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I've been reincarnated as a maid in a web novel I wrote during middle school... Wait, did I really write it this excessively?


Ch.1 - Precious Encounter (1)
# Translation

'Who am I?'

I could answer the question of who I am countless times.

Carl von Firmont.

The youngest son of House Firmont, a margraviate of the Empire, and a noble in name only with not a single inheritance to his name.

A fate where unless I became a knight, entered a monastery, or lived off someone else's charity while reading the room, I'd end up wandering the streets and dying alone.

But... no.

I am not Carl von Firmont.

[I'll write this part even more bleakly... and k-kill everyone!!]

Despite growing up in a bright household, memories flow into me—no, *my* memories—of someone caught in the cursed age of middle school, thinking nothing but bleak, hipster thoughts while frantically writing their own web novel.

Written purely for self-satisfaction, with settings so jumbled they contradicted each other and left gaps everywhere, that web novel with its bleak background—written in true eighth-grader syndrome fashion—naturally received no one's attention and was buried.

And that self-written web novel, having lost my interest not long after, was forgotten in my memories and reached completion as an abandoned work.

[Aaaaargh!! What is this?!]

*Click—!*

Eventually, years later, when an older 'me' rediscovered that self-written web novel, it was deleted without leaving a trace in the world, accompanied by countless feelings of shame.

Yes, deleted.

I definitely pressed the delete button on that self-written web novel, and after that, my memory is perfectly and cleanly cut off, as if scissors had cut through paper.

And now, this world I'm living in, the name Carl von Firmont, and literally everything I can see and hear—they all come from that eighth-grader syndrome web novel I wrote.

...What the hell is this situation?

"Is something the matter?"

"...No, it's nothing."

"Hmm... It must be an unfamiliar environment, but you'll get used to it quickly."

The attendant, seeing me startled from suddenly recalling memories of my past life and changing the subject, seems to have made his own assumptions about the reason and begins talking about this and that, treating me like a child.

"They say children actually adapt more easily to new environments. Since the memories they've accumulated aren't that significant yet. You just need to build new memories going forward."

"Hah, memories..."

*Easy to adapt, my ass.*

I'm only eight years old.

Moving at such a young age is bad enough, but being separated from family can negatively affect a child's emotional development—what kind of nonsense consolation is this?

Actually, can I even call those things that kicked me out over inheritance 'family'?

The original Carl must have had quite a rough life. Though it feels weird to offer sympathy since I'm the one who wrote it that way.

"Yes, aren't you looking forward to the memories you'll build in your new place, Young Master?"

"Not looking forward to it at all."

"...Yes, I see."

The attendant sighs slightly in response to my answer.

Hearing my response, the attendant seems to think I'm being irritable and petulant because I was practically kicked out of my family, but that's not it—I'm genuinely not looking forward to it.

No, rather than not feeling anticipation, I should say I feel... uneasy?

Carl von Firmont is a character who appears in the self-written novel I wrote as an attendant, and the person he served was none other than that crazy bitch Alicia.

According to the self-written novel I wrote, Carl, who was practically sold off to the Duchy of Niederbaben in his youth because he had no inheritance, diligently learned to be an attendant at House Niederbaben, and as a result, came to serve Alicia, the youngest daughter of Duke Niederbaben, at her side.

Duke Niederbaben needed an attendant of somewhat noble status, so he matched perfectly with Margrave Firmont, who had a need to kick me out.

Anyway, as a result, Carl, who became an attendant of House Niederbaben, suffered endlessly while cleaning up all the crazy things Alicia did, and eventually after Alicia died and House Niederbaben fell apart... wait, I don't know.

[No one's reading it... Well, whatever. It wasn't that important anyway.]

Ah... right, I abandoned it because I couldn't think of any more story after writing about the villainess's downfall.

Well, my past self only considered Carl von Firmont an extra anyway, so even if I hadn't abandoned it and kept writing, I probably wouldn't have written much about him, so it doesn't really mat— wait a minute.

"Hey, we're going to House Niederbaben right now, right? And I'm going to live there as a page and then become an attendant?"

"Pardon? Ah, yes, that's correct."

"..."

If Alicia's house—that is, House Niederbaben—falls, won't I fall with it?

Right now, I'm just an eight-year-old with nothing.

Since I've realized this world is inside the eighth-grader syndrome web novel I wrote, I do know the future to some extent and could use that to do something, but as I just pointed out, that future has jumbled settings that contradict each other and have gaps everywhere, so it's not very reliable.

Right now, one thing is certain: I cannot let the Duchy of Niederbaben fall.

Not for some stupid reason like 'I became an attendant so I must be loyal to my master.'

How can I have loyalty to people I haven't even seen?

My job would disappear, wouldn't it? My free meals and free housing would disappear, wouldn't they?

I suffered so much in my past life from not being able to find employment—I can't go through that here too...!!

'First, I need to prevent House Niederbaben from falling. Um, so the reason Niederbaben fell was— what the hell is this?'

As I retrace my memories and think about how to prevent House Niederbaben from falling, I'm so dumbfounded that my mind goes blank.

From what I remember, Crown Prince Friedrich, who fell for a lower noble girl named Emilia, soon unilaterally broke off his engagement with Alicia, who had been committing evil acts against Emilia and many others, and Duke Niederbaben, deeply resentful of this, launched a rebellion.

After countless battles and incidents, the rebellion was suppressed, Duke Niederbaben was executed as the ringleader of the rebellion, and Alicia lost her life to a demon that randomly intruded during the Duke's execution.

Starting a rebellion over just a broken engagement—does this make sense?

No, and what's with the demon intrusion? It's not like a ninja bursting in to kill all the characters—what is this?

What the hell was my middle school second-year self thinking?

"Um... Young Master?"

"Ah, yes... Ahem."

The attendant carefully speaks up to draw my attention, seeing me lost in thought about what's to come.

"Sorry, I was lost in thought for a moment."

"It can't be helped since you're going to an unfamiliar place. I hope you'll do well there."

"Yeah, sure. Thanks for the sentiment at least."

"I mean it, truly."

Born as the youngest of House Firmont with seven older brothers and sisters above me, I had absolutely no inheritance to receive, and perhaps because of that, I wasn't even recognized as a family member and always remained on the outside at House Firmont, never able to share a familial relationship with my siblings.

The only people I could talk to were my mother and a few attendants, so this attendant serving me seems to have witnessed that situation very well.

It's not quite at the level of deep concern welling up from the heart to worry about me, but looking at those eyes, tone, and expression, he seems to harbor at least some sympathy. At least 'I' didn't live a completely cursed life.

"...Mm."

Turning my eyes from the attendant to look out the window, I see a castle in the distance.

Is that the castle of the Duchy of Niederbaben, our destination?

Anyway, the most certain thing at this point is one thing: I cannot let the Duchy of Niederbaben fall.

And the cause of that duchy's fall is the broken engagement between Alicia and Crown Prince Friedrich, and the Duke's resulting rebellion.

Then the countermeasures would be... either block the engagement from happening in the first place, or help Alicia and Crown Prince Friedrich avoid breaking their engagement and successfully marry, or do something about the Duke before the rebellion breaks out—things like that.

There are more options than I thought.

Good, I don't really know how much of a crazy bitch Alicia is, but let's work hard from now on. At least work until retirement and live well eating well.

..........

"What is this?!"

Bread flies through the air and soon hits the wall with a splat.

The bread scatters crumbs everywhere from the impact against the wall and falls straight to the floor.

...Huh?

"Who brought this filthy bread!! You expect me to eat bread made like this!?"

"I-I'm sorry, Lady Alicia!!"

"Why would you do something you'd have to apologize for in the first place!?"

Alicia, who appears to be around the same age as me—that is, Carl—is furiously pointing her finger at middle-aged men and women, greatly enraged. Her expression and tone show not even the slightest consideration for the age difference.

The head attendant, who brought me here at my request to see Alicia, who would become my master, first, is avoiding my gaze desperately with a flushed face.

At least he seems to know this is embarrassing.

Well then... what the hell is this for a first meeting?

I was hoping to get along well, but if it starts like this from the first meeting, it's completely deflating—

"Hey, what are you doing?"

At that moment, Alicia's voice pierces through my thoughts.

It's sharp yet strangely soft, and I don't know how to respond.

"...Hm?"

"Yeah, you. From your clothes, you look like a page who lives here, so why aren't you cleaning this up? Clean it up quickly. Don't just stand there like an idiot."

Alicia looks at me standing there dumbfounded, scrunches up her face, and then points at the dining table and dining room she's made a mess of.

...Hah, this crazy bitch.
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[Do you think I don't know who I am right now!? How dare you give me orders!!]

...Of course, nothing like that happened.

If I get on Alicia's bad side already, won't my life as a servant become incredibly difficult?

Besides, I'd somewhat expected Alicia to act this way, so it's not that shocking.

Just as the head butler, who knows my true identity, urgently calls out to Alicia to stop her, my body moves faster than his words.

*Swoosh— swish—*

I pick up the bread pieces from the floor. Since I just arrived here and don't have any tools, I use one hand to pick up the bread pieces and the other to gather what I've collected.

Huh... These look like pretty high-quality breads, and she won't even eat them, just throws them away?

Commoners would be horrified to see this.

*'Let's see... there are pine nuts and raisins too. She's throwing this away?'*

Well, I'm not a fan of bread with nuts and dried fruit, so I wouldn't go out of my way to eat it, but that doesn't apply to most people living in this era. They'd do anything for just one bite.

The inside is pure white too, which gives me a rough idea of this bread's price—an ordinary person would need serious resolve to eat this.

And yet she throws away such expensive bread, such food like this... Did she learn her manners through self-study?

"Ah, aah..."

As I pick up the bread while thinking various thoughts, the head butler watching me lets out a short scream and his face turns pale.

*'Why are you suddenly... oh, I guess he has no choice.'*

Even though my current position is as a servant attending to Alicia, my origins are still as the son of a Margrave.

Comparing Alicia, the daughter of a Duke, and me, the son of a Margrave, it's extremely subtle—hard to say definitively who has higher status. If I make an issue of this, the head butler won't escape punishment.

...Yes, that's right.

It's not Alicia who caused this situation who gets punished, but the vulnerable head butler who failed to stop her.

In Joseon Dynasty terms, it's exactly like when the Crown Prince does wrong—not the Crown Prince but the attending eunuch gets beaten with a rod.

The world of status... makes me want a guillotine.

*Wink—*

"Ugh..."

I wink at the head butler to reassure him—don't worry, I know it's not your fault—and his expression crumples when he sees it.

Good, it seems he understood well.

Right now he's just making that unpleasant face on purpose to deceive Alicia's eyes since he's in front of her.

"Hmm... I thought it was strange how you were standing there dumbfounded, but you do have some proper attitude?"

Just as I'm picking up the bread pieces scattered across the dining room in disbelief, Alicia, who had been watching me while making nasal sounds, suddenly speaks.

Her tone and attitude aren't polite at all—it's like she's watching a puppy eagerly performing tricks.

"...Attitude?"

"Yes, attitude. Seeing you frantically picking up bread pieces with your hands without even getting tools, I wish my servants and maids would learn from you."

She's not saying this to mock me on purpose. Alicia is truly saying this without a shred of malice, completely sincerely.

That doesn't mean it doesn't bother me though. Precisely because it's said without malice, it's even more infuriating.

...Endure it, endure.

Like she just said, there's no malice behind it, right? I should just think of it as business—

"Hey, want to try eating that?"

Just as I'm ignoring Alicia's words and picking up the trash from the floor, Alicia's unbelievable voice pierces my ears.

Doubting my ears in case I misheard, I turn my head toward Alicia, but she's looking at me with eyes that say "why are you reacting like that?" as if bewildered.

"I mean, looking at your clothes, you don't seem to be some vagrant's child. It's something I can't eat, but it might suit you, right?"

And this statement too—Alicia isn't emitting even a shred of malice.

Alicia thinks this bread is so low-grade that she can't eat it and throws it on the ground like this, but such bread would suit me just fine.

...She wants me to eat this?

This bread she threw far away because she didn't want to eat it?

This bread that rolled on the ground and is covered in dust?

"...Is she a crazy bitch?"

"What?"

My thoughts reach that point and words escape past my vocal cords and out of my mouth before I know it.

This won't do. If I act like this, won't my comfortable retirement plan be completely ruined?

I've already been kicked out of my home House Firmont and came here to Niederbaben—if I get kicked out here too, what can I possibly do with an 8-year-old body?

Right, endure... I should bow my head here and apologize—

"I graciously offered to let you eat it and what's with that tone!? Say that again!!"

However, Alicia's roar, one step ahead of my attempt to bow, violently tears through the dining room.

My body, which was bending at the waist to bow my head to the ground, stops on its own after hearing Alicia's roar.

*'...Am I scared?'*

No, no.

It's not me but young Carl's body that's trembling on its own in response to that anger. Being a child's body, it seems to have trouble withstanding such intense emotion.

But unlike the frightened body, my soul is trembling with rage.

She... doesn't know what she did wrong? She's getting angry instead?

Ha, haha... hahaha...

"Hey, you crazy bitch!! You threw it away because you didn't want to eat it, and now you're telling me to eat something that rolled on the ground!?"

**********

"Your Grace, it's Philip."

"Come in."

The door creaks open and a white-haired elderly gentleman enters from beyond it.

Despite his wrinkled skin from old age, his body stands perfectly upright, and his eyes exude a deep presence.

"So what do you think will happen with this afternoon's incident?"

However, even such an elderly gentleman cannot help but respond to the Duke's question.

At the straightforward question that skips pleasantries, Philip breaks into a sweat and bows his head.

"After investigating the circumstances of the incident... it would be best to bury it quietly. For Young Lady Alicia herself, and for House Niederbaben as well."

"Hmm..."

The words from the elderly gentleman's mouth made even the Duke, who had first spoken, break into a sweat.

This is not good.

The only people who witnessed this incident are loyal maids and servants, so it could be buried without anyone knowing, but silencing two people is impossible.

Those two are naturally Alicia and Carl.

One is an outsider beyond the Duke's authority, and the other is the youngest daughter beyond the head of house's authority.

...No, more precisely, it's not that the authority doesn't work, but that it cannot be exercised.

Exercising authority over his mere youngest daughter Alicia would itself diminish his dignity and authority as head of house, so he cannot do it.

Carl, the outsider, also cannot be subdued by the Duke's authority since his status is by no means inferior, and he hasn't yet formally signed a servant's contract.

More important than anything else is the responsibility for the wrongdoing.

"...How is Alicia?"

"She does not understand the current situation."

"I see..."

Anyone can see that Alicia is at fault in this incident, and Carl is merely a victim.

Not only did she make Carl, the son of a Margrave, pick up the bread pieces and dishes she threw, but she even told him to eat bread that rolled on the ground—Carl's anger is completely justified, as no noble would fail to be angry in this situation. In fact, if he didn't get angry, Carl would be pointed at in noble society.

Should Alicia be given leniency because she didn't know who Carl was? The world of nobles isn't shallow enough for such excuses to work.

"Is there no choice but to send Firmont's son back and ask the Margrave to bury this?"

"If we do that, we'll be indebted to Firmont. More importantly, consider why Firmont [abandoned] his youngest son here."

"Mm, then the only remaining method is to just ask Carl... Tsk."

For the Duke to bow his head to a mere Margrave's son, and to someone he's hiring as a servant at that?

It's something his pride absolutely won't allow, but what can he do? This is the only way.

"Arrange... a schedule so I can meet with him alone, just the two of us. Punish the head butler who failed to stop Alicia, and throw out the cook who made such bread for Alicia."

"Yes, Your Grace."

At least apologizing while meeting alone, just the two of them, away from others' eyes, should be acceptable.

The quick-thinking Duke gives orders to Philip, and also hands down punishment for the head butler who failed to stop Alicia and the cook who angered Alicia.

"But what will you do about Young Lady Alicia?"

"Alicia?"

"Yes, as seen in this incident, Young Lady Alicia's thoughts and actions are... extremely biased, aren't they? Shouldn't this be addressed?"

But Philip's words that followed were enough to make the Duke close his mouth and stop thinking.

The Duke, who was about to dismiss Philip thinking everything was finished, becomes unable to do anything after hearing Philip's question, and after several minutes finally manages to say one thing.

"...Just leave her be."

"Yes, Your Grace."

Hearing the Duke's order, the elderly gentleman turns and leaves the office without questioning the Duke's words.

In this place, the only person who questioned the Duke's order was the Duke himself.
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"Why should I!! What exactly did I do wrong!!"

"Young Lady..."

Alicia's tremendous roar and the servants' flustered voices fill the room. No one dares to carelessly stop Alicia, yet at the same time, no one acknowledges that she's right either.

Since they're reacting neither positively nor negatively to Alicia's words, watching this scene unfold right before her eyes makes Alicia's blood boil inside.

To think there are servants who neither affirm nor deny her words—while it might be one thing for others, for Alicia with her fiery temperament, this is absolutely unbearable.

"If you have mouths, say something!! Tell me I was wrong, or that he was wrong, or anything at all!!!!"

"Th-then, Lady Alicia..."

One maid, worn down by the repeated demands, timidly begins to speak, then immediately clamps her mouth shut.

Alicia's sharp gaze catches the words about to leave the maid's mouth and tears them to shreds.

Faced with Alicia's fierce momentum that seems to say she'll never forgive anyone who says she was wrong, the young maid—despite being twice Alicia's age—can only bow her head while her mouth twitches, submitting to the nine-year-old Alicia.

"Tch."

Seeing the maid avert her gaze, Alicia clicks her tongue with contempt unbefitting her nine years of age and loses interest in the maid.

In Alicia's mind, she truly did nothing wrong at all.

That bread with pine nuts in it was something she absolutely couldn't eat, but wouldn't it have been a bit different for that pretty-looking boy, Carl?

Moreover, though it had rolled on the floor a bit, it hadn't rolled much, and since the servants and maids cleaned the floor spotlessly every day, it wouldn't have gotten much dust on it.

Carl looked like he was below commoner status, so Alicia had merely shown goodwill in her own way by giving him good bread, yet Carl's reaction was far more extreme than Alicia had anticipated.

"How... how could he say such things...!"

For Alicia, who had always heard only kind words throughout her life, Carl's profanity was utterly shocking.

Crazy bitch? How could he use such vulgar and violent language?

But what's even more unbearable isn't Carl, but the reaction of the numerous servants and maids surrounding her.

Not stopping Carl from saying such insulting words and just sweating nervously—how on earth are these people servants and maids who are supposed to be their master's hands and feet? Aren't they just furniture without self-awareness?

"...What did Father say?"

"He said nothing to Lady Alicia."

"To me... you mean?"

Finally exhausted from her anger, Alicia asks the maid about her father's movements in a deflated tone, and Alicia—whose temper may be fiery but whose intuition is quite sharp—accurately perceives the real meaning behind the maid's words.

Nothing was said to Alicia. In other words, doesn't that mean something was said to someone else?

And that someone else would be Carl, with whom she had the dispute.

"Where is Carl?"

"That, we don't really know..."

"...I need to go see Father."

"Y-Young Lady!!"

Realizing from the servants' reaction where Carl is, Alicia immediately tries to go to her father, Duke Niederbaben, and only then do the servants grab Alicia forcefully, trying desperately to stop her.

If nothing else, if the Duke gets involved, the servants can't escape terrible punishment. Literally with fire at their feet, the servants who can no longer remain idle finally move into action.

Well aware of this fact, Alicia looks around at the servants with eyes full of disgust, then clicks her tongue and turns her head away.

"...Tch, fine. I'm hungry, so bring me food."

"Yes, Lady Alicia."

"Try bringing me bread with pine nuts again. You'll wish you were dead."

"Yes, Lady Alicia."

"..."

Watching the servants who show her no personal feelings whatsoever and simply follow orders like robots programmed with algorithms, Alicia is engulfed in a terrible sense of emptiness.

From the wet nurse who raised her from infancy to the servants and maids, Alicia has never once in her life encountered the dynamic emotions that others emit.

Finding this deeply unsatisfactory, Alicia speaks in this bratty and aggressive manner, but no one understands Alicia's true feelings. They just think she's a troublesome woman.

*I really am a troublesome woman.*

And Alicia herself thinks so too.

Alicia knows. That she acts too violently, like a crazy bitch.

But if she doesn't act like this, doesn't everyone always show bland reactions? If she lived forever in such a world, she would eventually go mad, so she feels she can only maintain her sanity by doing this to see even a little of the people around her's emotions.

*...Carl.*

Alicia, who has a remarkably precocious sense of self unbefitting her nine years of age, thinks.

Though their first meeting started quite badly, if Carl is going to work as a servant at Niederbaben anyway, Alicia thinks it would be nice if he came under her.

Starting with his decent appearance, there's also the advantage that she's older, and most importantly, isn't he the only being with emotions among these emotionless machines?

*Well, there's absolutely no chance of that happening.*

Where in the world would there be a noble who wants to work under someone who insulted them so much at their first meeting?

Alicia watches the servants bring food with mixed feelings.

**********

"...Can you say that again?"

"Yes, Duke Niederbaben. I would like to work under Lady Alicia."

The Duke's expression of disbelief turns toward me.

Well, of course. Just moments ago such harsh words were exchanged, and there can't be a noble who wants to work under someone who smeared their face from the very first meeting.

But I'm utterly serious.

"Please allow me to work under Lady Alicia. I will naturally keep quiet about this incident."

Above Alicia, the youngest daughter of Duke Niederbaben, are numerous older brothers and sisters, and their personalities are quite similar to Alicia's.

Utterly aristocratic, overbearing, foul-mouthed and ill-mannered.

Moreover, unlike Alicia who has no territory to inherit as the youngest daughter, Alicia's brothers who have territories to inherit have much work to do, so if I end up under them, I'll be cursed at and have to do an enormous amount of work.

Since I've already been abandoned by my main house of Firmont anyway, I need to stick to House Niederbaben somehow, and if so, wouldn't it be better to do less work?

Most importantly, Alicia and I are only one year apart in age, and I'm the son of a Margrave, so I'm not much inferior in status.

Under these conditions, depending on my efforts, I could definitely milk this for all it's worth, so how could I pass up such an opportunity?

"Why on earth... no, that's a meaningless question. Yes, I understand."

*...Huh?*

But the Duke's reaction is a bit strange.

Since I didn't reveal my true intentions, the Duke surely doesn't know what I'm aiming for, yet he's smiling benevolently as if he knows everything. Despite having an expression of disbelief just moments ago.

He's even taking a posture as if his not asking questions is consideration for me, and watching this is somehow quite irritating.

I don't really know what it is, but he seems to have seriously misunderstood something... Well, whatever. I don't really know what he's misunderstood about, but whatever misunderstanding he has, it won't matter much to me anyway.

"What should I do from now on?"

"First you need to learn servant work and etiquette. Since Alicia knows your identity, I don't think such an incident will happen again, but others are different, aren't they? If you use such vulgar language, it will damage the dignity of Alicia whom you're serving."

"That... I have nothing to say. I apologize."

Honestly speaking, I didn't think things would end this well.

I cursed at Alicia so much to her face, yet things concluded with just a simple scolding like this, didn't they?

Since we're meeting alone like this with no one else around, I came prepared to be thoroughly chewed out, but it ended too anticlimactically.

"Hmm, you're quite sharp for your age. Margrave Firmont must find it quite regrettable that you're the youngest."

"Ah, ahaha... Thank you for the compliment."

Should I take this at face value?

If I try to interpret it a bit twisted, it could mean all of House Firmont's children except me are idiots... no, that's just paranoia.

No matter how aristocratic, there's no need to twist words that much. Let's just take it positively.
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'That whole family's got their heads in the clouds, but I guess they had a son like this too.'

Right after sending Carl away, Duke Niederbaben changed his assessment of Carl.

What Alicia had said was certainly insulting enough to warrant anger, but even so, wouldn't it be hard to consider someone who spewed such vulgar language normal?

Because of that, Duke Niederbaben had thought Carl would clearly display the characteristically reckless traits of House Firmont.

But he was wrong.

When he actually met him, far from being reckless, Carl knew his position very well.

Starting from recognizing that he'd been abandoned, to the composure not to be swept up in emotions before me, to the judgment that without House Niederbaben he couldn't enjoy a comfortable life—it was judgment and self-control you'd never expect from an 8-year-old.

Why such a kid lost control of his emotions and hurled curses in that moment, I'm not quite sure... Well, I can overlook that much as simple childish impetuousness. Or perhaps it was House Firmont's characteristically reckless nature manifesting.

"Philip, while monitoring Firmont's son, help him adapt well."

"Yes, Your Grace."

Well, that's not what's important right now anyway.

Whatever happens to Carl, what I need now is just the social background that Carl as an individual possesses. If it means preventing the disaster of Carl failing to adapt and running away, I need to do something.

"Ah, and also keep a close watch to make sure Carl doesn't try anything strange with Alicia."

"Anything strange, you mean..."

"It's probably what you're thinking. In my view, there's only one reason Carl would want to stay constantly by Alicia's side."

"Yes, Your Grace. I'll give both Carl and Young Lady Alicia stern warnings."

Watching the elderly gentleman Philip leave through the office door, Duke Niederbaben recalls it.

The expression Carl showed when he said he'd stay by Alicia's side.

When a man says he'll keep staying by the side of a woman who insulted him, honestly speaking, there's only one reason, isn't there?

'Certainly, if she just keeps her mouth shut, Alicia is quite pretty.'

Come to think of it, wasn't Carl also quite a handsome boy if he just kept his mouth shut?

A pretty boy and girl getting involved when they both just keep their mouths shut—thinking about it, they seem like they'd match quite well.

Carl doesn't fall short in status either, and their ages are similar with just a one-year difference... Hmm, for now I'll just note this as a possibility.

**********

"..."

It's quiet.

I clearly did as instructed, but somehow there's no response. I'm slightly puzzled, wondering if I did something wrong, but that can't be it.

There's no way I messed up something as simple as a greeting.

"Supervisor?"

"Ah, aah... Ahem, yes. Perfect."

When I call out to him, the supervisor finally clears his throat and expresses his thoughts on my greeting etiquette.

It seems the supervisor wasn't dealing with something else but was simply surprised by my greeting.

Surprised—but why?

Isn't it just a matter of placing one hand on your stomach and bowing politely?

'Ah, maybe it doesn't match my image.'

Come to think of it, it would be hard to think someone who cursed at the person they're supposed to serve from their first meeting would act normally.

I'd be stunned too if I saw a thug greeting people politely. Though calling myself a thug makes my face burn quite a bit.

"Ne-next is your attire... Did you arrange this yourself?"

"Yes, Supervisor."

"..."

The supervisor's expression becomes incredibly subtle, hard to describe.

This look... Right, I've seen it before when I was in school.

It's exactly the same expression as a school teacher who opened the textbook to continue the lesson, but felt awkward because all the kids had already learned it at their academies.

Uh... um... I feel like I've done something bad somehow.

Since I'm an adult mentally even if my body is young, I can dress myself properly, so I just got dressed properly without thinking, but even something this simple seems to be quite shocking to the supervisor.

Well, it should be fine.

Honestly, the supervisor should be happy there's almost nothing to teach.

"What should I do now?"

"Well... that is—"

*BANG!!*

Just as the supervisor was hesitating about what to say, the door opens roughly with a crash. Both I and the supervisor immediately close our mouths and whip our heads toward the door, and through the roughly opened door, a girl all too familiar to our eyes is walking in.

Alicia.

My master whom I must serve—as soon as she spots me, she scrunches up her face in displeasure and walks over slowly.

"Good day, Lady Alicia."

"...?"

When Alicia stands right in front of me, I greet her as I've been learning. Though "learning" means less than an hour of extremely short time, I did learn it, so whatever.

Receiving my greeting, Alicia makes a puzzled expression and squints her eyes, then twists her lips and opens her mouth.

"Are you mocking me right now?"

"Mocking you?"

"...You are mocking me!!"

And those lips soon split open vertically with a loud roar.

Alicia's sharp voice scrapes roughly against my eardrums, giving me an extremely unpleasant sensation.

"Do it like before, like before!!"

"..."

"Stop being fake and curse like you did at first!!"

When I stay quiet with my mouth closed, Alicia—displeased about something—shouts loudly and grabs my collar. Even though this servant uniform is communal but still quite expensive since money was spent making it, such things don't seem to matter to Alicia at all.

The only thing in Alicia's attention is me, wrapped in those clothes.

Beyond Alicia's blazing eyes, I can see my own face.

This is too clo—

"...Ugh!"

"Eek!?"

And after a while like that, Alicia, who had been staring at me while grabbing my collar, suddenly startles and then lets go. As a result, I, who had been putting force backward to avoid being pulled forward, fall backward.

If my body were an adult's, I wouldn't have fallen backward from such an impact, but since my body is very young now, I can't withstand it.

Falling straight backward, my vision rapidly blurs from the tingling shock hitting the back of my head.

"My head... my head... ugh..."

"Uh, uhhh..."

Looking up from my position on the floor, I can see the corner of a desk. I probably hit that.

At the edge of my vision, I can also see the greatly flustered Alicia reaching out her hand toward me while hesitating.

No... this happened because of her, so at least help me up...!!

'Still, I guess she does feel sorry.'

My vision is blurry but I can still see what expression Alicia is making.

She speaks so curtly that I was slightly suspicious her mind might be rotten too, but fortunately the current Alicia doesn't seem that far gone.

To think a child who knows how to worry like this grows up to become a villainess who casually orders people killed... Goodness, the world is truly unpredictable.

Ah, I wrote that.

I was the bad guy.

"Are you satisfied?"

"No... that's..."

"Are you satisfied knocking me down like this, you bitch?"

"Ugh..."

But that's that and this is this.

As I see it, I have absolutely no reason to be assaulted by Alicia like this out of nowhere. And the reason I got grabbed by the collar was "stop being fake"—where does that even exist?

Not only did she grab my collar making it hard to breathe, but she suddenly let go causing my head to slam into the table? What kind of bullshit is this?

When I glare at Alicia while speaking roughly as she wanted, Alicia suddenly gasps and opens her eyes wide, then grinds her molars.

"What's with that way of talking!!"

"You told me not to be fake!! You knocked me down and expected to hear nice words!?"

The servants and maids nearby make shocked expressions while desperately pleading with their eyes to stop me, but unfortunately I can't grant their request.

What kind of crazy bitch is this?

She hits me, she feels sorry, she tells me to speak casually first, then gets angry when I speak casually.

What the hell is this??

"C-Carl, sir!!"

"Young Lady, please..."

There's no real reason to get this angry over something like this, but since I'm in a young body right now, I can't properly control my emotions. I can't properly manage these wronged feelings without getting angry.

And it seems the same goes for Alicia.

Perhaps thinking she's the wronged one in her own way, she's trembling while simultaneously making an expression like she'll get back at me somehow.

...No, why is she throwing a fit at me when she's the one who did wrong?

Ch.5 - Misunderstanding (1)
"What the hell, seriously...!!"

That night after fighting with Carl, Alicia shut herself in her room, replaying the day's events in her mind.

Thinking of that boy who kept talking back to her, Alicia clenched her fists and trembled, making unpleasant sounds as she pressed herself into the bed.

[Stop being fake and just curse like you did at first!!]

*Ugh...*

Alicia recalled the moment when she grabbed Carl by the collar and let loose a torrent of words.

That moment when she seized his collar, pulled him toward her with all her strength, and brought their faces so close their noses nearly touched.

Thump—thwack—!!

"Gyaaaah..."

Then Alicia could no longer think straight. Her mind completely scrambled and blank, she collapsed face-first onto the bed and began pounding it with her fists.

Alicia's fists sank deep into the feather-stuffed mattress.

[Are you satisfied now that you've beaten me down like this, you bitch?]

*Ngh...*

The more she pounded the bed, the more Carl's words from earlier echoed in Alicia's ears. Satisfied from beating someone down—what kind of person in the world would have such a twisted personality?

But... unfortunately, Alicia's judgment was contradicted by herself.

Because, surprisingly, she *was* satisfied.

Even now as she pounded the bed, and back then when she tormented Carl like that.

No, to be precise, that moment had been even more satisfying.

Thinking of Carl suffering from her actions, rolling on the ground... ngh.

Shiver—

"Mmph..."

Feeling a tingling sensation start from her head, travel down her spine, and spread throughout her body, Alicia's lips trembled.

This won't do.

It's dangerous.

I can't go any further.

If I do, it'll seem like... I'm seriously messed up somehow.

Right, that's it. I'm not messed up.

Didn't I worry about Carl when he got hurt? Considering that, enjoying Carl's suffering doesn't make sense.

It's just... just a little game, nothing more—

Knock knock—

"Lady Alicia, it's Philip."

"—Hic!?"

Her heart pounding as she sorted through the day's events, Alicia's train of thought was suddenly shattered by the knock at the door, snapping her back to reality.

Startled enough to nearly bite her tongue, Alicia twisted and turned her body before finally composing herself and giving orders to Philip outside the door.

"Uh, come in."

Though young, a girl is still a girl—visiting a young lady's room late at night was quite improper, but since the voice belonged to Philip, her father's personal attendant, Alicia showed no particular reaction.

Rather than reacting, she was quite curious. For him to visit secretly late at night like this, avoiding others' eyes, surely meant he had something important to discuss.

"I'll get straight to the point. Don't get too close to Carl."

"...What?"

However, Alicia's expectations were instantly shattered by Philip's next words.

Seeing Philip suddenly say something so out of left field, Alicia tilted her head and squinted.

"Carl had the opportunity to become another person's attendant, but he wished to remain by your side, Lady Alicia."

"Uh... what? Brother and Sister's?"

"Yes, but Carl said he wanted to continue serving as your attendant, Lady Alicia. The reason is likely that he harbors some affection for you. However, your body is not yours alone, so if Carl does anything strange, be care—"

Philip continued talking, but Alicia couldn't hear his words.

Even though Philip's words were clearly entering through her ears, Alicia's brain was allocating attention elsewhere and couldn't process the information coming through her ears.

*Affection... for me...*

Twitch—

Every blood vessel in her body trembled. Her spine shook so much she could barely stand. Her ears felt muffled and the edges of her vision darkened.

What... is that...

That doesn't make sense. If he has affection for me, why does he treat me so harshly— ugh... but I also...

No, no. That can't be.

"Lady Alicia?"

"I understand, so leave."

"...Yes, have a good night."

Seeing Alicia trapped in her own world, floundering without hearing a word, Philip tried to get her attention with concern, then bowed his head upon hearing Alicia's dismissal order.

"I understand, so leave"—what did she understand when she hadn't listened at all?

However, Philip wasn't in a position to press such matters, so he started to object but then closed his mouth and accepted Alicia's dismissal.

**********

*For now, the top priority is... Alicia's rehabilitation, I guess.*

I planned my future course of action while eating breakfast.

According to my novel's setting, Duke Niederbaben needs an attendant of high status, so my position here won't waver—from now on, I don't need to struggle to establish myself in House Niederbaben.

What's important now is only Alicia's rehabilitation.

Only if Alicia grows up with her head on straight will my life bloom, right?

Fortunately, the current Alicia isn't that far gone, so if I take good care of her from childhood, she'll grow into a proper lady.

*Let's see... then should I start by dealing with her habit of throwing things when she doesn't like them?*

Things like being rude or looking down on everyone—it's unclear how to address those, but at least I know exactly how to fix the habit of throwing things, right?

Like when she refused to eat that bread with pine nuts and raisins.

Chew chew—

*Come to think of it, this bread is the same kind Alicia threw.*

I heard the baker who made this bread was fired... but since it's a waste to throw away what was already made, are they dumping it on servants like me?

Perfect.

I'll save a piece and make her eat it separately.

..........

My assignment as Alicia's attendant came remarkably quickly.

The head butler said this speed was impossibly fast, but given how much I knew, it was a natural decision.

"..."

"..."

And this was the result.

The head butler placed me by Alicia's side and then fled the scene, and in his wake came a remarkably quiet silence.

Neither I, nor Alicia, nor Alicia's attendants and maids—no one dared open their mouths as time passed.

"...What's this?"

And it was my initiative that broke the silence.

Watching me hesitantly pull something out, Alicia's expression flickered in a way hard to describe, but upon seeing the bread in my hand, she gave me a cold look as if her previous expression had been a lie.

A voice as cold as her gaze scraped unpleasantly against my eardrums.

"It's bread."

"I can see that. What are you doing?"

"Please eat it. It's the same kind of bread you threw that time, Young Lady."

"?"

Alicia grimaced and tilted her head.

Though she must have heard my words clearly, she seemed to doubt her own ears.

"Why?"

"You were being picky. Besides, throwing away a meal prepared for you like that isn't proper etiquette. From now on, I'll guide you to be upright—"

"Why do you care?"

Alicia wasn't being sarcastic. She genuinely, without a shred of malice, couldn't understand why an attendant would care about their master's picky eating.

And it wasn't just Alicia reacting this way. The other attendants and maids also didn't understand why I was suddenly saying such things.

...Am I the weird one?

No, this is right. If you become an attendant, you must go beyond simply following orders and guide your master's conduct properly. Those idiots just standing there blankly are the weird ones.

"And that thing doesn't just taste bad, it feels like I'll die."

"Please eat it."

"I said I won't eat it— kuhup—!!"

After tearing off a piece of bread, I tossed it into Alicia's mouth as she said she wouldn't eat it.

Using the phrase "feels like I'll die" over food she just dislikes—how on earth was she raised?

Well, I'm not saying picky eating is wrong, but throwing food around and making such a mess because you won't eat it is definitely not okay, right?

If I gradually fix her habits like this—

"Keh, kehuk... kehuk...!!"

"Huh...?"

But something about Alicia's reaction seemed off.

Having inadvertently eaten the bread, Alicia suddenly coughed violently, then clutched her throat and collapsed onto the table.

Huh? Did it go down the wrong pipe?

Well, I did make her eat it too quickly... no, this isn't the time for this.

"Young Lady. I'm sorry. Here's some water... hm?"

I hurriedly poured water into a cup and handed it to Alicia, but something strange caught my eye.

Countless red hives had risen on Alicia's neck.

Those weren't there just moments ago... wait, is this an allergy? Raisins... pine nut allergy?

"Th-this is why I said I didn't want to eat it..."

"...Ah."

Alicia looked at me with teary eyes, filling that gaze with all the resentment she could muster. Her voice was as thin and unstable as if she had asthma.

...I'm screwed.

Ch.6 - Misunderstanding (2)
"Alicia, Alicia!! Snap out of it!!"

This... what do I do about this?

That bread is what I was just eating, so there's no possibility of poison.

Her airway is narrowing, her breathing is getting rapid, and a rash is breaking out—no matter how I look at it, this is definitely an allergy.

And seeing how suddenly the symptoms progressed, it must be a nut allergy, specifically pine nuts.

"Vitamin C... no, bring me lemons, and ginger and onions too!!"

"Wait, why would you suddenly need those..."

"Hurry!! I need to grind them, so bring cooking utensils too!!"

"A-alright."

First, I order them to bring foods that have excellent performance in alleviating allergic reactions. Fortunately, since this is the Duke's castle, most foods are stocked in advance, so there's no need to go far to find them.

It feels a bit strange and reluctant to follow orders from someone as young as me, but clearly the situation is what it is, so everyone seems to accept it half-heartedly.

"Has this happened before?"

"No... it hasn't. I've never seen it either. She would throw away any food with pine nuts in it the moment it touched her tongue, saying she hated it."

"Kuk..."

The greatly flustered maid slowly answers my question.

That means... Alicia didn't expect this to happen either. Until now, even just touching pine nuts to her tongue made her feel disgusted from the allergic reaction, so she would spit it out without swallowing?

But now she swallowed it.

And the reason is obviously because of me.

Going on about courtesy toward the person who made it, Alicia, who hated eating pine nuts due to her allergic reaction, was forced to eat them. Even enduring her body rejecting and turning inside out.

"Ah, agh... *cough*..."

The sight of Alicia suffering with her face flushed red fills my vision. The more I hear Alicia's voice in pain, the more guilt sweeps through my body, driving me crazy.

This is clearly my fault.

Somehow... I have to alleviate the symptoms.

"...I'm sorry."

"Ugh... ngh..."

I place my hand on Alicia's forehead. A mere 8-year-old doing this to a 9-year-old—it must look utterly ridiculous to adults, but to me it's deadly serious.

When Alicia receives my touch, she's startled at first, her eyes trembling, but soon realizes the owner of that touch is me and calms down. She's still breathing with difficulty, but it's clearly better than before.

"Here, I brought everything you asked for!!"

At that moment, the door opens roughly and a servant appears, arms full of what I requested. From lemons to onions, ginger, and cooking utensils—nothing is missing.

...Good, I'll make those into juice, have Alicia drink it, and monitor her progress. She didn't eat much pine nut, so she should be able to recover just fine.

**********

*Ugh... my throat hurts...*

It's so hard to breathe. My throat is stinging, and every time I breathe, nausea rises and my insides tremble.

But strangely, my mood isn't that bad despite it all.

Is it because of that touch?

*...Ugh.*

I can still feel the sensation of that hand worriedly stroking me gently. The afterglow remains so strongly that if I concentrate, I feel like I could even sense the body heat transmitted through that hand.

Until now, I couldn't understand why dogs were happy when their owners petted them, but now I think I vaguely under— no, that's not it. I'm not some dog. What am I even thinking right now?

[I'm sorry.]

"Gya—!?"

At that moment, the voice I heard faintly earlier resurfaces in my mind, and my waist involuntarily springs upward.

My muscles spasm and tremble, making me feel as if I've fallen from somewhere high. It's the complete opposite of my body shooting upward.

"Khaak!!"

"Uh... huh?"

But something is strange. The moment my body shot up, I felt a slight impact on my head, and simultaneously a short, sharp scream assaults my ears.

Wondering what happened, I quickly turn my head toward the sound, and there's Carl, sprawled backward helplessly.

Carl...

So defenseless like that... ugh.

"Ah, ahem. Sorry, I'm sorry."

Looking at Carl makes my tongue twist without realizing it. Connecting Carl's swollen red chin with the impact remaining on my head, it's not difficult to guess what just happened.

As soon as I realize that fact, an apology reflexively bursts from my mouth.

Even though I should be the one receiving the apology.

"Krrgh... no, I'm the one who's more sorry."

At that moment, as if reading my thoughts, an apology flies from Carl.

Carl, who seems to have bitten his tongue and is grimacing, desperately suppresses the pain and speaks to me with his stiffened tongue.

As I listen to Carl's apology and look around, I see lemons, ginger, and onions glowing in the reddened sunset light. I also see that terribly awful-tasting beverage made by grinding them all together.

I know the taste of that drink.

The memory is extremely hazy, making it very difficult to recall exactly what it tasted like, but the image of Carl carefully feeding it to me at the edge of my consciousness is firmly imprinted in my mind.

...What the hell, why do I only remember things like this?

"Oh really? So you know you're sorry?"

"..."

As that fact sweeps through my mind, harsh words burst from my mouth without realizing it.

I don't know why I'm doing this and I don't want to, but somehow I can't help spitting out insults.

"I said I didn't want to eat it. Even though I said I didn't want to put it in my mouth, you forced it in? This is why men are, tsk."

Honestly speaking, Carl didn't force it in. I thought Carl's words were right, so I desperately suppressed the disgusting feeling rising in my throat and swallowed it myself, didn't I?

But so what?

I feel like I absolutely can't admit that here and now. I'm so embarrassed I could go crazy.

"...I'm sorry."

But despite me being so prickly, Carl doesn't talk back to me like before. He just hangs his head low, unable to say anything, just floundering.

...No.

That's not it.

Don't do that.

You can't do that too.

If even you act so servile toward me... I... I...

Kuk...!

"Prostrate yourself."

"...What?"

"I said prostrate yourself. If you're that sorry, you should naturally show the courtesy of bowing your head and apologizing to me! That's right, prostrate yourself and lick my feet!!"

...No.

I, I made another mistake.

Even though Carl was in the wrong, is there any need to give such a cruel insult?

For a noble, bowing one's head is a slave's etiquette, yet I'm telling Carl, a noble, to bow his head? And then telling him to lick my feet on top of that—even if he was wrong first, anyone would think this isn't right.

He'll definitely be angry and hate me for making such an absurd demand.

...Haha, why am I like this?

I could just speak honestly, so why am I going this far—

*Thud—*

"...Huh?"

But something is strange.

Carl, who may work as my servant but whose status is no less than mine as the son of a Margrave, is bowing his head toward me.

No, it's not just bowing his head. Carl's head is too far down, pressed against the floor.

Surprised, I slowly lower my gaze, and there's Carl, perfectly prostrated toward me. Not just bending his knees, but truly bowing his head to me. His forehead is touching the floor.

"Hey, hey..."

You... you shouldn't do that...?

You can't act so servile toward me too. How can you comply with such an outrageous demand?

But... even so... why is my heart pounding like this... no, that's not what's important right now.

I need to quickly make him angry at me like before—

*Swoosh—*

"Hiyaah?! Wh-what are you doing!!"

At that moment, my skirt feels very cool, and Carl is right below me.

Carl's appearance, extending his head and slowly approaching me, is... how should I put it? It's extremely frightening, yet I feel some kind of dangerous satisfaction.

And the more I feel that dangerous satisfaction, the more fear that I shouldn't feel this sensation wraps around my entire body.

This... this... I can't. I have to resist.

"You told me to lick your feet."

"That was just something I said, you idiot!! What kind of fool actually licks when told to lick!!"

*STOMP—!!*

Alicia modestly clasps her hands together to press down her skirt and cover her lower body, then lifts her leg with all her might and stomps down, trampling Carl's body.

Of course, no matter how hard she strikes, it's just the footwork of a 9-year-old, so rather than hurting, it's more like a massage, but Alicia can't care about such things right now.

Only the humiliation of somehow needing to beat up Carl for doing this perverted thing fills her mind.

"Die, die, die!!!"

"Wait, wai— *cough*—!!"

But even if it's the weak kicks of a 9-year-old girl, the one receiving them is merely an 8-year-old young boy.

Carl, taking each of Alicia's kicks as considerable blows, desperately waves his hands trying to block Alicia's kicks, but it's not enough.

The room that had been filled with a gloomy atmosphere just moments ago is now filled with anger and pain as if nothing had happened.

But no one in this room dislikes the changed atmosphere. Because this is better than the gloomy mood.

Ch.7 - Misunderstanding (3)
"Aah, aaaagh..."

My whole body aches. Every time I move a joint, my bones creak with a horrifyingly chilling sound.

My muscles, hardened like stone, make tearing sounds whenever I try to move, and my insides, trampled so thoroughly by Alicia, are screaming in protest.

Crazy bitch.

She told me to lick her foot, so I tried to lick it—was that really worth beating me up this badly?

Ugh... This is from a mere 9-year-old's kicks? I know girls mature faster than boys, but isn't this difference too extreme...? It feels like I got beaten by some 180cm, 150kg muscle monster.

*But still... I don't feel that bad about it.*

I'm not saying I'm some pervert who enjoys getting hit.

I'm just grateful that Alicia got so angry in that uncomfortable place, in that atmosphere that felt like punishing a condemned criminal.

That uncomfortable, guilt-ridden space vanished in an instant.

Since physical pain is several times easier to endure than mental anguish, Alicia's rage came at really perfect timing.

"Aaah..."

But I do regret it a little.

It hurts. It hurts way too much.

Now that I think about it, back in elementary school, the boys in my class were always getting beaten up by the girls—so this is why.

Young boys can't physically beat young girls. The muscle mass difference is more than double.

"Are you alright?"

As I groan, suppressing the throbbing pain, a dry voice reaches me from nearby.

When I turn my gaze there, a girl is standing blankly in a spot that was definitely empty just moments ago.

"Ah... It's Sarah."

The girl's name is Sarah von Mühlhausen.

As you can tell from her name, she's from an external noble family like me—a blonde, blue-eyed girl who came from the Barony of Mühlhausen to work as a maid at House Niederbaben.

In the novel, she played the role of an emotionless maid who cleaned up after Alicia's accidents. Though I'm going to change the future this child will face.

Anyway, she's 7 years old, one year younger than me. While that's quite young, she's remarkably mature for her age. Isn't she worrying about me right now?

...This isn't right. A child should act like a child, but she started working in society too early and lost her childlike nature.

"Here, willow tea."

"Thanks."

I quickly grab the willow tea Sarah offers and drink it. It tastes terrible—hardly deserving of the word "tea"—but I have to drink it somehow.

This is aspirin, after all.

Unlike the refined pills of modern medicine, it takes a bit longer to work, but what matters is that it definitely has an effect.

This is a world with magic, and perhaps because of that, medical development is terribly poor.

If I can't somehow rely on pain relief and endure until natural healing occurs, healing magic is the only answer.

[Can't you use... healing magic...? It hurts so much, like my bones are cracked...]

[Unless you're literally on the verge of death, healing magic shouldn't be overused. Your body becomes dependent on the external factor of healing magic and forgets how to heal itself. You could catch a simple cold that lasts over half a year and die from pneumonia. There's no fool anywhere in this world who would use healing magic for something as trivial as getting beaten up.]

[Th-then at least a potion...]

[Potions also make your body dependent on them—what are you talking about? Stop saying strange things and just rest quietly.]

[Ugh...]

The words of the court physician who came to examine me flash through my mind.

The body becoming dependent on healing magic and potions... What the hell is that? How can that be?

I thought magic could just solve everything with a *poof*... I never wrote such a setting...

Once I learn magic, I'll develop healing magic that can be used freely without such restrictions... Potions too...

"You're thinking strange thoughts."

"...Be quiet."

The unwelcome voice from beside me cuts off my train of thought. When I turn my gaze again, Sarah is looking down at me with somewhat gloomy eyes, sighing.

What's with those eyes? They're like the eyes of a child annoyed by another child's antics, despite being a child herself.

Don't look at me with those eyes!!

"Once you've recovered, please come to the Duke's office."

"The Duke's?"

"Why so surprised? Did you think I came here just to bring you tea?"

Regardless of how I react, Sarah continues speaking matter-of-factly.

Her tone is extremely flat and dry, but somehow feels too sharp and pointed.

It's as if her true feelings are saying, *Why should I worry about someone like you?*... Nah, must be my imagination, right?

And the Duke summoned me... Definitely not for good news.

Alicia's outburst must have reached the Duke's ears, and he must know that the cause was the bread I fed her... Hmm, is he calling me to punish me?

"The Duke said that since Carl is a patient, he'd use a messenger around your age rather than an adult to avoid stimulating you too much. That's why I'm here."

"...Right, thanks. Good work."

"...? I came because I was ordered to. Why are you thanking me?"

Sarah tilts her head with a slightly puzzled expression, showing an attitude that suggests she doesn't understand my gratitude.

It's not that Sarah has some malice and is pretending not to know my thanks—she genuinely doesn't understand why I'm expressing gratitude to her.

...Did she start working in society at too young an age? She can't properly respond to external kindness.

This is why child labor is prohibited... As a modern person, this is too hard to bear. Children should act like children.

"Anyway, rest well. I'll be going now."

"Yeah... Take care."

Even with my bones creaking, muscles hardened like stone, and insides twisted, I raise my hand to see Sarah off.

Ah, ugh... It really hurts too much. Just how hard did she stomp on me...

**********

"Alicia collapsed after eating the bread? Did the poisoning succeed?"

"No, Young Master. She did collapse, but it wasn't poison."

"What...? What do you mean?"

Meanwhile, somewhere in a secluded place, a conversation too significant to dismiss casually is leaking out.

From rejoicing that Alicia collapsed to being disappointed that she didn't consume poison—these are hardly appropriate reactions to a major incident involving the Duke's daughter collapsing.

"Yes, the reason Alicia collapsed is due to an illness called pine nut allergy."

"Pine nut allergy?"

"I hear that Alicia's body cannot accept pine nuts. It's a frightening illness that can lead to death if the symptoms are severe. In fact, the servants and maids we planted near Alicia reported that she was in a state where sudden death wouldn't have been surprising. It even seemed more lethal than the poison we used."

"More lethal! That's excellent, truly God is watching over me... Wait, you said she *was* in a state where sudden death wouldn't be surprising? Does that mean she's not anymore?"

"Yes, the new page who arrived yesterday treated Alicia."

The unidentified person wrinkles their face upon hearing their confidant's report.

"Treated her? If he's a page, he must be young—can he use magic at that age?"

"No, it seems to be just simple folk remedies. He treated her using foods like lemon, ginger, and onions. And... it's presumed that this page also ate the bread we prepared."

"What the hell..."

The person, whose throat fills with words like *What kind of nonsense is that?*, suppresses them with superhuman patience.

Disappointed that the poisoning failed, then pleased that she caught an illness more lethal than poison, only to hear she was cured with folk remedies?

And the bread we painstakingly prepared wasn't eaten by Alicia but by that bastard instead?

Are you kidding me? What is this?

"What's that bastard's name?"

"Carl von Firmont."

"Carl von Firmont... Wait, Firmont? A child of House Firmont?"

What the hell is this now?

Why is a child of House Firmont here?

If it's the Margraviate of Firmont, that's a position that can completely rival House Niederbaben.

While titles are difficult to compare directly, the Duchy of Niederbaben can confidently claim superiority over other houses, and so can the Margraviate of Firmont.

Comparing the two, it's hard to say definitively which has higher social standing, and aren't their positions equal under noble law?

Yet they're using a child of the Margraviate of Firmont as a page?

*How... is this possible?*

While using a high-ranking noble as a page raises the employer's prestige—which is good—it lowers the employed noble house's prestige, so they should have refused, right?

What method did Father use to succeed in such a thing? And why didn't I hear about such a high-ranking page joining us? Did Father deliberately hide it?

...No, such trivial details aren't important right now.

What matters more is that an annoying bastard has attached himself to Alicia. Someone with such high status that I can't just crush him recklessly.

"Keep a close eye on this Carl fellow. The poison we prepared was specialized for women, so he won't die and should be able to move around normally soon."

"I'll prepare the carriage, wine, and terrace."

"Stand by ready to execute at my signal. Given his status, if we kill him rashly, the Niederbaben I'm to inherit might face difficulties."

"Yes, Young Master."

With those words, no more voices can be heard.

Despite the sun still hanging prominently in the blue sky outside the window, the room is as dark as midnight.

Ch.8 - Misunderstanding (4)
"...You're really exaggerating."

"Did you come here to make fun of me?"

"Then why else would I be here worrying about you?"

Alicia stands awkwardly beside me as I lie in bed, aching. Maybe it's because she's so small as a child, but when I turn my head to the side, her face is right in front of mine.

...That's way too close. Back off a little.

"How can you be bedridden for two whole days from just a kick? What are you even doing?"

"...Is that something the person who did this to me should say?"

"You shouldn't have done something perverted. Why would you kiss someone's foot?"

"You told me to."

"What kind of idiot actually does something just because someone tells them to?"

Alicia looks at me with her eyes half-closed, her face heavily shadowed as she says this.

No, I'm seriously being wronged here.

You forced me to do it, and now you're attacking me for actually doing it—what's up with that...

I mean, sure... I did vaguely sense that kissing someone's foot was weird... but Alicia's energy was so intense that it didn't seem like she was joking at all.

*And I felt really sorry for Alicia too.*

Hadn't Alicia been on the brink of death because I forced her to eat pine nuts?

She ate the pine nuts at lunch and passed out, only waking up when the sun was setting, right?

That's roughly six hours of being unconscious. If someone's out that long, there's a very high chance it could lead to something truly terrible, which scared me so much.

Since it was an immune overreaction rather than external poison or disease, healing magic didn't work at all either.

When Alicia, who had just been on death's door moments ago, got furious and told me to hurry up and prostrate myself and lick her foot, my mind wasn't sound enough to feel any resistance to it.

"A-anyway... does it really hurt that much?"

"Yeah... It's been two days so I'm a bit better today, but I still feel some lingering pain. My joints and muscles are fine now, but my stomach's pretty twisted up. I feel nauseous and dizzy too."

"What the... Why are you still like that?"

Instantly realizing I'm not lying, Alicia lowers the corners of her eyes and genuinely worries about me. She's not being sarcastic—she's truly concerned only about me.

It's hard to believe that such a pure and kind child will grow up to become a villainess who tortures others indiscriminately and orders executions without hesitation.

When I first came to House Niederbaben, I thought I wouldn't care much what happened to Alicia... but not anymore. I want to protect that innocence.

"Anyway, leave now. It's hard to talk."

"O-okay... I'll leave the willow tea here. Drink it if you're struggling."

"Yeah, thanks."

With her usual arrogant attitude completely gone, Alicia shrinks back and accepts my request to leave.

...I really can't imagine such a cute and innocent child growing up like that.

**********

*Creeeak—*

*What, what... He's really exaggerating.*

Alicia carefully closes the door so as not to startle Carl, thinking to herself indignantly. No matter how she thinks about it, she didn't kick him that hard.

*A little... no, I stepped on him and kicked him moderately, but still, it's not enough to hurt that much, right?*

What kind of person in the world writhes in pain like they've been poisoned just from being hit by a girl?

He was in so much pain that she couldn't be harsh with him. At first, she was going to hit him a few times and tell him to stop exaggerating, but seeing how much pain he was in, that thought completely vanished.

*...No, I still didn't do anything wrong. Who actually licks someone's foot when told to?*

Getting kicked is actually a pretty mild punishment, isn't it? It's Carl who's weird for hurting that much from just a girl's kick.

Right, exactly. Carl's the weird one. Carl's the bad one.

Carl's so weak that he hurts that much from just a kick like that, right? I did nothing wrong. Nothing at all.

To moan in pain for two whole days from just getting kicked a little—just how weak is his body—

[Ugh... ahhh...]

*Flinch—*

The moment she recalls Carl's pained sounds, something chilling runs down her spine from behind.

The sensation of goosebumps starting at the nape of her neck travels coldly down her spine and eventually wraps completely around her entire body.

The goosebumps were so intense she was momentarily startled... but strangely, it doesn't feel bad.

Such a cold, sticky sensation running over her entire body—this kind of feeling should normally feel unpleasant.

And that's not all. Even the corners of her mouth are trembling oddly.

It's not unpleasant... it's more like vaguely pleasant... ugh...

*What is this... what is this...?*

Dangerous. This is too dangerous.

If she starts enjoying this sensation, she feels like something will break badly inside her.

But... strangely, she doesn't want to resist this feeling. Her body, her soul, her instincts are all screaming to give her more of this sensation.

As if this is her destiny, what she will face in the future.

She's inflicted violence and oppression on countless others until now, but she's never felt this sensation even once.

Yet nothing has changed about what she's doing.

The only difference is who she's doing it to.

She wants to feel this sensation more, much more.

*Gulp—*

"L-let's go back. The tutor will be coming."

Alicia desperately suppresses her pounding heart, swallows dryly, and hurriedly leaves.

In her excitement, Alicia doesn't notice at all that someone is watching her until she leaves the doorway.

**********

"Alicia has an illness?"

"Yes, Your Highness. More precisely, it should be called a constitution rather than an illness. An illness implies something that can be cured, doesn't it?"

Four days later, with my condition fully recovered, I straighten my posture and report to Duke Niederbaben.

Since I'd already told him everything in advance, I think he probably knows the general information through the servants, but Duke Niederbaben listens carefully to what I'm saying as if hearing it for the first time.

"Alicia's body recognizes pine nuts as poison, and it perceives pushing the poison out of her body as the normal state. So healing magic—"

"That's why healing magic, which returns abnormality to normalcy, didn't work. There's no healing magic that would tell the body to accept poison rather than reject it."

"Yes, exactly. She'll likely show similar reactions to other nuts like walnuts or almonds as well."

Hearing my report, the Duke rests his fingers on his chin and ponders something deeply. He's probably thinking that from now on, pine nuts and other nuts shouldn't be brought in.

Not knowing about allergies—it's a bit hard to understand... Well, allergies are conditions that became more frequent in modern people who lost opportunities to build immunity, right?

For people of this era with no concept of hygiene, it must be an extremely rare condition.

"But how did you know that? Did you know Alicia would react that way if she ate pine nuts?"

But it seems my assumption was wrong. The Duke isn't concerned about filtering food, but rather curious about how I knew such information.

I didn't just know about the condition—I even treated it, didn't I? Using foods with antihistamine properties like lemon, ginger, and onion.

"I learned... a lot from physicians, so I came to know about it, but I didn't know Alicia would react that way to pine nuts. I fed her the bread simply to teach her that throwing food isn't proper etiquette."

The last two parts are true, but the first part is a lie. Actually, I learned it from reading columns in my past life, so strictly speaking, it's not entirely false, is it?

It's not exactly a lie... but somehow I feel anxious, like I'm lying.

"If you say so, then it must be so. I understand."

The Duke, who had been looking at me with narrowed eyes, soon says this and closes his eyes.

...Did I get away with it?

Hmm, he shows so little expression that I can't tell. It kind of seems like he's just pretending not to know and letting it slide... Well, since he didn't press further, I guess it's fine.

"But Carl, did you really lie bedridden like that just from being hit by a girl? You were lying down for four whole days, weren't you?"

Having apparently asked everything he was curious about regarding the allergy, Duke Niederbaben abruptly changes the subject.

...His tone is kind of annoying. It's like he's making fun of me.

"That is... yes, that's correct."

"Huh... tsk tsk, what use is a man with such a weak body? And you weren't even hit by another man, but by a woman—a girl at that?"

Now he's not just teasing but even pitying me. He's talking as if I'm someone severely lacking.

But that's not... it's not like that...

Before puberty, girls develop faster than boys, so if you're young, girls have more muscle mass... it can't be helped...

"Are you upset? Can't even handle being called weak when you are weak, tsk tsk. You've embarrassed the Duke's reputation."

"I'm... not."

"Not what? Your face is full of dissatisfaction. I'll arrange someone for you to train with, so at least don't be a guard weaker than your master."

...?

Someone to train with?

What's that about?

"Did you think I'd just leave someone as weak as you attached to my precious youngest daughter? You'll be working by Alicia's side continuously, so learn at least the basics of martial arts."

Without caring about my confusion, the Duke proceeds with the conversation on his own. As if my opinion doesn't need to be heard, the Duke arbitrarily passes judgment on my future.

Huh...?

This isn't the future I wanted...? I came here to work comfortably as a servant doing odd jobs and then retire...?

Huh?

Ch.9 - Learning (1)
"What a windfall."

Watching Carl leave with disciplined and dignified posture after his greeting, Duke Niederbaben inwardly rejoices.

If he weren't conscious of being a Duke, he would have been delighted enough to pump his fist against his chest.

"Is he really 8 years old?"

And while the Duke feels elated, he's simultaneously shocked.

Having raised many children, the Duke knows the behavior of 8-year-olds very well, and in his eyes, Carl is calmly and perfectly executing behavior utterly unsuited to his age.

Not only is he acting mature, but he even possesses all sorts of medical knowledge—to the Duke, Carl is truly the optimal choice for an attendant.

"Well, House Firmont is a margraviate guarding the Empire's frontier, so they must get injured often and know medicine very well."

Unlike Carl's concerns, the Duke didn't find Carl's excuse strange.

Humans have always used information as the ultimate weapon regardless of era, and have desperately hidden information from others accordingly.

Since it's quite common in life to encounter cases where others know things you don't, the Duke instantly accepted Carl's excuse that he'd heard about allergies from a physician at his main house.

And that acceptance led to Carl's value rising even higher.

A high-ranking attendant who, despite his high status, is extremely polite and mature beyond his young years. Moreover, doesn't he possess various medical knowledge?

Being able to have such an attendant is in the realm of heavenly fortune that money can't buy, so Duke Niederbaben is struggling to suppress his involuntary smile.

"But his strength was quite disappointing. I suppose no one is perfect after all."

However, even Carl was terribly lacking in martial arts, which allowed the Duke to barely suppress his soaring mood.

Magic was one thing—he hadn't had a proper chance to learn it yet—but being weaker than a girl was somewhat quite unreasonable, wasn't it? Getting kicked by a girl and being bedridden for four days—does that make any sense?

"Philip, prepare."

"Yes, Your Grace."

Philip, the dedicated attendant waiting nearby, nods at the Duke's command.

Having heard the entire conversation between Carl and the Duke, he doesn't need to be told specifically what to prepare. Philip's mind is filled only with plans for how to perfect Carl.

***

Thud-thud-thud—!!

All sorts of writing instruments, paper, and books fly through the air before finally crashing to the floor.

The noisy sound of falling objects fills the room, but that sound is soon buried and disappears beneath the roar that follows.

"Lady Alicia... please..."

"Shut up!!"

The teacher cowers in fear at Alicia's rebuke.

A teacher being frightened by a mere 9-year-old girl—it's absurd, but the difference in status made it possible.

"Now get out, I'm bored. Studying isn't fun. I already know everything anyway."

"A-already know... such an absurd claim..."

"So you're saying I'm lying right now?"

The teacher's response of "yes" rises to the tip of his throat, but he barely suppresses it with desperate patience. Claiming to have perfectly grasped everything in just one hour—where in the world does such a case exist?

There's no one in this world who can perfectly memorize foreign language vocabulary after reading it just a few times, so the teacher judges that Alicia is lying.

"...No, my lady."

But the teacher doesn't have the guts to point that out directly.

Even though he clearly knows she's lying, the teacher doesn't challenge Alicia's unreasonable words and bows his head dejectedly.

"But His Grace the Duke told me to—"

"Can't you hear me? Get out."

"—...Yes, Lady Alicia."

Having tried bringing up Duke Niederbaben as a last resort only to be instantly shut down, the teacher has no more options left.

He knows he'll be punished by the Duke if he stops the lesson like this, but if he stays put, Alicia will directly tell the Duke and demand punishment.

If Alicia demands punishment, he'll have to go through the difficulty of finding another job, so having received Alicia's repeated orders to leave, the teacher gives up arguing and leaves with his head bowed.

The teacher, who doesn't feel obligated to desperately teach Alicia with her strange personality, simply went outside obediently.

Just thinking that as long as he gets paid properly, that's all that matters.

*Tsk.*

And watching the teacher's retreating figure, Alicia clicks her tongue loudly inwardly.

*As expected, they're all weak and have no backbone.*

Cowards who all stammer and run away when pressed down by status differences.

Even though as a teacher he should have a duty to teach her, he throws that aside and obediently follows orders to go outside—what kind of behavior is that?

Isn't it no different from a dog that should guard the house not guarding it and just lazing about?

No matter how much I ordered him to leave, shouldn't he at least try his best to persuade me?

Right, at least like Carl, when I do something wrong, he should give me honest advice to stop—ugh...!

*No no no, why am I thinking of him here—*

Bang—!

"Kyaaah!?"

Alicia, who had been sitting reclined in her chair, loses her balance and falls, sprawling on the floor. The sharp sound of the chair hitting the floor and the dull sound of her body falling fill the room.

Alicia's delicate body, taking the full impact that swept through her entire body, left her feeling dazed.

"Ugh... uugh..."

Alicia feels embarrassed even though no one is watching.

She's not feeling embarrassed about falling ungracefully. She's feeling embarrassed about herself for thinking of Carl even in this situation.

"...Ahem, anyway, everyone really is stupid."

Alicia, embarrassed by this side of herself, shakes her head vigorously to shake off thoughts of Carl.

Of course, since such physical actions won't completely shake them off, Alicia feels the need to think about something completely different in addition to shaking her head.

And the subject of those thoughts would be the useless teacher who just left.

"They're all unpleasant. Just how much do they think I'm an idiot to keep repeating the same things."

Looking at the papers and books scattered on the floor, Alicia thinks.

There can't be any fool in the world who can't immediately memorize such easy words, can there?

It's not much different from continuously making someone write 1+1=2 on paper, so Alicia even felt greatly insulted by the teacher who kept making her write these facts repeatedly.

"(Apple, sword, spear, bread, wheat, farm, rabbit, deer, tree, noble, king, emperor...)"

*Really, why do they keep making me write these things.*

Alicia lets out a hollow laugh while reciting the foreign vocabulary she just learned.

As expected, that teacher who keeps making her read and write such words must be an idiot, and such an incompetent teacher who even sees me as a fool on top of that is unnecessary.

She should tell Father to kick him out starting today.

***

"Um... I need to attend to the Young Lady. So this—"

"Lady Alicia has numerous attendants and maids attached to her. One young page won't be missed."

Flick flick—

The swordsmanship instructor prepared by the Duchy cuts off my words and flicks his fingers, gesturing for me to pick up the wooden sword lying on the ground.

As if extremely annoyed, as if he doesn't want to do this pointless thing, as if wondering why he has to teach such a brat—that atmosphere reeks from him.

Not just his actions, but his expression also looks like he's viewing something inferior.

...His behavior is really irritating, isn't it?

If we're just talking about status, I'm the son of a Margrave, which is higher than some knight, so what's with that attitude?

"Tsk... Why do I have to waste time on this."

The knight's quiet mutter reaches my ears clearly.

What, did he say it for me to hear? Waste of time? Teaching me is a waste of time?

...Ha.

Hahaha...

"Don't want to? Then fine, let's stop. It's completely useless anyway. In about 4 more years—"

Swoosh—

My vision twitches and my ears feel stuffy, so I can't properly hear what the knight is saying. Even though it's several times louder than the mutter from before.

I simply pick up the sword covered in dust, and seeing me, the knight opens his mouth and stops moving, then eventually starts speaking.

It was hard to properly understand what he was saying, but seeing him take some kind of stance, it seems the sword training will proceed properly.

*Huuuuu...*

Honestly, I don't want to do this either.

I could just coast through life by staying quietly by Alicia's side anyway, so there's no need to do such hard work, is there?

But... somehow it feels like I'd be losing big if I did that. I want to beat down that knight and make him crawl at my feet.

...Of course, right now the size difference is too extreme so it's impossible and I'll have to wait many years.

Ch.10 - Learning (2)
'...What?'

This is completely different from what I heard. I was told he was merely intelligent, but his body was too frail to be of any use—but that's not the case at all, is it?

Of course, I hadn't taken those words at face value. There's only so much an 8-year-old's body can do, no matter how fit, and children that age are naturally fragile anyway.

Besides, since nobles generally frowned upon training their children from a young age, I had planned to just familiarize myself with him today and start training in a few years.

But... I was wrong.


[I want to use a real sword.]

[...It'll be heavy.]

[Give it to me.]


Giving a real sword to a young child—it's utterly irresponsible and absurd, but I had no choice.

Setting aside his fierce demeanor, his form when swinging the wooden sword was far too good.

His appearance was merely that of a young child, but his sword-wielding stance was exactly like that of a knight.

Moved by his incredibly disciplined swings, I found myself handing Carl a real sword before I knew it, and the result of that action brought yet another surprise.

*Shwick—!*

"..."

The straw dummy I'd prepared was cut remarkably cleanly. Not just "for a young child"—it was clean even by adult standards.

Straw dummies are made of multiple strands bundled together, making them quite difficult to cut cleanly in one stroke, yet this child managed it.

Of course, any knight trained in swordsmanship can do this much.

If you perfectly align the blade's edge with the direction of force and maintain consistent power and direction even when cutting through each strand of straw, it's possible to slice through a straw dummy with minimal strength.

But if an 8-year-old child succeeds at this, the story changes completely.

Despite lacking strength due to his youth, to maintain the same direction of force throughout—that's... as far as I know, nearly impossible.

For a young child without muscle strength to swing a heavy sword while maintaining consistent force direction is as difficult as a full-grown adult standing perfectly upright on flat ground at a 10-degree angle.

No, it's not just difficult—it should be impossible.


*Shwick— Shwick—!!*


The straw dummies I'd prepared are literally being cut down.

As I stare blankly at the training materials instantly transforming into livestock feed, something stirs deep within my heart.

To cut so cleanly with purely instinctive swings—there's almost nothing I can teach him about slashing techniques.

If his body fully matures... what will happen then?

This child... no, this person must become a knight.



**********



My muscles... hurt...

My joints are throbbing...

I knew I shouldn't have swung a sword around so recklessly. Swinging such a heavy iron sword with a child's body—of course my body aches and throbs like this.

Swordsmanship just isn't for me.


*'If I really need to develop some kind of combat ability, magic is better than swordsmanship!'*


This is a fantasy world, isn't it?

You can practice swordsmanship on Earth too, so it seems wrong to come to a fantasy world and still learn swordsmanship. No, it doesn't just seem wrong—it is wrong.

I should learn magic instead. If I tried to learn swordsmanship, I'd suffer from muscle pain like this every day... Ugh, just imagining it is horrifying.


"You're hurt again? What kind of person gets injured this much when they haven't even been here a month?"

"Shut up."


Looking at me lying sick in bed with an expressionless face, Sarah tears into me quite scathingly.

So much so that I just realized for the first time that someone can put that much emotion into their words despite having an expressionless face.

The words are mainly filled with annoyance, disbelief, and mockery, but at the same time, there's also concern for me. Though it's added in a very small amount, like just enough to provide fragrance.

Ugh... but I have nothing to say even if I had ten mouths.

I'm the one at fault for swinging the sword so violently despite knowing full well my body is weak.

My muscles are pulling so tightly, I need a massage.


*Knead knead—*

"Then I'll leave the tea here as usual. Stop drinking so much willow tea, do you even know what this... What are you doing?"

"My muscles hurt."


But Sarah's reaction to seeing me massage myself is a bit strange.

She's still expressionless, but the light in her eyes can't be hidden. Sarah watches what I'm doing with sparkling eyes, clearly very interested.


"Can I try that?"

"Huh?"


And Sarah finally acts to satisfy her curiosity.

Extending her small hands, Sarah grabs the arm I was kneading, then starts kneading it just as I had been doing. She acted so quickly I didn't have time to stop her.

...What is this even.

It's just simple kneading, so it's not even refreshing.


"If you're going to care about me that much anyway, step on my back, arms, and legs."

"...Step on you?"

"Yeah, step on me. That would actually be better."


Sarah tilts her head at my words and pauses briefly, then takes her hands off my arm, stands up, and climbs onto the bed where I'm lying.

At least she took off her shoes. She's not an uncivilized person like Americans who lie on beds with shoes on.


*Crack—*

"Ugh..."

"...Are you really okay? That was a loud sound."

"Y-yeah... I'm fine, keep stepping. Oh, and my arms and legs too, please."


And my choice brings the right result.

My muscles and bones, which weren't satisfied with just a child's grip strength kneading them, are practically screaming with joy as they receive the pressure of 30kg of body weight pressing down.

As my back, arms, and legs get stepped on, the tense muscles loosen and the pain completely disappears.

Kuh, kuhh... This is good... So refreshing...

It's incomparable to my own fumbling. This is why my parents kept asking me to step on them when I was young—


*CRASH—!!*

"—?"


At that moment, an incredibly loud noise fills the room.

The source is the door—it was opened so forcefully that the wall hit by the opened door vibrates greatly, shaking the room.


"Hey, I heard you're lying sick again!? Just how weak are you—..."


Alicia, who appeared from beyond the door, seemed to intend to tease me at first, but suddenly shut her mouth.

With her eyes and mouth wide open, staring this way and frozen in place, she seems greatly shocked for some reason.


"...Did you like being stepped on that much?"

"What nonsense is that."


After a few seconds of chilling silence, Alicia slowly opens her mouth while shuddering.

Alicia's words contain such a mix of emotions that it's hard to pinpoint exactly what she's feeling right now.

But unlike her words, Alicia's expression was far too... easy to read.

Her facial muscles are trembling as she desperately tries to suppress her mouth corners from moving on their own... clearly emotions of envy and jealousy.


"Alicia, wait a moment."


It seems she's thoroughly misunderstood something, but unfortunately, I had no chance to explain.

Ignoring everything else and striding toward me, Alicia eventually lifted only her eyes without raising her head to glare at Sarah above me, and Sarah carefully descended from my back with her head lowered. Since she was behind my back, I couldn't see what expression Sarah was making, but she was probably expressionless as usual, right?

Everything happened so quickly, and Alicia's expression looking at Sarah was quite frightening, so I could only remain dazed until Alicia climbed onto my back.


"If you like being stepped on that much, I'll do it for you. You should have said something, hmm?"

"It's not like that. My muscles were just tense so I needed a mass—"

*CRACK—!*

"—Ugh...!!"


Heavy. I thought there'd be a bigger weight difference since she's 9 years old, two years older than Sarah, but even so, this is too heavy.

My bones and muscles, which had been pleasantly accepting Sarah's weight, seem to find Alicia's weight extremely difficult to bear. I don't feel any refreshing sensation, only pain.

At least the tense muscles are loosening... but it seems my body will turn into dried fish faster than that.


*Stomp— Stomp—!!*

"Wa-wait...!"

"Kahak...!"


And it's not just stepping.

While trampling me, she's also kicking forcefully, so the pain wraps around my entire body, making it too painful to think properly.

But the problem is I can't escape from here.

Since she's standing on my back, if I twist my body to escape, Alicia will surely lose her balance and fall. It would be fine if she fell onto the bed, but what if she fell off the bed?


"Do you like it? I said, do you like it?"

"Like what... this... you crazy bitch... hurry up— kahak... get off...!"

"No, don't lie...!"


I'm not lying at all, but Alicia doesn't believe me.

Not listening to my words at all, she continues trampling me like doing laundry with her feet while shouting. It's not a metaphor—it really hurts like I'm dying.


"..."


When I turn my head to the side, I see Sarah looking at the two of us with extremely pathetic eyes.

Sarah, who always maintained an expressionless face, is now grimacing as if she's seen something she shouldn't have while looking at us.

No, that's not it... This is unfair... What is this... Khaak...
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"..."

"W-what... there's no need to droop like that. Lift your head."

What do you mean there's no need to droop? After bouncing around like a disco ball on my back like that, even a full-grown adult would feel like they're dying from pain, let alone me.

My... back... spine...

"...What is it?"

"What?"

"So what's the reason you came here?"

"Ah, oh...!"

When I told Alicia the purpose of my visit while my face was buried in the pillow, she clapped her hands as if just remembering, startled.

...Crazy bitch.

I feel like calling a young girl a crazy bitch might be too harsh, but for me, who's been constantly beaten by that girl, it's really not an unfair description at all.

Honestly, until now I hadn't really thought of Alicia as a villainess, but now I'm starting to vaguely understand.

Since she's been acting however she wants from such a young age, of course she'd be the same when she grew up.

"That thing, ah. I came to suggest we attend classes together."

"...Classes? You're going to learn swordsmanship?"

Wait, what nonsense is this?

Alicia learning swordsmanship? I have absolutely no memory of writing anything like this—

"What are you talking about, you should attend my classes with me."

Ah, so that's what she meant.

Well, she can't just play around at home forever, so Alicia must be learning something separately. Though I'm not sure how diligently she applies herself to learning.

But... if I have to attend Alicia's classes on top of everything else, won't I be unable to do my servant duties at all? Would the Duke allow that?

"What about my servant duties?"

"What are you talking about? Being with me is your job, isn't it?"

Alicia looks at me with an expression that says 'what nonsense are you suddenly spouting,' as if she never dreamed I'd ask such a question.

...Ah, does it work that way?

Uh... um... well, I guess so. No, it's not just 'I guess so'—is it definitely correct?

If we attend classes together, I can faithfully perform my duties as a servant by preparing for lessons or explaining things the master finds difficult to understand more easily, and so on.

"Uh... well, I'll do that then."

"Alright, then come starting tomorrow."

"...Did you explain this to the Duke?"

"What explanation is needed? Your job is to stay by my side constantly anyway, so there's no need to explain, is there?"

Alicia looks at me with the feeling of watching an idiot asking about something obvious.

The more I talk with Alicia, the more I suspect I might actually be the abnormal one. I can't be certain whether I truly have the correct way of thinking.

...I should report this separately.

..........

"Um... Young Lady? This boy is..."

"My study assistant."

Hearing Alicia's curt answer, the teacher can only close his mouth without saying anything more.

Because Alicia's words and attitude were oozing with an atmosphere that said if he asked one more unnecessary question, she wouldn't forgive him.

Ah... I did tell the Duke about this yesterday, but it hasn't reached the teacher's ears yet? Well, it's only been a day since this happened, so it's not unreasonable that the teacher doesn't know.

"Please take care of me."

"...Hmph."

...?

Wait, what's this about now?

I bowed my head in greeting saying let's work well together going forward, but the teacher scrunched up his face in dissatisfaction and turned his head away with a snort.

What...? He's treating me like this?

Ah, he doesn't know who I am. Well, he'd never dream that the servant following the Young Lady around is the son of the Margrave.

"Hey, you—"

"Young Lady, it's fine."

I hurriedly stop Alicia, who noticed the teacher was ignoring me and was about to get angry. Since there are other people present, I speak politely with honorifics rather than casually.

Of course, it's not for some stupid reason like not wanting to make things bigger.

This is more fun, isn't it?

I'll let it pass now, but if the truth is revealed later, things will get much bigger. If I reveal it properly now, the teacher will just apologize to me simply, but if things come to light later, the teacher will have to bow his head to the ground and beg my forgiveness.

"—...Fine, whatever."

Alicia, who was about to get angry at the teacher, immediately quiets down when I stop her. Of course, her dissatisfaction hasn't disappeared. I can vaguely feel that she's suppressing her anger with all her might because I told her not to.

What, she's surprisingly good at holding back. I thought she'd never held back even once until now, but this is unexpected.

"Anyway, don't just stand there dazed and hurry up and start. So what are we learning today? Yesterday an idiot taught me, but I hope you won't be like that."

"...Yes, Young Lady."

Though he seems to vaguely sense that something has gone wrong, the teacher bows his head at Alicia's repeated demands and soon begins the lesson.

Imagine a student urging a teacher to hurry up and start class—you live and learn.

"Since you seem unwilling to study foreign languages, let's focus on mathematics first."

"Mathematics?"

"Yes, while administration and finances are handled by subordinates, judging whether what those subordinates have done is proper is entirely the noble's responsibility, is it not? Later when you grow up and go to the Academy, you can have intellectual superiority over other students. Now let's begin."

The teacher begins the lesson in front of Alicia. Since there's only one set of lesson materials for Alicia to learn from, I just listen with my ears without anything.

Still, I have paper and pen, so even without lesson materials it doesn't really matter—

"Hey, look together. Come closer."

"It's fine, Young Lady. Taking notes is sufficient."

"Don't be cheeky and come closer."

"...Yes."

However, Alicia's repeated demands eliminated any choice I could make.

I end up stuck so close to Alicia that one might mistake us for sharing a single chair, and I attend the lesson like that.

No, I can't even move my arms. I can't take notes like this.

Move away a bit.

..........

Hmm...

Hmmm...

Well, this is easy.

Honestly speaking, the math taught to 9 and 8-year-olds is something anyone can vaguely understand, right? Roughly speaking, at Korean age 11, it's similar to the level of math that 4th grade elementary students learn at school.

Things like what angle it is, comparing the sizes of numbers, multiplying or dividing hundreds and tens places—these are all common knowledge that any Korean who's passed basic education couldn't possibly not know.

*But that only applies to me.*

It definitely won't be the case for Alicia.

Why do they teach such things in 4th grade elementary school? Isn't it because it's the appropriate level for 4th graders to learn?

For Alicia, this kind of mathematics must belong to the very difficult category.

"This is boring."

See?

Alicia, who had been alternating between watching the teacher's words and the lesson materials, scrunched up her face and lost interest in the lesson.

Alicia doesn't even listen to the teacher's words with half an ear and no longer looks at the written text either. She just fidgets restlessly, moving her body this way and that.

No, stay still. Please.

"Don't move away."

"..."

I tried to move away slightly because it was hard to sit still with all the movement, but Alicia seems to have noticed what I was thinking like a ghost.

She grabs my arm tightly, preventing me from even attempting to move away.

...What an annoying kid.

"Al... Young Lady, don't fidget like that and try to properly attend the lesson."

"Why should I listen to something so boring?"

"Study is originally not fun."

"No, how is this even study? Comparing which number is bigger—what kind of nonsense is this?"

Wrong.

We're not communicating.

Seeing Alicia feel absolutely no interest in studying, I think she really is a villainess—

"Anyone knows that. There's a limit to treating me like an idiot."

"...?"

But at that moment, what Alicia said with a big sigh couldn't be dismissed.

Evaluating Alicia's words, generally speaking such words are usually said when showing off, but her attitude and tone are too plain to consider it showing off.

Isn't there no one in this world who would confidently state that 1+1=2 as if they'd made some great discovery?

Alicia's tone and attitude are exactly like plainly answering 1+1=2 as if it's obvious.

...What? No way. Surely not.

"Young Lady, do you know what 32 times 12 is?"

"32 times 12? You just do 320 plus 64, so it's 384, isn't it?"

Alicia answers my question with an attitude that says 'why are you asking such a thing?' While I can naturally do that level of mental math, it's too surprising that Alicia can do it.

No wait, maybe it was a bit easy because the multiplier was 12? You just multiply by 10 and multiply by 2 separately and add them, right? Let me ask something else. Multiplication... no, addition.

"Then what if you add all the numbers from 1 to 100? Here, I'll give you paper and pen so write out the calculation—"

"1 plus 100 is 101... 2 plus 99 is 101... there would be 50 sets of 101. 101 times 50, so 5050?"

But this time too, Alicia answered my question with an attitude that says 'why are you asking such a thing?' And she did it mentally without even using paper.

...Huh?

Arithmetic sequence?

"Who taught you arithmetic sequences?"

"What's that?"

"..."

"Uh..."

I close my mouth and glance sideways at the math teacher, and that math teacher is also extremely surprised. The teacher who kept talking regardless of us ignoring him has his mouth slightly open making strange sounds.

Seeing that, I can tell the teacher didn't teach her.

So right now, she figured out arithmetic sequences by instinct alone and pulled that off? A 4th grader?

...Huh?

What? Does that make sense?

Ch.12 - Learning (4)
"What... No, wait, she's the one who said this, right?"

"Me? That?"

The teacher's bewildered words pierce my ears. At first glance, it sounds desperate enough to seem like someone protesting a false accusation.

"It's multiplication and addition, isn't it? That's correct, right?"

"Pardon...?"

"What is this nonsense now?"

I can't follow Alicia's train of thought.

Well... strictly speaking, addition and multiplication are correct.

Whether it's factoring 32×12 into 32(10+2) for quick mental calculation, or converting the sum of natural numbers from 1 to 100 into 101×50 using arithmetic sequences—what Alicia wrote are indeed equations containing only addition and multiplication.

But does it make sense to simply call this addition and multiplication...?

If this counts as basic arithmetic, is there any math problem in the world that isn't basic arithmetic?

No wait, it's normal for there to be no math problems that don't use basic arithmetic. What am I even saying right now? Right. Basic arithmetic.

"...Teacher, why don't you head back for today."

"Pardon?"

"The materials you brought won't capture Alicia's interest anyway. Isn't that right?"

"Ah, yes... Then I'll take my leave."

The teacher, who had only brought educational materials on comparing numbers like natural numbers, fractions, and decimals, along with simple arithmetic operations, leaves at my repeated insistence.

Since Alicia, who was supposed to learn from him, shows no dissatisfaction or regret about the teacher leaving, this must truly be a depressing day for the teacher.

"Alicia, look at me for a moment."

"At what?"

"I want to... test something. To see how far you can apply things."

This is Alicia, who deduced all those things after merely learning basic arithmetic.

I want to know where the limits of what Alicia can intuitively grasp begin.

**********

*...What is this?*

Until now, there hasn't been a single piece of knowledge I couldn't understand immediately, yet what Carl is telling me is difficult to comprehend.

Carl isn't just spouting random nonsense. Really, the words Carl speaks and the characters he writes are simply too difficult for me to understand because they're hard.

This is a first.

"...This is really a problem made up of addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division? Isn't this just lines scribbled all over a chessboard?"

"Yeah."

The words "don't lie" rise to the tip of my throat, but they don't get far before sinking back down deep into my throat and disappearing.

Because Carl was right.

This thing called a function is, simply put, just a pictorial representation of how arithmetic calculations change according to changes in numbers.

Fascinating.

Until now, everything I saw with my eyes and heard with my ears I could understand immediately, but to think there's something that requires this much mental concentration to understand—it's so fascinating.

"Carl, this square root thing means some number that when multiplied twice gives the number inside, right? So the square root of 4 is 2... written as an equation, √4=2?"

"Yeah."

"Then how do you write something that when multiplied three times gives the number inside? How do you read it?"

"...You write a 3 in the upper left there. You read it as cube root."

"Aha, I see. Then the cube root of 27 is 3."

I can understand up to here... but if it's like this, there's a problem.

Things like the square root of 7, or the cube root of 20—don't these have no answer? I can't imagine what number squared would give 7.

2 squared is 4 and 3 squared is 9, so... it's probably somewhere between 2 and 3... Ah, 2.5 multiplied twice is 5... 1.25... 6.25, so it's bigger than 2.5. I don't know exactly.

"Carl, what's the square root of 7 then? It seems like it'd be somewhere between 2.5 and 3."

"...It's just the square root of 7."

"What nonsense are you talking about? Hurry up and write it as a decimal or fraction."

"It's a number that can't be written as a decimal or fraction. The square root of 7 is the precise number representing this value."

"How could there be such a... Ah, hmm...?"

Could such a thing exist?

Well, it might. As Carl just said, numbers are just indicators that humans created to easily understand quantities that exist in nature, right?

Since numbers weren't created by humans, that could be possible.

"...Did you just understand what I said?"

"Hm? Yeah... You said it's a number that can't be written as a decimal or fraction? Such numbers could exist."

"...Really? Then I'll give you one more problem—what do you think happens when you divide any number by 0?"

"By 0...? Hmm... I don't know since you didn't teach me that..."

"It's okay, just try to guess."

After hearing my question, Carl closes his eyes tightly, then soon begins presenting a new problem.

Yet another endless stream of new problems—strictly speaking, I should be annoyed, but strangely I don't feel that way at all.

He keeps saying interesting things, and isn't Carl paying this much attention to me? I hope he continues to pay even more attention.

*Let's say I try dividing 1 by 0...*

Hmm... this is difficult. I can't get a sense of how to divide by 0.

I know that 1 divided by 100 is 0.01, and 1 divided by 10 is 0.1, but 1 divided by 0... wait, hold on.

1 divided by 0.1 is 10. 1 divided by 0.01 is 100, right? 1 divided by 0.001 is 1000, isn't it? Does the number get bigger the smaller the divisor is?

"Um, what was it... I think it's a really big number?"

"A really big number?"

"Yeah, I think you'd have to write tons of zeros after 1. Enough that you'd run out of paper. No, not paper—should I say this land? Huh? Then if you divide any number by a really big number, is the answer 0?"

"...Okay, I got it."

After hearing my answer, Carl suddenly opens his mouth and stays still, then responds as if squeezing out his voice.

But he didn't look upset. How should I put it... it's a bit awkward to say this, but should I say he was shocked? That would be more accurate.

What is this feeling?

Honestly, I don't really care about this number play, but Carl's reaction is so cute that I want to do more. He's so cute that I unconsciously clench my molars. I want to just bite him.

...No, no. I can't do this right now. Hold back. Hold it in.

**********

What.

What is this?

Does this make sense? No, it must make sense since this is happening right before my eyes, right?

How can someone be this smart?

*She understood things I didn't even explain after just one explanation, and even inferred beyond that—does this... does this make sense?*

From basic arithmetic she created factorization and arithmetic sequence sums, upon learning square roots she deduced the existence of cube roots, upon learning number comparison she found approximate values of irrational numbers through comparison, understood that irrational numbers can't be expressed as rational numbers, and while her answer about dividing by 0 was obviously wrong, she grasped limits and perceived the relationship between infinity and zero... What is this?

*I didn't create Alicia as this kind of overpowered self-insert character, did I?*

Strictly speaking, Alicia isn't just the Duke's daughter but could also be called my child. Every character appearing in a work is a sculpture molded by the author, right?

As such, I could pride myself on knowing quite a bit about Alicia... but that notion is shaking and crumbling.

The Alicia in the eighth-grader syndrome web novel I wrote wasn't portrayed as this smart.

No, more precisely, I didn't portray her intelligence. Since she was a villainess who had to do plenty of bad things anyway, there was no need to portray her as smart—I just had to show plenty of her evil aspects.

...Wait, is that why this is happening?

Because I didn't describe Alicia's intelligence, there was a possibility that Alicia could possess tremendous intelligence? And the current Alicia has broken through that possibility?

Uh... hmm...

If that's the case, I should teach her some math... No, wait.

*The Duke won't want that.*

Honestly speaking, for the teacher who taught today, mathematics isn't mathematics but merely arithmetic. Simple arithmetic skills to detect fraud when reviewing reports calculated by subordinates.

Duke Niederbaben probably wanted that too, which is why he had today's arithmetic lesson for Alicia.

The Duke would never want Alicia, of noble status, to delve seriously into mathematics.

Mathematics is fundamentally something done by lowly junior officials or mathematicians receiving patronage from nobles to gain prestige.

*But... it's too wasteful to let Alicia's talent rot.*

Even if not mathematics, things like literature or foreign languages are learned by noblewomen as refinements, right? If it's things like that, Duke Niederbaben would surely permit her to learn them properly.

No wait, should I suggest she learn magic instead? I hear they start learning basic magic from age 10, and Alicia is 9, so she'll need to learn magic soon anyway.

Right, that would be better. In a fantasy world with magic, learning magic can't hurt.

*...But why am I even worrying about this?*

Come to think of it, this isn't why I became a servant.

I was supposed to correct Alicia's personality and coast through life as a servant, so why am I thinking about Alicia's future?

[Carl really... knows so much, doesn't he?]

*...Ugh.*

At that moment, I recall Alicia looking at me with a beaming smile. Thinking of that smile makes me suddenly catch my breath.

...Well, it could happen.

Come to think of it, Alicia is my creation, so she's no different from my daughter—what's strange about wanting my daughter to do well?

Ch.13 - Learning (5)
"—Enough. I'll forgive your rudeness toward me. Stop spouting nonsense and return to your duties immediately."

Looking down at those who speak pathetic words for their petty ambitions, he takes a sip of tea before speaking again.

Seeing their expressions still unconvinced, his patience truly runs out. Do I look like someone who'd fall for such idiotic words?

"In case you forget, let me remind you again—remember that your purpose is not to raise Carl and Alicia as a knight and mathematician. Carl's primary duty is as an attendant, so teach him only enough to guard Alicia. As for Alicia, teach her only enough to check whether documents submitted by attendants and officials have errors or not."

"...Yes, Your Highness."

Watching the knight and mathematician who seem not to understand at all but agree anyway, Duke Niederbaben barely swallows a sigh and curses inwardly.

Well, he can understand to some degree. Isn't teaching a profession where one must demonstrate their own talent?

If they could appeal that they're such educational geniuses they can raise a weakling who gets beaten by girls into a sword saint, or turn a child uninterested in studies into a mathematician, they could receive much higher wages.

But even so, this is going too far.

Flattery should be done in moderation—when you keep praising a child you clearly know is stupid as a genius, rather than being pleased, one only feels insulted.

"...Philip, look into finding others."

"Yes, Your Highness. I am deeply sorry."

Watching those two leave, the Duke quietly gives Philip an order, and Philip, genuinely apologetic, expresses his utmost apology while receiving the Duke's command.

"As long as you understand."

The Duke readily accepts Philip's apology.

From the Duke's position of generously overlooking any mistake as long as a proper apology is given, Philip's apology was nothing short of perfect.

Of course, there's also the fact that pursuing Philip's fault would lead back to his own fault for entrusting personnel selection to Philip, so he let it slide somewhat.

"What about the report Carl submitted? It's about a year early, but it's getting to be time to teach magic."

"It looked fine to me."

Since pointing out the two teachers' incompetence isn't a good conversation topic for the Duke himself, he changes the subject very artificially, quickly and abruptly. Philip, fully aware of the Duke's intention, accepts the artificial topic change without objection.

"Though she's a year younger than the appropriate age of ten for learning magic, doesn't Young Lady Alicia mature quite rapidly for her age? If she learns magic earlier, she'll clearly have an advantage over other students at the Academy."

"That's true. But... I'm a bit worried about Alicia's personality. If she learns magic early, won't she be able to vent her anger even more freely?"

"Ah, that's... hmm..."

Philip loses his words at the Duke's all-too-valid concern. In Philip's view, the Duke's worry is close to an absolute truth that cannot be refuted by any means.

As the Duke worries, if Alicia with that difficult personality learns magic, even more terrible things will surely happen. Now she merely throws objects, but after learning magic, won't she throw ice spikes and fireballs?

"But we can't just throw away Alicia's opportunity to dominate everyone at the Academy either."

"Then... how about finding someone to correct Young Lady Alicia's personality?"

"Correct it? Hahaha... Philip, you know, don't you? That nobles are not the common rabble serfs scattered throughout the world."

Nobility means the noble ones, and the noble ones in turn mean those differentiated from the ordinary. Correcting Alicia's personality through beatings or such things is impossible for a noble.

If personalities are forced into a specific mold, they cease to be noble, don't they? If personalities become similar, they're no longer noble, so the Duke lets out an empty laugh upon hearing Philip's suggestion.

"My apologies."

"Apologies for what? I too have thought about whether I should attach a teacher to correct Alicia's personality. Her personality is such utter garbage that I had to consider it, isn't it? ...Tsk, she's my daughter but I have no idea what to do."

Of course, the reason for that empty laugh isn't that Philip is presumptuous, but because the Duke himself once had such thoughts.

The Duke, seeing that Philip had similar thoughts, once again acutely feels in his body just how difficult Alicia is.

"...What about Carl?"

Now what's this about suddenly?

Hearing Carl's name come up out of nowhere during his lament, the Duke looks at Philip with eyes demanding explanation, and Philip continues speaking to meet the Duke's intent.

"According to the reports... Young Lady Alicia becomes docile when Carl is present."

"Docile, you say? Specifically?"

"The frequency of her getting angry at attendants and maids has decreased considerably. Though she has started treating Carl as her plaything instead."

The words that followed to meet the Duke's expectations gave him quite a shock.

For the Duke, the idea of that Alicia being mindful of others' eyes and acting carefully was in the realm of fantasy he could never imagine.

At first hearing, it could sound like a bad joke playing with a parent's emotions, so the Duke momentarily felt angry, but Philip's tone and attitude were definitely not joking, so the Duke eventually clearly recognized that Alicia had truly become that way.

"So even though she's so difficult, Alicia is still a girl after all... Hmm, for now let's teach Alicia the basics of magic on a trial basis. But only when Carl is assisting her from nearby. If the report is truly accurate, Carl will assist Alicia well from her side."

"Yes, Your Highness."

And so the Duke finally permits Alicia to learn magic.

However, only on the condition that Carl is by Alicia's side.

**********

A sphere of light is flying around before my eyes. At a glance, it looks quite pretty, like a filament in a light bulb glowing.

"Wow, Carl. Look at this. Isn't it pretty?"

"It is pretty, but... move it away. My skin hurts."

The one who created that sphere of light is none other than Alicia.

She casually pulled off this feat less than an hour after learning to handle magical power. Seeing the mage over there with his jaw dropped, I can fully grasp how quick a learner Alicia is.

"It hurts...? Look, look!!"

"No, it hurts!! Move it away!! Ah, hot!!"

Upon hearing me say it hurts, her expression changes completely and she even shoves the sphere of light right into my face.

No, it hurts!! Stop it!! What is this supposed to be!?

"Alicia, stop. Stop it, you crazy bitch!!"

There's a mage nearby so I should be careful with my words and actions, but right now I'm not sound enough mentally to care about such things.

Like touching a finger to a heated frying pan, it's so hot that words and actions are coming out instinctively.

No, I actually am getting burned. My cheek stings too much.

"What, making such a fuss."

"Do I... not... look like... I should be making a fuss...?"

Poking my face with my fingers, my skin tingles.

If even a little more time had passed, my face would have been completely burned.

Isn't it normal to move it away when someone says it hurts? Why push it closer instead?

"Uh... umm..."

Even Alicia's expression shows she's quite flustered. She must not have expected me to get this angry.

No, rather than angry, she seems to have thought I'd be pleased. Otherwise there's no reason for her to be so flustered.

...Crazy bitch.

"I'm... sorry? So you don't like hot pain. Anyway... Carl, can't you do it?"

Don't like hot pain—what nonsense is that? Is she saying I like pain that isn't hot?

And what's with that awkward deflection where her true feelings are obvious? Does she think I'll be fooled by such deflection and change the conversation topic?

...Tsk.

Well, I have to go along with it. I can't fight in front of someone else.

"...I can visualize magical power and float it in the air like this, but I can't make it into a sphere of light like you—ahem, like Young Lady. I need to practice more."

"What, you can't do this? I thought you were smart but you have stupid parts too."

Seeing Alicia call Carl stupid, the mage sweats profusely.

Carl too is a monster by the mage's standards, having become able to visualize magical power in just an hour of learning.

There's no one who feels nothing watching someone with overwhelmingly more talent than themselves being called an idiot.

But for Alicia, such things don't matter at all. What matters is simply that Carl is worse than her.

"So you can't do something too? Hmm... You knew everything I didn't know, but you don't know magic?"

"...I do know magic. I just can't practice it."

"Really? Well, I'll accept that for now."

Finding something so amusing and funny, Alicia rests her chin on the desk and grins at me.

I'm being looked down on and mocked, so I should definitely feel bad, but... surprisingly I don't feel that terrible. How should I put it? Should I say embarrassed?

...No, what am I saying? Why would I feel embarrassed by a child? There's no reason to.

"If it's that hard, should I teach you?"

"...Isn't the teacher right there?"

"Dummy, I mean later when we have time, not now."

"Well, that much... wait, why do you want to teach me?"

"Because... it's fun?"

Alicia, who answered that she does it because it's fun, still grins with her chin resting.

Comparing her expression now with when she gets angry at attendants and maids, you couldn't recognize them as the same person.

...Stop grinning already.

Ch.14 - Assault (1)
Swoooosh—!!

"Ah, ugh..."

Along with the sound of countless papers simultaneously falling to the ground, a voice that seemed to crawl along the floor filled the room.

Feeling the impact of the pile of papers thrown at her face, watching countless papers scatter at her feet, the maid trembled in body and voice.

"What are you doing? Throw them out. Why did you even bring this garbage?"

And naturally, the person who made the maid like this was Alicia.

With cold eyes, her face heavily shadowed, Alicia looked up at the maid and spoke, completely dominating the atmosphere of the room.

With overwhelming presence that couldn't possibly be felt from a mere 9-year-old, the servants and maids couldn't accept Alicia at face value.

Under the illusion of facing Duke Niederbaben's fury head-on, the maid could only hesitate without taking any action.

"Can't you hear me?"

"Y-y-yes... Yes...!!"

"Tsk."

Only after being shouted at several times did the maid sluggishly move, and Alicia scrunched up her face, openly displaying her disgust.

Not only had they brought her such useless things, but they were this slow to act—it was full of things Alicia truly hated.

*That teacher—what does he think I am?*

The teacher in question was the one who had taught Alicia mathematics.

Recognizing Alicia's talent and becoming greatly excited, the teacher had sent all sorts of mathematical knowledge through the servants and maids, trying by any means to pass on his knowledge to Alicia, but that knowledge failed to capture Alicia's interest at all.

Well, of course—she'd already learned all that from Carl long ago.

More importantly, without Carl by her side, Alicia felt no motivation to study whatsoever, so the knowledge the math teacher sent was nothing more than a useless pile of paper.

"I need to tell Father right away and have that bastard kicked out. What kind of commotion is this during my rest time?"

"Shall I send someone to the Duke?"

"Didn't I just say I need to tell Father right away?"

"...I'll send someone."

Hearing Alicia's aggressive tone, the servant whose mood had instantly soured barely managed to suppress his anger.

Getting angry in this situation would gain him nothing—no, it would only cause him loss, so the servant thought he'd hidden his emotions well while swallowing his fury internally.

Of course, since Alicia was sensitive to others' emotional changes, she immediately noticed the servant was angry, so his effort to pretend otherwise was meaningless.

"Don't strain your neck."

"...Yes."

But Alicia didn't bother to point that out.

Knowing one's place and swallowing one's anger was exactly the kind of conduct Alicia liked, so she only felt great satisfaction at manipulating others' emotions as she pleased.

"Haaaaah..."

However, that satisfaction Alicia felt quickly disappeared with a sigh.

What Alicia needed now wasn't such things, but simply Carl.

Since Carl wasn't by her side, attending sword training, Alicia was unleashing without restraint all the emotions she'd been suppressing to maintain appearances.

It wasn't simply that she'd stopped pretending because Carl was gone.

Because Carl, who had been resolving all sorts of negative emotions for Alicia, was absent, she had no choice but to vent her anger in all directions to avoid being consumed by those negative emotions.

If she didn't release stress bit by bit like steam escaping from a kettle, Alicia would be consumed by her own negative emotions and walk an irreversible path.

*Carl... Carl... Carl... When is he coming... Carl...*

Having grown accustomed to Carl resolving her stress and negative emotions, Alicia had reached the point of showing symptoms of dependence on him.

Paying no attention to the servants and maids surrounding her, trapped in a world of her own, Alicia endured a long time with great difficulty, blocking out all visual and auditory information.

The servants and maids beside Alicia, who sat motionless in her chair with her face heavily shadowed, stood still in place at attention without anyone ordering them to, following their mistress.

Tap— Tap—

"—!!"

How much time had passed? Finally, faint footsteps heard from outside created a crack in that dreadful place.

Trapped in her own world, not processing useless information in her brain, Alicia heard the very faint footsteps from beyond the door and turned her head as if releasing a bowstring.

The fact that the end of each footstep didn't resonate with weight meant the owner of these footsteps was light in weight, and the characteristic sound made by the shoe soles and the intervals between footsteps made Alicia think of only one possibility.

Creeeak—

"Young Lady, I'm ba—"

"Carl!!"

Before Carl could finish speaking, Alicia, who had been standing in front of the door waiting for Carl to open it, threw her arms around him.

For an unmarried girl to openly embrace another boy in front of others like this—it was impossible according to notions of chastity, but Alicia didn't care about such things at all.

After all, how could ordinary servants and maids who weren't Carl be considered other "people"?

They were merely living furniture capable of speech, so for Alicia, there were only Carl and herself in this room.

"What did you do today? Do you have to keep learning that swordsmanship?"

"...Could we talk after separating? Aren't other people watching?"

"People? Oh, ah... Right. I suppose so."

Of course, Alicia didn't show Carl this mindset of hers.

Instinctively realizing this feeling she had was abnormal, Alicia simply wanted to look good to Carl.

**********

"...Ugh."

I can't sleep.

Is it because my bedroom was arbitrarily changed?

They did move the furniture I was using as is... but since it's an unfamiliar space, my instincts seem to be on high alert.

Creeeak—

Opening the door and stepping out, I immediately see the door to Alicia's room right next to mine.

...How absurd.

To arbitrarily move my personal room to the room next to hers.

Even though all the furniture had already been moved in, to see it all relocated to the room next to hers in less than 30 minutes was impressive, I had to admit. Is this what power means?

I definitely mentioned in the novel that Alicia had considerably weak power as the youngest of House Niederbaben... but if this is weak power, just how much power do Alicia's older siblings have?

*Come to think of it, I've never seen the other children of House Niederbaben.*

Hmm... According to the novel's setting, they also have quite bad personalities. It's not for nothing that I tried to stick with Alicia.

Compared to the young Alicia, they've already thickened their skulls to some degree and established their egos, so correcting them would be extremely difficult.

In the first place, for those born as the Duke's children who've wielded absolute power, the fact that others follow their words and that others cannot command them is a natural truth, so there's a high probability they won't accept any corrective work that goes against their will.

*Well, then the answer is clear. I've been lucky enough not to meet them so far, but I'll have to avoid them as much as possible going forward.*

There's nothing good about mixing words with bastards who've already clearly established their egos, whose behavior can't be corrected, who are extremely arrogant, and for whom it's natural that others listen to them.

Of course, as the son of a Margrave, I can certainly face them with my status... but still, it's better to avoid unnecessary trouble, right? You don't avoid shit because you're scared of it.

*So I'll just keep acting as I have been, being careful not to run into them— Oh, it's a fantasy world so there are three moons.*

Thinking about how to act going forward, I step into the corridor and stand before a window, where I see three moons each emitting red, green, and blue light.

...This is embarrassingly cringeworthy.

Why not just have one moon? Without any particular reason or foreshadowing, I just added the setting of three moons because it's a fantasy world... truly a thought perfectly suited to a middle schooler's age.

*And why on earth are they those colors? It's not like they're RGB LEDs—*

Tap—

"...?"

As I sigh looking at the three moons visible beyond the window, a strange footstep sounds in the corridor.

As if by mistake, as if no more footsteps should be made, the sound that rang out just once didn't sound again after that.

It's not a hallucination. I didn't mishear it. It was definitely someone's footstep.

*...Not a guard, I suppose.*

Guards carry lights when they patrol.

If the owner of the footstep I just heard was a guard, the end of that corridor and the corners should be emitting even the faintest light.

Even if there's a guard beyond the corner of the corner, the light should reflect off the walls multiple times and reach my eyes.

But it didn't.

All I can see is pitch-black darkness without even a single ray of light.

Ch.15 - Assault (2)
"Young Master, that's—"

"I'm telling you we need to kill her right now!?"

The servant's desperate attempt to stop his master is drowned out by the thunderous roar.

The servant simply closes his mouth and bows his head, while his master looks down contemptuously at the bothersome fool of a servant and speaks.

"If we don't kill her right now, she'll become so powerful later that we won't even be able to touch her. Alicia's magical talent is far too exceptional!!"

"...Yes, Young Master."

The servant receiving the 'Young Master's' fury head-on swallows his anxiety.

Certainly, the 'Young Master's' judgment is far too accurate.

Through the servants, maids, and magic teacher they've infiltrated around Alicia, they've gathered all sorts of information and are shocked and terrified by Alicia's magical talent. If time passes like this, they might never be able to kill Alicia.

But even so, now is far too inopportune a time to act.

Since considerable personnel have been deployed for schemes against other territories, there aren't enough people to carry out an assassination mission right now, so they have no choice but to newly hire outside personnel.

And naturally, there's no one less reliable for schemes than newly hired outsiders.

They're unknown figures whose loyalty, skill—nothing is properly known.

"If you understand, send poison... no, send assassins right now to kill her for sure!"

Of course, the 'Young Master' knows this fact well too, but as just mentioned, they can't give Alicia any more time.

The 'Young Master,' who even feels fear at Alicia's shocking magical talent, finds it difficult to even imagine what will happen if Alicia gains more time to grow stronger.

Hearing the Young Master's order, the servant hurriedly began searching for personnel available tonight, and eventually discovered a trio who looked quite useful on paper.

**********

*Tap—*

[—Ugh!?]

[You idiot!!]

[S-sorry!!]

And the servant and Young Master's anxious premonition proves perfectly correct.

Despite wrapping their feet in plenty of cloth to eliminate footsteps, the youngest, too relieved that it would be fine, walks with large strides and makes noise, causing the other two assassins to glare at him.

[...We weren't discovered, right?]

[It's fine, there doesn't seem to be anyone in the corridor right now.]

[Good, let's be careful.]

If this weren't inside the castle, the two older brothers would have beaten the youngest right then and there, but they barely hold back their anger.

Beating the youngest can wait until after successfully completing the commission.

If they just infiltrate successfully, killing a young girl is far too easy, so the trio of assassins wants to move as quietly as possible first.

If they were more skilled assassins, they would have considered the possibility of things going wrong and abandoned secrecy to move faster and force their way through, but the inexperienced trio doesn't think of such things at all.

[There doesn't seem to be... anything unusual.]

[What's with this statue? Anyway, I can't understand nobles' taste.]

[Don't look at useless things and focus on the job.]

Moving quietly and thus inevitably slowly, they move at a crawling pace and arrive in front of Alicia's door.

The assassins standing before the door carefully look around, and immediately after confirming no one is there, they act.

*Click—*

[The door is... locked as expected. The key?]

[I got one. Move aside.]

The assassins communicate only through hand signals, eye contact, and gestures.

Confirming the door is locked, the second brother who received a key from the servant steps forward, brings the key to the doorknob, and inserts it into the keyhole.

*Clack—*

[Good, it worked.]

With a metallic click, the room's door opens, and the second brother, who had been feeling strangely anxious, finally feels relieved.

The second brother isn't the only one relieved.

The other two brothers, who had been worried whether the lock would open or not, also breathe sighs of relief.

They have no choice.

Since they couldn't even handle such a basic lock themselves and had to get a duplicate key from the servant, if the key didn't work, the only option available to them would be to flee.

[Everyone get ready and—]

"A key."

"—Ugh?!"

And the relief those three felt turns to panic in less than a second.

Using a child's small body to hide perfectly behind a statue in the corridor, Carl, who had been watching the assassins' actions, springs into action.

Thanks to the assassins making noise yet moving quietly, Carl gained precious time to come out of the room with a weapon and hide behind the statue.

*Slash—!*

"Kh, khrrr..."

"I thought you were a petty thief."

Before the assassin can draw his weapon, the sword thrust out with Carl's words perfectly slices the assassin's throat.

Though the child's strength is weak and can't cut through to the neck bone, it's not insufficient to sever the carotid artery.

With his neck half-severed and head dangling, the youngest makes gurgling sounds as he sprays blood everywhere and collapses face-down in the corridor.

The marble corridor that servants had cleaned spotlessly just moments ago is defiled with scattered filth.

*Clang—!!*

"Kh...!"

"Tsk... Should I have dealt with you first."

However, the next slash that follows is barely blocked by the first assassin. No matter how quickly Carl swings his sword, since he's already cut down one person, there are inevitable limits to his speed.

The first brother maximally utilizes the brief moment created by the youngest's death, holding his sword vertically to block Carl's sword aimed at his throat and swung left and right.

The unpleasant sound of metal clashing against metal rings noisily through the corridor.

"H-hyung!! Let's run!!"

Such an ear-grating sound naturally can't fail to reach other people's ears.

Instantly realizing this fact, the second brother quickly makes a judgment and says they should hurry and flee.

"You fool! Even if we run now, there's no way we can escape!!"

"Th-that can't be..."

But the second brother's judgment immediately crashes against the wall of reality and disappears.

Having already entered deep into the castle, escaping is very difficult, and even if they somehow succeed in fleeing, they'll surely be caught with their tail stepped on before long.

If they choose to flee from this spot, only two futures exist—dying right now or dying later—so the second brother is engulfed in overwhelming despair.

However, hope hasn't completely disappeared yet.

"Then what do you want me to do!?"

"Open the door right now and kidnap that bitch!!"

"Ah!! Y-yes!!"

Taking the Duke's daughter, Alicia, hostage.

The two surviving assassins judge that's the only way to safely escape the castle, and soon spring into action.

"Alici—"

*Clang—!*

"—Kh!"

The picture is completely different from just before when Carl thrust his sword and the first brother blocked it.

Carl, who was calling Alicia while trying to enter the room, is stopped by the sword thrust out by the first assassin.

Carl hurriedly lays his sword horizontally to block the slash coming down from above and below, but with a child's strength, he can't perfectly block even the impact.

With his muscles trembling from the shock, Carl hurriedly steps back to distance himself from the first brother.

"To ignore me, I must look like quite the fool."

"Ah, you noticed?"

"...You little brat."

*Clang— Clang— Clang— Clang—!!*

Hearing the bell sound ringing everywhere loud enough to shake one's insides, Carl and the assassin face each other with swords drawn.

The moonlight that had been shining through the window no longer reaches as everything brightens.

**********

*This bastard... what do I do.*

I honestly looked down on him because he moved so incompetently, but he's still strong enough to be assigned assassination work.

It's especially noticeable because I'm a child, but even accounting for that, his skill is considerable. Not as much as the knight who teaches me swordsmanship, though.

...Kh, should I try to shake him mentally first?

"As expected, you're stupid enough to do this kind of work."

"What?"

"Do you think a hostage would be useful? Judging by the key that opened the door, your employer must be someone from House Niederbaben who wants Alicia dead, and would that bastard bat an eye even if you took Alicia hostage? To save money and bury the incident, he'll kill you along with Alicia, won't he?"

"..."

He's pretending otherwise, but the assassin who heard my words is definitely shaken.

No matter how much he manages his expression, he can't do anything about eyes that momentarily twitch.

"Taking a hostage and fleeing in the first place—that's just one more burden, is that even possible? If it were me, I'd just run. The possibility of escaping is low, but it's not completely zero, right?"

"...Hmm, now that you mention it, that's true."

"Right, if you understand then hurry—"

"But even so, I can't just leave like this."

"Because of the payment? How stupid, is money more precious than life?"

"Right, as you say, life is naturally more precious than money."

*Clang—!!*

"Kh...!"

Without time to answer, the assassin's sword strikes down again.

Since the attacks available against me with my short stature are limited, I can easily predict and block or dodge them, but... kh, it's still quite difficult. If I were taller, I definitely would have been done in.

Is a life-or-death battle really different from simple sparring?

"Your words and actions don't match!! You said life is more precious than money?!"

"Right, life is more precious. You killed my younger brother."

"...Tsk."

If you're going to be like that, I have nothing to say either.

As the assassin says, the assassin values life more than money. Though that life isn't his own but his brother's.

No, if you're that close as brothers, you shouldn't have done this kind of work together and should have lived honestly, right? You're the ones who did something deserving death first, so why are you raging at me?

Ch.16 - Assault (3)
Screeeech—!

"Kugh...!"

As the assassin's sword slides along my blade, it creates an incredibly grating sound. It's like scratching a chalkboard with an awl—an extremely unpleasant, eye-squinting noise.

It's not... heavy...!

My arms, shoulders, and waist scream in protest. As a child, my muscle density is high enough that I'm not completely vulnerable to impact, but no matter how dense my muscles are, this is still a child's body. If I keep blocking his sword like this, I'll eventually collapse.

"You're annoying because you're so small."

The assassin clicks his tongue with a twisted face as his slashes keep getting blocked by me.

His pride must be hurt from losing to a mere child, so he's making excuses about height differences.

Well, it's not entirely wrong. Because of my short stature, his only options for attacking me are to strike downward or sweep his sword like a broom.

"You should speak properly. It's because your skills are pathetic that you can't even beat a child."

"...Only your mouth is alive."

Of course, there's no reason I need to acknowledge that fact.

As I grate on the assassin's nerves to shake his concentration, he pretends otherwise but is clearly enraged.

Generally, people get stronger the angrier they become, but since the difference in strength is already obvious, getting even stronger won't mean much here.

Right now, it's more important to use his anger to paralyze his reason. What I need to aim for isn't a contest of strength versus strength, but an opening where I can thrust my blade in.

Clang—!! Clang—!! Claaang—!!

"Ugh..."

Fortunately, the provocation seems to be working well.

Maybe because I'm a modern person, I can't really feel that what I just said was all that insulting, but the assassin who's lived in a world where it's natural for blades to fly when you're insulted isn't used to mockery and seems unable to endure even such moderate words.

The sword keeps striking down vertically. The power of the assassin's slashes is so great that I'd drop my sword if I didn't grip the handle with one hand and support the tip of the blade with my other hand.

...Good.

"How dare! You don't know your pla— Urk?!"

Kagagagak—!!

After continuously blocking his sword with my blade held horizontally, I tilt it diagonally at the right moment, and the assassin's sword slides along the blade.

As the blades collide vertically, the sound of metal grinding echoes everywhere with a kagagagak. Both swords will need to be sharpened extensively on a whetstone to regain their edge.

Claaang—!

The assassin's sword, sliding along my blade, passes vertically beside me and strikes the ground directly.

Marble fragments scatter along with a loud metallic sound. Hearing the resonating metal somehow makes my mind feel strangely clear.

"This—"

Thunk—!

"—Hnngh!!"

The assassin belatedly tries to regain his stance and respond, but because he used excessive force, it's impossible to quickly counter my technique.

The assassin, whose abdomen is instantly pierced by my forward thrust, lets out a short scream, drops his sword, and collapses forward. The sword handle hitting the floor pushes the blade even further back, creating a grotesque scene.

In manga and web novels, there are many people who walk around fine even after being stabbed in the stomach, but apparently reality doesn't extend that far.

Literally, the assassin simply fell forward without being able to do anything.

If I pull out the sword stuck in his abdomen, he'll die instantly from excessive bleeding, right? Since I need to find out who sent these guys, I'll leave it for now.

As for a new weapon... I can use the sword that guy was holding.

"You inside, come out."

"Don't come!"

When I stand before Alicia's door with a new sword, I see another assassin trembling while holding Alicia, whose face is completely scrunched up.

When I think of assassins, I imagine cold, professional operators, but the assassin before my eyes is nothing like that.

...What the hell is that? Alicia is being threatened by someone like that?

"I-If you come, I'll kill this woman!!!"

Swoosh—

But no matter how pathetic he is, as long as he's holding Alicia hostage like that, I don't have many options.

If I deliberately provoke him to anger like I did with the previous assassin, what comes after... will surely be a terrible future. I must avoid stimulating him as much as possible.

"If you kill Alicia, you'll obviously die too, you know?"

"Don't talk to me!!"

"Surrender quietly. If you do that, you can at least save your life."

It's a lie, of course. What duke in the world would spare assassins who invaded his castle?

Of course, if he surrenders obediently, he might die painlessly instead of painfully, but there's no need to mention that now.

What's important right now is simply getting that assassin to take his hands off Alicia.

"Look outside. One is already dead and the other is on the verge of death. It's already over. Shouldn't you at least save your life?"

"That's..."

"So don't think strange thoughts and surrender quickly."

Good, it's working.

He's clearly wavering after hearing my words. If I just coax him a little more like this, I can successfully get him to surrender—

"Pathetic."

But at that moment, Alicia's cold words echo everywhere. Her expression, as chilly as her words, makes me involuntarily catch my breath just looking at it.

...Pathetic? Me?

"Why are you... making such a pitiful expression? Were you really going to let him go to save me?"

"...Alicia."

"Useless strange people barging in and all. Everything I prepared has become useless."

Fwaaah—

With those words, Alicia's room, which had been dark without light, brightens.

It's been a very long time since I've felt this sensation.

So... it's like when you come home late at night when it's very dark and press the switch to turn on the light.

"Wh-What is this— Kheup...!?"

The assassin, confused about what's suddenly happening, suddenly lets out a choking scream and grabs his own throat.

Dropping the dagger that had been pressing against Alicia's skin, he simply clutches his throat with both hands.

The assassin's face grows paler as time passes, and Alicia calmly emerges from the assassin's embrace and slowly walks toward me.

"...What did you do?"

"You know the solidification of magical power we learned? I just did that. Aiming at the carotid artery and windpipe in that guy's throat."

"..."

And Alicia's answer... was far too brutal.

As if it were nothing, saying it was easy to aim because she was close, Alicia walks over calmly and suddenly embraces me.

"Huaaah... This is better."

"What is?"

"When I was forcibly held by that guy, it was too disgusting."

"Aren't you forcibly holding me now too?"

"So what, you don't like it?"

"..."

"...Really?"

"Don't make that face. It's just a joke, a joke."

"It's not funny at all. Don't make jokes like that."

Even while I'm joking like this, the assassin is rapidly dying, but Alicia doesn't give him even a glance.

As if it's natural for him to suffer like that, as if questioning why anyone would care about such a person's life.

And I find such an Alicia terribly... unfamiliar and frightening.

Scenes from the novel where Alicia killed people as if they were flies flash through my mind like a panorama.

...Come to think of it, I killed someone for the first time too.

Yet I don't feel anything particular about it—in that sense, am I no different from the future Alicia?

"Alicia, are you okay?"

"About what?"

"...If we leave it like this, that person will die."

But Alicia and I are different.

I already have an adult's soul, so it's fine if I rot a bit more, but Alicia is different, isn't she?

Hearing my words, Alicia opens her eyes wide as if surprised.

"Shouldn't I kill him?"

"Uh, we need to find out who sent them, right? We can't interrogate him if he's dead."

"Ah, I see... That's right. Okay."

After hearing my explanation, Alicia nods and releases her magic. The assassin's face, which had turned not just pale but blue, rapidly returns to normal. Since he's already fainted, he shows no other reaction.

She nodded not at the moral argument that one shouldn't kill people, but after hearing about the benefits of not killing him—so very much like a villainess.

...She mustn't grow up as wicked as in the novel.

"Over there!!"

"Two unidentified males are collapsed and Young Lady Alicia's door is...!"

Right on cue, soldiers come running.

No, not on cue. They're terribly late.

What the hell were these bastards doing, not even stopping the assassins from getting here?

"It's okay, the Young Lady is fine."

"Carl!! Did you do this!?"

As Alicia and I exit the room, numerous soldiers and knights greet us.

It's not hard to guess what the question "Did you do this?" means.

"Ah... Yes, well, I subdued them."

"No wonder Hans praised you so much—you have excellent talent in swordsmanship!! Not a single scratch on you."

"But my muscles hurt too much. I think I'll need to rest for a while."

"Even while resting, you can tell us what happened, right?"

"Of course. Oh, but that guy over there who was pierced through the abdomen with a sword is still alive, so try treating him. To get information about who sent—"

Thunk!!

At that moment, the sound of flesh tearing and muscle being cut echoes everywhere.

I, Alicia, and the knight conversing with me all close our mouths and turn our heads toward where the sound came from.

"Tch, filthy bastard."

And there, someone with a completely twisted face is plunging a sword into the throat of the assassin who was still alive.

That someone's entire body is covered in white leather, making it obvious even at a glance that they're not an ordinary soldier or knight.

"...Brother Rick."

Alicia's voice flows faintly from behind me.

...Rick.

What a familiar name.

Ch.17 - Counterattack (1)
Rick.

Rick von Niederbaben.

A common, third-rate villain from the web novel I wrote myself.

Without even a physical description, he's nothing more than a disposable antagonist who recklessly commits evil deeds and gets punished by the protagonist.

And that bastard is now standing right before my eyes, perfectly fine. Looking at me with an evaluating gaze, no less.

[Kill that insolent lowborn. How dare he treat me like that!?]

[Y-you...! How dare a lowborn not know his place!!]

[No, this is a misunderstanding. A misunderstanding!!]

Let me gather my memories a bit—Rick's lines written in text come to mind.

...Every single one is so vulgar and lowbrow. I suppose it can't be helped since I was in middle school when I wrote the web novel, but just recalling them makes me cringe with embarrassment.

*...But what's this?*

However, the appearance of Rick before my eyes is completely different from what I imagined.

He truly gives off the feeling of a noble's son. With his well-groomed hair, smooth leather armor made of white leather, and even his clean swordsmanship stance—the vulgar and lowbrow feeling from the text is nowhere to be found.

But... still, this bastard must be that bastard.

No matter how much refinement his posture exudes, I can clearly sense the lowliness I felt beyond the text in those eyes looking down at me.

"What are you doing?"

"Your speech is too casual."

"...I am the youngest son of Margrave Firmont and have no reason to be spoken down to by you. Though I work as a servant, my only lord is Lady Alicia."

"..."

When I stop using honorifics and respond with casual speech just like him, Rick's eyes narrow.

What, is he upset? When he spoke casually to me first?

Even the most immoral thugs and mafia members show some courtesy when first meeting someone, don't they?

First, you need to probe who the other person is, and since you might be able to communicate with them and accidents could happen, you show courtesy first.

Showing courtesy when first meeting someone isn't a matter of morality but of intelligence.

So in other words... Rick is lacking in intelligence.

He lacks the intelligence and reasoning ability to predict what consequences his rude behavior might lead to.

Huh, thinking about it that way, I almost feel sorry for him. Isn't he just a fool with only an adult body?

"...What are you trying to do?"

As I look at Rick with genuine pity, Rick opens his mouth with a twisted expression.

As if he never dreamed he'd receive such a look, Rick's expression is full of confusion and anger.

"That's what I want to ask. Why did you kill that assassin?"

"Why did I kill him? Then were you planning to keep this assassin alive? In the first place, he insulted me in a small voice and moved his body to grab his sword. So I killed him. As a noble, I cannot simply overlook an insult."

It's an outright lie. He was a guy who was impaled through his guts with a sword and collapsed forward—there's no way he had enough strength left to grab a sword.

No, insult what? He was completely unconscious, what insult could he have made?

Is this bastard the one who sent the assassin?

Hmm... it was revealed too quickly, surprisingly anticlimactic.

"Don't you know you should extract information before killing? Why on earth don't you know that— Ah, I see..."

"...I see? I see what?"

When I trail off, Rick, who imagined for himself what words would follow, becomes greatly agitated.

It's like watching a bull in a bullfight. I almost get the illusion he might charge at me recklessly.

"Say it, I see what?!"

"Why are you getting so worked up? Maintain your dignity. There are many eyes around."

"You bastard—"

"Lord Rick!! Lord Rick, please restrain yourself!!"

As I keep needling him right in front of his face, Rick finally gets angry and tries to rush at me.

...No, more precisely, he's *pretending* to be angry.

This bastard is pretending to be angry at me to cover up the fact that he killed the assassin without making it obvious. His intentions are so transparent it makes me laugh.

Within the artificially created anger, I can sense relief that he managed to cover things up.

Well, there's still one left anyway, so it doesn't matter if one more dies.

..........

"So now what do we..."

After the incident is roughly settled, I review what happened and think about what to do going forward.

Since they already sent an assassin first, I'm too restless to just sit still. No, more than just restless.

This time I survived because I was lucky enough to be awake, but if such assassination attempts continue, I'll die eventually. Not fighting back is no different from suicide.

"What about?"

"Rick. He sent the assassin. The reason is... hmm, since we haven't been involved until now, it must be about inheritance shares."

"...Are you certain?"

Alicia, who had been listening to my words beside me, speaks as if doubtful.

"The timing is too coincidental. Right after I said we need to extract information, he finished off the dying assassin. Since he'd be held responsible if he left it to others, he must have stepped forward himself. Since he's the Duke's son, he can't be held accountable."

"That's... true."

As can be seen from Alicia vaguely agreeing with my words, Rick killing the assassin didn't become much of a controversy.

On the surface, he used the reason that the assassin insulted him, and several witnesses came forward saying they actually heard the insult.

Of course, it's extremely suspicious that all those witnesses are Rick's cronies, but what can we do when we can't find fault with it?

Above all, since Rick has lived quite hot-temperedly normally, it seems to others that Rick drawing his sword is something that could happen. Isn't Alicia thinking that way right now too?

"Mm, if you say that much, I'll believe you."

"Even I think the evidence is a bit weak, will you really believe me?"

"What are you talking about? Carl, you've never lied until now."

However, Alicia believes my words.

Honestly, the reason I'm certain Rick is the culprit is because of information that can never be obtained at this point—the memories from the web novel.

Because I know from information obtained from the web novel that Rick is evil, I can notice Rick's suspicious points. Without such background knowledge, Rick's actions are just the antics of a stupid idiot with a brain full of muscles.

As such, I didn't try to persuade others because the evidence is weak, but Alicia doesn't care at all even if the evidence is weak. She simply believes my words.

"So what are you going to do now?"

As I stand there dazed, slightly moved, Alicia opens her mouth in a slightly sulky tone to urge me on, as if she's a bit annoyed that I stopped talking mid-sentence.

"Ah, ah... Ahem, first of all, telling the Duke is impossible. He won't believe us. So I want to ask you, Alicia."

"What?"

"...Do you have any affection for Rick?"

Alicia's eyes widen greatly. It seems she truly never dreamed I would ask such a thing.

Huh? Was this such an unexpected question?

"Affection, what are you talking about? How could family members have that kind of—"

What kind of crazy talk is this?

"No no, not that!! What are you thinking about!? I'm just asking if you have familial love!?"

"Oh, oh... that's what you meant? If that's what you mean, well... I don't, ahem. I don't."

When I hastily open my mouth to elaborate on the question, Alicia, finally realizing she misunderstood, hurriedly answers my question.

She was so flustered that even though her tongue twisted, she didn't re-pronounce it and just mumbled through it, continuing her statement.

"To the point where you wouldn't feel even a bit conflicted if Rick died?"

"Yes."

Alicia answers my question immediately as if it's obvious. Unlike just before when she was flustered, there's not even a trace of confusion in her current answer.

I see.

Well, if Alicia has these feelings toward Rick, conversely Rick must have these feelings toward Alicia too. That's why he sent an assassin, thinking it's okay to kill her.

"Alicia, listen carefully. If we just stay still like this, you'll die someday."

"Because assassins will keep coming?"

"Yeah, whether it's assassins, drinks, food, or carriages, murder attempts will keep coming from all directions. You might avoid them a few times with luck, but if assassination attempts continue, you'll eventually fall victim. So—"

"We need to kill Brother Rick first?"

Alicia is slightly surprised as if she's realized something important. She doesn't have any emotion about killing Rick.

No, she does have emotion. The problem is that it's a sense of accomplishment.

...I can't leave this to Alicia.

"...Alicia, killing isn't the only answer. Imprisoning him could also be a good method. Since there's still one assassin alive, we can extract information from him."

"But isn't killing more convenient, certain, and faster?"

"...You don't worry about it and just stay still."

"What do you mean, stay out of it?"

"Yeah. I'll handle it myself, so stay out of it."

This is something I cannot compromise on.

If Alicia participates in dealing with Rick, I have a strong feeling that some bad trait will awaken in her.

"What on earth is that— Ugh..."

Since Alicia will probably keep whining if I speak weakly, I go quite strong and pressure Alicia.

When I grab Alicia's hand, push slightly while bringing my face close, Alicia's mouth, which had been snapping at me, instantly closes.

"Got it?"

"Y-yes..."

Alicia, who until just moments ago was trying to do as she pleased, now has her mouth firmly shut and carefully nods her head as if she never did that.

Fortunately, she seems to have understood well.

Ch.18 - Counterattack (2)
"One more still alive... Damn it."

Meanwhile, Rick, who had been somewhat satisfied thinking he'd buried the matter, was trembling with his hands shaking.

The reason was naturally the problem of the surviving assassin.

Rick had personally silenced the assassin himself, thinking that if he had another servant handle it, they could be traced—someone who wouldn't talk much. But he never dreamed there would be one more.

"What about disposing of him?"

"That... appears to be quite difficult. Since he has no external or internal injuries, he hasn't received treatment from a priest and is imprisoned, but those guards—"

"We haven't planted anyone among the guards, tsk..."

Rick grimaced and fell into thought.

He had to deal with this somehow. The payment he'd given wasn't the coins commonly used in the Duchy of Niederbaben but coins from a neighboring country he'd prepared separately, so there was no worry of being traced. Still, couldn't there be an unexpected accident?

...No, maybe it wasn't actually that dangerous.

When he'd stabbed the assassin to death, he'd been so flustered he'd done it without thinking, but now that he thought about it calmly, he wondered if it had been necessary.

When contracting the assassin, he hadn't left any documents—they'd met face-to-face and made a verbal contract. And he hadn't even spoken directly; he'd sent a servant as a proxy. The coins in their possession had long since had their origins laundered, hadn't they?

Ah, one more danger remained.

"Servant."

"Yes?"

"There's the servant who made the contract with the assassin. Just in case, kill him too."

"...Yes, Young Master."

If the assassin recognized the servant's voice, that would be a disaster. Preventive measures against such an unfortunate incident were essential.

Based on that judgment, Rick decided to kill the servant who had contracted with the assassin under his orders. Though the man was a servant and thus also a noble like Rick, not a mere attendant, Rick didn't care about that at all.

In Rick's mind, even among nobles, not all nobles were equal.

He was a Duke's son and that servant was a Baronet's son, so naturally his own life as a Duke's son was more precious. With that thought, Rick gave the order to kill the servant who had been loyal to him.

"...A noble's son."

And at that moment, the image of the boy who had boldly defied him rose in Rick's mind.

Carl wasn't just some Baronet but a Margrave's son, so strictly speaking, he was equal in status to Rick. As such, it was impossible for one to suppress the other with rank.

[Somehow...]

*Crack—*

The more he recalled Carl's image—using that fact so irritatingly to insult and mock him—the more Rick's face twisted with rage.

"I need to kill that Carl bastard too."

Eventually, Rick came to the judgment that Carl had to die.

Equal in status? How could he possibly endure such humiliation over something like that?

No, in Rick's mind, their status was never equal to begin with.

No matter how equal they might be by law and custom—no, even if the other was higher—Rick thought his own status was always superior. Even if the comparison was with the Emperor himself.

After all, nothing in this world was more precious than his own life.

"Y-Young Master..."

"Why are you looking at me like that!? Isn't it because that Carl bastard is stuck by her side that we couldn't kill Alicia? Then we need to deal with Carl first."

"...Yes, I understand."

The servant bowed his head as if hanging it low, accepting Rick's order.

The servant felt tremendous guilt about what he was doing, but still couldn't give up his position.

If he quit now, he and his family—nobles in name only—wouldn't be able to make a living. More importantly, he was certain he'd meet the same fate as the servant being killed for silencing.

He could only continue being loyal to Rick.

**********

"Haaa..."

I'm so shocked that I had such thoughts. It's as if I've acquired the mindset of a medieval person rather than a modern one.

Instead of exposing Rick's evil deeds and sending him to prison, I'm planning to just kill him secretly without anyone knowing—is this really happening?

Well, since I've already killed the assassins who tried to kill Alicia, I can't exactly tremble over murder now... Ugh.

*Alicia has no close confidants... none.*

Aside from me, Alicia doesn't have a single trustworthy confidant. For Alicia, who has always lived arrogantly looking down on others, there's no way she'd have servants who are truly loyal.

No, even if she weren't that kind of person, I can't imagine there being servants truly loyal to a mere 9-year-old.

At this point in time, I'm the only one who truly cares about Alicia.

In other words, I have to fight Rick all by myself. And with nothing but the bare body of an 8-year-old at that.

...This is a headache.

"Is something wrong?"

As I sighed and nursed my headache, Sarah, who had approached me at some point, tilted her head and spoke to me.

As always expressionless, but with emotion in her voice—quite unbalanced.

"No, nothing. Go away."

"Nothing? It's written all over your face."

"I said it's nothing."

"Well, if you insist that much, fine."

Sarah, seemingly offended by my repeated deflection, twitched the corners of her eyes slightly, then turned and left.

Goodness, how can such a small girl have so much emotion... Wait a minute.

Come to think of it, doesn't Alicia have no friends her age? That's why Alicia keeps trying to depend on me.

Then as Alicia's confidant and friend, Sarah... Hmm.

"Wait, Sarah."

"What."

Sarah answered in a sulky tone and turned her head back. Her expression was still expressionless.

"Where are you working right now?"

"Where? Obviously House Niederbaben."

Sarah answered in a tone suggesting why I'd ask such a thing, pointing at the floor with her finger.

"...Not that, what's your position? I'm Alicia's personal servant, so what about you?"

"Ah, oh... Um...?"

Only after hearing my follow-up question did Sarah clearly understand what I was asking. She tilted her head and fell into thought.

...What's this? She can't immediately say what work she's assigned? Where in the world—

"I don't have one."

"Huh?"

What kind of answer is that?

Wondering if she was joking or mistaken, I looked at Sarah, but apparently she had understood my question correctly and answered.

"I'm 7 years old. What work would a 7-year-old be assigned? I just do odd jobs."

"...Ah, I see. Right, of course."

I'd momentarily forgotten because she kept speaking so maturely.

Sarah is 7 years old. What work would you assign to a 7-year-old? You'd just have her do odd jobs. That's why she could keep meeting with me during work hours.

Ah, well... then fortunately this should be quick to arrange.

"Then want to work with me?"

The Duke cares enough about Alicia to assign me specifically to her, so adding an unimportant servant like Sarah should be simple enough. Should be fine.

"...What?"

"Work with me. You said you don't have much to do anyway."

"That's... but... Yes, I understand."

Receiving my sudden invitation, Sarah blushed slightly, then slowly nodded in agreement.

For Sarah too, working under Alicia would be better than wandering around looking for odd jobs.

...But seriously, what do I do about Rick? I have absolutely no means to deal with Rick in this situation. Should I just do it myself?

Infiltrate Rick's bedroom with a 9-year-old body and stab that bastard? No, the security around him is too tight to infiltrate... Hmm.

Maybe I should talk with the captured assassin first.

..........

"I-I don't know..."

But what's this?

After getting the Duke's permission to make Sarah Alicia's personal servant and to meet the assassin, I immediately came to the prison where the assassin was held, but the assassin's reaction is quite strange.

He's terrified—way too terrified.

He really made a living as an assassin with this mindset? Is that bastard Rick an idiot for entrusting assassination work to someone like this?

"M-my older brother handled all the important stuff..."

"Aha."

Then I can understand somewhat. The guy I fought handled all the work, and the second and youngest just did odd jobs.

...Hmm, that's a bit troublesome.

That means interrogating him might not yield much evidence.

"Step away for a moment."

"What?"

"It's the Duke's order. This is important work to find the assassin's backer, so hurry."

"..."

I held up the permit the Duke gave me and pushed back the soldiers standing guard around the prison. Even so, the soldiers didn't manage their expressions, clearly offended that a mere child was ordering them around.

Goodness, what does being young matter?

Anyway, that's done and now it's just the two of us... Hmm, I should be able to speak properly now.

"Hey, come closer. So we can talk quietly without others hearing."

"Wh-what..."

What was it, there was that joke on the internet, right?

The CIA arrests criminals, but the KGB creates criminals and then arrests them.

"Let's get our stories straight. You don't want to die either, right?"

"..."

A glint appeared in the eyes of the assassin who had only been terrified until now.

Hmm, looks like I'll be able to get cooperation more smoothly than expected.
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"Uh... um..."

Right now, my hands are full of all kinds of precious metals and jewelry.

The owner of these precious metals is Alicia, and she's looking at them without showing any particular emotion.

"...Can I really use these?"

"Yeah, use them. They're useless to me anyway."

Alicia sweeps her dry gaze over the precious metals, then meets my eyes as she speaks.

As her gaze just showed, Alicia really doesn't seem to care what happens to these precious metals.

"Well... I know I'm the one who brought this up first, but even so, doesn't this seem like too much?"

"Hm? I can just get more as gifts from Dad anyway."

"Ah, I see. Mm. Right."

But it seems my concern was unnecessary. I trembled for a moment at having so much money, but to Alicia, born with a golden spoon, this is apparently just pocket change.

...Wait, does that even make sense?

Well, I guess it does. She gets so much allowance that Rick could afford to hire an assassin to send after Alicia.

It's striking how different the starting line is from birth. Though it might sound odd for me, the son of a margrave, to say that.

"Anyway, I'll use this well. Thanks."

"Don't thank me, you need it to protect my life, right?"

"Heh, that's true. Anyway, I'll head out now, so talk with Sarah a bit. She'll be your close aide from now on."

As I put the precious metals Alicia gave me into a sack, I tell her what she needs to do next. Since there was a recent assassination attempt, Alicia's security has tightened considerably so I don't need to worry too much, but what Alicia needs most right now is to cultivate close aides.

If she keeps borrowing servants from the duchy, it becomes easier for hostile figures like Rick to plant people near Alicia, so she absolutely needs close aides—a wall of people to surround her.

"Sarah, come in."

"Sarah? Who's that— Ah."

"...Hello."

I call Sarah, who was waiting outside the door, to come in.

Alicia seems to have known Sarah's face but not her name, as she opens her eyes wide the moment she sees Sarah's face.

"Well then, I'll be off."

"..."

"..."

I leave the two facing each other and immediately exit the room. No sound comes from behind.

What, are they shy? They've already met several times, why act like this now?

Anyway... I successfully made arrangements with the assassin yesterday, so now I just need to fine-tune the details.

..........

"Kid, this place isn't for children like you— My apologies."

The guard who was about to chase me away completely changes his expression when he sees what I'm holding, then bows his head and greets me.

Hmm, when I was kicked out of my home—that is, when I left House Firmont—I received many items engraved with the Firmont family crest, and these are surprisingly useful. I guess the Margraviate of Firmont is pretty famous.

"Hmm... Good that you understand."

I casually accept the guard's apology while looking around.

This is the Black Market's Niederbaben branch, a place where you can get anything you want if you have the money.

It changes location at regular intervals to erase its tracks, and disguises itself as ordinary shops like taverns or junk stores, making it difficult for ordinary people to realize what this place does.

Of course, that only applies to ordinary people—the highest-ranking power holders, including Duke Niederbaben, naturally know everything. It's common sense that the underworld can't beat the authorities, right?

If they tried to conduct business while hiding everything, they'd immediately get their heads smashed by the authorities for tax evasion, so the Black Market operates by cooperating with those in power.

Besides, if they really hid everything, they'd have no one to trade with and the Black Market would starve to death.

"What brings you—"

"Blessings to Medeia."

"—..."

The guard immediately shuts his mouth upon hearing my answer.

But even though the Black Market flatters those in power, it hasn't revealed everything.

After all, you can only call yourself the underworld if you have secrets even the highest authorities don't know, right?

...Of course, I wrote it that way. It seemed cool at the time.

Actually, it's still pretty cool even now.

"I want to speak with Medeia."

Medeia is a character from the web novel I wrote, a witch thousands of years old who dominates—or more precisely, owns—the Black Market.

In the web novel, she concealed her identity from those in power and traded with both the protagonist and enemies alike for profit, accepting payment only in pure gold and silver. The precious metals from Alicia in my sack are exactly what I'll pay her with.

As for why Medeia collects precious metals while hiding her identity, even I, her creator, don't know. I just wrote whatever came to mind and the web novel ended up discontinued.

"...Follow me."

The guard turns around and guides me. Stone walls split left and right to become doors, and a full-length mirror becomes a portal connecting to a new space, transporting me.

How many portals did I pass through? The sky that had the sun directly overhead just moments ago is now filled with pitch-black night sky as if it had always been that way.

"..."

And at some point, the guard who was guiding me has disappeared without a trace. The illusory puppet made of magical power returned to magical power and became part of Medeia again.

Now I'm just standing here alone under the pitch-black night sky as a ceiling.

Actually, not quite alone.

"Who... are you? It's been truly ages since someone I've never met has sought me out."

In the distance, a woman with hair shimmering violet—Medeia—is looking at me and speaking.

Medeia's eyes hold both curiosity and wariness. She never dreamed that someone seeking her would be such a young child, let alone a complete stranger.

...Rick's appearance was completely different from what I imagined, but Medeia's appearance is exactly as I pictured it.

The web novel I wrote had jumbled settings with gaps everywhere, making it unreliable, but seeing this, I can trust it to some degree.

"My name is Carl von Firmont. I wish to make a deal with you, Medeia—"

"Don't lie. Using a false name."

A massive wave emanating from Medeia makes the pitch-black night sky ripple with red, purple, and pink.

And that wave becomes a vortex swirling around me, as if threatening to end my life if I lie.

A false name? But it's my real name, what does she— Ah.

Right, Medeia can see people's souls. She's looking at "me," not Carl's body?

"...My previous name may have been different, but my true name now is Carl von Firmont. I have no desire to be called by my previous name."

"Hmm."

Medeia snorts and narrows her eyes as if telling me to say more. At least she doesn't seem to be denying my words.

Well, that's all I have to say about my real name... Fine, let me get straight to the point then.

"I wish to make a deal with you, Medeia. I want to hypnotize someone and make them move according to my will."

As I hold out the sack full of precious metals, Medeia's violet eyes flash.

In the blink of an eye, the sack disappears from my hand and appears resting on Medeia's palm.

"Hypnosis... Why?"

"For my lord's life. My lord will live if I cut off the breath of the one attempting assassination."

Honestly, even if I expose Rick's wrongdoing, I can't imagine Duke Niederbaben, who unconditionally protects his children, will properly punish Rick.

Rick, receiving a slap on the wrist, will harbor resentment and try to harm Alicia and me even more, so killing Rick is the only answer. I want to avoid bloodshed as much as possible, but there's no choice.

"Your lord. Hmm, but there's a problem."

"Pardon? A problem?"

"The payment is insufficient. No matter how beautifully crafted the ornaments, they're essentially just gold and silver, lighter than stones."

Uh... what?

But something's going wrong with this conversation.

I'm not asking her to kill someone, just to cast a simple hypnosis curse, yet Medeia is saying my payment is insufficient.

Huh...? In the web novel I wrote, Medeia granted most wishes if she received gold and silver...?

Did the web novel's settings change when it became reality? Like Rick's appearance?

No, what the hell. I came all this way and now the plan's falling apart. At this rate, I need to remake the plan—

"But well... I'll accept the request. I can just receive additional payment with something else."

"What? Something else, what do you mean by— Ugh...!?"

In that moment, Medeia appears before my eyes in the blink of an eye. With my small 8-year-old body, she's so close I have to look up to see her face.

And Medeia places her hand on top of my head. With her hand full of ulterior motives.

"Let me research you."

"...What?"

"A soul that entered another's body... This is... this is... ehehe, ehehehe..."

Medeia, rubbing my head, throws away all the mysterious atmosphere she'd maintained and grins foolishly.

She smiles so widely her beautiful face crumples, yet even so, Medeia's appearance still doesn't lose its radiance.

N-no. What kind of nonsense is— Wait, don't touch me! I said don't touch!!
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"Yes, Father. It's just a baseless rumor. Please trust me."

Of course it's a lie. I did it. I tried to kill Alicia.

Honestly speaking, Father probably suspects it to some degree.

But he's not strong enough to confront me about it directly.

Because for Father, what's more important than his own life is the prestige of the family.

Just like all the other nobles.

"...Alright, I understand. Be careful."

Father nods with a complicated expression, saying he understands.

...Be careful, he says.

So Father already has a vague idea after all.

I'm sorry. But what else can I do?

*Why should I share my inheritance with those bastards who have no sense of family?*

I feel closer to the nanny who raised me than to the mother who gave birth to me, and I feel closer to the servants and attendants I talk to every day than to siblings I've barely conversed with.

Nothing in this world makes my hands tremble more than giving away what should be mine to people I'm not even close to.

...Damn, it's too late now, but I really was too hasty in my judgment. I should have watched more carefully and dealt with it more thoroughly.

"Then I'll be going, Father."

Rick gives his father a perfunctory greeting and exits the office, thinking.

Anyway, so what do I do now...

Since there's already been one assassination attempt, the security around Alicia has become especially tight. It's impossible to send assassins recklessly like before, so the only way to harm Alicia would be through poison.

...No, even that's not certain. Judging by how that brat Carl picked up and ate the poisoned bread first, killing her with poison seems quite difficult too.

Damn... If Alicia learns magic more perfectly, the opportunity to kill her will disappear forever...

*Should I give up?*

Should I give up on killing Alicia and focus on the other siblings instead? Yeah, that's probably right. After all, I have to kill them all eventually, don't I?

It's just a trivial matter of changing the order of who to kill first. It's absolutely not that I'm backing down because I can't handle it.

Right, forget Alicia for now, I'll start with Karla—

"Excuse me."

"—!?"

At that moment, a voice suddenly comes from right in front of me where I hadn't sensed any presence at all.

Startled, I almost fall backward, but manage to keep my balance just barely. Though I did show an unsightly display.

"Wow, you suddenly did such a strange dance that I was startled."

"What the—... You."

When I turn my head toward where the voice came from—or more precisely, when I look down—there stands that detestable boy, Carl.

Carl, grinning unpleasantly, speaks in a sarcastic tone and extends his hand to me.

I'm certainly not small enough to need help from such a young brat, but Carl deliberately ignores that fact and tries to help me up.

This... this... son of a bitch...!

*Smack—!!*

"Ow!?"

When I swing my hand to knock away his detestable hand, Carl lets out a stupid scream and staggers as if about to fall.

Seeing him stagger from just this much is truly pathetic.

It's infuriating that I suffered so much from such an insignificant bastard.

"How prickly of you."

"What? Why exactly did you come to see me?"

"Tsk, no matter how much I think about it, I don't think I've done anything to deserve resentment... This is why people get ruined when they grow up thinking they're the best."

"What? Ruined?"

"Anyway, since you were rude first, I don't think I need to be polite anymore... So, do you plan to confess?"

He doesn't need to be polite anymore since I was rude first? Can there really be such a vermin in this world? After pretending to be polite while subtly getting on my nerves, now he's trying to escape by saying he did nothing wrong?

Where in the world does such an absurd way of speaking exist? I absolutely cannot forgive this. Simply killing him won't be enough—I want to completely destroy his life and existence.

Let's see, around here... Fortunately, there's no one. In this corridor, it's just Carl and me.

"Confess... I don't know what you're talking about."

"Is that the expression of someone who doesn't know what I'm talking about? That's the expression of vermin who knows perfectly well what I'm saying."

"So what? What are you going to do? Cornering someone like this without evidence? And calling me vermin!? What an insult!"

Carl's expression crumples. As I said, he must not have been able to find evidence.

Honestly, if I claim that this current situation of him slandering me without evidence is itself a great insult, I could win in a trial presided over by the Duke. It's serious enough that I could even challenge him to a duel without such tedious procedures.

Of course, challenging such a young child to a duel would itself be a great dishonor, so I have no such intention... but damn, this feels surprisingly good.

Watching him unable to prove my guilt no matter what means he uses is this enjoyable.

"I never said a single word about what you should confess to."

"Are you trying to get away with insulting me with such sophistry? Given the circumstances, you're obviously talking about the assassins from the other day!! I absolutely cannot tolerate this!!"

I try to pressure him by raising my voice, but Carl, lacking the naivety of a child, maintains his expression.

He's just looking at me with narrowed eyes.

"I have evidence."

"...What?"

What is he talking about?

Carl, who had been looking at me with narrowed eyes, sighs and suddenly says that.

Evidence? There can't be any evidence. I already dealt with anything that could leave a trail, so what nonsense is he—

"You seem quite anxious? There's one assassin left that you failed to kill."

"Ah, ahhh... Don't be ridiculous, you're saying strange things. So what if there is?"

What, was that all?

Damn... There's a limit to being stupid and naive. To think he was going to use an assassin's words as testimony?

"A criminal's words can't be trusted, right? Between the words of me, the Duke's son, and a captured assassin, naturally my words carry more weight. Even with physical evidence, a criminal's words are hard to trust, let alone a criminal's words without physical evidence. Ha!"

"It's not about whether the assassin's words are true or false, but about your status being more important?"

"That's right. Were you born as a Margrave's child and don't even know that?"

Can someone really be this naive? No matter how much the assassin points to me as the culprit, the assassin's statement can't be trusted.

More importantly, even if the assassin really gave such testimony, isn't it clearly perjury? The means for the assassin to know I was the client have been completely eliminated.

"I've secured testimony. All that's left is your confession. If you honestly admit that you tried to kill Alicia, it won't lead to a terrible outcome."

"Heh, heh... All that's left is my confession... In other words, without my confession, you can't prove my guilt."

Ah, to be this stupid.

Looking around, there are only Carl and me in this corridor. If I speak loudly, someone beyond the corridor might hear, but if I whisper softly, no one will be able to hear my words.

Right, since it's just the two of us anyway, shall I gently tell him the truth?

Seeing the expression of someone who has clearly realized the truth but can't do anything about it and flounders... that would be really entertaining.

"That's right, I sent the assassins. But so what? If I deny it, that's the end of it."

"You..."

"Why? Frustrated? So frustrated you could go crazy?"

As if immediately understanding what I'm saying, Carl glares at me with fierce eyes.

Ah... yes, yes, he's showing exactly the reaction I expected. Very entertaining.

"But what can you do about it? All you can do is cling to a criminal's testimony and whine that I'm guilty, right? Isn't that so?"

"..."

"If you understand, just keep your head down quietly. Know your place."

This feeling, this feeling of freely toying with someone who can't lift a finger... I can't resist it.

It's too entertaining. Until now, I've only beaten down inferiors indiscriminately, but to think there's also a method of playing with them psychologically like this—I learned it too late.

Right. If he wants to save Alicia's life, I'll keep Carl trapped and make him cooperate with me—... Huh?

*...He's smiling?*

What?

Just a moment ago, he was making the most frustrated expression, contorting his face, but the expression of Carl I see now is different.

This isn't simple exaggeration. Literally in the blink of an eye, Carl's expression has changed.

What is this—

"Rick..."

"—?!"

The moment I sense something is wrong, a voice that shouldn't be heard comes from behind me.

Reflexively turning my head, there stands Father, who definitely wasn't there just moments ago.

What is this... what the hell is this...!?
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"Father?! What is this, how..."

"Rick..."

"N-no, Father, it's not like that!!"

Unaware that he had been under hypnosis and suggestion, Rick seemed to think he simply hadn't noticed the Duke's presence, and began desperately spewing excuses.

A trap? What's he talking about? He's the one who blabbed everything.

I merely gave you the opportunity to speak freely.

*As expected, hypnosis that makes someone misunderstand works better than a false confession.*

If I brainwashed him to falsely confess to a crime, things could get quite tangled when he came to his senses later.

Besides, common sense dictated that Rick would never confess on his own, so suspicion would be unavoidable. Since brainwashing and hypnosis leave traces, if Rick strongly insisted he'd been put under a spell, a mage or priest would quickly expose it.

Most importantly, brainwashing or hypnosis that forces behavior makes the subject's words and actions extremely unnatural, so even without calling a mage, anyone with a keen eye could immediately tell something was off.

That's why I went through all this trouble.

I simply cast a perception-impairing hypnosis that dulled his senses, making Rick believe only I was present so he would reveal his true nature on his own.

That's why Rick's confession is remarkably convincing, and no matter how much he denies it given the circumstances, he can never truly deny it.

I'm truly grateful he still possesses that characteristic arrogance and complacency shown in the web novel.

*Being used as live experimental material for Medeia was worth it... though I never want to do that again. Anyway.*

"This is a trap!! A trap Carl prepared to ensnare me!!"

Rick is far more flustered than when he faced the Duke moments ago.

Is it because the Duke vaguely suspecting what he did is completely different from him directly revealing it himself?

Even though the Duke can never impose severe punishment on Rick due to prestige issues, he's panicking like this. Normally he would have noticed that, but seeing that he can't suggests he's quite out of his mind.

"Rick, stop."

"Father, please believe m—"

"I said stop!!"

"—Ugh..."

The Duke silences Rick's continued excuses.

There's no value in hearing more, and if such words reached others' ears, it would be utterly disgraceful.

When I briefly make eye contact with the Duke, he squeezes his eyes shut and avoids my gaze, clearly finding this situation deeply shameful.

Well, I'm glad he understands.

"Duke Niederbaben, Your Grace, while I receive wages from House Niederbaben as a servant, my lord is Lady Alicia."

"...That's right."

"May I hear what punishment will be given to Rick? Since it concerns Lady Alicia's life and death, this is extremely important to me. At minimum, it must be punishment sufficient to ensure Lady Alicia's safety."

The Duke's mouth clamps shut.

To be cornered to the point of being unable to speak by a mere child like me must be deeply humiliating, yet the Duke seems to understand my statement.

"...I cannot speak of that here. Furthermore, judicial authority is a right that belongs solely to me as Duke Niederbaben, so you cannot interfere."

"Yes, thank you for your response."

But... well, I suppose it comes to this after all.

No matter how much he knows right from wrong, Duke Niederbaben is fundamentally Rick's father and the head of the family.

Both as a father and as head of the house, the Duke cannot impose severe punishment on Rick.

A parent's instinct to protect their child, a family head's duty to protect the family's prestige—these will make the Duke give Rick a slap on the wrist.

...I can't let that stand.

"Are you all right?"

"Yes, I understand."

"...Thank you."

The Duke is sincerely thanking me, an eight-year-old child.

Since I'm shouldering a life-threatening risk because of his unreasonableness, honestly even a cold-blooded person would have no choice but to be grateful.

Tsk, I feel a bit guilty... but it can't be helped. I can't let trash like Rick, who was proven even in the original novel, continue living.

*The Duke's role is now finished.*

The reason I went through all this trouble was to expose Rick's crimes far and wide.

Even if only I knew Rick was guilty, even if I just killed Rick, that wouldn't be a proper response, would it?

The saying "it's not a crime if you don't get caught" also means it only becomes a crime when everyone knows.

Spread rumors of Rick's cruelty widely so people recognize Rick's crimes, and as punishment for those crimes, Rick... dies.

That's my plan, but... is this really okay?

*Was my personality really like this?*

For me, who was a modern person just a month ago, to so easily decide on murder—no matter how I think about it, it's strange. It's as if my sensibilities have become those of a person from this era.

...But well, I vaguely understand it too.

When I think of Alicia's face, it feels like I could do anything to protect her. Even if it means staining my hands with blood.

**********

"What is this commotion!!"

Duke Niederbaben's roar echoes outside the office.

The elderly gentleman Philip, alone receiving the Duke's fury in the office, cannot answer and merely bows his head somberly.

"It's already spread as rumors!? To the nobles of the duchy, to the nobles of the Empire, even to the commoners—it's all been revealed!? If you have a mouth, speak! Why did it spread!! Looking at the Black Market, there were no requests, so it's not like someone maliciously spread it!!"

Until now, no matter how superior his status, the Duke had treated Philip with respect, but not now.

Human kindness only emerges when one's life isn't threatened.

The atrocities Rick committed have spread throughout the country and abroad, endlessly eroding the prestige of House Niederbaben and its head, the Duke.

The incident that just broke could completely ruin not just the Duke's life but his family's as well, so the Duke's kindness has completely dried up.

"According to what's been revealed, it seems one of the servants or attendants who witnessed the entire incident from the corridor at the time spread the rumor."

"It seems... so you don't know how many spread the rumor."

"...I apologize."

"First, first... gather up all the servants and attendants who were working in that area at the time and interrogate them. Try to extract confessions by emphasizing leniency as much as possible, and if that doesn't work... dismiss all the servants and attendants who were working during that time."

"Yes, Your Grace."

Dozens being dismissed simultaneously through collective responsibility seems excessively harsh, but this is something that must be done given the nature of nobility.

For nobles, nothing is more alarming than secrets not being kept in their own castle, their home base.

Add to that the recent infiltration of an assassin targeting Rick, and Niederbaben Castle is literally failing to function as a castle. Rather, Duke Niederbaben's decision to grant a grace period through confession is extremely merciful.

"Rick."

"Yes?"

"What do you think should be done with Rick?"

Duke Niederbaben's mercy extends to his son Rick as well.

Despite already knowing the answer himself, asking Philip what should be done with Rick clearly reveals Duke Niederbaben's soft attitude toward Rick.

"...Well, you must punish him. Now that other nobles have all found out, all we can do is impose punishment on Rick. If you don't punish Lord Rick, all the nobles will look down on Niederbaben."

"Punishment..."

"The customary law of the Duchy of Niederbaben stipulates the death penalty for attempted murder of a noble. However, the subject committing the crime is not specified."

Reading the Duke's heart, Philip begins explaining a way to save Rick.

That the subject committing the crime isn't specified means that if one insists, one could view a noble attempting to kill a noble differently from a commoner or lower attempting to kill a noble.

Understanding this immediately, the Duke's facial muscles relax from their tension.

"...Then Rick can be saved."

"Yes, Your Grace. Imprisonment cannot be avoided, but if it's imprisonment in name only and you impose house arrest, to others who don't know the truth it will seem an appropriate punishment. To make the punishment appear more severe, adding a fine would be good."

"Let's go in that direction. I'll give Rick house arrest disguised as imprisonment, and have him pay the fine with the allowance I gave him. Please."

"Please, you say? Your Grace, I am your vassal, so give me an order, not a request."

"...Thank you. It's an order."

What relaxed wasn't just the Duke's facial muscles.

The Duke's heart, which until just moments ago had been full of stress and unable to properly control his emotions, softened as if nothing had happened, and the Duke could once again converse with Philip respectfully as before.

But that's not what's important now.

They know nothing.

That it was Carl who spread the rumors.

That Carl won't be satisfied with just that level of punishment.

Ch.22 - Counterattack (6)
"Why, why do I have to suffer like this!!"

"Young Master, please calm down. Please..."

"Please? Did you just say please!? How dare someone like you!?"

The servant attending to Rick is going out of his mind. In the servant's opinion, Duke Niederbaben's punishment is so light it's practically feather-weight, yet this pampered young master can't even bear that.

No, it's not just the servant. Anyone who realizes the true nature of the punishment handed down to Rick would surely think the same way.

"You simply need to leave the castle for a while and rest at the villa His Grace uses. Please calm your anger."

"Rest? It's practically a prison, isn't it!?"

"No, it's not a prison but a villa perfectly equipped with all kinds of recreational facilities. It will only be rumored as a prison to the public, but in reality it's just a resort."

The servant desperately struggles to persuade Rick, fighting to keep his job, for the sake of his family.

His appearance is so servile that anyone who saw it would instinctively turn their head away.

And Rick is one of those people.

Watching the servant's vulgar behavior, Rick grimaces and turns his gaze away, then soon grinds his molars and speaks.

"Th-that...! The problem is that it will be rumored as a prison!!"

"Pardon...?"

"How can I go to prison!? How!!"

"..."

Hearing Rick's shout, the servant can no longer say anything.

The issue isn't something else—he simply hates being perceived as going to prison. This makes persuasion impossible by any means.

The servant feels acutely like a parent watching a student who says they'll drop out of high school because they don't want to be drafted into the military.

The only difference from actual parents is that the servant cannot discipline this problem child even with a beating.

Eventually, cornered, the servant has no choice but to use a method he didn't want to employ.

*Click—*

"Let's go."

"Wh-what. You people!! Don't you know who I am!?"

Borrowing the Duke's power.

Since he failed to properly persuade his lord and had to borrow the Duke's power, the servant's performance evaluation will be mercilessly slashed, but isn't that still better than being fired?

When the servant scurries off to the Duke and reports everything in detail, a few hours later soldiers and knights arrive under the Duke's orders and forcibly escort Rick away.

"We know, Rick of Niederbaben."

"Then how can you be so rude—!!"

"Enough, enough! We are carrying out His Grace the Duke's orders. If you have complaints, go take them up with His Grace."

"Wh... What? No, how could Father... And what's with your tone!! Can't you speak respectfully!! Let go of me!!"

"Hey! Hurry up and take him!"

Rick's resistance ends futilely. Though born as the Duke's son and trained in all manner of swordsmanship and martial arts, it doesn't work against soldiers and knights who make this their livelihood.

Above all, with a difference of more than double digits in numbers, Rick is simply dragged away by the soldiers and knights with his limbs held.

Rick's roar fills the corridor, and the servants and attendants desperately try to ignore it while simultaneously glancing sideways at their colleagues.

After all, they can't let some idiot spread rumors outside and threaten their lives.

..........

"Well then, have a comfortable time."

*Click—!*

With the metallic sound of the hinge closing, the villa becomes silent.

No, to be precise, there is sound. It's just that the sound is merely breathing.

Rick stares at the villa's main gate with a dazed expression, and the servants carefully prepared by the Duke and Philip to isolate Rick from the outside world watch him with narrowed eyes.

*Whip—*

"..."

Feeling uncomfortable with their gaze, Rick whips his head around to look at the servants behind him, and they bow their heads as if nothing happened, avoiding eye contact with Rick.

After all, servants are nothing more than living furniture, and they cannot share emotions with the person using them through something like eye contact.

"Young Master, we've prepared your meal."

Despite Rick emanating an ominous aura from his entire body, the servants calmly begin attending to him.

Though the energy emanating from Rick's body is so disturbing that he could swing his sword in frustration at any moment, none of the servants here pay any attention to such things as they handle Rick.

Well, if Rick really did such a thing, the soldiers filling the villa would immediately come running.

Moreover, though the servants are currently attending to Rick, their true lord is Duke Niederbaben, so Rick can never lay a hand on them.

If he did, it would be the same as raising a sword against the Duke. Knowing this well, Rick endures the humiliation with a sensation like all the blood in his body is flowing backward.

"Kuh, kuhk...!?"

*CRASH—!!*

However, Rick's patience disappears in an instant.

No, to be precise, he can no longer exercise patience.

Rick, who had been eating with his body trembling as he forced himself, suddenly loses all strength from his body as if nothing had happened and collapses forward.

As Rick collapses onto the table, all kinds of food scatter in every direction. From steak to all kinds of salads and soups, the dining room instantly fills with filth.

"Young Master!?"

"Wait, what. What is this—!?"

"Call a priest, call a... urgh..."

"This is..."

The servants who rushed over to urgently check Rick's health soon become unable to think anything.

Rick's pulse isn't beating, and no air comes from his nose or mouth. His eyes, with eyelids that won't close, simply have widely dilated pupils, showing not even a hint of reaction when light is brought to them.

The servant who was about to urgently call the priest on standby in the villa stops right there.

Priests heal sick people; they cannot revive the dead.

"This is..."

"Urk..."

Only one hypothesis passes through the minds of the servants watching this.

Poisoning.

Not some weak poison easily obtainable on the market, but a fast-acting poison that can kill immediately.

Moreover, to plant poison in ingredients carefully selected by Niederbaben—in the servants' minds, there's only one person who could do such a thing.

The dining room, which until just moments ago had been filled with the servants' cold responses and Rick's anger, is now filled only with an eerie atmosphere as if nothing had happened.

**********

*He's dead.*

I can tell just from how suddenly chaotic it's become outside.

Looking at the expressions of people going back and forth beyond the window, I can clearly see what they're thinking.

They probably think the Duke killed Rick for the sake of his house.

The Duke must feel wronged. I did it, but he's being framed as the culprit.

[The Duke will have to punish Rick since the rumors have spread, but he'll punish him lightly. He'll settle for house arrest. The location will be the villa the Duke cherishes. No, to be precise, there's no other place that can be used for house arrest besides that villa.]

[That makes sense. I know the Duke's love for his children very well. Even I, who don't own the Black Market, know about it—the rumors are that widespread.]

[So... I'll infiltrate the mansion that will be used for house arrest in advance and coat the fine tableware with poison. I'll move before the house arrest punishment is handed down to Rick, no, even before the rumors spread, so I won't be suspected.]

[So you want poison? Hmm... well, fine. Studying you was worth enough, so I'll prepare the poison. One that won't wash off even with water, loses its toxicity after a month, is transparent, and can cause instant death... the conditions are quite demanding. I'll have no choice but to prepare this myself through alchemy.]

Closing my eyes slightly, the conversation I had with Medeia comes to mind.

I never knew things would go this smoothly. Since I designed their personalities, I could predict how they'd move, but I didn't know it would demonstrate such great power.

Well... I gave them enough chances.

I didn't directly curse and kill Rick; I just coated the villa's tableware with poison.

If the Duke had given Rick proper punishment, Rick would have lived.

"Carl..."

"His Grace the Duke must have found Rick cumbersome."

"...Yeah."

Perhaps thinking Rick's death is connected to me, Alicia calls out to me with worry in an expression hard to describe, then carefully nods after hearing my words.

Alicia didn't nod because she was convinced by my words.

She has no other reaction she can show except nodding to my words.

"To kill him for spreading rumors, how regrettable. I only spread a little rumor so you could protect your honor."

"...Mm."

But soon Alicia's eyes change to acceptance.

Not acceptance from being completely fooled by my words, but acceptance born purely from wanting to believe me.

...I can't do this.

This feeling—I don't think I'll ever get used to it.

Ch.23 - Counterattack (7)
"Duke... His Grace...? No, I mean, it is a serious matter, but..."

"Still, it's a bit much. He's his own flesh and blood."

"Haha, Duke Niederbaben must have been truly desperate. Though, I would've killed him too. A man who'd draw a blade against his own sister—there's no law saying he wouldn't do the same to the Duke himself."

"How utterly crude. What good does it do to deny it? At this timing, the only person who could have killed his confined son is Duke Niederbaben. Honestly, those southerners are so short-sighted."


Rick's death sparked countless reactions.

From the nobles of the Duchy of Niederbaben nearby, to the nobles of the Empire that Niederbaben served as a vassal state far away—countless nobles were consuming the Duke's decision as gossip material.

No, more precisely, they had no choice but to consume it.

Humans are inherently social creatures, and as such, they cannot help but be influenced by others. And currently, every intellectual in the Empire was speaking with one voice about Duke Niederbaben's "patriotic decision."

In other words, even those who had no interest were forced to make the Duke's decision a topic of conversation and consume it.


"I didn't do it!!"

"Your Grace, it troubles us when you keep saying this. Doesn't all the evidence point to you as the culprit? Young Lord Rick died from poison in his food immediately after being confined, and wasn't it you who ordered the confinement? Kinslaying is a mortal sin."

"Please repent so you won't go to hell!! We're thinking of you, Your Grace!!"


Duke Niederbaben was going mad with injustice. Just as the public judged that the Duke had killed his son, the religious circles judged the same.

Seizing the enormous scandal caused by Niederbaben as a golden opportunity, the religious circles endlessly pressured the Duke to repent and atone for the mortal sin of kinslaying.

However, the religious circles weren't doing this to uphold righteousness.

They were doing this to greatly expand the Church's influence in the Duchy of Niederbaben by grasping and shaking the enormous weakness the Duke had created.


"Repent!! And to atone, spread the Lord's word far and wide!! Build more churches to spread the faith—"

"You won't listen to reason. Guards!! The priests are leaving, so escort them out properly!!"


Knowing this fact well, Duke Niederbaben forcibly expelled the priests who had barged into his office using force.

The Duke had intended to reason with them gently despite his injustice if they were truly trying to make him repent for his sins, but since they were committing this outrage purely for power and wealth, he treated the priests roughly.


"What... Let go!!"

"You'll regret this!!"


The Duke watched the priests being dragged away and crumpled his face.

To be accused of a crime he didn't commit—Duke Niederbaben felt the blood in his entire body rushing backward and ground his teeth.

That was all the Duke could do.

Even the servants working in the castle were looking at him with suspicious eyes.

If he ordered an investigation to find the real culprit in this situation, the servants would never conduct a proper investigation, wasting only money and time.

Above all, even if they really found the culprit, no one in this world except his closest confidants like Philip would believe it.

The world would think he had created a scapegoat to shift the blame for his own sin.


"Huuuuu..."


The Duke slumped into his chair, burning with anger at the real culprit who had framed him, but soon felt only emptiness.

Honestly speaking, the culprit hadn't really framed the Duke.

They hadn't deliberately fabricated evidence that the Duke was the culprit and spread it to the world; they had simply committed the assassination so meticulously and perfectly that people thought the Duke was the only one who could have done it.


"Just what were you so dissatisfied with, my children?"


And the Duke judged that the one who committed this act wasn't someone outside House Niederbaben but someone inside—one of his own sons or daughters.

Since the Niederbaben villa was frequently visited by the young lords and ladies of Niederbaben, it would have been quite easy to poison the tableware and food.

Above all, since those who would benefit most from Rick's death were only his children who would inherit his estate, the Duke couldn't even imagine any other possibility.


"I gave you plenty, so why did you covet more and kill Rick... Poison in the first place, isn't that too dangerous? If someone other than Rick had eaten it—... Wait."


And the Duke, who hadn't stopped thinking, finally reached a horrifying possibility.

Poisoning the food or tableware at the villa—if something had gone wrong, another member of House Niederbaben could have been poisoned instead of Rick.

And this also meant there was a possibility that the poison wasn't aimed at Rick, but Rick had eaten it.

No, that was the only thing he could think of.

Rick's assassination attempt was coincidentally revealed, rumors spread throughout the world making it impossible not to punish Rick, and as soon as he decided on punishment, he immediately confined Rick to the villa, where Rick died from poison.

Rick didn't die after time had passed since his confinement—did this make sense? Hadn't the tableware or food at the villa been poisoned before Rick arrived, or at least before the rumors spread?

Unless one could foresee the future, it made no sense that the poison was prepared targeting Rick.

In other words, the poison that killed Rick... was likely set up targeting the owner of the villa.


"Ha, haha..."


The Duke let out a hollow laugh.

Because it felt like his life had become something meaningless.



**********



"Rick is dead? Father isn't the type to do that... Hmm."

"That bastard? Mm, this incident was pretty big, I'll admit."

"...Could this be a warning to us? At this point?"


And naturally, those most shaken by the fact that the Duke had killed his own son were Duke Niederbaben's children.

Since even the young lords and ladies believed it was certain the Duke had killed Rick, they were all shocked by the Duke's actions.


"To kill your own child over something like that—he can't forgive a child trying to kill a child, but he can tolerate killing his own child himself?"

"...Kuk, I'll have to prepare my meals separately from now on. Better to buy new tableware altogether."


Some mocked the Duke's hypocritical character, others prepared defenses against poison—everyone's reactions varied, but they all shared one identical response.


"""I need to kill Father before I die."""


They all thought they needed to strike first and kill their father before he killed them.

Not a single one thought that since Father killed Rick because of Rick's conduct, they wouldn't be targeted if they behaved well.

True to the cursed bloodline of House Niederbaben, they were all filled only with thoughts of killing their father.

No, it was already too late for them to change their conduct. Having grown up viewing and treating others like livestock, there was no way they could change their behavior now.


"We need to behave well. His Grace is trying to reform his children through Rick's death."

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


Except for one person—Alicia, whose fate had changed due to Carl's intervention.

Instinctively, emotionally knowing that Carl was the real culprit who killed Rick, but wanting to believe Carl's claims, Alicia slowly nodded at Carl's words.

Since the Duke's actions weren't meant to reform his children, Alicia had no intention of changing her behavior.

However, since Carl wanted it, Alicia pretended to follow his words.

Nothing was more frightening than being hated by Carl, the only one she acknowledged as human.

To Alicia, everyone except Carl was just insects in human form.


"Well, let's continue with class. No, self-study."

"Ah, right... This magic book is easy to understand."

"...Easy to understand?"

"Not for you, Carl? Should I teach you?"

"No, that would hurt my pride a bit... Actually, teach me. They say teaching others helps you study too."

"Really, Carl knows all sorts of things but doesn't know these details. How curious."


Alicia smiled with an exquisitely crafted expression and laughed as she conversed with Carl.

Even as her vision narrowed from smiling, Alicia thoroughly scanned Carl's expression, his face, his facial muscles.

And she thought:

Good, I conversed well this time too.

I made a good impression this time too.

Ch.24 - Engagement
Duke Niederbaben, cornered, tried everything he could think of to find a way out.

He did everything a duke could do—claiming all the rumors were false and trying to persuade neighboring nobles, bringing in new personnel from outside to investigate the real culprit on the possibility that the servants had been bribed, and so on.

But naturally, all those efforts came to nothing.

Except for one thing.


"Your Majesty, Duke Niederbaben has sent a proposal to marry his daughter to the Crown Prince. The details are written in this letter."

"Hmm..."


The Emperor, having received Duke Niederbaben's marriage proposal, let out a short contemplative sound.

A marriage proposal at a time like this—the timing was far too convenient, but that's precisely why it made sense.

The slander against Duke Niederbaben was growing fiercer by the day, and befitting that slander and Niederbaben's bad reputation, all sorts of false rumors were proliferating as well.

In the Emperor's view, insulting Duke Niederbaben for killing his child was one thing, but insulting the duke with other false rumors was a problem for the entire noble class.

If other nobles were also insulted by false rumors, the sanctity and holiness of the nobility would be damaged, and this would lead commoners to look down on nobles. In extreme cases, it could even be made into plays or poetry.

Thinking of all the rumors surrounding Duke Niederbaben, the Emperor thought he must prevent such a terrible future at all costs.


"If the Imperial House and House Niederbaben are bound by blood, we can stop all these false rumors that are spreading now."

"Yes, no matter how much nobles enjoy looking down on and gossiping about others, if they're connected to the Imperial House, they'll have no choice but to be cautious about creating false rumors."

"And we can give Friedrich a strong maternal family. Alicia von Niederbaben... Hmm, she's two years younger than Friedrich. A perfect match."


On top of that, since he could give great power to his beloved eldest son, the Emperor's heart melted instantly upon seeing Duke Niederbaben's marriage proposal.

Killing a son who committed the evil act of trying to murder a family member was perfectly understandable. Punishing one's child is the father's duty, after all, and family matters shouldn't cross the threshold.

Besides, such evil deeds were nothing compared to the benefits gained from a family alliance.

If the overwhelming wealth and military power of the Duchy of Niederbaben came to support Crown Prince Friedrich, it would be the greatest gift he could give as a father to his son, as an emperor to his crown prince.



**********



"—So it has been decided, Alicia. The husband you will meet in the future is His Highness Friedrich, who will inherit this empire."

"..."


Glancing at Alicia from the corner of my eye, I see an illusion as if light is being sucked into a black hole.

The area around Alicia has become far too dark, and the brilliant sunlight streaming in from outside the window doesn't reach Alicia—not even a single ray.


"This won't be a bad thing for you either. You'll become none other than the Empress of this empire, won't you? Above all, this marriage will wash away the bad reputation that has been placed on House Niederbaben."


Duke Niederbaben, instinctively realizing that Alicia doesn't like this marriage proposal, says this and that, trying to change Alicia's mind.

Compared to other noble family heads who simply give orders while using their children as tools, Duke Niederbaben's conduct right now is like the difference between heaven and earth.

But I can't say that's a good thing.

Duke Niederbaben has the attitude of a father, but he was terribly unlucky with his children, so they all lived selfishly and grew up splendidly as villains.

...Of course, the cause of that is how I wrote it, but anyway.


"Alicia?"

"...Father, when will the marriage be?"

"That would be... probably around age 20, I think."


Alicia, who had kept her mouth shut and remained silent until now, opens her mouth to ask the duke a question.

Twenty years old... That's 20 by Western reckoning, so 22 in Korean age?

Hmm, it just barely, delicately straddles the modern standard for adulthood.

In reality, nobles in the past married at very young ages like 15, which was due to low life expectancy. It was common not just among nobles but also in the Joseon and Goryeo periods.

But here, although medicine is inferior, there's the cheat called magic, so life expectancy is longer, and they don't seem to try to marry early.

I never wrote this setting in detail, but as the novel became reality, the settings seem to have synergized with each other to create it.


"Yes, Father. I understand."

"Thank you for understanding. Do you have any other questions?"

"No. I've heard some shocking news, so I think I need to go back and rest. Would that be all right?"

"Of course, go ahead."


After confirming when the marriage would be, Alicia hurries to leave as if there's nothing more to discuss, as if she doesn't want to be in this space any longer.

When I turn my head slightly, pretending to look at the duke's expression, I see him making a truly bitter face. He probably didn't expect Alicia to react this way.

Actually, neither did I.

Who in the world would dislike becoming an empress?


"Are you okay?"

"Huh?"

"I'm asking if you're okay? Are you really not bothered?"


What is this all of a sudden?

Alicia, who had been striding along, changes her expression completely as soon as she arrives at her room and asks me that.

Alicia's expression is so subtle it's hard to describe, but if I had to pick one thing... it's close to anger.

But why?


"Not bothered...? I was surprised. It's such a suddenly decided engagement."

"So?"

"So what? I was surprised. No, why are you coming closer?"

"Don't you have any other feelings?"

"Other feelings? I was surprised... and that's it? Hey, don't get so close."

"Don't you understand what I'm saying?"

"What are you talking about... Alicia?"


Dissatisfied about something, Alicia contorts her face more and more with each answer I give, taking one step at a time as she slowly approaches me.

She gets so close that I back away little by little, until finally I hit the wall and can't retreat any further.

And to me, with no more room to retreat, Alicia... just keeps walking forward.


"I'm not okay. I don't like it."


And finally, Alicia, whose body has touched mine, embraces me just like that.

Because Alicia's ear is touching mine, I can't tell at all what expression she's making right now.


"...Alicia."

"Do you dislike me, Carl?"

"What are you suddenly talking about? There's no way I'd dislike you."


When we first met—that is, when she suddenly threw bread at me—maybe, but not now.

I've spent time with Alicia and built various memories, and even if she treats me a bit curtly, Alicia cherishes me. There's no way I'd dislike Alicia when she cherishes me.


"...Yeah, that's enough."


After hearing my answer, Alicia soon separates from me.

Alicia's expression has completely changed from before she hugged me.

Before, it was an extremely subtle expression, as if she was about to cry while also being angry, but now she's making a greatly satisfied expression, as if all those expressions were lies.

Just from hearing the answer that I don't dislike her—not even that I like her.


"Then it's decided. The engagement will just be in name only. I'll endure it now because Father is in trouble, but when things calm down later, we can break it off. Who cares about the Emperor or whatever."

"Huh?"

"Why are you so surprised? You like me too, Carl. Isn't that enough?"


And Alicia starts proceeding with the conversation on her own.

I'm sure I said I don't dislike her, not that I like her...? No, and what does that have to do with the engagement—wait a minute.


"Alicia, that's too sudden."

"What's sudden? We can get married later, gradually, right? You're the son of a margrave, so our status matches perfectly."

"No, the status does match, but deciding so hastily... Hey hey, no, that's not what I meant. Yeah, it's fine."


I tried to calm Alicia down a bit, flustered by the too-sudden flow of conversation, but what came back was Alicia's face losing the light in her eyes and looking as if the sky was falling.

When I expressed agreement with Alicia's words to calm her down, Alicia's expression was instantly covered with the emotion of joy, as if nothing had happened.

The emotional change is so dramatic that I suspect she might be acting, but the atmosphere emanating from Alicia's body couldn't be faked by acting, so Alicia's mood really must have crashed to rock bottom.

What the... Why are the emotional changes happening so rapidly?


"Really? I knew you'd think that way too, Carl."

"Ha, haha..."

"Carl, I love you."


Alicia, speaking very heavily, grabs and pulls my hand, allowing me, who had been pressed against the wall, to stand properly.

Never in my life until now have I heard the words "I love you" sound so frightening.

But now that I think about it, wasn't the cause of House Niederbaben's downfall Alicia's broken engagement with the Crown Prince? The Crown Prince arbitrarily broke off the engagement, so Duke Niederbaben couldn't control his anger and started a rebellion.

Uh... um...

Well, it'll be fine, right? According to what Alicia says, it won't be the Crown Prince breaking off the engagement but Alicia breaking it off. It's the complete opposite of the original story.

Yeah, it'll be fine. It will be fine.

Ch.25 - The End Of Childhood
As the Duke intended, once the engagement between Alicia and the Crown Prince was announced, the countless rumors surrounding House Niederbaben vanished in an instant.

No matter how much nobles enjoyed consuming others' faults as jokes and gossip, they couldn't do such things regarding the Imperial Family. Even if they were more powerful than the Imperial Family, this wasn't a matter of power but of dignity as nobles and loyalty toward their sovereign.

If they truly continued the same behavior toward the Imperial Family, they would have no grounds to refute insults from fellow nobles like "uncultured wretch," "vulgar thing," or "one who knows not a noble's duty." So the nobles simply chose to quietly withdraw their interest.


"...The rumors have died down. So will you break off the engagement?"

"Carl, you yourself said Niederbaben would be crushed by the Emperor if we did that. We'll create suitable grounds for disqualification later and negotiate with that. Besides, if we break the engagement now, the rumors will instantly resurface. For the bad reputation to completely disappear, we'd need to wait a generous 5 years... no, 10 more years, right?"

"That's true... hmm, well. It should be fine."


Despite House Niederbaben having obtained what it could, Alicia decided not to immediately break off the engagement.

As she just said, if they broke the engagement right now, the bad reputation hadn't completely settled yet, so rumors would certainly proliferate further. Above all, a unilateral breaking of an engagement without any justification was grounds enough for the other party to act quite harshly, so there was no telling what the Imperial Family might do to House Niederbaben.

For these reasons, Alicia decided to endure for now.

She wasn't doing this out of mere filial piety for her father.

If the Duchy of Niederbaben that she would give Carl as a wedding gift became unusable, it would be humiliating enough that she couldn't show her face—that's why Alicia was enduring.


"Carl, let's study more. Those teachers are all useless, so I just asked Dad for books."

"Still, having professors seems better. Well, if you say you dislike the professors, what can I do? We'll have to self-study."

"It's not self-study, you're teaching me."

"But with magic, I'm actually the one learning from you?"

"Well... that's true but... Ugh, don't worry about such trivial things and let's hurry."


Alicia no longer paid attention to a man whose face she didn't even know.

She simply enjoyed the time she could spend with Carl now.

Studying together every day, taking walks, chatting, playing, and growing—Alicia had deviated considerably from her original personality.


*CRASH—!!*

"Again. Bring something different."

"Y-yes..."


Of course, Alicia's vicious personality hadn't completely disappeared.

When Carl went outside to practice swordsmanship, Alicia, left alone, would throw away the personality she'd created to look good for Carl and relieve stress by taking it out on the servants.

Though her viciousness had considerably decreased compared to the original story, the servants who had no way of knowing this simply wiped away tears again today.


"Young Lady Alicia, you mustn't do this."

"...She didn't listen to me properly first. Can you believe it? I told her not to bring walnuts and pine nuts, so she brought almonds instead? There's a limit to stupidity."

"I understand completely. I'll scold her instead, so please stop scolding her directly. You must maintain your dignity."


Among the attendants, only Sarah, who rarely showed emotion, prevented Alicia from becoming more vicious.

How dare she say such things to her—if it were any other attendant, they would have been immediately punished by Alicia, but Alicia didn't do that to Sarah.

Well, she was the only person Carl had told her to get along with.

Since she had been stepping on Carl, the only one she alone could step on, despite their first meeting being quite unpleasant, Alicia was more afraid of being hated by Carl, so she didn't treat Sarah harshly.


"Moreover, what will you do if Carl suddenly returns? There are 30 minutes left until Carl returns."

"...30 minutes? That's cutting it close. Fine, I understand. You handle it instead."


Furthermore, Sarah, having completely read Alicia's thought process, effectively blocked Alicia's misdeeds by mentioning Carl.

If Sarah hadn't been there, Alicia would have committed countless misdeeds just as her older brothers and sisters had.

Not just simple misdeeds, but misdeeds that could never be forgiven no matter what.

Alicia was saved by Sarah without even knowing it.


"I'm ba... I've returned."

"Carl!!"


Alicia greatly enjoyed this time, though the same process endlessly repeated.

Thinking that if only she could stay with Carl alone like this forever, Alicia spent each day.

Four and a half years passed this way.



**********



"Alicia, you've reached the age when you must spread your name in social circles."


Having passed her 18th birthday and reached the time to enroll in the Academy in the Imperial Capital, Alicia rushed over upon hearing the Duke's summons and listened to his words.


"Go to the Nobles' Hall of the Academy. Spread the name of Niederbaben there and learn all manner of refinement."


He didn't tell her to acquire knowledge.

Because there wouldn't be a single piece of knowledge for Alicia to learn at the Academy.

Given that the number of books sent to Alicia alone was enough to create a library, though he hadn't received a separate report from Carl, the Duke could vaguely estimate what level of knowledge Alicia currently possessed.

Confident that there wouldn't be a single peer who could surpass Alicia, the Duke expected Alicia to show off her abilities without restraint, bringing great glory to House Niederbaben.


"...Must I go?"

"What are you saying?"


Unfortunately for the Duke, Alicia had no interest whatsoever in showing off to others and raising her nose high.

She simply wanted to enjoy more of this time spent with Carl. If there were a way not to go to the Academy, Alicia would do whatever it took to execute that method.

Of course, except for methods that would make Carl hate her.

For instance—cutting off her own legs or gouging out her eyes.

Missing body parts was the surest way to avoid going to the Academy, but if she did that, Carl would come to hate her for becoming ugly, so Alicia wouldn't implement such methods.


"The Nobles' Hall of the Academy is the only path where the noble ones gathered from across the Empire can exchange opinions and foster friendship with each other. Not going is out of the question."

"Didn't the Academy's Nobles' Hall originate from the Empire's Emperor taking the sons and daughters of nobles as hostages to suppress them, making them stay together?"

"...The origin is as you say, but now it's different. If you don't go to the Nobles' Hall, you'll be left behind in noble society."


The Duke immediately understood the implication in Alicia's words—'Aren't you sending me as a hostage to the Imperial Capital to use me as a component for the family?'—and was momentarily flustered but continued speaking.


"Of course, I won't hide that I'm sending you for the family's prestige. But it's truly for your sake as well, Alicia. You can experience noble society first at the Nobles' Hall. Also, from the second year up, your betrothed, His Highness the Crown Prince, will be there, so you can meet him."

"What does it matter how others see me? Even if others' perceptions change, I am only myself."

"Enough, enough! I cannot yield on this matter. I'm sorry, Alicia. I won't allow objections. Depart tomorrow."


The Duke refused to listen to Alicia's words any further. Though the Duke had always prioritized his children above all, on this matter alone he would neither yield nor try to persuade.

The Duke used his authority as Duke and head of the family to press down on Alicia, preventing further objections.

And Alicia simply watched the Duke acting this way with cold eyes, then soon turned her head sharply away.


"Then, I'll take my leave."

"...Spend your last day comfortably. You'll miss our faces, so you can return home when the term ends."

"How could it be otherwise, Father?"


Alicia gave a perfunctory greeting to her worried father and left the Duke's office.

It was truly fortunate for the Duke that he couldn't see Alicia's expression since she had her back turned.


*Creeeeak—*

"What did he say?"

"Just told me to shut up and go?"

"Well now..."


The expression on Alicia's face, which had been heavily shadowed just moments ago, changed instantly upon seeing Carl.

Seeing Carl standing in front of the office waiting only for her to come out, Alicia felt her mood, which had been crushed to the floor, soar upward again.


"Carl, since we're leaving tomorrow, I think we need to hurry and prepare."

"The preparations were finished long ago."

"...That's fast? I guess you're looking forward to going to the Academy?"

"The Duke mentioned it long ago. What's with that reaction?"

"Hmmmm... I'll let it slide for now."


The more Alicia conversed with Carl, the more all the unpleasant things from the office completely disappeared.

And she thought:

That she could never live without Carl.

That if there was a bitch wagging her tail at Carl at the Academy, she'd have to kill that bitch.


*Ah... no, killing won't do.*


If she did such a thing, wouldn't Carl come to hate her? If caught, she could never return to their current relationship.

She'd just... secretly torment them. So they could never come near Carl again.

Ch.26 - Academy (1)
Clatter— Clunk—

The carriage rolled along the paved road.

Until just a while ago, it had been quite arduous traveling on unpaved roads made only of dirt and filled with all sorts of gravel, but now it was quite comfortable riding on a road well-laid with flagstones.

And the appearance of a paved road with flagstones meant that we had left behind the place with nothing but forests and trees, and had once again set foot in civilization.

"Ohhh..."

Looking out the carriage window, a landscape that could truly be called fantasy spread before me.

Starting with a bridge made of mana that emitted a subtle blue light over a river so large it rivaled the Han River, to the Imperial Palace with its numerous spires rising majestically and high, and even the houses with their extremely exotic scenery.

It was exactly as I had imagined and written when I was that person—that is, when I was in middle school.

"Alicia, look at that bridge. It's crossing an incredibly large river."

"Yeah, it is."

"Alicia, look at the Imperial Palace. It's really big and splendid."

"Yeah, it is."

"Alicia, look at the buildings in The Imperial Capital. Even though they're just ordinary houses, they're all rising high."

"Yeah, they are."

...This is impossible.

However, it seemed Alicia wasn't particularly moved by this scenery.

Even though she had grown up her entire life only in the Duchy of Niederbaben and this should be her first time seeing such sights, Alicia scanned the scenery outside the window with an uninterested expression and answered dryly.

"Don't you want to go there?"

"Yeah, I don't. There's nothing to learn there anyway."

—And I even have to meet some guy whose face I've never seen.

Alicia said this with a slight sigh, as if it were nothing special.

Some guy whose face she's never seen... Well, the Crown Prince would be at The Academy now too, so she'd have to face him a few times.

No, could I even say "a few times"?

Honestly, even I would always stay by my fiancée's side to prevent anything unseemly from happening to her if I had a fiancée staying in the same building, wouldn't I?

*...By her side.*

I don't like it.

Anyway, nothing unseemly would happen since I'm here.

More importantly, he's a guy who would betray Alicia by being seduced by that strange girl Emilia and breaking off the engagement on his own, so just imagining him constantly approaching Alicia is horrifying.

Hmm, if that really happens, should I step in and stop it? Since I'm Alicia's personal attendant, the Crown Prince wouldn't be able to do anything about it.

"Alicia, it's okay. You were planning to break off the engagement anyway, right?"

"Yeah, that's right."

"Then can't you just not meet him? If you keep blowing him off and not meeting him, won't he get tired and give up on his own? He might even think he's been insulted and break off the engagement first."

"Oh... you're right?"

Of course, the bomb disposal unit called Emilia would pop up and snatch away the Crown Prince in the middle, but I don't mention that here and now.

In my novel, the reason Emilia seduced the Crown Prince was because she was insulted by Alicia.

If Alicia realized that Emilia would take care of the Crown Prince for her and made a good impression on Emilia, things could go completely wrong.

Honestly, Alicia's personality couldn't be called good even as empty flattery, so if time passed like this, when Alicia encountered Emilia, she would naturally insult Emilia on her own, so there was no reason to say unnecessary things.

"So stop worrying and just enjoy the scenery of The Imperial Capital. Alicia, look over there. That's The Academy where we'll be living together."

Anyway, if I kept thinking unpleasant thoughts like this, I felt like my mood would really turn to shit, so I roughly created some topic of conversation and talked with Alicia.

Looking out the window, I used The Academy, which was the first thing visible, to speak to Alicia.

"Living togeth— Ugh, r-really?"

"There are so many spires. They're a different form from what we saw at the Imperial Palace."

The tall spires and the jewels sparkling on top of them, and the numerous magical powers and magic circles swirling around those jewels, and even the numerous beasts flying around the spires as if it were natural—it was truly a scene that could be called a magic school in a fantasy world.

And in front of that scene, numerous carriages were lined up in a row.

The many carriages lined up long in front of The Academy's gate made my head ache just looking at them, as I couldn't even guess how long we'd have to wait.

"...Huh?"

But something was strange.

Despite the incredibly long line of carriages beside us, several carriages were ignoring that line and entering The Academy directly.

The passage those few carriages were entering was decorated quite luxuriously, giving the impression that it was something special just by looking at it.

What is that... Ah.

"That must be the passage exclusively for nobles."

"Nobles...?"

"Yeah, there's no other explanation. Look, the carriages are incredibly luxurious too. Even the horses' coats are different."

The Academy was fundamentally an institution that cultivated the Empire's talents, so not only nobles but also many commoners were enrolled.

As such, since commoners and nobles could frequently encounter each other at The Academy, there was concern that the nobility's sanctity and authority would considerably decline, and the Empire resolved this by establishing The Nobles' Hall separately.

Nobles took classes together with commoners, but they could enjoy various privileges such as using separate dormitories or separate dining halls.

And the first start of those privileges would be the differentiation of entry that I was seeing now.

"If we go through the nobles' exclusive passage, we can enter the dormitory right away. We'll be able to handle various procedures quickly too, so let's go that way."

"But if we go that way, won't we meet other nobles quickly? And since it's daytime now, we'll definitely have to meet them, right?"

"That's right?"

"Ugh, what's that about. Let's just stand in the regular line. Hey, get in the regular line."

But what's this?

Alicia, who had been talking with me, suddenly came to some strange conclusion and arbitrarily ordered the coachman. Well, it's not really arbitrary since she's the master...

"Alicia. Then we'll have to stay in the carriage, and it'll take at least three hours, so it'll be sunset by then."

"So what?"

"Won't you feel cramped?"

"Why would I be uncomfortable when I'm with you? I'd actually like it?"

"..."

It seemed Alicia didn't even realize what she had said.

She was just looking at me with a truly puzzled expression, tilting her head.

I could see Sarah beside us half-closing her eyes and glaring at Alicia, as if to say what kind of bold statement that was.

Well...

Well, since we'd just be waiting in the carriage anyway, our legs wouldn't hurt, and as Alicia said, should we just wait?

**********

"Haaaaah..."

"Hey, we're not off duty yet."

"Oh come on, let's take it easy. The sun's already set and there aren't many left."

The gatekeeper on duty at The Academy yawned and waved his hand to stop a carriage.

"And it's not nobles, it's the commoner line, so it's fine. Even if we're this relaxed."

"Tsk..."

"Come on, stop bickering and let's just get to work."

The gatekeepers made the coachman get down and isolated him far away, then began inspecting the carriage.

They opened the carriage's cargo compartment and roughly rummaged through the carefully organized items, then opened the passenger compartment door and ransacked it just as mercilessly as the cargo. The passengers inside the compartment grimaced, but the gatekeepers didn't care.

Well, this was their job.

The gatekeepers had a duty to thoroughly search every place where items could be stored to prevent dangerous goods from being brought into The Academy.

"No problems, pass."

"Ugh..."

After physically rummaging through the carriage and then using a magical device to check for all objects with magical reactions and metal objects, the carriage finally passed inspection.

The commoner who saw the carefully organized cargo and passenger compartments turned into a pigsty grimaced and regretted not emptying the carriage as much as possible as advised.

The gatekeepers gained job satisfaction today watching the new student trembling in humiliation, unable to take issue with their subtle touches.

"The next carriage is the last... Oh my."

The gatekeepers who saw the last carriage to inspect chuckled in surprise.

It was quite a luxurious carriage, but since this was the commoner line, it must definitely be a commoner.

It was clearly some rich person's child being sent to enroll in The Academy.

"They could have just taken a modest carriage, but they had to show off like this. A commoner acting like they're something special?"

"What do you want to do?"

"What do you mean what? We do the same thing. Search everything thoroughly."

"Right."

The gatekeepers waved their hands to stop the carriage as they had been doing all along, then made the coachman get down and isolated him from the carriage.

The hired coachman, who was about to say something, couldn't say anything when a weapon was thrust at his throat and just got down from the coachman's seat in surprise.

If the coachman had been a dedicated coachman from the Duchy, this wouldn't have happened.

One gatekeeper went around to the back of the carriage and opened the cargo door, while another gatekeeper stepped on the footboard and climbed up to open the passenger compartment door.

Click—

"Now, let's see— Ugh."

And the gatekeeper became unable to say anything.

The gatekeeper had never seen such a beautiful woman in his entire life.

The gatekeeper who saw the eyes of the girl sitting with her long black hair, which gave off an obsidian-like color, hanging down was so greatly surprised that he forgot to breathe.

"...Heh."

And soon the gatekeeper desperately held back a smile that was about to emerge.

Gatekeepers, that is, sentries, could wield absolute power when conducting inspections.

Since he could subtly touch her body under the pretext of inspection, the gatekeeper thought he'd hit the jackpot and rejoiced.

Since he was doing such hard work for the public good, wasn't a little deviation perfectly acceptable?

"Ahem, I'll begin the inspection, so stay sti—"

"Get lost."

"—...What?"

"Didn't you hear me tell you to get lost?"

However, the gatekeeper soon came to doubt his own ears.

A commoner examinee who should be quietly receiving inspection was brazenly talking back to him.

And it wasn't just talking back. She was glaring at him while spewing profanity.

The gatekeeper, who had never experienced this while working as a gatekeeper, was greatly flustered and stared blankly at Alicia.

Ch.27 - Academy (2)
"This cannot be taken lightly!"

After about five seconds of silence, the gatekeeper who had barely regained his senses points his sword at Alicia.

To think that a mere commoner would treat him this way when he was performing the sacred duty of gatekeeping under the orders of His Majesty the Emperor—this was absolutely unacceptable.

The gatekeeper, feeling half desire and half anger, is trying to make the most of this fortunate opportunity that has fallen into his lap.

*Kaaang—*

"...This bastard."

And Carl, seeing such a gatekeeper, draws the short sword prepared for indoor use and points it at the gatekeeper.

No matter how much Alicia insulted him first, there's no way Carl could just let it slide after seeing the gatekeeper point a weapon at Alicia with vulgar desire.

However, the gatekeeper feels no threat whatsoever looking at Carl.

Well, the Academy's gatekeepers aren't weak enough to be threatened by a mere 18-year-old kid.

With an age difference of more than 10 years and a physique that matches accordingly, the gatekeeper merely sneers at Carl.

"Carl, stay still."

"..."

*Click—*

"Ha, she's an ill-mannered bitch, but at least she knows her place."

However, that sneer soon turns into mockery.

Seeing Alicia order Carl to sheathe his weapon, the gatekeeper twists his lips into a smirk.

His vassal has already pointed a weapon at him once—does she think the problem will disappear just because she sheathes it belatedly?

This must be punished.

Having trampled on the sacred authority of a gatekeeper multiple times, it's far too late to repent now. Yes, after enjoying this a bit, he'll arrest them and—

*Kwaak—*

"Kugh—...!?"

However, the gatekeeper collapses face-first to the ground.

Without even understanding what situation he's in, his body stiffens rigidly and he drops his sword, falling face-first onto the carriage floor.

If chainmail armor of such heavy weight were to fall onto the carriage floor, the carriage would naturally be damaged, but no one here is concerned about such things.

Well, the chainmail will never actually hit the carriage floor.

*'Wh-what is this—'*

Feeling his heart pounding, feeling his consciousness fading from being unable to breathe, feeling his head ringing as the edges of his vision turn black, the gatekeeper witnesses an impossible sight.

His body is floating in midair.

As if an incredibly strong wind were continuously blowing up from the floor, making his body float gently in the air, the gatekeeper's body never touches the carriage floor.

"What... Hans!!"

*'Qu-quickly help me...'*

Feeling the other gatekeepers calling his name and running over, the gatekeeper feels hope.

Despite having no idea how or why he ended up in this situation, the gatekeeper merely holds onto the vague hope that he can escape this suffering with his colleagues' help.

"We-we're sorry!! Lady Alicia!!"

"We'll remove this vermin immediately. Please calm your anger!!"

*'What...? What on earth—'*

However, the gatekeeper soon becomes unable to think at all.

The gatekeepers who should be helping him aren't pointing weapons at the commoner who did this strange thing, but are instead groveling.

Not only that.

They don't even handle his body floating in midair carefully, but simply grab his ankle and pull him out of the carriage interior, then throw him far away.

*Thud—!*

*'Kahak!!'*

Unlike floating gently in the carriage, he's mercilessly slammed into the dirt ground after being thrown far away by his colleagues.

Unable to breathe, his vision filled with dirt so he can't see anything, his head throbbing and trembling, his body stiffened, the gatekeeper just lies face-down on the ground unable to do anything before completely losing consciousness.

And with that as a signal, the spheres of Alicia's magical power that had been blocking the gatekeeper's airway and carotid artery instantly disappear.

The unconscious gatekeeper's body desperately takes in oxygen, breathing in an attempt to survive somehow, but being face-down makes it difficult to breathe.

For the gatekeeper to survive properly without any aftereffects, someone would need to turn his body over so he can breathe properly.

"We'll discipline that bastard immediately... no, execute him! So please—"

"Shut up. I don't care what happens to that bastard. Just let us in quickly."

"Yes!!"

However, no one here cares about the unconscious gatekeeper.

They're merely anxious to please Alicia.

**********

"They couldn't see the Niederbaben crest plastered on the side. There really are people like this in the world."

"Well, we were in the commoner line, not the noble line, so they probably didn't even try to look properly. And the crest was on the opposite side from the entrance, so they probably couldn't see it at all from that angle."

Alicia and Sarah evaluate and gossip about the attack that just happened as if it were nothing. They seem to have absolutely no feelings about the gatekeeper pointing a weapon at them in gleaming armor.

No, more precisely, they did have feelings. It's just that it was anger, not fear.

"...Alicia, leave it to me next time."

"Why?"

"That's my job. If you respond directly to people who treat you rudely, it's a loss for you—it diminishes your prestige."

"Hmm... Is that so? But I don't think anyone thought my prestige was diminished."

Alicia truly doesn't understand what I'm saying.

Just because Alicia directly punished the gatekeeper who showed vulgar desire toward her, the gatekeepers didn't look down on Alicia. No, they actually revered and feared her more.

"...That's only because there were just gatekeepers. You can't personally deal with people of lower status, not equal status."

"Really? Okay, if that's what you say, Carl."

Despite having just gone to the point of almost completely killing the gatekeeper, Alicia surprisingly readily agrees with my words.

She acquiesced to my assertion faster than flipping a palm, which momentarily stunned me, but now I've come to accept it.

Alicia's characteristic is her boldness in being able to instantly discard all her preconceptions if there's sufficient evidence and logic.

"Anyway, the most important thing right now is... cleaning up that mess."

"Cleaning up?"

"Yeah, you threw a gatekeeper who was rude to you right to death's door—there's no way this won't become a rumor. Fortunately it was evening so not many people saw it, but we need to suppress it as much as possible."

Since she didn't just punish the gatekeeper but went right to the point of killing him, no matter how justified the action was, it will greatly damage Alicia's reputation.

If I had been the one to almost kill the gatekeeper, it wouldn't have mattered much, but Alicia personally using force against a commoner is a completely different story.

We need to block the rumor from spreading by any means necessary.

"First, when we get to the private room, leave the luggage organization roughly to Sarah. I need to go to the barracks and explain what happened today."

"...You want me to work alone?"

"Please, it's not like I'm playing around. I'll be back soon, so just organize the small stuff."

"Well, okay."

Sarah, who suddenly has to organize luggage alone, pouts, but soon slowly nods and accepts my request.

Since the building would burst at the seams if all the nobles brought lots of servants, the Academy limits the servants nobles can bring to two. That's why Sarah ended up having to clean alone like this.

*Tsk*, in Korean terms, I'm leaving a kid who's just about to enter middle school to organize moving boxes alone—this doesn't look good. I need to hurry back.

..........

"...Huh."

But what's this?

I came to the place that manages the gatekeepers to tell them to keep quiet about what happened at dusk... but it seems I'm already quite late.

Though it's dusk, this is the Imperial Capital, and right in front of the Academy at that.

Classes haven't started yet, but rather because of that, people's comings and goings haven't decreased at all due to preparations for the semester.

In other words, the commotion earlier—

"You saw it directly? What happened?"

"What did they do? That huge soldier collapsed instantly."

"When I saw it earlier, the gatekeeper seemed to have gone right to the brink of death, didn't he? His face was purple, his limbs were trembling... ugh... it's horrifying to imagine again."

"If the priest hadn't rushed over belatedly, the gatekeeper would already be dead."

Has already been completely exposed and then some.

I don't even need to go to the barracks—just listening to people whispering inside the Academy tells me.

We're screwed.

"But who was it? Who did such a thing?"

"Well...? I saw it from far away so I couldn't see well, but there were three stripes of red, white, red, and something with a red shape drawn on a yellow background."

"...Wait, isn't that Niederbaben?"

"Huh? Niederbaben, no way. Why would that family with their noses in the air come through the commoner line?"

"Hey, be quiet. Don't talk about it. Anyway, let's keep our mouths shut until we're sure, okay?"

"Mmm... do we really need to go that far?"

"Yeah, we really need to. My brother told me that the Niederbaben young lords and ladies who were his classmates were completely cra—... *ahem*, quite overbearing, so his Academy life was really hard. So if you don't want to get caught up in it, stay quiet."

"Really...?"

"Yeah, really! I heard a Niederbaben young lady is enrolling, so it's probably a woman from the Niederbaben family. Ugh..."

Just pretending to be an ordinary servant, I walk and listen to girls talking to each other in the hallway. The evaluation is far too bad.

...No, you people. What kind of crazy things did they do at the Academy for such bad reviews to be so widespread even to later generations?

Ah, I wrote that.

I was the crazy one.

Ch.28 - Academy (3)
"..."

"...?"

Seeing the extremely gloomy atmosphere around her, Alicia tilted her head and subtly scanned her surroundings.

She looked like she wanted to ask me what on earth was wrong with these people, but in this situation, if she opened her mouth, her voice would echo everywhere in the silence, so Alicia held back.

[Shh, maybe it's because of the exam?]

As I brought my finger to my lips to signal Alicia while gesturing that they might be nervous about the upcoming exam, Alicia slowly nodded as if she finally understood.

...Actually, that's not the reason they're being quiet at all.

The reason all the Academy applicants are staying silent is because they've realized that Alicia, who is right here with them, is the woman of Niederbaben.

If they make even the slightest noise, they might attract Alicia's attention, so they're not having any conversations at all. And if they make eye contact with Alicia, something strange might happen to them, so they're desperately turning their heads to stare straight ahead.

*...What am I really going to do about this.*

Seeing how the rumors have already spread so thoroughly in just a few days makes me suspect someone secretly had a hand in it.

But no one actually interfered.

It's just that Niederbaben's bad reputation combined with the bold actions Alicia committed from day one created a synergy that led to this.

...It would actually be better if someone had interfered to spread the rumors this quickly.

[Fix it? Why?]

[...If your reputation is bad, you're the only one who loses.]

[It's not a loss though? It's good that weird things won't cling to me.]

But the problem is that Alicia has absolutely no intention of correcting her reputation.

If Alicia would allow it, I'd roll up my sleeves and work hard to turn Alicia into an ordinary girl, but instead, Alicia is pleased that a bad reputation will attract fewer bugs.

Now that I think about it, that makes sense... but won't you also have no friends?

[Friends? I have you.]

[It would be good to have more.]

[Why?]

[...]

The problem is that Alicia isn't afraid of having no friends at all. No, she doesn't even recognize why it would be a problem in the first place.

Well, for Alicia who has grown up alone until now, I'm the only friend her age.

Sarah exists, but strictly speaking, the master-servant relationship is more prominent with her, so right now, I'm Alicia's only true friend.

And Alicia refuses to make any more friends besides me.

It's not even for some unspeakable reason—she's just too lazy.

Without Alicia's cooperation, I couldn't stop the various rumors about Alicia from spreading over the past few days, and this is the result.

Everyone is afraid of Alicia.

"Now then, we will begin the examination."

As I stood there with complicated feelings, I saw the instructor in the distance declaring the start of the exam.

The exam being referred to here is the Academy entrance examination.

Since it's mandatory for nobles to enter the Academy, this exam is aimed more at commoners than nobles. No matter how much money they have, if riffraff were allowed to enter the Academy indiscriminately, the standards would drop significantly, so this policy is in place.

It filters out commoners above a certain level, accepting only those who can be called talented into the Academy.

[Alicia, remember this. You can naturally receive a high score, so I won't tell you to work hard. However, you must approach the exam sincerely. You should score higher than the commoners, shouldn't you?]

[...Yes, Father.]

But that doesn't mean this exam is only for commoners.

Nobles also take this exam, receive scores, and are ranked.

Since entering the Academy is mandatory, unlike commoners, nobles won't fail to enter even with low scores, but nobles with low scores are extremely rare.

Well, nobles usually receive private tutoring at home.

The thought that their children couldn't score lower than commoners ignited tremendous academic fervor in nobles, and the result was nobles monopolizing the top ranks.

While commoners might manage simple memorization subjects, they can't master things like magic, alchemy, horsemanship, and swordsmanship that only nobles can learn smoothly.

Of course, since this is a place to come and learn rather than test what's already been learned, the passing standards aren't that strict—

"Failed."

"Ugh, uugh..."

—but there are dropouts every year.

After all, they can't admit students who don't meet the minimum standards to the university.

The commoners who received a failing judgment from the examiner during the magical power test crumpled their faces, hung their heads low, and left the area, while students—both nobles and commoners—watched them with ridicule.

Some of them even opened their mouths completely to insult them openly.

"Tsk tsk, they don't know their place."

"Imagine such an idiot trying to enter the Academy, how much are they looking down on this place..."

"The Academy's prestige has fallen to the ground."

"No magical power and they tried to enter the Academy? Are they doing comedy?"

Of course, only a minority are opening their mouths to mock them like this, but since everyone else is tense and keeping quiet, their voices are reaching everyone's ears all too clearly.

At the vicious insults, some students frowned, and the supervisors who should be overseeing them also showed distaste, but no one tried to stop them.

Well, they're among the most noble of the noble.

With countless sons and daughters of dukes and marquises gathered together mocking not just nobles but failed commoners, there's no one who could take issue with it.

"Well, we can just consider it a donation to the Academy through the exam fee, can't we?"

"Hahaha, now that you put it that way—"

"How vulgar."

"—...?"

Except for someone who can stand on equal footing with them.

For a moment, the group wondered if they had heard correctly or if they were mistaken, but seeing the shocked expressions of those around them, they became certain they had heard right.

"Who on earth—urk..."

But they couldn't say anything.

Because the person who made that statement was none other than my lord, who leads the Empire in nobility—Alicia of Niederbaben.

House Niederbaben has held the ducal title for hundreds of years, so their prestige is extremely high. Their territory is correspondingly powerful, and above all, they're connected to the Imperial Family through engagement, so no one can carelessly touch them.

Even if that someone is a member of the Imperial Family.

"...Young Lady, please restrain yourself."

"Why? They are vulgar. Why would they openly insult someone's deficiencies to their face like that?"

*You're doing the same thing right now. You're insulting their lack of consideration in front of these inconsiderate bastards—*... is what I want to say, but there are too many eyes around right now, so I can't.

Since the water has already been spilled, if I, as her attendant, go against Alicia's opinion, it would damage Alicia's prestige.

I can only smile awkwardly and agree with Alicia's words.

"What are you doing? Aren't you conducting the exam?"

"Ah, aah... Yes, understood."

When everyone was so stunned that the exam wasn't proceeding properly, Alicia opened her mouth to the supervisor and ordered the exam to resume.

A supervisor following a test-taker's orders... what a world.

**********

*How dare she...*

Katalin, daughter of Duke Northeim, who had been called vulgar to her face by Alicia, was glaring at Alicia from behind with burning eyes.

Even though the magical power test was already over and she didn't need to stay at the testing site anymore, she remained here solely to see Alicia's magical power score.

And she wasn't alone.

Some had already left, afraid of being marked by Alicia, but many others, including her who had been treated nobly all their lives, still held their ground.

To see Alicia's score and mock her.

[House Niederbaben has traditionally had low magical power, right?]

[Yes, House Niederbaben is a family whose main specialty is swordsmanship.]

[And they wouldn't have invested much in a daughter with low chances of inheriting the family. She'll probably score lower than us.]

*Above all, the magical power I sense from that girl is just at an acceptable level.*

Katalin quietly recalled whispering with her clique while simultaneously assessing Alicia.

Having learned magic through private tutoring at home to a degree incomparable with her peers, she was mercilessly looking down on Alicia based on the magical power emanating from her.

*Something insignificant daring to say such things to me? Well, nearly killing the gatekeeper was probably just luck. Maybe she attacked suddenly? Yeah, that must be it. A cowardly method perfectly suited to her station—*

Flinch—

"—Hiyaaak?!"

But it took less than a second for Katalin's assessment to completely reverse.

Suddenly, the air around her changed, and that air entered Katalin's lungs, stirring her internal organs this way and that.

Naturally, this made it difficult to stand on two legs.

"Ah, aaaah...!!"

"N-Noble Lady Northeim?!"

"What's happening?"

But only Katalin screamed and collapsed to the ground. The others just looked puzzled at Katalin, who suddenly screamed and fell.

The cause was that Katalin had been continuously assessing Alicia.

The sudden change in magical power when Alicia, who had been suppressing her power as much as possible so others wouldn't be alarmed, revealed her true nature caused an enormous burden on Katalin, who had been secretly assessing her.

"...Why is she suddenly acting like that?"

But Alicia, who had caused Katalin's state, was puzzled about why Katalin was suddenly acting that way.

Alicia already knew that Katalin was assessing her, but she hadn't expected Katalin to show such a dynamic reaction just from stopping her magical disguise.

Alicia just watched Katalin with an expression similar to a young child who had been stroking an ant with their finger and accidentally crushed it to death.

Ch.29 - Academy (4)
'This is... what on earth...'

I've appraised the magical power of countless examinees, but never once has there been a case like this.

Watching the Young Lady of Niederbaben subtly tensing her entire body, at first I thought she was just struggling to release her magical power in all directions.

After all, it was a common sight in exams—people overexerting themselves to release their magical power, trying to overwhelm others and appear strong.

But that wasn't it.

The reason Alicia was concentrating wasn't to release her magical power, but to suppress it.

*Grooooan—*

*Crackle—*

The magical appraisal device was cracking and breaking. This magical tool was designed to detect examinees who had the potential to use magic.

Since it was meant to detect the faint magical power dormant within ordinary people—examinees who hadn't yet become mages—it couldn't handle a mage's magical power.

If a mage injected their magical power into this device, it would be like screaming into a hearing aid—it would simply break.

Yes, break.

It would just malfunction, not lose its form and shatter like this.

*CRACK—!!*

"What the hell is that?"

In the end, the magical device completely shattered, but surprisingly, the examinees' reactions weren't all that intense.

Well, they don't know anything.

Since Alicia didn't release her magical power in all directions but concentrated it only on the device, the examinees mistakenly thought the device had just spontaneously broken on its own.

"Young Lady Northeim, are you alright?"

"Ah, ahhh... uwahhh..."

"Huff... huuuuff..."

*Not all of them, it seems.*

Starting with Katalin of Northeim, several nobles couldn't properly collect themselves. Specifically, only the examinees.

Judging by how they were clutching their ears or chests, cowering, or releasing their magical power unstably, it seemed they had been committing the rudeness of secretly appraising Alicia. When Alicia released the magical power she'd been suppressing, those who had been focusing on her faint magical power suffered a backlash that momentarily paralyzed their senses.

As expected, while they could freely manipulate magic, it was still too much of a stretch to call them mages.

Secretly appraising a mage was not only rude but extremely dangerous, so mages didn't do it to each other unless they were picking a fight. But since these people weren't yet mages—just children who knew how to use magic—they didn't know such common sense and brazenly committed such rudeness.

*So... she was aiming for this.*

And the Young Lady of Niederbaben, watching those struggling, wasn't flustered at all—she was smiling.

If people suddenly ended up like that, one should normally be flustered, but seeing her twist the corners of her mouth bizarrely while filled with malice, I could be certain.

Alicia knew this would happen.

She knew those rudely spying on her would suffer like this.

Of course, Alicia wasn't at fault. Since those who arbitrarily appraised others were clearly in the wrong, Alicia bore no legal responsibility whatsoever.

Moreover, since they had acted on their own while she was trying to receive a magical appraisal, there was no way to hold her responsible even if one wanted to.

But... could one really say she bore no responsibility?

Wasn't this no different from knowing full well that people would get hurt if the horse didn't stop, yet claiming there was no legal responsibility because this was a road people shouldn't walk on, and continuing to drive the horse to run over jaywalkers?

"Supervisor?"

"Y-yes?"

"Why are you just standing there? It's defective."

Just as I was spacing out, doubting whether this was truly right, Alicia called me with an annoyed tone.

Defective...?

What on earth is she talking about?

If you pour that much magical power into it like just now, of course it would break.

*Don't tell me she doesn't even sense what she just did—...no, that can't be.*

To have such immense magical power and exercise such delicate control, it would be absurd to lack knowledge about magic.

In the first place, wasn't House Niederbaben called the nobility among nobility? There's no way such a household would send someone to the Academy without having them tutored in related magical knowledge beforehand.

In other words, what Alicia is saying now means... she wants me to gloss over it.

"I apologize, Lady Alicia. There seems to have been a problem with the magical device."

"Not 'seems to have been'—there *is* a problem."

"...Would it be acceptable if I appraised you directly?"

Hearing my words, Alicia tilts her head as if pondering. Or perhaps she's pretending to ponder.

"Then why didn't you do that from the start?"

"That's because... it would be too taxing. It's beyond my capacity to handle this many people alone, and since the evaluation would be subjective rather than objective, I borrowed the power of the magical device."

"Really? Then well... go ahead and appraise me."

Alicia glances at those she had hurt—those who had arbitrarily appraised her—while simultaneously extending her hand for me to appraise.

...What a chillingly effective warning.

Is she saying she'll do the same to me if I try anything foolish?

*Ha, really.*

Well, honestly speaking, she doesn't know her place.

Those were just kids who could handle a bit of magical power, not even proper mages. There's no way I'd collapse from just an appraisal backlash—

*Flinch—*

*WHOOOOSH—*

*What!?*

The moment I placed my hand on Alicia's wrist, heaven and earth shook.

That wasn't all. Alicia's magical power crossing over to me through the contact point on her wrist was pouring in like a massive waterfall.

I couldn't possibly block it. It felt like facing a storm with my bare body.

It was as if the amount of blood in my body had doubled. Every capillary in my body was swelling to twice its size, on the verge of bursting.

The only way to stop this was simply to let go.

"Kugh...!!"

Desperately letting go to survive, only then could I properly see what I hadn't seen before.

A monster.

Between Alicia and myself lay a cliff of tremendous depth and width. Despite being close enough to reach with an outstretched arm, I could never reach Alicia.

My gaze turned downward, toward Alicia's shadow.

The shadow was too black, like a fragment from another dimension. It reflected no light whatsoever.

Yet I couldn't be shocked.

Because the warning Alicia had given while looking around filled my head. Because Alicia's expression had been too cold.

"...100 points."

"As expected."

When I gave the highest score within the evaluable range, Alicia's expression finally relaxed.

And the moment I saw that expression, I thought:

I survived.

**********

"Wow, wasn't that person weird?"

After the exam ended and she returned to her room, Alicia discarded her solemn expression and recalled what had happened earlier.

"Who?"

"You know, the person who appraised my magical power."

"Ah, they were definitely weird."

As Alicia said, the person who appraised her had acted very strangely.

I'm not sure what they were mistaken about, but seeing them look at Alicia with a terrified expression or a shocked expression, they seemed quite dim-witted.

They said they'd measure her magical power and touched Alicia's wrist, then flinched and pulled away as if they'd touched a hot pot.

Is that really a supervisor?

"They brought a defective magical device, measured carelessly... if this is how it is, why even have an exam? Why not just accept all nobles? They manipulate the scores of substandard nobles to make them higher than commoners anyway."

As Alicia said, several commoners clearly had higher magical talent than nobles, but without exception, they all received lower scores than the nobles.

This seemed to be the Academy's way of showing consideration so commoners wouldn't be harmed by nobles, but to our eyes, it was just pathetic behavior. If you're going to do that, why have an exam?

"Isn't it a matter of noble pride?"

"Pride?"

"Even if they cheat, entering university without taking an exam is unacceptable... something like that."

You know how it was? In the Joseon Dynasty, officials who entered through the proper course and officials who entered through *eumseoh* because their father was a meritorious subject were legally equal, but the latter weren't treated as proper *yangban* and were discriminated against.

It's probably similar to that.

"What, that's stupid. Then is that why they let go as soon as they touched my wrist?"

"No, that's different. They properly evaluated you."

"Why?"

"Though the measurement time was very short, after letting go of your wrist, the supervisor looked at you in shock. It's quite an embarrassing thing for me to say as your attendant, but... Alicia, you're incredibly strong with magic, aren't you?"

Condensing magical power inside an opponent's body to block their blood vessels and kill them—that's Alicia's unique technique that no one else can replicate.

Moreover, Alicia can not only control magical power with such precision, but the quality and quantity of her magical power are also tremendously powerful.

Honestly speaking, I can confidently say there's no one who could beat Alicia at this point. Even this world's protagonist would struggle quite a bit— Huh?

*Wait a minute.*

...Right.

The protagonist.

Besides the protagonist, there are several others.

"Alicia, there's something you must absolutely keep in mind from now on."

"Something to keep in mind? What?"

"...Mingle with the nobles and form a clique. Make it so no one can easily approach you. Make it so that to meet you, they'd have to overcome countless barriers of people."

"Huh...?"

Alicia tilts her head, not understanding my words. For Alicia, who only needs me, being told to bother mingling with others and forming a clique—such things are utterly useless to her.

But this is absolutely necessary for Alicia's comfortable life.

One year from now, when the protagonist and numerous other characters from the work enroll in the Academy, if they can easily approach Alicia, if they can easily converse with Alicia who's indifferent to others... it would be too horrifying.

Those characters were created by me, written by me.

By me, who was suffering from eighth-grader syndrome.

The protagonist and numerous other characters would consider it natural to kill someone who simply insulted them on the street, would consider it natural to kill or make an example of any heroine who was even slightly irritating, and would consider it natural to wield their power recklessly and cause trouble everywhere if they had power, without any restraint.

The absolute majority of characters in my eighth-grader syndrome self-written novel are a collection of cider-paths. This applies regardless of good or evil.

...Fuck, why am I only thinking of this now? Did I not notice the problems because I was viewing the web novel's characters from the web novel's perspective?

Ch.30 - Vulgarity (1)
"...Is that true?"

"Yes, Headmaster."

The Academy's headmaster stares out the window while listening to an utterly absurd report. At first hearing, it sounds like a terribly unfunny and poor-quality joke, but the headmaster is certain this report is undeniably true.

After all, the subject of this report is the Young Lady of House Niederbaben, whom even the headmaster himself cannot carelessly touch.

Using a member of House Niederbaben as material for a joke? This is something even the headmaster, who holds the highest position at the Academy, cannot rashly do.

Hundreds of years of inherited legitimacy and authority, vast and fertile territories with corresponding overwhelming economic and military power, and even connections to the Imperial Family.

And it doesn't end there.

"...What about the social network built by members of House Niederbaben?"

Social network.

The Academy is an important educational institution where all kinds of nobles from across the Empire gather. If one is born a noble, unless there are special circumstances, they must enroll in the Academy and spend four years there, and this has developed into a unique culture where nobles engage in socializing and power struggles with each other at the Academy.

And that culture is passed down.

Those who were friends and enemies in an older sibling's generation become friends and enemies in the younger sibling's generation as well. If two houses are on bad terms, this effect manifests immediately at the Academy where their children are.

In other words, within the Academy, nobles maintain the same distinctions between friend and foe that have been passed down through generations, and this custom has eventually become one giant web called a social network. A small social circle where people of similar standing gather and communicate.

"They remember... and they are rejoicing."

"Good heavens."

The headmaster presses his temples in shock at the teacher's report.

Previously—that is, the member of House Niederbaben who enrolled at the Academy right before Alicia—was a girl named Adela von Niederbaben from six years ago, and she turned her social network into one massive fortress during her time at the Academy.

She made maximum use of her social network to gain absolute superiority among the nobles, and then used that superiority to commit all kinds of misdeeds against others. The members included in her social network also followed Adela's will and ran wild to their hearts' content.

Two years ago, after Adela graduated, the members who belonged to Adela's social network simply gathered among themselves, reminiscing about those days.

And now, a new member of House Niederbaben has entered the Academy.

The hunting dogs who lost their master have gained a new master—a wonderful master who will throw them meat and find them prey, a master who will drive away the bears that could devour them—so the hunting dogs cannot help but rejoice.

"...This can't be."

The worst conclusion forms in the headmaster's mind.

According to the supervisor's report, Alicia's magical power is not just excellent in both quality and quantity—it's frightening. No, even just looking at the guards' reports, one can tell. Didn't she make a person float in the air and perfectly subdue them without any external or internal injuries?

The gatekeeper's condition was so perfectly fine that the priest who rushed over to treat the unconscious gatekeeper was left dumbfounded instead.

In other words, it means not only is her magical power strong, but she can also handle that power delicately and efficiently.

She's even cold-blooded enough to injure the nobles in the examination hall with emotional backlash without a care.

If hunting dogs that have tasted blood are added to such a person... it's horrifying. Just imagining it is too horrifying.

"Headmaster, Niederbaben's social network has made contact with Alicia."

"...What was her reaction?"

"She seemed satisfied."

"Haaah..."

The headmaster lets out a deep sigh.

It's only been two years since they escaped the nightmare of Niederbaben, and now another member of House Niederbaben has enrolled again. Does Duke Niederbaben eat oysters every night or something?

Even though he knows full well that misdeeds will be committed, he cannot prevent the evil from manifesting. A sense of helplessness wraps around his entire body.

"Um... Headmaster. Alicia's attendant has come to see you."

"...The child of Firmont, you mean?"

"Yes. He says he has something urgent to discuss with you, but it's... quite strange."

"Hard to believe?"

"Yes, he says we must make Alicia as inconspicuous as possible."

What does this mean?

Make her as inconspicuous as possible?

Generally, nobles consider showing off as much as possible to be a virtue.

The ancestors of nobles were knights or meritorious subjects, and if they didn't show off their achievements, they couldn't receive recognition and wouldn't have become nobles in the first place.

The humility of not trying to stand out is both a virtue and a vice that gets ridiculed. And yet, he's asking her not to stand out as much as possible?

"...I'll have to meet him to understand."

There's no answer to be found just worrying about this. He needs to ask directly.

The headmaster, who had been agonizing over what to do about Alicia, lifts his heavy body and heads to the reception room.

**********

"Greetings, Lady Alicia!!"

"Pleased to meet you. I've heard many stories from Lady Adela."

"We are those who served Lady Adela. Please take us in!!"

Alicia surveys the wave of upperclassmen surrounding her with half-closed eyes.

If Carl were by her side, he would have driven them away, but Carl has gone to meet the headmaster, so that's not possible.

Alicia simply faces the wave of people alone.

"You want to become friends with me... is that what you mean?"

However, Alicia is not intimidated.

They're all taller than Alicia, so she has to look up to see them, but Alicia feels no discomfort or pressure whatsoever.

After all, commanding these people was the destiny Alicia was meant to face.

"Yes, that's right!!"

"Hmmmm..."

Alicia ponders.

Carl told her to make friends, to make it so no one could carelessly approach her, to avoid standing out as much as possible, so she tried to create a wall of people, but in Alicia's view, these people don't seem quite right.

They seem like a good choice for preventing anyone from carelessly approaching her, but she doesn't think she can actually become friends with them.

Most importantly, if she commands them, she'll become the source of all kinds of problems and, far from not standing out, she'll stand out tremendously.

But then again, opportunities to easily obtain such a massive human wall are not common.

"Fine, okay. But there's a condition."

"A condition... you say?"

"Yeah, don't pick fights with others on your own."

So Alicia decides.

She'll accept them, but she'll pierce their noses and hold the reins.

"Lady Alicia, by 'picking fights,' may we interpret that to mean... displays of power?"

"Yeah, that's right."

"Lady Alicia, appropriate displays of power are necessary for your authority. Otherwise, everyone will look down on you."

These people gathered here partly to feel the pleasure that comes from oppressing others, but on the other hand, they also gathered to truly serve Niederbaben.

In the Academy where commoners and nobles mingle together, if one doesn't display authority and acts meekly, it's no different from insulting oneself.

Since appropriate levels of force and creating an imposing atmosphere are essential for nobles, the members of the social network try to persuade Alicia.

"No, just respond only when the other side picks a fight first. There's no need for displays of force or creating an atmosphere."

"...Lady Alicia, may we ask why?"

"Well... because it's vulgar."

"Pardon?"

"What is this, we're not thugs collecting debts at a market. How vulgar. If you're nobles, act like nobles."

However, the members of the social network who were trying to persuade Alicia become unable to say anything.

If Alicia's reason for refusing displays of power had been something like not wanting to harm others or being embarrassed to show off her strength, the members of the social network would have been disappointed and left Alicia's side.

But because it's vulgar?

Like thugs collecting debts at a market?

At such an arrogant and scathing remark, the members of the social network simply close their mouths.

"And what, are you saying I'm in such a low position that I'll be looked down on if I don't display power?"

"What? No, that's not what we meant."

"In the first place, I'm not in such a low position that I need to do such things, am I? There's nowhere higher to go anyway. If you're going to be my people, please don't do vulgar things."

With those words, Alicia loses interest in the members of the social network.

More precisely, since the members of the social network couldn't give any response, she had no choice but to cut off her interest, but the students watching can't help but think differently.

That this person has a natural talent for dominating others.

That this person could truly become a model for nobles.

"Lady Alicia, we will serve you."

"Yeah. Got it."

Alicia casually brushes off the upperclassmen's pledge of loyalty, but not a single person here feels anger about it.

They simply admire Alicia's endlessly arrogant attitude, thinking she's a true noble.

Ch.31 - Vulgarity (2)
# Translation

'Aaah, uaaah...!!'

Meanwhile, Katalin von Northeim, who had suffered from panic symptoms due to her senses becoming extremely heightened from the emotional backlash of Alicia's feelings, was now quietly screaming internally as if nothing had happened.

No, it might not be a scream but rage.

Katalin ground her molars as she recalled the image of Alicia looking at her with mockery.

"That bitch...!!"

"Y-Young Lady... please maintain your dignity—"

"Dignity, what nonsense is that!? There's no one here but you two, so what dignity am I supposed to maintain!?"

"A-aaah...!!"

Since these were hardly words befitting a count's daughter, the maid urgently tried to cover Katalin's mouth, but what returned was not acquiescence but needles of lightning filled with fury.

Dignity is something one maintains in front of others.

Maintaining dignity in front of servants and maids who are nothing more than living furniture?

To Katalin, such a thing was utterly absurd.

"A stupid bitch telling someone else to maintain dignity."

The servants attending a count's daughter must match their master's status to some degree, requiring at least the rank of baronet.

In other words, what Katalin was doing now was merely vulgar behavior.

Even if the target were of commoner origin, it would only lessen the severity of judgment—the assessment of vulgarity among nobles would remain unchanged.

All nobles have a duty to protect those loyal to them.

Treating servants as mere talking furniture and abusing them is behavior condemned in noble society.

If a noble-born servant who suffered such humiliation were to report it to society, the noble they served would instantly be evaluated as a barbarian unable to manage their own character and become a laughingstock.

"Young Lady, what on earth are you doing?! If Count Northeim were to find out—"

"Are you crazy? Who are you to mention my father?"

"—Ugh..."

However, this is only possible when the servant is completely free from their master, or when the master's power is weak.

If a servant is caught by their master's weakness and can never escape, or if the master's power is so strong that even reporting would be quickly buried and only the reporting servant would suffer losses, then such servants cannot resist no matter how insultingly they are treated.

Just like the current relationship between Katalin and the two maids.

The two maids are from baronial families and belong to proper nobility, but since those baronial families owe great debts to Katalin's house of Northeim, the two maids can never escape Katalin's character assassination and violence.

"Good, you're quiet now. Keep knowing your place like that from now on."

"..."

The maid endures her forehead being pressed repeatedly by Katalin's finger.

Though she endures, it doesn't hurt at all. How could being poked by a finger hurt?

What the maid endures is not pain but self-loathing.

The maid whose head keeps falling backward only stands forward again like a roly-poly toy.

"Anyway, stop with the pointless talk and think of a way to make Alicia suffer."

"Lady Ali— ...Alicia?"

"Yes."

The maid, receiving a look that could not tolerate using honorifics for Alicia, hastily changes her words.

"I'm the type who must repay what I've received. How dare... how dare she humiliate me like that...?"

Strictly speaking, Alicia never humiliated her. Didn't she suffer damage from the backlash after arbitrarily appraising Alicia?

But to Katalin, such things don't matter at all.

What matters is simply that Alicia is the cause of the pain she suffered.

[Huh.]

*Crack—*

Moreover, since Alicia even smirked while watching Katalin writhe in pain, Katalin, who had never received such humiliation from others before, came to recognize Alicia as an enemy she must break.

The reason Alicia let out that hollow laugh was simply because there were so many people, perfectly fitting the supervisor's words that "[She cannot appraise this many people alone, so she borrowed the power of a magical device]," but Katalin doesn't know such things at all. No, she doesn't even want to know.

She simply wants to push Alicia off a cliff.

"How... how should I do this...?"

Katalin falls into thought with her hand on her temple.

Though she wants to bring Alicia down, since Alicia's magical power was so fearsome that it was difficult to approach carelessly, Katalin chooses to torment Alicia insidiously rather than confronting her head-on.

For example, spreading malicious rumors about Alicia.

Or targeting people around Alicia and physically tormenting them.

'Which one... which would be better... no, wait.'

"I'll just do everything, won't I?"

"Pardon?"

And Katalin soon decides to commit all the evil deeds she had considered as candidates.

Watching Katalin raise her head with an expression like someone who has gained enlightenment, the two maids involuntarily open their mouths.

"That bitch Alicia employs a male servant named Carl despite being engaged to Crown Prince Friedrich, doesn't she? Even if scandals spread, she has nothing to say. Even I brought only you two maids, not even a male servant, out of concern for my reputation, didn't I?"

"...That's right."

"What a shameless adulteress! Obviously they must be sharing the same bed. She must be filling her lonely nights with Carl every night. There's no other explanation."

While spewing vicious slander about Alicia, Katalin also decides to attack Alicia's servants Carl and Sarah.

However, unlike Alicia's case, she plans to attack those two directly rather than with malicious rumors.

After all, if Alicia is that strong, it's impossible to think her two servants would also be strong, isn't it?

"How dare... I'll make her pay the price for insulting me..."

"..."

Watching the vulgar words and expressions so unbefitting of a count's daughter, her maids simply close their eyes tightly.

**********

"Please stop saying weird things!!"

Meanwhile, at the very moment Katalin was plotting her schemes, Carl was shrieking in horror.

Having spent several hours talking with the headmaster and roughly finishing plans—from hiding what Alicia doesn't reveal externally, to preparing for Emilia and the protagonist Richard who will enroll in a year, and various other characters—Carl should be resting after using his brain too much... but he can't.

"No, Carl? Why? Why are you reacting like that to sleeping together??"

"Don't you realize you're saying something weird!?"

Because Alicia is spouting nonsense about sleeping together.

Carl just trembles all over watching Alicia, who has changed into pajamas, lie on the bed and beckon to him.

There are several reasons his whole body is trembling.

Shock at Alicia's sense of chastity, anger at Alicia who's playing weird pranks on him when he's so tired, and... desire for Alicia in her defenseless state.

'What is this.'

"...Stop with the weird talk, I'm going to sleep."

And Carl cannot tolerate the last emotion he felt, no matter what.

The current Alicia is only eighteen years old, just a young girl who would be a high school student by Korean standards.

Though Carl's aesthetic sense follows suit because his body is young, to Carl who has memories and a soul from his previous life, such things are merely terrible excuses.

*Flinch—*

"...Alicia?"

If he looks at Alicia's defenseless appearance any longer, Carl feels he'll become strange, so he turns to go to his own bed, but his body won't listen.

Every joint in his body creaks, defying its owner's will.

However, Carl isn't simply submitting.

Despite his joints and muscles being suppressed by Alicia's magical power, Carl forcibly moves his body, going toward his bed one step at a time.

"How about you give up and come lie beside me soon?"

"Lie down... what... lying... weird... stop—ugh...?!"

And naturally, Carl's resistance becomes merely futile struggling.

Carl, who had been screaming through his joints as if receiving physical therapy, soon floats in the air and flies through it before crashing onto Alicia's bed.

"It is weird. But I came here to do this weird thing, you know?"

"...You."

"If we were at my house, I could never do this, right? Why do you think I accepted so readily?"

"What are you talking about? You hated it so much the whole way to the Academy."

"Hated it? Heh... you know, Carl. You know me well."

Alicia lies beside Carl, looking into his eyes with a gentle smile.

"I never do things I hate."

"..."

"So just... give up obediently and sleep."

When Alicia flicks her finger once, the clothes on Carl's body instantly change to pajamas and his body becomes as clean as if he just bathed.

And as a signal, the lights in the room go out instantly like candles being extinguished.

*Rustle—*

"Don't go."

"..."

Alicia, with her eyes closed, suppresses Carl's body with telekinesis as he tries to move, forcibly laying him on the bed.

Literally unable to even lift his waist and limbs, Carl lies forcibly on the bed, spending the night only listening to the sound of Alicia sleeping peacefully beside him.

Sarah, who shares the same room but uses a different bed while watching them both, only prays inwardly that they would please take their lovey-dovey act elsewhere.
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"Well, did you hear that?"

"What? Really? I thought so..."

Whisper whisper—

*Why are they acting like this?*

The students whispered among themselves while looking at Alicia. In the hallways, the dining hall, the lecture halls—everywhere, students were whispering while looking at Alicia.

This morning, only a handful of students had been doing it, but now every student we passed was acting this way.

It should have been an annoying sight, but strangely enough, Alicia herself showed no irritation whatsoever.

Earlier, thinking Alicia hadn't noticed the whispering, I had even pointed it out to her, but she had simply replied that she already knew.

*No, rather than irritation... how should I put it? She seems flustered but oddly pleased?*

That's why I couldn't say anything to those students. When Alicia showed no reaction to all this whispering, how could I, her attendant, confront them?

Through the hallway, the dining hall, back to the hallway, and all the way to the lecture hall, I simply walked quietly beside Alicia along with Sarah.

*What on earth is—... Hm?*

The moment I absently scanned the students, I felt something strange.

Because my eyes met with the students who were whispering while looking at Alicia.

If it had been just one or two, I wouldn't have felt anything special even if our eyes met, but there were far too many of them.

Those gazes alternating between Alicia and me, as if watching us both, were enough to make me momentarily forget to breathe.

"...Ugh, that makes sense though."

"Hey, hey...!! Look away!!"

"Ah...!"

Since Alicia was right beside me, I briefly wondered if the students had been looking at her, but apparently that wasn't the case.

The moment I raised my head and made eye contact with the students, they suddenly made strange noises and quickly turned their gazes away.

From the students' reactions, I could be certain. They had clearly been looking back and forth between me and Alicia.

But why...? Other people bring attendants too, so there's no reason to—

"Greetings, everyone."

At that moment, the door to the lecture hall opened and a teacher appeared.

The students who had been whispering until just now immediately fell silent at that signal, and their gazes also stopped observing me and turned toward the teacher.

Alicia, seemingly quite displeased that the students had quieted down, clicked her tongue and openly displayed her discomfort, unlike before.

...Wait, shouldn't you normally react the opposite way?

"I'm Ella, here to teach mathematics."

Ella.

Definitely a person from my memories. A rare sensible teacher in the Academy full of all sorts of crazy people. She gets injured fighting against the protagonist Richard, who was making a fuss about killing a noble who insulted him, but Richard, with his utterly insane personality, is moved by this true teacher trying to protect her student and spares Ella's life.

...Though it's a bit late to say this now, Richard really is a lunatic. Making life-or-death decisions just because a teacher stood up to protect a student?

"Some of you may be dissatisfied since you came to the Academy to learn magic or martial arts, but please understand that mathematics is the foundation of administrative studies taught at the Academy. Now, for our first lesson, we'll start with tangent lines of functions—"

Regardless of what I thought, Ella began the lesson. There was no "let's just get to know each other's faces" for the first class—Ella was truly dedicated to teaching.

Since everyone had already passed the entrance exam, Ella seemed to think students could easily understand the slope of functions and chose that as the content for the first lesson. The commoners all seemed to understand, but some nobles frowned as if finding it difficult to grasp.

And Alicia frowned too.

Not because it was difficult to understand, but because she was annoyed at what was being taught.

..........

[Alicia, stay still.]

[No, Carl. What is she teaching? Isn't this the Academy?]

[You can't judge students by your standards. If the class is boring, just draw pictures or something. Or do some math self-study. Come on, I'll give you some problems.]

[I guess I'll have to.]

It was hell.

Trying to stop Alicia from leaving the lecture hall.

As Alicia had told me last night, she absolutely refuses to do anything she dislikes.

Listening to this tedious math lecture was something Alicia disliked enough to absolutely refuse, so the only way to keep her there was to use other methods.

For example, telling her to draw pictures or do math self-study.

[Carl, look. I drew that teacher. How is it? I drew it well, right?]

[If you're tired of drawing, try solving this system of equations? Let's see... Equation 1 is (∂²v/∂x²) - 2(∂u/∂x) = 2x² + e^t, and Equation 2 is (∂u/∂t) = ln 2t +...]

Naturally, this behavior was quite noticeable to those around us.

Other students who had initially glanced over thinking she was studying hard because her pen was moving so much, saw the numerous drawings and mathematical formulas on Alicia's paper, chuckled, and turned their heads away.

Well, I don't know about the drawings, but why laugh at the formulas— Wait, could it be they're laughing because they don't know what Alicia is writing?

Hmm... Well, how could they understand partial differential equations? To Alicia's peers, the formulas would just look like incomprehensible characters scribbled randomly.

"...Well then, that's all for today's first lesson. Thank you all for listening attentively."

Teacher Ella bowed to the students and then left through the front door. From the way she subtly glanced at Alicia while saying goodbye, she had apparently noticed long ago that Alicia was doing other things during class.

Well, that makes sense.

The commoner students were focused on the lesson, and the nobles at least tried to sit quietly to maintain their dignity, but Alicia kept scribbling with her pen even when Ella wasn't saying anything important.

The pen movements when drawing pictures at the beginning were too obvious, so if you paid close attention, it was surprisingly easy to notice.

"Hehe, Young Lady Niederbaben. The lesson must have been quite difficult for you, wasn't it?"

As soon as class ended, someone approached with a group in tow and suddenly spouted something strange.

Who's this now?

Ah, it's the girl who fainted foaming at the mouth during Alicia's magical power test. I wouldn't remember if I'd just passed her by, but the foaming was so memorable that I recognized her immediately.

"...?"

However, Alicia didn't answer and just tilted her head while staring intently at the girl. As if she didn't know what to say.

I don't know what to say either.

The lesson was quite difficult? What nonsense is that?

"Who are you?"

After staring intently at the girl, Alicia let out a small sigh, then turned her head toward me and said that.

Ah, so it wasn't that—she just didn't know her name.

Well, it would be rude to address a noble informally, so you have to call them by name.

"Um... I don't know either."

"Grrr...!"

When I answered honestly, the girl who had suddenly approached made a strange sound. It was a sound so full of spite that it instantly drew the attention of the surrounding students.

Wait, why is she acting like that?

This is her fault for not introducing herself in the first place. What is she doing, acting like those aunties and uncles at the community center shouting "You don't know who I am!?"

"...That person is Katalin von Northeim."

"Northeim... Ah, a count?"

Unable to bear it any longer, Sarah answered Alicia's question with her eyes half-closed and a slight sigh.

What, Sarah? You're smart. You know something I don't.

"Then, Young Lady Northeim, what is this about?"

"...Tsk, don't play dumb. Look at this."

When Alicia continued the conversation as if nothing had happened, Katalin clicked her tongue once and arbitrarily grabbed the notebook that had been on Alicia's desk.

Though Katalin had reached toward the desk, I couldn't stop her action because I couldn't have imagined she would actually grab the paper.

"Look! Not listening during class and drawing pictures like this? There's even some worm-like scribbling?"

Katalin held up the paper with drawings in one hand, waving it for everyone to see.

Her posture was kind of like... very similar to that island nation's prime minister holding up a paper declaring peace in our time. It was funny enough to make me laugh for a moment, but Katalin's current behavior was not a situation that could be laughed off.

"...Young Lady Northeim, please put the paper down."

I am an attendant serving Alicia as my lord, and Katalin's current behavior is clearly meant to humiliate Alicia.

No matter how much her actions might remind me of something funny, I absolutely must not laugh.

Why is this girl suddenly acting like this? I need to quickly get that back—

"Where does an attendant talk back when masters are speaking?"

"...?"

But what's this?

The moment I asked Katalin to return the paper, she suddenly changed her expression completely and said that.

I'm not... in a position to be treated like this, though?

"Did you not properly educate your attendant? Pfft... Well, I suppose..."

"Young Lady Katalin, please don't be so harsh."

"But an attendant is still an attendant, isn't it?"

As I stood there unable to choose what to say in my confusion, Katalin giggled as if finding me amusing.

Not just Katalin. The group of nobles with her were mocking us as if showing off, as if urging us to get offended quickly.

...Ah, these bastards are hopeless.

They came here just to pick a fight.
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"Well... when you were looking at the attendant, you were mainly looking at that aspect rather than etiquette, so I can see why the attendant wasn't properly educated."

"That does make sense. The rumors didn't spread for no reason, did they?"

*...Rumors?*

Just as I was narrowing my eyes and gauging how to deal with these girls, I heard a word that seemed too important to let slip by.

Rumors.

There was definitely something to it. From this morning until now, countless students had been whispering while looking at the two of us—there was no way I could forget that.

"Drawing such a terrible... picture together during class time, do they think the classroom is some kind of date spot?"

Alicia's drawing was done in the dramatic style that was the essence of modern art, so it could be considered quite well done, but Katalin deliberately ignored that and forced herself to continue speaking. Judging by how she twisted her tongue once in the middle, even she seemed to think the drawing was quite well done.

Anyway, setting that aside... rumors, and dating...

The students had even been looking back and forth between me and Alicia.

...This doesn't feel good at all.

No matter how I looked at it, these were rumors about the relationship between Alicia and me. And the content of those rumors was probably about romance.

Well, it made sense—women generally traveled with female attendants, but I was a male servant, wasn't I? Such rumors were bound to spread.

"Shut your mouth, Katalin."

"...What?"

But that was one thing and this was another.

No matter what rumors existed, no matter what ill will they harbored toward Alicia, I could never forgive them for picking a fight with Alicia so openly in front of other students right after class ended.

"How dare you address me by my name when you've only—"

"We met back then, didn't we? The sight of you collapsed, foaming at the mouth, was quite memorable."

"Y-you...!!"

I didn't really know why these girls held such malice toward Alicia. It really hurt my pride to come on so strong against girls who weren't even adults yet.

But... strangely, my body didn't seem to think that way. It was screaming at me to just rush forward and smack those brats across their mouths, regardless of whether they were kids or women.

Of course, if I actually did that, it would cause trouble for Alicia, so I wouldn't... but it was still quite hard to hold back— Ugh.

"Carl, stop."

Just as my foot was stretching forward on its own, Alicia grabbed me. When I turned to look at her, Alicia's expression was overflowing with composure.

No, rather than overflowing with composure... should I say she seemed strangely pleased?

As if she was very happy that such rumors had spread.

"You knew about it too, it's not a bad thing."

Alicia whispered in my ear in a voice too quiet for anyone else to hear.

...I had no idea what she meant by "you knew about it too," but I could fully understand what she meant by "not a bad thing."

Such rumors were quite beneficial for Alicia, who wanted to break off her engagement with the Crown Prince.

Above all, Alicia wasn't afraid at all of such rumors spreading about her and me. No, I was certain that if such rumors hadn't spread, she would have taken it upon herself to spread them directly.

"And... there's no need for you to dirty your hands, Carl."

"..."

Following Alicia's gaze, I glanced over and saw the students Alicia had recruited.

These students were the ones who had committed numerous misdeeds following Alicia in the original story.

When I first learned this fact, I tried to persuade Alicia to distance herself from them, but Alicia's answer was enough to completely dispel such concerns.

[Alicia, I told you to build a wall of people, but... aren't they too aggressive? Won't they cause problems everywhere?]

[It's fine, I've got them all on a tight leash.]

[A leash?]

[Yeah, they don't do what I tell them not to, and they're all well-behaved, right? Those upperclassmen said they can look after me well during class since they have underclassmen.]

Seeing Alicia talk about her seniors as if they were well-trained puppies, I had nothing to say.

I could only nod at Alicia's boast.

*Nod—*

And that boast of Alicia's was now clearly showing its proof.

The students who made eye contact with me whispered something to each other, then quietly bowed their heads and left the lecture hall, suppressing their hostility toward Katalin as much as possible.

"Well, anyway, are you done talking? Then please leave. Oh wait, I should be the one leaving."

After speaking to Katalin and her gang, Alicia stood up from her seat.

As if there was nothing more to say, Alicia turned her back completely.

"What... aren't you going to explain yourself!?"

And Katalin, who had never been ignored like this before, naturally reacted.

At the sudden loud noise, the eyes of the students remaining in the lecture hall instantly focused on them.

And they waited expectantly.

For what Alicia would say.

For how exactly she would explain herself.

"That you share the same bed with that man Carl! That the reason you brought Carl to the Academy as your attendant is because he's your lover!! Explain these rumors right now!!"

*...This is troublesome.*

Rumors were the kind of thing that got worse the more you tried to explain them.

If you said "I am not a liar," people's minds would exclude the "not" at the end and only remember "I am a liar."

Of course, with solid counter-evidence it could be resolved surprisingly easily, but my very existence made any counter-evidence useless.

Alicia seemed to want these rumors—the rumors that Alicia and I had that kind of relationship—to spread even more... but damn, was that really okay?

If the romance rumors spread uncontrollably, it would mean antagonizing the imperial family from the start, and according to my plan, that would make dealing with the protagonist Richard quite difficult—

"What explanation is needed? Everyone already knows the truth anyway."

"What? What kind of sophistry is that—"

"And even if I were to explain, I have no reason to explain myself to someone like you. There's a limit to how vulgar and crude you can be. You're not a pig, so stop squealing."

"What? What did you say!?"

"Carl, Sarah. Let's go quickly. Oh, Katalin. I'll give you that drawing. Seeing how desperately you're trying to get it while acting so crudely, you must really love that picture, huh?"

Alicia led Sarah and me and quickly left the scene.

As if continuing to converse with those vulgar creatures for even a moment longer would make her sick.

...Katalin.

She was nothing special, but she was quite irritating.

Alicia said I didn't need to dirty my hands... but tsk, I should handle this quietly without Alicia finding out.

**********

"Aaaaaargh!!"

*Crash—!!*

Along with the sound of breaking dishes, Katalin's scream echoed throughout the room.

Fortunately, each guest room was perfectly soundproofed with magic, so Katalin's outburst couldn't be heard by anyone outside.

"Hey!! She didn't care at all!!"

"W-well, that's..."

"If you have a mouth, speak properly!!"

The maids felt wronged. She made her own judgments, decided things on her own, caused trouble on her own, and now she was blaming the maids?

But the maids couldn't say anything. If they spoke honestly, Katalin's anger would only intensify, and she would surely pull out the invincible phrase asking why they didn't stop her—something they could never counter.

"I wanted to see her frustrated, so why was she so calm!! There's a limit to looking down on me!!"

The maids simply kept their mouths shut, knowing that if they stayed quiet, the aggro would naturally shift away from them and toward Alicia.

"...At this point, I have no choice but to go after that Carl guy. That uneducated attendant."

"Will that be alright?"

"Of course it will. He's the attendant of Duke's daughter Alicia, so at most he's the child of a count, right? That makes us equal in status, doesn't it? I can handle that easily."

—And if we're equal in status, I have the advantage.

Katalin added the last words with a sinister smile.

An attendant's scandal was directly the master's scandal and dishonor. If Carl caused a scandal, it would be entirely Alicia's responsibility for failing to manage him.

And Katalin planned to create a scandal for Carl—to frame him.

"We need to monitor Carl and create an opportunity to meet him alone."

"But Carl is always attached to Alicia, isn't he...?"

"You stupid girl, do I have to explain everything? When he goes to the bathroom, or when he bathes, or whatever—if you keep watching, there will eventually be a time when Carl is separated from her!! Keep monitoring Carl and when that time comes, summon me with the magic device!!"

"...Yes, I understand, Lady Katalin."

Katalin devised a most sordid and vulgar plan.

When alone with Carl, she would tear her own clothes and scream, falsely accusing Carl of sexual harassment.

And... if she succeeded in framing Carl, she planned to use this as leverage to attack Alicia, who had humiliated her.

"The more I think about it... it's perfect."

In Katalin's mind, there was nothing wrong with her plan.

After all, with no witnesses and equal status, people would naturally believe her, a woman, over a man. Her disheveled clothing would be irrefutable evidence.

Having harbored malice toward Alicia from their first meeting, and growing to hate Alicia more with each conversation, Katalin had finally reached for the forbidden.
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'Katalin.'

It's a name I don't remember, which means she's not a character who appeared in my work.

But judging by her actions, she's reckless and aggressive enough that it would've been natural for her to appear in my work. If Katalin had been caught by the protagonists Richard or Alicia, she would've been cut in half and killed on the spot.

And yet Katalin doesn't appear in my work. There's not even a trace of Katalin to be found.

Why?

Well, because I didn't write her... but that's not quite right, since this world is based on my work made real.

Just because I didn't write about her doesn't mean she didn't exist from the beginning—it means she disappeared midway for some reason and thus didn't appear in my work.

*And I can guess that reason from Katalin, who's strangely hostile toward Alicia.*

If it were the original Alicia's personality, she would never have left someone who picked fights with her like that alone. Whether using her subordinates or acting directly herself, she would've literally torn Katalin limb from limb.

So considering all the current conditions... Katalin picked a fight with Alicia and was eliminated by her outside the story. That's why Katalin doesn't appear in the web novel I wrote.

If Alicia had directly eliminated Katalin, I could rest easy since there's no chance of that happening now, but what if Alicia's subordinates ran wild on their own and killed Katalin?

And what if those subordinates could still do the same now?

I can't just stand by and watch that. Even if it's indirect, if people moving under Alicia's orders kill Katalin, wouldn't it be no different from Alicia killing her herself?

If anyone's going to kill her, it should be me, not Alicia.

"Alicia, I need to go somewhere for a bit."

"Where? What do you... ah, right. Go ahead."

Even though I didn't say anything specific, Alicia judges on her own where I'm going and grins while waving her hand dismissively.

She seems to have thoroughly misunderstood, but since there's no need to correct her misunderstanding, I head outside for now.

..........

"Phew..."

Since Katalin's room is in the area where children of count families gather, to meet Katalin I need to leave Alicia's dormitory where duke's children are gathered.

Looking around after leaving the dormitory, there are surprisingly few students. Since this is a dormitory exclusive to duke families, the population is small and foot traffic seems quite rare.

*Well, that's actually better.*

What needs to be resolved now is Katalin and her group picking fights with Alicia. I don't know what they're so dissatisfied about, but I need to somehow prevent them from provoking Alicia.

Because Alicia is fundamentally a being created as a villain.

If they excessively provoke Alicia and awaken the villainess instincts sleeping within her, it would be a catastrophe beyond catastrophes. I must prevent that from happening by any means necessary.

So I need to get rid of them quickly.

"Nice weather."

"Lucky the weather's so good on our day off."

Walking while thinking this, I arrive in front of the dormitory where count families gather. There are two buildings total—one where men gather and the other where women gather.

Unlike the duke family dormitory, there are quite a few people here.

...Hmm, there are too many eyes watching. Should I have come at sunset?

No, it's fine. Day or night, it's the same.

And if I meet and talk with Katalin at night, strange rumors might spread, so in that sense, daytime might actually be better.

*...And what's with her?*

The woman I've been seeing since I left the duke family dormitory is still visible here.

From her outfit she appears to be a maid, and though she's trying her best to act otherwise, I can clearly tell she's tailing me.

I don't know why I'm being followed, but... well, it should be fine. I don't sense any malice either.

"What brings you here?"

Anyway, ignoring the tail, I knock on the door of the supervisor's office that manages the dormitory, and the supervisor comes out to greet me.

This is a women's dormitory but many men walk around, and since my outfit is that of a servant rather than a student, the supervisor shows no particular reaction.

"Ah, I'd like to briefly meet with Young Lady Katalin of Northeim—"

"You—!!"

"—...?"

At that moment, a loud voice suddenly comes from behind.

Cutting off mid-sentence, I turn my head to see the woman I was looking for—Katalin—glaring at me with fierce eyes.

"Follow me. Now."

"...?"

"I said follow me, can't you hear me!?"

As if ordering a subordinate, Katalin demands I follow her immediately, despite me being in the middle of a conversation with the supervisor.

The supervisor's expression grows increasingly displeased at being ignored, but Katalin pays no attention to that.

Well, fine. I was planning to meet Katalin alone anyway.

"I apologize, Supervisor. I should go."

"...It's fine. Go ahead."

Leaving the supervisor behind, I follow Katalin. She seems extremely satisfied that I'm obeying her orders, wearing an unpleasant smile on her face.

Well... what a simple-minded woman.

..........

"Stop. Let's talk here."

"What... what are you saying, hurry up and follow me."

"Here. Let's do it here."

"...You."

I stop Katalin as she tries to go into an increasingly deserted corner. Katalin grinds her teeth while glaring at me, as if she never dreamed she'd receive an order to stop.

"If you have something to say, let's do it here. There's no one around anyway."

"No, not yet. There are people walking around over there in the distance."

"We're so far away, they won't be able to hear us anyway?"

"That's why I said no...! Hurry up and follow me!!"

Why is she acting like this?

She seems to have something to say to me, but strangely the atmosphere feels off for that. It feels like she urgently needs to go somewhere no one can see.

Hmm...

I don't know what she's scheming, but I don't want to obediently follow Katalin's intentions.

"I refuse. Let's talk here."

"You—!"

"Stop with the informal speech. I can't stand listening to it anymore."

"...Huh?"

When I drop the honorifics, Katalin is flustered. As if she truly never imagined in her wildest dreams that she'd hear such words.

...Well, looking at this, Conan's words seem exactly right.

Civilized people are ruder than barbarians because their heads don't split open even when they speak rudely?

"How, how dare!!"

"If you're not going to speak, I'll go first. Don't approach Alicia."

Katalin belatedly regains her senses and becomes angry, but that anger isn't scary at all.

Her openly expressing anger like that is far less frightening than when Alicia gets angry and smiles subtly. It's similar to how a tiger's quiet growl is scarier than a Chihuahua's yapping.

"The prestige of House Northeim has fallen to the ground, unable to properly control someone like you."

"Are you insulting our house right now!?"

"Are you deaf? Yes, I'm insulting it."

"Grrr...!! How dare a mere servant!!"

Hmm... this confirms it.

This woman Katalin doesn't know my identity.

Well, it would be hard to imagine a margrave's child working as a servant under a duke's daughter.

"Someone like you, if I contact Father—"

"Let me introduce myself properly again. I am Carl von Firmont."

"—...What?"

"Katalin von Northeim, watch your mouth."

But while she doesn't know my identity, she seems to have heard of the Firmont name. Well, it would be stranger not to know one of the few margrave families in the Empire.

Since I was expelled from my main house as a child and came to House Niederbaben, she probably didn't know a person like me existed in House Firmont.

"Right now you have only one choice. Quietly back down and don't approach Alicia anymore. If you approach her again, I'll formally send a complaint to House Northeim through my main house."

Though I left House Firmont and work as a servant in House Niederbaben, my ties to the main house aren't completely severed. No, since I'm serving as a connection to House Niederbaben, they've actually become stronger.

In the first place, if a member of the powerful House Firmont is insulted by a mere young lady of Northeim, it becomes a problem for all of House Firmont, so if I request intervention, House Firmont—desperate for a justification for war against its neighbors—would immediately invade Northeim using this as pretext.

"Ugh..."

"If you don't want to become a disgrace to your family, stay quiet. I can't understand why a mere count's daughter would act so aggressively toward Young Lady Alicia, a duke's daughter."

Katalin, who showed endless hostility toward Duke's daughter Alicia, doesn't do the same to me. Even though Alicia and I have the same status.

Did her hostility toward Alicia override the pressure of status? Or does she think openly insulting someone is completely different from subtly insulting them?

Hmm, well, that's not particularly important right now. What matters is that she's quieted down.

"I've said what I needed to say. Do you have anything more to say?"

"..."

Katalin glares at me resentfully while grinding her teeth.

For Katalin, who has always oppressed others with her status, being oppressed by someone else's status seems quite frustrating.

Such hypocrisy...

"It seems you have nothing to say. Then I'll be going—"

*Riiip—!!*

"—...?"

But at that moment, something strange happens.

Katalin, whose face had turned red with anger and whose whole body was trembling, suddenly grabs her clothes and then tears them.

Clothes aren't made weak enough to be torn by a mere girl's hands, but strangely, that impossible scene is unfolding right before my eyes.

"Kyaaaah!! What are you doing!!"

"...?"

The strangeness doesn't end there.

Katalin suddenly screams and collapses, and seeing people who were watching from afar running over, she twists her lips into a smile.

And that smile makes me instantly realize what she's thinking with this crazy act.

...Ah, this bitch. She's stooped to such a vulgar trick.

Ch.35 - Vulgarity (6)
"What's going on!?"

"Th-this person suddenly grabbed me...!!"

...What a spectacle.

As I stare at Katalin in disbelief, she seems to think I'm flustered and triumphantly continues spouting her nonsense.

All while flashing a victorious smile toward the crowd approaching from afar.

Even without her saying a word, that expression makes her thoughts painfully obvious.

She's probably thinking something like "You're finished now" or "Get on your knees and beg for forgiveness while you still can."

*Haaaaah...*

"I never imagined anyone could be this delusional."

Looking at Katalin's track record so far, it's so absurd that even the original Alicia, who committed all manner of evil deeds, could be defended in comparison.

Watching Katalin's behavior, it's clear she'll never reform even if her family gets completely destroyed. Unlike Alicia, her personality has been fixed for far too long.

With such a twisted personality, no amount of education or discipline can correct her behavior.

*...Tsk, I really didn't want to resort to this method.*

"...Hehe, let's see you properly regret your mist—"

"Katalin, do you know what happens when a dog's bad temperament becomes so fixed that it can't be trained?"

"—?"

The process of dealing with a dog that bites people is divided into three stages.

First, you try to correct the dog's behavior through methods that cause minimal harm—leashes, the owner's commands, and so on. The second method, if the first doesn't work, is to restrain the dog whenever it bites or barks at people, then strike its head or body to instill a primal fear of humans, preventing it from biting.

And if there's a problem dog that responds to neither the first nor second method?

The third and final method. Euthanasia.

"What's going on?"

"—...Th-this person stripped my clothes off!! Look!!"

As the people who had been watching from afar arrive, Katalin—who had been puzzled by my words—frantically begins framing me. She covers her half-torn clothes with one hand while pointing at me with the other, shrieking away.

*...Ha, really.*

Right on cue.

Look at that smirk on her face, thinking she's won. Her vulgarity is practically dripping off her.

"Is that true?"

"As if I would do that. She did that all by herself."

"That makes sense."

"Carl would never do that when he only has eyes for Lady Alicia."

"...Huh?"

It took less than a second for the vulgarity covering Katalin's face to transform into confusion.

The passersby she expected to protect her and attack me were suddenly speaking to me in an incredibly familiar and submissive tone.

"Who saw from the beginning?"

"Hans here and I both saw everything."

"Good, then that's fine. I'll mention your names and houses to my father."

"Thank you, Young Master."

"No need to thank me, it's the reward for loyalty."

"Wh-what is this..."

Katalin can't properly follow the flow of the conversation.

She just stands there with a dumbfounded expression, trailing off in disbelief.

"You look curious about who these people are. They're people who spent a lot of time with my older brother when he was at the Academy."

"What...?"

"Both personally and through their houses, they're deeply connected to my family, House Firmont. That's why they're loyal to me."

In terms of family rank, House Firmont—similar to House Niederbaben—has spread its social network extensively throughout the Academy, just like the Niederbaben family.

As the youngest child born late, I don't have any siblings currently attending the Academy with me, but thanks to that, I can fully utilize the social network that House Firmont has built up until now.

Of course, this social network wasn't something I got for free just because I'm from House Firmont.

[You'll strengthen the ties with Niederbaben, so let me use the Academy's social network... Are you asking to be recognized as a member of House Firmont?]

[Recognition isn't necessary. I simply want to use the social network, so please tell Father. I assure you it will be a good deal.]

[...I'll deliver the letter. But don't get your hopes up.]

Contrary to the Firmont network member's words not to expect much, the response from my father was overwhelmingly positive.

[Carl, you're a child I haven't legally recognized, so even if I acknowledge you as a family member, you cannot inherit the family estate. However, I will tell my confidants at the Academy to accept you as a family member. I hope this brings good results.]

[...I said I don't need recognition.]

So positive that I was actually surprised.

And from Father's letter, I learned that I was apparently an illegitimate child. The original story only mentioned I was expelled, so I didn't know the details, but as expected, when a novel becomes reality, even these minor details become quite detailed.

Well, that's why I was expelled from the main house and entered House Niederbaben as a servant—because I'm illegitimate.

Still, the fact that he allowed me to use the social network shows Father has at least some paternal affection for me. Though I've never seen his face or even heard his voice, so I don't really feel like he's family at all.

Anyway, as a result, I was able to take over the Firmont social network spread throughout the Academy, and the members of Firmont's network always watched over me from one step away, as I commanded.

Just like now.

"Katalin, as you can see, there are multiple witnesses to you tearing your own clothes and trying to falsely accuse me."

"R-retainers' testimony doesn't count...!"

Instinctively sensing how things are unfolding, Katalin rambles incoherently.

Well, Katalin's right about that.

According to the Empire's laws, testimony from retainers or friends has no effect in official proceedings. If their testimony were accepted, they would naturally commit perjury favorable to their lord, wouldn't they?

"Yes, you're right. But testimony from retainers or friends can be fully accepted depending on the circumstances."

"What...?"

"These aren't the only witnesses. Look over there."

"What are you even... Ugh."

Katalin is startled when she looks in the direction I'm pointing. There are several students watching from beyond the dormitory windows in the distance.

Katalin's plan seems to have been to drag me to a secluded spot and pull this honey trap scheme to screw me over, but as you can see, that plan has completely fallen apart. In a situation like this with multiple objective witnesses, there's no problem using retainers as witnesses.

She got so caught up in my teasing that she executed her plan without assessing her surroundings, ending up ruining her own life... Really, as I've been noticing all along, her thinking is far too one-dimensional.

"Honestly, I thought I could persuade you. But as we can see now, it was completely useless."

"W-wait... Let's talk this out, okay? Please?"

"No, the talking is over. I'm reporting this matter to my father."

"Ugh..."

If I spread word everywhere about what Katalin did and that I'm from House Firmont, Katalin's family—the County of Northeim—will be finished that very day.

House Firmont, desperate for justification to invade neighboring territories, will immediately attack Northeim and conquer their lands, and Katalin will become a fallen noble.

Being expelled from the Academy would just be a bonus.

Realizing this, Katalin belatedly trembles all over and pleads with me for dialogue. No, not dialogue—mercy would be more accurate.

"...Y-you too."

"Me too?"

"N-no, you don't want this either, right? There must be a reason you've kept quiet about being from House Firmont until now, right? I-if Margrave Firmont uses this as justification, you won't be able to hide your identity anymore. Right?"

"...You're quite perceptive in this regard."

Cornered, Katalin mobilizes every brain cell she hasn't used until now, desperately trying to find a way out of this situation.

She's right, actually.

If Firmont uses my humiliation as justification for war, it would mean revealing my identity everywhere, and I could no longer remain as an ordinary servant by Alicia's side.

As a child of the renowned House Firmont in the Empire, I would undoubtedly attract significant attention wherever I go. It would be quite bothersome. Depending on the circumstances, I might even draw more attention than Alicia.

"S-so then—"

"I don't care."

"—Wh-what...?"

"I said I don't care. That's less important than making sure Alicia's personality doesn't get twisted."

But so what?

That's not particularly important. If I have to receive attention from others, I'll just accept it.

Honestly, at first I tried not to reveal my identity.

I was just going to secretly tell Katalin that I'm from House Firmont and warn her that any further insults or spreading of false rumors would be considered an insult to House Firmont, so she should stop.

But... looking back now, that thinking was wrong.

"Please...!"

"...Heh."

Look at that expression, that face.

It's so obvious she's thinking that if she can just get through this moment somehow, she'll definitely get revenge for this humiliation.

This woman must be completely removed from the Academy by any means necessary. Otherwise, she'll keep finding every gap to screw over Alicia.

"Over there, Supervisor!!"

"You there, what's going on!?"

"People are coming. The conversation is over. You vulgar thing."

"W-wait... Wait!!"

And the way to completely remove her is to strip Katalin of her noble status.

Since all nobles are required to attend the Academy, she can't be expelled just for pulling a honey trap.

I need to eliminate Katalin's family, the County of Northeim, absorb all of Northeim's territory into Firmont, and turn Katalin into a fallen noble who has no right to be at the Academy.

After all, all nobles must have territory to be nobles—without territory, you're not a noble.

Ch.36 - Vulgarity (7)
"The servant who was with the Young Lady of Niederbaben was actually a son of House Firmont!!"

"What? What are you talking about?"

"Wait, so the Margrave's son entered the Duke's household as a servant? Does that make any sense?"

"Of course it doesn't make sense! That's why everyone's in such an uproar!!"

"Ah, right... that's true."

As expected, the incident between Katalin and me spread throughout The Academy with incredible speed, like fire catching on cotton.

Despite there being few witnesses, the fact that rumors spread this quickly proves that noble society truly lives and dies by gossip.

But seriously, it's only been two hours—what is all this? I just finished giving my testimony about what happened in the Supervisor's office, but the world outside seems completely different from when I went in.

"Oh, and did you hear about Katalin von Northeim?"

"Of course I did. Tsk, what a vulgar woman. So why did she do it?"

"According to the people who hang around Katalin, Alicia supposedly provoked her first?"

"Provoked her? What nonsense is that? From what I've seen, Alicia always tries to avoid her."

"I don't know either. That's why she's a crazy bitch."

"Heh, that's true."

Everywhere I go in school, everyone is talking about what happened between Katalin and me. In this era with few entertainments, the easiest amusement to access is gossip about others. Not just the noble students but even the teachers are all badmouthing Katalin.

The commoners are still keeping quiet and watching carefully, but before long, they too will join the nobles in speaking ill of Katalin.

"So anyway—mmph!!"

"Huh? Why did you suddenly—gulp..."

"...Excuse me, I need to pass."

As soon as I appear in the hallway, all the chatter that had filled the corridor instantly vanishes. It seems that even nobles who love talking about others can't bring themselves to do it in front of the person involved.

Well, that makes sense.

Even though they were gossiping about the woman who confronted me rather than about me directly, it's still not something to discuss in front of—

"W-wait!! You're Young Lord Carl, right?"

"What happened? What really happened?"

"Please talk to us for a moment!! Ah, I'm Tatiana from Biern. Please speak with me—"

"?"

What's with these people?

Just moments ago there was complete silence, but now it's as if that was just a momentary illusion—it's incredibly noisy. They're all rushing toward me, making it impossible to pass.

Come on... move aside, I need to go.

I told Alicia I'd just be gone for a moment, but it's already been three hours.

*Grip!*

"Don't go, let's talk. Please?"

"That's right, just tell us what happened. Why were you working as a servant in House Niederbaben?"

"What did you do that made Katalin put on such a show? Witnesses from a distance said she was talking and suddenly tore her clothes—what did you say before that? Can you tell us?"

"Are those rumors true? I mean, about you and Alicia von Niederbaben already being in that kind of relationship—"

"Enough!! Please move aside so I can pass."

This is driving me crazy.

I'm completely surrounded by students and can't move.

The female students, unable to let such an interesting topic go, are clinging to me and squealing like girls reading romance manga, while the male students, though standing a few steps back, are no different in their eager anticipation of what I might say.

I could push through them, but that might cause one or two to fall and get hurt, so I can't do that. I'm trying to move forward slowly enough that students won't fall, but at this rate, it will take hours to reach Alicia's room.

Come on, even if it's an interesting topic, this is too much! Please just move aside—

"Carl."

"—...!!"

At that moment, a cold, subdued voice reaches my ears. Though it's a very small voice compared to the squealing around me, somehow it cuts through the waves of noise and reaches me clearly.

It seems I'm not the only one who heard it.

The girls surrounding me instantly freeze and turn their heads like wooden puppets to look in the direction of the voice.

Alicia is standing there.

Despite the brightness, Alicia is shrouded in shadows as she stares at me with cold eyes and slowly walks forward. The crowd that had been packed around me parts instantly like Moses dividing the sea, creating a path for Alicia to walk through.

"Follow me."

"...Yes."

Alicia turns around and walks away, and I follow behind her. Sarah, who came with Alicia, has an expression so complex it's hard to describe.

The students don't try to stop us; they just whisper among themselves, likely creating more strange rumors.

..........

"Carl, I heard what happened. You saw her naked, didn't you?"

"...No, what nonsense is that? Katalin was still wearing her underwear."

"Hmm... so you saw her skin and underwear?"

"..."

This is frustrating. I can't say anything.

Alicia probably knows well that I didn't look because I wanted to, but right now she's deliberately ignoring that fact.

"Alicia, why are you acting like this? You know the truth."

"I do know, I know very well. So why did you go to meet Katalin alone without telling me?"

"I did tell you I was going out for a bit."

"Is 'a bit' three hours? And you didn't mention your destination—how is that an excuse?"

"...I'm sorry."

But all I can do now is bow my head and apologize repeatedly.

As Alicia said, I didn't properly tell her where I was going.

If she had known I was going to meet Katalin alone, she would never have allowed it, so I had no choice—but now that I've calmed down, I realize I was in the wrong.

"...Fine, so about that."

*Rustle*

While I'm bowing my head apologizing to Alicia, I hear a strange sound behind me. It sounds like fabric brushing against something.

"Alicia? What are you—what are you doing!?"

When I raise my head at the strange sound, an unimaginable sight unfolds before me.

First her navel comes into view, then her cleavage, and then Alicia's face with a strange expression.

"What am I doing? Can't you see? You saw Katalin undressed, so I should also—"

"No, no, put it back on! Quickly, put it back on!!"

"Put what back on? Look, compare me with that woman. How do I compare?"

"You're beautiful, you're beautiful so please put it back on."

"No, look properly and tell me!! Why won't you look? It's unfair to just me!!"

"What nonsense are you talking about being unfair!? Stop saying weird things and quickly put—"

*Squish*

The world goes silent.

Sarah, who had been watching us quietly from the beginning, remains silent, but so do Alicia, who had been determined to undress, and I, who had been urgently trying to make her put her clothes back on. We all fall silent in an instant.

"...I, I'm sorry."

I quickly remove my hand from Alicia's chest and apologize.

There are too many emotions visible on Alicia's face to tell exactly what she's feeling, but if I had to pick one... Alicia is happy.

That blush, those trembling lips, clearly tell me what Alicia is feeling.

"...Why are you apologizing?"

After a few seconds of silence, Alicia covers her chest with the clothes she took off.

It's a stark contrast to how boldly she was undressing and demanding I look at her body just moments ago.

"...I should apologize."

"..."

Alicia doesn't respond. Since she doesn't say anything, I don't know what to say either, so I keep my mouth shut.

Both of us remain silent, but unlike before, the world doesn't go quiet.

"...Tsk."

Over there, Sarah is clicking her tongue while looking at us.

When I glance at Sarah, she's frowning as if she's seen something unseemly, shaking her head.

Don't look at me like that.

**********

"Why, why...!"

Katalin wails upon hearing the news that her homeland, the County of Northeim, has been devastated by House Firmont. Rather than literal devastation, the Northeim forces were simply annihilated in battle, but for Katalin, there's no need to distinguish between the two.

After all, Katalin's fate is now completely ruined.

"Katalin, have you packed everything?"

"..."

The Margrave of Firmont completely absorbed the small County of Northeim, and House Northeim was destroyed.

Destroying a noble house typically brings considerable infamy, but House Firmont was the kind that actually enjoyed such notoriety. Moreover, since they had proper justification for the war, the Margrave showed no restraint.

No longer a noble and unable to pay The Academy's tuition, Katalin was ultimately expelled.

"...How dare you address me by name? Watch your tongue."

"..."

Katalin glares at the Supervisor who came to help her vacate her dormitory, and the Supervisor doesn't avoid her gaze but looks straight back at her.

"...What are you staring at? Have you lost your mind?"

"Hmm, it seems you still don't understand your position."

"What? My position? Are you crazy?"

"I think you're the one who's crazy. I was trying to make this easy, but you leave me no choice."

"...?"

Katalin becomes confused as she talks with the Supervisor.

The Supervisor simply turned around and left the room.

Since the Supervisor needs to get Katalin out of the dormitory, leaving like this only disadvantages him.

"What is this—what, what are you people doing here?!"

Katalin's confusion doesn't last even ten seconds.

Through the door the Supervisor exited, unfamiliar people enter without permission.

There are only about five of them, but that's more than enough to completely subdue one Katalin.

"Get out! Get out right now! This is my room!!"

"The Young Lady showed you mercy. But as expected, you kick away her final act of kindness."

"...Young Lady? Don't tell me you're Alicia's—mmph...!?"

Katalin's mouth, about to speak ill of Alicia, is gagged with a cloth.

"The Young Lady doesn't wish for anyone to die. She fears being hated by the one she loves."

"Mmph, mmph...!!"

"That's why you get to keep your life."

With her nose and mouth covered, Katalin can't breathe, and the edges of her vision begin to darken.

Feeling tremendous fear, Katalin tries to sob out an apology, saying she's sorry, but with her mouth gagged, she can't speak.

"Mmph... hmmph..."

"When you wake up, you'll be in a vulgar place that suits you perfectly. As a fallen noble lady, you'll be quite popular, won't you? It's a place where you can earn your living by undressing for men, just as you did to Young Master Carl—a place perfectly suited for you."

—Well... not just undressing, of course.

Katalin loses consciousness while hearing these mocking words and seeing the crescent-shaped smile of her captor.

Ch.37 - The Crown Prince (1)
"—That concludes today's class."

With the teacher's departure, the lesson ends as usual. But the scene that unfolds afterward is anything but ordinary.

The students' gazes instantly converge on me.

The students who had been stealing glances during class now stare at me openly, as if there's nothing holding them back anymore.

"Carl, let's go."

"...Yes."

But Alicia goes about her business, completely ignoring those stares.

In the overwhelming wave of attention that would make anyone else clam up instantly, Alicia rides that wave head-on, naturally and effortlessly, as if it's the most obvious thing in the world.

"..."

Everyone seems to want to say something, but they can't because Alicia's entourage has gathered around her, creating an intimidating atmosphere.

Pushed back by her entourage, the other students all step back, creating a path, and Alicia walks leisurely through it.

When she's with me, she's strangely... well, hard to describe, but seeing her like this, she really is impressive... Is this what it means to be a born aristocrat?

..........

"Ugh, what is this? Everyone's gone crazy."

"..."

Apparently not.

Alicia, who had walked back to her room with elegant posture, collapses face-first onto the bed the moment the door closes, her posture completely dissolving.

It's exactly like what she showed me at Niederbaben Castle. Judging by her reaction, Alicia's instincts now seem to recognize this room as her new home.

"I mean, why is everyone so curious? I understand it's not incomprehensible, but isn't this too much?"

"...It is."

"Ugh... I thought if time passed, everyone would lose interest and naturally drift away, but somehow it's getting worse as time goes on."

As Alicia says, two months have already passed since Katalin's scandal.

Two months was more than enough time to bring down Katalin, but unfortunately, it was far too short to eliminate the rumors.

Alicia dislikes stepping forward to explain things herself and doesn't want to deny her relationship with me, so she just stayed quiet, thinking the noisy students would settle down over time—but that judgment was completely wrong, as we can see now.

Rather than the rumors decreasing over time, the unexplained rumors only spawned more rumors, making things even more frustrating.

Of course, Alicia's entourage handled the overtly malicious rumors without her needing to step in... but the core rumor still haunts the Academy like a specter.

"I mean, shouldn't everyone have vaguely figured it out by now?"

"Figured out what?"

"That I have no intention of denying my relationship with you, Carl. Why can't they just understand and leave it alone? Why all the fuss?"

"..."

That rumor being that Alicia and I are in a relationship.

Alicia's entourage has worked hard to eliminate all the malicious rumors—like me sleeping in the same bed with Alicia every night, me seeing Alicia naked, me touching Alicia's chest, the engagement with the Crown Prince being just a cover, and so on... Wait, can these even be called malicious? There's nothing false about them.

...No, they are malicious. They're baseless gossip without evidence. Definitely malicious rumors. Right.

"Maybe they can't stay quiet precisely because they've vaguely figured it out?"

"You think so...?"

"You're using your entourage to crush all the other rumors, but you're leaving the one about us being in a relationship alone, so the students are making even more of a fuss. Even the teachers are doing it now."

"But it's not a rumor, it's the truth, isn't it?"

"...So you want to openly admit it?"

"Honestly, I've been tempted lately. But unfortunately I can't, because the Imperial Family would immediately go berserk."

Alicia sighs and says this while accepting the glass of milk I offer her.

Alicia is strangely realistic in this way.

Looking at her actions, you'd think she has the kind of personality that would just charge ahead to seize what she wants without any rationality, but in reality, if she wants something, she plans meticulously and will use any means necessary to obtain it.

...Wait, isn't that actually worse?

Uh... well... no. There's nothing wrong with getting what you want.

"Anyway, are you going to keep this up? I think you need to show some kind of action soon."

"Well... I absolutely hate denying it... Hmm, but just deceiving them should be fine. Not outright denying the relationship, but twisting it somewhat cleverly so I'm not technically lying—"

*Knock knock—*

Alicia, who had been lying on her stomach on the bed, bending and straightening her legs as she spoke, immediately closes her mouth at the sound of the knock.

This knock—it's a sound that neither Alicia nor anyone else here has ever heard before.

Since everyone's muscles, skeleton, height, habits, and everything else are different, knock sounds also differ subtly from person to person.

And since nobles and their attendants make a living listening to knocks, their senses become refined enough to distinguish those subtle differences.

Alicia and I immediately close our eyes and shift our vision to the magical eye installed outside.

*Crackle—*

"...Huh?"

"Eh?"

We both tilt our heads simultaneously.

The magical eye we installed outside as a CCTV isn't functioning properly.

Like watching a static-filled TV screen, there's so much noise we can't properly see who's come.

This has never happened before...?

"Carl, can you see anything? I can't."

"Wait... Ah, I can see. It's some man with blonde hair? And there are a lot of others too."

But when I focus and adjust my magical power, the noise disappears surprisingly easily.

Through the now-clear magical eye, I can see several men standing there, with a blonde-haired man at the front, apparently their representative, knocking on our door.

"Alicia, do you have any idea who it is?"

"Well... no...?"

"Hmm."

I don't want to open the door. The atmosphere is too ominous. And I have no idea what that noise was just now.

Maybe I should just pretend we're not here... No, that won't work. I saw some familiar faces when we entered the room. They already know we're inside.

*Knock knock—*

"I'm coming in."

As the knock sounds again, as if urging us, I quickly get up and approach the door.

Alicia, who had been lying casually on the bed just moments ago, is now sitting at the table with her clothes neatly arranged, as if nothing had happened.

"I apologize for the delay. Greetings, I am Carl, who serves Lady Alicia of Niederbaben."

When I open the door after confirming Alicia is ready, there stands a man with his head held high, only rolling his eyes downward to look at me.

He's clearly older than me, but his face still bears many youthful traces. From his appearance, he's probably about twenty years old—or twenty-two in Korean age.

"...Hmm."

What's with this guy?

I greeted him, so normally he should greet me back, but this bastard just exhales slightly through his nose without saying anything.

He simply rolls his green eyes up and down, scanning me as if evaluating me.

No, don't just stand there, introduce yourself. I don't know what to say—wait a minute.

*...That necklace on his chest.*

That necklace the blonde man is wearing around his neck—looking closely, it bears the Imperial Family's crest. The crest that only the Imperial Family can use, with a black double-headed eagle on a golden background.

And that's not all.

That look, as if asking whether I don't recognize him, and the atmosphere that becomes even more confident rather than intimidated in front of Alicia.

"...I greet Your Highness, Crown Prince Friedrich."

Combining all the clues, my body moves on its own to greet the annoying bastard before me—Crown Prince Friedrich.

""We greet Your Highness, Crown Prince Friedrich.""

Alicia and Sarah also seem to realize from my reaction that this is the Crown Prince, as they rise from the table and greet him.

Unlike when I greeted him, Alicia and Sarah had more time to prepare, so their greetings are of considerably higher etiquette. Enough to make anyone watching lose themselves in admiration for a moment.

But despite all these greetings, the Crown Prince doesn't return the courtesy, merely narrowing his eyes and silently surveying the room. His expression is so ambiguous it's impossible to tell whether he's dissatisfied or has questions.

"...So it was true."

After a few seconds of silence, the Crown Prince suddenly closes his eyes slightly and says this.

No one here is oblivious enough to ask what he means by "true."

The Crown Prince is talking about the rumors filling the Academy.

"...That's not—"

"It's not? Don't be so tense."

The Crown Prince, responding to Sarah's words, enters the room alone, leaving behind the numerous attendants outside.

At the Crown Prince's words, Alicia and Sarah's faces fill with tension, but I'm not tense at all.

Because I know how the Crown Prince will act.

"There's no way there'd be affection in a relationship formed by a mere political marriage. I too, such things..."

"...Pardon?"

Once the door is completely closed so no sound can leak outside, the Crown Prince smiles as if it's no big deal and says this.

Alicia and Sarah doubt whether they heard correctly.

Yeah, you heard right.

The Crown Prince never had any particular affection for Alicia. That's why he suddenly had his heart stolen by some woman named Emilia who came in halfway through, and arbitrarily broke off the engagement.

Ch.38 - The Crown Prince (2)
"The same goes for my father and mother. Since they married purely for political purposes, there's no affection between them. Of course, even in arranged marriages, people often develop feelings after living under the same roof for a while, but as you know, as the Emperor and Empress of a nation, their roof is far too large. It's so vast it might as well be outdoors."

"..."

The Crown Prince enters the room as naturally as can be and sits in an empty chair. Alicia sits across from him with the table between them, but the Crown Prince pays her no attention whatsoever. He just says what he wants to say.

"What I've witnessed since childhood was my two parents searching for true love."

"By true love, you mean—"

"Affairs, naturally."

The Crown Prince reveals his parents' shameful secrets as if they're nothing, completely naturally and confidently, while gesturing at Sarah with his finger, simultaneously indicating he wants water.

Sarah, immediately understanding the Crown Prince's gesture, pours and hands him tea. After receiving and drinking Sarah's tea, the Crown Prince continues speaking.

Well, no one asked... but Alicia's expression is telling him to say more.

"They only act like a married couple at official events. Once the sun sets, they unfailingly use separate rooms. And in those separate rooms, each has their own love interest."

Goodness... I don't know how to respond to this.

If I agree, isn't that lèse-majesté? But if I deny it, that's also denying the Crown Prince's words, which is also lèse-majesté.

"Anyway, what I'm trying to say is... commoners might be different, but nobles like us can't equate love with marriage. Even though marriage is clearly the crystallization of love."

"...Are you saying to continue the current situation as is?"

"You understand."

At Alicia's answer, the Crown Prince chuckles and continues.

...What, why are you laughing? How annoying.

"That's what noble marriages are anyway. Just marry legally on the surface and have your real marriage with someone else. That way there's no fuss, and both parties can find true love. Isn't that nice?"

"Uh, umm..."

"So let's compromise appropriately. If it were any other woman as my fiancée, I would have broken off the engagement the moment such rumors spread... Tsk."

"..."

But naturally, the Crown Prince doesn't seem completely unbothered by this situation either.

Well, even if you conduct affairs behind the scenes, openly doing so isn't compromise but insult.

"By compromise... you mean just marry but share love separately with Carl?"

"Right. You don't want to lose your connection to the Imperial Family anyway. I also don't want to lose ties with House Niederbaben, second only to the Imperial Family in the Empire."

The Crown Prince picks up his teacup as if he's said everything he needs to say, then closes his eyes and drinks his tea.

I roughly understand what he's saying. So basically, maintain the engagement relationship appropriately while each goes off to find love separately.

On the surface, it sounds quite reasonable. No need to fight with red faces, and it keeps the Imperial Family and the Duchy of Niederbaben closely bound together.

But... no.

""Your Highness.""

After a few seconds of silence, both Alicia's and my mouths open simultaneously.

When I turn my head to look at Alicia, she's also turning her head to look at me.

"...You speak first."

"No, Carl, you go first."

"It's okay, Alicia can speak first."

"...Heh, then shall we just speak at the same time? It'll be the same question anyway."

After yielding back and forth, Alicia suddenly chuckles and turns her head back toward the Crown Prince without waiting for my answer.

...The same question.

Well, I suppose so.

It's not like I'm reading minds... but it's strange, I know what Alicia's going to say.

""Your Highness, then what happens with the heir?""

The words from Alicia's and my mouths are identical without a single deviation.

Even knowing that Crown Prince Friedrich will discard Alicia in a few years, I had no choice but to ask this question.

The reason... I don't know. It'll resolve itself over time anyway, so why did I ask this question?

"...Hmm."

Upon receiving our question, Crown Prince Friedrich blinks like a goldfish while looking back and forth between us.

"Did you coordinate this beforehand?"

""No.""

"...I see."

The Crown Prince closes his eyes tightly as if he's seen something he shouldn't have, then drinks his tea again. Sarah watches us both from the side with that characteristic look of hers.

"Anyway, to answer that question... naturally we'd need to produce an heir."

"Can't you make one with your lover?"

"Right, we need proof that the two houses are connected, so we can't have the heir from a separate household, can we?"

"Then that won't work. I apologize."

At the Crown Prince's answer, delivered as if incredulous, Alicia responds sharply.

The Crown Prince isn't stupid enough not to immediately understand what won't work and what she's apologizing for.

"You'll break off the engagement? Why? It's a deal that would greatly benefit both sides."

"Well, the family's benefit isn't necessarily my benefit."

"...Hmm."

Hearing Alicia's answer, the Crown Prince doubts whether he heard correctly.

All nobles are parts that make up their house, and even the head of the family doesn't deviate from that definition.

The glory of the entire house takes precedence over individual nobles' happiness—that's the good and justice nobles should pursue.

Yet isn't Alicia acting in direct defiance of such common sense?

"Having to sleep together at least once... no, I hate this kind of marriage itself from the start."

"You hate it?"

"Yes, whether nominally or just publicly, the very idea of my partner being considered someone other than Carl is horrifying."

Alicia stands up. Standing first while seated with a superior, when the superior hasn't told you to stand, is considerable disrespect and rudeness, but Alicia can't care about such things right now.

As she speaks, Alicia's emotions intensify more and more, and she grinds her teeth.

"Please break off the engagement."

"...Break it off."

"Yes, apparently I absolutely cannot tolerate marrying someone else, even nominally."

Alicia trembles all over. It's in complete contrast to how calmly she's mentioned the engagement until now.

As if her previous composure when mentioning the engagement was just a dream, Alicia's current state is difficult to carelessly approach. As if touching her even slightly would make her crumble like a sandcastle hit by waves.

She was fine until now, so why...?

Could it be that she's been suppressing it all along, and now that she has a chance to express her emotions, all the pent-up negative feelings are exploding?

"Alicia, calm down."

"...Carl, you calm down."

Alicia looks at me, twisting the corner of her mouth slightly in a smile as she says that.

What, I was worried about you.

But... strangely, I don't feel bad.

"...Very well."

After several dozen seconds, the Crown Prince, who had been watching us both from across the table, sighs and says that. Looking at the Crown Prince's expression, I can tell what answer he'll give without him saying it.

"I'll break off the engagement as you wish."

"...! Thank y—"

"However, the timing will be limited to graduation from the Academy. Due to the Empire's circumstances, for the time being the Imperial Family needs to show the nobles that it's closely connected to House Niederbaben."

After saying that, the Crown Prince stands up. His teacup is cleanly empty.

"And for the sake of my dignity at least, show some restraint. Put yourself in my shoes. If rumors spread that my fiancée is fooling around with another man, wouldn't I be the one who suffers the most?"

"That's... true."

"If you understand, then at least pretend to suppress the rumors from now on. How much more must I tolerate?"

"...I apologize."

"Tsk, I'm leaving."

The Crown Prince leaves the room hurriedly with his face scrunched up as if he's seen something he shouldn't have. Sarah, making a similar expression, hurries over with quick steps, opens the door, and sees the Crown Prince off.

Uh... um...

So this ended well, right?

Well, even without receiving this promise, he would have broken off the engagement with Alicia after being enchanted by Emilia anyway, but still, it's not bad to have this insurance. There's no guarantee the future will be exactly like the original.

But... hmm, what was the Crown Prince's personality like again?

In the original, he was just a one-time irritating character used and discarded as a minor role, so not much weight was given to his personality... Well, from the conversation just now, he seems like quite a reasonable person to talk to.

**********

*'...What is this.'*

He had never seen a woman like that before.

All the women the Crown Prince had met were blinded by his position as Crown Prince and desperately wanted to get close to him somehow.

But... Alicia was different. She struggled desperately to push him away.

Strange.

This feeling is a first.

Until now, there's been nothing I couldn't grasp in my hands.

[Please break off the engagement.]

*'...'*

Her expression was humble to the point of being servile, but she can't fool my eyes.

That was merely an act.

If I hadn't permitted it, Alicia would certainly have stopped at nothing to break off the engagement, or to make it as if it never existed from the start.

...Kuk.

To even include assassination in her plans, what a bold woman.

"Your Highness?"

"Ah, let's go back."

I want to have her.

I have no romantic feelings whatsoever, but I want to possess that rare woman who doesn't respond to me, who tries to oppose me.

Depending on the circumstances... hmm, her status is just right, so it wouldn't be bad to make her my true love interest.

If a woman like that gave me love, it would be love for my humanity alone, not my position or wealth.

She's exactly the woman I've been wanting.

Right, the first thing I need to deal with is Carl von Firmont.

Ch.39 - Denial (1)
The rumors about Alicia and Carl being in a romantic relationship had died down.

In the first place, the reason the rumors hadn't subsided earlier was because Alicia simply hadn't wanted to eliminate them.

Since the Imperial Family, the absolute power of the Empire, and House Niederbaben, the foremost power, both worked to suppress the rumors, they had no choice but to disappear.


"So how did that romance—"

"Hey, hey, quiet. I told you not to talk about it. Let's discuss it quietly later, just the two of us."


Of course, that was only in public.

Since everyone already knew that the Crown Prince had visited Alicia's dormitory—the rumor had spread long ago—the students connected the dots and speculated that the Crown Prince and Alicia must have had some conversation or made some deal regarding the romantic scandal.

Still, things were definitely much quieter than before.

Previously, people had openly gossiped about Alicia and Carl's relationship in front of everyone, but now they whispered about it quietly behind closed doors.

However... not long after things had quieted down, the Academy began to grow noisy once again.


"First place is... Alicia von Niederbaben...!?"

"What...?"

"That's impossible...!!"


When Alicia's name appeared at the very top of the rankings, all the students—commoners and nobles alike—fell into shock.

They simply couldn't believe these rankings.

It was extremely well-known at the Academy that Alicia didn't properly attend classes.

She always did other things during class, never properly listened to the teachers, and whenever she did listen to them for a bit, she would uncannily lose interest and always just do her own thing.

Any student who had shared a classroom with Alicia even once couldn't help but be appalled by her attitude in class.


[...There she goes again.]

[Hey, don't look. Don't get involved.]


Most importantly, from the students' perspective, Alicia didn't seem to have perfectly understood the lessons.

During class, Alicia always wasted precious paper, drawing pictures and strange hieroglyphics on it while playing around.

Never taking notes on what the teachers said and always just doing her own thing and playing around, Alicia was clearly someone who would receive low grades in the eyes of other students.

And yet, first place?


"..."


A single word flashed through every student's mind.

Foul Play.

The power Alicia possessed was more than enough to make the Academy commit fraud.

She was from a ducal house that ranked among the highest in the Empire, and was engaged to the Crown Prince who would inherit the throne.

In other words, Alicia was a woman who would one day become Empress.

If such a woman received miserably low scores at the Academy and made a mess of things, neither the ducal house nor the Imperial Family would be able to save face.

In short—the Imperial Family had interfered with the Academy's rankings for the sake of their prestige.


"...Kuk!"

"Haaaaah..."


Though the intensity varied, there wasn't a single student in this place who wasn't trembling.

Both nobles and commoners had studied quite hard to receive good grades, yet she took first place through foul play—where in the world could such a case exist?

More than anything, if she was going to cheat, couldn't she have done it subtly and modestly? First place?

Wasn't this openly insulting the students who had worked hard until now?


"...I can't accept this!!"

"What is this!!"


Finally, several students who couldn't hold back any longer shouted right in front of the bulletin board announcing the grades.

To cause such a commotion at the Academy where nobles and commoners lived together—it was such an ugly act that should be quickly stopped, but not a single person present was thinking of stopping those students.

After all, they were feeling similar sentiments.

If this weren't a public place, if there weren't other students nearby, about one in ten of the students here would have shouted and vented their frustration just like those students.


"...Lady Alicia."

"If you have complaints, say them. Don't beat around the bush."

"..."


However, the ones who wanted to shout the most in this situation weren't the students, but the teachers.

The teachers who had taught Alicia knew better than anyone that she had never once concentrated in class.

To prevent students from completely finishing the lesson content through private tutoring at their respective homes beforehand, the Academy always limited exam questions to only what came up during class.

In other words, they were problems that could never be solved without concentrating in class.

Yet Alicia, who hadn't concentrated in class at all, received perfect scores in every subject?

Magic, where individual intuition and talent were prioritized, was one thing, but wasn't this going too far for the other memorization subjects?

The teachers concluded that Alicia had obtained the exam questions through leaks.

Using the powerful authority of House Niederbaben and the Imperial Family—power strong enough to completely eliminate rumors that were difficult to erase.


"...I have no complaints."


And that conclusion made it impossible for the teachers to oppose Alicia.

There was no way mere teachers could punish Alicia, who had enough power to secretly remove the questions without even the examiners knowing.

The teachers could only bow their heads to Alicia.


"Lady Alicia, could you possibly solve the problems again?"


With only one exception—Ella.

Ella, who taught mathematics to first-years and alchemy from second-years onward, directly confronted Alicia, who held the foremost power in the Empire.

Ella, who had a righteous personality to the point of standing up to fight against the protagonist Richard in the original story, tried to clearly resolve the suspicions surrounding Alicia.

If it was certain that Alicia had committed fraud, Ella would persuade Alicia to act fairly and squarely since everyone was working hard to receive good grades, and if she hadn't committed fraud, Ella would clear up everyone's misunderstanding for the honor of her student, Alicia.


"No, it's annoying."

"...Lady Alicia."

"I endured the annoyance and forced myself to solve the exam problems, and now you want me to solve them again?"


However, Ella hit a huge wall.

Alicia had a personality where she wouldn't do things she didn't want to do.

It wasn't even an important matter that required some kind of compromise, and she had to solve these childish problems as if they were the problems of the century?

For Alicia, such a thing was an insult that looked down on her.


"Just, just a little bit would be enough. This is all for your sake, Lady Alicia!!"

"...? Why would you do something for my sake? You're a teacher, not my attendant or servant. You're not even a close associate."

"...Lady Alicia, as a teacher, it's natural to care for one's students."

"Oh... Is that so? Then well, I'll take a quick look."


Contrary to public perception, Alicia liked people who didn't yield to power and clearly stated their opinions.

More than anything, since Ella's sincerity was something anyone could feel, Alicia endured the annoyance and began to look over the problems Ella had brought.

Relieved that her sincerity had gotten through, Ella inwardly rejoiced, judging that she could now learn the correct answers.


"Let's see... The answer to problem 1 is 3, the answer to problem 2 is 7/11, the answer to problem 3 is π/4 + 1."

"...Pardon?"

"Right? Then I'll be going."


Unfortunately, however, Ella's efforts were in vain.

Alicia, who had given the answers just by looking at the problems, left the scene as if there was nothing more to say, and Ella could only watch Alicia's retreating back in dismay.



**********



"Seriously, what's with everyone? Am I not allowed to get good grades or something?"

"...You can say that again."


Honestly, I didn't expect the Academy to be in such an uproar.

Everyone suspecting foul play just because Alicia got first place? How bad is her image, really?

Of course... since she'd been doing other things during class for three whole months since enrollment, I can't say I don't understand their judgment, but still, isn't this a bit much?


"I mean, they suspect I didn't study just because I didn't take notes? I heard it with my ears, didn't I? Do they think I'm some kind of monkey?"


...Actually, maybe it's not too much?

From Alicia's perspective, what the teachers said could be memorized just by listening with her ears, so it apparently wasn't worth taking notes.

Getting perfect scores in memorization subjects like history and foreign languages without taking notes, just listening to the teachers' words with her ears and glancing at the blackboard once or twice—honestly, thinking about it logically, it is something that doesn't make sense...


"So what are you going to do now?"

"What do you mean, what am I going to do?"

"Like explain to people or something like that?"

"Explain what? Looking at how things are going, it seems like I'd have to perform tricks like a clown in front of everyone multiple times before they'd understand, and rather than do something so vulgar, I'll just stay as I am."


Hmm... I suppose you could see it that way depending on the situation.

Well, Alicia has a point. In the current situation, the students definitely won't be convinced by a simple explanation.

She'd have to repeatedly show herself solving problems in front of all the students multiple times, and for the extremely aristocratic Alicia, such a thing would be nothing more or less than vulgar clown antics.

More than anything, Alicia's image is so bad right now that even if she did explain, people clearly wouldn't believe her.

Human prejudice is quite strong, so they'd probably judge that Alicia had committed yet another act of foul play.


"Still, I need to protect your honor at least, so I'll try my best to eliminate the false rumors."

"Thanks, Carl."

"My conscience is a bit too—to receive thanks for something so obvious—"

Bang bang bang—!!


At that moment, Alicia's door was pounded loudly.

This wasn't a light knock tapping on the door. It was literally someone striking the door with their fists.

This was the dormitory where the children of ducal houses stayed, and Alicia's nameplate was attached to the door.

In other words, it was impossible to think that the person outside didn't know Alicia was inside.

So what was this absurd knocking? It was literally no different from coming to pick a fight with Alicia.


"What on earth—"

"Alicia the Unjust!! Come out right now and accept my duel!!!"

"—...?"


The voice coming from outside the door was so absurd that it was hard to make proper sense of the situation.

What kind of nonsense is this now?

Ch.40 - Denial (2)
# Translation

"Look at this, I drew it well, didn't I?"

"...Young Lady, others can hear you."

*...Tsk, focus on the lesson. Do you know how many people couldn't even get into the Academy?*

I had staked everything to enter this Academy. If I failed, it wouldn't just be my failure—it would be the failure of my entire family who had sacrificed so much to get me here.

That's why I hated nobles so much. They could enter the Academy, where success was guaranteed, without any effort at all.

Of course, they probably did put in some effort, but fundamentally, the level and quality of their efforts were on a completely different scale from what commoners like me had to do.

Unlike commoner students who had to help their parents with work in their spare time and squeeze every last coin from their family's coffers, noble students only needed to study under the abundant—more than abundant—support of their houses.

That's why I didn't take nobles' grades at face value.

I was certain that if I had received the same level of support as those nobles, I could have scored higher. I could have achieved better grades.

"W-well, this is decent enough, I guess."

"Ahem... The difficulty is quite high."

"...Everyone's struggling with it."

And the fact that this wasn't mere arrogance was proven by the many pop quizzes we'd taken so far.

Despite having studied the material beforehand, despite being blessed with good bloodlines that guaranteed a certain level of magical power from birth, despite their arrogant attitudes during the entrance exam—all those nobles sank during the pop quizzes.

I... naturally got perfect scores.

Since the reactions of students, both commoner and noble alike, were uniformly negative, I was certain at that point.

I could aim not just for second place, but for first.

I could enjoy the glory of sitting above those arrogant nobles' heads.

"Yes, just like this... just keep going like this...!"

On the night after numerous pop quizzes ended, I celebrated alone in my dormitory.

The room had such incredible soundproofing that no matter how much I shouted, no sound leaked outside, so I could scream with joy loud enough to shake the world.

Every night I counted down the days until the final exam while studying, and when I actually took the final exam, the problems were so easy I couldn't help but laugh—I was certain of at least second place.

And on the day grades were announced, I saw that my prediction was exactly right, but I didn't feel good at all.

Because I'd lost first place.

"I'm second and *that woman* is first...?"

It made no sense.

We'd been in the same year and attended many classes together, but that woman had never once focused on the lesson.

Despite having a fiancé, she carried on with her attendant, defiling the sacred hall of education into a filthy den of lust—and that adulteress was first place?

This was... absolutely absurd.

She must have used her power to manipulate her grades, insulting the Academy and its students.

"...I won't accept it!!"

"What is this?!"

Looking around, it seemed I wasn't the only one thinking this way.

Nobles, students, teachers—everyone was equally shocked.

And the moment I realized that, I heard a voice in my head.

That I, who had suffered the greatest injustice, could take the lead. That I could confront that woman. That since everyone hated her this much, Alicia wouldn't be able to do anything even if I challenged her.

*Bang bang bang—!!*

"...Ugh!?"

And the moment I realized that, when I briefly closed and opened my eyes, I found myself pounding on Alicia's door as if to break it down.

The moment I realized what I was doing, goosebumps covered my entire body. For a mere commoner like me to pick a fight with House Niederbaben, a noble house second only to the imperial family—it was nothing short of suicide.

But... even so, I felt no regret. Rather, I would have regretted it for the rest of my life if I hadn't done this.

"Alicia the Unjust!! Come out right now and accept my duel!!!"

I shouted, feeling a thrill run through my entire body.

A duel? What was I thinking?

Wasn't a duel a sacred ritual that could only take place between those of equal status? It was inconceivable that Alicia, daughter of a ducal house, would accept a duel challenge from someone of different gender and status like me.

But well... it should be fine. That woman was nominally first place and I was second. Even if not by status, at least by grades we could match ranks.

Even if Alicia refused the duel, if I pressed on that angle, I could bring justice to Alicia—

"Fine."

"...Huh?"

...Wait?

What's this?

She's actually accepting the duel challenge?

...Does she think that since I'm a commoner, I can't use magic or something!?

Unable to follow the rapid flow of events, I blinked and looked at Alicia and the two attendants who always stuck by her side. They sighed briefly and started saying something.

What are they doing? Don't tell me they're looking down on me—

"State your name, commoner."

...Ah, that's it.

U-um... well, I can't argue with that.

"Ruben Maier."

"Heh, you have a surname at least."

Upon hearing my name, Alicia smirked and drew her wand.

...Why is she laughing? Don't tell me she's mocking me for having a surname despite being a commoner?

Kuk, fine. Laugh all you want now. Anyway, the magic that someone like you who cheated to get first place can use is all the same.

I'll make you realize your place.

---

*Haaa...*

What is this all of a sudden?

Ruben... he's a character from the web novel I wrote.

He's someone who, full of pride from beating nobles as the Academy's top student, challenged the protagonist Richard based on that pride, only to be literally physically torn apart.

And that pride seems to apply here as well.

Just from his expression and tone, I can tell what he's thinking. He's planning to get revenge through a duel because Alicia, who committed fraud, stole his first place.

"Carl, hold on a moment."

"Why? He's clearly misunderstanding, and besides, you're not even matched in rank for a duel."

"No, first and second place match perfectly in rank. And it seems like it'll be fun, so I want to try dueling."

"..."

I recalled the telepathic conversation between just Alicia and me with Ruben standing before us.

Alicia, finding something amusing, readily accepted Ruben's duel challenge.

To duel with someone of lower status—if word of this spread, Alicia's honor and prestige would be damaged, but Alicia didn't care about such things at all. She simply accepted because the duel seemed fun.

This is driving me crazy.

First, we need to move somewhere less conspicuous—

"Hey hey, what's that over there? Why are they holding wands?"

"What, are they dueling?"

"Lady Alicia and... who is that? Judging by his clothes, he looks quite poor..."

We're screwed.

We've already been spotted.

Tsk... At this point, we need to end the duel while maintaining as much dignity as possible. If we exchange blows back and forth, Alicia will look foolish for doing such a thing with a commoner.

"No. That wouldn't be fun."

"...Alicia?"

"Of course, if I condensed magical power into my meridians or blood vessels and solidified it, I could win quickly. But that wouldn't be fun, would it? This is a good opportunity to see the skills of the Academy's second-place student."

What nonsense is this now?

So to put it roughly, it's like saying using a gun would end the duel too quickly and be boring, so she'll face him with a sword instead?

...Haaa.

Fine, do whatever you want. My job is to clean up the mess anyway, so what can I do...

"I'll let you have the first move."

"...Kuk!"

Confident Alicia yields the first move to Ruben. Not just yielding in words—she's actually lowering her wand toward the ground.

This posture makes it impossible to respond to or counter an enemy's attack, making it an extremely poor stance ranked as the number one thing not to do in magical combat.

Yet Alicia is doing it openly, so Ruben can only growl, thinking Alicia is insulting him.

It's not an insult—Alicia simply isn't even perceiving Ruben as an enemy, so she's naturally defenseless... Wait? Now that I think about it, isn't this an insult? To not even perceive someone as an enemy during a duel—that is an insult.

"Blitzschlag!!"

Ruben, grinding his molars, thrusts his wand forward and chants the spell. Sparks fly from the tip of his wand as magical power begins to condense.

Hmm... lightning attribute magic. The motion is large and the preparation long, but once activated, the attack is extremely fast. It's the most effective magic if you can secure the first strike.

Ruben knows this well, which is why he's using it.

"Los!"

*Crackle—!!*

At Ruben's command, lightning shoots from the tip of his wand, taking the form of a spear and reaching Alicia in the blink of an eye.

Seeing this, lightning magic is definitely powerful. Though slow to cast, once activated it's too fast to follow with the eyes.

The speed of lightning is 100,000 km per hour, wasn't it? Though it's 1/3 the speed of light, to human senses both are equally impossible to measure.

*Fssss—*

The world suddenly turned bright blue, and in less than 0.1 seconds, all the ground around where Alicia stood turned pitch black.

The acrid smoke filling the surroundings tormented the nose and lungs to the point of suffocation, and the burnt smell mixed in the smoke triggered primal human fear.

This bastard must be really pissed off, huh?

He definitely has the skills of the Academy's second place. Honestly, if other people had been hit by that magic, I couldn't guarantee their survival.

To unleash this level of magic at Alicia... this bastard, just wait until after the duel.

Alicia won't be hurt, but still, to use this level of magic—what if Alicia had been fragile?

Come to think of it, this Ruben bastard doesn't know how strong Alicia is, does he? So right now, did he use this magic with the intent to kill Alicia?

"Consider it the price of arrogance, Alicia von Niederba—"

"Ugh, the smell."

"—...Huh?"

While Ruben was certain of victory, Alicia emerged from the pitch-black smoke far too calmly.

Without a single visible injury, Alicia scrunched up her face and waved her hand in front of it to clear away the smoke and smell, while Ruben stared at her with a dumbfounded expression.

"Well, you're certainly strong enough for second place. Anyway, since I let you have the first move, shall I take my turn now?"

Of course, even if Ruben was in a daze, that was Ruben's problem, not Alicia's.

As Alicia extended her wand forward, magical power condensed at its tip.

Without chanting any spell whatsoever, the magical power gathering at the tip of Alicia's wand formed a beautiful and intricate pattern, as if being poured into a well-crafted formula.

Ch.41 - Denial (3)
# Translation

'This can't be real.'

Ruben thinks as he stares at the seven layers of crimson magic circles wrapped around Alicia's staff.

The phenomenon unfolding before his eyes is something that should only happen in fantasy or dreams, not reality.

Of course, magic is a technique that can turn fantasy and dreams into reality. But even so, isn't this going too far?

Not using an incantation—well, he could accept that.

Academy students are inexperienced with magic and can't properly handle magical power, so they always need to properly organize their magic formulas and magical power through incantations. But skilled mages don't have major problems even if they skip the incantation. Silent casting isn't a legendary concept.

But even so, isn't using silent casting for magic of this level going too far?

"What is this... this... I can't read it."

Even high-ranking mages wouldn't be able to create a magic formula of this level so quickly with silent casting.

Of course, if you properly chant not just the name but the entire content, you could use such magic, but silent casting would be impossible.

For me, a mere Academy first-year who hasn't even learned half of half of existing magic, to be so certain—it might sound less like confidence and more like arrogance, but... no.

This isn't arrogance.

It's a revelation.

"You can't read it? Look more carefully."

"..."

Alicia is showing off her skills. Even though she could kill me with just a flick of her finger, Alicia doesn't do that and instead shows me her magic formula.

It feels like having a blade held to your throat while the opponent brags about how well the blade was sharpened on a whetstone.

'I can't see it, I can't see it...!'

He absolutely cannot read how to break that magic circle. He can't even see it.

Release magical power, draw a spell formula with the released magical power to create a magic circle, and if you activate the completed magic circle using a trigger, that magic circle transforms into the form of magic and affects reality.

If even one of the three processes doesn't work properly, you can't use magic, so blocking those processes is the most important strategy when facing a mage.

Even if you can't block the process and the magic activates, if you can interpret the magic circle, you can predict what magic will come out and select the most optimal magic to counterattack.

In other words, battles between high-ranking mages generally involve not using commonly known magic as much as possible and instead using unique magic they've created themselves.

And... this beautiful spell formula unfolding before my eyes apparently falls into that general situation.

'4ZUb, 3nc, 46V3... what are those things where numbers should be? Is it code? And what are those spell formulas? They're spell formulas I've never seen or heard of, and they only have beginnings and results without any process? The characters are incomplete too...'

Even setting aside the strange numbers written like code that make it impossible to know what numbers are actually there, the functions and spell formulas that make up the magic circle are bizarrely short, and most of the rune characters are completely missing.

It looks like... at first glance, it looks like a young child who just learned letters randomly scribbled characters.

Even though the rune characters composing the spell formula are missing like this, making it impossible to even contain magical power let alone activate magic, amazingly the magic circle is working properly. It makes absolutely no sense.

"Is this difficult...? Ruben, you're second place, aren't you?"

Seeing me trembling with fear, Alicia tilts her head.

That's not... teasing.

She really was expecting it.

Whether I could read this magic formula.

Ha, haha...

...Damn!!

"...I'll acknowledge your magic."

"My magic? That tone makes it sound like you can't acknowledge anything else."

"Alicia, you're a noble so you've been learning magic since childhood!! But I'm a commoner who only learned magic after entering the Academy, this is unfair!!"

It's unjust.

Isn't it natural for nobles to be good at magic? A mage's aptitude is inherited through bloodline, and nobles can receive quality education from childhood, can't they?

If I had received that level of education, I could naturally use magic of this level too...!!

"You must have had a good teacher, right?! If I had a teacher that good, I could use magic at this level too!!"

"Hmm... well, they are quite a good teacher. More than I deserve, actually."

"Right!! When you're only exceptional at magic, you should be ashamed of taking first place through foul play!! If you have any conscience, confess your crimes right now and—"

Flash—!

At that moment, the seven-layered magic circles on Alicia's staff shine, and suddenly his vision turns pure white. But strangely, the edges of his vision turn remarkably black.

His vision turning pure white while also turning black—it's such a supernatural and hard-to-imagine phenomenon, but when it happens to him... the wonder and mystery surprisingly don't register much.

"Ah, uh... ah..."

"Get up, it doesn't hurt. This isn't magic that hurts anyone. It just affects the mind—"

"Sorry, I'm sorry. I'm sorry, I'm sorry. Sorry, I'm sorry..."

He only feels fear.

**********

"Wow... it worked well in actual combat too? Though it's kind of strange to call this actual combat."

"...It's not really actual combat when there was no interference."

As expected, Alicia's overwhelming victory.

Alicia was never arrogant and never humble. Like a noble, she did her best and used every means at her disposal to bring down Ruben.

The problem is she went too far.

[Look, Carl. I compressed it because it was annoying to draw the magic circle every time—how is it? Does it seem efficient?]

[Compressed? What do you mean?]

[So I pre-engrave the numerous functions and spell formulas that compose the magic circle into my magical circuits, then set them up so they can be called with short commands. Then when drawing a magic circle, I don't have to write out all the functions and spell formulas. I can draw magic circles incredibly quickly and simply using short commands.]

[...That's a library.]

[A library... hmm, someone already thought of this method... Oh, and Carl, this is representing base-10 numbers in base-60—what do you think? If you write 737190510415791 in base-60, it becomes 4NKX3ng9p, incredibly short. If you use this in spell formulas, the magical power consumed in construction and the load on the magic circle decrease tremendously, so you can code magic circles much more precisely—isn't that amazing?!]

[What is that even...]

Not only was it amazing that she imagined the concept of a library on her own, but going all the way to base-60 made being amazed feel foolish.

Even though it happened a year ago, thinking about it now still makes my body hair stand on end and sends shivers through me.

Changing the numbers in magic circles to base-60 because they're too long... I, I can't keep up... there's a limit to genius, right...? Right?

"Sorry, I'm sorry... sorry, ah,— ah. Uh. Sorry..."

"Uh... but what do we do about him?"

"...He's reacting quite quickly."

Anyway, that genius seems to have belatedly realized she went too far.

Ruben, who took a direct hit from Alicia's magic, just endlessly apologizes to Alicia while trembling all over.

This comparison is quite rude, but... he looks like an animal abused by humans. The kind of state where if a person moves even slightly, PTSD kicks in and they tremble while feeling their life is threatened.

"Alicia, what kind of magic is it?"

"It seemed like it would be really troublesome if I injured his body, so I went with collapsing his mind. Don't worry, he'll return to normal after just one day. It's an extremely carefully crafted magic, so there won't be any aftereffects."

No, this seems like something to definitely worry about.

One day is too long.

When he needs to come to his senses right now, what will people think when they see Ruben in this state for the long time of one day?

"Alicia, can't he come to his senses right now?"

"Uh... that would be pretty difficult. To ensure complete incapacitation, I made it magic that can't be dispelled no matter what, so even I can't undo it."

"What the hell..."

It's not incomprehensibly absurd, but it's quite ridiculous.

Just how thoroughly did you do it to create magic that even you yourself can't undo?

"Student, student!! Snap out of it!!"

As I'm at a loss for words, teachers and priests who rushed over after hearing that students were dueling try to help Ruben.

Looking at Ruben lying on the ground vibrating his entire body at 12hz, the teachers and priests urgently try to help him by making physical contact.

"We're here now, so rest easy—"

"Ah, ah. Urk... Uwaaaaaaah!! Aaauuuuaaaaaaah!!"

"—Ugh...!?"

However, Ruben, rejecting physical contact, twists his body like a pretzel while simultaneously vomiting and screaming.

Vomiting while screaming—given the human body structure that uses the same passage for breathing and swallowing, this should be impossible, yet it's happening right before their eyes.

At Ruben's grotesque appearance, the teachers and priests just stand there dumbfounded, wearing expressions like people who've seen some ancient god.

No, not just the teachers and priests.

"..."

"Uh, uh..."

"Urp..."

The students who were watching the duel are showing the same reaction.

At Ruben's utterly broken state, the students cover their mouths and squeeze their eyes shut, apparently nauseated. Even the few students with strong stomachs who managed to endure are desperately turning their heads away, as if they don't want to make eye contact with Alicia.

"What, what should we—"

"Don't worry."

"—...Ngh."

Looking at Ruben's condition, Alicia speaks to the priest whose face had turned pale and was trembling.

The priest who had been crouching in front of Ruben flinches all over at Alicia's words and turns his head toward Alicia behind him.

"He'll return to normal after one day."

Alicia's tone, as if boasting about her mercy in not killing her opponent, leaves the priest unable to respond.

The priest thinks:

Returning to normal after one day—if that's possible, why not return him to normal right now?

"...Yes, understood."

But the priest doesn't voice his thoughts and just nods.

Well, there's no one in the Academy who can talk back to Alicia.

Ch.42 - Denial (4)
"You've really outdone yourself."

Crown Prince Friedrich looked at Alicia and me with an expression of disbelief.

It was quite unfair that he was looking at me with that expression too, but since I had the duty to stop Alicia's sudden outbursts, well... I had nothing to say.

Wait a minute, Sarah has that duty too, so why isn't he looking at her like that?

"This incident cannot be suppressed even by the Imperial Family. It's not just a rumor—it actually happened, and dozens of people witnessed it directly."

"Then well... wouldn't that be fine? Just don't suppress it."

"What?"

The Crown Prince, who had been sighing deeply while blaming Alicia, frowned and doubted his ears, wondering if he had heard correctly.

For a moment, he thought he might have misheard, but seeing Alicia's attitude, he became certain he had heard correctly.

"What do you mean 'fine'?"

The Crown Prince didn't use his usual solemn tone.

No, it wasn't that he didn't use it—it was more accurate to say he couldn't because he was too dumbfounded.

"You're going to break off the engagement anyway, aren't you? The more negative rumors about me accumulate, the easier it will be for Your Highness to break off the engagement with me."

"..."

"The Imperial Family will find it easier to bring up breaking off the engagement due to concerns about my bad reputation, and my family, House Niederbaben, won't object and will accept it, right? Oh, the more I think about it, the better this looks."

Alicia smiled innocently.

The method of deliberately accumulating a bad reputation to force a broken engagement with the Crown Prince seemed quite attractive to Alicia.

Of course, since political marriages between nobles prioritize the benefits gained from marriage over individual reputation, they might not care much even if the marriage partner's reputation is quite bad.

But what if the reputation isn't just quite bad, but so abnormally terrible that it would be unprecedented in history?

Being tied as relatives to such a person requires considerable risk, so breaking off an engagement due to personal character is entirely possible.

For example, if the decline in reputation from a political marriage is greater than the benefits gained, if the risk is greater when such a person wields power recklessly, then the engagement can be broken.

"Hehe, Your Highness doesn't want to marry me either, right?"

"...That's right."

"Then it would be very good to do as I think. From now on, you don't need to try to salvage my reputation."

The Crown Prince stood there dumbfounded with his mouth slightly open. It seemed he was shocked because Alicia's idea was beyond bold—it was mind-boggling.

Well, he couldn't help but be shocked. What noble in the world would think to deliberately ruin their own reputation to break off an engagement?

"Then I'll be going now."

"...Yes, alright."

Getting up from one's seat without a superior giving permission first is quite insulting, but Alicia, who had no intention of showing much courtesy to the Crown Prince in the first place, didn't care about such things.

Whether the Crown Prince answered or not, she just stood up and greeted him, and the Crown Prince inadvertently accepted it and slowly nodded his head.

Really, it's not the first or second time I've noticed this, but the Crown Prince has remarkable patience. It might be because Alicia's status is high enough to rival his own, but still, the fact that he doesn't get angry even once despite Alicia's blatant rudeness is truly commendable.

[Alicia, why do you keep treating the Crown Prince like that?]

[Because I dislike him. I don't really know what kind of person he is, but Carl, I can't stand that the Crown Prince and I are engaged when you're here. Why does he keep being so polite to me?]

[You've been doing it on purpose this whole time?]

[Yeah, I was going to use it as an excuse to tell Father to break off the engagement if he got angry, but he doesn't. Tsk, how annoying.]

The conversation I had with Alicia a few days ago came to mind.

Since we made a contract with the Crown Prince, there's no need to deliberately provoke him to induce a broken engagement anymore, but seeing Alicia still not showing much courtesy, it seems she really does dislike Crown Prince Friedrich.

More precisely, not Friedrich as an individual, but his position as Crown Prince and his status as her fiancé.

*Twitch—*

*...*

My skin twitched and trembled slightly.

...No, Alicia probably dislikes Friedrich as an individual too. She must dislike him, of course she does.

**********

"..."

"..."

As Alicia passed by, the students desperately averted their gazes. They wouldn't even step on Alicia's shadow.

Normally, if a student received such treatment, one would suspect bullying, but naturally, that wasn't the case with Alicia.

The students weren't looking down on or despising Alicia—they were afraid of her.

They were afraid that if they got involved with her even slightly, Alicia would find some fault with them, that if they upset her, they would suffer a terrible fate like Ruben.

[Carl, what should I do?]

Alicia's telepathy reached me.

Unlike voice transmitted through sound, telepathy can convey the user's emotions directly to the recipient, so I could know exactly what emotions Alicia was feeling without any filtering.

Alicia was flustered.

[About what?]

[I need to do bad things to get negative evaluations, but the students won't come near me. They won't even look at me.]

[...Do you really have to do such things?]

["Have to" as in getting negative evaluations? Of course, that's the only way the Crown Prince will definitely break off the engagement.]

Should I just tell her the truth here?

That the Crown Prince will meet a woman named Emilia later and become completely infatuated with her anyway, so even without doing this, he'll break off the engagement on his own.

If Alicia asks what grounds I have for thinking that... well, should I just reveal that I'm the creator of this world? No, that's going too far. I should just say I can see the future to some extent. A lot of strange things are going to happen, and if I reveal I'm the creator, I'll be too embarrassed to hold my head up.

[Alicia, it's okay. You don't have to do that.]

[Why?]

[The Crown Prince will turn his attention to another woman anyway. Even without doing this, he'll break off the engagement with you on his own.]

[Really? Hmm, I see.]

...?

That's it?

After hearing my telepathy, Alicia doesn't seem surprised and just nods in agreement. I thought she'd ask why, but Alicia believes my words without a shred of doubt, as if they were divine revelation.

[Aren't you curious why I think that?]

[Why would I be? Everything you've told me so far has never been wrong. Just as you say, Carl, the Crown Prince will break off the engagement with me on his own.]

[Then stop trying to get negative evaluations—]

[No, I can't do that.]

Wait, what does that mean?

I said that since the Crown Prince will break off the engagement anyway, there's no need to build up this notoriety, but Alicia firmly rejects my words.

[It's not that I think you're wrong, Carl. It's just... no matter what happens, I want to definitely break off the engagement with the Crown Prince. And even if he breaks it off on his own, if my bad reputation is high, it'll be easier to convince the Imperial Family and House Niederbaben, right? We can end it peacefully without conflict.]

[...That's true.]

[Yeah, so I need to receive even more negative evaluations. I'm sorry. It looks like I don't trust your words.]

[No, why apologize? It's a very valid reason.]

Alicia was genuinely sorry to me. Despite refuting my words with a perfectly valid reason, Alicia felt tremendous guilt just from the fact that she refuted my words.

...What's this? Why is she like this? Don't feel so sorry over something so trivial.

[...Thank you. So what should I do now?]

[What do you mean?]

[The students aren't approaching me. This way, I don't even have a chance to accumulate a bad reputation.]

The bad reputation Alicia is talking about isn't just any bad reputation. It's not the level of gossip that people whisper about and use as drinking conversation, but an overwhelming bad reputation so terrible that it can't be used as drinking conversation, that people would hesitate to even mention.

Just staying still like this is merely maintaining the status quo.

But deliberately bullying innocent students isn't something a decent person would do, so... hmm.

[Alicia, then how about building notoriety through something other than students who won't approach you?]

[Something else?]

[Yeah, like damaging property, abusing power to manipulate the Academy as you please, or going around with a gang and exerting influence...?]

[Hmm, the last one is a bit much, but I quite like the property damage idea. I can just pay for it anyway.]

["Just pay for it"... well, that's true, but—]

*CRASH!!!*

At that moment, such a loud sound rang out that my ears went numb. My vision instantly turned pure white, as if I had looked directly at the sun.

The incident happened so suddenly that I couldn't even scream.

*What!? An attack? Ugh... what is this all of a sud—*

"...Huh?"

A second later, as the light subsided, an impossible scene entered my eyes.

The door had been blown away. No, not just the door—the walls on both sides of the door had completely disappeared as if they had never been there in the first place. The cross-section of the wall, transformed like magma, was emitting a red glow.

What the hell is this?

"Tsk, why didn't they open the door even though class ended?"

Alicia, who had created this disastrous scene, clicked her tongue and spoke, but there was no sincerity in her words.

Alicia was acting with an incredibly natural tone. A tone that would definitely fool anyone who hadn't conversed with Alicia for a long time.

...No, I did tell her to try something like this, but isn't it too much to suddenly do this? If you're going to do it, at least tell me beforehand.

"H-hiiik..."

"Ugh..."

The students looked at Alicia with shock and terror at the same time.

...The effect is good, though.

Ch.43 - Meeting (1)
[I apologize, Father. Although the end of term has given me two months of free time, the travel time is long and I don't think I'll be able to get sufficient rest, so I don't think I can come down. Please understand—]

"...Cheeky thing."

Duke Niederbaben pressed his temple while holding the letter from his precious daughter.

How could there be such an audacious case in the world?

Naturally, word had reached the Duke's ears that Alicia was causing all sorts of trouble at the Academy. The Duke had even lamented what Carl and Sarah, who were by Alicia's side, were doing, but he didn't blame them.

After all, if one's lord openly intends to run wild, there aren't many means available to a servant to stop them.

*'Even with the descendant of Margrave Firmont as her attendant, was it still too much to handle Alicia?'*

Duke Niederbaben closed his eyes tightly and recalled when Alicia was at home.

Carl was always getting beaten by Alicia. Not once had he ever controlled Alicia according to his own will.

Asking such a Carl to control Alicia would be quite a cruel thing to do.

*'Why does Alicia treat Carl like that when she clearly knows he's from House Firmont... Wait, could it be that she only went that far precisely because she knows?'*

Duke Niederbaben, who had been clicking his tongue while thinking about Alicia's brutality, arrived at a chilling conclusion.

The possibility that Alicia, who had always treated Carl brutally, had actually been going easy on him in consideration of Carl's status.

Looking at what Alicia was currently doing at the Academy, that possibility seemed quite high. Wasn't she selling off people who defied her to brothels or completely destroying their minds, and wrecking the Academy?

*'Of course, the brothel is just circumstantial evidence... but with such a monstrous personality, it's not entirely far-fetched.'*

The Duke lamented but didn't feel sorry for the noble young lady whose family had fallen to ruin and been sold to a brothel.

Though it was quite excessive, it couldn't be called an unjust punishment.

It was natural logic that appropriate punishment should be given to a girl who dared to pick a fight with the daughter of Niederbaben without knowing her place. However, if Alicia had thought of it, the story changes.

Even if someone thought of it, it should be the Duke, the head of the family who must support the house, not Alicia who should think of such sordid methods.

"Philip, what is the reaction of the Imperial family and the nobles?"

"...I humbly report. The nobles within the Empire are greatly concerned about Lady Alicia becoming Empress."

"Of course they would be... I would too."

The engagement for strategic purposes—that is, because something could be gained from it—also meant, conversely, that the engagement could be broken if something could be lost.

It wasn't hard to imagine what would happen to the Empire if Alicia, with such a terrible personality, seized power.

The Imperial family and nobles were afraid.

"...Well, it doesn't really matter anymore at this point."

"Your Grace?"

"Don't you think so too, Philip? The reason we pursued the engagement with the Imperial family was to prevent the creation of rumors that would destroy our prestige and to have Niederbaben's hegemony recognized in the southern Empire. But now none of that matters. Alicia will take on the infamy and receive the rumors that would have come to me instead, and hegemony isn't something that needs to be recognized by others."

The Duke thought.

Even if the engagement was broken, it wouldn't have much impact on Niederbaben.

Of course, it would naturally be good to still have ties with the Imperial family, but even if those ties were severed, the Imperial family still wouldn't be able to treat Niederbaben poorly.

With the Empire's political situation this bad, there's no way the Imperial family would do something crazy like antagonizing or mistreating Niederbaben, right? Even without the Imperial family's recognition, Niederbaben could seize hegemony.

Hegemony isn't something that can only be obtained through others' recognition. When you have hegemony, recognition follows automatically.

"Then what should we do about Lady Alicia?"

"What do you mean what? Just let her live as she is. Even if the engagement with the Crown Prince is broken, we can just find her a suitable man from a noble family. Ah, or Carl would be fine too."

"Yes, rather than Lady Alicia, I will focus on absorbing the surrounding territories and building hegemony."

"Good."

More than anything, if they engaged with the Imperial family, there was also the risk of Niederbaben getting dragged into all sorts of blunders committed by the Imperial family, so Duke Niederbaben no longer clung to the engagement with the Imperial family as he had before.

If the Imperial family came to discuss breaking the engagement, Duke Niederbaben would approach the discussion with half joy and half regret.

Of course, if the Imperial family unilaterally broke the engagement on their own and insulted Alicia and himself, he would feel nothing but anger, let alone joy or regret.

**********

"Alicia, are you really okay not going back?"

"I'm fine, I'm fine. What's Father going to do even if I do as I please?"

"..."

This is driving me crazy.

I thought I'd done so much to try to correct Alicia's personality until now, but now that thought is wavering.

I mean, don't people normally go home when school is on break? She doesn't want to go home because the round trip takes too long? Of course, if the break is two months and the round trip is one month, it's natural to feel that way... but still, as someone who was a Confucian man, this is quite shocking to me.

"Never mind that, let's just go have fun."

"Have fun?"

"Why are you acting so surprised? You didn't go home to have fun. If we're not going to have fun, why are we even here?"

"Uh... um... I guess that's true?"

"Let's hurry and go out. I hear the Imperial Capital has lots to see."

As if not allowing any rebuttal, Alicia heads straight outside.

When we exit the building, students who recognize Alicia jump in surprise and hurriedly clear away, but Alicia doesn't feel bad at all seeing them. She only looks at me, anticipating what will happen in the Imperial Capital.

...My heart aches.

No matter how bad Alicia's personality is, it's not so bad that she should be feared by students like this.

I want to see Alicia make friends and have fun with them. Not clinging to and depending only on me like this.

Well... it's too late to want that now.

[Hi, hiiik...]

[Ugh, uuugh...]

[Sorry, I'm sorry...]

Over the past few months, Alicia's behavior could be summed up with the word "insane."

She picked fights and smashed things, used her power to manipulate the Academy, and arbitrarily renovated buildings including the dormitories. Students and teachers who couldn't stand it and tried to stop Alicia were crushed with power so they couldn't make a peep.

Nevertheless, she never once approached students or teachers first to pick a fight.

By Alicia's standards, such behavior was vulgar.

Honestly, going around smashing things seems just as vulgar, but apparently it's different to Alicia.

[Carl, Sarah. I'm sorry, are you okay?]

[I'm fine. Didn't you hit me without it hurting at all? How did you even learn to hit so it only makes a loud sound?]

[...I hurt a little though.]

[Carl, you like pain.]

[What nonsense is that? I hate it.]

Of course, if she only destroyed things or exercised power, people would just see Alicia as a crazy bitch and not fear her, so ultimately Alicia decided to use the two of us to build her infamy.

Alicia, pretending to oppress Sarah and me in front of others, smoothly built her infamy.

Seeing passing students look at Sarah and me with pity, it seems Alicia's intention succeeded properly.

...I wish she could just live like an ordinary girl.

"Hmm... surprisingly few people. Is it because it's winter?"

Alicia tours the Imperial Capital, unaware of my mixed feelings.

She's slightly disappointed but still looking around with sparkling eyes, which is so cute.

If there weren't people around, I might have unconsciously patted her head.

...Ugh.

[Alicia.]

[Why?]

[Let's stop this now. You don't need to gain any more infamy. It's enough.]

[...?]

When I speak to Alicia via telepathy, she tilts her head as if not understanding my words.

[Why? I need to be more certain so the Crown Prince can easily break the engagement.]

[...But if you do that, you can't get along with other students. You can't make friends. Look, it's been 10 months since you came to the Academy and you haven't made a single friend.]

[I don't care though? I have you, Carl, and Sarah too.]

[...]

Telepathy can convey emotions directly to the other person, so I can tell.

Alicia isn't just saying empty words.

Alicia truly thinks that as long as she has Sarah and me, it doesn't matter if she has no friends.

Haaa...

Where exactly did things go wrong?

When I agreed to the plan to build infamy? Or when I couldn't stop the engagement with the Crown Prince? Or perhaps—

Thud—!!

"Aah...!!"

"Ugh...!?"

At that moment, Alicia's and some girl's short screams ring out simultaneously.

I hurriedly raise my head to check Alicia's condition, and Alicia is barely standing while supporting herself against a wall, but some girl has fallen in front of her.

From the situation, it seems Alicia and that girl collided with each other. Since Alicia was walking while using telepathy with me, she apparently couldn't avoid the girl.

"Ugh... Are you alri—... Where are your eyes when you walk?"

Alicia, who was momentarily reaching out her hand in concern for the girl, spews harsh words to maintain her concept.

Alicia looks at the girl collapsed on the ground with her face heavily shadowed and expression twisted.

"...I'm sorry."

"Tch, at least you know how to apologize. That's enough."

Alicia's acting is perfect.

When she openly brushes off her clothes with her hand in front of the girl as if terrible filth had gotten on them, the girl's face rapidly darkens.

The girl seems quite upset but doesn't argue. It seems she recognized that Alicia is a noble from Alicia's attitude and clothing—

"...Are you by any chance Lady Niederbaben?"

At that moment, the girl slowly opens her mouth with an expression of enduring humiliation.

Huh? She knows who Alicia is? She seems to have roughly guessed from seeing the Niederbaben crest on Alicia's clothes, so she's not a commoner then.

From her clothing, she doesn't feel like a noble but more like a slightly wealthy commoner, so is she the daughter of a fallen noble house?

"I am, but why are you curious? Asking my name without revealing your own? Not only do you have no eyes, but no common sense either."

"...I am Emilia. My name is Emilia von Schmellen. I apologize for my rudeness, Lady Alicia von Niederbaben."

Huh?

Emilia?

The one who seduced the Crown Prince to break the engagement and caused the downfall of the Duchy of Niederbaben?

Why are you suddenly appearing here?

Ch.44 - Meeting (2)
"Hmm... So you were a noble?"

"..."

*Were a noble*, she says.

Hearing Alicia's words, Emilia presses her lips tightly together, making them twitch.

Between Emilia's attire, her humble manner of speech, and her submissive behavior, Alicia genuinely finds it surprising that Emilia was a noble—that's all she means by it. But to Emilia, it sounds quite different.

She probably hears it as something like "A pathetic woman like you was a noble?" or "You look so common that I'd never guess you were nobility."

In reality, Alicia is just purely surprised.

"..."

Emilia's expression darkens rapidly.

Even though Alicia now knows she's a noble and should treat her accordingly, Alicia merely widens her eyes in surprise, finding it unexpected.

Alicia is simply too shocked that Emilia was a noble to think that far ahead, but even if it wasn't intentional, Emilia—the one who's been insulted—has no reason to consider such things.

[Alicia! You need to greet her properly!]

[Ah, right. Sorry.]

[Don't apologize to me, apologize to her.]

"Ahem, my apologies. It was so unexpected that I momentarily forgot what to say."

"..."

Even with the apology, Emilia's expression doesn't improve at all.

Of course not. That wasn't an apology—it was clearly sarcasm.

Even I, who knows Alicia's true feelings, can tell she's not sincerely apologizing but rather saying something like "Your level was so low I didn't realize you were a noble. Sorry if that upset you~." How much worse must it sound to Emilia?

With that word choice, no matter how polite the tone, it just becomes an even more elevated form of mockery.

This is driving me crazy.

"...I also apologize for my inadequate conduct."

Emilia apologizes.

But there's not a shred of sincerity in that apology. Only clear hostility.

"Hmm..."

Alicia instantly picks up on Emilia's hostility, but she doesn't make a show of it.

Honestly, anyone can see that Alicia is in the wrong here. Even with higher status, completely crushing a fellow noble is something that would only happen in a barbaric world.

Nevertheless, being met with such subtle hostility is quite irritating for Alicia, so she merely makes a nasal sound and nods half-heartedly, barely acknowledging Emilia's apology.

And that was enough to provoke Emilia once again.

"...That gentleman there is from House Firmont, correct? I apologize for showing you such an unseemly sight."

Emilia suddenly turns her head toward me and begins apologizing to me.

Even though I haven't introduced myself, the fact that she knows I'm from House Firmont shows that the rumors about the Firmont heir have spread quite widely.

...Wait, hold on.

An unseemly sight?

If she's calling her bumping into Alicia and falling an "unseemly sight," that's far too self-deprecating for a noble. But if she's calling Alicia's anger at her an "unseemly sight," then—

"It's fine, please don't worry about it."

As my thoughts reach that point, my mouth and tongue move automatically to accept Emilia's apology.

I need to stop Emilia from saying anything more. If this goes any further—

"No, Carl, someone born so nobly into the Margraviate of Firmont couldn't possibly be accustomed to such situations, could you? It must have bothered you."

"..."

*Not accustomed to it*, she says.

Alicia's infamy is far too well-known. The Academy is where nobles from all across the Empire gather, and since she caused such chaos there, anyone living in the Empire would know of Alicia's reputation.

Yet despite that, she's saying I, who've served as Alicia's attendant, couldn't possibly be accustomed to such situations?

...This is sarcasm.

Anyone in the Empire would know how many times I, as Alicia's attendant, must have witnessed such situations by her side.

"...You."

Alicia, who had been willing to overlook some disrespect since she was in the wrong, isn't willing to do so now. She might tolerate attacks or sarcasm directed at herself, but now that Emilia has brought me into it, Alicia can't endure it.

Ah, this is bad.

"Yes, Lady Alicia. What is it?"

"Are you in your right mind?"

"Yes, Lady Alicia."

Alicia immediately catches the barbs in Emilia's words and scolds her angrily, while Emilia just tilts her head and smiles at Alicia, pretending not to understand.

But losing your temper in this situation means losing.

Because Emilia never once directly attacked Alicia.

She just cunningly said things that could be interpreted that way, thoroughly getting under Alicia's skin. Objectively speaking, it just looks like Alicia is getting angry for no reason.

[Alicia, calm down.]

[How can I calm down? Did you see the way that woman talks?!]

[If you get angry at Emilia in this situation, you won't be building infamy—you'll just be inviting ridicule. I understand how you feel, but there are too many people here.]

[...Tch.]

I hurriedly stop Alicia through telepathy.

Alicia seems to realize the situation isn't favorable, as she scrunches up her face and lightly clenches her teeth.

"Hmm..."

And Emilia narrows her eyes, looking back and forth between the two of us while making a nasal sound.

As if evaluating something. Like measuring the size of an object with her fingers.

"Lady Alicia, I apologize if I've caused you concern. Please forgive me."

"...Fine. Carl, let's go."

Emilia's apology, right to the very end, had only normal word choice while her tone and attitude were anything but. However, Alicia, feeling like she might explode if the conversation continues, hurriedly leaves just to get Emilia out of her sight.

As we walk away, I glance back at Emilia to see her wearing an extremely unsettling expression she hadn't shown before. She quickly changed it as soon as she noticed me looking.

Ugh... I'm not sure how this will turn out.

According to the original novel's story, Alicia picks a fight with Emilia, and Emilia seduces the Crown Prince to get revenge on Alicia. The picking a fight part went successfully... but somehow this doesn't feel right.

**********

"..."

At the spot where Alicia and Carl left, Emilia thinks.

What a vermin-like woman she was.

A woman who seems like she's never once bowed her head to anyone.

*How dare she.*

Emilia had never felt this way before. Though a lower noble, she was still a noble, and when she lived in her father's territory, she always lived a life of being revered by others.

In Emilia's home of Schmellen, she had never been insulted like this.

She had expected at least a mutual apology, but that side didn't even apologize—how could this be?

Of course, if it had ended there, it would have just been extremely unpleasant.

[Hmm... So you were a noble?]

Emilia recalls it. The words Alicia spat out while looking at her with that terribly contemptuous gaze.

*Were a noble?* She revealed herself as a noble, so what was with that attitude?

Wasn't she essentially saying that my attitude, my attire, my demeanor, my speech—everything made me seem like a commoner you'd find anywhere on the street?

And she calls that an apology?

[Ahem, my apologies. It was so unexpected that I momentarily forgot what to say.]

*Bitch.*

That clearly wasn't an apology. It was closer to mockery, asking if I'd really get upset over something like this.

Her attitude, expression, tone, atmosphere—not a single thing suggested she was actually apologizing to me.

The moment I read Alicia's intent, I could no longer control myself.

Even knowing that picking a fight with the prestigious House Niederbaben as a daughter of the Barony of Schmellen would be suicide, I couldn't stand it.

[...Fine. Carl, let's go.]

And after some time passed, when I finally came back to my senses, the conversation with Alicia had already ended.

Alicia, apparently extremely disgusted with continuing to talk to me, looked at me as if I were an insect and left as if fleeing.

But strangely, I wasn't as furiously angry as before, with my head pounding.

I had managed to make Alicia irritated enough to lose her composure, and more importantly, I had found a way to get revenge on Alicia.

*The rumor that Alicia and Carl are intimate... it doesn't seem to be a lie after all.*

Throughout our conversation, Alicia kept watching Carl's reactions. But that wasn't at all the attitude of a master seeking a servant's opinion.

Rather... yes, it was the behavior of a girl trying her best to avoid displeasing someone she loves.

Then there's only one way to get the greatest revenge on Alicia.

Namely, stealing Carl's heart.

*...Asmo, you're watching, aren't you?*

[Yes, I saw everything. You're thinking what I think you're thinking.]

*Help me. I'm going to steal Carl's heart.*

[Of course. As long as there's a price.]

Emilia thinks.

After all, don't nobles marry strategically on the surface while truly being with the ones they love behind the scenes? Stealing the heart of someone she's marrying for appearances won't damage Alicia in the slightest.

To get revenge on Alicia, I need to target not the Crown Prince—her strategic marriage partner—but Carl, the one Alicia truly has her heart set on.

Ch.45 - Meeting (3)
"So that woman was the one you mentioned, Carl... Hmm."

After finishing her tour of the Imperial Capital, Alicia returned to her room and narrowed her eyes, tilting her head back slightly.

With her hand on her chin in contemplation, she looked quite adorable from the outside, but the atmosphere emanating from Alicia was anything but.

"Why?"

"Somehow, it's exactly the kind of underhanded method that woman would use."

"What is?"

"She made the Crown Prince fall for her to break off the engagement. Looking at how things turned out, she did it to screw me over."

...Good insight.

Just as Alicia said, Emilia had seduced the Crown Prince to get revenge on Alicia. If Alicia and Emilia hadn't been hostile to each other, the Crown Prince would have married Alicia as planned.

"...I have a bad feeling about this."

"Why?"

"Carl, I'm not doubting you, but is she really seducing the Crown Prince?"

"Huh? Probably?"

"...Probably? You're not certain?"

Alicia's suspicious gaze didn't waver.

Not certain, she says.

Since it's the future I wrote, I could say it's certain if it's certain... but aside from that, there's not enough evidence to say it with confidence.

More than anything, Alicia's existence makes it impossible to be sure.

According to the original story, Alicia should have become a terrible villainess who tormented people, but now she's not doing that, is she?

...Wait, is she tormenting them? She's going around destroying buildings and throwing her weight around.

Uh... well... anyway, Alicia's actions are quite different from the original. So Emilia's actions could also differ greatly from the original.

For example, instead of seducing the Crown Prince, she might target me, who had romance rumors with Alicia.

"For now... Emilia does have hostility toward you, Alicia, and it's true she seduced the Crown Prince to get revenge on you."

"...So the reason I was thinking of is correct."

Alicia closed her eyes briefly, then stood up. Before closing her eyes, there had been light in them, but now that she'd opened them again, there was no light at all.

Alicia seemed to be imagining the worst-case scenario.

The future where Emilia seduced me instead of the Crown Prince.

"Where are you going?"

"To tell the girls. When that woman Emilia enters the Academy, to destroy her by any means necessary."

Alicia's voice was extremely sticky. The feeling of goosebumps dripping down made me momentarily forget what to say.

Alicia's retreating figure was too eerie. As if just one more step forward would reveal the original Alicia I so desperately wanted to prevent.

Destroy her...?

What, is she going to kill her? No, rather than killing, it seemed like she'd make her into such a wretched state that death would be preferable.

*Grab—*

"Wait, wait a minute. Alicia."

"Ugh... Why...?"

As that realization hit me, my body moved on its own to grab Alicia. About to leave the room, Alicia stopped as I caught her wrist.

"It's okay, don't worry."

"What?"

"Even if Emilia tries to seduce me, it doesn't matter. Do I look like someone who'd fall for that?"

"..."

Alicia's expression showed she didn't know what to say. At a glance, she seemed flustered, but at another glance, she seemed angry.

...Huh? Angry? Why?

"...Listen, Carl. Do I look like a woman who'd be scared of that?"

"Scared of what?"

"Do I look like a woman who'd be afraid of you giving your heart to another woman?"

Alicia's atmosphere was too eerie. The anger that had been directed at Emilia just moments ago was now directed at me too.

Wait, why are you suddenly mad at me...?

"Carl, I trust you. So I'd like you to trust me too."

"...I'm sorry."

But the reason Alicia was angry was more legitimate than I thought.

She was angry because I spoke as if I didn't trust her when she naturally trusted me... Man, this love is too heavy.

"Anyway, so why were you angry just now?"

"Just... the fact that Emilia could do such a thing to you makes me so angry. I can't stand it."

"...Aha."

She was angry for an even more ridiculous reason than I originally thought.

"Alicia, it's okay. Even if Emilia does that, I won't fall for it, right?"

"That's why I'm saying, the very fact that Emilia would do such a thing to you makes me furious. Just imagining it gives me chills."

"Uh... well... I'll just avoid her well on my own. That works, right?"

"That's not enough... If she enters the Academy, we'll have to meet eventually."

"Then I'll openly insult her in front of everyone. I'll say there's no way I'd fall for an ugly woman like you. That works, right?"

"Hmm... that's a bit weak, can't you do it harder?"

"Okay, I'll insult her harder. Is it okay now?"

"Well, if you do that."

After I modified my answer until Alicia was satisfied, she finally nodded. Though it wasn't really "okay," more like "not bad."

Hmm. An ugly woman.

Actually, she's not ugly. It wouldn't make sense for the woman who stole the Crown Prince's heart to be ugly, would it?

Of course, since Alicia is prettier, it doesn't really matter.

If you compared Emilia and Alicia to people on the street, about seven out of ten would say Alicia is prettier. In terms of appearance, Emilia doesn't measure up to Alicia.

Then what about the remaining three?

*'That's probably the chest—'*

"Carl, what are you thinking about?"

"Uh, ugh!?"

At that moment, I blinked once and suddenly Alicia was right in front of me.

Not as a metaphor, but literally—Alicia's nose was about to touch mine. She was so close that my eyes couldn't focus properly, and Alicia's face was full of shadows.

"What, suddenly. Why are you being scary?"

"Hmm... I knew it wouldn't work. I need to deal with Emilia directly."

"Alicia. What are you talking about? We finished discussing this."

"Finished what!! No way. It won't do. I have to completely destroy Emilia so she can't even enter the Academy—"

"Wait, wait—!!"

After that, it took a full hour to stop Alicia. Only after I completely embraced her and begged desperately did Alicia finally trust me again.

Sarah, standing in the corner of the room to stay out of the way, just watched us both with her usual scrunched-up face that said, "Go be lovey-dovey somewhere else."

No, it's unfair. Don't look at me with those eyes.

**********

"—I hope everyone will act in a manner befitting the prestige of the Imperial Academy. That is all, dismissed."

The new school year had begun. I could hear the headmaster's speech from far away.

At a normal school, the first day of the new year would be casually passed and classes would end, but the Academy doesn't do that. Since the headmaster's speech signals the start of classes, the first-years immediately move their legs busily to attend lectures according to their assigned curriculum.

If I weren't Alicia's attendant, I would have been there too. Since nobles who serve as attendants at the Academy have no obligation to attend the Academy again, I didn't enroll as a student.

In the first place, since the Academy's origin was to hold the children of nobles from across the Empire hostage in the Imperial Capital, it seems they don't care much as long as the noble's child is at the Academy in some capacity.

Man... that's too blatant.

"...So this day has finally come."

Anyway, Alicia seemed very displeased that the new school year had started.

Even though Emilia is a first-year and Alicia is a second-year, meaning they wouldn't normally meet, Alicia was so averse to running into her on the street that she spent the entire vacation calculating and planning the optimal route.

If we follow the route Alicia planned, there should be no chance of accidentally running into first-years.

"Alicia, I keep telling you, that route won't be very useful."

"Still, it's better than nothing."

"No, if Emilia is determined to meet me, we can't avoid it anyway."

"But I can use it as an excuse. And I can completely eliminate the possibility of running into her by chance. It's not a loss."

"Well... okay, fine. Anyway, let's go, second-year classes are starting soon."

I'm an attendant and Alicia is my lord.

If Alicia is this adamant, there's nothing I can really do about it. It's not like she's being unreasonable, and it's even a valid reason.

"—Ah...!!"

After walking for a while, I suddenly heard a familiar voice.

It was definitely a voice surprised and flustered by an unexpected encounter, but I could tell.

This is an act.

"Um... hello. Carl, Alicia. Fancy meeting you here."

When I turned my head, Emilia was standing there. Despite not much time having passed since the entrance ceremony ended, the fact that Emilia is here means... tsk, it seems our worst prediction was correct.

Even without considering those conditions, I could tell just from Emilia's expression, tone, gaze, and behavior.

Emilia is targeting me, not the Crown Prince.

"...Why did you call Carl first?"

"Ah, I'm sorry. I saw Carl first. I apologize 'if that displeased you.'"

When Alicia glared at Emilia with her face full of shadows, Emilia nonchalantly deflected Alicia's words.

Despite Alicia already showing her displeasure, she said "if that displeased you"... Man, she really knows how to get under someone's skin.

Ch.46 - Meeting (4)
[Carl, hurry up. Hurry and spit in that woman's face.]

Alicia seems completely unable to contain herself.

Despite having exchanged only a few words, and even though Emilia hasn't even properly started trying to seduce me yet, Alicia is already irritated, demanding that I hurl insults at Emilia.

"Alicia, she hasn't even tried to seduce me yet. If you act like this already, we'll just look ridiculous."

"What do you mean she hasn't tried?! Look at that fake smile!"

"No, that's just basic courtesy. I can't say she doesn't intend to seduce me, but..."

"That's exactly my point! Why is she being courteous to you?!"

"...Normal people are generally courteous to others."

While I understand Alicia's feelings, getting angry now would just make us look like oversensitive lunatics.

To properly and fatally insult Emilia, we need to strike at the most appropriate moment.

A dagger is called a dagger because it can strike vital points when the opponent is off guard. If you just swing it around recklessly, it's not a dagger but just a pathetically short, dirty knife.

"...Hehe, I guess I've been talking too much. I'm sorry, class is about to start and I was being inconsiderate."

Emilia also seems to understand very well that now is not the time to make her move.

Though she may not know exactly what's happening, she seems to have noticed that we're communicating through some means, and has chosen to take a step back.

No, perhaps it wasn't a choice but part of her plan all along.

Even a fool would know that being overtly flirtatious from the start would only raise suspicions rather than successfully seduce someone.

She probably came here today just to properly establish our first acquaintance.

"Then I'll be going now. Sorry for the interruption."

Emilia smiles brightly as she bows and leaves. And naturally, her greeting was directed at me, not Alicia.

Though Alicia doesn't openly show her displeasure toward Emilia, who is clearly provoking her, from others' perspective, it would look like a normal greeting angle, so getting angry would only make Alicia look foolish.

Since others should fear Alicia rather than mock her, she simply narrows her eyes and glares intensely at Emilia.

*Emilia...*

In the original story, she was the woman who provided the catalyst for Alicia's downfall. She seduced the Crown Prince, causing him to break off his engagement with Alicia, which enraged Duke Niederbaben into rebelling against the Emperor, resulting in the complete ruin of his house. Alicia was killed miserably when a demon suddenly appeared and took her life.

...There are so many issues to point out here.

The Duke goes insane and challenges the Emperor just because an engagement was broken off? A demon appears and takes Alicia's life?

I mean, the demon literally just popped up out of nowhere, right? Without any prior description?

At the time, I thought dying by a demon's hand seemed more tragic, so I wrote it that way, but thinking about it now, it's quite embarrassing. No wonder nobody read it.

[Carl? What are you thinking about? Don't tell me—]

[It's not what you're thinking. I'm just considering what to do next.]

Anyway, even if specific details change, this world is fundamentally structured according to what I wrote.

That means the demon will eventually show itself to Alicia.

But why? For what reason? At whose instigation?

For now... I need to prepare countermeasures against the demon. I should talk to Alicia about it after class today.

**********

Unlike her pleasant smile when greeting Carl earlier, Emilia now walks down the corridor with an ice-cold, ruthless expression.

When she encounters another student, she immediately reverts to her previous human-like expression, but as soon as there's no one around, she instantly returns to her original demeanor.

And why wouldn't she?

Why bother with the exhausting effort of maintaining an expression when there's no one to see it?

For Emilia, smiling is an extremely draining labor, so she always maintains an expressionless face when no one is watching.

'How did it go?'

[They were communicating with each other. The magical barrier was too strong for me to penetrate.]

Even while conversing with Asmo, the demon in her heart, she immediately changes her expression when someone appears in her field of vision—a remarkable display of multitasking.

Emilia, performing with ease what would be difficult for ordinary people, feels puzzled by Asmo's report.

'Even you couldn't?'

[Yes. I hate to admit it, but those two are definitely strong. I can't guarantee I could defeat them.]

Emilia finds this hard to understand. Asmo has never made such a definitive statement before.

Asmo, who began living in Emilia's heart because he liked her cold-bloodedness and her psychopathic inability to empathize with others, starts to honestly express what he felt. Being a demon, he can't lie anyway, so there's no question of honesty.

[It's not just about power. I can't even guarantee I could disrupt their emotions.]

'What does that mean?'

[As a demon, I can clearly judge people's emotions. Their bond is too strong to be easily broken by external pressure.]

'...'

Hearing Asmo's words, Emilia feels displeasure.

A love that can't be easily broken even with a demon's power—does such a thing really exist in this world?

Emilia is furious.

That such love isn't directed at her makes her feel as if her entire life has been invalidated.

And Emilia is jealous.

Jealous of Alicia, who receives a love that even a demon finds difficult to break.

If it were someone else sharing such love, she might have just played a little prank to break it up, but for Alicia, who had provoked her so much, to enjoy such love?

Simply breaking their love isn't enough. A more severe punishment is necessary.

'You said not easily broken... which means it can be broken with difficulty.'

[Yes, being born human, residing in a weak human body, they can't resist physical changes. To forcibly make him feel love for you, I need materials—many sources of the heart (心腸) that can manipulate human minds and spirits at will.]

'How many?'

[Given his considerable magical power, and needing materials from someone of the same gender... looking at that man's level, about 91... to be safe, 100 should be enough.]

'Understood, I'll prepare them.'

Emilia is relieved that this is happening at the Academy.

Being at the Academy makes it easier to find people with magical power. If this were just an ordinary city, it would have taken a considerable amount of time to gather materials that meet the conditions.

"Excuse me, how do I get to the Magic Theory Introduction lecture hall?"

"Oh, you must be a new student. The Magic Theory lecture hall is quite far from here. Class is about to start, so you'll need to hurry to make it on time."

"Oh, is that so...? What should I do... I don't know the way, so it's hard to go quickly..."

Emilia blushes and slightly lowers her head while bringing her arms forward to create an appropriate bust volume—adopting the optimal posture to seduce the opposite sex.

To enchant the man before her, she maximizes Asmo's power from within.

"W-well, I could go with you?"

"Oh, would that be alright?"

"Sure, I don't have anything to do anyway, might as well do a good deed."

"Hehe, thank you. What's your name?"

"Me? I'm—"

Emilia blocks out her hearing. What use is knowing the name of someone who will soon be dead?

Emilia simply thinks.

As classes are about to begin, the Academy will become less crowded.

That means... it will be all too easy to obtain "materials."

Of course, being at the Academy means unexpected people might appear, and there could be surveillance magical devices everywhere, but Emilia doesn't particularly worry about such things.

'Asmo, I'll leave it to you.'

[Alright, understood.]

Because Asmo will take care of all those minor details.

Emilia just needs to lure her prey to a secluded place.

"Excuse me...?"

"Oh! I'm sorry... I was just a bit nervous and lost in thought..."

"Haha, that's understandable. Let's hurry, we'll be late."

"Yes!!"

While pretending to be hesitant and following the nameless man, Emilia infuses her hand with magical power. Not the fake magical power created by humans, but the true power (力) of a demon (魔).

After a few minutes, Emilia, who had been walking with the male mage, now walks alone down the corridor.

Taking long strides, she heads confidently toward the Magic Theory Introduction lecture hall.

Ch.47 - Evil (1)
"...What?"

The Supervisor, who oversees all safety at the Academy—managing entry logs and surveillance magical devices—tilts his head in confusion.

Over the past month, a whopping twenty-three people have gone missing.

Normally, a few people suddenly disappearing isn't particularly strange at the Academy. Most mages are research fanatics who frequently hole themselves up somewhere for various reasons—conducting research, gathering materials, and so on.

But... still, this isn't right.

He could overlook everything else, but for several university students on the verge of graduation to go missing—this makes absolutely no sense. What university student in the world would do something so absurd?

Unless they're lunatics planning to starve to death without graduating, the Supervisor's common sense can't imagine any sane university student doing such a thing.

[Detection Code: 666.]

"666 means... unpolluted pure magical power, was it?"

Most decisive of all is the magical power.

The safety supervisor frowns deeply as he reads the code the detector installed in the corridor just produced.

Unpolluted pure magical power—why would such a thing be detected in the Academy's corridors? Magical power, the source of magic used by humans, is fundamentally demonic power, to be sure.

Mages, beings who use demonic power, inevitably have their magical power's nature become closer to that of demons the more they explore the abyss of magic, the more they refine their magic.

But no matter how much they refine it, since they aren't demons, the magical power they emit doesn't become completely identical to demonic power.

Yet unpolluted pure magical power uncontaminated by human essence has been detected within the Academy?

This indicates two possibilities.

*'First, the possibility that residual magical power leaked from experimental equipment that increases magical purity and is drifting through the Academy.'*

It's hard to imagine mages who memorize safety protocols by heart making mistakes, but it's not completely impossible.

Accidents always occur by breaking through unexpected possibilities.

But the Supervisor's intuition tells him that what's happening now isn't that. His survival instinct is ringing alarm bells, urging him to flee.

*'Second, the possibility that a demon has appeared in the Academy... Kuk...!'*

Normally he would have laughed it off as absurd, but considering it in relation to the series of disappearances, a chillingly horrifying conclusion emerges.

Taking a deep breath, the Supervisor opens his eyes wide and stands up on both legs.

He can't just sit still.

He must inform everyone of this fact by any means necessary. He must hurry and sound the alarm throughout the Academy via the microphone.

"Quickly to the Dean's office, no, better to sound the alarm directly—... What is this?"

But the Supervisor comes to doubt his own eyes.

The safety room that had been full of light just moments ago is now filled with terrible darkness as if it had never been otherwise. Even the window that had been pouring with sunlight now contains only something like pitch-black slime, incomparably darker than the night sky.

Vision, smell, touch, hearing, taste—the Supervisor can feel none of his senses.

Five minutes later, the Supervisor lies sprawled on the floor as a corpse, dead from a heart attack.

If a priest were to see this scene, it would appear the Supervisor unluckily died of a heart attack due to a chronic illness.

All the detector's logs have been deleted, and the paper with the code printed from the detector has long since burned away.

**********

"Ugh... that bitch..."

"Alicia?"

"Eeeeee... Aaaaaaaah...!!"

How much time has passed since the entrance ceremony? Alicia seems to be gradually reaching her limit. As soon as she returns to her perfectly soundproofed private dormitory room, Alicia begins screaming at the top of her lungs.

Since our first meeting until now, Emilia has been coming to see me—perhaps thinking it would be too obvious to come every day, she's been coming every few days, pretending it's coincidental.

The detour route Alicia planned was completely useless. Rather than meeting in the middle of the route, we kept encountering Emilia at the end of the route—that is, before entering the classroom—so Alicia couldn't use that as grounds to mock Emilia either.

What infuriates Alicia even more is Emilia's quick retreats.

[Hehe, we meet so often. I'd like to talk more but I don't have time, so that's unfortunate. Well then, I'll be going.]

Emilia only says what she wants to say in such a short time that we can't respond, then leaves in an instant. She doesn't openly seduce me, so there's nothing to criticize, and she doesn't give Alicia enough time to say anything.

Like literally stabbing an opponent and withdrawing in fencing, Emilia always leisurely leaves without giving me or Alicia time to counterattack.

After that routine repeated dozens of times, Alicia has become unable to endure it, as we're seeing now.

"Alicia, calm down. Hmm? She's deliberately teasing you to make you angry, so you can't follow along with her intentions, right?"

"Ugh..."

When I hurriedly pull Alicia into an embrace, she becomes surprisingly quiet, having been screaming just moments ago.

Comparing the noisy moment before to now is chilling.

After staying still like that for a moment, Alicia wriggles in my arms, lifts her head, and looks straight at me.

Alicia's eyes are shaking terribly unstably.

"...That's why I've been holding it in so others can't see. But holding it in even when it's just you, Carl... is hard."

*'It's not just me—Sarah's over there too.'*

Anyway... I don't know what to say.

All I can do for Alicia is pat her back.

Saying anything more here wouldn't comfort Alicia at all.

"...Alright."

How many minutes passed like that? Alicia, who had been trembling slightly while held in my arms, makes some kind of resolution and breaks free from my embrace to stand fully on both legs.

"I need to meet with Emilia separately."

"Will she meet you?"

"No, judging by what she's been doing, she'll never try to have a long conversation with me. I'll have to hold her there by force."

"How?"

I hate to say this, but Emilia literally won't try to talk with Alicia by any means.

Even if we pressure her family, the Barony of Schmellen, Emilia won't bat an eye.

It would be faster and more accurate to scheme to strip her of her title and expel her from the Academy, like we did with Katalin von Northeim.

"Carl, try hinting that you want to meet Emilia alone."

"...Huh?"

What is she talking about now?

It's too extreme to be just a joke, and Alicia's attitude until now makes it too unbelievable to be serious.

I can't imagine these words coming from Alicia, who couldn't stand even Emilia speaking to me, and precisely because of that, I can feel keenly what a huge resolution Alicia has made.

"Are you okay?"

"Honestly, it's very hard to endure but... yes, I'm okay. You're not really giving your heart to that bitch Emilia, right? It's just acting."

Alicia pretends to be strong and says she can endure it, but I can clearly see she's pushing herself.

Alicia, whose skin is trembling, takes a sip of water from the table and slowly continues speaking.

"We need to do something about that bitch Emilia. After you lure her into an empty classroom or some room, I'll follow behind and lock the door."

"Will Emilia follow obediently?"

"Yeah, she seems desperate to have a long conversation with you by any means. That's why she keeps deliberately showing herself to you, building familiarity while also building wariness. She probably has a vague idea of what your intentions are, but she'll still follow obediently. With very wickedly bad intentions."

—Like trying to create a scandal to tarnish my reputation, something like that.

Alicia waves her hand dismissively as if it's nothing.

It's an attitude that can only come from being certain that the only one I love is her, no matter what rumors are created.

"Anyway, you understand, right? Having to act like I'm seducing another woman while leaving you behind—I can't stand it, but I'm sorry."

"...It's okay, but what are you planning to do once you're in a room with Emilia?"

"What am I planning... do you want to know?"

Alicia asks me back with an utterly expressionless face.

That expressionless look shouldn't be appearing at a time like this, which means... she must be controlling her emotions quite a bit.

Alicia seems unwilling to show me the emotions she's feeling.

"No, I'll find out anyway, so it's fine. I'll see when the time comes."

"Alright, got it."

Well, at worst she'll just get physical, right?

Honestly, this is Emilia's fault, so there's no reason to blame Alicia. I just need to bring Emilia along according to Alicia's plan.

But still... according to the story I wrote, the protagonist Richard should have already enrolled in the Academy, yet after nearly a month has passed, there's no sign of him. Is it because Alicia stopped picking fights with people around her and focused all her energy on Emilia, so there was no chance to encounter him?

Whatever the reason, the situation isn't bad.

It would be a headache to deal with Emilia and Richard simultaneously. Let's deal with Emilia first.

*'But how should I deal with Emilia?'*

Katalin, who had friction with Alicia before, was so guilty that I could intervene freely.

Katalin went far beyond simply picking fights with Alicia—she spread false rumors and falsely accused me, crossing the line far too much, didn't she?

But Emilia is different.

Alicia picked the fight first at their first meeting, and what Emilia is doing is incomparably weaker than Katalin.

Emilia is just seducing me to get back at Alicia, right?

If she had crossed the line, I would have thoroughly excluded Emilia by any means necessary, but... tsk, this is difficult.

Ch.48 - Evil (2)
"Ahaha... Well then, I'll be goingㅡ"

"Emilia, wait."

"...Yes?"

I stop Emilia in her tracks, just as she's about to disappear after showing herself to me as always.

Perhaps she didn't expect me to suddenly call out to her when I'd been watching her like an idiot all this time, because Emilia blinks her eyes, flustered as if wondering whether she heard correctly.

"Carl, I'm sorry. I have class right now... No, I have an appointment after school..."

"Stop."

Emilia hastily backtracks, trying to use class as an excuse to escape even though all classes are over for the day. This is exactly why I came looking for her after the last class ended—it was worth it.

"I have something to say. Follow me."

"...Yes."

Perhaps realizing I won't back down no matter what she says, or maybe deciding to face this head-on, Emilia slowly nods.

Just moments ago she was flustered, but now her eyes are filled with determination as if nothing had happened.

Tsk... Should I have done this sooner?

"Huh...?"

"What's going on?"

Since I'm always stuck to Alicia's side, the sight of me walking around separately and dragging Emilia along must seem quite strange to the Academy students.

It's dismissal time so the hallways are packed with students, and every single one of them alternates between looking at me and Emilia while whispering amongst themselves.

From the students' perspective, there's no reason for Emilia and me to meet.

Everyone knows Emilia frequently ran into Alicia, but she never said anything and always politely left first, didn't she?

"..."

"What's this about?"

"Could it be...?"

What further fuels the students' gossip is Emilia's attitude.

Emilia walks with a flushed face, hands clasped together, shuffling along. To put it badly, it's the posture of someone who urgently needs to pee; to put it nicely, it's the posture of someone in front of their beloved.

The students let their imaginations run wild watching Emilia's posture.

More bad rumors are going to spread... Tsk, since this is inherently a school for the upper class, everyone loves to gossip about others. I can't say I don't understand given Emilia's posture.

"Go in."

"Yes."

After walking for quite a while, I usher Emilia into an empty classroom. Emilia enters very obediently, walking past me with what could almost be seen as a confident attitude.

Geez, she's changing her posture way too obviously. Where did that shuffling walk from just now goㅡ

*Flinch*ㅡ

"...?"

What was that?

The moment Emilia brushed past me, there was a terribly foul smell, just for an instant. It was so foul that it cut off my train of thought in an instant.

How should I describe it... A fishy smell? No, a rotting smell?

I couldn't possibly think it was just the smell of not washing.

There's no such smell now. It's as if I was momentarily hallucinating.

"What's wrong?"

"...Just go in."

Emilia tilts her head in the distance, urging me to hurry inside. The situation has completely reversed from just moments ago when I was urging her to enter.

...What was that smell just now? It was too realistic and precise to dismiss as a simple hallucination... Ugh.

**********

[You've been found out.]

'Again? Last time you almost ruined everything by accidentally missing one detector. Did you make another mistake this time?'

[No, it's not my mistake. That guy... No, that thing's power is too excessive.]

'...?'

That thing?

Hearing Asmo's answer, Emilia tilts her head. That thing? Isn't that treating Carl like an object rather than a person?

Demons treat each other—that is, other demons—not as living beings but as objects. After all, they can't treat demons as living beings when they don't engage in any life activities.

But to treat Carl that way too?

Since this is the first time Asmo has referred to a human other than herself that way, Emilia asks Asmo with curiosity. Of course, not forgetting to maintain her normal expression.

'That thing... What exactly is Carl?'

[I don't know. Both his body and soul are clearly human, but he's not the same kind of human as you. For example... Yes, he has a personality that can decide others' deaths with a god-like attitude, with the same feeling as stepping on an ant, all too calmly. Without any purpose whatsoever, purely for entertainment.]

'...?'

However, Emilia's curiosity isn't satisfied at all. No, it's actually increased.

Carl has a personality that kills people purely for entertainment? Given Carl's actions so far, Asmo's words don't just not make sense—they're outright lies, aren't they?

But Emilia can't deny Asmo's words. Because demons are beings that cannot lie.

[And he also smells of that disgusting witch Medeia. She's marked her territory saying he's hers so never touch him.]

'Who's Medeia...'

[There's an old hag who's thousands of years old but still hasn't come to her senses and pretends to be young thinking she is. Anyway, that's not what's important right now.]

Emilia closes her mouth as she turns her eyes in the direction Asmo is pointing. There, Alicia, whom Emilia so despised, was entering brazenly.

*Click*ㅡ

"Wow... Look at you running over just because Carl called."

"..."

Alicia locks the classroom door with her face full of contempt. Emilia tried to maintain her acting and manage her expression even in this situation, but soon gives up.

Because Emilia's intuition, her instinct as a woman, told her such things were no longer useful.

[What will you do? Since the room is now sealed, I can exert my power to the maximum. I can't guarantee we can beat both of them, but at least I can kill that bitch you hate.]

'What about the enchantment?'

[We haven't even gathered half the materials, so it won't perform properly.]

'...Wait a moment, there's something I need to confirm.'

[Alright, understood.]

But even so, Emilia refuses to reveal her true nature.

Because what Asmo just said, referring to Carl with the same pronoun used for herself, fills Emilia's mind.

There's another abnormal person besides herself?

'I want to steal him.'

Emilia thinks.

That Carl might understand her.

That Carl might be able to accept her completely.

Emilia hates Alicia, who stole Carl from her, even more than before.

Until now, she tried to seduce Carl purely to spite Alicia, but Emilia, having learned Carl's true nature from Asmo, no longer does so.

She simply wants to steal Carl with all her heart.

**********

"...Emilia, Emilia von Schmellen."

"Yes, Young Lady Niederbaben."

"Are you in your right mind? Why do you keep picking fights with me like that?"

"Picking fights... I can't even guess what you mean. What are you talking about?"

Wow... The atmosphere is no joke.

For a moment, it looks like thick black fog is settling behind both of them. Their eyes look like lionesses ready to bite each other's throats the moment the other makes a mistake.

I can't see any opening to intervene. They'll handle it themselves, so I should just stay still.

"Are you going to play dumb? How shameless."

"So instead of speaking so abstractly, why don't you tell me properly? I really don't know what I did wrong. Ah, I apologize if my question offends you."

"...You keep appearing in front of me and Carl. Stop appearing."

"Is that wrong? Then everyone who encounters Alicia must be committing a great sin against you, right? Is appearing a crime?"

Their conversation becomes increasingly aggressive as time passes. The lines themselves don't seem too problematic, but the issue is their tone. Both seem like they could kill someone with words alone.

No, I understand Alicia, but even Emilia?

...I should have brought Sarah along.

"Ugh...! You didn't just appear! You dared to seduce Carl."

"Yes...? Is that wrong?"

"What?"

"Carl is simply your servant, Alicia. I like him and want to make a good impression on him—is that a crime?"

"Are you... in your right mind?"

"And why are you acting this way? Isn't your fiancé Crown Prince Friedrich? Is there a reason I shouldn't be involved with Carl?"

"I'm breaking off the engagement, so shut up!!"

Alicia's emotions intensify. It seems like if someone pushed her even slightly, she'd tear out Emilia's hair.

But Alicia still maintains her composure. At the same time, she gives me a look, signaling me to hurry up and insult Emilia.

Of course I should do as Alicia says.

Emilia is just trying to seduce me to spite Alicia, so if I insult her, she'll behave herselfㅡ

"Emilia, I don't see you as a woman at allㅡ"

*Crash*ㅡ!!

"ㅡ!?"

"Ah...?"

But what is this?

Emilia threw her arms around me with all her might.

Both I, who was about to insult Emilia, and Alicia, who was twisting her lips thinking about what Emilia would suffer, closed our mouths.

"Breaking off the engagement? That's impossible when you're engaged to the Crown Prince, isn't it?"

In this situation, only Emilia keeps talking.

Emilia rubs her body against me as if showing Alicia, saying those words.

Even for doing this to spite Alicia, this is too excessive a gesture for a noble young lady. If rumors of this spread, Emilia won't even be able to get married.

...No, what is this now. Why are you acting like this.

Ch.49 - Evil (3)
"Stop. Back off."

"Yes, Carl."

Emilia obeys my words surprisingly meekly.

As if the atmosphere suggesting she wouldn't let go no matter what had been a lie, Emilia steps away from me and returns to her place.

"Hmm... where should I start... ah, the broken engagement?"

While everyone is struggling to find the right words, Emilia leisurely strolls around the classroom, slowly continuing her speech.

"A broken engagement, you say? What are you talking about? This is the first I'm hearing of it. Do His Highness and Duke Niederbaben know about this too?"

"Shut up."

"Shut up? You're the one who brought it up..."

Emilia laughs with little snickers. Her posture, her laughter—everything is so exaggerated that it's obvious she's deliberately doing this to mock Alicia.

Just as Emilia intends, Alicia bristles and glares at Emilia as if she could kill her, but Emilia isn't the least bit afraid of Alicia's gaze. Rather, as if daring her to try harder, she puffs out her chest confidently and meets Alicia's stare head-on.

"...?"

No, it's more than just meeting it. She even glares back at Alicia with wide eyes, causing Alicia to falter momentarily at Emilia's boldness.

And that brief moment of confusion will be a great opportunity for Emilia to attack.

"Could it be... you don't know? Oh my, wasn't the engagement decided not by Lady Alicia's or His Highness the Crown Prince's will, but by Duke Niederbaben's and His Majesty the Emperor's will?"

"You..."

"Hmm, no matter how I think about it, a broken engagement is impossible. Carl is merely in a master-servant contract relationship with Lady Alicia and nothing more, so I can date Carl. Right?"

Emilia turns her head to look at me. Unlike the gaze she directed at Alicia moments ago, the look she gives me is... filled only with affection.

...Huh? Affection?

That can't be right.

Every time Emilia has appeared and disappeared before us until now, she's never once made such an expression. She's only acted to make me feel favorable toward her.

But those eyes and that expression are...

[Carl?]

At that moment, Alicia's surprisingly cold telepathy fills my head.

Given that telepathy by nature conveys the caster's emotions directly, it's not difficult to guess what Alicia is thinking right now.

[Ah, aah... sorry. I was confused for a moment. It's not what you're thinking.]

[...Carl, I'm telling you I trust that you won't turn your eyes to another woman. What are you talking about?]

But apparently my guess about Alicia's thoughts was wrong. After saying it wasn't difficult to guess, I got it wrong—how embarrassing.

[I'm just a bit angry. Why are you just watching? Help me quickly.]

[Ah.]

The reason for Alicia's anger was surprisingly simple. She was just angry because I wasn't saying anything and was only watching their fight.

Alicia's right. The atmosphere between them was so tense I momentarily forgot.

"...Ahem, I can't."

"What?"

"Emilia, you can't date me."

Emilia blinks and listens to my words in a daze. But unlike the expression she showed me just moments ago, this expression has no emotion.

No, to be precise, it would be more accurate to say she's returned to her usual self.

As if she knew I would say that, like she's performing a well-rehearsed act.

...What?

Did I just imagine things? No, that's not it...

"Why not? Is it because you have to fulfill your duties as a servant? Or is it because you truly love Lady Alicia?"

Emilia asks me in a well-acted tone, as if she can't understand.

...I'm certain.

Emilia knew I would reject her.

What is she aiming for? It makes no sense to ask a question when she already knows how I'll respond.

A question is fundamentally something you ask to find out what you're curious about, but there's no reason to ask about something you already know. This isn't a question.

Hmm... no matter how much I think about it, I don't understand.

Did she just say whatever came to mind because she had nothing to say? That's the most plausible possibility.

"Yes, I love her."

""Ugh...""

When I answer Emilia's words, I hear two girls swallow simultaneously. But the reasons for those swallows are completely different.

Alicia is greatly flustered by my sudden words that sound like a love confession and doesn't know what to do, while Emilia swallows in lamentation at seeing the worst future she imagined come to pass before her eyes.

To give an example... yes, it's similar to when you rewatch a horror movie knowing the whole story—even though you know the scary scene is coming, you can't help but be startled.

"So Emilia, I can't accept your feelings."

"..."

Emilia's mouth closes completely shut. It's a world of difference from how she was talking back to Alicia just moments ago.

That's not the only thing that's changed. Her expression is also no longer acted, fully revealing her own emotions.

The problem is... those emotions aren't sadness or confusion.

Jealousy and envy.

Emilia isn't resenting me for rejecting her confession, but rather hating Alicia—

"I'm fine being second."

"What?"

"I'm saying I don't mind being number two. Just accept me."

What kind of nonsense is this?

Setting aside that she's saying something absurd right in front of Alicia, Emilia is saying something she doesn't mean.

Even though she must know full well I won't accept that, she's saying such things?

This... isn't a proposal to me. She's blatantly picking a fight with Alicia.

[Alicia, hold on. I'll handle this.]

[...]

I hastily stop Alicia from intervening through telepathy.

This... has clearly crossed the line too far. She could resent me, but no matter how much she dislikes Alicia, to openly provoke her like this, to insult her?

I don't know what suddenly possessed her to genuinely like me, but wrong is wrong.

"Honestly, my appearance—it's a bit awkward to say myself, but I'm quite pretty, aren't I? Nowhere would I be inferior—"

"No."

"—...What?"

"I said no. Emilia, do you know why I won't accept your feelings?"

I walk forward and stand before Emilia.

Emilia's face is covered by the shadow created by my body, but even so, her eyes still glow red as if receiving light.

"...Why?"

Emilia clasps her hands together and asks me cautiously.

...Even in this situation, she's acting to gain my favor. I don't know how to evaluate this.

"Because you're ugly."

"...!"

When I bring my face close to Emilia's and say that, her eyes and pupils widen.

I'm not saying this purely to insult Emilia.

When comparing Emilia and Alicia, Alicia looks prettier and cuter to my eyes, but more importantly, it's because of what Emilia just said.

Jealousy and envy? Provocation and hatred? That's possible.

But doing it after being told we're in a loving relationship is a completely different story.

She's not respecting me... no, not respecting Alicia at all.

"..."

"You're ugly and don't meet my standards. So stop such meaningless acts."

Emilia says nothing.

Unlike a few seconds ago, now she just stares at me intently with surprisingly emotionless eyes.

...Emotionless? Wasn't she flustered? No, she was definitely flustered just now.

Then... is she pretending to be strong?

Like how shocked people try to act strong and pretend nothing's wrong, Emilia is also pretending nothing's wrong.

Just how accustomed must she be to fabricating and acting out emotions to hide her own confusion so perfectly... what kind of life has Emilia lived—

*Flinch—*

*...?*

What?

At that moment, something strange, a smell I caught earlier, tickles my nose again. An extremely disgusting, fishy smell. Like rotting meat.

Earlier it appeared suddenly and disappeared too quickly for me to be sure, but now I can be certain.

This smell—Emilia is the source.

Such a smell couldn't come from simply not washing. Yes, it's like something unpleasantly triggering human survival instincts—

"...I apologize."

At that moment, Emilia bows her head to me in a deep apology. The one she should be apologizing to isn't me but Alicia, but I can't focus on that right now.

Because I can now see Emilia's shadow.

Is that really a shadow?

It's too dark. No, rather than dark, it would be more accurate to describe it as pitch black.

As if that part had been erased with an eraser that can delete space, like looking at a cave or deep sea where not a single ray of light enters—it's too pitch black.

What is this—

"Then I'll be taking my leave."

*Creeeeak—*

While I'm flustered, Emilia straightens up, turns around, opens the classroom door, and leaves.

It seems some students were eavesdropping with their ears pressed to the door, as I can see several students acting unnaturally beyond the door.

Since Emilia has her back turned to us, I can't see what expression she's making... but the students' pale faces allow me to infer what expression Emilia is wearing right now.

Emilia's shadow has returned to being an ordinary shadow. As if what I saw moments ago was just a dream.

Ch.50 - Evil (4)
"Carl, well done. It was a bit weak, but look at that bitch's face."

Alicia smiles with satisfaction, grinning from ear to ear.

Even though I simply called her ugly instead of delivering the intense insult Alicia had wanted, Emilia was greatly shocked and ran away with her tail between her legs, which seems to please Alicia immensely.

But I can't feel any sense of accomplishment like Alicia does. I should be happy that Emilia, who had been buzzing around like a mosquito, has disappeared, but that shadow, that smell—it's making me far too anxious.

What the hell was that...? I never wrote anything like that. No, in the first place, Emilia was just a minor character meant to bring down Alicia. I never wrote detailed descriptions of Emilia to begin with.

"Carl, what's wrong?"

"...I have a bad feeling."

"Huh? A feeling?"

That shadow and smell that seemed to stimulate a primal fear in living creatures—the more I think about it, the more cold sweat forms all over my body.

My survival instinct is ringing alarm bells. It's telling me I absolutely cannot just stay still like this.

I need to find the reason. By any means necessary, I need to discover the source of this fear.

"I'm going to The Black Market for a bit."

"Huh? Why? Are you going to kill her off completely?"

...No, why would you think that?

The Black Market does take assassination jobs, but isn't that thinking a bit too extreme?

"...It's not that, I just want to get some information."

"Really? Come back safely."

"Got it."

In this novel full of plot holes and empty story, the only thing that's certain is Medeia's existence. As long as she receives payment, Medeia will grant anything, has no particular malice, and as a witch who has lived for a long time, she knows many things about the world.

If it's Medeia, she should be able to tell me about that shadow of Emilia's, the source of that fear-filled smell coming from her.

**********

[Hmm... truly a fascinating fellow.]

Whether it knows my heart or not, Asmo, the demon living inside my mind, offers various impressions about Carl.

Saying things like how fascinating he is, how its eye for people was right after all, and other bizarre comments, cluttering up my mental world.

But I can't say anything about it.

Because what matters about Carl is more important than whatever nonsense Asmo is spouting.

'...This is a first.'

Being rejected at the door like this.

Being insulted like this.

Being seen as ugly.

But strangely, I don't feel bad. If you ask whether my feelings are positive or negative, they're closer to positive.

[Because you're ugly.]

'Ugh...'

Carl's face—no, Lord Carl's face—is still vivid in my eyes: casting heavy shadows on his face, looking down at me, glaring at me with gleaming eyes.

I can't understand others' emotions, can't understand why others emit such feelings, but perhaps as compensation from God, I can clearly tell what emotions others are feeling.

The emotion Lord Carl feels toward me... was simply disgust.

Lord Carl, who until just moments ago had been looking at me with eyes full of favor, immediately changed his emotions upon hearing me ask to be accepted as his second. He removed his favor and filled his eyes with nothing but disgust for me.

Lord Carl's emotions, which hadn't budged no matter how much I tried to build his favor over the past month, changed with just that one statement, with just insulting that bitch Alicia.

Twitch—

The corners of my mouth wriggle on their own and rise upward. My facial muscles move of their own accord, creating a smile.

Ah... this won't do. This shouldn't happen.

To feel good just because I was treated roughly—isn't that like having a mental illness?

Ah, it's not like having one, I actually do have one.

[...Are you feeling joy?]

Asmo speaks in surprise from within my mental world, but that's not what's important right now.

The only thing that matters is somehow restoring Lord Carl's heart.

I felt favor because he has a very unique personality like mine, and that feeling has grown even stronger. Somehow... somehow I want to get Lord Carl in my hands. I want to make Lord Carl look only at me. I don't want to lose him to anyone.

Right, Alicia. That bitch, that adulteress is the problem.

If only she weren't there, I could become Lord Carl's companion.

Since I have a similar personality and love Lord Carl, there's no way Lord Carl wouldn't love me.

The reason Lord Carl gave me such a look is simply because that adulteress is by his side, covering his eyes. If I just kill and eliminate the adulteress, Lord Carl will be able to love properly.

Of course, I mustn't forget that in addition to simply eliminating the adulteress, I need to bestow a "blessing" upon Lord Carl to erase his misguided feelings.

'Asmo, what if I double the hearts used for the enchantment spell—so 200 instead? Can I make it more certain, make him look only at me?'

[200... that's quite excessive. With that much, you could produce an effect similar to being struck by the golden arrow shot by the god of love. He'd be able to die for you, and if separated from you, he'd go mad craving love while tearing at his own skin. He wouldn't even recognize other people's faces and would only be able to properly perceive your face.]

'Perfect.'

I don't know about other things, but it is somewhat concerning that he might suffer enough to tear at his own skin, but well, it doesn't really matter. As long as that adulteress disappears, only I will always be by Lord Carl's side, so there's no need to worry about side effects from separation.

And even if we really do get separated... to love me so much that he'd self-harm to that degree—how romantic is that?

Ah... please wait until then, Lord Carl.

**********

When I first came to The Black Market, the golem guards didn't recognize me, but not anymore.

The golem guards who confirmed my arrival immediately bow their heads to me, then familiarly guide me to the mirror that leads to where Medeia is. The Black Market customers look at me appraisingly upon seeing the guards' sudden reaction, but since I'm wearing a cloak over my entire body, there's no chance my identity will be revealed.

Shwoooong—

It's the same as before.

Just as the sky seems to turn violet, it instantly becomes pitch black.

In the gloomy, dark scenery, something shining like moonlight comes into view.

It's Medeia.

"We meet again like this."

"It's been four years. To come again, what change of heart could you have had when you disliked it so much— Urk..."

...Huh?

What's this?

Medeia, who had been greeting me with a smirk, suddenly gags and covers her nose and mouth with both hands.

Not just covering them.

She's even crumpling her face, filling it with disgust.

What, why is she acting like that?

"Just what... what bastard did this? What bastard dared to ignore my marking and try to steal...!!"

"Excuse me... what are you talking about?"

"Who is it, who did you meet? Who put such a disgusting smell on you?"

Medeia recites several incomprehensible words, but I can clearly understand at least one thing.

Disgusting smell.

That's exactly why I came here, so there's no way I wouldn't understand.

"I came here because of that smell too."

"What?"

"?"

Why are you suddenly acting like that now?

Medeia, who just moments ago was furiously grinding her teeth in anger, is now wide-eyed in great surprise as if nothing had happened.

Seeing her emotions change back and forth so quickly, she's like some kind of bipolar patient.

"You smelled this? You can smell it?"

"Yes? Ah, yes. Whether I should call it a fishy smell or the smell of rotting meat, anyway, I came here curious about that smell. There's someone I know, and whenever I go near that person, I smell it."

"...Really?"

Medeia, who seemed like she would destroy everything around her in extreme anger, now listens to my words with an attitude and gaze that are far too calm, as if nothing had happened.

No, rather than calm, should I say she's full of curiosity?

Anyway, Medeia is urging me with her atmosphere to hurry up and say more.

"It's not just the smell. That person's shadow is too dark. No, it's pitch black. As if no light exists at all. At a glance, you could mistake the shadow for a cliff."

"Guide me."

"Pardon?"

"Guide me to that person."

Medeia's clothes, which looked like typical witch attire, change to the kind of mage robes commonly seen on the streets today. Despite being thousands of years old, Medeia has quite modern fashion sense.

Medeia's eyes, which had been full of mystery, remain the same, but aside from that, everything from her hair to her atmosphere makes her look like an ordinary woman.

More importantly, guide her? I came to ask about the identity of the smell, but what is she suddenly talking about?

"Wait—"

"I'll take payment not in gold but with your body later."

I hurriedly opened my mouth to stop Medeia, but she only coldly looked at me with an attitude that wouldn't allow objections, declaring it just like that.

No, I'm not trying to pay you, I'm saying you don't need to follow me, just tell me the cause... Well, whatever. It might be better to meet directly for more certainty anyway.

And the word choice is a bit awkward.

She probably just means she wants to study my body, but others might be shocked if they heard that.
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Alicia's eyes widen as she sees me.

Though it was only for a moment, her eyes went so wide they nearly showed the whites all around—enough to tell just how shocked Alicia was.

[Alicia?]

[Ah, uh... I'm fine. Just startled for a moment.]

That seemed like quite a long pause for "just a moment." Your telepathy is packed with all kinds of emotions.

Even though I'd already explained the situation to Alicia via telepathy beforehand—that I'd be going to the Academy with Medeia—seeing her react like this, it seems that even when you know something in advance, seeing it with your own eyes has quite a different impact.

[You shouldn't whisper between yourselves with someone right next to you.]

"—?!"

In that instant, Medeia's voice suddenly echoes through both our heads.

Telepathy in this world fundamentally requires knowing information about the recipient. You convert your emotions and thoughts into code arranged with runic characters, transform it into magical power information that a mage can handle, then broadcast that resource in all directions to send it to the recipient—that's telepathy.

If you don't specify a recipient, everyone would be able to know your thoughts, so before sending telepathy, you apply post-processing magic to it—like the recipient's magical power information or soul characteristics—so that only the recipient can receive the telepathy.

But... why is Medeia listening to our telepathy?

And she's not just listening—she's even shooting telepathy back at us.

Seeing Alicia so startled, I can tell I'm not the only one hearing this telepathy.

*...How?*

Even if I could do it, there's no way Medeia could know information about Alicia.

What method did she use—

"What? It's simple. I just didn't do any post-processing."

"...?"

Wait, what is she talking about?

She didn't do post-processing?

So she just broadcast the telepathy in all directions without processing it so only specific people could receive it? Like shouting at the top of her lungs?

Uh... wait a minute.

This is the Academy. An academy that researches magic.

In the middle of such a place, Medeia—a witch who's lived thousands of years and thus has extremely unusual magical power—broadcast magical power containing telepathy in all directions, which means—

[What the—!!]

[Emergency, emergency!!]

Eeeeeeeeeng—!!!

Sounds of countless people crying out in shock come simultaneously from detection devices planted throughout the Academy, and soon an ear-splitting alarm fills the air everywhere.

...Fuck.

"What the hell did you just do?!"

"Well, if I do it this way, the bastard I'm looking for will pop out on his own."

I was so instantly furious that I dropped formalities and confronted Medeia, but she doesn't seem particularly bothered by my rudeness and just brushes it off.

Her attitude makes me even more infuriated.

Shouldn't she at least pretend to apologize? There's a limit to being unreasonable...!!

"Anyway, I'll hide in your shadow for a bit. Run away on your own."

"...What is this."

In that moment, Medeia's entire body suddenly turns pitch black and melts down like slime.

Her melted body assimilates with my shadow.

Like screens from two beam projectors overlapping into one, they merged together completely naturally without any resistance.

...This shadow is exactly like Emilia's shadow.

At a glance it looks like an ordinary shadow, but if you look carefully, it's far too black.

[I've taken care of it, so they won't be able to escape. Go find Emilia.]

Medeia's telepathy echoes in my head.

Unlike before when she was broadcasting in all directions, now she's targeting the telepathy so only I can hear it.

...Having to be grateful for something that should be obvious—it feels like my way of thinking is getting twisted.

And what does she mean they won't be able to escape? She just scattered magical power containing telepathy everywhere.

[Alicia, let's go quickly. It'll be trouble if we stay here.]

[Yeah, looks like it.]

Anyway, if we stay here even a moment longer, we'll be in serious trouble when the mages come running, so we need to leave here quickly.

I don't know what she's aiming for, but she could have at least told us beforehand...!

**********

[This telepathy is— Run away.]

*...?*

Emilia, who was tearing out a mage's heart to kill them as usual, hears Asmo's scream from within her mind.

Since Asmo had never been like this before, Emilia tilts her head in great puzzlement.

Of course, the magical power contained in the telepathy was quite bizarre, but even so, Asmo's reaction seems far too extreme to Emilia.

Isn't he trembling like a rabbit before a lion?

*...Okay, I understand.*

But Emilia doesn't bother to press for answers about her questions.

Because to Emilia, Asmo's words are truth. Because Asmo has never once done anything harmful to her.

From the outside, one might ask if Emilia is being too naive in trusting a demon.

However, Emilia has a contract with Asmo.

As a demon, Asmo cannot arbitrarily break the contract relationship once he's received compensation, so at this point, the being Emilia can trust more than anything else is precisely Asmo.

Emilia roughly swallows the mage's corpse—now cold with its heart torn out—into her shadow, then hurriedly leaves.

Following Asmo's urgent voice, Emilia heads straight for the gate, trying to leave the Academy quickly.

Kiiing—!!

*...?*

[What...!!]

But Emilia cannot get outside.

Something transparent like a massive barrier is blocking Emilia's path.

What's even more troublesome is the reaction of the surrounding students.

"Huh...?"

"What's wrong?"

"That person just bumped into thin air, didn't they? What's that about?"

"Hey hey, she'll hear you. Keep it down."

Unlike Emilia, other people can enter and exit the gate without any problem.

Having suddenly reacted as if hitting some wall and stopped in midair, Emilia quietly swallows and assesses the situation.

*...It's a barrier. Seeing that only I can't pass through... Don't tell me the Academy found out?*

From just the current situation, Emilia makes the most plausible judgment.

Since she's been running wild at the Academy so much, the Academy must have discovered traces of the demon she failed to erase and put up a barrier to block demons from escaping.

[No, that's not it. Except for that one incident, I've never failed to erase traces.]

*Then what is it?*

[A witch. That old hag is angry at me.]

*A witch... Was her name Medeia? Why would she?*

[Because she smelled me on Carl's body, so she came running.]

However, Emilia's judgment is immediately corrected by Asmo.

Unlike before, realizing they can't escape from here even if they hurry, Asmo begins explaining the current situation.

[That crazy bitch—I haven't done anything as I warned her, yet she pulls this shit?]

*But you were planning to do it. You're even gathering materials like this to use an enchantment spell.*

[But what's important is I haven't done anything yet. That woman invaded the Academy for the absurd reason that she smelled me on Carl's body.]

*Hmm... Really?*

Emilia finds this situation curious while also being slightly disappointed.

For Asmo to be this frightened—it's far too different from the demon Emilia had imagined.

Emilia narrows her eyes and thinks.

In a way that creates a new personality, in a way that even Asmo, seated in her mental world, can't detect.

That she shouldn't trust this one that much either. That someday she needs to make Asmo completely *hers*.

*Then it's simple. I haven't done anything wrong yet, so I just need to act confidently, right?*

[...That's true, but common sense doesn't work on Medeia. She'll go on a rampage blaming me for getting close enough to leave my scent on Carl's body—]

"Emilia, there you are."

The voice of Asmo heard in her mental world is instantly overlaid by an external voice entering through her ears.

Emilia turns her head like a snapping rubber band toward where the voice came from, and soon smiles gently.

Not acting, but purely from the emotion called love.

"Lord Carl!!... And Lady Alicia. It's good to see you."

"...This smell, Medeia was right."

"...Tsk."

Since Carl had lashed out at her so much, Emilia had intended not to meet Carl until she'd gathered all 200 hearts as materials.

Yet since Carl came looking for her first, Emilia can't help but be moved. Though her standards for being moved are far too distorted and strange, that's how girls in love tend to be.

"So you're Emilia."

"Lord Carl, I'm sorry for speaking too harshly last time. I'd like to make it up to you somehow, so what should I—"

"—...?"

Even though Medeia, who emerged from Carl's shadow, is standing right in front of her face pressuring her, Emilia fixes all her senses solely on Carl.

Realizing that Emilia isn't deliberately ignoring her but truly just hasn't noticed her at all, Medeia can't even get angry and is simply dumbfounded.
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"...You still haven't come to your senses, have you?"

"..."

Of course, even if all her senses were focused on Carl to the point where she couldn't notice anyone else, the story would be different if someone physically blocked Carl from her view.

Alicia thrust herself forward to shield Carl with her body, glaring at Emilia with hostility written all over her face, and Emilia stopped talking to glare back at Alicia.

"I, Carl, told you so many times, yet you still can't let go of your lingering attachment. Why do you think we came looking for you in the first place?"

"That's obviously because you—"

"Stop talking nonsense. You're not stupid enough to not know why we're here, are you?"

"—..."

Standing in front of Carl, Alicia gestured with her eyes toward what was behind Emilia—the academy gate that Emilia hadn't been able to leave through—and Emilia closed her mouth.

Only then, with her head finally cooled, could Emilia hear the voice of Asmo living in her mental world.

Asmo's words—telling her to run away quickly, to absolutely not attack—were so pathetic for a demon that they were almost laughable.

"...Who are you?"

"Doesn't it bother you?"

"To say it doesn't bother me at all... the sky turning purple is a bit surprising. All the students around us suddenly disappeared too."

Emilia spoke with remarkable composure, addressing Medeia casually despite Asmo's fear of her. Even though such intense bloodlust was being directed at her, Emilia wasn't afraid at all.

Well, strictly speaking, this bloodlust wasn't aimed at her.

It was directed toward her, but only toward Asmo inside her.

"Hmm... did the demon make her emotions disappear? To withstand this bloodlust head-on."

"Pardon...? What do you mean?"

"She's definitely not normal. She has no emotions."

Emilia acted casually while thinking to herself.

*If things continue like this, Asmo will die at the hands of this old hag who only looks young.*

Honestly, she didn't care what happened to Asmo as an individual, but it would be quite troublesome if she could no longer use Asmo's power. She hadn't even gathered all the materials yet—if she lost Asmo, wouldn't she be unable to obtain Carl's love?

If Asmo died, Emilia would become just an ordinary girl. An ordinary girl who couldn't win Carl's heart.

**********

*That can't happen. It can't. It absolutely can't.*

[Emilia, what are you trying to do!?]

Asmo began speaking frantically, terrified.

Even though Asmo was clearly speaking from within her mental world where she should be able to hear perfectly clearly, Asmo's voice gradually faded as time passed.

It was like watching someone on horseback shouting as they disappeared beyond the horizon.

[Stop, stop right n—...]

*Shut up.*

So I should just stay still?

Somehow, somehow I have to escape from here.

This barrier blocking me is incredibly strong, but its structure isn't meticulous. It's not a barrier created by carefully weaving spells, but one deployed solely centered around Medeia as an individual.

In other words, if I can just do something about Medeia—yes, if I kill her—I can escape from here.

Medeia is strong.

Seeing how terrified Asmo is—Asmo who said she could handle both the powerful Carl and Alicia simultaneously—I probably couldn't even scratch her in a direct fight.

But... isn't a witch still a living creature?

She must eat to survive, she'll bleed if stabbed with a knife, and if you cut open her belly, her intestines will spill out.

What, it's simple.

"Hmm... the soul's wear is severe and the idea can't be considered human either. Too corrupted by the demon— Kugh...!?"

*Swoooosh—!!!*

As I swung my hand left and right toward Medeia with malice, my body became wonderfully warm and damp with a sound like water gushing from a fountain.

It felt like soaking in a moderately lukewarm hot spring.

As I thought, my prediction was right.

What good is being strong? If you get stabbed with a knife, you all bleed the same.

Didn't she expect me to attack at all? For someone called an excellent mage, she couldn't even put up a shield.

"Kugh...!"

Medeia, her belly slashed left and right, leaped back to distance herself from me.

The sight of blood scattering from her flying body... was quite beautiful.

If only that stream had been a bit thicker, it might have made a rainbow.

"Emilia, what are you doing!!"

"Yes?"

"...Looking at her condition, it seems it's already too late."

Carl, Alicia, and Medeia are all too naive.

Even looking at me now, don't they still think I'm not acting of my own will but being manipulated by Asmo?

In one way, it's a bit sad. Carl isn't properly seeing me for who I am.

But well, for now that's actually better.

If I kill Medeia and kill that bitch Alicia too, I can blame everything on Asmo. Even if I fail.

[Wha...! What is this? I've never heard of anything like this— Kyaaaah!!]

I can hear Asmo screaming in my mental world.

I don't know why he's suddenly acting like that... but well, that's not important right now, so it doesn't really matter.

*KWAAAAANG—!!*

As I thrust my hand toward Alicia, a giant hand covered in black shell struck at Alicia.

Huh...? Is this my hand...?

Hmm, well, it's probably fine. It doesn't feel that bad.

Of course it looks quite hideous, but I don't need to worry much about that either.

Because Carl would love me even if I've changed like this.

**********

"Alicia, are you okay?"

"Ugh... Carl, thank you. I survived thanks to you."

Thanks to the shield spell I deployed, Alicia fortunately wasn't hurt.

The attack on Alicia was so sudden that I panicked. For a moment, the worst-case scenarios flashed through my mind like a revolving lantern.

The attack was so fast I worried the shield might have been too late, but thank goodness... Phew.

...No, it's not yet at a level where I can say "thank goodness."

"Carl. I love you."

"..."

I have to somehow return Emilia to normal.

Making a love confession to me so calmly while doing things that could never earn her love?

Emilia was always like that, but now she's even more impossible to consider normal.

It's not just her mind that can't be considered normal.

The red horns on Emilia's head, the bat-like wings on her back, and those grotesquely demonic arms—no matter who looked at her, the current Emilia couldn't possibly be seen as human.

If Medeia hadn't used subspace magic, Emilia would have been marked by countless people and wouldn't be able to live a normal life even after removing the demon.

"Medeia, are you okay too?"

"Kugh... Yeah, I'm fine. I won't die from just this."

"For someone who was so confident, your defense was breached pretty easily, wasn't it?"

Unlike when she received the first attack, Medeia is acting far too nonchalant, and because of that, I can't act too seriously either.

My mouth moves on its own to tease Medeia.

No, it's not teasing—it's a legitimate question.

What kind of witch uses all sorts of bizarre magic including spatial magic but gets her belly slashed because her guard was broken by a demon's claws?

"...There was no killing intent."

"Pardon?"

"I couldn't sense any killing intent or aggression from that girl. That's why I didn't perceive the attack and ended up like this. The price of being too reliant on my senses and becoming arrogant."

"...Well, that's different then."

Then the story changes considerably.

It can't be helped. Even if I had been there, I wouldn't have been able to stop Emilia from attacking.

"How dare... I don't know what kind of demon it is, but I'll make sure it pays dearly for doing this...!"

Medeia, healing the wound on her belly, burns with hostility.

It's quite bizarre that she's not using healing magic but just brutally forcing magical power into the wound area. Doing it that way will inevitably take a long time to recover.

"Aren't you going to use healing magic?"

"As a witch, healing magic composed of light attributes doesn't work on me. I have no choice but to use this inefficient method."

"You received something bad in exchange for a long lifespan."

"...Are you picking a fight with me right now? What about my age? What's wrong with it?"

"No, I didn't say anything about your age. Just that the price of a long lifespan—"

"That's the same thing!!"

What an annoying woman.

Why is she getting all worked up over nothing? This must be that spinster hysteria I've only heard about—

"Both of you, stop the chit-chat!! Let's focus on that girl first!!"

Finally, unable to watch any longer, Alicia shouted, and only then did Medeia's and my attention return to Emilia.

Somehow she seems to have become more hideous in appearance than a few minutes ago.

The giant right hand has now returned to normal size as if it had never been enlarged, but aside from that, everything about her is far from a normal person.

Demonic shell has taken the place of her melted clothes, and her skin has turned some shade of purple.

Yet through it all, her red eyes and white hair remain the same.

What is she, some red-eyed whi— no, let's stop that.

"Carl, please wait. I'll handle this quick— Ugh...!"

*KRKRKRKRK—!!*

"That's my line. Wait. I'll handle this quickly."

Anyway, there's only one thing to do now—subdue Emilia and kill the demon that's taken root inside her.

I lunged forward and brought my sword down on Emilia, creating tremendous sparks like welding.

Just wait a bit. I'll finish this quickly.
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"Hehehe..."

"...?"

Despite being attacked by me, Emilia shows no particular reaction. No, saying she shows no reaction would be wrong since she's clearly delighted like that.

With the corners of her mouth raised high, Emilia laughs madly with her face flushed red. It's not a forced laugh, but genuine joy welling up from deep within her heart, which is quite mind-boggling.

Why is she suddenly acting like this again—

"It touched me... finally, on my body. Carl's... ah... ahhh..."

"..."

Damn it.

Emilia writhes her body. At a glance, one might mistake it for her reaching sexual climax.

...No, is it even a mistake?

She's that happy just because my sword touched her body?

Uh... well... I can't understand her way of thinking at all.

I haven't done a single thing to win Emilia's heart, so what the hell.

Crackle—!!

BOOOOM—!!

"Ugh..."

While I'm staring blankly at Emilia in disbelief, suddenly a tingling sound rings in my ears, followed by a loud explosion, and my vision instantly fills with dust.

When I turn around, there stands Alicia with her face heavily shadowed, her orange eyes flashing as she extends her staff straight forward.

"You're disgustingly seducing Carl at every opportunity. Carl, I took care of it for you."

"Uh... yeah, thanks."

Actually, I'm more bewildered than grateful, but I have no choice but to say thanks. If I say anything else right now, Alicia seems like she'll do something quite strange.

"Alicia!! How dare you—"

"Shut up."

BOOOOM—!!

As the dust settles, Emilia tries to say something in great anger, but Alicia doesn't even listen and continues attacking.

Normally one would at least listen to what's being said, but Alicia seems to loathe Emilia so much she doesn't even want to do that.

"Carl, Medeia said to just hold out until she finishes healing, right? She says five minutes is enough... honestly, isn't it a bit annoying?"

"What is?"

"We should tear Emilia apart with our own hands. Don't you think?"

"...No, what do you mean tear her apart? We need to subdue her and extract the demon."

"Ah... well, yeah. Right. We need to subdue her."

Alicia, who momentarily revealed her true feelings, hastily takes back her words. She's pretending to be convinced and glossing over it, but if given the chance, she'll try to end Emilia's life.

...Geez, was Emilia's behavior really that infuriating?

I've managed her well until now to prevent Alicia from awakening to bloodlust, but for it to turn out like this—what a headache.

"ALICIAAAA!!!!"

Emilia screams at Alicia and rushes at her quickly. In that instant, I see Emilia with her wings spread wide on both sides, her face full of rage as she reaches toward Alicia.

Emilia's hands are covered with thorny black shells, looking quite grotesque.

But Alicia doesn't move at all, simply glaring at Emilia with her face heavily shadowed.

Alicia hasn't failed to react. She's simply trusting in me.

CLANG—!!

"Emilia."

"—Ugh, Carl...!!"

When I hastily raise my sword to block Emilia's path, she panics and pulls back the grotesquely transformed hands.

Seeing how she urgently stopped her attack as soon as she confirmed I'd intervened, it seems Emilia is maintaining some degree of consciousness despite the demon controlling her body.

Emilia, who twisted her body to change the trajectory of her attack, ends up face-down on the ground and calls out to me. Her voice is full of grievance.

...She really doesn't know what situation she's in. I need to extract the demon quickly.

"Why, why are you blocking me... I'll quickly—"

"Honestly, I don't have feelings of affection, but I don't dislike you that much either. It'll hurt quite a bit, but bear with it reasonably."

"—...You still haven't come to your senses. Please wait just a little."

Emilia's eyes looking at me are full of pity along with love. She has eyes similar to looking at an abandoned dog.

...I could understand if I were making those eyes, but for Emilia to look at me with such eyes.

I need to end this quickly.

**********

CLANG CLANG CLANG—!!

*Ugh...!*

It's quite difficult even though not even five minutes have passed.

I don't know why, but I felt so good that I thought I could quickly kill Alicia, but the resistance is much fiercer than expected.

It's not simply difficult because I don't want to hurt Carl.

Since a certain degree of pain is quite appropriate for expressing love, while I might hesitate to kill Carl, I've never hesitated to hurt him.

And yet... what is this?

*I can't find an opening...!*

The cooperation between Carl and Alicia is too perfect. Although Alicia is using magic at nearly instant-cast speed, as a mage she inevitably has some gaps due to inherent limitations.

I desperately tried to exploit those gaps to tear apart Alicia's limbs, but each time my attacks were blocked by Carl's sword.

Moreover, it's not simply blocked. While blocking my attacks, he counterattacks, and when Alicia finishes preparing and delivers follow-up strikes, I can't withstand it at all.

What makes it even harder to endure is Carl's attitude.

*He's clearly going easy on me...*

If Carl had been trying to kill me, I would have been dead long ago. Despite my posture being disrupted by fatal hits from Alicia's attacks more than once or twice, Carl wielding his sword at me has never once stabbed my vital points.

Ahh... as expected, he's so kind.

I need to quickly remove that witch Alicia from his side—

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG—!!

"—Ugh...!"

While thinking other thoughts, Carl's sword swiftly strikes down at me again.

With red sparks flying, the shell covering my body is cut away. Since it's the shell and not flesh, it doesn't hurt much, but the burden is too severe since I consume magical power when regenerating the shell.

There are so many areas with flesh, yet he keeps attacking only the shell... as expected, Carl likes me—

WHOOOOSH—!!

"Ah, ahhhhh...!"

At that moment, unbearably hot heat engulfs my entire body. Without needing to see who did it, this is Alicia's doing.

While Carl kindly shows mercy and attacks me appropriately, that bitch Alicia doesn't care about such things and is pouring out magic solely to kill me.

How dare... how dare...

I really need to kill Alicia. If such a woman stays by Carl's side, Carl will become unhappy—

Thud thud—

"...Huh?"

What's this?

I clearly lifted my waist upward, tried to bend my legs to stand on both feet, but my body won't move. My head is still on the ground.

That's not all.

This sensation of something falling away from my body—it feels so unpleasant.

What on earth... is happening...

"Phew... finally it's over. Just how many more times did I have to kill her?"

"...?"

I hear Alicia's voice from far away.

Finally over? How many more times to kill?

What is she talking about— wait?

"My body..."

My legs, wings, horns, shells have turned to salt.

Despite still feeling sensation in my legs, what I see with my eyes seems too much like a lie.

Why...? How...?

"...Let's just leave her like this for now. If we kill her one more time, she'll really die."

"Can't we just kill her?"

"Alicia."

"Ehehe, just kidding. Kidding. Medeia seems to have finished healing too, so we can leave extracting the demon to Medeia."

As I lie on the ground in a daze, right in front of me Carl wipes his sweat and casually converses with Alicia.

His attitude suggests he doesn't think even for a moment that I could attack.

Lying on the ground looking at the sword Carl is holding, I see red blood and pieces of internal organs—all sorts of things dripping from the sword's tip.

But what's important now isn't such things.

Why... why are you doing this?

Why are you... with me lying here in front of you... why are you happily conversing with Alicia?

Ugh... ah... ah...

Snap—

A sound of something breaking in my head, and heat returns to my body that had become so cold.

...Right, that's it.

There's still a way.

The mages' hearts I've collected so far. It's not 200 but only 70... but still, it should have some effect.

"Phew... it was quite difficult, but fortunately. I didn't think we could stop Emilia without Medeia's help—"

WHOOOOSH—

"—...!?"

As I lie on the ground and extend both arms toward the sky, countless magic circles are created. The sky that had been full of purple until just now is now filled with bright red magic circles.

"What is this..."

"...Enchantment Spell?"

"Carl, get away!!"

From the center of the magic circles, the hearts I'd collected fall down, then turn black and disappear. As if transformed into tar and oil.

The black sticky liquid created by the hearts melting between the countless overlapping magic circles settles in, then shoots out in a straight line and burrows directly into Carl's body.

...Got it.

Ch.54 - Final Battle (4)
'...?'

What is this...?

The world is dark.

No, can I even call this dark? Strictly speaking, there's plenty of light, but my eyes simply can't recognize it properly.

My eyes aren't recognizing anything properly. Even though the light reflected and bouncing off objects enters my eyes accurately, my brain refuses to interpret the visual information received through my eyes.

Except for one single thing.

*Thump—*

My heart pounds as I look at Emilia, completely torn to shreds.

It's not just pounding. It aches maddeningly, hurts so much I want to clutch my chest.

Her lower body has turned to salt and disappeared, and her stomach is horrifically grotesque beyond description from the dozens of times I stabbed and slashed it.

This absolutely, absolutely isn't a scene that should evoke such emotions.

*Thump— Thump—*

"......!!"

"......!"

Clearly some sound is reaching my ears, but I can't interpret it. If I carefully break down and interpret the sounds one by one, I can guess they're words and sentences formed by combining them, but when I try to piece them together, I simply can't understand. Even though I clearly heard them with my ears.

It's the same as when I look with my eyes. My brain refuses to interpret the auditory information received through my ears.

As if there are no brain cells to spare for such useless things. As if it's more correct to focus on Emilia than such nonsense.

My brain goes beyond simply not interpreting information—it even makes me feel extreme revulsion. My brain cries out to quickly escape from those bizarre sounds.

This is... what is this... urgh...!

"Carl..."

"..."

In this situation, only Emilia has composure.

Like a kindergartener who finally got what they wanted, Emilia makes no effort to hide the joy filling her face as she looks at me and speaks with a broad smile.

And my brain, which until just moments ago refused to interpret all sensory information, now interprets everything about Emilia as if nothing had happened.

My brain is forcing me to take in even more about Emilia.

My brain pumps out dopamine like crazy, drowning my body in pleasure, while simultaneously focusing all five senses on Emilia. Even though I clearly recognize that this entire situation is abnormal, all my senses are concentrated on Emilia, so I can't grasp proper information.

All the information my body can take in is filled only with things about Emilia. And in a favorable direction at that.

All the information my brain can interpret is completely contaminated, so I can't tell what's wrong and what's right... but I can know one thing for certain.

That Emilia caused this current situation.

I can only know things about Emilia, and looking at the emotions I feel toward her, I can't help but know even if I don't want to.

"Finally... finally together with me—"

"...Did you do this?"

"—Huh, what...?"

Emilia is greatly flustered by my reaction.

She clearly expected to hear words craving love and affection, but instead heard words filled with hatred and suspicion, so she can't help but react that way.

"Wh-why... I clearly succeeded properly..."

"...Emilia, you're pretty. So pretty. Your legs were torn off and shredded long ago, your stomach became complete rags from my attacks, creating a truly horrific scene, but even so, you're so pretty and lovely I could go crazy."

"Huh, what...? No, it succeeded proper—"

"But that's not true love."

I speak while desperately holding back my waist from bending forward on its own to embrace Emilia.

Certainly, my body right now loves Emilia. But that love isn't the kind of love people—humans—speak of.

What do you think of when you hear "love between lovers"?

Of course carnal pleasure comes to mind, but even excluding that, don't all sorts of things come to mind? Mental communion, the innocence of being too embarrassed to properly express love, lovers who love each other but can't progress further, and so on?

But the emotion I feel toward Emilia right now is only lust. Nothing else is felt.

This... this isn't love.

To me right now, Emilia just looks like a tool to satisfy sexual desire.

In a biological sense, she's an object of love, but in a human sense, she's not an object of love.

"C-Carl. Look. I'm pretty, right? Right?"

"...Yes, you're pretty. But you can't break my will with just this."

"...What? Just this? It's me. Why would you say something so harsh—"

"Emilia, Medeia!!"

The more I talk with Emilia, the more my brain drowns in lust, making proper thought difficult.

Forcibly suppressing what my mouth and throat hate, enduring my brain's refusal to the point of madness, I shout another woman's name from my mouth instead of Emilia's.

I only called her name and couldn't say anything else, but I have no doubt that my will was properly conveyed to both of them.

"C-Carl... Carl..."

Emilia seems greatly shocked that another woman's name flowed from my mouth.

Emilia is greatly frustrated and dejected, and the more I watch her like that, the more my chest aches. Beyond my heart pounding, it's so suffocating.

My body is making a fuss, telling me to quickly embrace Emilia, to make her cry out in pleasure rather than pain like that.

Urgh... argh...

"Please... please, just hold me once. Okay?"

*Snap—*

When Emilia reaches her hand toward me with reddened eyes and says that, something snaps in my head.

My body starts moving on its own.

Until now I desperately barely held on, but as time passes, my body seems unable to withstand the lust.

The basic desires all living things have are appetite, sleep, and sexual desire, and sexual desire is especially strong as it's the most fundamental reason living things exist.

I can't... I can't hold on. It's too hard.

No... I can't... if I do this—...!!

*Thwack—!!*

As even my thoughts gradually become stained with lust, I can no longer hold on.

When I strike my head with my fist filled with all my magical power, along with tremendous pain, my head that had been so stuffy until now becomes clear.

My focus wavers and I can't look at objects properly. My head hurts like it's splitting, and the pain starting at the back of my neck flows down my spine and spreads throughout my body in an instant.

But strangely, this is more comfortable.

It hurts so much from the pain covering my entire body, but thanks to that, I can escape from the desire called lust.

"………!!!!"

Some sound reaches my ears. I still can't properly understand what's being said... but I can understand just one thing.

They're worried about me.

My vision blurred from the blood flowing from my head, but thanks to that, I can actually see Alicia's appearance.

It's very blurry because I can barely see through the blood covering my eyes, but it's much better compared to before when I couldn't see at all.

Alicia's expression is on the verge of tears.

What, making that kind of expression.

She's never made that expression before—she must be quite flustered. How cute.

**********

*Flinch—*

"Urgh...!"

My eyes open with a sensation like falling from somewhere. My whole body is drenched in cold sweat, and my legs are trembling from the shock of the falling hallucination.

'Here, where is this— Ah, a bed?'

When I turn my head to the side, neatly arranged pure white bedding greets me. Judging by how it subtly reflects light, it seems to be made of silk.

Silk bedding, what's that about? It's not like it's grandma's bedding.

It would be soft and have good texture, but it would be too heavy for good sleep quality.

"Ugh... what on earth happened—"

*Squish—*

"—...?"

I press my forehead with one hand and push myself up with the other hand on the bedding, but something feels strange. Since it's clearly a bed, I should feel bed springs or cotton or bedding, but the sensation in my hand isn't anything like that.

It's like a living creature—no, more like human flesh—

"C-Carl...?"

"...Alicia?"

Before I can turn my head to see what's going on, Alicia's voice reaches my ears. It's Alicia's voice in a tone I've never heard before.

A tone full of shame but somehow also expectant.

I hurriedly turn my head to find my hand on Alicia's stomach. Her bare stomach without clothes.

Despite my weight pressing on her stomach through my hand, which must have hurt, Alicia shows no sign of pain at all.

...No, is it not pain?

Rather than pain, it's like she's expecting something—

Wait, wait.

"Sorry, Alic—"

*Grab—*

"—...Alicia?"

Anyway, continuing like this would be quite bad, so I try to hastily remove my hand from Alicia's body, but at that moment Alicia's hands grab my arm.

Alicia looks at me with flushed cheeks and glistening tears.

As if it's okay to go further. As if telling me not to remove my hand.

Ch.55 - Night Watch (1)
"Carl, Carl!!!!"

The telepathy isn't reaching Carl.

I can't keep up with what's happening. Suddenly, something sticky and black entered Carl's body, and the entire atmosphere changed completely.

It's just like... yes, exactly like the moment before sunset. Right before the sun crosses the horizon, it emits an enormous amount of light, and then in an instant, it dyes the sky violet, doesn't it?

The current scene is exactly the same.

Just moments ago it was so bright, but now it's so dark as if that brightness was a lie. The extreme contrast between the brightness of moments ago and the darkness now maximizes the uniquely chilling atmosphere.

It feels like my life is being threatened. As if facing a crisis of death, my instincts ring alarm bells madly, screaming to escape from this place as quickly as possible.

...But I can't do that. How can I, when something so strange entered Carl's body—

"Carl, are you oka— Ugh..."

—...What is this?

An impossible emotion is contained in Carl's eyes as he looks at me.

Carl's pupils are contracted to an impossible degree, making his eyes show the whites all around, creating a quite chilling atmosphere.

But what's even more chilling than that is... disgust.

Eyes he's never shown me even once until now.

Disgust, hatred, disillusionment, irritation, malice, anger—every negative emotion imaginable is packed in there. It might be too extreme to say, but even if I actually killed his relatives, he probably wouldn't hate me more than this.

Why... why on earth...?

"Ah, aah..."

Strength drains from my entire body.

The clothes I'm wearing are instantly soaked with sweat, becoming damp, and my facial muscles won't move as I will them to.

My tongue stiffens and won't move, my lips tremble palely, and I can't speak properly. My heart aches maddeningly and feels suffocated.

Why... why are you looking at me with those eyes? Did I, did I do something terribly wrong? Because I couldn't block that magic even though I was in the rear guard? Yes, that's right. It's a terrible mistake. So Carl is angry at me right now—

"Alicia, snap out of it!!"

"Hii, eek..."

"Look at Carl properly, it's not like that."

Hearing Medeia's words, I finally see what I couldn't see properly before.

Carl is certainly looking at me with eyes filled with all kinds of negative emotions. Not just his eyes. His facial muscles move quite diversely, expressing disgust toward me.

But... strangely, I don't really feel that he truly hates me.

I don't know why myself. Should I call it intuition?

It feels as if Carl's body and soul are operating separately from each other.

"Lord Carl..."

"..."

Carl's gaze toward Emilia contains love.

A form of love he's never shown me even once until now—love taking the form of primal physical pleasure.

It's the gaze I've desperately wanted all this time. I've wished more than once or twice for Carl to look at me with those eyes while ravishing me like a beast.

But why on earth is Carl directing such a gaze at Emilia... Ah.

"...Just now, you definitely said Enchantment Spell."

And only then does the scream Medeia briefly let out earlier come to mind.

I don't know what effect it has and it's a spell I'm hearing for the first time in my life, but roughly combining the name with the current situation, I can tell.

Emilia used the filthy power of a demon to forcibly steal Carl's heart. Because it wouldn't work fairly, she's using such a vulgar method.

Th-this... how dare that bitch...

"Is there a way to break it?"

"Yes, there is. But to do it right now, we need to prepare—"

"...Did you do this?"

At the moment I'm asking Medeia as politely as possible about a way to return Carl to normal, I hear Carl's voice in a tone I've never heard even once before.

At first listen, it sounds like a voice craving love, but... no, I can tell.

That's hatred.

Though he's been forced to love Emilia due to the spell, he's simultaneously emitting hatred as well.

"How on earth...? Judging by his condition, it's a quite elaborate spell, yet how can he resist it with a human body—"

"...Who knows. Well, perhaps it's because love and hate are separated by a paper-thin line?"

"—...That's."

Medeia, greatly shocked, immediately closes her mouth after hearing my answer.

I know too. That it's too philosophical and doesn't make sense.

But to explain the phenomenon I'm seeing with my own eyes right now, that's the only answer, isn't it?

That's how it is originally. Murder cases don't happen over rejected love confessions for nothing.

Even though his emotions are being forcibly controlled, Carl, who's maintaining at least his sense of self, is simultaneously feeling both love and hatred toward Emilia who made him this way.

"Emilia, Medeia!!"

Carl shouts, calling both of us.

Carl's two eyes looking at us are still full of all kinds of negative emotions, and the voice calling us is the same, but still, I can know one fact.

Carl trusts both of us. He trusts that we know what situation he's in, and trusts that we'll help him.

...Then I must do so accordingly. I can't betray Carl.

"Lady Medeia, even if the preparation takes long, we must do it. Let's quickly prepare to break it."

"...Yes, you're right, but spells are difficult to remove immediately. Especially one like this made by sacrificing dozens of lives."

"How can that be..."

"But dispersion is possible."

Medeia's eyes turn toward me. They're so overwhelming that my body shrinks momentarily.

"Alicia, I'll ask you—are you prepared to accept Carl?"

"What? Accept... well, of course I've been preparing for a long time, but why suddenly—"

"That's fortunate. I'll split the spell that seeped into Carl's body in half to make it incomplete, then distort the spell to change the target of its effect. If we do this, the incomplete spell will weaken over time and ultimately disappear completely."

"...Then you're putting the split spell half in my body and half in Carl's? Designating Carl and me as the targets of the Enchantment Spell instead of Emilia?"

"Good, you understand quickly."

Huh...?

So what, the eyes Carl is directing at Emilia right now will be directed at me? Though the intensity will be much weaker?

What's that. No. Wait a minute.

It's what I've been hoping for all this time, but it's too sudden. Should I prepare my heart a little? No, Carl is suffering so much, how can I—

*Thud—!!*

At that moment, I hear a sound so chilling to my ears. The sound is so loud it cuts off my thoughts completely.

Forcibly suppressing the anxiety gripping my heart, I turn my head toward the sound, creaking like a wooden puppet turning its head.

And there...

"Carl!!!!!!!!"

Blood pours from Carl's head. So much blood is flowing out terrifyingly that I'm scared he might die right now.

What, what... suddenly. Why. Why?

What was he so dissatisfied with that he did this? If it had gone slightly wrong, he would have died instantly.

Why did he suddenly self-harm like this—... Ah.

"...Carl."

Looking at Carl's eyes as he lies on the floor, I finally understand the answer.

Carl was afraid.

That his body would move on its own and violate Emilia.

...What's that. Just because of that, he blew away his own head? That it's better to knock himself unconscious than to have his body move on its own?

It's so, so foolish.

Though that aspect is part of Carl's charm.

**********

[The decomposition of the spell is complete. Look at me, do you feel anything changed?]

[...Yes, I was so grateful to Lady Medeia, but now I can't feel that at all. Still, rather than disgust... yes, it's extremely uncomfortable. I don't want to see you.]

[What about Carl?]

[Carl? Carl is... ugh, aah... haa...]

[...Never mind, you don't need to say it. Just seeing that melting expression is enough to tell. I'll go check on Emilia and the demon that was inside her, so when Carl wakes up, explain things to him properly.]

"Haaa..."

Two hours have already passed since Lady Medeia left. According to Lady Medeia, it's about time for Carl to wake up, but seeing Carl sleeping soundly makes me quite anxious.

What if Carl never wakes up like this? If he just lies in bed sleeping for the rest of his life... wait? Isn't that a good thing?

I could do whatever I want with the sleeping Carl... no no, what am I saying.

My thoughts have become strange. Obviously, Carl awake is bett—

*Squeeze—*

"—Hik?!"

The pressure on my stomach pulls me out of my delusion. It hurts too much, but it's a strange sensation that's subtly pleasant, making me let out a shallow scream unconsciously.

This is... Ah.

"C-Carl...?"

"...Alicia?"

When I turn my gaze, I see Carl awake and looking confused.

Carl is making a very apologetic expression, as if thinking he hurt me.

...Ah, no. I can't hold back if you make that expression. Are you seducing me now? You, the clueless Carl?

"Sorry, Alici—"

*Grab—*

"—...Alicia?"

Even though he must be affected by the spell like me, foolish Carl apologized and tried to remove his hand from my stomach.

My hands, moving on their own before I can even think, grab Carl's arms.

...I won't let go.

This time, this time for sure. I'm going to fulfill my dream.

Ch.56 - Night Watch (2)
What's going on here?

My mind can't keep up. I was definitely just... right, I was under Emilia's spell.

From what I can see, it seems like Alicia and Medeia helped me out... ugh... what's happening?

"..."

Alicia looks incredibly lovable.

Of course, she was always lovable, but the meaning of love I'm feeling now is completely different from before.

It's not about wanting to protect her or anything like that—I'm seeing Alicia as a sexual object.

Why is Emilia's magic still affecting me?

And why is it directed at Alicia instead of Emilia... ugh...

"Um... Carl?"

The sensation on my palms and wrists feels so good. I want to touch Alicia's stomach more. I wish Alicia would touch me more.

What's even more troubling is Alicia's reaction.

If Alicia were to push my hand away or say she doesn't like it, I would immediately let go.

But far from doing that, she's actually holding my hand firmly, refusing to let go.

The way she's looking at me with teary eyes and a flushed face... ah.

*Squeeze*

"Ali...cia..."

My body moves on its own and embraces Alicia.

Unlike with Emilia, there's no reason to forcibly resist, and without any psychological aversion, my body can't resist its instincts. No, more precisely, I don't want to resist.

*Rustle*

"Carl..."

As my hands move on their own to undress Alicia, she slightly lifts her body, as if trying to make it easier for me to remove her clothes.

We were already extremely close just moments ago, but now we're so close that we can feel each other's breath, and that was the limit.

After blinking once, my lips feel warm and moist.

Lips entwine with lips, tongues with tongues, saliva with saliva, all sticking together in a sticky mess.

...I don't want to separate our lips. I want to stay like this forever.

*Smooch* *Smooch*

It seems Alicia feels the same way. She holds my body with both hands and legs, making sure we don't separate.

Having quickly removed my clothes, Alicia embraces me with all her strength. The sensation of our skin brushing against each other feels so good. It's as if my entire body has become an erogenous zone.

"Haah..."

After what might have been several minutes, the kiss finally ends. A bridge of saliva stretches and drops onto Alicia's body lying on the bed.

Alicia is making an expression I've never seen before. Too mature to be a girl in love, yet too innocent to be a woman in love.

So this is the expression of a girl who knows something intellectually but has never experienced it in reality.

"Carl, come to me."

Lying on the bed, smiling with her arms outstretched toward me, Alicia looks... so beautiful.

Alicia's body, having rarely played outside and disliking physical exercise, is so white and soft. Her skin is flawless and as soft as cotton, making me want to keep touching, rubbing, caressing, and kneading it.

*Squeeze*

"Mmh..."

My erection, so hard that veins are almost bursting, moves toward Alicia's lower abdomen without me realizing it.

As I press my throbbing erection against the mound just above Alicia's vagina, she lets out a sensual moan and writhes her body.

I can vaguely sense what Alicia is thinking.

If just pressing against her lower abdomen feels this good, how good would it feel if that entered her body?

I'm thinking something similar.

If just rubbing against her lower abdomen feels this good, how good would it feel to thrust inside her?

*Squelch*

"Ah, ah..."

The tip enters Alicia's vagina. Despite not having been caressed, Alicia's vagina is so wet that it accepts my member all too easily.

No, perhaps not so easily.

With each thrust, I feel considerable pressure on the tip, and simultaneously, the sound of Alicia's flesh tearing echoes around us.

Even though it must hurt, Alicia's face flushes deeply as if the subtle pain actually feels good.

*Thrust!*

"Ah... ah... ah..."

When I finally thrust all the way in as far as I can go, Alicia's body arches backward.

Alicia, who had been trying her best to keep watching me, seems unable to resist the overwhelming pleasure that makes her body arch back.

...This is driving me crazy. She's so beautiful.

Her chin tilted back, her smooth curved neck, her perky breasts with pink nipples, her soft abdomen and perfectly shaped navel, to her slightly protruding lower belly.

It's not just her face. Every inch of Alicia's body is so beautiful it's maddening.

I want to ravage her like a beast.

I just want to—until Alicia begs for mercy... Huh? What's this? I wouldn't normally think like this, is this also the magic... ugh.

Ah, I don't know. For now, I need to finish this first and think later.

*Squelch* *Squelch* *Squelch* *Squelch*

"Ah, hick, ohh, hnngh..."

As I surrender to pleasure and move my hips, Alicia responds with pleasant moans.

Her tongue seems twisted from pleasure, making it difficult to understand her properly, but seeing her unable to control her body only excites me more.

More, more, I want Alicia to be like this. I want her completely unable to control herself from pleasure.

*Twist!*

"Nnghhhh!?"

When I pinch and twist Alicia's nipple between my thumb and index finger, she twists her body and lets out a pleasurable moan as expected.

Alicia, who until just now had been arching backward from the pleasure of being penetrated, now bends forward like a snapping rubber band when I pinch her nipple.

The face of Alicia, always dignified and cold, is now filled with nothing but pleasure.

Her face is bright red from blood rushing to it, her pupils repeatedly dilate and contract as if unable to focus properly, and her open mouth drools uncontrollably.

With each thrust of my hips, saliva spurts messily from Alicia's open mouth.

The bed and blankets, which were certainly clean until just now, are now filthy with love juices, sweat, and saliva.

But strangely, I love that filthiness.

This is all Alicia's.

"Ca, Carl... Car-l... mmph—"

I cover Alicia's mouth, from which precious saliva is dripping, with my own. Though we've already kissed plenty, I'm not tired of it at all.

It's so, so sweet. Alicia's mouth, her saliva, her mucous membrane, her tongue—absolutely everything.

*Squelch* *Squelch* *Squelch*

"Mmph— mmph... mmph..."

I can no longer hear Alicia's pleasurable moans, but it doesn't matter.

These distorted sounds, interrupted by my mouth, are quite pleasant to hear, and every time Alicia moans, my mouth vibrates subtly.

I continue moving my hips while capturing Alicia's wandering tongue with my own.

Each time I thrust into Alicia's vagina, her tongue quivers and wraps around mine pleasurably.

The position is quite uncomfortable, but I don't care. Just being able to taste Alicia more than makes up for the discomfort.

Every time I explore Alicia's mouth with my tongue, her vaginal walls twitch and cling pleasantly to my member.

*Twitch*

"Ugh..."

After a few minutes like this, the tip of my member starts to tingle familiarly.

My toes curl involuntarily, pulling at my thigh muscles, and Alicia, seemingly instinctively aware of what I'm about to do, wraps her legs and arms around me with all her strength.

It's so cute how she instinctively understands what's happening despite having no rational knowledge of what I'm doing.

Ah, I shouldn't...

If I finish inside like this— ugh...

[Carl, I love you.]

'...'

At that moment, Alicia's voice echoes in my mind.

Alicia probably just whispered her love without knowing what's about to happen, but... the timing is too coincidental.

Alicia's confession of love prevents me from making a proper judgment.

I just... just want to possess Alicia.

[I love you too...!]

*Squelch* *Squelch* *Squelch* *Squelch* *Squelch*

*Slap* *Slap* *Slap!*

"Mmph... mmph... mmph..."

My hips move on their own, thrusting mercilessly into Alicia's vagina. Despite feeling close to climax, my hips continue to move relentlessly.

The wet sound of skin slapping against skin creates an incredibly erotic noise.

Ugh...!

*Spurt!*

"Nnghhhhhh!"

Finally, my semen fills Alicia's vagina completely. Alicia, who until now was slightly unaware of what was happening, seems to finally realize what's occurred as she feels the semen filling her.

Despite being in a daze from reaching climax simultaneously with me, Alicia seems so pleased with the mark left inside her body that she just hugs me tightly with all her strength.

Even now, her vaginal walls continue to twitch, trying to milk every last drop of semen remaining in my urethra, which is both cute and slightly frightening.

Ch.57 - Night Watch (3)
"...Ugh, huh?"

When I came to my senses, it was the next morning.

My head hurt like it was about to split open.

My memories were too muddled to recall properly, but there was one thing I remembered clearly.

[Carl...]

'...Ah.'

As that moan that had echoed in my ears came to mind, my neck and hand simultaneously turned to the side of their own accord.

There lay Alicia, sleeping beside me as usual.

Except her attire was completely different from normal.

No, could I even call this attire? She wasn't wearing anything at all—... Ugh.

'...What the hell is this.'

As I kept staring at Alicia, my heart began to pound and my head grew dizzy. Love, lust—it spread from my lower body and eventually stirred through my mind.

It was as if I'd been bewitched by a succubus.

I'd never felt this way about Alicia before, so why—... Ah, I had.

Last night, no, tonight.

"...What on earth happened."

And only then did the memories of the night fully return.

Both Alicia and I had devoured each other's bodies as if under Emilia's spell.

Well, Alicia had certainly wanted to do this with me before, but she didn't want it to happen suddenly like this. Neither did I. No, forget wanting it or not—I had no intention of doing it at all, so what am I even saying?

Anyway, looking at it, I could tell that both Alicia and I had definitely been caught by Emilia's magic.

But why?

I could understand myself, but why would Alicia be affected too?

And... why am I feeling lust toward Alicia? At the time, I felt these emotions toward Emilia, so why now toward Alicia—

"You're awake, I see."

"—!!"

In that moment, a suddenly audible voice snapped me back to full awareness.

I hurriedly turned my head toward the sound to find Medeia standing there. The wounds she'd received from Emilia were nowhere to be seen—she seemed to have recovered completely, which was fortunate.

...Wait? Was it fortunate?

Why didn't I feel relieved?

Normally I should feel some degree of relief, but instead of relief or anything else, I just... felt disgust?

Ah, right. Emilia's magic was still lingering, that's why. It had weakened so much that I could recognize her appearance, so I'd momentarily forgotten.

"Be grateful to the Young Lady of Niederbaben."

"...Pardon?"

What was she talking about now? Suddenly telling me to be grateful to Alicia?

I didn't really know what was going on, but why was this witch telling me what to do—no, that's not right. What am I saying?

My thoughts were becoming strange. I needed to suppress my anger and ask what happened.

"What happened?"

"The Enchantment Spell that had taken root in your body—she took it upon herself."

"...What?"

What kind of nonsense was... no, I could guess. Just looking at Alicia's behavior, I could tell it was different from usual.

But why did Alicia take a curse meant for me? How? There's no way Alicia could have known about it... Ah, I see.

Medeia had extracted the curse from my body and shoved it into Alicia's.

"You, you... How dare you...!!"

"Calm down, Carl. Alicia wanted this."

"You should have stopped her! You should have stopped her somehow!!"

Strength involuntarily flooded into my arms. If Medeia had been in front of me, I would have immediately reached out and strangled her with all my might.

Even if there had been no curse, even if my mind had been sound, I definitely would have slapped her at least a few times.

How could she do such a thing to Alicia? If I had been cursed, that would be one thing, but if Alicia was cursed, then that—!!

"Well, it doesn't matter."

"That's what you have to say!? How could you put a curse into Alicia—"

"No, it really doesn't matter. Think about it, Alicia had no interest in anyone but you in the first place, right?"

"...Huh?"

"I twisted the curse's target and shifted it from Emilia to you two, so from now on, you two won't recognize anyone as equals except each other."

Medeia was looking at me with an expression of utter disbelief.

Her eyes held such a strong sense of disappointment that I couldn't even get angry. Getting angry requires both sides to engage, and when someone was looking at me so indifferently yet pathetically like that, how could I?

And ultimately... Medeia was right.

As Medeia said, Alicia had no great interest in others. Even if the curse made her dislike others, for Alicia, that wouldn't even be a penalty.

Uh... um...

Looking at it this way, getting angry at Medeia felt embarrassing.

"Carl, what you need to do now isn't get angry at me, but express gratitude to Alicia."

"...I'm sorry."

The atmosphere deflated rapidly.

Even with the curse still in my body, I felt such embarrassment toward Medeia—I could imagine how much guilt I'd feel when I was normal.

Uh... um.

Well, right. When Alicia woke up, I should express gratitude as Medeia said. Of course, after that I'd have to question why she made the choice to put a curse in her body, no matter what.

"Don't you have any other questions?"

"Pardon? Ah, I don't think so."

"...I mean about Emilia. Aren't you curious?"

"Ah, right."

Medeia suddenly brought up something out of the blue, and when I wondered what she was talking about, it was about Emilia.

I'd forgotten.

I'd definitely made considerable efforts before to restore Emilia to normal, but now, perhaps because of the curse's power, I honestly didn't care. I felt sorry that Emilia was controlled by a demon, but that was all.

It was like... yes, like watching a sad documentary on TV.

Even if a fawn on TV got eaten by a lion, it wouldn't be sadder than my own dog or cat dying.

No, more precisely, could you even describe a fawn being eaten by a lion as sad?

"Mmm... I'll hear about it later."

"You don't seem interested."

"It's not that I'm not interested. It's just that it doesn't seem appropriate to hear about it in this state without even wearing clothes."

"If you say so, I have no choice but to believe you."

Despite her words, her expression showed she didn't believe me at all, but there was no reason to point that out.

"Well then, since everything seems to be finished, I'll take payment with your body."

"...Pardon?"

"Why are you so surprised with your eyes wide open? Did you think I'd do all this troublesome work without any compensation? Carl, your existence is extremely anomalous, so you'll make excellent research material."

"No, I mean, uh, um... Can't I just pay with gold and silver? Don't you accept precious metals as payment, Medeia?"

"Really? Then the payment is 10 tons of gold and 40 tons of silver."

"...That's a bit much."

"It's an extremely fair price, but you can't pay it? Then pay with your body."

No, I mean, don't say things like paying with my body.

Anyone else would be one thing, but when you say it, Medeia, it's quite frightening. It feels like my chastity is in danger.

Ah, I already lost my chastity.

"Please calm down for a moment. Let's do this after everything's finished."

"Everything is finished. What more are you waiting for?"

"No, I mean it's too sudden—"

*Crack—*

"...?"

In that moment, I heard the sound of a massive tree breaking. I learned for the first time today that the sound of a tree breaking could be this chilling.

I turned my head toward the sound—that is, behind me—and there was Alicia, who had been sleeping just moments ago, now with her eyes open. Her eyes were so piercingly blue that I couldn't believe she'd just woken up.

"Medeia, what do you mean by 'body'?"

"...Alicia, what Medeia means isn't—"

"Get out quickly. Can't you see I'm naked? Tch, I was planning to do it one more time in the morning too. What's this about?"

"Hmm... Well, I'll see you later. It certainly is quite rude to enter a 'married couple's' bedroom in the morning."

Ignoring my attempts to intervene, Alicia shot words full of hostility at Medeia, and Medeia, though she must have been offended, smoothly deflected Alicia's words.

While adding the word "married couple" to control Alicia's mood.

...No, married couple? Just because we did it once... no wait, are we married? They don't have sex for fun here.

"Mar... married couple... ugh..."

Medeia's intention seemed to hit the mark perfectly.

Alicia, who just moments ago had been ready to kill Medeia, was now just a girl too embarrassed to lift her face.

...How cute. I should do it one more time.

**********

"You seem to have regained consciousness. Are you alright? Any abnormalities?"

"...Yes, I'm fine."

"Mmm... You still don't seem to have fully regained your senses. The aftereffects of demonic possession must be deep. Well, you'll be fine with time."

Emilia blinked as she listened to Medeia's words.

While acting innocent, maximizing her innate psychopathic qualities, she deceived even a witch who had lived for thousands of years.

"Um, what about Carl... I mean, Young Master Carl and Young Lady Alicia? Aren't they coming to see me?"

"I asked, but they don't seem interested. They were planning to have another round in the morning, naked and pressed against each other?"

"...I see."

Emilia responding to Medeia's words maintained her composure as much as possible.

If she showed even a hint of agitation, the fragment of the demon she'd barely hidden would react.

If even that were taken from her, Emilia would become nothing, so she tried to protect it by any means necessary.

"Tell me if there's anything uncomfortable with your body. I'll be going now."

"Yes, thank you, Medeia."

Medeia didn't notice the performance of Emilia, a natural psychopath.

Emilia watched Medeia's back and thought.

It seemed she wasn't destined to be Carl's companion after all.

No matter what she did, she couldn't seem to steal Alicia's place.

"...It doesn't matter."

But so what?

Even if she couldn't be his companion, she could still be of help to Young Master Carl.

Even if Young Master Carl didn't acknowledge her, even if she couldn't receive his grace, it didn't matter as long as she could help him.

From now on, anything that stood in Young Master Carl's way... I'll have to kill it.
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It seems Medeia handled most of the cleanup, but even she couldn't do anything about certain things.

Namely, the problem of the Academy witnesses.

Due to the magical power Medeia had unleashed indiscriminately, her existence became widely known throughout the Academy. The Academy's mages weren't complacent enough to simply overlook the witch's magical power that had suddenly washed over them.

Above all, since the Academy was the Empire's most important institution for nurturing talent, it was more than sufficient justification for the imperial family to intervene.

What sealed the deal was the problem of the missing persons.


[...The mages who have disappeared from the Academy so far.]

[To say "surely not..." would be foolish when all circumstantial evidence points to only one answer.]

[It's not just circumstantial evidence! Look, the locations where these disappearances—no, murders—are presumed to have occurred, and the traces of magic there, are all saturated with the witch's magical power.]


The reason the evidence was saturated with Medeia's magical power was simple.

The magical power Medeia had released in all directions while using telepathy was meant to bind the demon inside Emilia.

Strictly speaking, demons aren't living beings made of organic matter, but rather life forms composed of magical power, so the magical power and traces left by demons are considered the same as demons by magic designed to bind them.

In other words, Medeia's magic didn't just eliminate the demon controlling Emilia, but also completely erased all traces of demons that had been spread throughout the Academy.

No, it wasn't just erasing them. She completely covered the demon's traces with her own magical power.

As a result, everyone investigating the Academy's disappearances ended up pointing to Medeia as the culprit.


[...Shouldn't you explain yourself?]

[Explain what? They won't listen anyway.]

[Even so, how can you accept such false accusations when you didn't actually do it—]

[Stop, stop. I can't make excuses anyway. My criminal record is quite colorful.]

[—...Excuse me?]

[Do you know why I'm called a witch? Because I didn't discriminate in my methods for obtaining experimental materials.]

[...]

[Anyway, if you're done with your business, you should go. If you're here to let me examine your body further, I'll gratefully accept.]

[No, I'll be going back.]


What's even more frustrating is that Medeia didn't even try to refute the false accusations against her.

For me, knowing the truth, it's beyond absurd—it's mind-boggling—but Medeia just brushes it off, saying she has too much of a criminal record to do anything about it.

...I only used Medeia as a bit of a MacGuffin, so I didn't know she had that kind of backstory.

Anyway, on the surface, it seemed like everything had worked out well with all the blame pinned on Medeia.

Until the Crown Prince came to visit in person.


"Alicia, are you all right!?"

"...?"


Seeing the Crown Prince suddenly barge into her lodgings, grab Alicia's hands, and express concern, Alicia merely tilts her head and blinks.

*Why is this bastard suddenly acting like this toward me? It's creepy, but I can't even push him away.* Just from her expression alone, it's obvious what Alicia is thinking.


"Your Highness, what brings you here?"


Suppressing all sorts of disgust, Alicia barely manages to open her mouth and ask the Crown Prince a question laden with all kinds of implications.

Alicia genuinely doesn't know why the Crown Prince is suddenly acting this way.

*Publicly, we're both supposed to be seen as having barely survived being caught up in the witch's spell, so I suppose he could be worried.*

*But why would the Crown Prince be the one doing this?*

*We're going to break up eventually anyway.*


"What brings me here? I rushed here as soon as I heard you were injured."

"...Pardon? Ah, yes. Thank you."

"...Is that all?"

"Pardon?"


Alicia and the Crown Prince are completely missing each other's point.

The Crown Prince looks at Alicia with an expression of disbelief, while Alicia looks back at the Crown Prince with an expression that says she doesn't know what she did wrong. I don't know what Alicia did wrong either.


Of course, since she expressed her thanks half-heartedly without any genuine gratitude, it's understandable that the Crown Prince might be offended, but it seems like something else is the problem.

...Crown Prince, what's with this bastard?

Why is he genuinely worried about Alicia?

It's as if... he's treating someone he loves. Why? Don't tell me he's trying to back out of our promise and is pulling some stunt— Ugh...


*Calm down. My thinking is excessively twisted because of the spell's influence.*


I need to keep in mind the possibility that I'm overreacting and overthinking things because of the spell's influence.

Right, that's it. Any person would naturally have compassion.

It's perfectly reasonable for the Crown Prince to be worried about Alicia.


"...Has your mind been broken by the spell?"

"Ah... yes, somewhat. I don't feel it myself, but the priest said my personality may have changed somewhat."

"How could this be..."


The Crown Prince, grasping Alicia's condition, drops his head with an expression as if his world has collapsed.

Since Alicia only ever looked at me both before and after, viewing everyone else as useless, her personality wouldn't change even if affected by a spell—so from my perspective, knowing the full situation, this seems like quite the pointless act.

No, I mean, we're going to break off the engagement anyway, so why does he keep overreacting like this? Or is this actually a normal reaction and I'm the one having an abnormal reaction because my mind has been affected by the spell?


"...I will definitely restore you to your original self."

"Pardon? Ah... well, if you do, thank you. Are you finished with your business?"

"I'll be going. Carl, open the door."


The Crown Prince, muttering strange things to himself, calls me with hostility in his voice.

I don't know why he's directing such hostility at me, but it's obviously about my failure to properly protect Alicia.

Well, if that's it... I don't really have anything to say. Alicia did take half of my curse, after all.


**********


"Hey, did you hear? About Young Lady Niederbaben."

"I didn't just hear about it, I saw it myself. Her personality really has become quite docile, hasn't it? She's not breaking things like before."

"Really? Isn't that actually a good thing?"

"Shh, but her temper is still the same. If she catches us gossiping, we won't even be able to collect our bones."


The Academy students are talking about the incident known as the witch's attack.

On the day of the incident, the witch's telepathy reached everyone's minds, and afterward, the Academy was closed for a full ten days to completely root out all the witch's magical power in the Academy, so it's inevitable that people would talk.


"And how should I put this? She's become more cruel, maybe?"

"What do you mean by that?"

"Her eyes are too cold when she looks at people. It's like she's looking at insects, not people. She didn't used to be like that even when she was angry."

"Well, it's just a look. Don't we have to avoid her either way?"

"True."

"Then we just do what we did before. Anyway—... Mmph."

"Why are you suddenly—..."


The students talking about Alicia suddenly shut their mouths.

Not because Alicia, the person in question, appeared. It's because an even worse lunatic was walking near them.


"Ugh... it was nice having ten days off, but what's this?"


With his face scrunched up, not even having washed his hair, the boy trudging down the corridor—Richard—pays no attention to the stares around him.

Richard, the protagonist of Carl's self-written web novel, inherited the character traits that Carl admired during his youth, when he was deep in his eighth-grader syndrome phase.

Being a novel, he has no guilt about killing or tormenting anyone, holds a sense of superiority believing he's better than others, and considers it a virtue to immediately express any dissatisfaction rather than holding it in.

Richard has beaten up dozens of people so far, and since he challenges anyone to duels indiscriminately regardless of gender, he's naturally become an outcast at the Academy.

No one at the Academy approaches Richard first.

Except for the heroines in Carl's self-written web novel.


"Richard, don't be like that. You need to attend class to get smart."

"No, I don't need to know anything. I already know everything. When I go to class, everyone just sits there like idiots, and watching that from the side drives me crazy."

"Ahh... Richard really is amazing."


The two heroines who would praise Richard even if he pissed himself are squealing beside him, praising him to the skies. Other students just find it absurd, but they don't voice their thoughts.

Regardless of that bastard's grades and personality, his actual skills are absurdly real.

Just as one avoids shit not because it's scary but because it's dirty, the students simply pretend not to see Richard today as well.
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"Lady Alicia, are you all right?"

"Thank you all for your concern."

Back in the Academy's daily routine, Alicia carries on as usual. She maintains her aloof demeanor, surrounded by the protective barrier of the social network she inherited from her older brother and sisters.

Even though she absorbed half the curse that had permeated Carl's body and developed a sense of revulsion toward others, Alicia had always possessed such tendencies to begin with, so her personality didn't change much.

For this reason, the members of her social network all admire Alicia, seeing that she hasn't changed much.

To maintain such aloofness even after being afflicted by an evil witch's curse—this is naturally something to admire.

Of course, given the extremely destructive personality Alicia has displayed publicly until now, she's far from aloof.

"Did anything happen while I was away?"

"Nothing at all. House Niederbaben's supremacy will be maintained."

"Supremacy is putting it a bit much... Just act moderately enough not to be ignored, enough that others won't pick fights with us."

Though she told them to act just moderately enough not to be ignored, to the members of the social network, that standard of "moderately not being ignored" is quite high.

After all, didn't Alicia herself go around practically destroying the Academy, albeit to build up her notoriety?

Since the standards of servants are determined by the masters who employ them, the standards of the social network members have become quite warped.

"Well then, I'll be going now. Good work, everyone."

"Take care, Lady Alicia."

Alicia leaves the social gathering with words she doesn't mean, and the social network members bow their heads as they watch her go.

Though more than a few of them are older than Alicia, no one here questions this.

After all, the difference in status is powerful enough to erase the difference in age.

**********

"Phew... finally done."

"Richard! Let's go quickly, the Academy is suffocating."

"Don't leave me out, let's go together!!"

Richard and two heroines following him, Ailey and Justina, are walking down the corridor together. It's not just walking together—the heroines are clinging to Richard's arms, one on each side.

For Richard's group to act this way in the Academy, which is mainly populated by nobles, is not just an eyesore but close to a taboo that shouldn't be done. Yet neither Richard's group nor anyone else here pays it any mind.

So what if it's taboo?

Richard's group is ready to immediately teach manners through violence to anyone who would pick a fight over such trivial matters, and the Academy's students and teachers, having seen several people already suffer, desperately pretend not to see Richard's group. After all, even if they said something, it wouldn't work, and they'd just get challenged to a duel instead.

"Richard, romance is not allowed within the Academy."

Except for one person—Teacher Ella.

Ella, who had exceptionally good character even in the web novel Carl wrote, always does her best to restrain Richard's group from acting recklessly.

"Ah... so noisy again, seriously. Didn't you hear me?"

"Lady, please go away."

"..."

Of course, Ella alone cannot stop Richard.

She can't expel these three from the Academy since they haven't committed any crime and are of noble birth with an obligation to attend. She can't suppress them with force either.

All Ella can do is appeal to their sense of duty as students serving their teacher, and to morality and ethics.

But naturally, this doesn't work on Richard's group. If such common sense could reach them, this situation wouldn't have arisen in the first place.

"I'll let it slide this time, so please stop saying such things, okay? Try to understand."

"..."

"Come on, you two, let's go."

"Really, Richard is just too kind."

Richard doesn't beat down Ella with a duel like he does the other teachers.

Because unlike the other teachers, Ella doesn't look down on Richard or consider him beneath her as a teacher.

Of course, other people who don't know this context just see it as Richard's whim, while to the heroines it just appears as kindness.

"What are you two going to do when you get back?"

"Well... I haven't really thought of anything."

"Then want to do it with all three of us after so long?"

"Wait... how can you say that here? Everyone's listening."

"I didn't say what we'd do, did I? Hehe... what were you thinking, Ailey?"

Having driven off even Ella's intervention, Richard's group walks through the Academy's interior brazenly.

The three walk so imposingly, as if in their own home, without any consideration for others.

*Bump—*

""...?""

And Richard's group, walking spread out widely across the corridor, inevitably collides with another group due to the structure.

One of the heroines, Justina, looks at those who bumped into her with an expression full of disbelief.

"Ah, sor—"

"Excuse me, move aside."

"—...What?"

"I said move, can't you hear me?"

And thus Justina causes an incident, completely unaware that those she bumped into are none other than members of Alicia's social network.

Of course, no one in Richard's group thinks Justina has caused an incident.

Justina's reaction was perfectly natural to them.

Who in the world would dare block our path?

"...?"

The member of Alicia's social network, who had expected a mutual apology, tries to control their emotions and rationally assess the situation, but since those three are people to whom common sense doesn't apply, they cannot make sense of it.

Though Richard's group's notoriety has naturally spread widely even to the upperclassmen, they don't know their faces, so the members of Alicia's social network don't recognize who Richard's group is.

"Justina, don't blush."

"Oh, why are you suddenly like that again?"

"...?? Do you perhaps not know who we are? We serve Lady Alicia—"

Seeing them not only pick a fight with nobles but suddenly start flirting as if they're alone together, the members of Alicia's social network become even more dumbfounded.

Thinking they might not have been recognized, they try to inform them as gentlemanly as possible, but even this just appears to Richard's group as putting on airs above their station.

"Who's that? What kind of idiot?"

"..."

When Richard's profanity reaches their ears, the social network members can finally properly assess the situation.

These people—no, these bastards—are picking a fight with us right now. With us who serve the great Lady Alicia.

This cannot be overlooked. They can't overlook just their own honor being tarnished, but to directly insult even Alicia herself?

This absolutely cannot be ignored.

They must protest by any means necessary. No, not protest—they must completely beat them down. That alone is the only way to protect Alicia's honor.

**********

"Huaaah... Carl..."

"What's with you right after coming back?"

"I can't help it. I can't show my loose side to other people. I want to be praised for holding back well until now."

As soon as Alicia returns to the dormitory, she clings to me. The moment the door closes, her body melts and she hangs on me like a koala... it's quite cute. I feel like doing it once more just like this without even taking off our clothes.

Alicia seems to feel much the same as me. Like a thirsty beast drinking from a puddle, Alicia devours my lips like an animal, then wraps her entire body around mine like a snake, her face flushed bright red.

Ugh... it's a bit early, but well, if we do it once more at night—

"At least do it on the bed, you two."

What stops us both is the voice of reason.

With a voice that's gone beyond disbelief to enlightenment, Sarah stops us both, so calmly and matter-of-factly.

I feel a momentary surge of irritation at Sarah, but that's all. I know my emotions aren't moving entirely by my own will.

This irritation is just the enchantment curse making me find Sarah bothersome, so it's not my true feelings.

Rather, I should be grateful to Sarah for helping me act sensibly.

Though it's impossible right now because the curse still remains strong, according to Medeia, I just need to endure for at least six months, so I should hold out well until then.

"...Sarah, you're getting chee—"

"Now, now, Sarah's right. It's softer and better on the bed, isn't it? Hmm?"

"If Carl says so..."

Alicia, who has become hostile toward Sarah due to the curse's influence, is about to openly display her displeasure when I restrain her.

Well, honestly, I'm not wrong either. Rather than doing it uncomfortably here in the entrance, let's properly do it on the bed—

*Bang bang bang—!!*

"...?"

And that expectation is instantly shattered. At the sudden knocking sound from the door, Alicia and I stop what we're doing and straighten our clothes with scrunched faces.

...This feels so unpleasant.

Though it's because of the curse's influence, I didn't know being interrupted would feel this bad. The fact that I'm feeling murderous impulses shows just how serious the curse is.

Phew... I need to focus.

"Alicia, the emotions you're feeling right now are distorted by the curse. You know that, right?"

"...Yeah, I know. I won't kill them, so don't worry."

After firmly reminding both Alicia and myself, I open the door.

Let's act calmly no matter what. The knocking method was quite excessive, but I can't be hostile over just that.

*Creeeeak—*

"Who is i—"

*Thud—*

"—...?"

And beyond the door I opened after making all those resolutions... there's a student covered head to toe in blood and wounds.

Seeing me, that student makes an expression of relief and collapses right there.

This student... isn't this a member of Alicia's social network? Why are they injured this badly—wait a minute.

Aren't these sword wounds? Judging by the magical energy I can feel, they seem to have been hit by attack magic too... Hmm.
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"..."

Neither I, nor Alicia, nor even the student who had just arrived could bring ourselves to speak rashly.

Well, isn't this... too absurd a story?

Despite saying they were part of Alicia's group, they still picked a fight, and in the end, beat them all to a pulp?

No, "beat them to a pulp" isn't enough.

Just as violence and assault are legally different words, this wasn't just beating them up... right, they attacked with the intent to kill.

"Who was it?"

After a silence that felt both short and long, Alicia was the first to speak.

Alicia's voice contained barely suppressed rage.

"I'm sorry, I don't know..."

"What do you mean you don't know?"

"They didn't reveal their names. They just said we were arrogant and... ugh...!"

Alicia's face grew more and more twisted as time passed.

To think that even after our side revealed their names, the other side attacked indiscriminately without even identifying themselves—this absolutely cannot be overlooked.

This is a matter Alicia can never tolerate for the sake of her prestige. Even if Alicia somehow did let it go—which would never happen—the members of her social network would gather their forces on their own to seek revenge. This is that level of incident.

Because they're nobles too.

"It seems you've said everything important, so please go back and receive treatment. Your injuries are too severe."

"...I gratefully accept Carl's advice."

The student who had rushed over to report to Alicia bowed their head and withdrew after hearing my advice.

They seemed to want to report more to Alicia, but as I said, they'd already covered the important points, and more importantly, the student's injuries were truly serious.

From the looks of it, they came running without even receiving treatment—this is excessive loyalty. It would be best to have them withdraw immediately and get treated.

"Alicia, the ones who assaulted your people are definitely the guys I told you about before."

I spoke to Alicia immediately after the student left. From Alicia's expression, she seemed to have already guessed.

Well, it's hard to imagine there being anyone else besides Richard's group who would commit such an insane act.

"...Alicia, just in case, do you remember what I told you before?"

"Yeah, I remember. That bastard Richard is really strong, so I shouldn't fight him rashly. You said you're preparing countermeasures, so wait."

Alicia's expression still hadn't softened.

Despite me repeating what I had firmly reminded her of before, Alicia's expression showed no sign of understanding.

It's certain. Alicia wants to throw away all plans and beat up Richard's group right now. No, not beat up—kill would be more accurate?

"Carl."

Alicia's eyes as she looked at me while calling my name contained all sorts of emotions. Her pupils were shaking slightly, suggesting this incident was something the thoroughly aristocratic Alicia found absolutely intolerable.

Though the Enchantment Spell made her unable to feel proper value in anyone except me, that very fact made Alicia even more furious.

Because some worthless bastard dared to touch her subordinates.

Though the spell made her like a psychopath who couldn't feel much value in people, that conversely meant she became more sensitive to the value of individuals.

Since she lost the basic value she felt toward the animal called human, she came to treasure anyone she felt even a little value in tremendously.

For example, Alicia has the sense that for my sake—naturally—and for Sarah who assists her or her subordinates, a few hairless monkeys dying would be acceptable.

Having been cursed, I feel the same way.

Of course, that's just the feeling, and the common sense and morality I've learned throughout my life prevent me from acting on it.

"Alicia, the preparations aren't completely finished yet. As I said before, we can probably beat Richard. That's certain."

"...But we'd cause too much collateral damage, so we can't?"

"Yeah, you understand properly... though you don't seem convinced."

If Alicia and I cooperate, honestly, we could probably beat Richard.

But just winning doesn't end everything, does it?

If we fight Richard, the aftermath is the problem.

For Richard, who regards others as less than insects, civilians are just obstacles—he'll try to remove all obstacles in his way to defeat us.

Or he might even take civilians hostage to threaten us.

...Wait, hostages?

"Then what exactly should we do? Are you telling me to just watch this—"

"Wait a moment, Alicia."

"—Hm?"

Until now, my plan to eliminate Richard was either to build up enough strength to avoid collateral damage and kill him in a sudden assault, or to kill him using Medeia's poison or spells.

But what if hostages are added to the equation?

It's quite plausible and possible.

As I just said, those who see humans commonly found throughout the world as mere hairless monkeys tend to become tremendously obsessed with people they find valuable.

Richard would be the same.

No, not "would be"—I can assert that he *is*.

Didn't he do all sorts of things for the heroines in the web novel?

"Alicia, you want to make Richard pay right now, don't you?"

"Yeah, that's right."

"There's a plan we can use right now that's reasonably decent, and a plan we can use in a year that's perfect."

"Obviously the plan we can use right now."

Alicia answered as if wondering why I'd even ask such a thing.

Well, then what needs to be done is decided.

"Alicia, we can't attack Richard himself for now. Instead, we'll target the two women who follow Richard around."

"Ah, to take them hostage and threaten him? Good."

Alicia expressed agreement with my proposal. But she doesn't seem that surprised—perhaps it was a plan Alicia had already considered.

...Huh? She'd already thought about taking hostages and threatening him?

Uh... well, if even I could think of it, I guess it's not that strange.

"Don't you have any questions? Like about the possibility of hostages working or something like that."

"Hm? No. If Carl says it's right, then it's right."

"..."

Goodness.

It's not the first or second time, but every time she casually tosses out words like that, it's really hard on my heart.

Even before being caught by the Enchantment Spell, my heart would pound, but after the spell, honestly, it's too hard to resist the impulse. I want to just push her down right here... wait a minute.

Is there any reason to hold back? There's no one else here besides Sarah anyway.

Right, there's no reason to hold back. If I want to push her down, I just do it.

*Squeeze—!*

"Ugh... Carl..."

When I pulled Alicia into my arms with all my strength, it felt so good that holding back until now seemed foolish.

Alicia seemed to feel the same—the atmosphere that had been filled with rage just moments ago was now filled with excitement and anticipation as if nothing had happened.

"If you two are going to do it, please take off your clothes and do it in bed. And you said you'd take Richard's lovers hostage—are you not doing that right away?"

""...""

And the one who stopped us was Sarah, with an expression and tone that said "are you two being ridiculous again?"

...Sarah's right. My thinking got warped and I almost made a mistake.

**********

"As expected... Richard is strong...!"

"Haha, it's thanks to Ailey and Justina helping me."

"What are you talking about, Richard did it all alone. Really, you can stop praising us now, you know?"

Meanwhile, Richard, who had beaten down all of Alicia's people, was walking down the corridor nonchalantly.

Blood was dripping from Richard's sword, but for Richard and the two heroines with their severe eighth-grader syndrome, blood flowing from a weapon wasn't dirty or sordid but cool, so no one questioned it.

"So why did those things do that earlier? They resisted like they were something, but they turned out to be nothing?"

"Who knows? How would we know what idiots are thinking?"

"True enough."

Richard and the two heroines mocked Alicia's people.

For them, power is justice and righteousness, so to those three, Alicia's people who resisted despite having no power were idiots beyond what words could express.

"Anyway Richard, we're going to take a bath now. See you tonight."

"Should I come with you?"

"There's no mixed bathing at the Academy though?"

"If there are other people, we just kick them out. Why make a fuss about that?"

"Mmm... no, if we bathe together, we won't be able to bathe properly. Let's enjoy ourselves comfortably tonight when we're clean and fresh."

"Is that so? Well, now that you mention it, that makes sense."

The three who had thoroughly mocked the fools who defied them disbanded for the night's pleasures, thinking they'd enjoyed themselves enough.

Richard returned to the dormitory and waited in anticipation of the fun to come, but even after several hours passed, even after midnight arrived, Ailey and Justina did not come to Richard's room.

Ch.61 - Protagonist (4)
# Translation

**BANG—!!**

"Hii, hiiek..."

The Supervisor managing the dormitory let out a short scream and shrank back. For a supervisor who should be managing the dormitory with dignity to be this terrified—normally this would be absolutely unacceptable behavior, but right now the Supervisor couldn't care less about such things.

After all, if he talked back to this lunatic in front of him, he'd really get beaten to a pulp without any regard for means or methods.

Since the Academy was mandatory for all nobles, as long as you didn't kill or rape anyone, you wouldn't be expelled. Richard was exploiting this fact with brutal efficiency.

"Hurry up and tell me the truth. Where are the girls?"

"I, I don't know either. They never even came in."

"Don't lie to me!! Are you saying they lied to me!? They definitely said they were going to use the bathhouse in the dormitory!!"

The Supervisor cursed inwardly.

*How can there be such an unreasonable idiot in this world?*

If he were weaker, the Supervisor would have used a rod to beat some proper logic into him, but unfortunately, his opponent was immune to beatings and could tear a person apart with his bare hands like a bear.

"Don't just keep your mouth shut, answer me!! Can't you hear me!? If you have a mouth, use it!!"

"...What do you want me to say?"

"Where did they go? Did you already forget what I said? You're not paying attention to the conversation? Are you crazy?"

"That's why I'm telling you they didn't come into the dormitory, so I don't know either?"

"This bastard doesn't understand words?? Why would they lie!? They clearly said they were going back to the dormitory!!"

"So why does that lead to them lying— Urk...!"

The Supervisor responded to Richard while suppressing his indignation at the utterly unreasonable pressure and twisted logic, but what came back wasn't Richard's understanding—just violence.

The shock that instantly covered his entire body pressed on his lungs and windpipe, preventing the Supervisor from finishing his sentence.

The Supervisor squinted his eyes tightly, enduring the pain while looking at Richard who had shoved him against the wall.

"What are you staring at? Don't you know who's in the wrong here?"

"...They didn't lie. Maybe some accident happened and they couldn't come back."

Though he could have yielded to this lunatic who wouldn't listen to reason, the Supervisor knew that no matter what he said to Richard, who was treating him like a liar, Richard would never accept it.

Given the situation where two students had gone missing, if he said something Richard wanted to hear and brushed this situation aside, wouldn't the aftermath later be no joke?

So even after getting hit once, the Supervisor stubbornly stated his position.

"What? An accident?"

And the Supervisor's words finally began to see the light.

Richard, who had been excited about Ailey and Justina's disappearance and had a narrow perspective that prevented proper situational judgment, finally began to properly grasp how the situation had unfolded after hearing the Supervisor's words.

Though it was far too late, at least he understood now.

"...Tsk, you should have said that from the start. Next time, speak more politely, okay?"

"..."

Still, knowing he had made a mistake, Richard clicked his tongue and left while acting tough, and the Supervisor ground his molars while watching Richard's retreating back.

*To think such a scoundrel entered this prestigious Academy.*

The Supervisor began cleaning up the wrecked supervisor's office, thinking he should seriously propose abolishing the mandatory Academy attendance for nobles.

Soon, sounds of Richard grabbing passersby outside the dormitory and raging about whether they'd seen the two girls yesterday could be heard, but the Supervisor simply tried hard to ignore it.

---

"Ugh... Ngh..."

Justina regained consciousness with a short scream. Though she had clearly woken up, the world was still dark, so Justina momentarily thought it was still night, but soon dismissed that possibility from her mind.

The situation before she lost consciousness was flashing through Justina's mind like a panorama.

*[Mmph, mmph—!?]*

*[Ailey? What— Mmph...!?]*

*'What the hell...? Kidnapping...?'*

Her nose and mouth had been covered by a cloth soaked in some liquid by assailants who appeared out of nowhere, and she had no memory after that, so she must have passed out.

To pass out in such a short time, some drug must have been soaked into the cloth...

From the sensation of something on my eyes, they must have blindfolded me with an eye mask. That's why it's so dark.

My hands and body won't move either. My whole body is tightly bound to some kind of chair.

*'Who is it? What lunatic in the world kidnapped the two of us?'*

If Richard finds out about this, he'll definitely kill the culprit.

That can't happen. If he commits murder, which is the final line, Richard won't just be expelled from the Academy—he'll face trial.

If that happens, won't my plan to live happily by Richard's side be ruined?

Of course, since Richard is strong enough, even if he's branded as a criminal on his record, he'll be able to get back on his feet.

But still, compared to a future where he wasn't a criminal, his quality of life will clearly be lower, so becoming a criminal must be prevented by any means necessary.

*'What moron did this—'*

"Mmph— Mmph!!"

*'—...?!'*

She was about to say she'd overlook it this time, so hurry up and untie them both and pretend nothing happened, but she couldn't.

Not only her eyes but her mouth was blocked too.

Does this mean they don't need to talk with us, with the hostages?

No... At this rate, something really bad will happen—

"Are you awake? Please wait a moment."

"...!"

At that moment, a girl's voice was heard. Though it was an extremely unfamiliar voice she'd never heard before, that didn't matter at all.

What mattered was that a girl's voice was heard at a time like this.

A young girl couldn't possibly commit kidnapping, could she? There'd be no reason for it either.

Then... this girl is just following orders...?

**Creeeeak—**

"Stand up."

After a few seconds, an unpleasant sound of metal scraping against metal was heard, and then someone gave her a command.

Unlike the girl's voice heard just before, this was a boy's voice. An ordinary boy's voice of a similar age to Richard, commonly heard at the Academy.

A girl followed by a boy...?

Kuk...! If only her mouth were open, she would have immediately threatened him to untie her before Richard beat him to death...!

"Walk."

"Mmph..."

The hands presumed to belong to the boy released the restraints except for her hands, forcibly stood her up, and then made her walk by pulling or pushing her body.

Unable to see, each step was slightly frightening.

*What... What the hell is this...!*

From the situation, the boy and girl seem to be mere servants, so does that mean the one who kidnapped us is a noble?

No, what did I do wrong to deserve this treatment?! If I get back safely, I'll tell Richard and Father to definitely get revenge—

"KYAAAAAAAAAAH!!!"

"—Mmph!?"

At that moment, a terrifyingly chilling scream reached her ears.

A scream filled with so much fear and pain.

In this situation where she couldn't see an inch ahead, she couldn't help but react when such a scream suddenly rang out.

**Creeeeak—**

"Why, why... why... Justina...?"

The unpleasant sound of metal scraping against metal rang out again as a door opened, and Ailey's utterly desperate voice reached her ears.

*'Ailey...? Why is Ailey suddenly... Don't tell me that scream just now was Ailey's— Ngh.'*

**Flash—**

The blindfold over her eyes was suddenly removed, and her eyes were instantly filled with light.

Having been in such dark blackness until just now, her eyes were too dazzled to properly see the situation even though the blindfold was removed... but she could tell one thing.

Color.

The world spread before her eyes was... utterly crimson.

Nothing but bright red everywhere.

"You're awake? I've been waiting."

A girl with long black hair sitting next to Ailey in a chair looked at her.

Her vision hadn't fully returned yet, so she couldn't properly tell what had happened... but for some reason, the girl seemed to be smiling.

---

"Wh, who are you... Do you think you'll be safe after doing this to us?"

Wow.

Wooow.

Isn't this amazing?

It's exactly the same as what Ailey said, not a single word different.

She must not know Alicia's face since she's a first-year and Alicia is a second-year.

Well, since their way of thinking is similar, that's why she's clinging to someone like Richard.

"Is there a reason to tell you? Sit down."

Alicia didn't answer Justina's question.

Normally, when a noble is asked their name, they should answer, but Justina didn't introduce herself either, and more importantly, she was just returning what she received.

*To ask for a name without revealing who you are or giving any warning before hitting people in Alicia's social network—that's quite the double standard.*

"Hurry up and go sit down."

"Sit down... in that filthy place?"

"I won't kill you, so don't worry."

"I, I don't want to..."

Though she said she wouldn't kill her, Justina wasn't reassured at all.

No, rather than being reassured, she trembled with even more anxiety. It seemed to sound like she'd do everything except kill her.

Well, when her companion was in such a terrible state, she couldn't feel at ease.

"I don't want to... I said no..."

"It's not like you're being stabbed with a knife or awl and bleeding, it's just a trivial thing like pouring chili powder in your mouth. What are you so afraid of?"

"I don't want to... I don't want to... Ugh...!"

Just in case, she had even gathered all the witnesses' testimonies. It was certain that Richard, Justina, and Ailey had beaten Alicia's people half to death.

Justina, who had committed atrocities just like Richard and used violence against Alicia's people, apparently couldn't stand violence being directed at her.

Seeing her tremble all over and collapse on the spot was truly absurd.

*'They stabbed, slashed, burned, waterboarded, and did all sorts of things to Alicia's people, yet they're this terrified of something clearly less severe than that.'*

Of course, sprinkling chili powder like this would be utterly useless against Richard, but still, Justina and Ailey's minor suffering could suppress Alicia's murderous impulses, so it had to be done.

If she did nothing, Alicia would kill these two as easily as stepping on insects.

Ch.62 - Protagonist (5)
"Stop it, Richard!"

"...What?"

Meanwhile, Richard, who had been rampaging outside searching for Ailey and Justina, turned his head in disbelief upon hearing the familiar voice ordering him to stop.

He had heard countless voices commanding him with such authority, but he never thought the owner of this particular voice would do so, no matter what.

"Teacher Ella, I didn't expect even you to do this to me."

No matter what Richard did, Ella had always spoken to him with the utmost courtesy. But not now.

This wasn't the time to show courtesy to a student.

If a teacher showed courtesy to a student even when corporal punishment was clearly necessary, they would no longer deserve to be called a teacher.

"This isn't the time to worry about that! Look at what you've done!!"

Ella pointed around with her staff. The surrounding scenery was so horrific that even the word "devastating" seemed insufficient.

The ground was torn up, trees and grass were gruesomely slashed.

The stone ornaments that made up the garden were destroyed and scattered everywhere, and most critically, innocent students had been harmed.

Most of them lay groaning, bleeding. If left like this, there would surely be fatalities.

"What's the reason! Why are you doing this!!"

"They're lying."

"What...? Lying?"

"Does it make sense that not a single person saw Ailey and Justina being kidnapped? Hm?"

"..."

Ella was at a loss for words.

Setting aside the kidnapping for a moment, wasn't it possible that no one really had witnessed it? Kidnappings naturally occur when there are few people around, making it normal for there to be no witnesses. Yet he was causing such chaos just because there were no witnesses.

*...This personality can never be fixed. It's truly fitting to call him innately evil.*

Ella thought to herself.

She had to eliminate Richard by any means necessary.

For a teacher to take a student's life—it was something that should never happen, but there was no choice.

Richard's family would surely understand. No, they would have to understand.

Sending such a monster to the Academy without proper home education—this was nothing short of terrorism.

In fact, they should demand compensation for damages from Richard's family.

"They're all, all liars...! They're looking down on me...!"

"Richard, any more than this—"

"I can't understand how narrow-minded one must be to have such delusions."

"—...?"

Ella, who had been preparing to attack to stop Richard, flinched in surprise at the voice suddenly coming from behind her.

The voice was too calm.

Despite the horrific scene around them, to maintain such a calm voice?

Either they were insane, or they were confident they could defeat Richard. One of the two.

And Ella's intuition... was certain the latter was more likely.

"You are... surely Al—"

"Enough, please be quiet."

"—..."

Ella tried to say something upon seeing Carl suddenly appear, but was immediately stopped.

Carl's judgment was absolutely correct—if she showed she knew him here, she could immediately become Richard's target. Ella also caught on to Carl's intention and immediately shut her mouth.

"Who are you? No, more than that—delusions? You're calling it delusions?!"

"Then is there another word for it? Kidnappings generally happen when there are few people around, so naturally the possibility of witnesses is slim. But you're saying the students are lying to you based on that, so shouldn't it naturally be called a delusion?"

"...You bastard!"

Ella didn't miss how unnaturally angry Richard became.

He had realized it too. How stupid what he was doing was.

But admitting that would be like declaring himself a fool, so he was forcibly ignoring it while unnaturally expressing anger and forcing himself to be mad.

To think there could be someone so shameless in this world.

*Claaang—!!*

"Ugh..."

While momentarily stunned by Richard's shamelessness, Richard suddenly charged forward and thrust his sword. Ella's vision was instantly filled with red sparks created by clashing blades.

Ella thought to herself.

Despite her being right in front of him, he swung his sword without care.

Richard had no interest whatsoever in her life. He would do anything just to kill Carl.

"You blocked it? How dare you?"

"Tsk... I prepared to prevent collateral damage, but it became pointless. The damage is already too great."

"What nonsense are you spouting with me right in front of you!! How dare you not listen to me!?"

*...What is this.*

Ella watched the two students clash with swords before her eyes, at a loss for words.

They were too strong.

Was this really the skill level of students?

Weren't they more skilled in swordsmanship than the palace knights?

She could say with certainty: their swordsmanship could tear through any magic.

And they weren't just using swordsmanship.

They fought using all kinds of magic—turning the ground into a swamp, accelerating, shooting arrows made of flame—so much so that at a glance, it seemed less like a duel and more like a spectacular performance.

It was like watching the legends told by bards. She felt awe toward Carl, who was facing pure evil like Richard.

"Nonsense? But you're the cause of all this rampage."

"The cause...? Then you!!"

"Looking at your pathetic state just now, I thought your brain wasn't working and you might be an idiot, but you understand this well enough."

*...Huh?*

But this... what was he saying?

The cause of the rampage?

So Carl—no, wait. Alicia, Carl's lord, kidnapped the two students? So that's why this happened?

What?

"Give me Ailey and Justina! If you don't, I'll kill you!!"

"If I die, those two will certainly die."

"..."

"Follow me obediently. This isn't a good place."

Richard slowly sheathed his sword with a crumpled expression. It was clearly an unwilling expression and action, but Richard seemed to have decided to follow Carl for now.

That Richard actually agreed? Were his lovers really that precious to him?

...To treat others so roughly while cherishing his own people—even lacking empathy has its limits. This was too much.

**********

"Why are you doing this?"

"I'd rather ask you the opposite. Did you not think there would be retaliation after doing such things?"

"Such things? Stop beating around the bush and speak properly...!"

What the hell.

For a moment I thought he might be playing dumb, but looking at his expression and tone, he really seemed to know nothing.

He was speaking as if he had done nothing wrong and only I was at fault—it was beyond absurd to the point of being bewildering.

"...Think about all the evil deeds you've committed so far."

"Evil deeds? So stop beating around the bush and speak clearly...! Do you think I'm a joke?"

"Enough with the persecution complex. Just counting the innocent people you've attacked so far would exceed a hundred. Do you really feel no guilt?"

"Innocent people? Don't frame me. I don't attack innocent people."

No good.

This bastard won't listen to reason.

He's a character I wrote and created myself, but the more I talk to him, the more I feel my sanity wearing away. He acts as if only he is right, he is justice, anything opposing him is evil, and all his actions are infallible.

If I asked why he beat up members of Alicia's social network, he'd spout all kinds of bullshit justifying himself and blaming us for being wrong. This won't work.

Unfortunately, truly unfortunately and reluctantly, but there's no other way with him except to kill him, just like what happened to Alicia's brother.

Good grief, why did I, during my eighth-grader syndrome phase, use such a guy as the protagonist? I can't understand it at all.

"Richard!! Richard!!"

"Richard, save us!!"

"Ailey!? Justina!!"

Anyway, I reached the prepared destination through the portal in the Black Market and let Richard meet Ailey and Justina.

Of course, they could only see each other, not touch or anything like that.

Between them was a transparent barrier harder than anything else.

Richard could break it if he tried, but before that, Alicia and I would cut off Richard's breath.

The way they screamed at each other as soon as they saw each other showed their character wasn't fully developed, but it was clearly a fact that they liked each other.

"What did you do to them!! What did you do to make their bodies turn so red—"

"So you're that bastard Richard."

"Who... kugh... are you, bitch? The whore who kidnapped innocent girls using this idiot as a front? You must be dying to die."

Richard spewed vulgarities at Alicia standing before Ailey and Justina.

His words were too crude. He seemed to think the stronger his words, the more the other person would fear him.

...Ha, whore.

Hmm... well, since I've brought him this far, I suppose I can stab him a few times.

"Why aren't you answering? If you have a mouth, speak— Kheuk...?!"

*Stab—!*

"...Huh?"

I tried to stab Richard in the back as he cursed at Alicia, but something was strange.

I hadn't even raised my blade, yet there was the sound of flesh tearing and Richard screamed.

What suddenly— Ah.

"How dare a lowly thing speak such words to Carl."

It was Alicia.

Turning my head to look at Alicia, she was looking down at Richard with her face heavily shadowed, with eyes that found no value in him whatsoever.

Just as I was angry that Richard insulted Alicia by calling her a whore, Alicia was also greatly angered that Richard insulted me by calling me an idiot.

Hmm, well, that's understandable.

"Co-cowardly attacking suddenly— Khaak...?!"

*Stab—*

Well, I suppose I'll finish stabbing him too.

Richard, who had been pinned to the ground by Alicia's summoned magic spike piercing his collarbone, was stabbed in the back once more by me and completely fell forward onto the ground.

It felt awkward to say this about a person, but he looked like a frog that had collapsed limply after being shocked with electricity.

Ch.63 - Protagonist (6)
"Richard!!"

"Kyaaaah!!"

Ailey and Justina, who had been watching Richard through the glass window while restrained, screamed.

Given how they'd acted until now, I thought they wouldn't bat an eye no matter how much Richard suffered, but judging by their reactions, that doesn't seem to be the case.

Now that Richard is hurt, they're genuinely worried about him without any pretense.

...What the hell, these things.

They treated other students like vermin.

*Well, I'm not one to talk.*

I'm similar. No, not similar—exactly the same.

I even resolved to kill Richard for Alicia's sake, didn't I? So I'm in no position to criticize those two.

No wait, I can criticize them. At least I never went beyond tolerating Alicia's recklessness to actively encouraging it.

Richard attacking members of Alicia's social network was originally caused by Ailey and Justina physically bumping into them and picking fights first.

"Kugh..."

"Richard, Richard!! Are you okay!?"

"Why are you doing this to us!!"

Ignoring the three of them making noise, I look at Alicia, who closes her eyes and gently shakes her head from side to side.

It seems Alicia and Sarah haven't properly explained to them why we're doing this. Rather than planning to explain after Richard arrived, it looks like they never intended to explain at all.

[Do I really need to explain what they did wrong? They wouldn't have listened anyway.]

[Ah, I see.]

Alicia reads my thoughts and immediately speaks to me through telepathy.

Well, Alicia's right.

Honestly, even if we told these bastards what they did wrong, I doubt they'd properly understand. Far from understanding, they'd probably get even more indignant and make a scene.

I wouldn't have said anything either and just stayed quiet. It would only waste my breath.

"How dare you!!"

"Oops."

As I nod in agreement with Alicia's judgment, Richard, who instantly recovered from the pain of being pierced, grabs his sword and swings it at me.

It's such a blatant attack full of killing intent that if I hadn't defended, my head would have been cleanly severed.

Well, thanks to that, the killing intent was easy to detect and I could respond quickly, so it's fine.

"As expected of someone who kills anyone without guilt. I'm almost embarrassed. But are you sure you should be doing this?"

"How dare you block my attack!? Fine, let's see you handle this—"

"Kyaaaaaaah!!!"

"—?!"

Richard, about to swing his sword at me again, flinches at the scream from behind him and stops. Only now does he seem to understand what I just said.

Richard turns his head with a pale face to look at Ailey and Justina. No, more precisely, at where they had been.

"Ri, Richard!! Richard!!"

"L-let us down!!"

The two who had been tied to steel chairs until just moments ago are now hanging upside down from hooks like carcasses at a slaughterhouse, spinning above a cliff as if it never happened.

The structure of where we are is quite unique.

With a massive cliff between us, there's a transparent barrier in the middle. It's hard to break the barrier, and even if you did, the physical distance makes it difficult to cross the cliff. Yet light and sound can easily travel between both sides, making it truly optimal terrain for threatening with hostages.

I should thank Medeia separately later for introducing us to this place.

Anyway, because of this, Richard can't do anything. He can only tremble with rage while watching Ailey and Justina shake with fear.

"You... you... cowardly bastards— Kugh...!!"

"You just tried to kill Carl, didn't you?"

While suspending Ailey and Justina upside down over the cliff with telekinesis, Alicia uses her characteristic genius magical sense to attack Richard.

Genuinely enraged at Richard for attacking me with killing intent, she aims directly at Richard's neck with a blade made of magical power.

Richard seems to have easily read Alicia's attack full of killing intent and barely manages to raise his sword to block it... but that's all.

*Swoosh—!*

"Kahak...!"

Because Alicia's magical blades aren't limited to just one.

Hit by magical blades flying from all directions, Richard's entire body becomes like a pincushion as he screams.

No matter how skilled, a person can only wield two swords, but Alicia can create unlimited swords as long as her magical power and control allow.

Oh wait, can't you use more than two swords?

In that pirate manga, they could hold one in their mouth too, so that's three... two in each hand, one in each foot—that's about seven swords total.

[Earlier you looked ready to kill him, but you didn't?]

[Yeah, if he dies I can't cause him any more pain, so that would be a waste. He dared attack my people and even tried to kill Carl.]

That's... quite a mind-boggling sense of values.

I pride myself on raising Alicia with the right mindset to avoid committing murder, but in reality she just grew up to do everything except murder.

No, she even considers killing to be mercy.

In Alicia's worldview, death is the greatest mercy since there's no more suffering.

...What is that? That's scary. Is this like escaping the cycle of reincarnation to no longer suffer—some kind of enlightenment?

"Cowardly... taking hostages...!"

"You're saying that? Really, I'd like to see your parents' faces. Just how little home education did you receive to be this poorly socialized?"

Hearing Richard's words full of indignation, Alicia shoots back incredulously.

Well... honestly Alicia isn't one to talk, but still, Richard's way of thinking is definitely quite unreasonable for Alicia to react like that.

I'm so embarrassed that I'm the one who made Richard like this. If it were possible, I'd want to go back in time and beat up my past self for creating such a trashy character.

"Kuk... Tell me what you want!"

"What I want? Hmm..."

Richard seems to have given up fighting to save Ailey and Justina's lives. Of course, that's just talk.

He's not hiding at all that once their safety is guaranteed, he'll immediately change his attitude and try to kill us both.

Alicia knows this very well too, but she doesn't bother calling it out and pretends to fall for Richard's intentions.

Because in the bigger picture, this is just Alicia's amusement.

When a clever toy uses its head trying to find an escape route, who wouldn't find that entertaining?

"Right, speak. Money? Yes, the only reason to kidnap hostages is—"

"Roll on the ground."

"—...What?"

"I said roll, squirm like an earthworm or grub with dirt all over your body. You're bleeding all over, so the dirt will stick really well."

Richard doubts his ears about whether he heard correctly, but soon confirms he did and his eyes widen.

Isn't that obviously nonsense?

To make such a big deal just to have someone roll on the ground—even Richard with his lack of logic wouldn't fall for such words.

"Stop joking!! I'm being serious right now!!"

"Do I look like I'm joking?"

"Kyaaaaaaah!!!"

"Richard! Richard!!!"

"Girls!!"

Richard raises his voice at Alicia for clearly making a fool of him, but Alicia responds by dropping Ailey and Justina toward the cliff before catching them again.

Watching the two fall toward the cliff only to be fixed in midair again, Richard trembles all over before finally slamming his head to the ground.

"Good, now roll."

"..."

Richard opens his mouth slightly and lets out a small sigh before following Alicia's command.

Richard rolled his body left and right, and the blood flowing all over his body mixed with the dirt to become mud.

After rolling for a while, Richard, covered in bloody mud all over, slowly looks up at Alicia with a face full of self-loathing.

As if asking, isn't this enough?

Alicia also seems satisfied seeing Richard, who had humiliated her, crawling on the ground like that, wearing a very pleased expression.

"Wow, you roll really well. If you'd been this obedient normally, you wouldn't have had such troublesome things happen, right?"

"...Is that enough? Hurry and release them."

"Why would I? I never said I'd release them."

"What... are you saying?"

"I just told you to roll on the ground, I never said I'd release them for doing that, did I? I don't know what you're talking about."

"..."

Richard makes a stupid expression with a blank face before soon expressing intense rage.

At Alicia for deceiving him, and at himself for falling for such lies.

Honestly speaking... it's quite pitiful.

If my middle school self had been a bit more mature, Richard wouldn't have this unpersuadable, flat, and violent personality.

If I'd met Richard even a little earlier, I could have reformed him.

It's just pitiful.

You can tell from how he attacked innocent students, caused chaos at the Academy, and has logic bordering on delusion.

If we let him go alive, Richard will stop at nothing to kill us both, so we need to deal with Richard definitively here and now.

"You, you bitch!!!!!!"

Richard grabs his sword and charges forward, leaping over the cliff.

Despite the solid transparent wall Alicia summoned in between, Richard doesn't care at all, as if he just needs to break through it. Richard's pride isn't unfounded, as the wall actually shatters from his slash.

But well... that's all.

"I'll kill you and bring justice— Huh...?"

*Swoosh—!*

Pierced through the neck by the sword I threw from behind, Richard loses his balance in midair and falls straight down the cliff.

No, not lost his balance—lost his life would be more accurate.

Seeing him scatter an enormous amount of blood while falling down the bottomless cliff, I don't think we'll need to look for the corpse.

...Was that the protagonist?

Hmm... no, he may have been the protagonist in the novel, but not anymore.

The only protagonists are me and Alicia. There's no place for a fake like you.
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The events that followed ended surprisingly quickly.

Watching Richard fall off the cliff, scattering blood, Ailey and Justina stared at us with shocked eyes, muttering something or other, but they didn't resist.

Well, they weren't particularly strong in the original work either, so seeing Richard dealt with like that, I suppose they wouldn't feel like resisting.

[Now, you two. You're going to behave from now on, right? You can't just pick fights on the street, beat people up, and try to kill them, okay?]

[Ugh... Ah...]

[Hic...]

Alicia, who had felt such intense hatred toward Richard and even plotted against him, took no particular action against Ailey and Justina.

Until recently, Alicia had been suppressing her impulses by sprinkling chili powder on Ailey and Justina, but now she showed them a surprising lack of interest—unimaginable for the Alicia of before.

[Alicia, why the sudden change?]

[I think it's better to let those two live now.]

[What?]

[Except for not knowing how to restrain themselves, they're exactly like me in personality. If I hadn't had Carl by my side, I think I would have grown up just like them.]

Her attitude was far too serious for me to ask what she was suddenly talking about.

[They think they're the best in the world and regard everyone else as nothing more than insects. Yet they make an exception for that one person they love.]

[...That's.]

[Yes, I haven't forgiven those two. Rather, I've given them the maximum punishment. For them, losing Richard would be no different than me losing Carl.]

In Alicia's eyes as she spoke... how should I put it—madness? Desire? Fear of the unknown? There were so many emotions mixed together that I couldn't pin it down to just one thing.

But the most certain thing was that Alicia was thinking of Ailey and Justina in comparison to herself.

It's surprising that Alicia, the person least suited to the concept of putting oneself in another's shoes, would do such a thing.

*...Will those two really be okay?*

If their personalities are similar to Alicia's as she says, Ailey and Justina will try to take revenge on Alicia and me by any means necessary.

If I were killed by someone, Alicia would never stay still.

Even though Alicia knows this very well, seeing her deliberately ignore that fact, it seems she thinks one can't be held accountable for crimes in a future that hasn't happened yet.

Hmm... should I prepare countermeasures personally?

Judging by the look in their eyes earlier, I could tell their spirits were definitely broken, but still, you never know what's in people's hearts. They might change later.

**********

"I truly don't know."

"...Lord Carl. Are you going to keep this up? You're the one who took Richard away."

"I'll tell you as many times as needed. I met with Richard privately and admonished him not to do such things, and he nodded and left. I haven't seen him since."

"..."

The investigator looks at me with eyes that say, "What kind of bullshit is this?"

His expression vividly conveys his thought: "Would you believe it if someone told you Richard just nodded and left after a mere meeting and admonishment?"

Honestly, if I were sitting in the investigator's position, I would have gotten angry, asking if he expected me to believe such nonsense, if he was mocking me.

But what can I do about it?

What are you going to do if you get angry? Are you going to intimidate me, someone whose lord is Niederbaben and who comes from Firmont?

"Lord Carl, there's testimony that Richard assaulted Young Lady Niederbaben's people nearly to death."

"Yes, that's why I met with Richard separately to protest. Fortunately, he understood well."

"Haaaaah..."

The investigator lets out a big sigh, but there's no sense of frustration about the case going wrong in that sigh.

Rather, it's closer to a sigh of relief.

"I was quite pleased that he was reasonable, but it's truly unfortunate that he's gone missing. I hope Richard is found quickly."

"Understood. Sorry for detaining you."

The investigator has already roughly figured out how the situation unfolded, but doesn't press me further.

The investigator also knows about all the evil deeds Richard has committed until now.

Though he's investigating me now, he didn't come to the Academy to investigate me. He came to punish Richard for his increasingly severe atrocities.

This is a scene from the original novel I wrote.

The investigator sent by the Imperial Palace to punish Richard for randomly assaulting nobles was also assaulted by Richard, and ultimately becoming an enemy of the Imperial Palace, Richard fled from the Academy.

With atrocities even worse than in the original, the only punishment awaiting Richard would have been capital punishment, and since I took care of killing Richard anyway, the investigator seems not too displeased that his work has been reduced. That's why he's letting me go so readily.

[Carl, come back quickly. The Crown Prince is here again saying nonsense.]

Anyway, after roughly sending the investigator away, Alicia urgently sends me a telepathic message from afar.

Using the injury of Alicia's social network members as an excuse, the Crown Prince has come again and is saying something to Alicia.

Why does that man keep coming to Alicia? Even though they're engaged, they're going to break it off anyway, so why is he showing so much affection?

My way of thinking has become quite strange due to the Enchantment Spell right now, but I think I would have felt the same way even without the spell.

...Tsk, could it be... No, it can't be.

With Emilia alive and well, there's no way the Crown Prince wouldn't break off the engagement.

**********

"Yes, yes. I understand."

No, she doesn't understand anything. Far from understanding, isn't she listening with one ear and letting it out the other?

She's just roughly saying she understands and trying to get me to leave quickly.

As expected, you haven't changed.

[Your Highness the Crown Prince, how intelligent you are! You truly possess swordsmanship talent that surpasses mine!]

[Your Highness the Crown Prince will surely become a good monarch. It's only natural with such intelligence!]

[Your Highness the Crown Prince's appearance is so outstanding. I dare say you will be the most handsome emperor in the Empire's history—]

When I close my eyes, words I've heard in the past come to mind.

Everyone I've encountered until now has seen me as an idiot who can't tell heaven from earth and praised me indiscriminately.

The Knight Commander, said to be the Empire's greatest swordsman, too easily admitted I was better than him, and countless imperial officials and scholars including the treasurer were busy praising my talents whenever they met me.

Didn't they know I would be displeased by that?

No, that's not it. Surely as human beings, they must have known that excessive flattery would have the opposite effect.

Then why did they do it?

Because I have power.

Excessive flattery may backfire, but it's certainly better than not flattering at all.

"Your Highness?"

"Ah, ah... Sorry, I was thinking about something else for a moment."

But Alicia is different. Far from flattering, she sees me not as the Crown Prince but as an ordinary man named Friedrich.

Alicia is... special. She's such a special existence to me.

I should be grateful to God that I could be engaged to such a woman.

"Why do you keep coming?"

"Well, it's not strange for an engaged couple to meet often, is it? I can come without any particular reason."

"We're going to break off the engagement. What are you talking about?"

"...Ah, I forgot. I'm sorry."

...Break it off.

No.

The engagement with Alicia must not be broken.

Through the blessing God has given me, I've finally found my perfect match—I can't let her go.

Knock knock—

"Come in."

"I greet Your Highness the Crown Prince. Lady Alicia, I've cleared up the misunderstanding with the investigator and returned."

At that moment, Carl enters the room, greets me, and then stands by Alicia's side as if it's natural.

Carl keeps his mouth firmly shut, bows his head slightly, and tries not to make eye contact with me.

It's the perfectly proper attitude a servant should have, but... for some reason, it's quite displeasing.

If only this bastard Carl weren't here, Alicia would have no reason to break off her engagement with me, would she?

"Hmm... The investigator came to punish that wretched Richard who assaulted Alicia's people, but he's missing... The timing is quite coincidental."

"...Perhaps he's hiding somewhere, knowing punishment was coming?"

"Yes, that could be."

Alicia, who had such a bright expression when Carl just entered, has such a faded expression when she looks at me again.

How wonderful it would be if that bright expression were directed at me.

"Richard must be found and punished. Alicia, you are my fiancée, and Richard attacked your close associates. This is necessary for the Empire's authority."

At the mention of fiancée, both Carl and Alicia flinch simultaneously—how... transparent.

They usually maintain poker faces, but the moment their love for each other is tested, they immediately squirm.

"...Yes, Your Highness is correct."

"Then I'll take my leave for today. The investigator will visit occasionally for Richard's investigation, so please don't resent it too much even if Carl has to leave for questioning."

"...I understand fully."

No, she doesn't understand.

Judging by the situation... Richard has probably been dead for a while now.

I can use this.
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"H-hey, hey!!"

"Look at me."

"..."

"Are you seriously ignoring me right now? Hey!!"

"Aaah...!!"


After Richard disappeared, Ailey and Justina, who had been hiding behind Richard and enjoying his protection, immediately faced the hostility of countless students who had been waiting for this moment.

While the two were strong in their own right, that was all—they weren't strong enough to cause havoc against countless enemies like Richard could.

Flinching and trying their best to avoid others' attention, the two were discovered by students who had been sharpening their blades of revenge, and soon paid the price for the sins they had accumulated.

There were far too many witnesses to their atrocities to pin everything on Richard. Those who had suffered at their hands—whether they had incited Richard or pointed someone out to him—took their revenge on the two now that Richard's protection was gone.


"U-um..."

"Help u—ack...!"

"..."


Even the teachers, who had a duty to protect students, were turning a blind eye to the two.

The teachers also harbored negative feelings toward them, having suffered much from Richard's tyranny, but the decisive factor was the imperial investigation.

Hadn't these lowborn noble brats, who only had strength, dared to touch Alicia's people without knowing their place—Alicia, who was the Crown Prince's fiancée?

Extending a helping hand to protect such people could easily be seen as opposing the imperial family.

Since obtaining a teaching position at the Academy required not only skill and knowledge but also political acumen, no teacher would help Ailey and Justina, who were being openly treated as traitors in front of other students—especially the children of noble houses.


"Everyone, please stop!!"

"...?"


Except for Professor Ella alone.

The students who had been openly attacking the two with the teachers' tacit approval tilted their heads at Ella's sudden intervention and looked at her.

With expressions asking if she was in her right mind.

With expressions asking if she hadn't seen their atrocities.


"...Please, stop this."


Ella knew very well what atrocities Ailey and Justina had committed and had even witnessed it with her own eyes, but nevertheless, Ella protected the two girls.

Because it was a teacher's duty.

Ella, who had previously stopped Richard and was now stopping the students, simply stood her ground with a stern expression, and the students, who knew Ella's upright character well enough, merely frowned and turned away.


"Are you both alright?"

"..."


Ailey and Justina, with memories of mocking and insulting Ella from behind Richard still vivid in their minds, couldn't bring themselves to thank Ella readily.

Because thanking Ella would feel like truly acknowledging Richard's death.

Because feeling sorry toward Ella would feel like denying their past selves.

Despite receiving help from Ella, Ailey and Justina only thought to themselves.

That their situation was too miserable.

That receiving pity from someone they had looked down on in the past—nothing could be more miserable than this.


"...Anyway, please hurry back. Before anyone else sees you."

"..."


Whether they judged Ella's words to be correct, or could no longer bear conversing with Ella, Ailey and Justina simply gave a brief bow and hurried back to the dormitory.

But one thing was certain.

Ailey and Justina thought:

That the cause of the misfortune that had befallen them was clearly Alicia and Carl.


[We are accepting reports regarding Richard's disappearance case.]


On their way back to the dormitory, Ailey and Justina saw the notice posted on the bulletin board with the imperial family's crest embedded in it, and as if they had made a promise to each other, they stopped in their tracks and looked at each other's faces.

Though neither said a word, they both knew what the other was thinking.


**********


The Crown Prince attended the Academy and took classes.

At the Academy, which began as a place to hold the children of nobles from across the Empire as hostages, the Crown Prince—the one who held them hostage—entering the "prison" that contained the hostages might seem strange at first glance, but no one really questioned it.

Because that was only a story of the past.

The prison that housed hostages had built up tradition and become an academy teaching academics, swordsmanship, and magic—who would find that strange?


"Your Highness, today was enjoyable as well."

"Seeing Your Highness's expression during class was quite magnificent. You truly resemble His Majesty the Emperor."

"The class was quite difficult for us, but surely not for Your Highness."

"...Yes, thank you all."


More importantly, weren't the nobles attending the Academy the very nobles who would grow up to become the Empire's vassals?

There were no fools in the current imperial family who would simply throw away the opportunity to build connections with such nobles.

If he made friendships with nobles at the Academy, he could gain tremendous benefits when they matured, so the Crown Prince endured this torture-like time despite being extremely bored of hearing the same things over and over.


"However, what will happen to the Young Lady of Niederbaben going forward?"

"...Alicia?"


And what ended that torture time was just a careless remark from some nameless noble.

The Crown Prince, who had been filtering out countless noise with faded eyes, turned his head toward the noble who made the remark as soon as he heard mention of Alicia, as if a rubber band had snapped.


"What do you mean? Are you talking about that incident where her close associates were attacked?"

"That... no. Since the imperial family has already begun investigating that incident, it will be resolved without my concern. What I wanted to say is something else."


The noble, momentarily flustered by the Crown Prince's suddenly changed reaction, calmly continued what he had to say.


"Something else?"

"Yes, isn't the Young Lady of Niederbaben Your Highness's fiancée? Then I thought you should invite her to our gatherings once or twice."

"...Invite."


Hearing the noble's words, the Crown Prince's eyes widened slightly in admiration.

It was certainly a good tactic.

Since they had reached an agreement to break off the engagement with Alicia, he hadn't bothered inviting Alicia to gatherings until now. Moreover, since Alicia's reputation had been quite bad, there was no reason to take such a risk by inviting her.

But now it was different.

He didn't know what had happened, but after the witch's invasion of the Academy, Alicia's aggression had drastically decreased—she no longer destroyed property, and most importantly, he had no intention whatsoever of breaking off the engagement with Alicia.

Then naturally, he should introduce Alicia to everyone.

The Crown Prince thought:


*...I can predict how they'll react.*


They'll definitely be angry. They'll be annoyed, and they'll hint at me to keep my promise.

Both Alicia and Carl.

But... what could they do?

I promised to break off the engagement? Did anyone guarantee it? Is there any written record?

No.

If I just play dumb and force the engagement and marriage, Alicia and Carl can do nothing.

It's an engagement approved by Duke Niederbaben and His Majesty the Emperor—what could a mere daughter and servant, who are just accessories for a noble house to run smoothly, possibly do?


*Of course, that's the last resort.*


What was most important right now was Carl's existence.

If Carl was by Alicia's side—no, if Carl was alive—Alicia would always think only of Carl.

Then... I need to get rid of Carl.


"Your Highness...?"

"Ah, yes... I apologize, I was lost in thought for a moment. Yes, inviting Alicia to the gathering seems like a very good idea. Let's do that."


First, let's invite her to the gathering and observe their reactions.

After all, schemes work best when emotions are heightened—anger, sadness, and the like.


**********


"...An invitation."

"Me? There? Why?"


What is this now?

The Crown Prince, who hadn't summoned Alicia to any official occasion even once in over a year since she enrolled at the Academy, suddenly invited Alicia to a gathering of nobles.

Of course, even calling it a gathering, there were few with status matching Alicia's level. Most were nobles who ended up associating with the Crown Prince simply because they were in the same year.

In other words, despite the grand name, it was really just a gathering of upperclassmen. And the Crown Prince had invited Alicia, who was three years below them, to such a place.

Inviting an underclassman to where upperclassmen hang out—what was he thinking?


"Ugh, it's annoying. Should I just ignore it?"

"Then it'll look like you're openly picking a fight with the Crown Prince. Let's just deflect it with a fake illness."

"If I fake being sick, the Crown Prince will probably come visit with medicine and food saying he's worried about my health, won't he?"

"...Will he?"

"Rather than meeting him alone in my room... ugh, how horrible. It's better to just attend the gathering. Better to see him with everyone else than face him alone in a room."


Alicia trembled and turned pale, as if imagining herself faking illness with the worried Crown Prince together.


"Seriously, why is the Crown Prince suddenly acting like this? So annoying."

"Who knows...? Don't tell me he has no intention of breaking off the engagement?"

"Does he think he's really my fiancé just because we're engaged on the surface? I promised to marry Carl long before that."


While expressing anger toward the Crown Prince, Alicia casually said something that made my heart skip a beat.

...Geez, the sun hasn't even set yet, and if you say things like that, I can't hold back.

Well, I'll just have to do it one more time later.
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"Thank you for inviting me like this, Your Highness."

Standing before the senior nobles, Alicia greeted everyone with perfect elegance and grace, showing not a hint of intimidation.

Seeing the nobles' expressions momentarily shift to 'This is that troublemaker Young Lady?', it seems Alicia's greeting was quite beautiful.

Well, honestly, even though they're her seniors, there's no way Alicia would be intimidated by them.

Regardless of the enchantment curse, Alicia doesn't place much value on others anyway, but more fundamentally, they're all lower in status than Alicia, aren't they?

There are a few children of dukes, but not all dukes are equal.

After all, in the world of nobles, what matters most above all else is military power and the wealth of one's territory.

It wasn't for nothing that Count of wealthy Flanders openly picked a fight with William I, who was Duke of the poor Duchy of Normandy.

"I see many here with status similar to mine. I hope this will be a pleasant exchange."

"Ha, haha... We're truly delighted you think so."

When comparing those with titles, wealth directly translates to strong military power, so there's no problem determining the hierarchy of nobles by wealth alone.

The many nobles spread before Alicia's eyes may be children of dukes, but they cannot compare to Alicia, who bears the name Niederbaben, Alicia who is the daughter of the great noble family that rules the southern Empire.

Some nobles looked uncomfortable, perhaps thinking Alicia was mocking them with her superficial words, but they didn't show it openly.

If they got angry here and now, they'd be marked by both Alicia and the Crown Prince.

"First, your seat is—"

"Alicia, come here."

...But what's this?

After briefly greeting everyone and looking for a seat, Alicia is suddenly invited by the Crown Prince.

Turning her head to look at the Crown Prince, there's one empty seat beside him. Seeing that there's not a single seat left anywhere else, it seems the Crown Prince really prepared thoroughly.

What the hell is this bastard doing?

*Crackle— Crackle crackle—*

*'...He's even using a decoy.'*

I tried to use telepathy to ask Alicia's opinion, but my telepathy bounced back with unpleasant crackling static.

As the Crown Prince is the Empire's most important person after the Emperor, he always wears layers of magic-disrupting accessories. Because of that, magic can never be used properly around the Crown Prince.

Of course, it wasn't a big problem for Alicia and me since we could quickly find a workaround... but unfortunately, it seems he's using even stronger decoy accessories than usual right now. He's using something completely different from what he normally uses, so I have to analyze the magical device from scratch.

It makes sense that he'd pay more attention to security with nobles gathered, but what's this uneasy feeling?

It's as if he completely blocked Alicia and me from communicating with each other, not for security... or is it just my imagination?

"Alicia?"

"...Yes, Your Highness."

...No, it's not my imagination.

The Crown Prince definitely checked both our reactions. The Crown Prince, who had never once tried to make eye contact with me until now, met my gaze for just a moment.

He definitely saw how I was reacting. Although the curse has biased his thinking in one direction, I can confidently say he would have made the same judgment even without the curse.

*Clink—*

"Stop. I'll pour it myself. Normally a servant would pour the tea, but Alicia is worthy enough for me to do so."

"...Thank you, Your Highness."

After seating Alicia in the chair, the Crown Prince refuses the servant's approach and personally pours tea into Alicia's cup. The surrounding nobles' eyes widen in surprise at the Crown Prince's radical behavior, but I don't have the luxury to be surprised by such things right now.

In the original work—that is, in the novel I wrote—the Crown Prince ends up with Emilia.

Emilia, who was harassed by Alicia and came to antagonize her, seduced the Crown Prince as revenge.

But because of my existence, Emilia seduced me instead of the Crown Prince.

So what about the Crown Prince? He just ends up floating in limbo.

But even so, it's quite strange that the Crown Prince is showing favor toward Alicia.

[Your Highness, please break off the engagement.]

[No, it's fine. Please leave now.]

[It's unnecessary.]

*'...Honestly, Alicia didn't do anything to earn his favor, did she?'*

Both in the original and here, no matter how much I search my memories, Alicia never did anything to earn the Crown Prince's favor. Alicia always treated the Crown Prince with the same feeling one has toward an annoying fly.

Nevertheless, the Crown Prince developed feelings for Alicia.

I don't know why. Unless the Crown Prince is a pervert who gets excited when insulted or ignored, I can't understand why he suddenly developed feelings for Alicia.

...Well, anyway, that's not what's important right now.

Whatever the reason, what matters is that the Crown Prince currently thinks of Alicia that way.

Then breaking off the engagement... has obviously gone down the drain.

"How does the tea taste?"

"The taste... it's adequately acceptable. It's comparable to the tea I drank at my family estate."

"Young Lady...!"

"It's fine, it's fine. Haha, I see. I'll have to buy something better next time."

When Alicia said it was comparable to the tea from her family estate rather than as delicious, putting down the tea the Crown Prince poured, the surrounding nobles were greatly shocked and flustered, but the Crown Prince just laughed heartily as if nothing happened and sipped his tea.

He's not pretending to be unbothered.

The Crown Prince truly felt no displeasure at Alicia's words. No, rather than displeasure, he even felt a strange joy.

What the hell, was that just a simple comment or is he really a pervert? Ugh, that's disgusting.

And next time? What's this about next time?

**********

"Aaaaaaahhhhh!!"

As soon as the door closed after returning to the dormitory, Alicia let out a scream.

From the gathering until the way back to the dormitory, she held it in well because of appearances, but once she returned to her perfectly soundproofed room, Alicia's patience finally exploded.

"What was that, what the hell was that?! I knew it, bad premonitions are never wrong!!"

"Alicia, calm down."

"Carl, help me calm down. Please? I feel so, so awful..."

I hold Alicia in my arms and pat her back, accepting her neediness. As Alicia whimpers like this, the time at the gathering was truly hellish.

Subtly making physical contact with Alicia, throwing probing remarks, and voyeuristically watching mine and Alicia's reactions.

More decisively, his attitude toward the nobles.

It was an attitude clearly trying to make them recognize Alicia as his fiancée—no, as his spouse. As if telling them to build connections early with the future Empress, the Crown Prince tried to make the nobles acknowledge Alicia.

This is—

"The Crown Prince... doesn't seem to have any intention of breaking off the engagement."

"...Right."

At that moment, Alicia, who had been acting spoiled for a while, suddenly speaks up, voicing my thoughts.

Alicia is right.

The Crown Prince has absolutely no intention of breaking off the engagement with Alicia. He intends to marry Alicia by any means necessary.

Having fallen under the enchantment spell and become extremely sensitive to the act of enchantment, the two of us can perceive the Crown Prince's intention to be with Alicia without any distortion.

"Even if I tell Father, it won't help, will it?"

"Right, Duke Niederbaben already expects you to end up with the Crown Prince anyway."

"Th-then should I cause a scene again? Enough that the Emperor gets so fed up he waves his hands and tells us to break it off immediately?"

"That'll be difficult too. The Crown Prince will stop the Emperor by any means necessary."

"Ah... ugh... what should I do..."

Of course, there's the option of dealing with the Crown Prince like Alicia's brother or Richard... but honestly, I don't want to do that.

Those two clearly threatened Alicia, but the Crown Prince just wants to marry Alicia and hasn't committed any crime, has he?

I want to avoid killing someone who hasn't committed a crime just for my own benefit.

"Ah...! What if I openly insult the Crown Prince in front of others and declare the engagement broken?"

At that moment, Alicia, who had been thinking with her face full of shadows, brightens her expression as if she's had a good idea and tells me.

Breaking off the engagement... Right, looking just at breaking off the engagement now, it's the most certain method. Though the side effects would be the greatest too.

The Crown Prince has never publicly wronged Alicia even once. The Empire's people, nobles and commoners alike, will point fingers at Alicia.

Most of all, the Emperor will be furious.

"Then the enraged Emperor will try to fight House Niederbaben to the death. The chances of Niederbaben winning are low."

"At least the engagement would definitely be broken. As for the fight to the death... honestly, as long as I have you, Carl, I don't care."

Alicia casually tosses out dangerous words as if it's nothing.

Saying she doesn't care as long as she has me—how can she keep suddenly seducing me like this? Now's not the time for that.
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"Carl, may I conduct a brief investigation? Would that be all right?"

"...?"

What's this about?

I'd roughly outlined the plan: meet with the Crown Prince separately, suggest breaking off the engagement, and if he refused, then publicly declare the broken engagement in front of everyone.

But before we could go find the Crown Prince, they came to us first.

To be precise, it wasn't the Crown Prince but an imperial investigator who came, though since both the Crown Prince and the investigator are from the imperial palace, I suppose it's fine to lump them together as "them."

"What's this about?"

"We've received important testimony and evidence regarding the Richard investigation. We need Carl, who has seen Richard, to judge their credibility."

The investigator's expression is utterly calm. For someone who claims to have found important testimony and evidence, his emotions are remarkably dull.

Why is that... or am I overthinking this?

While he might have been emotional when he first found the testimony and evidence, if some time has passed, those feelings would naturally have faded.

More importantly, an imperial investigator couldn't possibly display his emotions openly in front of others.

"Why does Carl have to go again? He already told you everything before."

"Lady Alicia, as the last person to see Richard, Carl's perspective is extremely important to us."

"Carl told you everything without hiding anything. How long does Carl have to be dragged around because of your incompetence?"

"...Lady Alicia, we are working to protect both your honor and the imperial family's honor. We must investigate Richard's disappearance, so please be understanding."

At the investigator's response, Alicia's mouth closes. The investigator finishes what he has to say without being intimidated by Alicia in the slightest.

Well, the investigator is right. Except for the part where we're the ones who killed Richard.

"Young Lady, I'll be back."

"...Tsk, come back quickly."

Since Richard has been dead for a while now, Alicia seems quite displeased that I keep getting called in for investigations, but she doesn't say so outright. If she said Richard was already dead, it would be tantamount to confessing that she killed him.

In this world where duels between nobles occur frequently, causing another noble's death in a duel isn't a major problem, but the issue is that what we did wasn't a duel.

We took Ailey and Justina hostage, threatened Richard, and killed him.

This isn't a duel—it's just murder.

The tremendous criticism and reputation loss doesn't matter much since we're already scraping the bottom, but since it's murder, we'll face legal consequences.

Of course, since Alicia is a duke's daughter, she won't go to prison or anything like that, but the imperial family could use this as leverage to make extremely unreasonable demands.

For example... taking Alicia in something close to a forced marriage? No, that doesn't make sense since the engagement is already decided, so there'd be no reason for that.

**********

"Carl, we know everything."

"...?"

What's this all of a sudden?

As soon as I arrive at the investigation room as usual, the investigator's attitude suddenly changes. "We know everything"—what kind of riddle is this?

"What do you think the decisive testimony and evidence we obtained might be?"

"Didn't I come here to hear about that? What are you—"

I can't finish my sentence properly. The paper the investigator hands me contains the entire account of the incident.

Starting from how we used Ailey and Justina as hostages to lure Richard out, to going to a secluded place and killing him. The details aren't all there, but the general flow is exactly the same, which suggests they already know everything.

Excuses or lies won't work.

"...Hmm, you know more than I expected."

"You know this is illegal, don't you?"

"Illegal? He committed illegal acts first. Why all this fuss over someone dying in a fair and honorable duel to protect one's honor?"

If excuses and lies won't work, the only option is to be brazen.

Honestly, we didn't even do anything that wrong, did we? They tried to kill us first, they harmed people.

This is self-defense. Honestly, anyone who suffered harm from Richard would nod and say we did the right thing.

"Richard was going to die anyway. From that perspective, shouldn't the investigation bureau thank Alicia and me for taking care of Richard?"

"Thank you... If you had told us this beforehand, we wouldn't have needed to waste our efforts on unnecessary matters."

"I see, then let's balance the merits and demerits and call it even."

"..."

The investigator looks at me with a deeply furrowed face.

Well, so what? What are you going to do about it?

"Richard has committed all sorts of atrocities, and most critically, he extended his evil grasp even to Lady Alicia's attendants. Lady Alicia had no choice but to punish Richard to restore her attendants' honor and maintain her own prestige. As Lady Alicia's representative, I dueled Richard and defeated him."

"Wasn't it threatening him with hostages, not a duel?"

"Threatening? That was a fair and proper bulwark to prevent civilian casualties. Without those two, Richard would have recklessly unleashed his violent nature in all directions, attacking civilians. Without those two, the duel with Richard would have taken place at the Academy, not in a secluded area, and civilian casualties would have been unavoidable."

"...Hmm."

Honestly, it's sophistry, but the problem is it's sophistry that sounds plausible.

Legally it's nonsense, but in the noble world where things make sense once you attach honor to them, Alicia's response is excessive but somewhat understandable.

Good, if you get it, hurry up and let me go.

"It seems you have nothing more to ask. Then I'll be—... Khaak...!?"

The moment I turn to leave, my body suddenly trembles and stiffens rigidly.

It feels like electricity is coursing through my entire body. My muscles contract and shrink tightly, moving independently of my will. Is this what it feels like to be hit with a taser?

What the... ugh...

"Phew... If you had just bowed your head obediently, that would have been enough, but you're making this quite troublesome."

"What... are..."

"We just need you gone. I'm sorry."

While his tone is filled with genuine regret, that's all it is. His actions are doing the complete opposite, aren't they?

Then... this is intervention from higher up.

Higher than an imperial investigator would be the Emperor or the Crown Prince. The Emperor wouldn't do something like this, so... kuk, it's the Crown Prince.

"You... bastards...!"

My mind grows hazy as the edges of my vision gradually darken. My magical circuits are in complete disarray, so I can't even send telepathy to Alicia.

Is it fainting? Or hypnosis?

Kuk... Either way, I'm losing consciousness.

Then before I completely lose consciousness, I need to first—...!

**********

"...Sarah, what now?"

"The Crown Prince is coming again."

"Haaa... This is certain. The Crown Prince deliberately sent Carl away to meet alone."

Seeing Sarah return from scouting outside the dormitory, Alicia's face crumples, realizing her ominous premonition wasn't wrong.

"Alicia, I've come again."

"What is it this time?"

Shortly after, the Crown Prince enters Alicia's room again, and Alicia looks at him with a deeply furrowed face, not even offering a welcoming greeting.

"What, does a fiancé need a reason to visit his fiancée?"

"...Your Highness."

"What is it?"

Alicia, about to ask if he'd forgotten their promise, closes her mouth upon seeing the imperial attendants around the Crown Prince.

It must be revealed to everyone eventually, but for now, the benefits of not speaking outweigh those of speaking.

"I'll ask again. What brings you here?"

"Hmm... Well, fine. I just came to have you make a choice."

"A choice?"

"Bring it."

Alicia receives the documents the Crown Prince's attendant hands her and reads them.

At first, Alicia looks at the documents with eyes expecting nonsense, but as her eyes move down, they gradually fill with shock.

"...Hmm, quite skilled."

After several seconds of silence, Alicia barely manages to speak. Despite being greatly flustered, Alicia's emotional control is remarkable enough that no one would notice.

"So what of it? As if I should have tolerated Richard—"

"That's not what I'm trying to say. Of course you can kill him. I'm not petty enough to criticize Alicia for killing someone who was rude to her."

"Then what's your intention in showing me this—"

"I said I came to have you make a choice."

"—...A choice?"

"Yes, you know where Carl is right now, don't you, Alicia?"

"..."

However, Alicia's emotional control crumbles instantly. From the moment the Crown Prince unnaturally mentions Carl, Alicia's face fills with anxiety and nervousness.

Why else would he mention Carl at a time like this?

"Ah, I left all the anti-magic devices behind. You should be able to send telepathy to Carl right now."

"...What."

The Crown Prince dangles a necklace from his hand, showing that the accessory he's wearing isn't a magical device but just an ordinary ornament. Alicia hurriedly sends telepathy to Carl.

But there's no response from Carl. No, it doesn't even reach Carl.

It's one of two things.

Either Carl entered a room that blocks magic, or Carl is unconscious and unable to receive or send telepathy.

Neither situation is good for Carl.

"...What do you want?"

"I told you, I came to have you make a choice. Now, take my hand."

Seeing Alicia become docile, the Crown Prince instantly suppresses the smile on his face.

For Alicia to become docile like the many people around him—the Crown Prince wasn't attracted to that side of Alicia.

"Alicia, let me be clear. If you want to protect Carl's safety, take my hand."

"..."

But the Crown Prince soon smiles again.

Compared to the rosy future that will unfold, this is just a passing shower.

Ch.68 - Fiancé (5)
"...First, may I ask you one thing?"

"By all means."

After a few minutes of silence, Alicia carefully opened her mouth, and Crown Prince Friedrich looked at her with a warm response.

If Alicia's personality was as Crown Prince Friedrich had assessed so far, she would never refuse his proposal.

Alicia treasured Carl dearly. If she could save Carl by sacrificing her own life, Alicia would naturally do so.

*...Life, huh. To think that becoming my woman is on the same level as sacrificing one's life.*

The Crown Prince felt conflicted inside seeing that giving him love was regarded the same as sacrificing one's life, but he soon smiled.

After all, looking at Alicia's current state, there was no way she could refuse his proposal.

The conflict would only last a moment, while love and joy would be eternal.

"Why exactly are you doing this?"

"Doing this?"

"Yes, Friedrich, you could easily maintain the engagement if you simply had that intention, couldn't you? There's no need to put Carl's life on the scales."

Seeing Alicia's form of address change from "Your Highness" to "you," the Crown Prince's attendant bristled, but the Crown Prince raised his hand to stop him.

This was precisely why the Crown Prince had fallen for Alicia.

Having fallen for Alicia who was not docile but rather feisty, the Crown Prince would never eliminate that special quality of hers. If anything, he would encourage it more.

"Well, that's... Hmm, leave us for a moment."

"...Understood, Your Highness."

The Crown Prince temporarily sent the attendant outside the door, and Alicia wondered what he could possibly want to say that required dismissing even his attendant.

The attendant wanted to say that he didn't know what Alicia might do if left alone with her, but that wasn't the proper attitude for living furniture, so he simply kept his mouth shut and followed the Crown Prince's orders.

"Well, if I don't go that far, your heart won't become entirely mine."

"...?"

As soon as the attendant left the room, the Crown Prince finished the words he hadn't completed earlier as if he'd been waiting, but even after hearing everything, Alicia's questions weren't resolved at all.

No, far from being resolved, they only increased.

Alicia opened her mouth with a genuinely uncomprehending expression and questioned the Crown Prince.

"What does being threatened with Carl's life have to do with giving you my heart?"

"What do you mean, what does it have to do with it?"

"I can sacrifice anything for Carl's life. If you want to play at love, I could do that. But... that's not giving you my heart, is it?"

Alicia genuinely didn't understand.

It's not like a person's heart operates according to magical formulas like magic does—how could it move according to fixed laws? She could play a sort of "love game" as the Crown Prince desired, but that would be remarkably different from truly loving someone.

To put it bluntly, just because a prostitute whispers love to a client and plays at being lovers for money doesn't mean she actually loves the client, does it?

"...Hmm."

And seeing Alicia's reaction, the Crown Prince made up his mind.

He had no choice but to kill Carl after all.

As long as Carl was alive, Alicia would think of Carl forever.

The Crown Prince didn't want to turn the woman he loved into a trophy without emotional exchange. To make Alicia truly interact with him, he would first need to eliminate Carl from this world, who was absorbing all of Alicia's heart.

"Well, I understand. Whether you truly give me your heart or just play at love without giving it, the fact remains that I can at least receive love on the surface, doesn't it?"

"..."

"Now then."

However, the Crown Prince extended his hand to Alicia while hiding such inner thoughts.

If he said right here and now that he would kill Carl, Alicia would never become his.

He would have to find an opportunity later to kill Carl, disguising it as illness or accident or coincidence.

"Come, give me your hand—"

*Smack—!!*

"—..."

However, the Crown Prince's hand failed to grasp Alicia's. It only touched the back of her hand briefly.

The Crown Prince blinked and looked at Alicia, who had slapped his hand away, with disbelieving eyes, while Alicia looked at the dumbfounded Crown Prince with eyes full of contempt.

"Well, fine. I roughly understand what you're thinking."

"Alicia?"

"Don't call me by my name, you disgusting thing."

"...Are you in your right mind?"

"Of course I'm in my right mind. Rather, I want to ask you if you're in your right mind. Do you even know what you're doing right now?"

The Crown Prince closed his mouth.

Not because he had nothing to say, but because he was dumbfounded. Because his calculations were wrong.

The Alicia in the Crown Prince's mind was certainly the type of person who would comply with anything if threatened with Carl's life. And yet, what was this?

"Don't you care if Carl dies?"

"Of course I care. If Carl dies, I'll follow him in death, so what are you talking about?"

"...Then you shouldn't be acting like this toward me right now."

"No, it's fine. Carl won't die."

"Do you think I can't kill Carl?"

"Yeah, you won't be able to kill him."

"..."

Seeing Alicia answer so calmly, the Crown Prince ground his teeth and thought.

How much must she be underestimating him for Alicia to make such an assertion?

She must have thought that no matter what he did to threaten Alicia and win her heart, he wouldn't be able to kill Carl.

"Do you think I won't be able to make the decision to kill Carl?"

"No, you'll be able to make that decision."

"...?"

However, the Crown Prince's faint anger soon turned to bewilderment.

Because Alicia's words didn't make sense at all.

Seeing Alicia genuinely not understanding rather than acting to mock him, the Crown Prince fell into confusion.

"...So you're saying I won't be able to kill Carl."

"Yeah, I just said that. You won't be able to kill him."

"What on earth are you talking about...!! Do you think this is some kind of joke or wordplay!?"

"You're the one acting strange to me. Crown Prince. No, Friedrich, you'll be able to make the decision to kill Carl, but you won't be able to actually kill him. Don't you understand what I'm saying?"

"..."

However, the Crown Prince's confusion quickly subsided in an instant.

So right now, Alicia was saying that even if the Crown Prince tried to kill Carl, he would never be able to actually do it.

"...Carl has lost consciousness right now. I can take his life with just a flick of my finger."

Having just received a telepathic report that Carl had lost consciousness, the Crown Prince looked at Alicia making assertions like prophecies and thought in disbelief.

Could it be that her mind had snapped from excessive stress, making her unable to properly face reality?

Well... that's not so bad either.

If Alicia couldn't accept reality and became unstable, that would be quite beautiful in its own way.

"Alicia, even if you can't see reality properly, I will always love you."

"...That's disgusting. Where in the world is there an idiot who tries to gain love through hostages? Oh, here's one. Anyway, aren't you going to flick your finger? You said you'd kill Carl."

"...Alicia, I really can kill Carl."

"Sure, go ahead and try if you can."

"Ah..."

The Crown Prince smiled looking at Alicia aggressively snapping at him and thought.

Yes, this is it.

This is how Alicia should be.

Even if she's slightly mentally ill and can't properly face reality, Alicia will always act special.

She won't unconditionally praise me like the trash littering the streets. She'll see me as an individual.

Carl is no longer needed.

Even if Carl dies, Alicia will live in a fantasy where she denies reality and believes Carl is alive while selling me her love.

I need to kill Carl to "complete" Alicia.

"Alicia, I love you. Let's be happy together—"

"Happy, my ass."

"—...What?"

But at that moment, the Crown Prince heard a voice that shouldn't be heard in this place and whipped his head around in that direction.

The appearance was so sudden that the Crown Prince momentarily denied reality, but his eyes never lied.

It was Carl.

"H-how... You should have lost consciousness? No, more than that, the guards outside—Khaack...!!"

*Pow—!!*

The Crown Prince couldn't finish his words due to Carl's fist connecting with his jaw.

With the sound of bone striking bone, the Crown Prince's body flew backward, rolled across the floor, and finally stopped when it hit a dresser.

"Well, it's true I lost consciousness. Though I made the first move."

"First move...? Ugh..."

"All magic must have rune characters clearly written without room for overlapping interpretation, describing the process of magic operation—the start, conditions, target, result, etc.—to work properly. Fainting magic is no exception to that rule."

"Don't tell me..."

"Have you ever thought about what would happen if, before fainting magic targeting a conscious person activates, you use different magic to make that person faint?"

"...!"

The Crown Prince, sitting leaning against the dresser, was at a loss for words seeing Carl answer so nonchalantly.

Who in the world would do such a thing? Wasn't it no different from stabbing yourself with an arrow because you didn't want to be hit by one?

"That's right, the conditions and target just float away meaninglessly, and the magic doesn't work properly, only consuming magical power pointlessly."

"...Don't talk nonsense! That fainting magic can't be nullified just by fainting in the middle. If used on someone who's already unconscious, it can make them sleep forever unless dispelled!"

"Yeah, there were annoyingly several checksums in the middle. If you faint midway, the syntax changes to one that applies to the fainted person, making it useless. But if you faint at a specific time, there's a bug where the magic that operated assuming I was awake can't find its target and just stops, right?"

"A specific time...? There was such a thing?"

"About 0.5 seconds, I think?"

The more conditions and assumptions magic has, the more exponentially the formulas and magical power consumption increase.

For that reason, most magic is composed simply without too many conditions, which means that if you clearly understand the process by which magic is formed, it's easy to destroy the magic.

But the fainting magic used on Carl wasn't like that.

It wasn't common generic magic but unique magic with an encrypted process, and it even had multiple conditions, making it quite inefficient in terms of magical power efficiency, but quite difficult to counter when it came to targeting fainting.

Above all, according to reports, Carl had fainted 5 seconds after being stabbed by the fainting magic tool, which meant Carl had instantly grasped the magic used on him within 5 seconds and devised countermeasures.

*Is such a feat close to divine skill truly possible?*

The Crown Prince looked at Carl—no, at the monster in human form—in shock.

Ch.69 - Fiancé (6)
[You are... a special existence. Not a being of this world.]

[Well, didn't you already know that when you first saw me, Lady Medeia?]

[Yes, I know. I probably know more about you than you know about yourself.]

[...What kind of nonsense is that.]

I recall the conversation we had when I was being used as living experimental material by Medeia.

At first, I was dumbfounded.

What? She knows more about me than I do? Aren't I the author who created this world?

To put it a bit aggressively, honestly, I'm no different from a god. I'm not omniscient and omnipotent like a real god, but still, I created all the basic framework and settings.

I thought Medeia was just putting on airs and making a fool of herself, even though I'd never told her the truth about this world.

[Carl, you still think of this world as a novel you wrote.]

[...]

Of course, that thought was instantly shattered by Medeia's words that followed.

Even though I hadn't said a single word about my past life, Medeia immediately recognized my reincarnation.

It wasn't a guess. Her attitude was one of stating an absolute truth, like saying 1+1 equals 2, so I had no choice but to silently listen to what Medeia had to say.

[That's why the demon inside Emilia's body said such things.]

[...Such things?]

[Yes, that demon judged you, Carl, as someone who kills others purely for entertainment and feels no value for other people. Of course that's absurd. The Carl I've observed until now is definitely not that kind of person. Above all, if someone's personality were that twisted, it would be obvious enough to recognize at first glance.]

While organizing various experimental tools, Medeia continued speaking calmly. Though I, watching her, couldn't remain calm at all.

[That would make sense if you were viewing this world as a novel. An author can decide a character's death purely for entertainment.]

[...I don't do that.]

[Yes, I know. But what about your subconscious? You treated the people of this world as living beings, but deep in your subconscious, you only thought of them as characters in a novel. But that's wrong. We're not characters in a novel.]

[Yes, I know.]

Compared to Medeia's grave attitude, the words coming from her mouth were so obvious that it deflated the tension a bit, but Medeia's seriousness was sharp enough to keep me from letting my guard down.

Medeia's words were naturally correct.

Alicia, Sarah, Medeia, and countless others—they're not simply novel characters but people who are clearly alive and breathing now. People who feel joy and sadness, all emotions.

But apparently, that was wrong.

[No, you don't know.]

[...I might subconsciously, but consciously I don't, so rest assured. Even if it was created based on the novel I wrote, isn't this reality now, not inside a creative work?]

[That's not what I'm saying. You're distorting cause and effect in your thinking, and because of that, you haven't awakened your true ability. How could you, knowing nothing, have found me?]

[Huh...? No, that's obviously—]

[No, whatever you say, I can assert it's wrong without even needing to hear it. Listen carefully, Carl. You—]

Well... honestly speaking, what Medeia said wasn't that shocking.

No wait, of course it was shocking, but should I say it wasn't world-shattering?

Anyway, thanks to the truth Medeia revealed, I became able to view this world more 'correctly.'

Yes, for example, I became able to instantly comprehend the sleep magic cast on me. Something like that.

"Crown Prince, you've crossed the line."

"..."

Returning to the present, I look at the Crown Prince before my eyes—no, more precisely, sprawled beneath my gaze.

The Crown Prince is looking at me with his face colored by shock.

I think I know what he's thinking. He's probably amazed, wondering if what I just did is truly possible.

But well... I don't feel particularly moved. If you receive praise or awe for something obvious, rather than feeling grand, you'd just tilt your head in confusion, right? It's like that.

"Kuk... kukukuku... hahahaha..."

"...?"

But what's this?

The Crown Prince suddenly bows his head and starts laughing madly, but there's no power in that laughter. It sounds almost like a hollow laugh.

"Crossed the line, you say... So what? Does that make you righteous?"

"Pardon?"

"Alicia is my fiancée. Whatever feelings we have for each other, morally and legally, Alicia's fiancé is me, not you. From that perspective, isn't it rather you, Carl, who overstepped?"

"...Hmm."

The laughter was so powerless I thought he'd say something strange, but his logic is surprisingly solid.

Well, thinking about it normally, the Crown Prince is right.

To others, I'm just a shameless bastard trying to steal the Crown Prince's fiancée. Even if Alicia and I had some kind of romantic relationship, publicly Alicia's fiancé is clearly the Crown Prince.

"But that has nothing to do with deciding to kill me, does it? You tried to kill me purely to win Alicia's heart."

"..."

"Nobles frequently marry based purely on political strategy without love. And in the midst of that, you tried to kill the person your political marriage partner has feelings for, just to win that partner's heart? Crown Prince, can you handle the consequences?"

The Crown Prince closes his mouth, as if anticipating what will happen.

If the Crown Prince's actions are exposed to the public, he'll be so disgraced that he won't be able to properly maintain his authority and honor.

In modern society, authority and honor don't put food on the table, so they tend to be quite disregarded.

Of course, even in modern society there are people who value authority and honor, but compared to how nobles living in a class-based society obsess over authority and honor, those people might as well be disregarding them.

Why? Because throughout history, power is belief.

The belief that this person rules over us, the belief that this person is so great they're superior to us, the belief that this person can control our lives—these beliefs grant that person power, and in a class-based society, belief is obtained through authority and honor.

In other words, for nobles, gaining authority and honor is no different from gaining power.

Even in modern society where authority and honor have faded, those who throw away power are extremely rare, so you can sense how important authority and honor are to nobles.

"In the first place... Friedrich, there's a fatal flaw in your words."

Alicia, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, interjects.

"What would that be?"

"I was engaged to Carl long before I became engaged to you. So strictly speaking, you're the one who came between us."

Hearing Alicia's words, the Crown Prince momentarily widens his eyes and stops breathing, then soon returns his body rhythm to normal.

"...Well, I knew, but hearing it directly with my own ears at this moment is quite complicated."

"If you knew, why didn't you just quietly break off the engagement instead of doing this pointless thing?"

"People will do anything to achieve love."

"Ugh... that's disgusting."

Objectively, Alicia would agree with the Crown Prince's words, but since the Crown Prince's love is directed at her, Alicia can't simply nod to those words.

She wrinkles her face as if she's seen a cockroach.

"Is there truly no way to have your heart, Alicia, no matter what I do?"

"What have you been listening to this whole time?"

"...Well, I understand. If that's fate."

The Crown Prince lowers his head.

At a glance, it seems like an attitude of giving up. Of course, that's only on the surface—the Crown Prince's inner feelings are still burning fiercely.

This bastard... he hasn't given up.

What can he do now? He even deactivated all the decoy magical tools just to teabag me.

"Anyway, I'll overlook your attempt to kill me. So please quietly break off the engagement."

"Well, you're right. I'll break it off. I'll break it off on my life, so don't worry about that."

*...What is this really?*

It's not a lie either.

The Crown Prince, who until now had been madly craving Alicia's love, agreed to my words far too readily. It's not deception or anything—it's truly the Crown Prince's sincere feelings.

And yet... the Crown Prince still hasn't given up.

What is it?

"If I chase after unobtainable love forever, I'll become too miserable. Throughout my life, I've been able to obtain everything I could obtain, but you, Alicia, are the one thing I cannot have."

"Ugh..."

"...What are you trying to say now?"

"Carl, who naturally obtains what I cannot—I resent you. If I can't have Alicia's love, I'd rather turn it to ash. But I can't kill Carl, and I can't kill Alicia, whom I love. Then... there's only one method left."

"...Wait."

Danger.

Something is dangerous.

My instincts are ringing alarm bells.

The Crown Prince, having finished speaking, looks at me with hollow eyes. It's chilling enough to raise goosebumps.

If I don't restrain the Crown Prince right now, it feels like something irreversible will happen.

*Kiiing—!*

"...Crown Prince, stay still."

"How dare an illegitimate child order me around."

Drawing his sword, the Crown Prince activates the magical tools he had turned off.

Those tools will be analyzed and rendered useless in a few seconds anyway, but what's important is that for those few seconds, the Crown Prince can act freely without the influence of magic.

Even though the Crown Prince, who has hit the wall more than anyone, knows best that he can't beat us two no matter what, he doesn't care at all.

The Crown Prince isn't afraid of crashing into the wall and being crushed.

...No.

"Hey, I said stop!!"

*Shwaaaa—!!*

The Crown Prince aims his sword at my neck and swings it. An unpleasant wind sound pierces my ears.

I shouldn't block this sword, but I have no choice but to block it.

If I stay still, my neck will be cut off by the Crown Prince's sword.

The slash is so powerful that if I block with my arm, my neck will be cut off along with my arm.

*Kagagagak—!!*

Having no choice, I raise my sword to block the Crown Prince's slash... and the Crown Prince, as if he'd been waiting for this, brings his own neck to my sword.

Blood spurting from the Crown Prince's slashed neck covers my weapon and entire body.

Despite the pain leading to death, the Crown Prince's expression remains unchanged.

It's the face of someone who will destroy what he cannot have.

This... crazy... bastard...!

If you die, we become traitors!!

Ch.70 - Memory (1)
"..."

My body feels hot. I never knew human blood could be this warm.

Generally speaking, when your body gets hot, you're supposed to relax. It's a survival instinct—the body seeking out warm places.

But I'm not relaxed at all. No, far from relaxing, I'm wound even tighter, so much so that my stomach hurts. There's a sour taste in my mouth.

*The magic is being blocked by the magical artifact, so I can't use Healing Magic. But there's not enough time to deactivate the artifact and cast Healing Magic.*

The Crown Prince's carotid artery has been severed. People don't die as easily as you'd think, but the carotid artery is an exception.

If the carotid artery is cut, a person dies in roughly 10 seconds. Stop the bleeding? How exactly do you stop the bleeding when blood is gushing out like a fountain from a severed carotid artery?

And stopping the bleeding is basically the same as strangling someone—the brain still doesn't get blood, so the person dies anyway. It's just less brutal.

Gwaaaaak—!

"..."

I frantically cover it with my hand to stop more blood from flowing out, but I can't prevent the Crown Prince's death.

Due to internal bleeding, the Crown Prince's neck is swelling up, and since the blood vessel is severed, blood still isn't reaching his brain.

And naturally, not long after, the Crown Prince's lungs and heart stop working simultaneously.

Even though the Crown Prince is already dead, if I remove my hand from his severed neck, blood will pour out again, so I can't move.

"...Carl, what about the Crown Prince's attendants outside?"

"Knocking them out would be troublesome, so I put them under hypnosis before coming in."

"If the hypnosis breaks, or if too much time passes and the Crown Prince doesn't come out, they'll make a fuss trying to get in, won't they?"

"That's right."

"And Carl, your sword has the Crown Prince's flesh and blood on it. There's an identical stab wound on the Crown Prince's neck too."

"..."

"..."

Alicia and I are both at a loss for words.

No matter who looks at this, I killed the Crown Prince. Since the Crown Prince was also holding a sword, I could insist it was a fair duel, but killing him is another matter entirely. Especially since he's the Crown Prince, the heir to the throne.

No matter how much you call it a duel, it's just about determining victory or defeat, not a death match where people kill each other. Since I stabbed the carotid artery precisely, this wasn't an unfortunate accident during a match—this will definitely be a problem.

I could receive the death penalty.

No, not "could"—it's certain. Execution.

Even my own House Firmont can't help me with this.

"Carl, let's run away."

Alicia seems to have reached the same conclusion as me. She looks at me with an utterly serious expression and says that.

Of course, Alicia and I are strong. If the Empire's knights and mages come to kill me, we can fight back.

But what if they keep coming? What if it escalates all the way to war?

My father, Margrave Firmont, who doesn't see me as a true son but as a tool to connect with Niederbaben, will pull out early. Duke Niederbaben won't fight the Empire for a mere attendant either.

In other words, the two of us would have to face the Empire.

Since that's obviously impossible, Alicia chose to run away rather than fight.

She hopes to live forever in a paradise for just the two of us, where no one can find us.

"...No."

"Carl?"

That won't do.

Both for me and for Alicia, we'd certainly be happy to death, but I can't do that to Alicia.

If we launder our identities and live together alone, we'd have to start from scratch with nothing, which means we'd have no choice but to live in poverty. I can't give Alicia that kind of life.

"First, I've deactivated the magical artifact, so you should be able to use magic again."

"...But the Crown Prince is already dead."

I understand what Alicia is saying. Even if we can use magic again, the Crown Prince is already dead from a severed carotid artery.

There's no Healing Magic that can revive the dead.

If you could revive the dead, would that even be Healing Magic? Wouldn't it be Resurrection Magic?

"No, I can save him. It hasn't even been a minute since he died. Actually, he's not even dead. His heart and lungs just stopped, that's all."

"...Huh?"

"Well, there's something like that. Within 3 minutes, recovery is possible without aftereffects; after 5 minutes, it's death from brain death or becoming a vegetable."

But that's only assuming you use Healing Magic alone.

When saving patients on Earth, did they ever use just one treatment method?

It's entirely possible. I have the knowledge, the ability to do it.

[Listen carefully, Carl. You didn't—reincarnate into a novel or anything like that. You read the memories of yourself in a parallel world. You have the ability to imitate yourself from parallel worlds.]

[...What?]

[During puberty, people's sensitivity and imagination become acute. The reason is that it's when the soul's maturation is complete, so you resonate with yourself in parallel universes who share the same soul. Dreams are also seeing yourself in parallel worlds. You can do this anytime, anywhere, more strongly—it's an upgraded version.]

The conversation with Medeia comes to mind.

I was quite shocked to see the pedo witch calling 18-year-old me mature, but what Medeia revealed was even more shocking.

I didn't reincarnate?

[What are you talking about? The memories are so vivid. And back when I had eighth-grader syndrome, I wrote a web novel, and that web novel and this world are exactly the same, aren't they?]

[I don't know what you mean by "eighth-grader syndrome," but I can explain that sufficiently. There are infinitely many parallel universes.]

Medeia raised her hand and created something, and the lights forming shapes like holograms transformed into the figures of three people.

[The you in the parallel world who wrote that novel also saw another version of yourself in yet another parallel world. You just wrote a novel based on that.]

The three people connected by arrows were lined up in a row. Number 3, who looked like me, pointed to Number 2, and Number 2 to Number 1, and so on.

I wasn't so oblivious that I couldn't understand what that meant.

Number 3 is me now, Number 2 is me on Earth, and Number 1 is Carl from the original story. No, wait—that's also me since there's no "original."

[Since you didn't write the novel entirely from your own imagination but followed memories, that novel must have had gaps in its settings and plot everywhere. Am I wrong?]

[...]

[I thought so. I can't be certain that the second you who wrote the novel had the same ability, but at least the you who exists in this world now has the ability to read the memories of yourself in parallel worlds. And there are infinitely many parallel worlds. So many that even I can't count them.]

[Then... if I use the ability to imitate myself from parallel worlds, doesn't that mean I can know and do anything?]

[That would be true, but I don't recommend it. Strictly speaking, the you in parallel worlds isn't you. If you keep reading the memories of yourself in parallel worlds and imitating them, your ego will be eroded by the you in parallel worlds and you'll lose yourself. It's already started. Aren't you already perceiving the you in parallel worlds as your past life?]

[...But they're also me, so wouldn't the ego be the same?]

[Far from being the same, they won't even be similar. People can grow into saints or demons depending on their upbringing.]

"..."

I stop reminiscing and close my eyes, then open them. In my vision, I see my hand gripping the Crown Prince's neck.

There's so much blood it's gruesome. It looks like something from a B-grade horror movie.

I turn my gaze from my hand and look around to see Alicia with an expression that shows she wants to run away with just the two of us as soon as possible.

The only reason she's staying still like that is because she trusts me.

...I can't betray that trust.

If I access the memories of another me any further, my ego might be assimilated, but now is the time to take that risk.

Seureureu—

The Crown Prince's swollen neck returns to normal. No, to be precise, it's not returning—I'm just forcibly pushing it back into the Crown Prince's blood vessels using magical power.

Normally, whether it's internal or external bleeding, you shouldn't put blood that's been spilled back into the blood vessels, but right now there's no other option—this is the only way.

Originally, I can't control magic delicately enough to push blood back into blood vessels like this. Alicia could precisely insert a stone made of magical power into someone's carotid artery, but I can't do such a thing.

But another me in another world can.

Among the infinitely many parallel worlds, there must be at least one "me" who possesses this divine skill.

Of course, if I took more time to search, there might be a "me" who could just *snap* and revive him without this cumbersome process, but right now I don't have time to find that me.

"...Good."

When I remove my hand, I see the cleanly arranged cross-section of the Crown Prince's neck. Seeing only flesh without any blood, this comparison is a bit rude, but it looks like well-drained meat.

Of course, it's not just flesh.

I can see the blood vessels and nerves severed by the sword, and the intact trachea and esophagus. Fortunately, the bone didn't break, probably because the Crown Prince thrust his neck forward rather than me swinging the sword, so there wasn't enough impact.

Seuk— Seuik—

Using the knowledge of "me" who is a surgeon, I connect the nerves and blood vessels, then close the neck and use Healing Magic. The severed flesh sticks together and swells up.

If cardiac arrest had already occurred completely or if it were pulseless, even direct current electrical shock couldn't make the heart beat normally again, but the Crown Prince's heart didn't stop due to illness or other factors—it's just that the beating became extremely weak due to excessive blood loss, so it's a different story.

Since the heart is still beating, albeit faintly, I can make the Crown Prince's heart beat smoothly again through high-voltage direct current electrical shock.

Pajijik!!

Deolkeong—!

I time it to when the Crown Prince's heart is in the R Wave state and slam high-voltage direct current electricity created with lightning magic into the entire myocardium.

Wow, this is easy.

Normally it's not this simple and you have to suffer tremendously— Wait a minute.

Easy? What's easy about it? I've never performed cardiac shock before. And what the hell is R Wave? What's myocardium? What's pulseless?

...Tsk, has the erosion already started? No, the start was already long ago.

Thump— Thump— Thump—

Ssaek— Ssaeaek—

Before long, the Crown Prince begins breathing again.

The sight of cardiopulmonary resuscitation returning is always rewarding— No, I mean, I've never seen it before. What nonsense. What's rewarding about it?

Sigh, should I clean up all this blood splattered everywhere first?

Ch.71 - Memory (2)
"Um... Carl, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine."

"That's not the face of someone who's fine. And you keep pressing your hand against your head."

"It's just a simple headache, don't worry."

"...Carl, you have to tell me later, okay?"

I didn't reveal the truth properly for fear of getting scolded by Alicia, but she saw right through my inner thoughts as if it were obvious.

Honestly, it would be shameless to think Alicia would accept this situation without saying anything.

Right after reviving the Crown Prince, regardless of being tired, I showed signs of my mind coming and going—there's no way Alicia wouldn't worry about me.

"Anyway, what do we do about this now?"

Alicia seems so disgusted she doesn't even want to touch the Crown Prince, keeping her body pulled back as far as possible while poking him with the tip of her shoe. The way she refers to him like an object rather than a person shows just how much she dislikes the Crown Prince.

Well, I feel the same way. This crazy bastard should have been crazy in moderation, but he chose suicide to screw us both over—how can I look at him favorably?

...Tsk, if there had been no harm to us, I would have just let him die.

Maybe a female yandere has some demand, but a male yandere? There's no demand for that, no demand at all.

"Well...? Should we try brainwashing him?"

"Brainwashing? Is that possible? Brainwashing comes undone quickly if even the slightest memory is off."

"That's why I'm thinking of not touching his memories, just his emotions. For example... making him dislike you, Alicia? Then the Crown Prince won't object to breaking off the engagement. Of course, he could still choose marriage for strategic reasons, but he won't try to marry you by any means necessary like this time."

"Well, we're not killing him and we're letting him live, and if we make him dislike me so he can go about his daily life, that's good for all of us. Let's do that. But... how do we break off the engagement?"

"Break it off?"

"Yeah, the Crown Prince disliking me has nothing to do with breaking off the engagement. What matters is Father's and the Emperor's will."

"Uh... um... huh? Right?"

Alicia, thinking the brainwashing I proposed was a good idea, claps and marvels, then belatedly furrows her brow and tilts her head in doubt.

And I feel the same way.

Right...?

Even if the Crown Prince simply declares the engagement broken, if Duke Niederbaben and the Emperor refuse, that's the end of it, isn't it?

In the first place, noble children have no right to choose their marriage partners. All nobles, including the family heads, live only for the glory of their house—if even the head can't do it, the children certainly can't.

"...Should we try persuading them?"

"Persuasion... When the Crown Prince who's come to dislike me and I both demand it, Father and the Emperor will at least pretend to listen. But there are quite a few cases where marriages are arranged even when the couple dislikes each other. The family's interests take priority over individual happiness."

"..."

What Alicia says is harshly realistic.

Even if there are aspects like appearance or personality that aren't to each other's taste, if both families can gain from the marriage, it can't be avoided.

The vast majority of nobles in this era formed marital ties this way, and nobles who became parents this way force the same fate on their children.

There's a book on Earth called *The Selfish Gene*—if I were to use that as an analogy, the gene has been replaced with the family. The family creates family members to maintain itself.

...Wait a minute.

To maintain the family?

Then if it harms the family's maintenance, the engagement can be broken, right?

Family maintenance... heirs...

"Alicia, remember what you did before? You caused all sorts of trouble saying you'd ruin your reputation."

"Yeah, of course I remember. Ah!! Should we cause trouble again? Right, we need to ruin my reputation so the Emperor gets fed up on his own."

"No, that takes too long and causes too much trouble for everyone around us. There's something more certain."

"...Hm?"

I look at Alicia.

...It's not new, but her eyes are really pretty. Maybe because they're a golden color that stimulates people's hearts, the more I look at them, the more I feel like I'll be drawn in.

No, now's not the time for this.

"Wh... why are you suddenly doing that? Staring at me."

"Alicia, if you could break off the engagement without consequences in exchange for your reputation being damaged, would you do it?"

"Hm...? Of course I would. I've done it plenty of times so far."

"...My plan will go further than that and be quite different in direction. Listen carefully."

Alicia initially looks puzzled, as if wondering why I'm being so grandiose, but as she listens to my words, her expression gradually turns red, and by the end, it's turned completely crimson like a strawberry.

Not just her cheeks but her entire face is bright red—I want to pinch and pull her cheeks. I just want to hug her tight.

...Of course, right now I don't have enough leisure to whisper sweet nothings.

"—That's roughly it. Is that okay?"

"U-uh... it's, it's okay... okay... cer-certainly... we could break off the engagement... yeah."

"Good, then let's brainwash the Crown Prince now."

After hearing my plan, Alicia answers in a voice like a crawling worm while squirming her body.

Even during the process of brainwashing the Crown Prince, Alicia just kept her face flushed red, unable to say anything, just squirming.

...I can't concentrate on the brainwashing.

She doesn't seem to realize it herself, but when she tempts me so openly like that, it's too hard to restrain myself.

**********

"Did I... really... survive...? How? I definitely died instantly."

"Well, it depends on what you do. Whatever I did, what's important is that Your Highness the Crown Prince is alive. Anyway, Your Highness, do you know what you were doing? Would it be okay if I revealed this to the world?"

The Crown Prince closes his mouth tight. In this macho-dominated noble society, there can be no man who chose suicide to curse the one who stole his love, to ruin his life.

He might settle it with a duel instead, but wouldn't that be too pathetic and sordid?

"...There are only two witnesses, you two. If I deny it, it'll just be a vicious rumor."

"Your Highness was unconscious for two hours—do you think your servants never came in during that time? When they saw Your Highness's blood on my sword and Your Highness unconscious, they seemed to grasp the situation without a word and left with an awkward expression."

"..."

The Crown Prince closes his mouth. If it were the previous Crown Prince whose love for Alicia was restrained, he would have fully understood his actions and felt not a shred of shame, but the current Crown Prince is different.

He's cursing and denying his past self, wondering why he did that.

"Why... clearly... clearly I... loved you, Alicia... ugh..."

"...Since it's impossible to find and modify every memory one by one, I left the memories as they are for now. That will be better for Your Highness."

"How dare you, how dare you tamper with my memories without permission? A bastard dares to do this to me...!"

"If I had left you alone, Your Highness would have attempted suicide again someday. Think of it as me saving Your Highness's life."

"Saved? Saved what? How dare you, who stole my fiancée, pretend to be generous!"

Ah... um...

Even though I restrained his love for Alicia, the Crown Prince is still hostile toward me.

If before he saw me as the enemy who stole Alicia's love, now he sees me as a treasonous criminal who, despite being a bastard-born servant, tampered with his memories and made advances toward his fiancée.

Tsk... annoying bastard. If he just didn't cause us harm, I'd have let him die.

"Stole? Didn't you say you'd break off the engagement? It was already agreed upon, so why are you changing your words?"

"Agreement? Agreements are made between those of equal standing. Of course, the Young Lady of Niederbaben has a status similar to mine, but even so, we only spoke about it without any written agreement, so there's no obligation to keep it. How beneficial would it be if House Niederbaben and the Imperial Family were connected? There's no way I'd throw that away."

Seeing the Crown Prince's reaction, Alicia smiles more brightly than ever. Having directly confirmed that the Crown Prince has truly cut off his feelings for her, Alicia seems unable to hide her joy.

The Crown Prince watching this makes a subtle expression.

Even though the brainwashing is complete, the time when he loved Alicia is still strongly imprinted in his soul and brain, so the Crown Prince is feeling confusion between memory and emotion.

So he can't figure out whether to be happy or sad.

Hmm... the brainwashing isn't perfect. Well, people form their egos through accumulated memories, so if you only change emotions while maintaining memories, the effect would be weak.

Still, if he just gets through the beginning, the Crown Prince will come to dislike Alicia. What comes next is important.

"Hmm... yes, you mentioned benefits, didn't you?"

"Alicia?"

But what's this all of a sudden?

Alicia grins at the confused Crown Prince, then fills her face with mischief.

Just from that expression, I can tell what Alicia is about to do.

"Wait, let me do it. According to Carl's plan, we have to reveal it all later anyway, right? It should be fine to tell the Crown Prince in advance."

"That's true, but..."

"And it'll be more effective if I reveal it directly, right?"

"Mmm..."

Alicia seems unable to let this opportunity pass.

Taking advantage of my hesitation, Alicia stands tall before the Crown Prince, and the Crown Prince looks at her with a puzzled expression.

*What is it?*

The Crown Prince thinks.

What grand thing is she going to say that requires stopping her like this and building up suspense?

In any case, there's no way to prevent the union of House Niederbaben and the Imperial Family.

Minor flaws are nothing compared to the benefits that can be gained from the union of the families.

"Your Highness, I gave my purity to Carl. Not only that, we share a bed every night."

"..."

And the Crown Prince thinks again.

There was a reason for the buildup. It certainly is a grand statement. This isn't a minor flaw.

Hearing Alicia's words, the Crown Prince simply can't say anything and just stands there with his mouth agape.

Ch.72 - Memory (3)
"..."

A single fact flashes through the dazed Crown Prince's mind.

He can't say it's too much of a joke.

After all, the Crown Prince knows all too well just how intense Alicia's obsession with Carl is.

The Crown Prince can't decide whether he should be angry or break down in tears.

Though his love for Alicia may have been moderated, the Crown Prince up until now had certainly been in love with Alicia.

"How could... you...!"

But before long, the Crown Prince's heart seems to have decided on anger.

The Crown Prince trembles all over, expressing terrible rage and a sense of betrayal toward Alicia, the woman he once loved.

Since memories make a person, the Crown Prince, who still has memories of loving Alicia, can't help but feel not just anger but betrayal toward her.

And that sense of betrayal will eventually turn into hatred.

That's just how human hearts work. Isn't it said that the scariest anti-fans are those who were once fans?

"So will you break off the engagement?"

"...Yes."

The Crown Prince nods with his head slightly bowed, his face cast in deep shadow.

It's a complete reversal from just moments ago when he said he'd marry Alicia for profit.

Of course, it's not incomprehensible that his attitude changed as easily as flipping one's palm. No, rather, if his attitude hadn't changed, that would have been even more incomprehensible.

It's not like the Crown Prince is some unicorn to react this way.

For nobles, the most important thing is a legitimate heir.

If a wife isn't pure, no matter how powerful a noble's child she might be, she's immediately removed from marriage consideration.

The reason nobles arrange political marriages is to strengthen their houses through union, but if a cuckoo enters the nest, forget strengthening the house—the house would simply cease to exist, wouldn't it?

"But even if I agree, will His Majesty and Duke Niederbaben agree?"

"Pardon?"

"After all, we just need to wait a few months. Ten months at most."

"That's... well."

What kind of nonsense is this?

So he's saying he'll separate me and Alicia for ten months and then hold the wedding?

No, this level of obsession is actually creepy.

Good grief, before his feelings for Alicia were moderated, he was crazy with love, and now he's crazy with political marriage.

"Certainly, I can't deny that possibility. But His Majesty the Emperor is quite realistic, unlike Your Highness. If we demand the engagement be broken, he'll grant it."

"What if I stop it?"

"Try stopping it. No matter what happens, you won't be able to."

Stop what? This is driving me crazy.

Good grief, the bastard who was obsessed with love is now obsessed with political marriage.

What kind of life must he have lived for his heart to be so twisted... no, maybe that's not it?

Hmm... probably the memories of loving Alicia combined with feelings of dislike for her have developed into something quite strange. Something like love-hate?

Tsk... should I have done memory moderation along with emotional brainwashing after all?

No, that won't work. I need to get the engagement broken, but if the Crown Prince's memories disappeared, the Emperor and all the Empire's people would find it strange.

And besides, memory-erasing brainwashing is quite unstable—if the subject gets a chance to recover their memories, they can quickly regain them. That's right.

"You say I won't be able to stop it no matter what... you make promises too easily."

"Well, if this matter spreads throughout the Empire, the Emperor will have no choice but to decide on breaking the engagement."

"This matter? What do you mean by this matter—...!!"

The Crown Prince, who had been expressing puzzlement, widens his eyes and freezes in place.

This matter.

Though many things have happened recently, the Crown Prince isn't stupid enough not to know what I'm referring to.

Alicia's purity issue.

If this matter spreads widely throughout the Empire, the marriage between the Crown Prince and Alicia will lead to a loss of prestige for the Imperial Family.

No matter how much profit could be gained from marriage with House Niederbaben, in a status-based society where prestige legitimizes status and power, the Emperor will have no choice but to break the engagement.

Realizing this fact, the Crown Prince just stands there dazed. Seeing him react this way despite having his love for Alicia moderated shows that the memories from when he loved Alicia must remain quite strong.

...What is this, it's not even a lingering attachment.

Too late. Alicia loves me, so stop coveting her and get lost.

"..."

"Honestly, I'm in a position where I should receive Your Highness's gratitude."

I speak to the Crown Prince, who stands dazed after realizing he can't marry Alicia no matter what he does.

The dazed Crown Prince moves only his eyes to look at me with an expression that says, "What nonsense are you spouting?"

"Gratitude...?"

"Yes, if I hadn't moderated Your Highness's love for Alicia, you would have stabbed yourself with a sword at this very moment. Didn't you actually do that once?"

"..."

"Looking at that, I think I'm strictly qualified to receive Your Highness's gratitude. It's a kind of psychiatric treatment, you see."

The Crown Prince looks at me as if he has nothing to say. Looking into his eyes, I can clearly tell what he's thinking.

Something like, "Is there really such a shameless person?" or "Can he really say such things without an ounce of shame?" and so on.

Well, honestly, I think it can't be helped if I receive such an evaluation. But still, it's certain that I made it possible for the Crown Prince to forget Alicia and live his daily life, isn't it?

He should be grateful that I cleanly severed ties with a love that couldn't be fulfilled anyway. Yes, indeed.

"You crazy bastard."

"You've made up your mind."

"Do whatever you want."

The Crown Prince, cursing as he rises from his seat, turns and walks out.

The numerous attendants who had been waiting outside for hours hastily straighten their postures upon seeing the Crown Prince suddenly emerge, but the Crown Prince pays no attention to those who had been showing sloppy postures.

He just wants to get away from this place as quickly as possible.

...Tsk, how annoying. If only he'd been like this from the start.

**********

[Niederbaben and Firmont, a Love Triangle with the Imperial Family!!]

[Crown Prince Duels with Carl of Firmont and Loses!]

[Duke Niederbaben and the Emperor's Private Meeting! We Don't Know What Was Said, But We Can Guess—]

Naturally, the duel between Carl and the Crown Prince drew tremendous attention throughout the Empire. Anyone with a functioning mouth began talking about the unprecedented love triangle that swept through the Empire, without exception.

It couldn't be helped—when everyone around is talking about Alicia, one can't very well talk about something else. Even those with personalities that dislike discussing others' romantic problems had to speak up once or twice, which shows just how far-reaching this incident was.

What was even more decisive was Alicia's declaration of her "impurity."

[His Majesty the Emperor Refuses Audience with Crown Prince Friedrich!]

[Shocking, Young Lady Niederbaben: "I've Already Been Intimate with Carl!"]

As everyone expected, the Emperor tried to bury this matter and force through the marriage between Alicia and the Crown Prince, but Alicia's subsequent announcement was enough to break the Emperor's stubbornness.

A noble young lady broadcasting her own lack of purity to the entire neighborhood—according to the Emperor's common sense, no, according to everyone's common sense, this was something that would never happen.

[House Niederbaben and Margraviate Firmont Give No Response... Seems Like a Tacit Admission.]

[Emperor Praises Young Lady Niederbaben for Protecting the Imperial Family's Prestige.]

"Praise? Does that make any sense?"

"He's praising Young Lady Niederbaben for confessing she'd make him a cuckold? He must be desperately trying to make it seem like nothing happened to protect the Imperial Family's prestige."

"Who says otherwise, hehe."

The Empire's nobles mocked the Imperial Family.

The love triangle involving Alicia, Carl, and the Crown Prince had already been concluded through a duel where Carl and the Crown Prince staked their noble honor, so there was less talk about that since third parties couldn't say much. But the Emperor's statement was just perfect for ridicule.

He couldn't insult Alicia because he had to be mindful of Niederbaben, but if he passed over it without saying anything, everyone would look down on the Imperial Family. So conversely, he praised Alicia for confessing her "purity" and preventing the Imperial Family from being cuckolded by another house, trying to minimize the scale of the incident.

Of course, the scale was minimized, but as a result, the Imperial Family's prestige was diminished. In a different sense.

And this is the result.

"Uh, uhm..."

"What does it say?"

"Roughly, [Are you insane? You've lost your mind. You said you'd bring profit to Firmont, but what are you doing bringing crisis instead? At least go to the Emperor and receive as much anger as I've received.] Something like that?"

"Death, Father-in-law's words are harsh! If Niederbaben and Firmont are joined, it'll benefit Firmont too."

"Alicia, did your father say anything to you?"

"Me? Well, Dad said this and that and seemed really upset, but he just kept sighing deeply and told me to leave?"

"Didn't you hear what he said?"

"I didn't not hear it—I chose not to listen. It was going to be useless talk anyway. And the matter's already blown up, so what's he going to do if he doesn't permit the marriage?"

"...Well then."

Alicia, grinning mischievously, clings to my arm.

Seeing Alicia hanging on my arm makes me chuckle—she looks like a koala or a baby monkey clinging to its mother's shoulder.

Hmm... I didn't expect things to work out this easily. It's like a cheat code. A cheat code.

Ch.73 - Memory (4)
"Yes, so we meet again like this."

"I greet Your Grace, Duke Niederbaben."

"Forget the formalities and act as you normally do. You never bothered greeting me before, did you?"

No... If you put it that way, it makes me sound like trash.

Servants working don't need to greet people, so I didn't do it. Until now, whenever I met the Duke, I was in the position of a servant.

I greeted him properly when we first met.

"I still remember our first meeting vividly. Back then, I was simply pleased that you seemed like you'd be a good servant for Alicia... But it turns out you weren't a servant, but a prospective son-in-law."

"I-I didn't know back then either. I apologize."

"I know. I remember how you struggled and fumbled with how to treat Alicia back then. I assigned you as her servant, someone of matching status, hoping to temper Alicia's disposition, but because your statuses matched, it led to the conclusion that marriage would be acceptable... So this is why they say you shouldn't employ servants of the opposite sex."

"..."

I can't say anything in response.

Saying something like "But male nobles employ plenty of female servants too" would backfire with the Duke, who knows full well why male nobles prefer pretty maids.

As if Alicia had intended me for that purpose from the start—no, let's stop that line of thinking.

"Honestly, well... your ranks do match. And since Margrave Firmont properly legitimized you despite your illegitimate birth, there's nothing more to worry about. Don't blame yourself too much for the mismatch in status. Normally, it's standard for the wife's status to be higher anyway."

"Pardon...?"

"If the wife's status is lower than the groom's, wouldn't the groom oppress or mistreat his wife?"

"I would never do that."

"I know. With you, Carl, you'd probably be the one getting beaten by Alicia instead. Anyway, what I'm trying to say is that because such attitudes are prevalent in society, others won't find it strange."

"..."

I'm not sure where or how to even begin objecting.

From using that particular example to confidently declaring that I'll live getting beaten by Alicia, it's a complete disaster.

What's even more frustrating is that there's no intent to insult me.

Even if he said such things with goodwill, given our difference in position, it would be hard to get angry, but since there's not even any malice, I can't say anything at all.

"The wedding... Hmm, you're a bit young, but it doesn't matter. You've already been intimate anyway."

"...B-but aren't we still not adults?"

"Right, you're not adults. And knowing that, you still did such things? I want to beat you right here and now, Carl. Anyway, being adults or not can't be helped. Do you want to make Alicia a woman pregnant before marriage, and make my grandchild someone born out of wedlock?"

"That's... yes..."

Alicia hasn't confirmed a pregnancy yet. Our first time was on a safe day, and since then we've tried to avoid her fertile days as much as possible.

But since it's not a proper contraceptive method, Alicia could become pregnant at any moment and it wouldn't be strange. The Duke knows this very well, which is why he's pressuring us to marry quickly.

Honestly, the Duke is completely right.

Even in the modern era with its considerably open attitudes, views on premarital pregnancy aren't favorable—how much more so in noble society?

"If you understand, then go prepare for the wedding. I'll take care of arranging the ceremony and everything else."

"Thank you, Your Grace."

"You may leave."

The Duke drives me out of his office as if he can't stand to look at me anymore.

Well, honestly, I can't say I don't understand that reaction, but it's still sad.

..........

"Hmm."

"..."

Wait, wasn't Duke Niederbaben's reaction gentlemanly enough?

Alicia's siblings, who I hadn't seen because they were at the Academy, made no effort to hide their discomfort when they saw me.

They seem quite displeased with my origins—that is, my illegitimate birth. On top of that, I was even a servant in the past, so they seem to look down on me considerably.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing, just thinking what a wonderful world we live in."

"Indeed, truly wonderful."

"...Tsk."

Alicia's brother—my brother-in-law—who had been openly trying to mock me, seemed annoyed that I wasn't offended. He turned his head sharply and strode away without even greeting me.

...Hmm.

Actually, it seems like my illegitimate birth or my past as a servant doesn't really matter to him.

He's upset for a different reason.

*...Niederbaben.*

I haven't contacted my parallel world self since the day I revived the Crown Prince, as such contact erodes one's sense of self, but I still remember clearly what I saw that one time.

The children of Niederbaben—my brothers-in-law and sisters-in-law—all have some flaw in their character. Even without going to a parallel universe, wasn't there that one brother-in-law who held a blade to young Alicia when she seemed easy to kill?

Since the environment isn't completely different but rather similar, there's a very high probability they grew up with similar personalities.

If I connect that with their current attitudes... A powerful competitor has emerged within the family? Well, that would be the most reasonable explanation.

Tsk tsk. We're not going to see each other's faces that often anyway, so they could ease up a bit.

And seriously, what kind of trashy personality would you need to have to feel competitive with a youngest daughter who won't even inherit territory, let alone a youngest son who might inherit a lot through succession?

"...Well, I'd better prepare just in case."

Since they have quite bad personalities and have committed many crimes, there's a very high probability they'll try to harm Alicia and me.

Preparing won't be a loss.

**********

"Father has gone mad!!"

"To legitimize and give inheritance rights to an illegitimate child he cast out—is this even real!?"

However, danger doesn't exist only in House Niederbaben.

In House Firmont, Carl's family of origin, there are quite a few who harbor resentment about this matter.

Those feeling not just dissatisfaction but outright anger are Carl's siblings.

These are people who could have claimed more inheritance if only Carl didn't exist.

Above all, if you're told to treat as an equal someone who only shares a father but has a different mother—a "stranger," moreover one born of adultery—there isn't a noble anywhere in this world who wouldn't bristle. A noble is only a noble if they carry noble blood, after all.

"So what are you suggesting? That we kill him?"

"That's..."

"Even if he inherits, Father will only give him an appropriate amount to acknowledge him as a son. Territory is obviously out of the question, and he'll only give money, right? Ugh, to be so petty over just that—are you peasants squabbling over a single grain of barley?"

"Elder brother, why do you speak so harshly? You know full well this isn't about the amount of inheritance."

"That's right. Strictly speaking, we're not dissatisfied with the inheritance we're losing, but with being considered equal to him, even nominally. Don't you dislike it, eldest brother?"

"Of course I dislike it, but it's Father's decision, so we have to follow it. And honestly, if you weigh whether this benefits or harms House Firmont, it's clearly beneficial."

"That's... true."

However, their anger quickly subsides. As the eldest son said, this marriage brought more gains than losses to Firmont. Though the family's prestige took a hit, the fact that someone of illegitimate birth landed a daughter from a prominent ducal house is worthy of applause in itself.

Above all, it's not just any ducal house, but Niederbaben. Forming a marriage alliance with Niederbaben, which dominates the southern Empire, would bring nothing but benefits to the Margraviate of Firmont, which guards the Empire's frontier.

They could procure supplies and manpower cheaply and fully pursue expansion beyond the Empire's borders.

Of course, if they actually did that, they'd have to give Carl and Alicia part of the developed territory, but well, since they'd be procuring supplies and manpower cheaply through blood ties, couldn't they afford to give that much as a bonus?

"I'm more concerned about Niederbaben's side."

"Pardon?"

"They gained access to Firmont's powerful military, but aside from that, Niederbaben doesn't gain much while Firmont unilaterally benefits from the relationship. Honestly, if Carl hadn't gotten Niederbaben's Alicia pregnant, Duke Niederbaben would never have considered marrying them off, right? Above all, Niederbaben's Alicia now has the strong and large backing of Firmont. And unlike Carl, she's a legitimate daughter of Niederbaben."

"Why does that matter if she's a legitimate daughter?"

"Daughters don't inherit, and nominally, he'll have to give an enormous dowry to Carl, who's a child of a margrave, right? She can even participate in Niederbaben's power struggles legally and powerfully with Firmont backing her."

"Why does that concern you? Come on, surely Carl or his full sister wouldn't kill each other to undo this. Besides, Duke Niederbaben approved it—would his children refuse?"

"Well... I suppose? They are blood relatives, after all."

"Brother, you've been reading too many novels. Let's go hunting later."

The values of Niederbaben, which has long lived in the Empire's center, differ from those of Firmont, which has long served as the Empire's shield and sword on the frontier.

Niederbaben's culture, where even blood relatives are political enemies, can never understand Firmont, where blood relatives maintain close relationships, and Firmont likewise can never understand Niederbaben.

No, it's not just Niederbaben.

The Firmont family doesn't understand why central nobles die of illness so frequently.

They simply assume it's because their bodies become sickly from staying cooped up indoors every day without exercising.

Ch.74 - Memory (5)
"Congratulations!!"

"Lady Alicia, please be happy."

I'm going crazy.

I can't attend the Academy like I used to anymore. Everywhere I go, people giggle and talk to us about Alicia and our relationship, so there's no way I can properly attend classes.

In the first place, it's impossible not to attract attention when it's been revealed that we're even going through with the wedding.

Wait, I never attended classes to begin with, did I?

Then I guess nothing's really changed... except that can't be true.

Ugh, receiving this much attention isn't my style.

*Still, I guess it's fortunate that I won't have to attend the Academy anymore after getting married.*

As I've repeatedly mentioned, the Academy was established to hold the children of nobles as hostages. Normally, nobles cannot escape from the Academy under any circumstances. The Emperor wouldn't just stand by and watch hostages escape their role.

But we need to focus on the word "normally."

If there are reasons such as illness, a parent's life being in danger, or war breaking out in one's territory, one can be exempted from the Academy with the Emperor's approval.

And marriage and pregnancy, which are the greatest duty and purpose of existence for nobles, also qualify as significant reasons to receive the Emperor's exemption.

Staying stuck in the Academy after getting married and pregnant? If the Emperor seriously said such a thing, no matter how strong the imperial authority or how benevolent his rule, he would immediately face a rebellion from the nobles.

Because the reason nobles live is for the prosperity of their houses.

"Congratulations, Carl."

At that moment, I hear a voice offering congratulations.

I've heard congratulations so many times that I've become accustomed to them to the point of my ears developing calluses, but this voice is completely different.

Because the owner of that voice is Emilia.

"..."

Alicia also knows very well who the owner of this voice is.

Just moments ago, Alicia had been expressing gratitude to those congratulating her happiness with a smiling face, but upon hearing Emilia's voice, her face instantly stiffens.

Well, she can't help it.

Even though it wasn't Emilia's will, she opposed us and continuously tried to seduce me, so there's no way Alicia would have a good impression of Emilia.

"Hmm."

But soon Alicia seems to decide to ignore Emilia.

When they first met, Alicia was the one who made the first mistake, and above all, Emilia's misdeeds were committed by the demon.

Decisively, no matter what Emilia does, she cannot beat Alicia.

The marriage between Alicia and me can never be stopped, and Alicia and I have already slept together dozens of times.

Alicia fully displays the leisure of a victor, turns her head away from Emilia, and sends me a glance signaling that it's okay to talk.

"Ah, Emilia. Are you feeling better?"

"Yes, thanks to you, I'm perfectly fine. I'm healthy enough that I want to clear up the Academy people's misunderstanding. If I had the chance, I'd tell them right away."

Emilia answers with a smile somehow full of regret.

Misunderstanding... she must be talking about the people who see Medeia as evil. For Emilia, who was treated by Medeia and had the demon removed, the misunderstanding widely spread throughout the Academy must be unbearable.

Well, I understand Emilia's feelings, but honestly, it's hard to think the Academy people would listen. They won't listen no matter what she says.

"Even if you tell them, they won't try to listen. Rather, they'll say you've been bewitched by the witch, which would put you in a difficult position, Emilia."

"Yes, that's right. That's why I'm just thinking about it like this."

"That's... it's difficult to find the right words."

"Anyway, congratulations. Carl... you'll be able to live a happy life by Lady Alicia's side."

"...Thank you."

Emilia's voice is too earnest. At first glance, it sounds like the prayer of a devout believer offering a prayer of repentance.

It seems... even though she became quite aggressive while possessed by the demon, her feelings for me were genuine.

Alicia must have sensed that from Emilia's words too, as she's glancing at Emilia from the corner of her eye. It's in stark contrast to just moments ago when she had completely turned her head away.

"I'll be going now. I'll just cheer from behind for you to live a happy life, Carl."

"Cheering... I'll also cheer for you to live a happy life, Emilia."

".........Yes."

After a few seconds of silence, Emilia answers me as if spitting out the words.

Was that too cruel a thing to say?

...No, it's not cruel. If I don't make it clear, Emilia will be misled. That wouldn't be good for Emilia, Alicia, me, or anyone.

But cheering... well, that's a word laden with various emotions.

It means she'll never be able to forget me.

I only thought she had simply become aggressive due to the demon, but I didn't know she truly had feelings for me... hmm.

Well, it's unfortunate, but there's nothing I can do about it. It's something Emilia has to endure alone.

If I help Emilia from the sidelines, she'll never be able to forget me.

That would be too cruel a torture.

**********

"...Are you really going to do it?"

"We have no choice."

The children of Niederbaben, Alicia's older brothers and sisters, plot a conspiracy.

Because they fear Alicia backed by Firmont, and Firmont who can interfere with Niederbaben through Alicia.

Normally, Alicia has no succession rights and as a woman, doesn't have many ways to interfere in family affairs. But if she becomes the woman of Firmont, a great lord rivaling Niederbaben, the story is completely different.

Even though they could raise their voices through military action and extract more inheritance from Duke Niederbaben in the name of a dowry, Niederbaben's children cannot lay a hand on Alicia.

In other words, if Alicia sets her mind to it, she's in a position to unilaterally attack her older brothers and sisters.

Of course, Alicia, who doesn't care about anything else as long as she has Carl, isn't even thinking about such things, but to them who only see what they want to see, it's impossible that Alicia, who has tremendous power and guaranteed safety, wouldn't do anything.

"If we don't kill her now, Alicia will try to devour Niederbaben using Firmont's power."

"That's right, we have to eliminate her."

Therefore, Alicia's blood relatives try to kill Alicia.

For the past few years, their thinking has become extremely narrow-minded as they cowered and sought ways to survive, using the excuse that one sibling was poisoned to death by Duke Niederbaben.

They all know very well that after killing Alicia or Carl, they'll soon be killing each other. But since Alicia is the most threatening at this point, they decided to reach a tacit agreement.

"After the wedding ends, she'll go straight to House Firmont, and if that happens, we won't be able to do anything."

"Then during the wedding ceremony...? No, that won't work. Too many eyes will be focused there, making it hard to act. Security will be tight too."

"We have no choice but to do it before the wedding takes place. Tsk... with so few collaborators, these cowards."

Of course, not all of Alicia's brothers and sisters participated in the assassination plot.

Only three people participated in the assassination, meaning only 3 out of the 7 children of Niederbaben excluding Alicia joined this assassination conspiracy.

It's a number that could be considered many, but it's certainly fewer than expected.

And the fact that not all the children participated in the assassination became a great blessing for Duke Niederbaben.

Because the children who didn't participate in the assassination could live.

"Now, my plan is this. When Alicia and that illegitimate child return, under the pretense of congratulations—"

Rumble—!

"—What...?"

The second son, who was laying out the assassination plan, stops talking and looks around as the building suddenly shakes.

It's impossible for a castle built with well-stacked bricks, not some wooden house, to shake like this.

"An earthquake...!?"

"What, suddenly!! Everyone hurry outside— Wha, what..."

Seeing the building shake, they judged an earthquake had occurred and tried to hurry outside, but they can't.

Because their feet are caught by shadows.

As if sinking into a swamp, their ankles are being sucked into the shadows. Even trying to lift their legs up is completely useless since their other feet are also sinking into the shadows.

Rumble— Rumble—!

"Wha, what... what is this!!"

"Outside, is anyone outside!!"

This is a castle, but not the main base where Duke Niederbaben lives.

If they plotted in the main castle, there would be too many listening ears, so these three siblings decided to meet in a small castle used as a villa.

Thanks to that, Emilia can rampage so easily like this.

"You can't do that."

"Wha, what... who are you?!"

"I also desperately want to kill Alicia, but... if I did such a thing, Carl would be sad. You even tried to kill Carl too... haah."

Emilia, who emerged from the shadows, speaks to the three siblings while holding back her sobs.

The three siblings don't understand how Emilia appeared here or what she's saying, but to Emilia, their lack of understanding doesn't matter at all.

Emilia is just talking to herself.

Those who tried to kill Carl cannot be regarded by Emilia as personalities capable of conversation.

"I will always cheer for Carl."

"Stop... wait!! I don't know what you're thinking, but let us go right now!! Let's make a deal— urk...!?"

"Kyaaaah!!"

Rumble—!!

Soon, along with screams, the castle collapses, and the three siblings who had just been plotting assassination are discovered as cold corpses crushed by stones.

This incident is widely known to the public as merely an unfortunate accident with no perpetrator, where the castle collapsed due to its age.

Ch.75 - Memory (6) (The End)
"Dead? No, why now of all times..."

The news from House Niederbaben was quite shocking. They all died at once when an old villa collapsed while they were having fun there?

What kind of castle would collapse like that? It's not like they didn't use reinforcing rods... Actually, there are no reinforcing rods here.

Hmm... well...

I suppose that makes sense then?

A castle made of stacked stones could collapse if it's old enough.

"It seems the wedding will proceed as planned anyway. Since weddings take a long time to prepare, they'll hold it right after the funeral."

"...That sounds like they're going to hold the funeral without any preparation. Is Duke Niederbaben alright with that?"

"Who knows? I've never seen my father's face, so I can't really say, but from the current situation, he doesn't seem bothered at all."

"That's..."

I can't deny it. From what I remember, Duke Niederbaben was extremely displeased with his children's reckless behavior.

Of course, he valued his children dearly, but as the head of the ducal family, he's the type of person who could easily discard his children if necessary.

And for Duke Niederbaben, who has had little luck with his offspring, most of his children have been more of a hindrance than a help to the family's maintenance.

Of course, he's not truly unbothered, but now that it's happened, he probably thinks the grand plan shouldn't be ruined because of his dead children. That's why he's pushing forward with the wedding.

"Still, we should attend the funeral."

"No, my father said not to come. He says it's bad luck for the bride and groom to attend a funeral."

"Bad luck... that's just superstition."

"...? Why is that superstition? There's magic, and curses are real too."

"Ah."

Well... I have nothing to say to that.

In this world where demonic curses and spells actually exist, the belief that a soon-to-be-married couple would be cursed by attending a funeral could very well be true rather than superstitious.

"So I guess... we have no choice but to stay here for now. Alicia, are you okay?"

"Huh? Why suddenly ask that?"

"Well... your brother and sister died."

"Oh... I'm fine. I barely saw their faces anyway. To me, Sarah feels more like family than they ever did."

"That's..."

Looking at Sarah, she's staring at us with her usual expressionless face, but there's a subtle blush on her cheeks.

Even with Sarah's poker face, it seems she can't handle Alicia suddenly showing such affection.

Well... finally showing something resembling an actual expression.

Took long enough.

"Anyway, Carl. What exactly happened with the Crown Prince?"

As if there was no need to discuss family members who were no longer close to her, Alicia changes the subject.

"What do you mean?"

"You know, you suddenly revived the Crown Prince using a method I've never seen before. You said you'd tell me later."

"Ah, that. Well, I have the ability to contact parallel universes. I temporarily borrowed knowledge and abilities from another version of myself in a different parallel universe."

"Parallel universe?"

"Oh right, you wouldn't understand that term. To explain simply, worlds can be infinitely replicated and split when certain pivotal actions occur, and those are called parallel universes."

"Hmm... so a pivotal point would be like choosing rock or scissors in a game of rock-paper-scissors?"

"As expected, Alicia catches on quickly."

Alicia nods her head and instantly understands the concept I explained. Seeing this, Alicia is truly a genius.

"But why didn't you tell me about this then? Why did I have to worry over something like this?"

"Ah... well, when I contact myself in a parallel universe, my sense of self can become assimilated. It's a bit dangerous."

"...Assimilated? You mean your identities merge?"

"Yeah."

When I answer, Alicia's expression momentarily sinks, but quickly returns to normal.

"Oh, I see... Well, it should be fine. Even in parallel universes, Carl would have the same personality, right? So..."

"Well..."

"...That's not the case?"

"...No, personalities can be completely different across parallel universes."

"How... can you be so sure? Have you actually seen different personalities?"

"I have. In a parallel universe, Alicia treated me as a slave and a plaything to toy with."

"..."

Alicia's expression sinks again, but this time it doesn't return to normal.

She stares at me with a pale face. Though she's not saying anything, I can tell exactly what she wants to say.

She's angry about why I would do something so dangerous.

Um... hmm...

Was that a bad example? Should I have used myself as an example instead of a parallel Alicia?

"...This won't do. Sarah, please leave."

"Yes, Lady Alicia."

"Hey, wait a minute, Sarah—"

Click—

I tried to ask Sarah to stay, sensing something was about to happen, but Sarah leaves without hesitation, as if I have no authority to command her.

...Well, whether I have authority or not seems irrelevant.

Sarah is also angry with me.

"Carl, why would you do something so dangerous?"

"Well... if the Crown Prince died, you and I would have to abandon everything and flee—"

"I told you it's okay to run away!! All I need is you!!"

"Wait, Alicia. Calm down. Why are you taking off your clothes!?"

Alicia approaches me with determined steps. With each step she takes, she removes an article of clothing.

Wait, why is she undressing?

"I can't calm down. Carl, take yours off quickly. I need to check."

"Check what?"

"If we mix our bodies, I might be able to tell if something about you has changed."

"But... we've done that many times already. Right? It's been almost a month since the Crown Prince incident."

"...Still, take them off, quickly. I can't wait."

"Hey, hey!!"

Alicia, worried that something about me might have changed, seems unable to contain her stress any longer.

She forcibly pushes me onto the bed, apparently intending to relieve both her sexual desire and stress simultaneously, and I'm unable to resist.

...The fact that I'm still getting aroused in this situation shows I'm quite healthy.

..........

"Lord, today a pair of man and woman seek to fulfill their love."

Time flew by incredibly fast until the wedding day arrived.

Time always passes quickly when I'm with Alicia, but with the wedding approaching, it seemed to pass even faster.

Even during the wedding ceremony, time continues to pass so quickly that it's difficult to properly perceive it. They say people experience time passing quickly when they're happy, and that certainly seems true.

"Finally, let humans Carl and Alicia make their vows as husband and wife."

Following the officiant's words, which humble us as mere humans before God, Alicia's and my lips meet.

It's not as passionate as what we do in bed, just a simple kiss where our lips briefly touch and then part, but Alicia is more embarrassed than ever before.

Being this close, I can especially tell. Alicia's breathing is very rapid, and her cheeks are completely flushed.

Well... it's not incomprehensible.

In bed, she only has to show herself to me, but here she has to show herself to everyone.

"Uh, mmm..."

But Alicia is indeed a noble.

Though her face was melting with embarrassment just moments ago, as soon as our lips part, she instantly regains her previous expression.

"...You're beautiful, Alicia."

"Carl, you look handsome too."

Alicia and I smile simultaneously. Though we've said these words to each other dozens of times, right now it feels like we're saying them for the first time.

It's embarrassing and ticklish.

But the feeling isn't bad at all. Rather, it's wonderful.

Turning my head to look at the guests, all kinds of people are present.

From Duke Niederbaben, who shows no sign of having just held a funeral, to Sarah who assisted Alicia, to Emilia and countless other nobles we built relationships with at the Academy, and finally to members of House Firmont whom I only know by name. Despite not having actively built connections in this world, the fact that the venue is packed with guests shows that even as an illegitimate child, I am still a noble.

Looking at their expressions, I can tell the wedding ceremony is nearly over. Until just moments ago, they maintained solemn expressions while dutifully fulfilling their roles as guests, but now they've completely relaxed.

Hmm... not quite yet, there's no finish.

"Alicia, can you hold out your left hand?"

"Hm...? My hand?"

Alicia tilts her head at my words. In this situation, suddenly asking her to hold out her hand must be difficult for her to understand.

But her confusion lasts only a moment.

Thinking I might kiss the back of her hand, Alicia extends her hand with the palm facing downward.

Well... that's not what I meant, but it's fine. It's perfectly positioned for what I need.

Slip—

"What's this...?"

"It's a custom from a parallel world I saw. Married couples wear rings on their left ring fingers as a symbol of marriage."

When I mention the parallel world, Alicia slightly furrows her brow as if recalling an unpleasant memory, but she quickly stops.

A ring symbolizing marriage—for Alicia, there could be no better gift.

"Isn't it pretty?"

"...Yes, it's very pretty."

Alicia smiles brightly as she looks at the ring on her left ring finger.

Judging by the choked-up quality in her voice, she seems genuinely overwhelmed with emotion.

"But what about you, Carl?"

"Me? I'm already wearing one."

"What's that about? That's unfair. Let me put it on for you, take it off quickly."

"Well... alright. Here."

"Hehe..."

Alicia removes the ring from my left ring finger and then places it back on.

The guests are whispering about our actions, but it's not disapproving or negative whispering.

It's positive murmuring about the novel event of placing rings on the left ring fingers of the married couple. Some will probably follow our example when they have their own weddings.

"...Alicia, I love you."

"...Me too, Carl."

Though we've said these words to each other many times, this time feels even more special.

We look at each other with teary eyes and whisper our love, then kiss once more.

This wedding will become the most precious memory for both of us.

(The End)

OEBPS/Images/0000_18daff30e0b25c1ab9502844d778290a_149386_ori.webp


