

"...Just die! Die! Die already!"

Haze screamed in rage.

And so began the struggle to defeat the Evil Saint and save Haze.

Ch.70 - Ordinary Wolf Shapeshifter
It was a series of grueling battles.

Monsters kept spawning, and Haze, filled with the Evil God's divine power, was formidable.

Hannah and I focused on killing the monsters.

Of course, I was only helpful in taking down the weaker monsters, while Hannah did most of the monster slaying.

Hannah's celestial divine power was unbelievably strong.
Even top-tier disciples would have to acknowledge her power. Though she did struggle a bit due to her lack of combat experience.

Meanwhile, Lucia and Hilda protected Hannah and me while also keeping Haze in check.

In the end, Haze's goal was to kill Hannah. The Evil God's saint knew that her identity could be erased by Hannah.

Therefore, we desperately protected Hannah, focusing on defending against Haze's attacks rather than attacking her, while methodically killing the monsters.

After several more battles, no more monsters appeared.

But Hilda and Lucia had fainted.
Hannah had suffered critical injuries and was being treated.

All of them had been struck down by Haze's attacks.

'Damn it.'

If there was any silver lining—

"I'll kill you! Don't stop me! For the sake of the Evil God...!"

It was that Haze hadn't been able to kill any of the four of us.

She could inflict critical wounds or knock us unconscious, but she couldn't finish off Lucia, Hilda, or Hannah.

Especially with me, she couldn't land a single attack. It seemed like I was somehow reaching the original Haze personality still dormant inside her.

Her constant shouting about killing us all wasn't for nothing.

The Evil God's saint Haze wanted to kill us, but her original personality was rebelling and restricting her actions, which was driving her mad.

But now, she might not be able to maintain those restrictions anymore.

As time passed, the intensity of her attacks kept increasing.

If Hannah hadn't been a saint, she would have died long ago, and even the superhuman Hilda and Lucia were hovering between life and death.

If Hannah hadn't been healing them with her divine power, those two would be dead by now.

That's how powerful Haze was, filled with the Evil God's divine power.

If everyone had gathered here, we might have been able to subdue her, but they were all fighting in their own positions.

So the four of us had to defeat the Evil God's saint and rescue Haze...

We were pretty much screwed.

Haze approached me.
I felt my body freeze at the killing intent she radiated.

Behind me, the fallen Hannah pulled out a communication magic tool from her pocket.

If necessary, she would contact Melissa to remove the teleportation restriction barrier so we could escape.

"I-Ivan..."

*cough*

Hannah called out to me, coughing up blood.
Tears streamed down from her eyes.
Hannah was crying as she looked at me.

"Hic... sob... hic... sob, hic."

However, she didn't seem to have given up.
She was struggling to help me somehow.

But unable to hide her sadness and misery, Hannah bit her lip hard and wept.

"I'll try to hold on."

That was all I could say to Hannah.

The next moment.

*GRIP*

"Gahk!"

Haze approached me, grabbed my neck, and lifted me up.

"I'll kill you first. Because of you... because of you... that bitch keeps interfering!"

I grabbed Haze's arm with both hands, pulling at it, desperately trying to open my constricted airway.

"Haze... can you hear me? Can you fight back a little more, just a little more?"
"Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP! She can't hear you anymore, I've devoured her again."

Haze was furious.
I looked at her and smirked.

"If that's true... why can't you kill me?"

No matter how much celestial divine power I used, the Evil God's saint could easily kill an ordinary disciple like me.

Yet Haze couldn't kill me. She was choking me, but not finishing me off.

From the beginning, Haze's goal should have been to kill us quickly, kill Melissa who set up the teleportation restriction barrier, and escape rapidly.

The fact that she wasn't killing me now meant that my existence was stimulating the real Haze sleeping inside her.

The standoff continued for a while.

"Die, just die, please... die!"

Haze kept saying "die" over and over, but she couldn't completely cut off my breath.

The hand choking my neck didn't tighten further, and though she tried several times to pierce my heart with her other hand, she hesitated each time.

I maintained my celestial divine power, struggling not to die.
She wasn't completely cutting off my airway, but I could still die from strangulation if I wasn't careful.

"Urgh! Kak, gahk!"

Intense pain coursed through my entire body.
My breath was becoming increasingly labored.

But I had no choice but to maintain my celestial divine power.

The golden flames surrounding my body were the only thing keeping me alive through physical enhancement.

As I struggled in pain, finally, Hannah, having completely recovered from her wounds, stood up.

*RUMBLE*

Still crying, she enhanced her body with celestial divine power and immediately charged at Haze.

This was our chance.

Until now, Hannah had been busy dealing with monsters and was Haze's primary target, so she couldn't get close to Haze.

But ultimately, Hannah needed to approach Haze.

That was the only way to defeat the Evil God's saint and rescue Haze.

Hannah approached Haze with all her might and speed.

Of course, Haze wasn't going to just stand there and take it. She immediately threw me aside and thrust her fist toward Hannah's heart.

At this rate, Hannah would be hit.

She wouldn't die immediately, but she would suffer another critical wound.
I needed to hold Haze back while Hannah recovered.

But could I do it?
Could someone like me protect Hannah?

We might both end up dead.
If that happened, the unconscious Hilda and Lucia would die too.
And someone else fighting hard somewhere might die as well.

'That's right.'

It would be a bad move for me to come out of this unscathed again.

If I was determined to defeat the Evil God's saint and save Haze, I needed to be prepared to die, even if I didn't actually want to.

Isn't that why I came to this battlefield where blood and flesh would fly?
By the time I finished that thought, my body was already moving.

*THUD*

With a single leap, I approached Haze and Hannah.
I pushed Hannah slightly away just before Haze's fist could hit her.

Haze's fist drove toward my chest.

*CRACK*
*SQUELCH*

Haze's fist penetrated my chest.

"Huh...?"

Haze's expression, which had been full of rage, changed.
Looking at me with bewildered eyes, she soon twisted her lips.

Despair spread across Haze's face.

At that moment, I realized that control of the body had shifted from the 'Evil God's saint' to 'Haze.'

"N-no, no. Dad Ivan..."
"I-it's okay. I'm fine."

*cough*

I smiled at Haze even as I coughed up blood.

"AAAH!!! I-Ivan!!!"

Hannah, finally grasping the situation, covered her mouth and screamed.
She seemed deeply shocked by the fact that I had taken a fatal blow.

But I had no intention of leaving Hannah in that state.
A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity had presented itself.

I shouted loudly to snap her out of it.

"Hannah, now! Now's the time!"
"...!!!"

Hannah's eyes widened.
She understood what I meant.

Soon, biting her lip, Hannah approached Haze while still crying.

And then.

She placed both hands on Haze's back.

*FLASH*

Hannah injected healing celestial divine power into Haze.
As if pouring out all the power she had been saving.

"Guhk! Kak! Kruk! Huk! Keeeek!"

Haze made choking sounds and then fainted.
Hannah's celestial divine power was gradually purifying Haze.

"D-did it work...?"

I closed my eyes in relief.

Before losing consciousness,
I thought I heard Hannah's scream.


*


Haze was an ordinary wolf beastkin.

She lost her parents at a young age, but was accepted as a member of the wolf beastkin village in the mountains, and lived relatively happy days.

The villagers always said about Haze:
'A foolishly kind child.'

Haze was, as they said, foolishly kind.

Children who lose their parents and face harsh lives tend to become twisted.

It wouldn't have been strange for her to harbor hatred toward the world and disgust at her own circumstances.

In fact, that would have been normal.

But Haze always smiled brightly.
She never hated anything, never lamented her situation.
She always put others first as she lived in this world.

Everyone in the village thought Haze was a strong child.

How could there be such an upright child?
Haze seemed more noble than anyone else.

But in the end, Haze was just a child.
Naturally, she didn't have the power to protect anything.

One day.

Members of the Chaos Cult stormed the village.
They massacred all the wolf beastkin in the village.

Except for Haze.

"We found her, Lord Pilgrion."
"This child has a pure soul... a vessel for the Evil God... Oh! More noble than anything in this world!"
"Shall we take her now?"
"Yes. This child can certainly... become the Evil God's saint."

That day.

Trembling and crying, Haze engraved an unforgettable scene into her memory.

Ch.71 - Tears of Joy
After being taken to the Chaos Cult, every day was like hell.

Haze became a test subject.

There were many young girls there besides Haze.
All were test subjects meant to create incarnations of the Evil God.

The humans of the Chaos Cult subjected them to cruel human experiments time and again.

Of course, Haze was no exception.

She endured painful experiences multiple times a day. All the test subject girls were driven to the brink of insanity.

Haze felt sorry for them.

The girls in that situation looked so sad.
During rest periods, she wanted to comfort their hearts.

Haze tried to cheer up the girls with bright smiles, and all the girls came to like her for it.

During rest periods, they would laugh and chat together.
Sometimes they even thought they might someday escape their circumstances.

...Of course, that was naive thinking.

The moments of laughter and chatter were fleeting.

At some point, the number of children dying increased, as did the number who went completely insane.

Even the insane children all died before long.

Eventually, no one smiled anymore. No one talked. This was true for Haze as well.

In the end, nothing changed.
No one could escape this hell.

Haze, who had been brighter than anyone, was consumed by despair.

Days wrapped in despair continued.
The number of girls gradually decreased.
Haze's despair only grew.

And when Haze sensed another "self" taking root in her mind...

All the other test subject girls except Haze had died.

Haze survived.

While harboring a monster in her mind that looked exactly like her,
but was her complete opposite.

Thus, Haze became the [Saint of the Evil God].

She was destined to have her original personality disappear, leaving only the 'Saint of the Evil God' personality to grow into the Evil God's incarnation, but...

For some reason,
Haze's original pure personality remained.

"You... why are you still alive!?"
"...I don't know."
"Disappear! I said disappear! This body is mine now!"
"I'm sorry. I can't do that."

Inside Haze's inner world.

The young Saint of the Evil God became angry when Haze wouldn't disappear, and Haze apologized to her.

When the furious Saint of the Evil God eventually fell asleep...

Haze escaped from her inner world and reclaimed her body, then used the powerful evil divine power within her to escape from the Chaos Cult's temple.

She ran, and ran, and ran some more.

She didn't know where to go.

But she wanted to go somewhere.

She wanted to go to paradise.

Without any worries.
With precious people.
To a paradise of happiness where she could laugh and talk.

But in the end, she became exhausted from running.
There was no place in sight where she could go.
Paradise was nowhere to be seen.

"Ah..."

Haze realized that death's threshold was right before her.

She accepted her fate.
Quietly closing her eyes, with the songs of birds chirping in the mountains as her farewell—
Just as she was about to embrace death.

He appeared.

"Huh? Wait, are you okay!? You're okay, right?"

He immediately gave Haze water and food, and covered her with his coat to keep her warm.

That's how Haze was able to survive.
He took her to his home.

There were many friends there.

A fox beastkin with beautiful silver-white hair.
A somewhat reckless orange-haired dragon.

A mermaid with sky-like eyes and sea-like hair.

A long-eared elf with flowing golden hair.
A demon with red hair and two black horns.

They all welcomed Haze warmly.
The man who saved Haze smiled brightly and asked:

"My name is Ivan Edlen. And you?"
"...I'm Haze."
"What a pretty name."

*pat pat*

Ivan stroked Haze's head.

Haze.

The moment the girl spoke her name and felt Ivan's warm touch—

She felt that she had become a member of this household.

At the same time.

She realized that she had fallen in love with Ivan Edlen.


*


After becoming Ivan's adopted daughter,
Happy days continued one after another.
But even that happiness wasn't eternal.

Everything changed after Ivan stopped coming home.

Overwhelmed by despair, the 'Saint of the Evil God' regained consciousness, and Haze surrendered control of her body to her.

Fortunately, Haze hadn't surrendered completely.

The Saint of the Evil God tried to kill all of Ivan's non-human daughters, but Haze managed to prevent her from killing them.

...Though she couldn't stop her from returning to the Chaos Cult.

Afterward, Haze once again became the Saint of the Evil God and caused chaos in the world.

She committed cruel acts to gather evil divine power in order to become the Evil God's incarnation.

Haze couldn't bear how much she hated herself.

But in moments when Ivan and her friends were in danger, she could interfere with the Saint of the Evil God.

That fact alone was a great comfort.
But in the end, she inflicted a fatal wound on Ivan.

Right after punching through Ivan's chest.

Haze's consciousness returned to her inner world.

The inner world that was always cold.
Today, for some reason, it felt warm.

Eventually.

"Haa... damn it..."

Haze looked at the Saint of the Evil God standing before her.

The soul of another self with the same appearance as her.
She had always emanated evil divine power, but.
Now Haze couldn't feel any power from her.

Haze realized that she was no longer the Saint of the Evil God.

Because the Saint had lost her power.

Looking at her as she grew faint, Haze asked:

"Hey, are you... disappearing?"
"Can't you tell? I'm dying now. And you'll live."

She let out a self-deprecating laugh and sneered.

"Isn't it funny? Aren't you laughing at the state I'm in? This is good for you. Go ahead and laugh all you want."

Then she hung her head and spoke in a sad tone.

"I don't want to die... I, I wanted to live too..."

Haze knew.

That the Saint of the Evil God was just struggling to survive.

She was born to serve the Evil God.
She had to act for the Evil God in order to live.

Otherwise, she would cease to exist.

That didn't justify her evil deeds, but.
Haze couldn't bear how pitiful she was.
In a way, she also thought of her as a friend.

So.

*embrace*

Haze hugged the Saint of the Evil God.

For some reason, she infused the divine power of the goddess within her body into the Saint.

No longer the Saint of the Evil God, she was now immune to divine power.

Her fading soul regained vitality.

"W-what are you doing!?"
"Live."
"H-ha... why are you trying to save me? I'm the one who tormented you all this time."
"Because I want you to live."

She's no longer the Saint of the Evil God anyway.
Therefore, she can no longer interfere with Haze.

So she can live now.
She can live inside Haze.

"But I did terrible things. To you and to people in this world."
"I'm just as guilty for standing by and watching you."
"I tormented you as I pleased... but why..."

She couldn't understand the situation.
She thought she was going to die.

Yet Haze, whom she had tormented, saved her.

She couldn't understand why.

Haze answered her question:

"You don't want to die, right? That's enough."
"..."
"I don't want to see you die."

The Saint of the Evil God still couldn't understand why Haze had saved her.

But...

"Fine, I'll live here then."

She could now truly appreciate that Haze was a foolishly kind child.

The Saint of the Evil God gave an awkward smile and hugged Haze.
Haze patted her back with a bright smile.

After that.

Haze regained her senses.

There was no longer a Saint of the Evil God.
Only 'Haze' and 'another Haze'.

Returning to the real world, Haze got up.
She saw Ivan being treated by the Saint.
Though still unconscious, Ivan wasn't dead.

"Ivan, Dad..."

Feeling relieved, Haze shed tears.

-I can live now. I can just... live now.

Someone in the inner world also shed tears of joy.

And so.

The operation to defeat the Saint of the Evil God and rescue Haze was complete.

It was a complete success.


*


I regained consciousness three days later.

"Ivan, you're awake!"

Hannah, who had been sleeping beside me, woke up when she sensed movement.
She hugged me as I came to.

It was a bit embarrassing, but it felt nice.

"Where am I?"
"Oh, this is my room."

I was currently in the Saint's mansion.

And in Hannah's room, no less.

Well... I'm not sure if it's okay for an unrelated man to be in the Saint's room.

While the Goddess Church doesn't exactly enforce celibacy... this is probably still off-limits to men.

Anyway.

Soon after, I heard about everything that had happened.

The temple of the Saint of the Evil God had been completely destroyed.
All the believers and monsters there had been killed without exception.

After causing such havoc, I wonder if the remaining forces will be wary of us.

Fortunately, Haze had come to her senses.

Though Haze herself had saved the Saint of the Evil God's personality, who occasionally emerges,

It's fine since she's lost all her evil divine power.
And control of the body remains completely with Haze.

The five Magisters of the Holy Nation are safe, and all my daughters are unharmed.

Except for Hilda and Haze, the four daughters and Porsella have all returned to their respective places.

They all have their own positions, so naturally they couldn't stay here long.

Only Hilda, who is unemployed again, remains with Haze.

And there was surprising news about those two.

"Hilda and Haze's power turned into divine power?"
"Yes. When I purified Lady Haze, the evil divine power changed into the Goddess's divine power... and it seems Lady Hilda, who had received evil divine power from Lady Haze, was affected too."

That was good news.

It would have been troublesome if those two had continued to possess the Evil God's divine power.

Anyway.

We rescued Haze.
Everyone is safe.
Everything worked out well.

"...Thank goodness."

I felt relieved at that fact.

Ch.72 - I'll Be By Ivan's Side
After hearing the whole story from Hannah.

I went to find Haze.

Haze was playing with the young nuns in the garden of the Saint's mansion. Seeing her laughing and enjoying herself more brightly than anyone else made my heart swell.

'You must have gone through so much.'

I hope she can live happily without any worries for a while.

"Ah, Papa Ivan!"

Upon spotting me, Haze scurried over.
I gently patted her head.

Haze loved it when I patted her head.
This time too, as I stroked her head, her wolf tail wagged gently.

"Thank you, Papa Ivan... I'm alive thanks to you."

Haze said with a smile.
That innocent smile was identical to the Haze from fifteen years ago.

What should I say to Haze?

She must have witnessed many difficult scenes.
And she must have been unable to do anything while watching those scenes.

I couldn't figure out what words would comfort Haze,
but then I realized there was no need for such words.

"You did well."

Anyway, Haze had reclaimed her original life.
Now there is no Evil God's Saint Haze. There's only the foolishly kind and innocent Haze.

"...Yes."
"Let's stay together from now on."

I will stay with Haze.

After being separated for fifteen years, all I need to do is be with her.

Then surely.
Haze will be happy.

She might not be able to forget the bad memories.
But she can certainly recall many more good ones.

"Yes! Promise?"

Haze giggled and held out her pinky finger.

I also extended my pinky finger and hooked it with hers.
Then we sealed it with our thumbs.

"Ah, it's big brother hero!"
"Wolf sister! Keep playing with us!"

Just then, the voices of young nuns came from behind.
They seemed to have followed Haze when she ran to me after playing with them.

"Alright. And from now on, this big brother will play with you too. Is that okay?"
"Yes!!!"
"That's right, that's right~."

Haze patted the young nuns' heads and smiled brightly.
Seeing that, I couldn't help but smile like a proud father.

Seeing Haze, who was once a child, now grown up and taking care of young girls... it was a new feeling.

After that, I helped Haze look after the young nuns.

And not long after, Hilda appeared in the garden.

"Ah, Ivan! You're awake!?"

Hilda, who seemed to have just woken up from a nap, looked fully awake upon seeing me. Anyway, she also played with the girls.

It was a happy time,
spent without a single worry.


*


Night fell.

After chatting with Haze and Hilda on the terrace, I climbed up to the spire.

The rooftop of the Saint's mansion.
Hannah was waiting there.
During dinner, she had asked me to come at night, saying she had something to talk about.

Whoosh—

A cool breeze greeted me as I reached the spire.
It was an incredibly pleasant wind.

After enjoying that breeze for a moment, I approached Hannah, who was leaning against the railing, gazing at the scenery of the Holy Nation.

"Ah, you came?"

Hannah smiled when she saw me.

"What did you want to talk about?"
"Nothing much. Just... I wanted to chat with Ivan a bit."

I also leaned against the railing beside Hannah.
Since it wasn't completely dark yet, magical lamps were brightly illuminating the Holy Nation.

The view of a dark city from a high place is always beautiful.
It had a charm that made you feel like you could be absorbed into the scenery if you kept staring.

While blankly gazing at the scenery, Hannah broke the silence.

"Since we've defeated the Evil God's Saint, we've dealt a significant blow to the Chaos Cult. Lady Haze must also know a lot of information, so we should be able to proceed more smoothly from now on."
"...That's right."

I know why Hannah is saying this.

The Chaos Cult hasn't been eradicated yet.
And I'm known as the hero who will save the world from the Chaos Cult.

It's not over just because we rescued Haze.
From now on, I need to run around to exterminate the Chaos Cult.

Hannah's expression seemed filled with concern.
She must be contemplating what to do next.

"The fact that Ivan is the hero will soon be known to the public. And the fact that Ivan and his companions defeated the Evil God's Saint..."
"Yeah."
"Are you okay with that? If that happens, you'll have to become a real hero."

Hannah asked cautiously.
I answered with a slight smile.

"Of course. The world needs heroes, after all. And it's not like I'm actually fighting like a real hero anyway."

Soon, the world will learn that Ivan Edlun is the hero.
Of course, there's no need to reveal the fact that my physical strength is weak.

Ivan Edlun is the hero.
There's not a shred of falsehood in that fact, so I will become a true hero.

In the public eye, the hero is someone who will eventually eradicate the Chaos Cult and bring peace to the world.

It's a kind of symbol.

From now on, I will become that symbol and be the hope for people.

The harder the world gets, the more people look for heroes.
They find hope by looking at heroes. I will become such an icon of hope and unite the entire world.

Of course, it's just that I become the hope.
The ones who will actually do the hard work are the Empire, the Holy Nation, various kingdoms,
and my daughters, who deserve to be called real heroes.

Lucia and Rebecca are excellent warriors.
Melissa and Ciel are a genius archmage and a genius spirit artist, respectively.

Hilda and Haze, whose evil divine power has been transformed into the Goddess's divine power, will become the world's greatest holy knights or priests.

Those six will become true heroes.

I will merely be known to the public as the "hero," a symbol of hope.
It wouldn't be manly to run away because even that much is burdensome.

"It does feel strange that someone like me, who can't properly fight against strong opponents, is called a hero."

After I voiced my sincere lament, Hannah chuckled.

"Pfft, that's true. So is Ivan a fake hero then?"
"Hey, you know that's disrespectful to the Goddess, right?"
"The Goddess doesn't care about such things~."
"Wow, you're really casual. No, I mean, the Goddess is."

After those words, silence fell for a moment.

It wasn't particularly awkward.
Since neither of us is particularly talkative, these moments of silence happen frequently.

We both turned our gazes away from each other and enjoyed the cool night breeze while admiring the scenery of the Holy Nation.

I could see areas where the magical lamps were gradually turning off.
It must be time for people to go to sleep.

The rooms of the young nuns staying at the Saint's mansion were already dark.

Perhaps the only ones still awake are the maids, Hannah, Hilda, Haze, and myself. Hilda and Haze are sharing a room and talking together, it seems.

I turned my head toward Hannah again.

"You don't have any specific plans yet, right?"
"...Other than proclaiming Ivan as the hero, not yet."
"Then, let's take it slow."

It hasn't been long since we rescued Haze.
There's no need to be consumed by worry about the future.

"That would be good."

Hannah's tense expression relaxed a bit. The corners of her mouth turned up slightly. She spoke again.

"Ivan."
"Yes?"
"Can you promise me one thing?"
"W-what?"

Promise?
Her intense gaze made me feel a bit flustered.
Hannah's lips trembled before she whispered softly.

"Even when everything is over... will you stay by my side?"

I pondered for a moment what those words meant.
It seemed like a sudden confession of love, but...
that didn't seem to be the case.

Asking me to stay by her side even after the Chaos Cult is eradicated—that is, asking me not to die.

But, I cannot determine my own death.
I might die or I might live. No one knows fate.

However.

I answered confidently.

"Of course."

From now on, I will continue to be with Hannah.
Not just Hannah. I will always be with Catherine and my daughters too.
I have no intention of dying while trying to eradicate the Chaos Cult.

I will definitely survive.

My confident answer carries that determination.

"Thank you, Ivan."

Hannah smiled brightly after hearing my answer.
Then, with a slightly embarrassed smile, she continued.

"I... will definitely be by Ivan's side too."

It's not just my imagination that those words sounded like a confession of love.

I could feel my face heating up.
Hannah's face was flushed.

...We stared at each other in silence for a long time.


*


After that somewhat awkward time passed,
and after Ivan left the spire.

"Sigh..."

Hannah sighed and looked back at the night view.
The night of the Holy Nation, which had been twinkling with lamp lights, was now dimmed.

Hannah was still rubbing her flushed cheeks and squealed.

"I must be crazy. What on earth did I say...!"

Thinking about what was to come made Hannah anxious, and she ended up saying what she had been keeping inside to Ivan.

Asking him to stay by her side even when everything is over.

While it meant asking Ivan not to die in the fight against the Chaos Cult,
it was also a kind of proposal, asking him to stay by her side for life.

Of course, Ivan didn't seem to take it as a proposal.
If he had understood it as a confession of love, he would have stuttered in confusion.

Hannah had deliberately spoken ambiguously.

That she had felt attracted to him since they first met.
That she had fallen for him when he diligently helped her when she was struggling with her work.

That she was good at hiding her feelings, so she didn't show that she liked him.
That she had been too shy and afraid to confess until now.

She couldn't bring herself to say all that.

But someday, she would have to make a proper confession of love.

"...Alright."

Before the eradication of the Chaos Cult is complete.

'I will definitely confess properly to Ivan...!'

Hannah made that resolution as she clutched her slightly racing heart.

Tonight, her heart felt so fluttery that she didn't think she would be able to sleep properly.


*


Two years passed after that.

The Chaos Cult was completely eradicated by the hero and his companions.

And.

The hero—Ivan Edlun—rose to become the most respected figure in the world.

Ch.73 - Eternal Love (End)
The news of Hero Ivan Edlen and his companions completely annihilating the Chaos Cult spread quickly throughout the world.

Each of his companions was equally magnificent, and bards sang songs about Ivan and his companions, praising their greatness.

Festivals began simultaneously across the world.

Everyone, whether in massive metropolises or small rural villages, laughed, chatted, ate, and drank.

Then, after some time had passed.

News spread that the Hero was staying in a massive mansion in the mountains, and that he was getting married.

However, it wasn't a wedding that everyone could attend as guests.

It was a wedding where only a select few who had personal connections with the Hero and his companions could participate.

Of course, news about whom the Hero was marrying was also circulated.

Ivan Edlen was marrying all eight members of his party.

Since most of them were influential figures who held sway over the world, people couldn't help but be surprised.

The Empire's First Princess.
The Master of the Green Magic Tower.
The Hero's Descendant.
The Strongest Holy Knight. (Former Imperial Academy Headmaster)
The Strongest Priest. (Former Saint of the Evil God)
The Queen of Elves.
The Ruler of All Demon-kind.

And... even the Goddess's Saint.

When the identities of the Hero's marriage partners became known, everyone was surprised, but not a single person took issue with it.

After all, he was the Hero who saved the world.

Ivan Edlen was publicly respected by far more people than his marriage partners.

As the hero who saved the world, he deserved to have many wives, and it wasn't strange that most of his wives were of high status.

Although they couldn't attend the wedding, the entire world blessed the Hero's marriage.


*


Deep in the mountains.
The Hero's mansion.

"I feel nervous somehow..."

I sighed as I sat on the bed in my room, dressed in my groom's attire.

A lot has happened over the past two years.

After the operation to rescue Haze, I never faced any life-threatening situations again, but I worked hard to eradicate the Chaos Cult.
Being a symbol of hope was also mentally exhausting in many ways.

But now it's fine.
I'm enjoying sufficient rest after all my hard work.

It's been two weeks since we completely annihilated the Chaos Cult.

Today, I'm getting married.

The eight brides are currently in their respective rooms, being helped by handmaidens to get ready.

I live with all eight of them.

Although we don't get to meet often because they're all busy, thanks to the teleportation magic tool created by Melissa, we can all meet here in the evenings when work is done.

However, the handmaidens are from the Demon Nation, Fairy Nation, Empire, and Holy Nation, dispatched just for today, not people who live with us.

The only handmaiden who lives with us is Porcella.

Porcella has become our handmaiden.

She lives with us in this house and helps us with our daily lives.
In exchange, she apparently quit being Ciel's secretary and guard knight.

Porcella is officiating our wedding today.

She's nervous about the responsibility... but I believe she'll do well since she's strong in actual situations.

Anyway.

Having finished my preparations early with nothing left to do, I took time to think about my brides.

I'm marrying all six of my daughters who love me.

After I became aware that they all had feelings for me... they started seducing me aggressively to claim me, and it was really hard to resist.

Even the once-timid Lucia and Haze came on strongly, making me feel like I was losing my mind.

Still, I couldn't abandon any of them, so I promised that we would all get married after defeating the Chaos Cult.

Then they started fighting over who would be the official wife...

I told them they were all official wives, and although they said there was no such thing, they all eventually agreed.

And the remaining two.
I only discovered these two's feelings for me just a month ago.

Originally, I was planning to marry just my daughters...
But somehow, two more were added.

They are Hannah and Catherine.

I had noticed that both of them had feelings for me, but with my still-low self-esteem in these matters, I thought it couldn't be possible.

But on the day before the final battle with the Chaos Cult.
Catherine and Hannah called for me...

And confessed to me.

That they loved me.

Although I was a bit surprised, I already knew they had feelings for me, so I was able to happily accept their confessions.

I already had six prospective wives anyway.
Adding two more wouldn't be a problem, and I also liked Hannah and Catherine in my own way.

I love all my brides equally.
Honestly, I never thought I'd end up loving multiple women simultaneously.

'It couldn't be helped.'

When beautiful women tell me they like me and always treat me kindly, how could I love just one person?

I couldn't help but love all eight of them.

"Ah... I'm nervous, so nervous..."

I muttered to myself, waiting for the wedding to begin.
The ceremony will start as soon as the brides are ready.

The guests are now waiting for our wedding.

Our mansion is located on a flat area in the mountains, covered with soft grass. Our invited guests are gathered in that field.

The guests are all close acquaintances of ours.

My and Hannah's acquaintances include Mr. Thomas and other employees from the Public Welfare Department, as well as Cardinal Ludric and other officials from the Holy Nation.

Empress Stacia is also attending our wedding as Lucia's acquaintance.

A wedding witnessed by the Emperor.
Thinking about it makes me a bit nervous.

Although my bride Lucia is expected to give birth to a child who will become the Emperor, Emperor is still too high a position for me.

I still can't believe my child will be a candidate for the next Emperor...

Well, not really.

'It's funny that I'm even thinking this way.'

After all, I've become the most respected figure of all.

Although the Empire made great contributions to eradicating the Chaos Cult, even the Emperor's status can't compare to mine.

Of course, I'm no longer a Hero.
My duty as a Hero is over.

All that remains is to spend a happy life with my brides.

That's all.

Knock knock—

"Ivan, the preparations are complete."

Along with the knocking sound, Porcella's voice was heard.

"Alright."

I took a deep breath and left my room.

It was time to start the wedding.


*


Shortly after leaving my room, I exited the mansion.

Since the wedding is being held outdoors, leaving the mansion is considered entering the ceremony.

After the groom's entrance.

"Now the Hero's brides will enter."

All eight of my brides came out of the mansion.
The brides, all wearing pure white dresses, came out of the mansion holding hands.

I couldn't take my eyes off them.

They were all much more beautiful than usual.

I stood face to face with the eight brides.

Lucia smiled shyly.
Melissa let out a mischievous laugh.

Catherine looked at me with loving eyes and smiled.
Hilda's lips twitched uncontrollably, unable to hide her happiness.

Haze giggled flirtatiously.
Ciel fidgeted with her fingers, feeling shy.

Rebecca didn't know what to do with her reddened ears.
Hannah looked at me lovingly with a benevolent smile.

They were all my beautiful brides.

Porcella continued with the ceremony.

"Does the groom swear to love all the brides equally, no matter what hardships and adversities may come?"

I answered.

"I swear."

Porcella looked at the brides.

"Do the brides swear eternal love to the groom, promise not to monopolize him no matter how lovable he is, and to get along well with each other?"

All eight answered simultaneously.

"We swear."

Then Porcella smiled brightly.

"I hereby announce that the groom and the eight brides are joined in eternal love. The groom and brides are connected by the red thread of fate and have become one. May their future be filled with happiness."

Clap clap clap clap—!

All the guests applauded.

And so.

We got married.
We swore eternal love.
We were connected by the red thread.

Afterward.

As I marched alongside my brides, I thought.

This was the happiness I had wanted.

To be joined with the women I love in a peaceful world, and to live with them, laughing together.

That was the happiness I had wanted.

"Aah..."

I was now the happiest man in the world.


*


And that night.

In my room, I faced my eight brides lying on my large bed, dressed in thin negligees.

The blue moonlight through the window further stimulated my desires.

...Now I understood why I had bought such a huge bed for my room.

Lucia, wagging her tail as if embarrassed, said:

"S-since it's our first night... I thought it would be good if... we all spent it together..."

Melissa made a circle with her thumb and index finger, then repeatedly inserted and withdrew her other index finger through it. She stuck out her tongue seductively and said:

"Daddy... shall we do this?"

Catherine held her flushed cheeks with both hands and giggled.

"Um... this is really embarrassing... but I'm happy."

Haze and Hilda, embracing each other on the bed, said:

"Ivan, will you look over here too?"
"Oh? Ivan daddy's face is turning red~ Isn't that too cute?"

Rebecca and Ciel, also embracing each other, said:

"Brother, you'll take me before Rebecca, right?"
"Oppa, you'll embrace me before Ciel, right?"

And Hannah looked at me with a bright smile.

"Ivan... come here."

It wasn't just my imagination that her bright smile exuded sensuality.

"Huff..."

I couldn't hold back anymore.
With all the brides seducing me in negligees that revealed their underwear.

I could no longer suppress my desires.

"All of you, come here."

From now on, I would become a beast.

"Kyaah!"

As I jumped onto the bed, they all let out adorable screams.

And so.

Our first night as newlyweds became an unforgettable memory.


<My Adopted Daughters of Different Species Are Obsessed With Me> -The End-
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