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After losing everything on cryptocurrency and jumping in front of a subway train, I thought my life was over.....
But I was reincarnated into another world.
And as the eldest son of a Grand Duke, no less.

On top of that, it's a world with reversed gender roles.
Yeah, my previous life was a failure,
but this time, I'll live properly.

*The remake plan has been canceled.


Ch.0 - Prologue: The World We Lived In
If you were to lose everything you have, what would you do first?

It could be material things like money or land, or you could even imagine losing family or a lover.

I'd probably be wounded beyond recovery. After all, I've never experienced the sorrow of losing everything I've accumulated all at once.

And then, 20 minutes ago, I happened to lose everything.

Too much time has passed to regret what I should not have done.

***

Recently, I met a close senior from university. It had been about four years, hadn't it? Since it was the first time seeing him after his graduation, perhaps it would be more accurate to say he was someone I used to be close with rather than someone I'm close with.

"Hey, you still haven't found a job either?"
"No. I guess you haven't either?"
"Yeah. Are you still making money that way?"

My way of making money was simple. Selling game currency or reselling accounts.

It wasn't quite a profession, more like a side job.

"Well... it's the only way I know how to make money."
"Kid... how are you ever going to buy a house or a car with that?"
"What about you? Aren't you unemployed too?"

He smirked and pulled out his wallet and what looked like car keys from his pocket.

Car keys these days even have displays on them. For a lifelong pedestrian like me, it was culture shock.

Then he slightly rolled up his sleeve and turned his watch toward me as if showing it off.

"See this?"
"...? Is that a Patek Philippe?"
"So you do have an eye for these things."
"That's a fake, right? A replica?"
"It's genuine. Worth 200 million won."

I was dumbfounded. After borrowing money from me and disappearing, he was suddenly showing off car keys and a watch? Did he want to get stabbed?

Looking closely at the car key, I could see a horse logo on it. A neighing horse. The Porsche logo.

"Did you win the lottery or something?"
"Lottery? That's beneath me now. Have you heard of Gold Coin?"

Gold Coin. It emerged around 2008 with the new concept of virtual currency, but it remained quite obscure for a long time, known only to those in the know.

Then at some point, it started gaining uses one by one, and when foreign mega-corporations created systems allowing car purchases with Gold Coin, even regular consumers began to learn about it.

For reference, it's worth about 60 million won per coin now, but until 2011, it was worth so little that you could barely buy a pizza with thousands of coins... That person must be kicking themselves now.

"Well, I don't know much about it, but I've heard of it. It's famous, right?"
"I invested a bit in Gold Coin."
"Ah, with the money you borrowed from me?"
"...I'm sorry about that, kid."

This senior had borrowed money from me and disappeared without paying it back. He must owe me over 2 million won by now.

When he first vanished, I was so devastated I even fainted.

It was money like blood to me. No, blood you can donate. This was more important than blood.

But as time passed, I became numb to it. They say when you lend money, you should be aware that you might not get it back.

"Give me your account number."
"Are you going to pay me back?"
"Of course... why else would I have called you?"
"Well, XX Bank 158 5669....."

About a minute later, a familiar notification sound came from my phone.

'Mr. Shin Han-yeop has deposited 50,000,000 won into your spending account'

Huh? 50 million won?

"What? Did you make a mistake with the transfer?"
"No, kid. Consider it interest."
"Senior...."

He looked like an angel. Or at least he did then.

After that, I started studying Gold Coin based on what my senior told me and began investing, gradually increasing my money. I quit my main income sources of selling game currency and reselling accounts.

And then 'that' incident happened.

"Ah, shit. I pressed wrong."

I accidentally added an extra zero and put my entire savings of around 300 million won into Gold Coin. The fees alone were substantial. I considered withdrawing it despite the loss, because putting all my savings in was kind of insane.

But people around me advised against it.

"The withdrawal fee would be so much."
"Do you know how much you'd make if this goes up just 1%?"
"Who doesn't use the money duplication bug? LOL"
Since withdrawing now would clearly be a loss to anyone looking, I decided to leave it.

"Huh...?"

The next day, the coin market was covered in blue as if it had discovered the All Blue.

*
*
*

"They're just shaking out the small investors."
"It's just recoil to gain momentum."
Various coin communities unanimously declared it was just a temporary symptom, and selling now would make you the ultimate fool.

"Right... that's right... selling now would make me a fool..."
I firmly believed that too. The loss would be in the thousands if I sold now...

'I should have sold then.'

The TVs installed in the subway talked about nothing but Gold Coin all day. The news was that Gold Coin would be delisted from all exchanges. Domestic and foreign news spent 24 hours tearing down Gold Coin, and its value plummeted to the point where it could no longer be called a "commodity."

"Ha...haha..."
I lost everything. As an orphan who had nothing, just as I was about to reach my goal, the path was blocked as if to say I wasn't qualified.

"The train bound for Yangsan is now arriving."

I'm standing in front of a malfunctioning screen door. The door that opens and closes on its own whim was repeatedly opening and closing even though the train hadn't arrived yet.

"Screeeeeeech"

As the sound of metal echoed and the orange lights began to appear, I..... jumped.

Ch.1 - Strange World
I've been reincarnated into this world for five years already.

I thought I had died after jumping in front of a subway train with firm resolve, but how sad I was when I opened my eyes.

At first, I couldn't move my body well, and I cried thinking I might be kept alive with a broken spine.

But that wasn't it.

I had already died once, and I was reborn in another world.
It's what people commonly call reincarnation into another world.
How do I know it's another world?

The civilization of this world isn't that different from "Earth" where I used to live.
TVs, computers, washing machines, and so on—
All the home appliances you'd expect were here.

But there was one difference.
Everything doesn't run on electricity,
but on "Mana."

And the existence of mana means I'm in another world with different laws than my previous one.

And after growing up a bit and looking into things:

I was reborn into quite a prestigious family.
The Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke family.

The social hierarchy of the country I was reborn into was like the typical five-rank system with some additions.

Starting with quasi-nobles like knights and barons-in-waiting,
then lower nobility like barons, viscounts, and counts,
middle nobility like margraves, court counts, and marquises,
upper nobility like dukes, grand dukes, archdukes, and royal dukes,
and finally the highest nobility to which I belong: vassal grand dukes and royalty.

For reference, there seemed to be only one queen among the royals.
A large-scale civil war broke out just before I was born,
and as a result, everyone except the queen, who was the crown princess at the time, was either killed or executed.
Absolutely horrifying.

You might wonder why the social hierarchy is so complicated,
but if you think about it, isn't it easier to understand than Silla's social system?

Silla had a strange social system called "bone-rank" where it was unclear how they distinguished between "sacred bone" and "true bone" ranks.

Anyway, I was born as the eldest son of a vassal grand duke, one of the highest nobles.

And this world has a "gender reversal" setting that you'd only expect to see in otaku novels.

On top of that, the male-to-female ratio is 1:9, with men being overwhelmingly scarce.
Perhaps because of this, despite having a social hierarchy and being a gender-reversed world,
it was a world where the unimaginable combination of polygyny existed.

Well, at least it's not polyandry, which would be terrifying.

*
*
*

"Mom."
"Yes, what is it?"

I entered the office where my mother was working and called out to her.
Her response was so formal that it didn't seem like a conversation between parent and child,
but her actions were different from her words.
My mother, "Serena Zikheart," gently stroked my head, embraced me tightly with both arms,
and then sat back down in her chair.

"What's this?"
"It's a giraffe. Lala taught me how to fold it."
"Oh my, did Yook fold this? You did a good job."

My mother praised me for the giraffe I had folded.
In truth, it didn't really look like a giraffe.
With its short neck and short legs, it looked more like a Welsh Corgi.

I'm a transmigrator with memories of my past life,
but my mental age has been completely reset to match my current age of around 5 years.

No, it feels even younger than 5.
They say male elves develop mentally slower than humans.

"Young Master Yook! Where are you!"

Lala, the maid who noticed I was missing, was running around the mansion, which was larger than a palace, looking for me.
From what I could hear outside, she seemed to be searching the garden first, thinking I might have gone outside.

"What should we do with our son? Didn't I tell you not to leave Lala's side?"
"Yes..."
"What should you do when you've done something wrong?"
"I'm sorry..."

After receiving a gentle scolding from my mother, I was carried down to the first-floor garden.

At the end of the garden was a training ground where soldiers and my sisters were training.
My father is said to be a great man who, despite this being a gender-reversed world, holds the rare position of knight commander.

As my mother carried me toward the training ground,
Lala, a black-haired elf in a maid's uniform, ran over and bowed her head.

For reference, this country is ruled by elves,
and our family, being vassal nobles, is also fundamentally elven.

"Your Highness, you've come out."
"Yes, were you looking for Yook?"
"Yes. I apologize. When I took my eyes off him for a moment, His Excellency..."
"No matter. I shall keep Yook with me for a while, so take a short rest."
"N-no, I couldn't... I will attend to him."
"What! Are you refusing my order?"
"Your Highness... you're being too much at times like this."

My mother, considering that Lala was covered in sweat from running around,
ordered her to take a short break.
The two have known each other since they were very young and are friends.
In private spaces, they even speak informally and enjoy tea time together...

And as you might have noticed,
Lala addressed my mother as "Your Highness."
The title "Your Highness" is used for princes and princesses,
meaning royalty.

What does that imply?
The Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke is equal to, or even above, the position of the crown princess who will inherit the throne.
Even the current queen served my mother as her superior when she was a princess.
And my sisters, younger sister, and I are addressed as "Your Excellency."
For reference, the children of princesses are not addressed as "Your Excellency."

Lala, forced to take a break by my mother, went inside.
Watching Lala leave, my mother smiled slightly.

"Yook, do you like Lala?"
"Yes, I do."
"Seeing you like girls at such a young age makes this mother's heart ache."
"Why does it hurt?"
"You don't yet understand a mother's feelings when letting go of her child."

My mother sighed and continued walking toward the training ground.
It's true that I've been very attached to Lala since I was young.
Black hair is very rare to see in this world.
And since I've always had a preference for neat black hair,
I was always with Lala.
I wonder if that's why.

*
*
*

When we arrived at the training ground, the soldiers, my sisters, and my father knelt down.
My mother nodded, and as if wondering what was happening, the soldiers began running around the training ground again.

Among them, my sisters and father remained standing.

"Mother, what brings you here?"
"Nothing, I just came out for some fresh air... No, actually..."

My mother put me down.
Then she grabbed a nearby sword and unsheathed it.

"Since I'm here, I might as well see your skills. Irina, come forward first."
"Yes!"

I sat on what looked like steps you might see in a school playground.
When I sat down, my father sat beside me, and my sisters sat next to him.
For reference, "Irina" whom my mother called is "Irina Zikheart."
She's the heir to this family.
My eldest sister went forward with a wooden sword, looking extremely tense.

"Yook, what's that?"
"A giraffe!"
"Haha, a giraffe? It looks like a dog though?"
"It's not a dog. It's a dog with a long neck and long legs."

When I puffed my cheeks after being teased by my father, my sisters stroked my head.
People who haven't experienced having their head stroked will never know how good it feels.

While my sisters were stroking my head
and my father was poking my puffed cheeks,
there was a thud as someone fell.

It was my eldest sister.

My mother, known as the "Red Sword Emperor," is the strongest swordswoman.
Probably no one in this world could defeat my mother in swordsmanship.

The "Red Sword Emperor" didn't go easy even on her own children.
The fact that she just demolished her daughter, who was supposed to be her sparring partner, says it all.

"Next."
"Eek!"
"Hic!"

My sisters trembled in fear, and when I hiccupped beside them,
perhaps my mother realized she had been too harsh.

The three sisters, excluding the eldest, got off relatively lightly.

*
*
*

"You were still too harsh."
"It wasn't that bad."
"They're still your children, you know?"
"Ugh..."
"Would you hit Yook like that if he picked up a sword?"
"...Alright. I won't do it again."

My mother was being scolded by my father as he dragged her away by the hand.
According to Lala, my mother fell in love with my father
and proposed to him for several years.
Eventually, my father's heart was moved, and they got married.
My mother being scolded by my father—
I'm probably the only one who gets to see this sight.

"Mom."
"Yes..."
"I want to learn swordsmanship too."
"No."
"Hmph..."
"Acting cute won't change what can't be changed."

While I was talking with my mother,
my father completely shut down the conversation.

My sisters and younger sister grew up very strong and robust, befitting the children of my mother and father,
but my physical condition wasn't very good.
Far below average.

Once, when my mother let me hold a wooden sword,
I lost my balance and fell, remaining unconscious for two days.

I heard my mother was quite scolded by my father at that time.
According to the maids, my mother cannot go against my father...
Is this really a gender-reversed world?

Perhaps because of that trauma, my mother and father didn't train me in swordsmanship.
Though it might also be because this is a world where men don't typically learn swordsmanship...

*
*
*

After being scolded by my father for quite some time,
my mother went up to her office, looking deflated.

My father, seeing her like that, grumbled, "Women are like children no matter how old they get,"
as he followed her upstairs.

Since my father can knock out the strongest person, my mother, with just a few words,
isn't he actually the strongest?

Ch.2 - Strange World (2)
I'm currently studying with my tutor in the annex.

This annex is where the heirs of the Zikheart Duchy have traditionally studied.
Why am I studying here, you ask?

My mother arranged it this way.
She wanted her only son to have a comfortable place to study.

Studying here rather than in my room does seem to help things sink in better,
perhaps because the environment is more conducive to learning.

The study environment truly has a significant impact on a child.
Unlike my previous life where I found studying tedious and only went to university out of obligation,
now I want to learn everything I can and absorb all knowledge.

Since I have low physical strength, I figure being knowledgeable might make me useful.
That's not the only reason though.
I also don't want to disappoint my parents.
Having been an orphan in my previous life, never experiencing family love,
the warmth of family feels even more precious now.
How could I repay such kindness with ingratitude?

"Your Highness? Are you listening?"
"Huh? Yes, I'm listening."

Despite saying that, I was caught daydreaming by my tutor.
My thoughts tend to show clearly on my face, as I'm often told.
This makes lying pointless since I get caught immediately.

The tutor looked a bit suspicious, then said he'd believe me if I could answer a question
about the history he'd just been teaching.

"Then, tell me about the major event that occurred in 1394."
"The Erens Territory Independence Incident."
"Yes... I thought you weren't paying attention, but you were. Then what about 1395?"
"The Erens Territory Subjugation and Massacre."
"Correct. You know it well. These are important events, so be sure to remember them."

Of course I remember—I studied this in advance.
For reference, the Erens Territory Independence Incident was when
the arrogant Count of Erens Territory declared independence and refused to pay taxes.
He lived as a self-proclaimed king for about a year,
but the following year, his entire family was massacred in a bloody incident.
Nearly 500 people were killed then...

History lessons are enjoyable.
It feels like studying a fantasy world, so everything sinks in easily and never gets boring.
History in my previous life felt stuffy, but here it's so different.

This world has Magic Engineering instead of science, though it's not that different.
There are differences in areas like astronomy, biology, and geology, but overall it's similar to my previous life.
And the language—
It's very similar to Korean, which is why I was called a prodigy when I was younger.

"Look at the time already. That will be all for today."
"Thank you for your hard work, teacher."
"Your Highness is so well-mannered. How can you be so different from your sisters..."

The tutor sighed as he gathered his books and left the room.
Teaching my sisters must be quite challenging.
This is when I should step in.

Huh? Step in how?
Obviously, to tattle to my mother.
The tutor is a member of a baronial family that has served our house for generations.
Mother always taught me to be kind to those beneath us.
That's the first step to earning respect, she says.
I climbed down from my high chair and started running, my footsteps making tapping sounds.

By the way, I heard my sisters got scolded severely.
I feel a bit sorry for them...

Maybe I should go see my little sister?
My younger sister, who's only a year younger than me, hasn't yet received baptism, so she can't leave the main building.
To see her, I need to go to the main building.

My sister's name is Silfia Zikheart.
Since it's just one syllable different and hard to pronounce,
I just call her Silfi.

At first, I was the only one calling her Silfi, but gradually
everyone—Mother, Father, my sisters, and even the maids—
all started calling Silfia "Silfi."

My little sister, who acts grown-up despite being younger than me, is really cute.
Actually, her mental age might be higher than mine, so maybe she is more of an adult?

Silfi had fallen asleep while reading, with a book covering her face.
I told her not to read too much...

She's followed my advice well since she was young,
but when I'm not watching, she does whatever she wants.

Recently, she's even been skipping meals to read books...
Our parents are torn between being pleased or concerned about this.

*
*
*

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Alice."
"Hello. I'm Yook Zikheart."

While I was walking down the corridor, openly eating candy that Lala had secretly given me,
a sister I'd never seen before approached me.
Platinum blonde hair, blue eyes, and moderately large breasts—
She was as beautiful as a celebrity from my previous life.

My hair is also light blonde, but this person called Alice has
a lighter blonde that's almost silver.
It's a similar but slightly different shade. You'd have to see it in person to compare.
She must possess tremendous mana.

Anyway, what does she do to be this beautiful?
If someone like her were on YouTube, she'd easily get 10 million subscribers, right?
While thinking this and staring at her large chest,
my face started turning red for some reason.
Did I stare too much?
That's not polite.
Just as I was about to apologize, the sister who introduced herself as Alice said something shocking.

"Would you like to touch my breasts?"
"W-what?"
"You kept looking, so I thought you might like them. I've heard men enjoy touching breasts."
"I... I'm sorry?"
"No need to apologize. I'm flattered that a man is showing interest in me."

Oh right.
This is a gender-reversed world.
A world where men looking at women's breasts isn't considered that rude.

Compared to my previous life, where some mentally disturbed people would dress provocatively then complain when people looked,
this truly seems like paradise.

"Oh, you two have already greeted each other?"
"As expected of Serena's son. He's so well-mannered."
"It feels strange when you use my name."
"Should I call you 'big sister' like before?"
"Umm... 'big sister' is a bit..."

Mother is making an expression like she's uncomfortable, which is unusual.
Still, the two of them continued conversing like old friends.

But "big sister"?
How many people in this world can call the Vassal Grand Duke "big sister"?
This country, the Kritias Kingdom, is a hegemonic power.
To call the second most powerful person in the kingdom "big sister"...
Could she be a real sister?
No, if she were a real sister, Mother wouldn't need to be so formal.

"Let's go inside."
"Yes, big sister."
"That... 'big sister' thing... is a bit..."
"Does it make you uncomfortable, big sister?"
"Sigh..."

Mother sighed deeply, as if giving up.

Seeing Mother like this, Alice suddenly took my hand.
I looked up at her with a surprised face,
but I couldn't say anything to her as she smiled with satisfaction.
Except for Mother, my sisters, and the maids, this was the first time I'd held hands with a woman,
and for some reason my heart was pounding.

That includes both my previous and current lives.

*
*
*

After entering the office and sitting down, a maid brought in refreshments and tea.
I had orange juice instead of tea.
I put down my candy, drank some orange juice,
and nibbled on cookies like a hamster, which made Mother smile broadly.

But only for a moment—Mother's expression quickly changed to one full of concern.

"Sigh..."

Mother placed her hand on her forehead, assuming a contemplative posture.
When she does this, she won't hear anything for a while.
Meanwhile, this sister casually enjoying the refreshments—who exactly is she?

"You promised, remember?"
"Of course I did. I remember. But isn't it too early to bring this up? Yook is only five years old."
"My, I don't think it's too early at all. You might think so because you already have a lovely husband, but I don't."
"Sigh... That's because you killed all the royals and noble relatives around you."
"They all needed to die anyway. You know that. And you were the one who actually handled it."
"Of course!... That's true, but!!"

An incredible conversation is taking place.
This must be about the civil war that happened before I was born.

Mother, feeling frustrated, downed her already cold tea in one go.
Then she called a maid and instructed her to bring hot tea again.
I understand this is related to the civil war, but it seems I'm involved somehow.
Something about a lovely husband...
Could this person be related to the royal family?

The maid came in and poured a little hot tea into Mother's cup.
Mother drank the fresh hot tea and spoke again.

"Fine! I understand. The parties involved should talk it out themselves. I'll leave you two alone."
"Oh sister, are you too embarrassed to bring it up yourself? Right?"
"Ugh, whatever!"

Mother stood up abruptly, patted my head, and left.
I've never seen her like this before.
Why is she leaving me alone?
This is scary.

"......"

The sister in front of me is elegantly drinking her hot tea as if nothing happened.
Every movement exudes dignity.

*Clink*

After setting down her teacup, she seemed to contemplate how to start the conversation,
then came and sat beside me.
I could smell a lemon scent.

"Do you know who I am, Yook?"
"No... I'm sorry."
"You're only five, so that's understandable."

I'm not sure what age has to do with recognizing someone,
but she must be quite famous.

From her attitude toward Mother and toward me,
even I could figure out who she was.
The conversation earlier was about the conclusion of the civil war before I was born.
Connecting all these dots leads to one conclusion...

"My name is Alice Kritias."

The absolute ruler of the Kritias Kingdom, the world's hegemonic power.
The queen of this country, which maintains a feudal system while wielding strong centralized authority.

Ch.3 - The Golden-Haired Queen
"My name is Alice Kritias."
"What...?"

Kritias.
There's only one person in this world who can use that surname now.
Before the civil war, there were several royals with the Kritias name, but
all members of the royal family except the Queen were executed for participating in the rebellion.

No matter how young I am, sitting in a chair before the Queen is disrespectful.
I quickly got down from the chair and knelt.

"I am in the presence of Alice Kritias, Queen and successor of the First."
"Yook, you don't need to give me such formal greetings."
"Please withdraw your command... I know my duty as your subject."
"Please stand up. Your clothes will get dirty."

I stood up immediately.
The Queen's orders take precedence over everything else.

As the Queen said, my clothes didn't have dirt or dust on them from kneeling on the carpet,
but there were some threads stuck to them.

Seeing this, the Queen took a snow-white handkerchief from her skirt pocket
and began to gently and kindly brush off the threads.

In this situation, I should have declined as the person of lower status, but since it was considered good manners for a woman to clean dust or loose threads from a man's clothes, I had to remain still.

The Queen seated me in a chair as I stood there, confused and unsure what to do.

***

While I was bewildered and confused,
my mother entered the room.

Seeing my flustered expression, she chuckled "hehe" and
sat down in the higher seat where she had been sitting earlier.

"So, have you two talked things through?"
"Actually, I didn't know what to say, so I haven't said anything yet."
"I thought as much. In the end, even Your Majesty was too embarrassed to speak."
"Well, it is an embarrassing topic, isn't it?"

My mother sighed again.
What on earth are they trying to say?
I'm the one who's about to die from frustration.

First the Queen suddenly appears before me,
and now they're having a conversation I don't understand.
I decided to ask directly.

"Mo...I mean, Mother, why exactly have you brought me here...?"
"It's 'Mom.'"
"Mother..."
"Mom."
"...Mom."
"Since you're the one involved, Yook, I'll explain everything now, so listen carefully."

Mother began to tell the story of the past with a serious expression.

***

"...And that's how it happened."

The conclusion was simple.

I'm supposed to marry the Queen.
Because the civil war had wiped out all the royals,
there were no male relatives left in the royal bloodline except for me.

The Zikheart family shares roots with the royal family, being a branch that split off from another branch and became independent. And for a long time, they had established their position by forming marriage ties with the royal family, which meant that the Queen and I were something like distant relatives.

For reference, the civil war was started by the anti-Zikheart faction, and the Zikheart family's army, having just returned from the conquest of the Melis Duchy, had no choice but to retreat before the rebel forces.

At that time, the Queen, who was then the Crown Princess, gave full support and military aid to the Zikheart family, legitimizing their position. And it was agreed that if a firstborn son was born to the Zikheart family, he would marry the Crown Princess, who is now the Queen...

"Oh of course, we're not talking about marriage right away. I'll wait until Yook is at least 15... that's the plan."
"What do you mean 'plan'? You have to wait."
"Until when?"
"Obviously until he becomes an adult."
"Awww."
"What do you mean 'awww'? That's a crime, a crime!"
"I'm the Queen, you know. Even the council won't be able to say anything."
"I'll have something to say before the council does."

It was absurd enough to be discussing an arranged marriage at age five,
but even more absurd that the other party was the Queen.
And watching the Queen bickering with my mother,
it felt like all the etiquette I had learned until now was going up in smoke.

Of course, even without this engagement, I would have married in the future.
My eldest sister, who was already 13, was already receiving marriage proposals.
The difference was that my big sister already had someone she liked, and the marriage discussions were about that person.

I watched the two of them talk without saying anything.
It didn't seem like there was anything I could contribute to this conversation...

***

*Knock knock*

I had fallen asleep during my mother and the Queen's conversation,
and the maids had carried me back to my room.
It had been about an hour since I fell asleep.
I woke up to the sound of a maid knocking.

"Young master, Her Majesty has arrived."
"Show her in."

I hurriedly got up from the bed.
My hair was pressed flat from the pillow, and my clothes were somewhat disheveled,
having come loose while I slept.

The Queen coming to my room? Honestly, I couldn't have imagined it.
I straightened my clothes and fixed my messy hair.
Mana water is best for fixing hair, of course.

The Queen entered the room, looked around for a moment, and then gently sat on the edge of the bed.

"Is this Yook's room? It feels clean and comfortable."
"The maids clean it diligently every day."
"That's not what I meant. I'm talking about the atmosphere."

A white room with wooden furniture and lots of books—is that clean and comfortable?
To me, a clean and comfortable room would have game CDs, gaming consoles, a tablet PC, and a computer—a technological room.

For reference, my room has no computer or TV or anything like that.
My father never allowed such media in my room, saying exposure at a young age would be a bad influence.

Of course, I would sneak into other rooms to surf the internet on computers
and engage in other such "deviant" behaviors.

The Queen smiled slightly and patted the bed beside her, as if to say "sit here too."
When a beautiful woman invites you, it would be rude to decline. As a man.
I promptly sat down next to her.

It was clearly an ill-mannered and childish action, but she's going to be my wife anyway.
Surely she would forgive this much.

Indeed, the Queen seemed pleased by my childish behavior.
Like my mother and father, she seemed to prefer that I act my age
rather than trying to appear mature.

"By the way..."
"Yes, Your Majesty?"
"Please stop with the 'Your Majesty.' You are to be my husband. My name is enough."
"How could I, as your subject..."
"That's sufficient for public places."
"...Lady Alice?"
"Drop the 'Lady' too."
"Alice?"
"Yes, and when we're alone, there's no need for stiff, adult-like formalities. Understand?"

Seeing her nod with satisfaction,
I felt a sense of déjà vu.
Right, it was like my mother.
Similar to how my mother would immediately correct me if I called her "Mother" instead of "Mom."
Of course, the problem with my mother is that she does this everywhere, in both private and public spaces...

"Is there anything you'd like to ask me?"
"Is it okay to ask personal questions?"
"My, you know how to talk about official matters too? How precocious."
"No... that's not what I..."

Perhaps it was a rebellious impulse against Alice's teasing.
Suddenly I had something I wanted to ask.
At times like this, it's fun to ask an outrageous question first.

"How old are you, Alice?"
"My, the first thing you ask is my age? You're the first person to ask about my age, and somehow it makes me feel shy."
"I'm... I'm sorry. How rude of me to ask a lady her age?"
"What's there to be sorry about? It would be the breach of manners for me not to answer a gentleman's question."

Right.
This is a gender-reversed world, isn't it?
Seeing Alice act embarrassed like a stereotypical woman(?) reminds me of women from my previous life.
Or maybe there's not much difference to begin with?

"I turned 22 this year."
"Ah... what? 22? Really?"
"Yes, how old did you think I was?"
"At most, I thought you were around 17..."
"Well, elves mature at different rates."
"Oh, right."

Elves completely stop growing somewhere between 15 and 20 years old.
Once they reach a certain stage of development, the flow of mana shifts from physical growth
to focus on mana capacity and control.
That's why elves grow slowly and live very long lives.

"It makes me happy to hear you say that, Yook, even though you're only five."

Alice gently embraced me with one arm.
I could smell a faint, soft lemon scent.
It was definitely lighter earlier—
did she deliberately apply more perfume before coming to my room?

Ah, but the age difference is bigger than I expected.
This isn't some reverse cradle-robbing novel, is it?

As I entertained such irreverent thoughts, I started feeling sleepy.
This young body of mine gets tired easily and falls asleep anywhere,
in any situation.

They say children sleep for 2/3 of the day, but actually experiencing it firsthand,
I feel like I'm wasting precious time.

"Um, Alice? I'm sorry, but I'm really sleepy right now."
"Then shall I offer my lap as a pillow? Here, lie down."

I wanted to say it was fine, but overcome by drowsiness, I "unintentionally"
rested my head on her lap.

Was her leg, both soft and firm, more comfortable than a pillow?
I quickly fell asleep.

And just before drifting off, I felt the touch of lips on my forehead,
which felt really nice.

Ch.4 - The Golden-Haired Queen (2)
I woke up four hours after falling asleep with my head on her lap. By the time I got up, I was using a proper pillow, and Alice had already left the territory.

I wish she had woken me up before leaving so I could have said goodbye. When will I see her next?

Looking at the table, I noticed a box and a letter. The sender was Alice Kritias. Though the envelope was plain, she had attached a pretty sticker instead of a seal—probably unconsciously thinking that men like pretty things.

The letter was filled with affection, and I'm too embarrassed to share all of it, but to summarize: "I'll be waiting, thinking of you. I hope you like the gift I left, and I'd like you to wear it always."

I didn't mind receiving this inexplicable love. After all, why would I complain about someone so beautiful caring for me?

I opened the box beside me. Inside was a hairpin made of precious metals like gold and platinum, decorated with jewels and engraved with magical formulas.

I couldn't help but be surprised when I saw it. It bore the crest of the Kritias royal family.

I don't know about other races, but for elves, hairpins are more than accessories—they're a form of "proof." It's the first gift parents give their children, like a kindergarten name tag, if you will. It essentially means, "This child belongs to this family, and we'll kill anyone who harms them." That's the meaning they carry.

I already had the Zikheart family hairpin my mother gave me after my baptism ceremony when I was five. I attached Alice's hairpin right next to it and ran to my mother.

I think I learned that demons give necklaces with their race's mark as gifts, but maybe it's different because the meaning is different?

***

I am Irina Zikheart.
I am the heir to the Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke family.

During the academy's vacation period, I've returned home and am dedicating myself to sword training. I constantly strive not to tarnish the reputation of my mother, known as the "Red Sword Emperor."

My daily routine is similar every day.

I wake up early in the morning, jog with the soldiers, train with the sword, bathe, eat, and then train again... I spend about 15 hours a day training.

Not just me, as the family heir, but my younger sisters join me as well.
Elena Zikheart
Aria Zikheart
Yurie Zikheart
My youngest sister, Silfia Zikheart, is still too young to participate in training.

Though they're only 12, 10, and 9 years old (I'm 13), they train seriously without any complaints. Even for girls, repeating such intense training daily would normally warrant some complaints.

While we were training, a small child came running out. It was our family's only son, Yook Zikheart.

Yook was unhealthy even in our mother's womb. It was considered a miracle that he was born at all.

Perhaps because of this, our mother and father showered Yook with affection. Of course, being a boy might have been a factor, but we sisters knew they treated him very differently from us.

Yet somehow, I never felt envy or jealousy. Our little brother was truly adorable. Sometimes he would act up, but even that was transformed into cuteness.

Yook, who had been running around, suddenly came to the training ground and started wandering about. He went to trees over here, flower beds over there—despite his weak constitution, he runs everywhere and sleeps a lot too.

As I was swinging my wooden sword, Yook sat down and started watching, seemingly finding it entertaining.

Since our parents wouldn't allow him to hold a sword due to his weak body, he seems even more interested.

"Yook, do you want to learn swordsmanship that badly?"
"Yes. What about you, sister? Is it fun?"
"I don't dislike it. As someone with Zikheart blood, nothing gives me a greater sense of growth than swordsmanship."
"I want to learn it too... swordsmanship..."
"Are you trying to collapse again?"
"No, that wasn't collapsing..."

I actually know the truth. Yook merely fainted after hitting his head on a stone that happened to be where he fell. It's nonsensical to say he's too weak for swordsmanship when he can run around all day and be ready to run again after a nap.
By the way, I secretly disposed of that stone during the confusion after Yook collapsed.
What use would swordsmanship be to a man anyway?
Of course, I exclude our father's swordsmanship, which surpasses that of women.

I noticed Yook was wearing a hairpin I hadn't seen before, in addition to his usual one.
A hairpin that didn't bear the Zikheart family crest.

"Huh? Yook, what's that hairpin?"
"This? Alice—I mean, Her Majesty the Queen gave it to me."
"Her Majesty...?"

Looking closely, I saw it was a hairpin engraved with the Kritias royal family crest.
It was an item that clearly conveyed a message to anyone who saw it: "This child is mine, so don't touch him."

It seemed Her Majesty had already taken action. I know her well enough.
With her personality, staying idle would have been more difficult. Come to think of it, she visited earlier today, so she must have given it to him directly.

Judging by the jewels and craftsmanship, an enormous sum must have gone into it.
The Zikheart family hairpin Yook wears clearly appears to be of lower quality than the royal one.
I once overheard that mother spent 1 large gold coin and 3 medium gold coins (about 13 billion) on that hairpin.
It's engraved with practical magic like health recovery, mana recovery, high-level defense, and even a small summoning spell in case it gets lost.

A hairpin more luxurious than one that cost the entire fortune of a middle-class noble—I can't even imagine what magic might be cast on it.
Can this child even comprehend what's attached to his head?
As his sister, I'm concerned.

---------[Kritias Royal Family Hairpin]----------

A hairpin personally crafted by the Queen for her partner,
filled with affection and heart.

<Materials Used>

Pure gold
Platinum
Diamond
Mithril
Ruby

<Enchanted Magic>

Absolute defense against malicious physical attacks
Emergency escape
Small-scale summoning magic

<Craftsman>
[Master] Alice Kritias

*
*
*

While I was talking with my eldest sister, father must have thought she was slacking off, because he dragged her away.

I feel somewhat guilty...

I wanted to talk with Alice more, but it's too bad. Even if it's an engagement arranged by our families, doesn't it take time to get to know someone's character?

Well, let's think positively about what's been decided.
When else would I get to marry a woman prettier than a celebrity?
If anything, Alice should be the one feeling gloomy about marrying someone like me.

While I was lost in these thoughts, Lala came running, looking for me again.

Watching Lala run with her jet-black hair flowing behind her always makes me smile.

Lala, the maid my mother assigned to me long ago, was different from maids in ordinary mansions.

People don't usually have close friends as their maids, do they?
And if she's friends with my mother, there must be some circumstances, and her status certainly can't be that of a commoner.

Perhaps because of this, I speak formally to Lala rather than casually.
Mother found this suspicious and once asked me why, but I made up an excuse.
I said I just preferred it that way.

A boy who speaks casually to his eldest sister but formally to his maid because he "prefers it"?
As if she'd believe that.

And if what I heard that night wasn't a dream... Lala is...

No. Right now, Lala is just my maid.
Don't overthink it.

Come to think of it, I came outside alone after waking up without telling Lala.
Well, it happens all the time...

I smiled slightly as I watched Lala running to the training ground, sweating from searching everywhere for me.
Lala sat on the stairs, patting the dirt off my clothes with her hands while catching her breath in one big exhale.

Finding her appearance amusing, I asked her half-jokingly:

"Lala, why are you always running around whenever I see you?"
"Because Your Highness always disappears without saying anything!"
"It's not like I can leave the mansion anyway."
"That's rich coming from someone who once tried to leave the mansion."
"Did I do that?"
"Tsk! Pretending not to remember again!"

Of course, I remember.
Once when mother was going out, I secretly hid in the trunk.
It was childish, but Lala was frantic, searching and crying for me.
I pretended not to remember and started acting like a child again.

Then I held Lala's hand tightly and walked back into the mansion.

Ch.5 - Crescent Academy
I turned seven years old.

I seem a bit tall for my age, but my appearance hasn't changed much otherwise.

Since I've decided to live life to the fullest, I wish I could grow to 180cm... but judging by my growth rate, that seems impossible.

***

"Hey, isn't this your luggage? Should I take it?"
"I'll carry it myself, leave it."
"How can a boy like you carry this!"
"It's my book bag, you know? Wait, why are you moving my stuff in the first place, sister?"
"Because you're dawdling around. Hurry up and come out."
"I'll go see Silfia first."
"Fine, but be quick about it!"

Even when I'm slow and cause trouble, my youngest sister just gets annoyed but still listens to me. Isn't she a tsundere?

What I actually asked her was why she was moving my things when there are plenty of people who could do it.

The person currently carrying my book bag is Yuris Zikheart, my 11-year-old youngest sister. She must have gotten quite an earful from mother the night before departure, as she's now taking the initiative to look after me.

Where are we going, you ask?
To "Crescent Academy," located in Crescent, the royal capital of Kritias.

This place is both an educational institution for most nobles and commoners, and also serves as a military academy that trains officers—one of the royal institutions.

All noble children receive education there from ages 7 to 15, though some children who have difficulty moving or are deemed to have mental issues are educated at home by dispatched tutors.

Of course, as I mentioned earlier, it's not just noble children. In fact, most of the students are commoners. However, commoner children become eligible for military service at age 12, so they also take soldier training courses at the military academy.

Anyway, today is the day we head to Crescent Academy. I've never even left the mansion, let alone the territory, so my heart is pounding with excitement.

Since it was late at night, Silfia was already asleep. This kid is always sleeping whenever her brother comes to see her. How disappointing!

***

My sisters are kneeling and greeting our parents with expressions that suggest they're about to embark on a great mission. Anyone who didn't know better would think they were going off to war.

After my sisters finished their greetings, mother stood before me. For some reason, her expression darkened, and she began to look unbearably worried.

"Sigh... Do we really have to send Yook? To be honest, I don't want to."
"There you go again... You don't intend to turn our only son into a fool, do you?"
"Well... that's not what I meant..."
"Besides, since it's the royal capital, Her Majesty will be there too, so there's nothing to worry about."
"Sigh..."

Mother, who has been sighing a lot lately, hugged me briefly and whispered, "I'll come visit you now and then," before going back into the mansion. She was probably too embarrassed to say it out loud.

Father, watching mother, said he couldn't stop her and also promised to visit before starting our procession to the royal capital.

***

How many hours had passed since we got in the carriage?
We had departed late in the evening, but the sun was already rising outside again.

Of course, that star probably isn't actually the sun, but I didn't know what else to call it, so I called it the sun.

But considering that the satellite that appears at night is called the moon, common sense doesn't seem too different here.

We had been driving through a downtown area where tall buildings glittered, but I had no idea where we were. How could I know when I'd never been out before?

"Wow, we're already in the royal capital."
"Sister... I think I'm going to cry."
"Don't cry, you fool... I'm holding back tears myself."

Whether they were joking or actually feeling relieved about escaping the hellish training at home, they were rubbing their eyes. So we're already in the royal capital? It feels surreal.

"Yook, come here."
"Yes, what is it?"
I unbuckled my seatbelt and stood up at my eldest sister's call.
She sat me down beside her and took out a small black object from her pocket—a smartphone, the epitome of high technology that could access the internet and play music.

She handed me the smartphone and earnestly asked me to carry it with me at all times, just in case. Since I couldn't bring a maid to the academy, I would have to move around without a guardian. But why was my sister giving me a smartphone? Shouldn't mother have prepared this?

"Okay, I understand."

There's no need to question it. I'm just an innocent child who knows nothing.

"Make sure to call or text your sisters when classes end, and the teaching assistants will show you to the dormitory... and also..."
"Sisters worry too much. That's overprotection, seriously overprotection."
"Aren't you worried about your 7-year-old brother?"
"I was fine when I was 7."
"You're a girl, and Yook is a boy."
"Yook may look like a boy on the outside, but he's totally feminine inside."
"As a sister, you shouldn't say such things to your brother. Don't say that kind of thing elsewhere."
"Ouch! Okay, okay, stop hitting me!"

The eldest sister just sighed at the younger sisters' bickering. She definitely takes after mother.

"Anyway, you all need to take good care of Yook when you see him... I'll be entering the military academy next year, so I won't be able to look after him much. You need to start taking care of him now... especially you, Yuris."
"O-okay..."
"You and Silfia will spend the longest time with Yook at the academy, so you two need to take good care of him. You're his sisters."
"Yes... I'll take care of him."
"Good... sigh..."

Wait, Silfia is my younger sister, so why would she take care of me? If anything, I should be taking care of her. No matter how clumsy I am, I'm not so helpless that my younger sister needs to look after me. I'm not. Definitely not.

Just as my sister finished sighing, the car stopped. We had arrived at the academy while we were bickering.

***

This place with the sound of keyboard typing and pen scratching is the faculty building.

It was truly massive, as it housed the gathering place for all the teachers working at this huge school.

The faculty building had naturally grown in size as it also contained the teachers' dormitories and other facilities, and it had been expanded even further through multiple construction projects.

During the morning assembly of all the teachers, the elf who was known as the academy's headmaster suddenly remembered something, pulled out a file, and silenced the bustling teachers.

"And as a final announcement, among today's new students is the son of the Zikheart family. First-year teachers, please pay extra attention... and make sure there are no misunderstandings among the students."
"Yes, understood!"

The Zikheart family student enrolling this semester was a matter of much greater importance than the recent enrollment of his sisters.

Of course, the enrollment of the heirs and siblings of the Vassal Grand Duke was also a very important event. After all, they would lead the noble society in the future.

But this time was different. He was the Prince Consort to the Queen. To be precise, it wasn't official yet, but he had already received a hairpin from the Queen. An official document had even been sent from the royal family. Come to think of it, his younger sister would also be enrolling next year. It seemed like it would be a headache-inducing decade.

"As you all know, the enrolling Yook Zikheart Kritias... I mean, His Highness. Let me correct myself. His Highness Yook Zikheart Kritias is essentially in the position of Prince Consort. An official document has been sent from the royal family. Among the current and incoming students, there may be some who haven't been informed by their parents, or who might act disrespectfully despite being informed. Teachers must 'directly' announce and inform them about this. Understood?"
"Yes! Understood!"
"Sigh... And regarding the military academy..."

However, as long as he wasn't officially the Prince Consort, various troubles could arise. The academy's headmaster wanted to caution them again and again, but realizing it would be endless, she moved on to the next announcement.

"That is all. Dismissed!"

All the teachers dispersed to return to their desks and handle administrative work, but the headmaster picked up a different file from the one she had earlier and began pacing in circles. This file seemed out of place compared to the others that had fallen to the bottom of the file storage.

'Was there such a new student?'

She was an elder elf over 2,000 years old with an absolute memory ability that never forgot anything she had read. But she had never seen the file she was holding now.

Since she had 'personally' organized and created each file recently, it was impossible for her not to remember every student enrolling this time.

'I must have... made a mistake?'

But she dismissed it as a simple error on her part. Then she opened the storage cabinet where the new students' files were kept and placed that file inside.

At that time, no one knew what ripples her simple and irresponsible mistake would cause.

Ch.6 - Crescent Academy (2)
After getting out of the car and passing through what looked like a school gate, I walked a bit and arrived at the largest building in the academy.

'Crescent Hall'

Wait, who names a building like it's a rice bowl dish?
Wouldn't they normally call it 'Crescent Building' or something like that?

This building was located near the sports field, so it was inevitably used for various academy events. It also seemed to be where new students received their uniforms and student IDs before the entrance ceremony.

"Well then, we'll go in first."
"Okay, see you later."
"Stand in line here and you'll receive your uniform and student ID. Then walk to the back where you'll find the main hall. Everyone will be heading that way, so you won't get lost, but anyway, stay alert."
"Sis! If we don't hurry, we'll be late! We're already behind!"
"Sigh... I'll be going then. Oh, make sure to call me after class. Got it?"
"Got it. See you later."

My older sister gently patted my head before turning around and running off.
It seems the first day of school is busy no matter which world you're in.

***

When I entered Crescent Hall, I saw children packed tightly in lines.
They must all be new students.
The line wasn't getting any shorter; it was actually growing longer, so I headed to the end of it.

After standing in line for about 30 minutes, the girl in front of me received a white paper bag containing her uniform and headed to the changing room behind us.

By the way, the structure of the changing room seemed strange.
There weren't any partitions, and the entire interior was visible from outside.
Is this really a place to change clothes? It seems too carelessly designed.

I wasn't looking on purpose.
The inside of the changing room was just completely visible from the line.

"Next student!"

While I was focused (?) on the girls' changing room, someone who looked like a teacher called me forward.

As I approached, the corners of their mouth turned up as if they'd seen something cute.

"Your name?"
"Yook Zikheart."
"Prince Yook Zikheart. Here's your uniform and ID. You can go to the changing room over there."

Prince?
Did they misspeak?
I wasn't sure whether to point it out or not.
I didn't want to draw unnecessary attention to myself.

The paper bag I received was black.
From what I'd observed, commoners without family names received white bags, while nobles with "von" territorial titles received black paper bags.

Well, as long as a class system exists, this isn't discrimination but distinction.
Someone like me, near the top of that system, would probably just scoff at such thoughts...

Come to think of it, the changing room I saw earlier was a complete mess...
I don't want to change clothes in a place like that. Should I find a bathroom instead?
I was thinking this as I walked toward the boys' changing room.

The boys' changing room was completely different from what I'd imagined.
Soldiers stood guard at the front, and unlike the open design, it had doors at the entrance so no one could see inside from the outside.

In my previous life, men's restrooms sometimes had visible structures from outside, or sometimes there weren't changing rooms at all.
Is that why the girls' changing room was in such a state?

Seeing the boy who went in ahead of me show his ID to the guard before entering, it seemed security was being strictly maintained.

I took out the ID that was attached to the paper bag.
It was an elegant ID with a black background, a crown emblem, the Zikheart family crest, and the royal emblem.

"Huh?"

Looking at the ID more carefully, something seemed off about the name section.

'Yook Zikheart Kritias'

My name had changed without my knowledge.
This was clearly a mistake—only royalty could use the Kritias surname.
If I carried this around, I might get in trouble.

I immediately turned around and showed the ID to the teacher who was distributing paper bags to the students.

"Yes, Your Highness, what can I do for you?"
"I think there's something wrong with this ID..."
"Ah! I apologize. Let me check it right away."

The teacher took the ID and examined it thoroughly, looking puzzled.
Thinking they might have missed something, they checked it once more,
then looked even more confused before holding out the ID with both hands.

"I'm sorry, but could you tell me what's wrong with it?"
"What? Oh, I think there's something wrong with the name part?"
"Pardon...?"

They looked at the ID with an even more confused expression, but
feeling like I was wasting time, I said, "I'll inquire about it separately later,"
and took back the ID. I wondered whether I should use it or not, but without it,
my range of activities within the academy would be severely limited, so I decided to use it anyway.

When I showed it to the guard standing in front of the changing room, he tensed up and maintained a rigid posture.
It was like seeing a private encountering a colonel in my previous life.
Ugh, just thinking about it gives me goosebumps.

When I entered the changing room and took out the clothes,
I saw the royal emblem and the Zikheart family crest embroidered in gold thread on the shoulder.

"Isn't this... too flashy?"

Looking around the changing room at the uniforms other students were wearing,
I could see various family crests embroidered in different colors,
but I couldn't understand why my uniform also had the royal emblem.

As I was putting on the uniform, I could hear the boys in the changing room chatting.
They were talking about favorite flowers, popular QTube channels, and then a game similar to an AOS game from my previous life.
I guess hobbies here are mixed, just like in my previous life?

There were women who enjoyed games and men who were interested in fashion.
Actually, fashion was more of a common hobby for both genders.

Anyway, as I was trying to slip through the noisy crowd to get to a mirror and fix my hair,
everyone's eyes widened in surprise.
Well, no one would remain calm seeing the Zikheart family crest.
After whispering among themselves for a while, one boy stepped forward and spoke to me.

"A-are you Prince Yook Zikheart?"
"What? Yes, that's right."
"I am honored to meet Prince Yook Zikheart Kritias, descendant of the Red Glory, pillar of the Empire!!"

After delivering this grand greeting, he knelt down.
As he knelt, the boys behind him started kneeling one after another.

I was momentarily flustered, but then remembered this was a normal greeting for a noble.
Having been confined to the mansion, Alice was the first person I'd received such a greeting from,
but for these kids, it was probably a common occurrence.

Wait, does this mean I won't have to kneel like this anymore?
Maybe when going abroad or entering society, but
at least not within the country.

Is this... power...?

Before even entering the academy, I was already tasting power.

***

Perhaps because they were boys of my age (?), we got along well.
Most of the boys seemed to be commoners, as their speech was very formal,
but when I told them they could be more casual, they smiled and treated me more comfortably.

We had various conversations.
Most questions were about me, but I also gained a lot of information.

First, all expenses incurred at this school can be paid with the card attached to the ID.
Cash is also accepted, but card usage is recommended due to bonus benefits like usage points.

Also, some facilities completely separate spaces for commoners and nobles,
or there are facilities that only nobles can enter.

For example, high-end restaurants have completely separate spaces for commoners and nobles,
and some cafes only allow nobles to enter.

This is more of a business policy rather than a school policy, which the school respects.
A cafe only for nobles... I kind of want to visit one.

The most useful information was about the school's zones. Because this school is really large,
it's divided into zones for management.

Academy Zone, Military Academy Zone, Living Facilities Zone, Cultural Facilities Zone, and CR Crescent Station—
a total of five zones. The place where we live and attend classes is the Academy Zone.
The Academy Zone is divided into nine grade buildings, an administrative building, and a practical training building,
and seems to be the largest area.

CR Crescent Station is a train station that can only be used by academy personnel.
It's a train station where external use is controlled to accommodate students and instructors....
To provide such consideration, this must truly be an amazing school.

After finishing our conversation, the boys left one by one.
Knowing it was time to head to the auditorium, I also stopped talking and prepared to leave.

The conversation was so fun that I hadn't even fixed my messy hair.
These were the first peers I'd met since coming to this world, but it wasn't awkward at all.

At this rate... I think I'll do well...

Ch.7 - Crescent Academy (3)
I shook off the temptation(?) of power and stepped outside.

Come to think of it, my eldest sister told me to go to the main hall but didn't tell me where it was—just to follow someone else.

Now that I've changed and come out, people are walking in all directions, and I have no idea where to go.

The teachers and guards distributing uniforms seem extremely busy. I'd like to stop someone and ask, but that might be an inconvenience to them.

Just as I was about to take out my phone to call my younger sisters—

"I am honored to meet Your Highness Yook Zikheart Kritias, pillar of the Empire and descendant of the Red Glory."

A girl with shining blue hair and pointed ears approached me. She was just slightly taller than me, and she held the hem of her skirt, greeting me with an elegant gesture.

This is it. The greeting of noble ladies.

As she greeted me, people around us started murmuring again. In public places, how was I supposed to respond again...?

"May the glory of the Empire be with you. And you are?"
"Forgive my late introduction. I am Lillie von Spitzberg, eldest daughter of Duke Spitzberg."

Huh...
The eldest daughter of a ducal family...
That means she's either the heir or someone close to it.

Noble society is very complicated, so one should be cautious even without reason. Of course, the eldest daughter of a duke probably wouldn't try to get close to me without reason, but still, better safe than sorry.

For reference, nobles have "von" in their names. I learned it probably means something like "from a certain territory." Generally, commoners don't have surnames, but some do, so "von" is used to distinguish nobility. Apparently, wealthy families or those with deep traditions have surnames despite being commoners.

Anyway, I couldn't understand why she approached me, so I entered caution mode.

"Why did you speak to me?"
"Your Highness seemed to be lost, so I took the liberty of addressing you."
"Ah, this is my first time here, so I don't know where the main hall is. Is it the same for you, Miss Lillie?"
"I've already been to the main hall, so may I accompany you there?"
"I'd appreciate that..."

For some reason, the boys around us were squealing.
What's going on?

Oh, I see.
By the standards of my previous life, this would be similar to a guy hitting on a girl.
But these are just 7-year-old kids...
Come to think of it, there was a similar scene in a recently aired drama.

***

The place Lillie led me to was a large building quite far from the Crescent Wing.
A concert hall? It looked something like that.

I showed my ID to the soldier standing guard, and he opened the door wide.
Glancing at Lillie's ID, I noticed it was different from mine.

I thought it would have a crown or royal emblem since this is a royal institution, but Lillie's ID had neither.

If even the heir to a ducal family doesn't have one, there must be something to this.
Alice must be up to something.

The interior of the main hall was unlike its concert hall-like exterior—more like a mix between a university audiovisual room and an opera house.

Students who appeared to be upperclassmen were seated on the second and third floors.

"Ah, big sister."

Looking straight ahead, I saw my eldest sister sitting in one of the chairs at the front, waving at me.
I waved back slightly, and she smiled.
She must have been worried.

When I sat down, Lillie sat next to me.
Maybe it's because she's an elf?
Or because her mental age is also younger?
For some reason, she looks pretty.

For the record, I am not a pedophile.
I don't want any misunderstandings.
It's just that as my mental age has regressed, my standards for viewing everything have changed as well.

***

One by one, people entered and took their seats.
The main hall became as noisy as a marketplace.

The upperclassmen were all quiet, but the new students seemed to be the problem.

"QUIET!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

My second sister, Elena, who was sitting next to my eldest sister, shouted into the microphone.
Come to think of it, weren't they the president and vice president?
My second sister, who already had a loud voice, had it amplified through the microphone, creating a very loud high-pitched sound that spread throughout the hall.
Even the chattering new students were startled into silence, which was quite adorable.
By the way, the male population is really sparse.
It's almost a 19:1 ratio.

My second sister stepped back, and my eldest sister came forward to take the microphone.

"From today, you are students of the honorable Crescent Academy.
That means you have a duty to show dignity befitting your position.
Did you come here to chatter and laugh like you're in a marketplace?"

My eldest sister, lecturing like a strict master, was quite intimidating.
She was a truly terrifying person to my younger sisters, except for me.
I had forgotten that... I made a mental note never to anger her again.

When my eldest sister's lecture was somewhat over, a sexy blonde woman with large breasts wearing a witch's hat entered.
Her picture had been hanging in the Crescent Wing earlier.

She must be the 89th Academy Headmistress.
She's even prettier in person.

***

I am Lillie von Spitzberg.
The eldest daughter of Duke Spitzberg.

I have a fiancé who was decided for me when I was young.
I heard the engagement was arranged even before I was born.

To be honest, I didn't like it.
I wanted to fall in love rather than have an arranged marriage.

But I am also a daughter of a ducal family.
I must absolutely obey the orders of my mother, the head of the family.

I heard my future husband already has a primary fiancée.
It's absurd enough to marry someone who already has a primary fiancée,
but that primary fiancée is the Queen of this country,
Her Majesty Alice Kritias.

Yes, this isn't a marriage.
It's essentially being sold off.

During the civil war, our Spitzberg family was a Grand Duchy and part of the faction trying to oust the Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke.
We were vermin with absurd ambitions to destroy and humiliate the Zikheart family.

They promised that if we joined the ousting faction and subjugated the Zikheart family,
the Spitzberg family would be elevated to the position of Vassal Grand Duke.

My mother was captivated by those words and pointed her sword at a national hero.

I wasn't born then, so this is just what I've heard, but
when Her Majesty, who was then the Crown Princess, ascended to the throne and gave legitimacy to the Zikheart family,
my mother realized the tide had turned in favor of the Zikheart family. She knelt before Her Majesty the Queen and the Vassal Grand Duke,
swearing loyalty. Our family avoided extinction by having our rank lowered from Grand Duke to Duke.

And there was one more condition:
"The eldest daughter will be married to the son of the Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke when he is born."

That's right.
I'm a hostage.
To prevent any more foolish actions.

And I'm to be a concubine to someone who already has the Queen as his primary wife.

Of course, there are concubines who are loved more than the primary wife.
It's a romance often portrayed in dramas.

But it's different when the primary wife is the Queen.
I'm already starting as a concubine, and my rival is the Queen...

When I learned this, I resented the gods for making me born into this family.
I resented this fate, which was the complete opposite of the sweet romance I saw on TV and the internet.

Now I'm 7 years old,
and Academy enrollment day has arrived—the day I can finally meet the boy who will become my husband.

Sighing deeply, I changed into my uniform and came outside.
That's when I spotted a boy standing in the corner with a blank expression, looking lost.

The emblems on his uniform,
the royal emblem and the Zikheart family crest engraved on hairpins that must have cost a fortune—I'd like to meet whoever commissioned such work.

I was surprised.
Unlike what I had imagined, he had a really cute and handsome face.
Something about his demeanor made me want to protect him.

"Ah..."

I let out a sigh of both admiration and relief.
Come to think of it, my future husband is the same age as me—7 years old.
I had forgotten that.

I approached him to get to know him better.
It's common sense that a person of lower status shouldn't speak first to someone of higher status.

Nevertheless, I spoke first
to learn about his character.

I wondered if that cute face might hide a terrible personality.
What would I do if that were true?
Of course, I'm not worried about a boy hitting me.
I've been training in swordsmanship for two years now, so I'm quite strong.

In conclusion, my fiancé didn't know who I was.
But he seemed kind.

His behavior felt like how a woman would treat a man.
Delicate, thoughtful, and gentle.

And...
That bright smile of his was truly
an otherworldly smile.

He didn't seem to know who I was, let alone that I was his fiancée,
but somehow I started to think
that marrying this person might not be... so bad.

Of course, the worst condition—that the Queen is his primary wife—remains unchanged.
But still... somehow I feel like I can manage.

With this person...

Ch.8 - Crescent Academy (4)
The entrance ceremony ended rather blandly.

In truth, it was a straightforward affair, essentially a replay of my older sister's nagging disguised as a ceremonial address.
Be proud to be a student of Crescent Academy, maintain proper conduct befitting your position...

I understand it's the world's largest educational institution, but what exactly constitutes "proper conduct"?

"All entrance ceremony proceedings have concluded. New students, please proceed to your assigned classrooms."

Was there something like that?
I don't recall receiving any assignment.

The girl sitting in front of me started rummaging through her pocket.
Judging by her white card, she must be a commoner.

I took out my card from the paper bag.

Ah.
Is the "A CLASS" written on my ID card my classroom assignment?
I quickly turned to Lillie sitting beside me.

Lillie was holding her card with both hands as if to show me,
and it also had "A CLASS" written on it.

"We're in the same class, Your Highness?"
"Phew... that's a relief. At least I won't have to eat alone."

In my previous life, I spent most of my school years—elementary through university—eating alone.

"My, I'm quite flustered when a gentleman extends such an invitation."
"Ah, that's not what I... I'm sorry..."
"I'm just teasing. Looking forward to the next nine years together."
"Likewise. Miss Lillie."
"Your Highness, please just call me Lillie. You don't need to be so formal with me."

Apparently finding my formality burdensome, Lillie asked if she could speak more casually too.
It seemed her stiff manner of speech wasn't her natural way of talking.

"Sure, got it, Lillie. Looking forward to working with you."

Since my formality might make her uncomfortable,
it would be better not to use it if that's what she wants.

While I was thinking this, Lillie seemed pleased for some reason.
When I first met her, she seemed quite gloomy, but now her demeanor had completely changed...

This child looks cute when she smiles.

As if reading my thoughts, Lillie gave me a bright smile.
Embarrassed, I slightly turned my head away.

***

To get to the first-year building, we needed to take a bus.
Apparently, this educational institution has three bus routes within it.

Of course, considering that large universities in my previous life also had bus routes,
it's not that strange.
But weren't those city buses?
The academy bus routes are operated independently, they say.
Just how much money do they have...
Being royal-funded, state operations are certainly different.
Wait, would that make it national rather than royal?

Anyway, after riding the bus around various places, we arrived at
a building that was hard to imagine as an educational facility.

It had the feel of an IT company building you might see in Gangnam or Pangyo.

And right next to it was what looked like a high-end hotel... or rather, a dormitory.
It reminded me of Paradise Hotel, giving me a strangely familiar feeling.

Except for a few people, everyone let out exclamations of awe upon seeing the building.
The noble children probably weren't that impressed, having grown up in such places.

The interior facilities were also modern and luxurious.
From the cafeteria to study rooms where students could do self-study,
all the essential elements students needed were gathered in one place.
The ceremonial address about being proud to learn at an academy with the world's best facilities and educational standards
was starting to feel real.

I entered the classroom and sat in the very back row.
It was a tiered lecture hall structure commonly seen in universities.

I decided that sitting at the bottom would make it difficult to see the blackboard due to my height,
and rather than sitting awkwardly in the middle, it was better to sit at the very back.
Plus, I didn't want to create an empty circle of seats around me by sitting in the middle.

One by one, students entered the classroom and took their seats. Perhaps because of the earlier warning,
there was some conversation, but it wasn't too noisy.

And Lillie was sitting right next to me.
A fresh, soft fruit scent wafted up.
Similar to the natural perfume my mother and father often used, it wasn't overpowering
but spread subtly, making my heart suddenly start pounding.

This is too much stimulation for me, a 37-year-old lifetime single (?) combining 30 years from my previous life and 7 in this one.
This atmosphere is not at all what a 7-year-old child should be able to emit...
Even if female elves mature mentally faster.

As I was blushing and lowering my head in embarrassment,
the classroom door opened and someone entered.
A teacher?

The teacher, dressed in tight black clothes, threw what looked like a thick attendance book on the desk
and began writing her name on the blackboard with chalk.
After writing her full name, she tossed the chalk aside and began introducing herself.

"From today, I'll be the homeroom teacher for A Class. My name is Lee Hye-jin. Since we'll be seeing each other for the next 9 years, I look forward to..."

But her words weren't registering in my ears at all.

Why?
Because the name written on the blackboard wasn't unfamiliar to me.
It even evoked a sense of nostalgia.

Though it might be a common name anywhere,
it was a name format that shouldn't exist in this world.

'Lee Hye-jin'

That Korean-style name echoed in my ears,
and I felt a rising excitement in my chest.

'Tap tap'

Noticing that I was spacing out, Lillie gently tapped my shoulder.

"Your Highness, are you feeling unwell?"
"Uh... yeah, I'm fine. Just surprised to see an unfamiliar name format."
"I see. I believe Teacher Lee Hye-jin might be a 'Transmigrator.'"
"A Transmigrator?"
"Yes, they're wanderers who flow in from other dimensions through naturally occurring mana vortices. They're commonly called 'Transmigrators.'"
"Other dimensions..."
"I don't know the details either. If you're curious, perhaps you could ask her directly later?"
"Okay. Thanks."
"You're most welcome."

Lillie playfully bowed and then returned her attention to the homeroom teacher's words.

"And since it's quite troublesome to reissue your ID cards if lost, please try not to lose them...
In the dormitory, female students will use floors 1 through 7, while male students will use floors 8 and 9.
Your personal room number is written on your ID card, so please check it. Also, to move between floors,
you'll need the ID card of a resident of that floor, so don't think about going to other floors unnecessarily."

After that, she continued explaining various living facilities and amenities,
but said it would be better to explore them directly. Since there were no classes today,
we were free to do as we pleased.
Then she left with the attendance book.
Why did she even bring it in the first place...

Honestly, I wanted to run after her, grab her skirt, and ask if she was from Korea,
but I couldn't reveal that I had been reincarnated.
Imagine if it got out that a thirty-year-old man had reincarnated and was pretending to be a 7-year-old child—
that would lead straight to a bad ending.

Even if I want to ask, it would be better to wait until after building some rapport, at least until I can protect myself.
And that teacher probably isn't the only Transmigrator.
Some might be living under changed names, and if I looked, I might find quite a few.

Even though I was so desperate in my previous world that I committed suicide,
I still have some lingering attachments.
It's hypocritical for someone who escaped through suicide, but I'm still curious about things like how certain manga or dramas ended.

I wonder if other classes have finished as well.
It's getting noisy outside.

Come to think of it, I think my older sister gave me a phone earlier
and told me to call her...

While we first-years finished early, other grades might be different.
It would be inconsiderate to call now and have her phone ring, so I'll do it later.

"Are you heading to the dormitory, Your Highness?"
"Yeah. Since it's where I'll be living for the next 9 years... I'd like to check it out first."
"If you have a lot of luggage, shall I help you?"
"No, it's fine. I don't have that much. Rather, should I help you? It must be hard for a girl to organize everything alone."
"My, Your Highness must be confident in your strength? Even though I'm young, I'm still a girl,
but my physical strength isn't inferior to yours."

Hmm, I don't think I'd lose to Lillie though...
She doesn't look muscular.

Could she read my thoughts?
Suddenly, she struck a muscle pose with one hand
and offered it to me to feel.

Ahem.
Unable to resist the temptation(?), I gently stroked it.

And then I realized.
Even my past self would lose.

Lillie says she's been training in swordsmanship since she was 4, alongside soldiers.
Her swordsmanship is already at a level where no one in her territory can match her...

For reference, I once tried to pick up a sword, found it too heavy, fell over, and remained unconscious for two days,
but there's no need to embarrass myself by mentioning that.
It's a secret.

As we walked to the dormitory together, Lillie started talking about the living areas.
Apparently, there's something like a large shopping center inside this academy.

From convenience stores and supermarkets to clothing stores, electronics shops, and jewelry stores selling accessories,
everything is available, making it sufficient for students who can't leave the academy during the semester.

I started to get interested.
Especially in the electronics shops.
Should I go there alone later?

"Your Highness, would you like to go?"
"Where? The living area?"
"Yes, how about we meet again after organizing our belongings?"

Huh?
Isn't this basically an invitation to a date?

Ch.9 - First Date?
For the first time in both my past and present lives, could I really treat a date(?) so casually?

The answer is No.

After parting ways with Lillie on the first floor of the dormitory, I finished organizing my things and headed to room 901 on the 9th floor, which was indicated on my ID as my room. We agreed to meet again at 2 PM.

My first impression of the dormitory where I'd be living for the next 9 years was that it was clean and surprisingly spacious. Computer, air conditioner, TV, small refrigerator, washing machine, microwave, wireless router, chair, desk, and more—to borrow a term from my past life, it was like a fully-furnished studio apartment.

The only downside might be the lack of a private bathroom, meaning I'd have to use a communal one. And there were no fire hazards like gas stoves. Instead, there were basic items like electric kettles, mana ranges, and toasters, so it wouldn't be inconvenient.

I'm not sure who brought them, but my backpack, luggage, and everything I'd brought from home had already arrived in my room. It reminded me of how expensive hotels or cruise ships deliver your luggage to your room before you arrive.

While organizing my things, I opened an unfamiliar bag and found a wallet, an unopened tablet PC, and a letter inside.

The letter was in my mother's handwriting, but instead of her usual stiff business tone, it had a warmth that made my heart feel cozy.

The tablet PC was a gift for my enrollment, and she hoped I would use it well. How touching... There was also a warning not to use it for too long as it would damage my eyes, and to always take breaks. That part was definitely written at my father's insistence.

I lay down on the bed—my first greeting with the bed I'd be using for the next 9 years. Completely satisfied. It was soft yet stable. A bed like this must be extremely expensive...

The frame was sturdy, and the blankets and pillows were fluffy and clean. I heard they even do laundry for you once a week if you leave your bedding outside. They really think of everything...

I unpacked all the boxes and took out the items. From desk clocks to mirrors, and what looked like a hundred handkerchiefs. There were hardly any things from my room at home; almost everything was new.

I suppose they thought that if I brought everything from my room, it would be completely empty when I returned for vacation. Since I'm far from being a minimalist, this works out well for me.

After finishing the unpacking, I felt a bit sweaty and sticky, so I grabbed a towel and headed to the communal bathroom.

In the bathroom, boys who used the same floor were soaking in the bath. When they saw me, they suddenly stood up and greeted me.

These little kids had tiny elephants between their legs. You boys will have a hard time when you grow up.

The communal bathroom was also spacious and clean. The toiletries were free to use, but I had brought my own shampoo and such. It didn't matter much to me what I used, but the quality of the amenities wasn't great, so even the commoner children avoided using them. Is that why they told us to bring our own if possible?

And when I finished washing, I realized I had no towel. Did this world really need to resemble that other world in this way too?

***

After washing up and changing clothes, I opened the door and went outside. While waiting for the elevator, I felt something missing on my head. When I touched it, I realized my hairpin was gone. I had put it in the safe in my room before going to wash but had forgotten about it.

I'd been warned that losing it would be a disaster, so I was being careful about storing and maintaining it. Of course, there was a magic spell on it that automatically cleaned it when it got dirty, so there wasn't much maintenance needed.

I took the elevator down to the first floor and pulled out my ID from my wallet. You need your ID to enter and exit the dormitory. They seem to take security quite seriously, but it's rather inconvenient.

Oh, and speaking of my wallet, it contained 3 large silver coins and 3 medium silver coins (about 33 million won). It was clearly not an amount a snot-nosed kid should be carrying around, so I stashed everything except one medium silver coin in the safe. Even though it was meant to last for 9 months, and I wouldn't have daily expenses or rent to pay, it still seemed excessive.

Come to think of it, they did say the cost of supplies would be quite high. Commoners apparently receive scholarships so it's not too burdensome for them, but nobles have to cover everything out of pocket.

When I exited the dormitory, Lillie was already waiting. She gave a slight bow when she saw me. Looking at my watch, I realized I was already more than 5 minutes late.

"Sorry, I'm a bit late."
"I just got here myself. But, Your Highness?"
"Hmm? What is it?"
"I don't see your family and royal hairpin."
"I forgot it earlier. I didn't want to go back up, so I just came out without it."
"You didn't lose it, did you? That would be terrible."
"I definitely put it in the safe, so it's fine."

Lillie seems even more anxious than I am. Well, I have my ID, so it should be fine, right? Looking at her now, I notice Lillie also has quite an elaborate hairpin in her hair.

"Well, shall we get going?"
"Yes, it's our first date, isn't it?"

Ugh.
Isn't this girl being too bold with a guy she just met today?
No, no, that's just my perspective. This world has different values than my past life.

Is she actually being confident?
I answered Lillie with a rather embarrassed expression.

"D-date? A young lady shouldn't say things that could cause misunderstandings."
"Misunderstandings? Which part is a misunderstanding?"
"Ahem... calling it a date..."
"Isn't it a date? That's what I thought."
"Well... actually... I also..."

I thought the same thing, but I was surprised when she said it so directly.

"It's natural for women to lead men, isn't it?"
"Is... is that so? Somehow I feel embarrassed."
"Your Highness is definitely male."

Lillie was about to pat my head but stopped and looked at me. Perhaps she was seeking permission, considering the relationship between a man and a woman...

I nodded slightly. With a pleased smile, she gently patted my head. After doing so, she seemed a bit embarrassed herself and turned her head away with a blush. By the way, isn't this inappropriate since I already have a fiancée?

After about five minutes of this, we headed toward the facilities area.

***

Lillie and I wandered around and eventually entered a café. Coming to a café with a girl—something I'd never done in my past life. Is this what being popular feels like?

While I was choosing lemon juice, Lillie was looking at the coffee options. Isn't coffee bad for children? But maybe it's not my place to comment. Female elves might be different. This world seems far too lenient toward women.

Lillie finished ordering and received a pager like the ones I'd seen at Lotteria. So they use these in cafés too. Actually, I'd never been to a café in my past life, so I don't know much about them. I only went to Lotteria occasionally for takeout.

As we wandered around, I learned about Lillie's tastes. We visited weapon shops selling wooden and real swords, stores selling exercise equipment, and centers selling soccer shoes and sports goods. At one point, Lillie apologized for only going to places she wanted to visit, which I found cute. Lillie's hobbies were truly "feminine(?)"

Of course, we also visited places I wanted to go. As an electronics enthusiast, I went to the electronics section where I could finally touch the latest smartphones and tablet PCs that I'd only been able to see online before. I picked up a Bluetooth earphone—a popular product from the Mango company called MangoPod.

When I was struggling with my wallet to pay, Lillie took out her card and paid for it. She said it was a date gift from a woman to a man, which made me feel both guilty and happy.

At 2 small silver coins (about 200,000 won), it was quite expensive... Giving gifts to someone of the opposite sex shows she's quite mature for her age.

"So Lili plays that game too. I haven't tried it yet."
"It's super popular among women. I'll lend it to you later, so you should definitely try it."
"Yeah, seeing it at the electronics corner earlier made me want to play it."

Since I kept stumbling over the pronunciation of "Lillie," I asked if I could call her "Lili" instead. She said it was a nickname her parents used to call her.

Conversation with Lillie was so enjoyable that it never stopped. Looking at the clock, I realized it was already 6 PM. We had entered the café at 4 PM and had been chatting for quite a while. Feeling it was about time to leave, I took out my smartphone from my pocket.

Is there something wrong with my eyes?
Is my phone malfunctioning?

I panicked and restarted my smartphone.

The perfectly functioning smartphone displayed something that felt like madness.

The screen showed over 100 missed calls from my sisters.

Ch.10 - First Date? (2)
I turned on my phone to find 120 missed calls.

Though I didn't remember saving any numbers, my sisters' contacts were already registered. Big sister must have added them before giving me the phone. My younger sisters had called about the same number of times, but my eldest sister had nearly twice as many attempts.

Come to think of it, she told me to call after class. I completely forgot and hadn't even touched my phone. Since it was on silent mode, I didn't even feel it vibrate.

This is bad.
Of course, the chances of anything happening to me at the Academy were extremely low, but my sisters must be worried sick about me. Just look at all these missed calls—isn't this beyond overprotective?

While I was staring at my phone with a panicked expression, Lillie sat down in the chair next to me.

"Is something wrong?"
"I have a lot of missed calls. I forgot to call my sisters."
"...Isn't that a major crisis?"
"You think so too?"

Looking at my situation from my previous life's perspective, a seven-year-old girl has disappeared on her way home from school and isn't answering her phone. To prevent things from getting worse, I went into my contacts and called my eldest sister.

*Ring... click*

The call connected after just one ring.
Gulp.

"Big sis?"
"Where are you right now?"
"Sis, I'm sorry. I forgot to call."
"Yook, I asked where you are."

Her voice alone made my knees weak. Though she was speaking politely, I could feel the terror behind her words.

"In the residential area... at a café called Starbucks..."
"I'm coming now. Wait there."

Click.

The sound of the call ending was thick and short.

I'm screwed.

***

My eldest sister is truly terrifying when angry.
While she treats me very preciously, it's different with my younger sisters. For some reason I don't know, she once beat up my third sister, Aria Zikheart, at the training grounds after she talked back to father.
She did heal her with recovery magic afterward, but it was no joke.

After that, none of us ever talked back or disobeyed our parents. Yes... the voice I just heard over the phone was the same one my eldest sister used when beating my younger sister.

Lillie excused herself to the bathroom. Was she deliberately giving me space? Or did she feel uncomfortable being seen with me by my eldest sister? Though my cup was empty, my throat felt parched, and I kept sucking on the straw.

Someone approached me then. Somehow afraid to look sideways, I kept staring at the ground, fidgeting nervously.

"Hey, you there. If you're done drinking, how about getting up? There are no seats left."
"Stop it, that's enough. We can go upstairs. Look at the two cups—they're probably waiting for someone."
"The cups are empty, and if they're waiting, they can wait outside. Right, kid?"
"Uh..."

I had been sitting here for a while, but that doesn't mean they can just take my seat, does it?

They seem to be acting tough in front of the guy, but I'm a guy too, you know?
In situations like this, I need to respond firmly.

"Please refrain from speaking informally to someone you've just met. Though I may be young, I'd appreciate it if you showed some manners."

When I spoke clearly and firmly, the man next to her bowed his head apologetically. Judging by his hairpin, he seemed to be from a prestigious family.

"I apologize. This person doesn't listen well. Let's go upstairs, okay?"
"Let go of me. This is ridiculous. Manners? Why don't you show some manners first?"

What did I do wrong?
I was just sitting here waiting, that's all.

"What have I done wrong?"
"Ha. Don't think I'll let you off just because you're male. Looking at you without a hairpin, you must be a commoner, right? When a noble tells you to move, shouldn't you quietly obey?"
"Are you crazy!? Don't you know it's forbidden to use your authority to put others down inside the Academy!?"

What a wonderful school rule.
Educated people really are different.
But she probably knows about that rule...
Is she coming at me like this because I look like a commoner, ignoring all rules?
How does she plan to deal with the consequences?

Since I changed into my uniform earlier to organize my things, I'm now wearing ordinary clothes—a loose, pure white outfit that looks like something a temple priest would wear. With no visible hairpin and modest clothes, I must look like a commoner.

"Do you know who I am!? I'm the eldest daughter of Count Quarkshell! How dare a commoner like you talk about manners!"
"Stop it!! People are staring!"
"Let go!! I said let go!!"

She's getting all fired up and making a scene by herself. She pushed away her boyfriend and was flailing her hands trying to grab my collar.

"I'm so sorry! I'm so sorry. She has anger management issues and gets like this sometimes."
"No, you have nothing to apologize for. It's entirely the lady's fault."
"You little brat! Think I'll let this slide because you're male? One word from me and your parents and family could all be killed!"
"What a rude person. Are all nobles like this?"

The man trying to stop her was making a pleading face, asking me to stop provoking her, so I should probably back down. I don't want to ruin my first impression...
People have gathered around, and the CCTV has probably captured enough footage, so I'll just file a complaint at the administrative building later.

"Yes, yes, I was wrong. It's my fault for not giving up my seat to a noble."

I put Lillie's empty cup on the tray. Where was the self-return station again?

As I was putting my smartphone in my pocket and picking up the tray to leave, a slap suddenly came flying.

The slap was so hard that I was sent flying in a parabolic arc and fell backward.

That woman had slapped me hard across the face. It was already frustrating enough to have my seat taken, but getting slapped made me feel so wronged that tears threatened to well up.

Slapping a seven-year-old boy's face? Isn't that the very definition of a thug?

Someone helped me up after I fell from the slap. It was the man who had been trying to stop the noble woman.

"Hey! Are you crazy!? No matter how insane you are, a woman hitting a male child!?"
"What? Are you taking the commoner's side over mine, your fiancée?"
"I knew you were out of control and pathetic, but I didn't know it was this bad. We're through."
"What? Hey, why are you doing this! Breaking up over slapping a commoner once? You think you can cancel our engagement over something so trivial?"
"I'm going to tell my mother everything that happened today. And the Academy too. And is this your first time? No, it's not! You did the same last year and the year before. Do you know what the commoner students call you? The Thug Countess. The Thug Countess!"

It seems this isn't her first offense. She must have bullied commoners multiple times before. By the way, I'm not actually a commoner, but whatever.

Anyway, my wrist and head feel a bit hot. You know that tingling, burning sensation when you suddenly get hit with hot water in the shower? That feeling.

I gently rubbed the hot area. Some sticky liquid seemed to have gotten on my hand, which felt unpleasant, but I lowered my hand to check what it was.

My hand was covered in dark red, hot blood. The liquid was flowing down from my head and forehead, dripping one drop at a time onto my pure white clothes.

"Huh?"
"Damn, looks like I'll have to pay compensation. Just my luck."

The café staff, realizing the seriousness of the situation, were approaching to intervene. Surprised by the sudden assault, someone ran from behind the counter with a first aid kit. They were all men...
The man who had been trying to stop the thug woman earlier took out a handkerchief from his pocket and was pressing it against my wound to stop the bleeding.

The commotion must have been loud because Lillie came out of the bathroom less than five minutes after entering. She was wiping her hands with a handkerchief.

"Your Highness!?"

Spotting me sitting dazed on the floor, Lillie rushed to my side in shock. She placed her hand on my injured area and cast a healing spell. Then, she took out her phone, made calls to two different places, speaking uncharacteristically loudly.

After making the calls, she put her phone back in her pocket and spoke to me.

"Your Highness, what happened... Sir, you're a staff member, right? What happened here?"
"Well... that lady over there suddenly started arguing with the gentleman... and then..."
"Tell me everything without leaving anything out. And then?"
"The gentleman was about to leave with his tray... when the lady punched him in the face."
"She punched him in the face!!?!?"

Lillie looked around in disbelief, and having identified the culprit, she stared at the woman with cold, piercing eyes. If that gaze had been directed at me, I might have wet myself—it was that terrifying.

"The cup the gentleman was holding broke... and he seems to have injured his head and arm. Y-yes!"
"Is that all?"
"Yes, I didn't see everything from the beginning, but I saw the entire latter part."
"I understand."

By the time Lillie's conversation with the staff ended, the first aid was complete. Since the healing magic was low-level, the wound remained, so they applied a bandage and secured it with pressure bandages to prevent it from opening.

"Hey, are you this brat's owner? Can't you keep him under control?"

Lillie's expression grew even more severe.
By the way, "owner"...
Even in this gender-reversed world that only permits polygyny, there are female nobles who keep male concubines. Of course, if caught, even the highest nobles would face severe punishment, and society's perception of such practices is horrific.

Anyway, the way she speaks is truly legendary. She's talking like this to obviously young freshmen?

"When a dog barks, you need to beat it to make it behave, right? So I just gave him a taste with one hit. You can train the rest yourself."
"You think you'll get away with this?"
"Of course I will. No matter how ridiculous the Academy rules are, you think I'd be punished for hitting one commoner? Punishment? My father can bury this if he decides to, and he can even get commoners expelled."

While Lillie and that woman continued their exchange, their words weren't registering in my ears. Others were so focused on the incident that they didn't seem to notice, but with the sound of a bell, about four people entered together.

Four women with fiery red hair and deep blue eyes like a lake untouched by light were looking in our direction.

With terrifying expressions and clenched fists.

The person standing at the front had been sweating profusely, holding a phone and apparently making a call somewhere, but upon seeing our situation, her eyes widened, and she dropped the phone she was holding.
By now, you can probably guess who it was.

It was our eldest sister, the firstborn daughter and heir of the Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke.

Ch.11 - First Date? (3)
No matter how many times I call, there's no answer.

The first-year students should have already finished their brief orientation and headed to the dormitories by now. The fact that there's still no answer means something must have happened.

Gathered in the meeting room at our eldest sister's summons, we keep pressing the call button repeatedly, our anxiety growing by the minute.

Our eldest sister's face was so distorted with worry that it's hard to describe. As someone who adores her little brother, the current situation must be incredibly frustrating for her.

"Sis, Yook still isn't answering."
"Big sis, pull yourself together first. What kind of example are you setting as the eldest?"
"Huh? Oh... sorry."

Honestly, from my perspective, my sisters are being overprotective.
Where else would the newly enrolled kids go?
They probably finished orientation, went to their dorms to settle in, and then flocked to the recreational facilities area together.

That's what I did, and my sisters say they did the same,
so Yook probably isn't any different.

Yet our eldest sister has been imagining all sorts of scenarios—kidnapping, getting lost, and other strange possibilities.

Logically, if he were lost, he would have called us,
and if he'd been kidnapped, his phone would be turned off.

Or is her head so filled with worry about Yook that she can't even make such simple deductions?

The clock already shows 6 o'clock.
It's about time we give up and head to the administration building to make an announcement to find him.

Just then, our eldest sister's phone rang.
The ringtone was simple and cheerful, but we all held our breath.
It was Yook.

"Big sis?"

Hearing his voice through the phone, everyone except our eldest sister let out a sigh of relief.
I was quite shocked to realize that my sisters had been more worried than I'd thought.

"Where are you right now?"
"Eek!"

I wondered who made that frightened sound—it was Elena.
Elena had once been hit by our eldest sister on a rainy day,
and perhaps she was recalling that moment.
It was definitely that same voice.
So cold and fear-inducing...

"Sis, I'm sorry. I forgot to call."

Oblivious to our anxiety, Yook quickly defended himself, saying he had merely forgotten.

"Yook, I asked where you are."

Unlike her usual self, our eldest sister was speaking to Yook in a stiff and authoritative manner.
Yet she was still using formal speech, creating an incongruous mix that evoked an indescribable sense of terror.
You know in movies and cartoons, how characters who speak formally are often the scariest ones?

Perhaps Yook felt the same fear we did.
Hearing his usually gentle big sister's frightening voice,
he continued with a trembling, tearful voice:

"In the residential area... a café called Starbucks..."
"I'm coming right now. Wait there."

Click...

Before Yook could finish speaking, our eldest sister said what she needed to say and hung up.

She abruptly stood up from her chair
and began putting on her outer coat.

Sigh, our little brother is in big trouble now.

***

The noisy café suddenly fell silent.
I couldn't tell if the customers recognized my sister or if they sensed her cold anger, but one thing was certain—I felt that cold fury.

"What exactly is going on here?"

My sister coldly looked down at Lillie as she asked.
Lillie trembled slightly in fear,
but quickly composed herself and answered my sister's question.

"That woman over there assaulted His Highness."
"Is that so? Is that what happened?"
"Your Grace, I'm deeply sorry. That this happened while I was present..."
"I should hold you accountable as well. But you're still young, and you're our sister-in-law. Rise."

My eldest sister helped Lillie, who had been kneeling, to her feet.
Wait, sister-in-law?
What does that mean?
Is she my eldest sister's boyfriend's sister or something?

While I was pondering this, my eldest sister approached me.
Urk...

"Sis..."
"Yook, how are your injuries?"
"Huh? Oh, Lili cast a healing spell earlier, so it doesn't hurt anymore."
"That's good. Yook, take the ambulance waiting outside and go to the hospital first. We'll handle things here."
"I'm sorry..."
"At least you know you did something wrong. We'll talk later."

My eldest sister took out a handkerchief from her skirt pocket
and gently wiped my cheeks and forehead.
I thought I'd get scolded badly, but given the situation, she seems to be letting it slide for now.

"Elena, please go with him."
"What?! Sis, I can't go! I'm not leaving until I kill that bitch!"
"Shut up and go."
"....."

My sister looked displeased but decided to follow our eldest sister's orders.
Personally, I wanted to see the fate of that crazy woman who claimed to be the eldest daughter of the Quarkshell Count family, but since it was a blade wound, my sisters were frantic about getting me to the hospital quickly to prevent scarring. So I went outside and boarded the ambulance, along with Lillie and Elena.

At the hospital, they said that thanks to the healing magic and first aid, I just needed to apply ointment properly to prevent scarring.
If there hadn't been healing magic, the scar would have been quite unsightly...

I think a scar or two on a man isn't a big deal,
but I suppose having one at such a young age would definitely look bad.

***

The situation escalated quite a bit.
The academy was in complete chaos from the very first day of the entrance ceremony.

While I was on my way to the hospital in the ambulance, the security police that Lillie had called arrived and arrested that woman, according to what I heard.
Interfering with police duties is a serious crime, so my sisters "initially" didn't do anything.

Of course, they later called our mother, who was furious, asking if they couldn't even protect their little brother properly.
Then she said she was coming to the academy right away before hanging up.

And what my mother arrived in wasn't a car, but a helicopter.

My mother, who declared she wouldn't let this incident slide, conveyed the matter to the academy's principal and then to Queen Alice. The eldest daughter of Count Quarkshell, who had been in detention, was transferred to the "Royal Court of Justice."

The Royal Court of Justice is a judicial body that handles crimes against royal authority, typically dealing with major cases like treason that threaten the nation's stability.

Alice had classified this not as a simple assault case, but as an act of "terrorism" threatening the nation's existence.

For reference, all crimes brought before the Royal Court of Justice are automatically "guilty."
There's no possibility of being found innocent.

Since guilt is presumed from the start, the suspect's family members were also taken away and detained, I heard.
Treason involves guilt by association, after all...

"This is why I didn't want to send you... If this happens on the first day, it makes me even more reluctant to let you go."
"I'm sorry."
"It's more troublesome because you didn't do anything wrong. If you had actually done something wrong, I might have scolded you."

As my mother sits on the bed sighing continuously, I don't know what to say.
Maybe it's because my mental age is low, but seeing my mother makes me feel like crying.

When my mother arrived and cast a healing spell on me, the wound disappeared without a trace.
The power of magic that defies common sense is truly remarkable.
While Lillie had barely managed to stop the bleeding, my mother left no trace of the injury at all.

After treating my wound, my mother went straight to the royal palace.
There was still the matter of deciding how to deal with those people in detention.

It had been a very long day.
I need to go to bed early if I'm going to school tomorrow.
I crawled onto the bed, pulled the covers over me, and fell asleep.

***

The next day, after classes ended, Lillie and I were summoned by my eldest sister to the council room.
When we entered, my younger sisters were standing beside her,
and my eldest sister was sitting in a chair, exuding a yakuza-like aura as she waited for me.
Lillie and I quietly sat down in the prepared chairs.

Seated in the chair, I got a severe scolding from my sisters for wandering around without calling them.
They said there had been numerous cases of boys being kidnapped recently, so I should have been more careful.

Lillie was also scolded.
They said that no matter how young she was or that it was a date, she should have at least contacted them.
I tried to defend Lillie, but under my eldest sister's chilling pressure, I couldn't say a word.

"Phew... I think you both understand now."
"I'm sorry."

When I apologized using formal speech, my sister looked a bit uncomfortable, which I found cute.

"Ahem... Lillie, please take good care of Yook during the day. You two seem to get along well, and you'll be husband and wife eventually."
"Yes, Your Grace. I will serve him well."
"Just call me sister."

Lillie gave a bitter smile.
Her expression suggested she wanted to say that the little brother and his sisters were exactly alike.
But since it wouldn't be polite, she seemed to refrain from saying so.
And for some reason, she looked a bit happy.

Wait, husband and wife?
What's that about?
Wasn't my fiancée Queen Alice?

As I looked at my eldest sister with a confused expression, not understanding what she meant,
my eldest sister revealed the truth.

"What? Yook, you don't know yet? Did Mother forget to tell you?"
"Maybe she deliberately didn't mention it? How could she tell her son he's getting a second wife?"
"Well, it was actually decided before he was born. Rather than 'getting,' we should say 'appeared.'"
"Still, isn't having two wives at age 7 too early?"
"That's true."
"For Yook, who will soon be royalty, I'm not so sure. Even commoner men often get engaged to noble daughters as adopted sons-in-law around age 7."

My sisters start teasing me with smiles.
I looked at Lillie sitting next to me with a dumbfounded expression.

That brave and shameless Lillie
was covering her face, which had turned as red as an apple, clearly embarrassed.

***

"The verdict: The defendant, Bansel von Quarkshell, eldest daughter of the Quarkshell Count family, is sentenced to 1,750 years of mining labor. This sentence is to be executed immediately."
"Your Honor! Please forgive me just this once. I... I was wrong, okay? I didn't know he was His Highness when I committed such a disrespectful act... sob..."

The woman prostrating herself and shedding endless tears in the solemn courtroom is the perpetrator of the "Prince Consort Assault Incident" that occurred at Crescent Academy not long ago.

The video uploaded to QuTube by a café customer provoked immense anger among netizens.
It was an outrageous incident where a 7-year-old boy was punched in the face and injured.

Moreover, the victim was Yook Zikheart, the future husband of Queen Alice Kritias of the Kritias Kingdom.
He was also the eldest son of the Red Sword Emperor, the national hero Serena Zikheart.

The video reached 200 million views in less than an hour after being uploaded,
and everyone unanimously demanded severe punishment for the perpetrator.

Of course, it's not right for sacred judicial proceedings to be swayed by public opinion.
However, the judge is also a citizen of the Kritias Kingdom.
There was no reason to show mercy to the crazy woman who struck the face of their sovereign's husband and a hero's son.

So she sentenced the perpetrator, Bansel von Quarkshell, to the terrible and cruel punishment of 1,750 years of mining labor.
For a high-mana elf, the lifespan is about 2,500 years.
The sentence would make her rot away more than half her life as a mining slave.
Moreover, for an elf who is only 15 years old, she's still just a baby in elven terms.

As for her family, they were stripped of their count title and all their possessions.
These two assets would go to the victim, Yook Zikheart, and since the appointment rights allow not only inheritance but also gifting,
it should be sufficient compensation.

The Count's family, having lost everything, would be exiled to some remote mountain village, and they would never appear before him again.
The judge felt very satisfied with her actions as she rose from her chair in her office.

Ch.12 - Swordsmanship And Magic Class
It had only been two days since I was slapped and bled, but the perpetrator's punishment had already begun.

Well, it was her own doing.
Even if it hadn't been me, she seemed like the type who would have ended up that way eventually,
so there was no need to worry about it.

As the victim, I had no reason or justification to defend the perpetrator.

***

Lillie seemed more comfortable with me since learning the truth about me being her second fiancé.
Though we'd only met three days ago, we were already exchanging playful banter
and occasionally blushing at each other, almost like we were dating.

I guess there was some joy to be found even in my 37 years of being single across two lives.

Ridiculously, everyone except me, the person directly involved, already knew about this.
That's why no one wanted to sit behind me, and no girls approached me.
Or so I thought, but I was mistaken.

During every break, girls from all grades would come down
and crowd the hallway just to see me.
I know I'm a somewhat good-looking shota(?), but to this extent...

"All of you there, it's time to prepare for class."

The nuisance crowd that had gathered all looked at their watches simultaneously
and began to disperse in a hurry.
Our homeroom teacher Lee Hye-jin sighed and made eye contact with me sitting in the back.
Though I was innocent, I somehow felt apologetic.

"Starting today, you'll have sword training and magic classes. Each class will be two hours..."

Was the fantasy development finally beginning?
Besides swordsmanship, I also wanted to learn magic.
I'd begged my parents before, but they wouldn't let me learn because it was dangerous.
Do you know how sad that made me?

"Female students will continue sword training for the next 9 years, while male students will only have sword training for 2 years.
After sword training ends, magic classes will be held during those time slots. Any questions?"
"If there are male students who want to continue learning swordsmanship, will that be accommodated?"
"Of course. The academy always respects your choices."
"Thank you."
"And Your Highness Yook, please stay after homeroom as I have something to discuss with you."

Did I do something wrong again?
These days, even when I haven't done anything wrong, everything I do and everywhere I go becomes a hot issue,
making me constantly on edge.

"Now, it's time for class. Dismissed."

As soon as homeroom ended, students filed out one by one toward the changing room, and the classroom quickly became quiet.
It's really convenient having the changing room right next to the classroom.
I heard there's even a shower inside.

Lillie stood waiting for me, but not knowing what the teacher wanted to discuss,
and hoping it might be about Korea, I decided to send her ahead.

"Lili, you go ahead."
"Yes, Your Highness. I'll inform the instructor."
"Thanks, I appreciate it."

Lillie gave a slight bow and headed to the changing room.
I saw the training uniforms worn by upper-class students yesterday—they looked like extremely short tennis skirts.
Lillie would look good in that too.

I organized my things and sat across from the teacher at her desk.

"What did you need to discuss?"
"I wanted to talk to you separately about sword training."
"Just with me?"

Why would she have something to say only to me?
I'm a boy who's never even learned swordsmanship before.
While I was thinking this, the teacher pulled out a bundle of A4 papers from her bag.
It contained information about Class A students.
It felt like a student record from my previous life.

She flipped through the pages with a rustling sound
until she found the file containing my personal information.
She opened it and showed it to me.

"Physically frail, caution required for physical training, sword training, physical education, and outdoor activities...?"
"I heard that when Your Highness was younger, you fell during sword training and remained unconscious for two days."
"Who told you that?"
"Your sister, Her Highness Irina Zikheart."

It seems my older sister was determined to make me out to be a sickly boy.
I did once fall unconscious after collapsing under the weight of a sword.
But my body isn't as weak as they think.
Rather, I'm so active that the maids have a hard time keeping up with me.

Only after physically proving(?) that I wasn't weak
did the teacher sense my genuine interest in swordsmanship and allow me to take the class.
The condition was that I would stop immediately if my health deteriorated.

***

I changed into my training uniform in the changing room and went out to the training field.
The boys' uniform consisted of familiar-looking long pants and long sleeves.
The summer uniform would be shorter and cooler, but I'm not sure what's going on with the modesty standards here—
the girls were whispering that the boys' summer uniforms were too revealing.

Meanwhile, they themselves were wearing short skirts and short tops,
with such loose fits that one wrong move would reveal everything underneath.

The girls began a hellish run, carrying heavy longswords and running until the instructor told them to stop,
while we boys carried light wooden swords and ran two laps around the field.

This instructor must be quite crazy too, making them run around the field for an hour already.
How much stamina could 7-year-old girls possibly have...?

But that was just my misconception.
Not a single girl dropped out as they ran and ran and ran around the field, breathless.

"Stop!!!"

When the instructor shouted for them to stop, they stood in place in a disciplined, formal stance.

Afterward, we were divided into mixed groups of boys and girls, and began practicing
the most basic sword-swinging posture.

The all-capable girls started teaching the boys one by one, and since the number of boys and girls
naturally didn't match, the all-girl groups suddenly began sparring.
Is that really appropriate for children's skill level?

"You're average. Your posture is good, but the balance of strength between your hands is off, making your swing curve to one side,
reducing both accuracy and power."
"You can see all that?"
"Of course. I've been called a genius in swordsmanship, you know."
"Hmm... I've never even properly held a sword before."

When I complimented Lillie and patted her head, her face turned red.
Feeling embarrassed, she started pointing out my unbalanced posture and strength distribution.
Just a moment ago, she was praising me for doing well as a beginner...

The instructor walked around, correcting postures and giving advice,
essentially collecting her salary for minimal work.
Of course, I understand it's impossible to give one-on-one instruction in basic swordsmanship to everyone.
But I couldn't help envying her easy paycheck.
I'm definitely going to live that kind of life someday.

While Lillie was critiquing my posture, someone approached us.
Judging by the hairpin in her hair, she was a noble lady.
She was definitely one of those who had suddenly started sparring earlier.

"Is this Your Highness's first time learning swordsmanship?"
"Yes, it's my first time. And you are?"
"Pardon my late introduction. I am Ina von Mentos."

Mentos?
Isn't that a candy brand?

"The lord of Mentos is a margrave who guards the border with the Agentar Republic."
"Ah, I apologize. I'm still learning. So, Miss Ina, what can I do for you?"
"If Your Highness would permit, I would like to spar with Miss Lillie."
"I don't mind, but shouldn't you ask Liri—I mean, Miss Lillie first, rather than me?"

I'm not Lillie's owner, and such matters should be discussed with her before asking me, shouldn't they?
When I responded somewhat stiffly, Lillie looked startled and flustered.

"I... I already spoke with Miss Lillie, and she said she would be fine with it if Your Highness approved... I'm sorry."
"Your Highness, I apologize for not mentioning it earlier. I had already agreed..."

Well, I didn't know that.
She had already arranged it.
I started feeling very sorry for Ina, who was bowing apologetically.
This was clearly my mistake.

"I apologize. I didn't realize... If Miss Lillie is fine with it, then by all means, go ahead and spar.
And Miss Lillie, you don't need my permission for such things—please do as you wish."
"How could Your Highness apologize? I should be the one apologizing. I should have mentioned that Miss Lillie had already agreed."

Feeling like we might spend the entire class period just apologizing to each other,
I cut it short and moved away to sit on the steps.

The two faced each other, drew their swords, saluted, and took their stances.
Then they began.
Lillie rushed forward quickly and brought her sword down, but Ina also quickly raised her sword
and deflected it upward. Lillie's hand seemed to lose grip on her sword, but she caught it with her other hand mid-spin,
adding rotational force to strike powerfully.
Ina blocked at an angle, then gripped her sword with both hands, took a thrusting stance, and charged.
Lillie, who had her back turned, suddenly did a tumbling move and kicked Ina's hand.

"Ah, I saw her panties."

Maybe it was because I was watching so intently.
The thought in my head slipped out of my mouth.

Landing on the ground, Lillie raised her sword with both hands and placed it between Ina's neck and chest.
Lillie's complete victory.

"I concede."

With Ina's declaration, the match ended, and the female spectators began cheering excessively with dramatic gestures.
The boys wore expressions suggesting they had no idea what they had just witnessed.
Are the men in this world... actually useful for anything?

Ch.13 - Swordsmanship And Magic Class (2)
"I've heard of the reputation of the Prodigy of Spitzberg... but I truly felt the difference in our skill levels."

The surrounding children murmured among themselves.
Lillie also seemed quite flustered.

I'd heard that admitting defeat was considered quite shameful for warriors who practiced swordsmanship.
Apparently, most women wouldn't even think of giving up, but would instead keep challenging until they won...

"I'm the one who's surprised. I never thought there would be someone my age who could not only withstand more than three exchanges with me but even launch counterattacks."
"You're too kind with your praise."

The two of them stood there discussing swordsmanship for quite some time until they finally realized how long they'd been talking when they heard the instructor calling for the end of class.
I wasn't keeping track of time, but they must have been chatting for about 20 minutes.

Ina bowed first and left,
then Lillie walked over to me.

The break would end soon, followed by magic class, so she probably wanted to sit and rest a bit.

She sat down beside me and looked at me with a slightly pouty expression.

"Did you see?"
"See what?"

Could she be talking about her pink underwear?
That was something I saw by unavoidable circumstance.
I didn't look because I wanted to.
Ahem.

"My swordsmanship. The woman who will become Your Highness's wife is strong."
"Ah... Oh! Your swordsmanship, yes, it was really impressive."

Well, this isn't the kind of world where a girl would be embarrassed about someone seeing her underwear.
Seeing me stutter, Lillie grinned.
She did that on purpose.

***

The training ground, which had been filled with the sounds of free sparring, quickly fell silent when the magic instructor appeared.
Why did these kids, who had been chattering nonstop regardless of time and place, suddenly become so quiet?

"Instructor Irenta is one of the heroes who rose from commoner status to become the head of the Court Magicians."
"Huh... is that difficult?"
"Commoners are born with lower mana levels, and being human makes it even more challenging. Yet she rose to become the nation's top magician. She's respected not only by commoners but revered even among nobles."
"Why is someone like that working as an instructor at the academy?"
"Rumor has it she was badly injured and is temporarily stationed at the academy..."

Now that I looked closer, she had an eye patch and seemed to have difficulty with her left leg.
Her skin tone looked somewhat artificial—perhaps she had a prosthetic leg.

Our class moved to the indoor gymnasium next to the training ground.
Inside was a large crystal orb, which was apparently a precious magical tool that checked mana levels.

The assistant instructor who had been waiting in the gymnasium for the mana measurement began speaking.

"As you know, mana is innate, so this mana measurement will likely be your first and last. Also, humans and other non-elf species should be careful not to become disheartened by comparing your mana levels with elves. Elves simply have extraordinarily high mana levels; it doesn't mean your inherent mana is low."

"Yes!" everyone responded in unison.

"Now then, starting with student number one, please come forward."

A child with dark brown hair approached the crystal, spread their palm, and closed their eyes.

At that moment, the crystal emitted light and displayed the measured mana level.

"Student number one, 322 points."
"Ohhh..."

Sounds of admiration flowed from the surroundings.
The student made a fighting pose after seeing their mana level.

"Over 300 right from the start—that's quite high."
"Lili, how good is 300?"
"Well... let's see. Military officers serving nobles typically have around 200."
"That doesn't help me understand..."
"If you exceed 200, you don't need to worry about finding employment. Above 250 guarantees success, and if you're over 300, everyone will want to recruit you."

So that child has secured a sweet life just based on their mana level.
After graduation, they could join a company or enlist as a soldier and live a fairly comfortable life...

Then, one by one, everyone began checking their mana levels.

"122" "157" "211" "129" "166" "154" "132" "111" "96" "51" "9".........

The steadily decreasing numbers started to feel unpleasant.
It reminded me of the plummeting speed of 'that' cryptocurrency.

And then came the turn of Ina, the elf noble.
I wondered how high her score would be.

With a nervous expression, Ina bit her lip tightly and spread her palm in front of the crystal.
Whiiiiiiirrrrr
The crystal briefly made a sound like a CPU cooler, shaking as if demonstrating that it was being overloaded.

Then it stopped and....

"1088"
A mana level from a completely different dimension.

The surrounding students gasped in admiration, with some even lamenting being born human.

"As I mentioned earlier, elves simply have very high levels. Don't be discouraged—if you persevere, you'll one day understand what's more important than raw mana quantity."

The instructor consoled the children once more.
The difference was indeed extreme...

Next was Lillie's turn to be measured.

"722"

Though lower than Ina's, it was still monstrous from the other children's perspective.
Lillie looked a bit disappointed and pouty, but quickly changed her expression to one of indifference before approaching Ina to chat.

"Next."

As I approached the crystal, all eyes focused on me.
Perhaps the biggest point of interest among the new academy students was my mana level.
I'm not sure what rumors had spread, but there was some absurd gossip that I had become engaged to the Queen and a Duke's daughter because my mana was extremely high.

In reality, I was just a concubine obtained through a promise between my mother and Alice, and a pledge of loyalty...

When I stood before the crystal, it trembled slightly despite being fixed in place.
Did only I see that? Or was it my imagination?

Following what the others had done, I spread my hand and brought it close to the crystal.
The crystal briefly glowed, then stopped emitting light and displayed a score.

"10874"

Shocked by the impossible number, I pounded on the crystal.
You know how sometimes malfunctioning appliances start working when you hit them.

I placed my hand on the crystal once more.
Again it glowed and stopped repeatedly, then displayed another score.

"10876"

It had actually increased from before.

***

After seeing my mana level, the children who had been despairing over their low scores seemed to regain their composure and began focusing on magic training.

Faced with an unimaginably high mana level, they realized that the elves who had previously outshone them would be even more troubled by the comparison to me—a perfect example of putting themselves in others' shoes.

Of course, Ina and Lillie seemed quite shocked, wearing dejected expressions.

"Lili, are you okay?"

Feeling guilty, I tried to comfort Lili.
She seemed to have quickly recovered when her score was lower than Ina's, but she'd been like this ever since seeing my mana level.

When I gently patted her head, I noticed the corners of her mouth turning up.
She was probably half-joking about being upset.

"Lili, teach me magic. I want to try it quickly."
"Mmm..."

When I looked at her with sparkling eyes, Lillie stood up from the steps and dusted off her bottom.

"Your Highness has been blessed with mana. I'm a little sad that mine was lower than expected."
"722 doesn't seem low at all..."
"It's higher than the average for elves, but below average for my family."

Lillie looked at Ina and whispered "I'm envious" so quietly that no one else could hear.
Somehow, seeing the versatile Lillie feeling down and envious of someone else's mana level was cute.

Lillie slapped both her cheeks as if to snap out of it, then began reviewing the incantation printout we had received earlier.

"Has Your Highness ever learned magic before?"
"No, never. They said it was dangerous..."
"I can understand why. With that much mana, a mistake could cause not just an accident, but a catastrophe."

I also looked at the printout, muttering the spell incantations to memorize them.
Since it was just a matter of changing words within a single framework, memorizing wasn't particularly difficult.

Alright.
Time for my debut as a magician.

By the way, the attack power of beginner magic is decent,
but what stands out are healing magic and detoxification magic.

What's most important in a party?
Of course, DPS and tanks are important, but for survival, healing is crucial.

And...

"Aren't healers more valued than damage dealers?"
"Pardon?"
"Nothing. Come to think of it, Lili, you already know how to use healing magic, right?"
"Yes, I've learned basic elemental magic, healing magic, and detoxification magic since I was young."
"As expected of a prodigy..."
"Your Highness will be able to learn quickly too, so don't worry."

After distributing all the printouts, the instructor climbed onto the platform.
She said she would demonstrate personally.

"Oh?"

In the blink of an eye, a round orb-like object appeared around the instructor and began floating around her.

"This is a mana core, the foundation of magic."

The orb called a mana core changed in size, growing larger and smaller.
It multiplied into several cores, then merged back into one.

"If a mana core multiplies, you can cast various spells simultaneously. And the size determines the power of the magic. Let me demonstrate."

The instructor made the mana core very small and used a fire elemental spell.
Though hot, the flame had less power than expected and quickly disappeared when it hit a rock.

Then she created another mana core and expanded it to the size of a soccer ball.
When she used the fire elemental spell again, she created a flame as hot and blazing as the sun.

When she threw it at a rock, the rock melted like lava and began to sink deep into the ground.
After burrowing downward for a while, the mana core disappeared at the instructor's will, leaving black glass in its place.

"You understand roughly, right? You'll start by learning to bring out a mana core and control its size. As you advance through the years, you'll practice not only size control but also bringing out multiple cores. And as you already know, there are limits to size and number depending on your mana level, so don't be discouraged—just follow this instructor's lessons to the end, and I'll be grateful."

In other words, the number and size of mana cores you can produce depends on your mana.
I've heard there are "monsters" who can bring out 30 medium-sized mana cores at once.

The students all know that one such monster is right in front of them.
After all, the person teaching them is "one of the world's greatest magicians."

Ch.14 - Swordsmanship And Magic Class (3)
The instructor began teaching the process of creating a mana core step by step.

The process involved gathering mana in one place and compressing it under pressure. It sounded simple enough that anyone could create at least one core with enough effort.

The easiest way to create a mana core was to focus and compress it between both hands. Since Lillie could already use magic regularly, she easily created a mana core to demonstrate.

"Looking closely, it's more like a flame than a bead."
"What I just made isn't a pure mana core, but a fire magic mana core."
"Huh? Isn't it standard to create a pure mana core first, then imbue it with elemental attributes?"
"I'm not sure exactly when I started being able to do this. If I just recite the elemental incantation before compression, like this..."

Lillie created a second mana core. This one also wasn't pure but had earth elemental attributes imbued in it.

Feeling someone's gaze, I turned around to find Instructor Irenta standing right behind us, eyes wide open. I noticed her, but Lillie hadn't yet. She's surprisingly oblivious in these situations.

"...How fascinating. To be capable of abbreviation at such a young age."
"Instructor?!"
"Ah, I apologize. To think there's another child with the talent to use abbreviation and create a second core at such a young age..."
"There are others who can do this?"
"Yes, Your Highness. Among all the students I've taught, two people created four cores at this age."

I was struggling to make even one, yet someone made four cores at age seven? What kind of monster could do that?

"They are Her Majesty Alice Kritias, Your Highness's fiancée, and Her Highness Serena Zikheart, Your Highness's mother."

Two famous names I'd heard many times before.

In the end, I couldn't create a single mana core. Of course, since there were several other children who were also new to magic, I didn't earn the dishonorable title of being the only one who failed.

But watching a boy who created a mana core on his first try made me incredibly envious.

Lillie must have found my frustration both ridiculous and somewhat touching.

"Your Highness, even if your learning is delayed now, considering your potential, it's actually quite natural."
"Yeah, I know."
"So let's head back now, okay?"

Like persuading a stubborn child, Lillie pulled me along. I had wanted to practice more during break time, but with Lillie's "persuasion," I agreed to wait until the next lesson. Of course, since we had classes every day, I'd eventually be able to create at least one mana core.

***

"Congratulations."
"Thanks, it's all because of you, Lili."

Lillie's tips were quite accurate. The mana core in my hand was proof of that.

I had bothered Lillie for three days after classes just to create this. Now that I felt a sense of achievement, I also began to feel guilty.

"I'm sorry. I've been such a nuisance."
"Not at all. I was actually happy to spend time with Your Highness. Please don't blame yourself."
"No, what can I do for you to make it up?"
"What? You don't need to do anything... I... I'm going to be Your Highness's... wife..."

Her shy demeanor was adorable, but I remembered from QTube that acting indifferent in these situations can cause wounds that fester. Of course, I didn't specifically search for that information—it was just from a video I happened to watch, so please don't misunderstand.

"Lili, are you free today?"
"I don't have anything to do at the dormitory... Oh, but I still have some laundry to finish."
"Then, after your laundry, would you like to go on a date with me?"

This time, when I was the one to suggest a date first, Lillie's face turned bright red. She looked so embarrassed that I decided to act a little to help her accept.

"We... we were on a date that first day when... you know... Do you not want to?"
"........"

Lillie kept her head down for a while. Then she grabbed my sleeve and shook her head from side to side. She didn't dislike the idea.

That day, we played until just before curfew, and I got scolded by my sisters for calling so late.

***

Being able to produce one mana core was good, but a bigger problem emerged.

In magic, while the size of mana is important, how skillfully you control it matters even more. No matter how excellent your mana is, it's useless without the corresponding sense to control it.

That's exactly my situation now.

Due to my ridiculous amount of mana, control is nearly impossible at this stage. What a predicament...

To give a simple example, it's like the difference between pouring water from a 1L bottle into a cup versus trying to pour from a water tank with both hands. Even Lillie couldn't help with this problem, so I went directly to Instructor Irenta.

"So the conclusion is that I need to repeatedly create and dispel mana cores?"
"Yes, I believe that by the time you can produce two or more mana cores, you'll also be able to perfectly control their size."

Two cores...!!
So I need to reach the level of being called a prodigy?!!!

"Don't worry too much. You'll likely be able to do it within a year. Besides, you're an elf, right? Take it easy."
"Thank you for your time."
"It's nothing. I always welcome consultations from kind children like Your Highness."

I'm not sure if I'm kind, but I suppose I appear that way.

As I came down after the consultation, I recalled what the instructor had said.

'Besides, you're an elf, right? Take it easy.'

I am indeed an elf.
I'll probably live a long time.
The higher one's mana, the longer they live, so I might live for at least five thousand years.
Even elves with lower mana than Lillie who live secluded in forests are said to live over 10,000 years.

'Take it slow... somehow her tone seemed envious...'

Instructor Irenta is human.
From her records, she must be at least 50 years old.
A hero who retired from the front lines after a moment's mistake injured her eyes and legs, now just cleaning up after young students at the academy—she must have many regrets.

When I arrived at the dormitory, I unconsciously turned on the computer at my desk.

Some habits don't change even after reincarnation, which can be troublesome, but this particular habit felt surprisingly natural.

While watching QTube videos, my pocket vibrated.

"Yes, big sis, what's up?"
-Where are you right now?

What's this? I didn't expect my eldest sister to suddenly use informal speech.
Is it someone else?
The caller ID confirms it's her.

I decided to continue the conversation, setting aside my doubts.
"At the dormitory, why?"

-I'll be waiting right in front, so change your clothes and come out.
"Did something happen? I haven't done anything wrong."
-What are you talking about?

Her reaction was different from usual.
Is she really angry?

-Actually, I have something to show you. It's important, so come down right away, okay?
"Alright."

Something seems off about my sister's state.

I put on just a coat and went down to the entrance, where my eldest sister was standing with a book in her hand. As I approached with a puzzled expression, she smiled brightly and waved.

"What's going on?"
"Take this. It's from Lala."
"Lala sent me a book?"
"Looking at the contents, it's full of things Yook would find interesting. I'll head back up now."
"You're leaving already?"
"You know your big sister is busy as the president, right? Just go back inside."
"Okay..."

She definitely looks like my eldest sister, but something feels very strange.
It's unusual for her to come in person, and she's missing her usual line:
'Call me if anything happens, and call when you finish class.'
That line was missing.

Only after my eldest sister disappeared from sight on the bus did I step back into the dormitory.

"What could be so important that she delivered it personally?"

The school also offers a paid courier service, so if you need to send something, you can just call for a courier.

If she delivered it personally, it must be something important.

I opened the book and read through it page by page.

***

The book contained various instructions.
How to organize clothes, how to do laundry, how to keep warm, and so on.
It was filled with Lala's concern and affection for me, evident in every page.
She had written it by hand and even attached cut-out photos.

Lala had showered me with more affection than my parents and was always by my side.
I was even anxious about being separated from her until vacation.

There were also study methods written separately, which made me chuckle.
When it came to taking notes and keeping error logs, no one in this world could beat me, a former South Korean student.

There were also letter-like passages throughout, which I read carefully over and over until I reached the very last page.

"...What is this?"

Unlike the kind and affectionate writing in the front, this page had text written in what looked like red blood, with unknown talismans and magic circles drawn on it.

Like a curse.

The text on the last page expressed wishes for me and my entire family to die, saying our existence was so disgusting that even our traces should disappear.

"Ha...ha... Lala wrote this?"

Lala was certainly a mysterious maid with many secrets.
But the woman who had always been kind to me couldn't have written something like this.
The person I had grown up watching wasn't that kind of person.

Yet my eldest sister, who had already read this, meaningfully handed it to me without warning me about the content...
She gave this to me despite knowing what was in it.

Tears streamed down my face.
My heart felt like it was being torn apart.

I cried loudly all night long.

Ch.15 - Intrusion
Despite the dawn hour when all lights should have been off with only the moonlight remaining, the academy entrance was fully illuminated.

Dozens of people in protective suits—the kind you'd expect at a nuclear power plant—were taking photos and walking around with cutting-edge equipment. The "Magic Investigator" markings on their suits gave off an unmistakably dangerous aura.

That wasn't all. Not only academy instructors but also military academy instructors were standing guard at this hour instead of sleeping, all wearing extremely serious expressions.

What could have happened at this hour to gather all these officials in one place?

While the iron gate at the entrance appeared sturdy and intact, in a world where magic exists, physical barriers like gates and doors hold little significance.

The real issue was the condition of the "Protection Magic" and "Barrier Magic" that had been guarding the entrance. The magic formations that had been perfectly functional during the last inspection at 6 PM were now in tatters, completely ineffective.

The magic formations at the academy entrance were all Saint-grade, higher than advanced-grade. Breaking them would require power of equal or greater level.

Of course, if someone had activated mana from outside to destroy the formations, various sensors would have detected it and prevented the attempt. Or rather, the academy headmaster might have killed the intruder before any sensor could trigger.

But no sensors had reacted, and even the headmaster hadn't sensed anything. What could this mean?

In truth, there was another way to break the magic formations at the entrance—not by neutralizing them from outside, but by erasing them from within. This method takes considerable time but can destroy magic formations without leaving traces of mana.

"Investigation team leader, still no traces found?"
"No, I suspect this was done by someone from inside."

Despite hearing the investigation team leader suggest an inside job, the headmaster inwardly believed this couldn't be the case. She trusted all the academy instructors completely. While she knew and greeted some of the military academy instructors, she didn't know all of them. Still, she didn't want to suspect her colleagues.

"May I smoke?"
"It doesn't matter to me, but isn't this a non-smoking area?"

Smoking was prohibited inside the academy except in designated areas. The headmaster knew this better than anyone, as she had created the rule herself.

However, feeling she might go crazy from stress without a cigarette, she began smoking in the non-smoking area, breaking her own rule for the first time.

As she finished one cigarette, inhaling and exhaling the nicotine that gave her a sense of relief, a question arose in her mind:

*Why would someone already infiltrated inside break the entrance's magic formations?*

If an unregistered intruder were to use magic inside the academy by revealing their Mana Core or showing themselves, the headmaster would immediately detect them—whether they were 5km underground or 5km in the sky.

If an outside spy was already hidden inside, they could do everything secretly. Bringing in more outsiders would be the height of foolishness. Even an idiot wouldn't think of that.

"Could this be a declaration of war then?"
"Declaration of war... you say?"
"The academy is a royal institution. A declaration of war? Really?"

The instructors' conclusion startled both the headmaster and the investigation team leader. Though initially surprised by the bold statement, it wasn't an implausible direction of thought.

A declaration of war against the Kritias royal family would be tantamount to a suicide declaration—essentially saying "please kill me."

"The academy is a royal institution, right? Terrorizing it is a threat, so it's a declaration of war."
"Then should we report this incident to Her Majesty?"
"Hmm..."

Queen Alice Kritias of Kritias was currently in a very bad mood. Recently, her husband, Yook Zikheart, had been assaulted in a café. Because of that incident, the headmaster had been struggling with campus security and awareness issues.

Now, informing the queen that the entrance magic formations had been destroyed, rendering security essentially useless? Even with their long acquaintance, the queen wouldn't simply let this pass.

"Haah..."

The headmaster sighed deeply, took out her phone from her pocket, and walked to a distant spot. It seemed she had decided to report directly to the queen.

While the headmaster was calling the queen, the investigation team leader discovered a familiar object—a smartphone, something everyone in the world likely owned, an item indispensable in daily life. And judging by the fact that it was still powered on, it seemed to have been dropped recently.

Could this be related to the incident?
*Surely a perpetrator meticulous enough to do all this wouldn't be stupid enough to drop their phone...*

Then again, there had been such idiots before. The team leader recalled a case where a two-person team had nearly perfectly robbed a bank, only to drop their car keys registered in their own names—a legendary case.

Just in case, the investigation team leader sealed the smartphone in a ziplock bag.

***

I'd skipped class for the first time, less than a week after enrollment.
It was already 5 PM.

My eyes were swollen from crying all night, making me look terrible. It was obvious that going out like this would cause problems.

The swelling had gone down now, but what was the point of going out when classes were already over?

*Bzzzzzz*
*Bzzzzzz*

My phone had been vibrating non-stop. I'd switched it to vibrate mode because the ringtone was too loud, but it kept buzzing endlessly.

Everyone from Lillie to my younger sister and even my homeroom instructor was calling me.

I picked up my phone and decided to call my older sister first. I felt like crying again because she hadn't called me at all...

*Ring ring ring... ring ring ring... ring ring ring... ring ring ring... click*

"This is Detective Duct from Central Police Station's Violent Crimes Unit 1. May I ask who's calling?"
"What? Police station?"

The voice answering wasn't my older sister but an unfamiliar man's voice.
Police? Did I dial the wrong number?

"I'm sorry, I think I dialed the wrong number."
"Ah, just a mom—"
*Click*

I quickly hung up, feeling scared. I was already exhausted from the strange events since yesterday, and now the police?
I decided to call my younger sister instead.

When I called her, she yelled at me and made quite a scene. She threatened to storm into my dormitory if I didn't come to the meeting room right away.

My youngest sister had always been quick to get annoyed, but this time she seemed particularly angry.

I gathered the clothes I'd thrown around, put them on, and went outside. I also took the book I'd received from my older sister yesterday. Even if my heart was breaking, I wanted to hear Lala and my older sister's true feelings.

When I arrived at the meeting room, my youngest sister was waiting for me outside. She seemed quite angry that I'd skipped class.

Her glaring eyes made me even more nervous.

When I opened the door, my older sister was standing there with the same look in her eyes that I'd seen at the café during the dating incident.

My older sister looked me over, then noticed the book in my hand and looked surprised.

"How do you have that, Yook?"
"You came and gave it to me yesterday."
"What are you talking about? Where did I go?"

Is she pretending not to know? Is she doing this because my other sisters are here?

My heart started pounding as if it would explode, and I felt my emotions intensifying.

Until just now, I'd rationalized that there must have been some misunderstanding, but my sister's response was coldly indifferent.

"You brought it yesterday! You said Lala gave it to you!"

Unable to control my rising emotions, I shouted. Then I dropped the book I was holding, and tears began falling from my eyes like the book had fallen.

My sisters were confused about why I was suddenly crying, but their bewilderment only made me feel more hurt, and my tears grew larger until I finally began sobbing audibly.

I had come intending to confront them without crying, but my uncontrollable emotions were frustrating.

"It's my fault, so please stop crying. Okay? I'm sorry."

My older sister's voice, gentle and warm, unlike yesterday's, felt strange as she comforted me and hugged me. She took out a handkerchief to wipe my face and patted my back, but my tears continued to flow like an endless spring, only making the handkerchief damp.

My younger sisters, not understanding why I was crying so pitifully when they had called me to scold me, picked up the book I had dropped beside me.

They opened it on the desk and read through it page by page, chuckling.
"Did he oversleep and miss class because he was reading this?"
"That would be just like Yook."
They whispered to each other, but I could hear everything.

My younger sister also knew how Lala had treated me at the mansion, so she read through it with a pleased expression.
Then they reached the last page.

When they saw that page filled with curses against me and the Zikheart family, their pleased atmosphere turned icy cold.

So it wasn't just my imagination after all.

My older sister, who had been wiping my tear and snot-covered face, sensed the change in atmosphere and headed toward where my younger sisters had opened the book.

They seemed flustered and closed the book. What would their older sister's reaction be if she saw this?

Though still young, she was the eldest daughter and heir of the Zikheart family. That position held authority among the top ten in Kritias, the hegemonic nation.

"Open it."

My younger sisters had no choice but to follow the "order" and opened the book. When my older sister reached the last page, she rubbed her eyes as if she couldn't believe what she was seeing.

"What is this? Why is the last page like this?"

My older sister looked at me who had brought the book, but I just continued sniffling without answering. My younger sisters were the same—despite trembling in the increasingly cold atmosphere, no one spoke up.

***

When I returned to my room after evening training, it was in disarray, as if a thief had broken in.

My vanity table, wardrobe, and even the safe where I kept valuables—all of them.

While items occasionally got stolen from locker rooms, a thief in the dormitory must be a first in the long history of Crescent Academy.

Since disturbing the scene before investigation would cause confusion, I just quickly checked what was missing.

Three items were stolen:
My phone, the package I received yesterday, and my wallet.

Except for the phone, everything had been in the safe.

I understand why they'd take the wallet, but why the phone and yesterday's package?

I borrowed a phone from a friend next door to report the theft. The academy had security police, so once a case was reported, it could be resolved quickly depending on priority.

But strangely, the security police weren't answering their phones. Of all times to be away from their posts...

My cute little brother would soon arrive at the dormitory and try to call me. What would he think if I didn't answer when I told him to call?

Well, nothing I can do about it. I'll skip the call today and go see him in person tomorrow. Just in case, I sent messages to my siblings from the borrowed phone, asking them to let him know I'd lost my phone if he called or texted.

Ah... and I lost something even more serious than my phone...
The book that Lala had asked me to give to Yook.

Since she had also sent me something I requested, I had to open the package and took a peek. It was a book written as an essay filled with her feelings for Yook from beginning to end.

It warmed my heart too. I put it in the safe to give to him today, but now it's been stolen...
How am I going to explain this?

I'm already so worried about this.

Ch.16 - Intrusion (2)
The older sister's bewildered expression helped me regain my trust in her.

Watching her repeatedly flip through the book from beginning to end, I became certain that she didn't see me as an annoyance or object of hatred. Her expression kept changing, and right now, she looked apologetic and at a loss.

After searching through the book for a while, my older sister closed it and stood before me with a vacant, soul-drained expression. She wiped away the tear stains around her eyes and cheeks once more, then left the room with a hollow laugh.

***

After my older sister left, I heard several things from my younger sisters.
In summary, a thief had broken into my older sister's dormitory and stolen her phone and that book. The stolen phone was found at a crime scene and is now at the police station.
So that's why the police answered when I called earlier?

"You said earlier that big sis came to the dormitory entrance yesterday, right? Around what time was that?"
"Around 6:30 PM, I think?"
"Big sis was doing evening training until 7 PM."
"What do you mean?"
"It means big sis never went to see you yesterday!"
"No, I'm telling you, big sis called me and told me to come down!"

I showed them my call history. There was clearly a record of a call from my older sister's phone at 6:25 PM. My younger sisters looked at it, seemed a bit flustered, then sighed deeply.

"This is bad. Seems like someone planned this deliberately. But for what purpose?"
"Maybe it's a threat to show they can approach Yook anytime?"
"And freely move around the academy? This is insane."
"But if the phone was found at the main gate, maybe they've already left?"
"Or maybe that's what they want us to think."

I feel the age gap as my sisters converse, mixing in some rather aggressive expressions.
But wait a minute.
Then who was the older sister I saw?

Yuris brings a laptop and shows me a video. It shows me and my older sister talking in front of the dormitory.

"Must be illusion magic. Seems like it used at least four Mana Cores, probably intermediate or advanced level."
"Did you notice anything strange? Like her demeanor or way of speaking?"
"Come to think of it, she spoke informally to me."

Hearing my comment, my younger sisters gave me an incredulous look and patted my head hard—hard enough to hurt.

"Big sis speaking informally to you? You probably won't hear that even before she dies."
"Wow... you yelled at big sis because you fell for such an obvious act?"
"Stop teasing him. Don't you feel sorry for the kid?"

Elena defended me, but judging by her lack of active shielding, she probably thinks I'm somewhat at fault for not being suspicious.

She's hugging me from behind and stroking my head, so I must be right.
I can feel something soft.

"Anyway, this incident is going to blow up."
"Seems like nothing stays small when he's involved."
"Well, that time there were many witnesses, but this time it wasn't a problem he directly caused."
"That countess who slapped him? Could it be related to those bastards?"
"They certainly have enough motive, and though they lost their money, they still have connections."

It seems that even though they've fallen to commoner status, they're not struggling financially because the count has relatives in a marquis family.

"Come on, even so..."

I tried to recall that crazy woman who slapped me.
She was definitely unhinged, but would she go this far after what happened?

Just for revenge, breaking into the academy, searching through the heir of a Vassal Grand Duke's room, stealing a phone and package, tearing out the last page, pasting pages full of curses, and delivering it directly to the Prince Consort?

Wouldn't that be beyond revenge—pure madness?
The mere existence of such a lunatic sends chills down my spine.

"What if the culprit really is the former Quarkshell Count's family?"
"...I don't even want to imagine it."

Elena avoids my eyes at my question, seemingly afraid to speak, but with a resigned expression, she finally answers.

"The Queen would probably torture them until they die, but not kill them until Her Majesty herself is on her deathbed."

A truly horrifying answer beyond imagination.

Afterward, when they asked why I yelled at my older sister, I hesitated to answer, but pressed by my sisters, I reluctantly told the truth.

"So that's why you yelled at big sis?"
"..."

I hung my head in shame.
Thinking about it now, it was rather ridiculous.
She might have just glanced at the front part of the book before giving it to me.
And would Lala ever write such things to me in the first place?

"You probably don't realize this, but big sis would draw a sword against Her Majesty for your sake."
"Come on, what are you saying..."
"It's true. Has your sister ever lied to you?"

Come to think of it, my older sister has always been overprotective of me.
Even considering I'm her brother eight years younger, isn't this too much?
She's rather strict with Silfia, her sister who's nine years younger...

"Anyway, apologize to her when she comes back. Judging by her expression earlier, she was about to cry."
"Okay."
"And you should stop crying too."
"...Okay."

Tears have been flowing again for a while.
Perhaps it's because I feel sorry for hurting my older sister who knew nothing.
And I also felt sorry for Lala who made and sent me such a book.

*Click*

The door to the room opened, and my older sister entered.
Judging by the wave of mana I felt, did she use some magic before coming?

I wiped my tears with my sleeve and awkwardly stood before my older sister.

What should I say?
As I pondered for a while, my older sister embraced me.

I cried endlessly again and apologized over and over.

***

"Do you think that's an acceptable excuse?"
"I sincerely apologize, Your Majesty."

This is the royal office in the Kritias Kingdom palace.
It's where the Queen conducts her official duties.

The air was filled with conflicting emotions—the Queen, whose mood was beyond displeased and about to explode, and the Academy Principal, who was apologetic and at a loss for what to do.

The Principal was prostrating herself with her head to the ground, but the Queen, seemingly busy, was staring intently at a report on her tablet while addressing her.

Wearing glasses and a black suit, the Queen exuded an intellectual aura, simultaneously radiating a terrifying atmosphere of sudden irritation, anger, and stress.

The previous café incident was somewhat understandable as an impulsive accident. It was inevitable that Yook would be provoked when dressed in ordinary clothes without his hairpin. But this time was different.

An intruder had appeared in the academy, stolen items from the heir of a Vassal Grand Duke's dormitory, and directly approached the Queen's husband. It was a warning that they could harm him anytime.

*There are too many suspects, it's giving me a headache.*

From relatives of those executed during the civil war to the heir of the Jonjak family with personal grudges—those who harbored resentment against her were abundant. At just 24 years old, the Queen had many enemies.

*Surely it can't be that Quarkshell Count?*

Though many of his connections had been severed, the count's family still had many ties, and they crossed the Queen's mind briefly before she dismissed the thought.

*The daughter was crazy, but the parents were somewhat reasonable. That's why I spared them.*
It's impossible that the daughter doing forced labor in the mines could have done this.
So, for now, they're off the list.

Perhaps unable to bear the stress of not identifying the suspect, the Queen threw the tablet she was holding.
*Crash!*

"Eek!"

Noticing the Academy Principal who was startled into prostration, the Queen addressed her with (forced) familiarity.

"Principal, or rather, sister, Yuri!"
"Y-yes, Your Majesty!!"
"Please do better, okay? I entrusted my husband to you because I trust you. Would I have done that if I didn't?"
"I'm sorry! I will ensure nothing like this happens again!"

She stood up abruptly and bowed at the waist.

"Good, as you should. And as I said earlier, I'll have them commute from the palace, so handle it properly to avoid unnecessary gossip."
"...Including Miss Lillie?"
"What did I just say? I'll be too busy to take care of him properly, so isn't it better to have another wife by his side?"
"I... I'll arrange it."
"Good, thank you. And we'll find the culprit somehow, so when the royal investigators visit, share the investigation information with them. Understood?"
"Of course. I've already made arrangements for them to operate freely."
"Oh, you work fast? That's why I like you, sister."

The Principal clenched her fist.

*Like me? Nonsense. You just need a slave who obeys your orders.*

Among the Queen's ideologies was the belief that "officials must be worked hard for the people to be comfortable." Her approval was not an honor but a shackle.

Lamenting her fate as someone being worked hard by the Queen, the Principal left the palace and got into her car.

Ch.17 - Intrusion (3)
"Damn it! The Queen has already caught on...!"

The woman who kicked open the door while cursing unbuttoned the top two buttons of her blouse and sat down in the chair at the head of the table. The maids and butlers stood like decorative screens as she took out a cigarette and lit it.

She was the Marchioness of Astasium, the owner of this territory and mansion, who held considerable influence in the council and led a large faction with more followers than many powerless dukes.

Of course, all her achievements were those of the previous head of the family. The current head was so stupid that she was suspected of deliberately trying to dismantle the faction.
No, if she were merely stupid, the faction members would actually be thankful.

The Quarkshell Count family, involved in the recent Prince Consort assault incident, had been loyal vassals to the Astasium Marquis family for nearly 3,000 years. When such a long-serving family caused trouble, it was obvious that their lord would also suffer consequences, and other vassals advised that the Quarkshell family should be cast out.

But this stupid Marchioness of Astasium, unable to separate public and private matters, not only failed to submit a petition for punishment but was engaging in the bizarre act of manipulating comments on portal sites.

"As their lord, how can you all tell me to cast them out when my vassals are struggling and I can't even help them?"

It was absolutely ridiculous.
No matter how lowly her origins as a butler might be, this person was truly an idiot.

If making maids and butlers sit in front of computers to manipulate likes and write comments counted as "helping," wouldn't the users of Ksshinside be national heroes?

And she was even providing material support and money to those people who had lost their title of Count.
Using her personal account, no less...

There had been much speculation about how long they could survive after falling from nobility to commoners, but thanks to the stupid Marchioness's support, they seemed to be living comfortably without any problems.

And then... she caused another enormous problem.
A problem so serious that the entire marquis family and faction might be executed...

She had apparently committed the insane act of paying a broker inside the academy to bring in an outside shapeshifter to threaten the Prince Consort. She bragged to her vassals about hiring an expensive piece of trash from the underworld who supposedly knew how to handle jobs and understood their place. After seeing this, I decided to escape.

Since the incident had happened only about two days ago, it was probably still under investigation.
The Royal Investigators' technology was at least 50 years ahead of what was available on the market.

If someone used more than two Mana Cores, they would definitely be caught.
And that shapeshifter would likely be quartered.

No, given how things have turned out, I don't know what will happen to my own safety.
Perhaps I should make a public interest report now and aim for a plea bargain.

Yes, that would be best.

I made this decision while watching the Marchioness smashing everything in her office in rage.

***

"Who is it?"

The doorbell rang on a weekend morning, forcing me to wake up.
Since you needed a resident's ID to come up to this floor, visitors usually called from the common entrance rather than appearing at the door.

Having ordered no packages, I was confused as I pressed the intercom button and looked at the camera feed to see several pretty women in neat uniforms standing there.

"Your Highness, we are Royal Investigators carrying out Her Majesty's orders. Do you have a moment?"
"Is this about the intrusion incident?"
"Yes, it is."

Then I should let them in.
Alice had already informed me that Royal Investigators would visit and that I shouldn't worry about opening the door for them.
As one of the parties involved, I supposed the investigation was unavoidable.

I opened the door and issued temporary access passes.
The elevator only worked with a resident's ID, but there were temporary passes for visitors.
It wasn't a card but more like a receipt, and it was single-use.
It couldn't be stolen, and since it couldn't be issued without a resident's biometric authentication, the security was practically impenetrable.

Wait...?
Then how could someone have hidden in big sister's room and stolen things?

*Ding dong*

The bell rang, and when I opened the door, five women were standing at attention.

"Loyalty! First Investigator Hanna... ahem... Hanna reporting."

The first investigator named Hanna looked very embarrassed, her eyes darting around.
Was she uncomfortable entering a man's room?

No, investigators wouldn't be bothered by such things.
And seeing how the people behind her also looked embarrassed and were averting their eyes,
the problem must be on my end.

"Ah."

Come to think of it, I sleep naked because my body runs hot.
I had groggily operated the intercom in the morning, and was still half-asleep until they came up.
What did that mean?
Looking at the mirror next to the entrance, I realized I was wearing only underwear, practically naked.

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

Even though I was just a 7-year-old kid, they were still treating me as a male.

Without saying anything, I picked up the clothes I had thrown off in front of the entrance and put them on.

"Wow, what kind of boy has no fear or shame?"
"Shut up, kid! What safety are you talking about! Damn it!"

Apparently, I should have been embarrassed in this situation.
But what could I do when I had already brushed it off as if it were nothing?

"What about the action cam? If something goes wrong, won't we all die?"
"Die? We probably won't die easily."

Hearing their chilling conversation, I noticed action cameras attached to their chests.

Like those body cameras American police wear during duty.
The action cameras they wore for unexpected situations had essentially recorded child pornography.

Having it recorded on video is a bit...
If I were alone it might be different, but with Alice and Lillie around...

"Um... was that possibly recorded on the camera...?"
"We'll handle it!"

The women standing behind Hanna removed their action cameras, took out their Mana Cores, changed them to fire attribute, created something like lava, and melted the cameras without a trace.

That wasn't really necessary...
I was wearing underwear, and it was just my body being partially recorded...

"Please come in."
"Excuse us."

The investigators curiously scanned the room.
My dormitory room was furnished with things brought from home and furniture sent by Alice, making it look quite decent.

The modern interior with black and white furniture gave it a clean yet luxurious feel that I liked.

"Today, we're here to examine the book Your Highness received."
"I don't mind showing it to you, but could you please not take it away?"
"Of course. Her Majesty has personally ordered us to prioritize Your Highness's conditions."
"Alice..."

Although the last page of this book was in that state, it contained Lala's feelings.
No matter if it was evidence, I couldn't hand it over.

When I brought out the book and turned to the last page, there was no trace of the curse and magic circle that had been there before.
With the sight-blocking magic Alice had cast, it appeared as a blank white page.

Of course, it only looked that way; the traces hadn't completely disappeared.
The investigators took out various devices and showed their true investigative abilities.

"Phew... we're done."
"Is the investigation of the book completely finished now?"
"Yes, Your Highness. Since all investigations regarding the book are complete, we won't need to visit you again for this matter."

They put away the devices they had taken out, walked to the entrance, bowed to me, and left.
The clock showed 9:30 AM.

I'll be late at this rate...
Late for what?

I skipped class yesterday, so I have to attend make-up classes.
This academy doesn't tolerate missing even a single hour, let alone a whole day.
Required class hours = actual class hours attended...

At this rate, I might end up in an infinite loop of make-up classes for being late to make-up classes.

Skipping the shower, I just put on clean clothes and left the dormitory.

When I entered the first-year make-up classroom, there was no one else there.
Well, who would skip class when they've been enrolled for less than a week?

"Sigh"

As I sat down in the front row with a sigh, someone peeked at me from the back door.
Hair and features resembling Lillie's, even a similar fashion sense.
No, looking closely, it was actually Lillie.

"Lili? What are you doing here?"
"I'm here to attend make-up classes with Your Highness."
"Huh? Why?"
"I also missed class yesterday."

With an expressionless face, she climbed the steps and sat down next to me.
She looked genuinely upset, not just pretending.

But for the diligent Lillie to miss class?
Could she have been very sick?

I reached out and placed my hand on Lillie's forehead.
My naturally warm hand touched her forehead and gradually cooled as the heat transferred.
She didn't seem to be sick.

Seeing my concerned expression, she smiled, removed my hand from her forehead,
and gently stroked my cheek with her own hand.

Whether it was from Lillie's touch or something else,
I felt an electric tingle rising from deep within my bones.

"I didn't attend class yesterday because Your Highness wasn't there."
"...Why?"
"From now on, whenever Your Highness doesn't attend class, I won't attend either."

Does she already know what happened to me?
I roughly understood what she meant, but I asked inconsiderately as if I didn't.

"Lili, you really love attending classes, don't you? Why would you skip them?"
"If Your Highness doesn't attend that class, it has no meaning for me."

I was about to ask "why" again, but ultimately didn't.
Her gentle expression contained such sincerity that asking further questions
felt like poking a volcano on the verge of eruption.

"Your Highness, you seem to misunderstand something. I enjoy attending classes with you, but the content itself is neither interesting nor exciting since I already know it all."
"...What?"
"Of course, I've only studied ahead for first-year content, so I don't know the second-year material yet. I'm not that arrogant. Next year, I'll need to attend classes properly and might still fall behind classmates who studied ahead."
"........"
"But even so, if Your Highness doesn't show up to the lecture hall without saying anything, I won't attend classes either."
"........"
"When my husband is struggling and in pain, what good is a useless person who attends classes and gets good grades? Does that make them truly useful? No."
"........."
"Your Highness is diligent, so you wouldn't skip class without reason. If you skip again without saying anything, something comparable to this incident must have happened."

"........"
"So from now on, if you have difficulties or worries, please consult with me first. Instead of suffering alone until it festers, share the pain together—that's what being a 'couple' means, right?"

Though not official yet, Lillie and I are essentially a couple.
We haven't known each other long and are still getting to know each other, but what does it matter?
That's just how this world works.

Lillie, though the same age as me, already had the consideration and understanding to hold someone else's heart.
In contrast, I lacked both consideration and understanding, recklessly losing control and hurting my big sister with harsh words.

Despite living 37 years combined between my past life and current one, I was just a kid.
A kid who couldn't do anything but pretended to be an adult capable of anything.
I rationalized my instinctively childish behavior as mere acting.

Through Lillie, I finally realized.
I was just a 7-year-old kid pretending to be an adult, deceiving even myself.
Just a kid using past life memories as an excuse to act like an adult.

Rather, Lillie sitting beside me, though only 7 years old herself, was the real adult.

"Thank you, Lili. I think I've come to my senses a bit."
"Really? Somehow I don't believe you."
"I'm sorry."
"Hmph."

It seems she's still upset despite her concern.
I remembered seeing a video on QTube about how to win back an upset woman.

What was it again?
There were quite a variety of methods...

"Lili, want to go on a date later?"

At the word "date," her lips started to pout slightly.
It seemed to have some effect, but not enough.

The next step was simple and surprise skinship.
In my past life, it would have been inconsiderate for a man to initiate, but this place is different.

I gave Lillie, who was sulking and looking straight ahead, a quick kiss on the cheek.
The smooching sound echoed through the classroom.
Her surprised expression made me want to laugh, but if I burst out laughing now, she'd definitely get more upset.

Next, I poked her cheek repeatedly with my finger.
Watching Lillie gradually crumble and melt down reminded me of my little sister.

I wonder how Silfi is doing...
I haven't even called her once because I've been "busy"...

While thinking about this and continuing to poke Lillie's cheek,
I noticed our homeroom instructor leaning against the door with one leg crossed, watching us.

"...Instructor?"

Lillie must not have realized the instructor was watching either.
She jumped slightly, then seemed to come to her senses.

"Kids these days are so precocious..."
"Pardon?"
"No, just watching you two... Is it because you're elves? Your growth seems fast."
"Instructor, may I ask how long you've been standing there?"

When I cautiously asked, she placed her palm over her lips.

Ah... she saw everything...

Ch.18 - Royal Palace And Reunion
"That concludes today's class."

With the dismissal announcement, students rushed out in a crowd. The homeroom teacher, who had forgotten to take attendance again, belatedly started drawing dozens of circles on the attendance sheet all at once.

Normally, students weren't supposed to dash out when class ended, but since the teacher had mentioned in the morning that he'd let it slide just for today, he couldn't stop them now.

Lillie and I left the teacher behind and headed outside.

Outside, all the first-year students were lined up in front of a large truck. One staff member was checking IDs against a list, while another was handing out items from inside the truck.

"What are they giving out?"

I was curious about the rectangular boxes being distributed, but I wondered if it would be rude to go ask for one. Lillie took out her phone, turned it on, and made an expression suggesting she understood what was happening.

"It's entrance gift distribution day. Come to think of it, was this from the company whose product I first gave to Your Highness?"
"No way, a Mango Pad? Those are super expensive. They're giving those as entrance gifts?"
"I believe they're distributing the most basic and affordable model."

Even though I'd already received a Mango Pad Pro as a gift from my mother, my tech-enthusiast blood couldn't be denied. I grabbed Lillie's hand and pulled her to the back of the line.

Lillie didn't seem particularly interested. She had the typical minimalist mindset—they're too big to carry around, and you can already do everything with a phone, so why bother?

Come to think of it, I've seen stories in online communities about marriages falling apart because wives wouldn't accept their husbands' hobbies. Some would soak their husbands' precious electronics in soapy bathwater to break them, or demand refunds for things already purchased. Such incidents would create cracks in relationships that eventually led to divorce...

No, of course Lillie would never do such terrible things. This kind and understanding girl would never grow up to be that kind of person.

Still, you never know with people. I should make an effort to show Lillie the usefulness of tablet PCs.

The line moved quickly, and soon we received our tablets. They weren't just giving out the devices alone—they were also distributing smart keyboards and stylus pens. How much money do they have...?

"Huh? This doesn't seem like the cheap model."

The PRO model is the most expensive one. Depending on storage capacity, it costs at least one medium gold coin (about 1 million won). Considering the cheapest model costs four small silver coins (about 400,000 won), they're being extremely generous.

I looked around. Could it be that only Lillie and I received the premium model?

Flip, flip.

Everyone was carrying the same model, laughing and chatting as they headed back to their dormitories.

Wow... they're spending 3.6 billion on entrance gifts?
While I was standing there in amazement, Lillie chuckled.

"Your Highness doesn't know the annual budget for the Academy, do you?"
"Of course not. I didn't know this was such a wealthy school before I enrolled."
"Wealthy... considering the Zikheart family fortune, this might actually be modest... Anyway, Crescent Academy's annual budget is 450 large gold coins."
"They invest 4.5 trillion won in an educational institution? Who funds that?"
"4.5 trillion...?"
"Never mind. Go on."
"Crescent Academy is the world's largest educational institution, founded by the former monarch. That level of funding is appropriate."
"Hmm... but aren't there more worthwhile places to invest in?"
"I heard the annual military budget is 350,000 large gold coins..."
"Okay, that's enough. This country has more money than I imagined."
"Of course. It's the hegemonic power controlling over two-thirds of the world."

Didn't they call America the "trillion-dollar nation" for spending 1,000 trillion on annual defense? 350,000 large gold coins would be about 3,500 trillion by simple calculation. That truly exceeds imagination...

Afterward, I extensively explained to Lillie how to use the tablet PC. At first, she looked a bit puzzled, but after I demonstrated note-taking with the stylus and word processing with the smart keyboard, she seemed culturally shocked. Despite claiming that a small smartphone could do almost everything, she seemed to notice the productivity benefits of working on a large tablet.

Back at the dormitory, I called my older sister, tossed the tablet onto the bed, and lay down. I'd received it, but since my mother had already given me a higher-capacity premium model, I didn't need to unbox this one.

"I called big sis... maybe I should call Alice."

Our queen gets upset if I don't call her every day. Quite dramatically too...
We've been talking daily since we first met two years ago, with only a few exceptions.

Of course, I've only been doing it by phone for about a week now, but I've already gotten used to it as I started dialing.

*Ring- click*

Perhaps Alice was waiting for my call around this time as usual. The call connected after just one ring.

"Alice, it's me."
"Did you attend your classes well today? Did you listen to your instructor?"

What is she saying...?

"...You're not my mother..."
"Haha, I'm just kidding. Did you receive your entrance gift today?"
"I got it on my way back. I heard rumors that you've become more generous compared to last year."
"Of course I should do at least that much for Yook's class year, shouldn't I?"
"Won't people talk?"
"Who cares who's giving the gifts?"
"The tablet is nice, but there's something else I'd like."
"Really? Tell me anything. I'll even pluck the moon from the sky for you."

Really?
I am interested in moon stones, but it feels wrong to ask for that.
It's a national treasure, as far as I know.

"Then really bring me the moon. A moon stone."
"I'll have it placed in Yook's room, so check later."
"No, I was joking."
"But I'm not?"

Her voice sounded half-joking, half-serious, and somehow excited.

"Did something happen? You seem in a really good mood."
"Hmm? Has the headmaster called you separately or anything?"
"I don't think I've seen the headmaster since enrollment."

I thought I heard something breaking over the phone, but it must have been my imagination.

"For now, just pack your essentials."
"Why? What's happening?"
"I should let Lillie know too, so I'll hang up now. See you later."
"Wait a moment..."

Click...
I was going to ask her to be cute as a gift, but that didn't happen.

But what did she mean by packing my things?
I'll just take a nap.
Today's sword training was too exhausting...

***

"An unfamiliar ceiling."

After saying the line I'd always wanted to try, I sat up against the bed and saw an extremely spacious room.

The dormitory room was never this large.

And there were seemingly expensive furniture pieces, and instead of the cheap office computer from the dorm, a fully customized gaming computer...

By the door was my large luggage bag from home. Alice had told me to pack, but I'd fallen asleep.

Yet the bag looked stuffed to bursting, as if someone had packed and brought it for me.

Who could it be?
I'd been sensing a presence for a while. The presence coming from a blind spot in the center of the room somehow felt familiar.

"Did you sleep well?"

And that familiar voice too.
Though I hadn't heard it for only a week, it was the voice of someone I'd felt so guilty about recently that I could almost cry.

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

Considering the past week, I couldn't easily say I'd been doing well.
Since Lala already knew everything, I decided not to force myself to say I was fine.

When I smiled bitterly and opened my arms, Lala gave me a gentle hug.

The scent of Lala's shampoo and skin, which I hadn't smelled in a long time, felt even more comforting because I'd missed it.

"But why is Lala here? Actually, where is this place?"

The question I'd been wondering about.
It seems Alice brought me here, and Lala is here, which is all good.
But what I'm most curious about is where this place is.

"This is where I was born and raised."
"Where you were born...?"
"Yes, but don't you already know, Yook?"

Is Lala talking about her identity?
Or about this place?

Previously, unable to bear my mother's suspicions and curiosity, I had asked directly.
About Lala's identity.

A black-haired commoner elf with more dignity and grace than noble ladies.
Honestly, it didn't make sense.

At first, I simply thought, "She must be some nobleman's daughter."
Perhaps she was entrusted with education, something common in medieval noble culture.

But my mother treated only Lala differently while looking down on others.
She treated other maids truly as servants, but was somewhat different with Lala.

And the final clue was that day when I first met Alice.
In the corridor leading from my mother's office to my room,
Lala was standing with her hands tightly clasped.
Then, summoned by my mother, Lala went in and didn't come out for a while.
I wanted to eavesdrop, but seeing her expression, it felt wrong, so I gave up.

"It's what I'm thinking, right?"
"I think so. You're smart, Yook, so you must have figured it out."

"Sigh... I feel like I've been deceived for quite a while."
"I trust you understand why I couldn't tell you."
"Of course."
"Thank you."

Then she hugged me again.
I seem to be getting hugged by women a lot these days.

Ch.19 - Royal Palace And Reunion (2)
*Knock knock*

I wanted to be pampered a bit more, but I heard a knock at the door.

"Your Highness, Her Majesty has arrived."
"Show her in."

The "Your Highness" the maid just used wasn't referring to me.
That title can only be used for the king's children or husband, or for the Duke of Zikheart Duchy, the kingdom's only vassal state.
Lala is neither Alice's husband(?) nor a vassal duke.
So that leaves only one possibility.
Lala must be Alice's sister, a daughter of the former queen.
She was a princess, but since Alice has ascended to the throne, she would properly be called a "Royal Prince."

As the door opened and Alice walked in with her light golden hair swaying, Lala immediately returned to her usual role as a dutiful maid.

Alice saw this and sighed deeply.
It was like watching someone deal with a troublesome younger sister.

"Are you awake? I didn't think it was actually possible to sleep through being carried."
"Once I fall asleep, I sleep deeply... Did you really carry me here?"
"Of course. You wouldn't open your door or answer your phone, so I said we could break in."

Even with the queen's royal command, breaking into my dormitory and kidnapping(?) me...
Just imagining that scene made me feel embarrassed.

"Don't worry. We acted quickly and secretly at night, so nobody saw us."
"That's not very reassuring. You mentioned earlier that you'd tell Lili too. Where is she?"
"She's organizing her things in another room. By the way, my husband is casually bringing up another woman in front of his wife?"

Alice seemed relieved that we appeared to get along well and changed the subject.

"Starting tomorrow, you'll commute between the palace and the academy."
"Commute? Is that allowed?"
"Do you dislike the idea?"
"No, that's not it. But isn't living in the dormitory mandatory?"

Originally, living in the dormitory was a requirement.
The purpose was to develop unity and life skills through communal living.
That's what I remember the intention being.
Can I just opt out like this?

"I'm too worried about leaving Yook with those incompetents who can't even maintain proper security.
I've already spoken with the headmaster, so it's fine."
"Hmm, if that's the case..."
"Oh, and we'll keep your dormitory room as is, so you can use it as a resting place."
"Oh!"

That's welcome news for someone like me who always takes a nap after meals.
This was actually my biggest concern, but now that it's resolved, I don't even care about dormitory requirements anymore.

Since we seemed to be done with the commuting talk, I decided to ask about Lala.
I decided to pretend I didn't know her identity.

"By the way, why is Lala here?"
"I heard before. You said you didn't want to go to the academy without Lala, right?"
"Ahem. I was younger then."

When was that again?
It was when my parents were worried about me entering the academy.
The academy restricted maids and butlers to foster independence, meaning students had to live completely on their own.

Of course, I was an orphan in my previous life and lived alone, so I was proficient in household chores. But my parents, unaware of my identity(?), were worried about whether I could manage everything by myself.

The book Lala sent me earlier was about how to use a washing machine and such things.

"Lala came on her own. Even if I had asked her to come, she's not the type who would. But she said she was worried about Yook and came voluntarily."
"I may not have good memories of my sister or the palace, but I'm here because of Master Yook."
"Are you still holding that incident against me? I said I was sorry."
"You've gotten better at lying while we've been apart. Your face doesn't look sorry at all."

A strange atmosphere flowed between them.
They don't seem to have a bad relationship, but did they fight and separate?

"Yook, the truth is Lala and I are sisters. Lala left the palace because she was upset with me."
"Upset? I'd like to see anyone who wouldn't get angry over something like that."
"I said I'm sorry, okay?"
"Hmph."

Lala was sulking, and Alice scratched her head in frustration.
She seemed thoroughly annoyed with the situation.
Still, I was curious.

"What happened between you and Alice?"
"My sister brought a complete stranger for me to marry..."

In short, she brought a political marriage candidate, and he was a fat elf...
Elves rarely gain weight.
Even without maintenance, the mana flowing through their bodies regulates their physical condition, making them all naturally beautiful.
Additionally, their growth stops at their prime, allowing them to live for thousands of years, so there are few who would be considered unattractive.

Moreover, Lala is the owner of the world's only black hair.
In this world, the lighter one's hair color, the higher their mana, and since everyone is born with mana, black hair is theoretically impossible.

Yet Lala was born with black hair despite having extremely high innate mana.
With her beautiful appearance and hair, she was the object of everyone's desire.
Everyone wanted her, but she was still a princess after all.
Many suitors came, but she didn't marry anyone.

Then, in the year marking 3,000 years of the former queen's reign,
Lala disappeared without a word, throwing the palace into chaos.

Coinciding with this, a civil war broke out when the anti-Zikheart faction rebelled, making things even more chaotic.
That's when Alice ascended to the throne.

She thought the only way to protect her younger sister Lala was through a political marriage.
Traditionally, princesses marry and leave the palace to live as nobles once they reach a certain age.
That's the custom.
In her haste, Alice decided on a match and arranged a meeting without consulting Lala at all.

Lala exploded in anger.
They had a huge fight, and she ran away.
Since the only place she could go was to her close sister Serena Zikheart,
Lala headed straight to the Zikheart Duchy and became a maid there.
Then when I was born, she became my personal maid, and two years ago when Alice visited our mansion,
they reunited after a long time.
Of course, she was still angry then, but she agreed to forgive her tearful sister...

"So you've forgiven her?"
"I forgave her, but I'm not ready to be on friendly terms yet."
"You'll be seeing each other regularly from now on, right?"
"...Still."
"Can't you get along for my sake?"
"Ugh..."

Lala will do anything I ask.
Except dangerous things, of course.

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

As Lala looked at Alice seriously, Alice looked at me.
She seemed a bit embarrassed and uncomfortable.
Finally making up her mind, she bowed her head deeply to Lala.

"I'm sorry."

Although Lala said she had forgiven her, it must have been difficult.
If someone had brought me an ugly, fat person as a fiancé,
I might have escaped the mansion to live as a commoner.

Wait a minute?
Come to think of it, if you replace "fat and ugly" with "slender and beautiful,"
I'm not in a much different situation, am I?

Lala lifted Alice, who was bowing deeply with her head down.
Then she grabbed both of Alice's cheeks and stretched them.

"I'll forgive you just this once for Master Yook's sake. But there won't be a next time."
"Okay..."

They're sisters who will be living in the same house, after all.
It would be awkward if they kept fighting and huffing at each other whenever they made eye contact.
I'm glad they've made up.

***

When I came out of the room, Lillie was sitting in a small chair.
Judging by the two empty ice cups beside her, she must have been waiting for quite some time.
Seeing us emerge from the room, she bowed in greeting.

Watching the three of them talk, it seemed they had already finished introductions.
Lillie was treating Alice somewhat stiffly, but conversely, Alice was treating Lillie
with familiarity.
She was speaking politely and seemed to want to treat her well as her husband's fiancée and become friends.
I was a bit worried Lillie might feel awkward, but seeing this, it seems fine.

"Both of you should finish organizing your things tomorrow and rest well today. The first adjustment is always the hardest."
"Alice should go rest too."

Alice hugged me lightly, stretched, and walked down the corridor.
She must still have a lot of work left.
Being a queen means never getting to rest, I guess.

In that case, it would be most convenient if someone were assigned to take care of her.
Heh heh.

"Lala, you should rest too. Or would you like to help Alice?"
"My sister has dozens of maids attending to her, so she'll be fine."
"I see."

Of course, as the queen of the nation, she wouldn't lack for maids to care for her.
That was a silly thought.

I hugged Lala once more and went into my room.
She seems to be planning to wait outside until I fall asleep.
It looks like she wants to wait outside so Lillie and I can talk.

By the way, I noticed earlier that there were many maids waiting outside,
and for their welfare(?), there were built-in refrigerators, chairs, and blankets.
It seemed thoughtful, considering that due to their job, maids often have to wait outside.

"Lili, were you surprised too? I was a bit shocked to wake up here."
"I was really surprised when Her Majesty contacted me directly, but I'm fine now. She's treating me comfortably."

Lillie seemed to be in a good mood.
She probably never imagined she'd be living in the royal palace so soon after entering the dormitory.

Plus, I was worried that Lillie and Alice might not get along since they share the same husband.

Catfight, is that what they call it?
Social status differences would probably prevent that, but you never know.
I hope they get along well.

"By the way, I'm curious about Lili's room."
"Would you like to see it?"
"Is that okay? It's a woman's room."
"What would women have that we couldn't show? Let's go."

Lillie's room was right next door.
Of course, even though it's next door, the distance is quite far.
It's like being separated by a small building.

Entering a woman's room.
This would be a first in my combined 37 years of previous and current life.
I started to feel excited.

"Even if you're looking forward to it, you'll probably be disappointed because there's not much to see."
"I don't want to see a fancy or impressive room; I just want to see Lili's room."

Was that a bit cheesy?
I felt goosebumps rising on my arms.
Lillie seemed somewhat touched for some reason.
Could it be... that this kind of talk actually works?

Entering Lillie's room, I found it overflowing with sword and knife collections,
and "femininely(?)" decorated with small knives, daggers, and model guns.

It felt like meeting a military enthusiast from my previous life.
Not only practical items but also display pieces and limited editions that seemed like showpieces,
making it feel like a museum visit, which was oddly entertaining.

And this was only part of her collection.
The dormitory was too small to bring everything, but now that we're living in the palace,
she plans to bring everything else during the school break.

"So this is what women like, I see."
"Do you dislike women who like swords and guns, Your Highness?"
"Of course not. My mother loves swords too and has many. She uses an entire building just to store her collection."
"...Someone of Serena's caliber would naturally do so."

Lala must share my mother's taste, as they often discussed swords together.
While drinking tea and eating snacks.
This world really confuses me sometimes.

"What's that?"
"That's Esther, one of the 12 Legendary Swords forged by master craftsman Haster using dragon bone and mithril."
"It must be extremely valuable?"

While other items were stored in showcases in bunches, this one was different.
Just like how truly precious items in museums are kept in individual bulletproof glass cases.
That's exactly what it looked like.

"I have no intention of selling it, but if I were to... it would be worth at least 10 gold notes."

A single sword worth a hundred billion?
There are swords like that?

"It originally belonged to my mother, but after the civil war, I inherited it. Or rather, my mother was forbidden from owning it, so I, as the eldest daughter, succeeded it."
"I see..."
"Your mother, Serena, has some too. Officially, she's known to have 7 swords, but considering the swords that disappeared during the civil war..."

Was my mother's hobby collecting war trophies?
People estimate she has at least 9 swords.
Of course, only my mother and Lala would know the truth.

"Let's ask Lala later."
"Will we finally learn the secret of the missing legendary swords?"

Lillie showed a rare excited expression.
She must really love swords.

***

After hugging Lillie, I returned to my room.
Passing through the door opened by a maid and crossing the waiting room, I entered my room
and noticed something in the center that I hadn't seen before.

It was a large case like those I'd seen in museums or Lillie's room.

"No way..."

An item requiring such a case would be at least national treasure level.
It would be of equal value to the sword Lillie had shown me earlier.
There's no way something like that would be in my room.

I approached it.
I couldn't contain my curiosity.

The case was crafted solidly without a single gap, as if refusing to allow outside air to penetrate and cause corrosion.
I could hear the sound of a mana motor running at the bottom.
Though invisible, it was emitting something to protect the contents and prevent corrosion.
Judging by the flow of mana, probably nitrogen.

At this point, I should have guessed what was inside.
No, it was supposed to be a joke...

"Is this really a 'moon rock'?"

The Kritias Kingdom is a hegemonic nation.
Larger, more influential, and more technologically advanced than the United States of my previous life.

This small stone is simply a rock brought from the moon,
but considering the journey and efforts of those who brought it here,
it's no longer just a simple stone.
It's the crystallization of magical engineering technology.

Looking at the moon rock reflecting light with dignity and shining brightly, I stood in place for a while, dumbfounded.
I should be careful about making strange requests to Alice in the future.

Ch.20 - The Childhood Friend Of My Fiancée?
Why do they still use swords as their main weapon in this world where magic engineering has advanced so much?

That's a question I've had since I was young, watching my sisters train in swordsmanship.

In my previous life, swordsmanship became more about mental discipline and sport rather than combat. As time passed, fewer people learned it, and it gradually disappeared.

With the invention of gunpowder, the era dramatically changed, ushering in a new age of "firearms."

This world has firearms too. Not only are they used by the military, but also by law enforcement officers during their duties.

However, they're merely auxiliary weapons. The main weapon is still the sword.

Why? Why would swords, which can only attack at close range, be the primary weapon?

It's because of mana in this world. When you generate and absorb a mana core, your physical abilities increase dramatically.

Earth-shattering destructive power and speeds beyond the speed of sound. A sharp sword combined with body enhancement techniques creates the ultimate combination.

The increase in physical abilities varies greatly depending on one's mana, but even humans with little mana can put up a decent fight against an armed robber with a gun. Of course, that's only possible for women with a certain amount of mana...

Why am I suddenly talking about swords?
Because to understand what I'm seeing right now, I needed to scan my knowledge and convince my brain directly.

My eldest sister, wielding a single sword, avoiding hundreds of bullets fired simultaneously while destroying her target. Could mere guns stand against someone who had achieved imperial-level skill by breaking through advanced swordsmanship at such a young age?

After passing through all the gates, a person who had been sitting in a chair stood up as if they'd been waiting.
Her title was "Nine Valley Sword King."
Though her weapon became her title, she had surpassed Sword Saint to become a "Sword King."

The Nine Valley Sword King greeted us elegantly, but my eldest sister seemed to take it as a provocation and reached for the beautiful sword at her waist.

She threw the sword into the air and charged forward. When the sword didn't fall even after a while, all spectators looked up to find its whereabouts.

The sword wasn't falling; instead, it was floating as if waiting for its owner's command.

Seemingly at a disadvantage against the Sword King, my eldest sister created some distance and wiggled her fingers. Then, the sword began moving freely as if it had a soul, attacking her opponent.

"That's... could it be an Igear Sword?!"
"Judging by the lack of mana movement, it's one of her abilities. Probably a special ability," Ina explained in detail, but I couldn't accept it.

If such an amazing ability isn't an Igear Sword, then what is it?

Oh, by the way, Ina and I became friends after sword class. I just joined in when Lillie was getting along with Ina.

While using the Igear Sword (which it wasn't) and employing hit-and-run tactics, she was inflicting damage on the Nine Valley Sword King, but it seemed insufficient. She was just a tiny bit away from passing.

But my eldest sister didn't give up. She infused her sword with mana and threw it like a boomerang.

The sword traced an arc through the air, slightly grazing the arm of the Nine Valley Sword King, who was distracted by the Igear Sword, and then embedded itself into a building pillar with a thud.
Then, as the whistle sounded, all spectators' eyes turned to the nearby displays.

The health bar that had a little gauge left now showed the number "0," accompanied by the audience's cheers.

On this day, my eldest sister, who had been the youngest Sword Saint, became the youngest Sword King.

***

"Congratulations, big sis."
"Thank you. I was able to overcome it because you cheered for me, Yook."

All I did was sit in the audience and be amazed by the Igear Sword. Though it sounded like a mere courtesy, somehow it felt sincere.

"Congratulations, sister."
"Thank you for cheering me on too, Lili. You must be busy."
"It's an opportunity to watch a Sword King promotion exam."

Lillie has become quite close with my sisters. Maybe it's because they share the same hobby.
After receiving our congratulations, my eldest sister went to where the instructors and the Nine Valley Sword King were.
As a student who couldn't leave the academy, she received various accommodations.

"That sword your sister is holding is definitely Ashulin."
"Is that one of the twelve special swords you mentioned before?"
"Yes, judging by its appearance and special abilities, it's certain."

Lillie was muttering to herself, saying she'd like to touch it. Even though she owns Esther, one of the twelve special swords, a fan is still a fan, I guess.

As an aside, "Ashulin," which was originally owned by my mother but was passed down to my eldest sister, is one of the twelve special swords made by Haster, who melted down the twin holy swords "Divine Edge" used by the sword god "Arks" mentioned in history.
He forged one sword by melting two, but the story of Haster being surprised when the one sword became two one day is quite famous.

"Is it possible for one sword to become two?"
"Master craftsman Haster isn't someone who would lie."
"That's right. Master Haster, though he passed away thousands of years ago, is more recognized than current master craftsmen. There's no reason for such a person to lie and leave behind such a story."

Lillie and Ina are in perfect sync. Somehow, I feel left out.

I sighed as I watched the two quickly dive back into their sword discussion.

***

After hearing the news about my eldest sister, my mother and father came up to the royal capital.
Proud of my eldest sister who had achieved the youngest title, they were quite excited and insisted on coming up despite being busy, saying we should have a party.

I thought they might rent a hall or something, but apparently there's a mansion in the royal capital that I didn't know about. And it's prominently situated in the heart of the capital...

I don't know who planned the party, but it was quite reckless. From invitations to preparations, it would require considerable effort, yet they set the party date for just two days later.
The invited guests included noble families with high sword skills and the heads of some specially selected noble families. Lillie's family, the Spitzberg Duchy, was also included.

*I thought, "Even for a hastily arranged party, will many people come?"*

That was my miscalculation.

The mansion in the royal capital was filled with nobles. Various ranks, from barons to knights, gathered in one place to congratulate my eldest sister on her promotion.

And the man who's been sticking with my eldest sister is her fiancé, I'm told. Though I've heard about him, this is my first time seeing him, so I don't particularly want to get close.

Come to think of it, they started with dating because they were compatible, right? Even in this noble society, there are women who have love marriages. Usually, it's between high-ranking men and high-ranking women, and engagements between lower ranks are almost non-existent. However, engagements where lower-ranking men seem to be "sold" to higher-ranking women are abundant...

It was my eldest sister's celebration party, but due to my status, I was exhausted by the greetings and attention inevitably directed at me, the Queen's Prince Consort, and Alice. Lillie is also tired from many people clinging to her because of her engagement to me.

Lillie and I are sitting in a corner chair, drinking beverages and taking a short break. Maybe it's the tension, but my legs are trembling, and I can't stand.

"If you're tired, it might be better to go back and rest..."
"It's okay. If I leave, you'll be even more tired alone, Lili."
"Your Highness..."

At least sitting in the chair and resting, no one came to greet us. Even at a party where it's acceptable to approach and greet first, it seems there aren't people inconsiderate enough to greet someone who's resting.

Or so I thought.

"Lillie, it's been a while."

The person who greeted Lillie before me looked a bit older than us. 16 years old? Around that.
Does this guy not know manners? He's clearly the son of a noble who arrived much later than the party's start time. Like parent, like child, they both lack manners.

Look at Lillie's expression. She's angry that he greeted her first without greeting me, who has a higher status than her. Yet the person in question doesn't seem to care about her expression.

Still, it's polite to respond to a greeting. With an annoyed expression, Lillie greeted him briefly.

"It's been a while, Rickton."

Blue Hole. That was a marquis family, right?

Though it was a greeting filled with annoyance that anyone could see, the guy seemed satisfied and was puffing up. What kind of person is this?
Having done what he wanted, he now looked at me sitting next to him and frowned.

"...And you are?"

I thought he was finally going to greet me, but not only did he not greet me, he doesn't even seem to know who I am.

Ah, well. If it's someone he's seeing for the first time, he might not know. Plus, it's a bit dark in this corner...
Let's think positively. And this person isn't wearing an academy uniform, so he's either graduated or is someone who has home tutoring because he's not very bright. Such people should be accommodated.

"I am..."
"Never mind. It doesn't seem like a name that would be of any help to me even if I heard it."
"What? Huh..."

I was so dumbfounded that a gasp escaped me. I hate to say this about myself, but I'm definitely not someone to be disrespected. The Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke is the head of the Zikheart Grand Duchy, the only vassal state of the Kritias Kingdom.

And yet, to be told by a mere marquis's son that my name wouldn't be of any help? It's beyond anger; it's absurd. Lillie looks like she's about to explode.

"Miss Lillie, there's no need to associate with such a person. Come with me."
"Why should I go with you?"
"Shouldn't we strengthen our relationship further?"

Lillie, seemingly at her limit, raised her voice slightly. Though her voice was drowned out by the noisy party hall, Rickton seemed to have heard it well.

What relationship is he talking about strengthening? Lillie is my fiancée. I should intervene at this point.

Lillie is already mine. I pulled her sleeve and held her hand.

"Who are you to talk about strengthening what relationship?"

And I pulled her again and embraced her. Lillie hesitated for a moment, perhaps embarrassed to be embraced in front of so many people. But soon, she clung tightly to my chest.

Seeing this, Rickton's face began to turn bright red. It's a wonder he's not dying from high blood pressure.

"What are you doing to Lillie! I am her betrothed who has sworn marriage to her! Let her go immediately!"

What? Betrothed?

Just to be sure, I looked at Lillie, who was tilting her head in confusion. Then she whispered in my ear.

"Rickton is the son of a neighboring territory. Our mothers have been acquaintances for political reasons since before I was born."
"So, like a childhood friend?"
"No. I haven't seen him in quite a while, and honestly, I haven't met him many times. Probably not even three times in seven years. And that was at social gatherings."
"I see. Got it."

So, this guy is just spouting nonsense on his own. Seeing as he's calling someone else's wife his betrothed, he might have some mental illness. It's suddenly irritating.

When I kissed Lillie's cheek as she was in my arms, Rickton began to rage even more. His voice grew louder and louder, eventually becoming louder than the chatter of other nobles in the party hall, drawing attention to us.

Of course, Lillie and I were deliberately not getting angry and were just engaging in age-appropriate skinship (like stroking her hair or touching her cheek) calmly, so other nobles were giving strange looks only to the rampaging Rickton. The fact that others already knew Lillie was my fiancée probably played a big role too.

Rickton's voice grew louder and louder. Does he have anger management issues? He extended his hand as if to grab my collar and approached me.

But his hand never reached my collar. That's because my eldest sister had suddenly appeared beside me and was twisting Rickton's hand.

For a woman to do this to a man was a very dangerous act and could have led to a serious situation, but since it was a situation that could have led to an assault, no one intervened with my eldest sister.

"Who are you?"
"Let go of this! Even if you're the heir to the Vassal Grand Duke, there's a line that shouldn't be crossed."
"Isn't trying to grab my only little brother's collar crossing that line?"
"What...? Little brother?"

Rickton, who had been shouting loudly, seemed to realize my status and momentarily stopped shouting. Sensing that he was no longer applying force with his hand, my eldest sister released Rickton's hand.

Of course, that was a miscalculation. Rickton started shouting again with an incredulous expression.

"Is there a law that says the heir to the Vassal Grand Duke can steal someone's betrothed? Which article and clause is that?"
"What are you..."
"Look! See where your so-called little brother is holding Lillie and embracing her!"

For reference, my status is not just the heir to the Vassal Grand Duke. Though I haven't gone through the wedding ceremony and various rituals yet, legally, I am the Queen's Prince Consort.

My eldest sister looked at me indifferently and then nodded as if she understood. Seeing that reaction, Rickton, misunderstanding something, started shouting at my eldest sister again.

"Did you see? That fellow not only grabbed my betrothed Lillie's waist and embraced her, but also kissed her cheek! It's an outrageous act! Do you understand now?"
"I roughly understand the situation. It must have been hard for you."

My eldest sister nodded as if she understood. This time, Rickton seemed happy, thinking he had found someone who understood him(?).

"I understand. How much my siblings are suffering from a mentally disturbed person like you."
"Me... mentally disturbed??"

As my eldest sister began to use harsher words, her fiancé started to intervene. Of course, our eldest sister is not a woman who would bend her opinion just because one man tries to stop her. She's pouring out even harsher words to Rickton than before.

Seeing this, the young ladies and gentlemen are quietly chattering among themselves. The content is all curses directed at Rickton, not my eldest sister. Some young ladies even curse out loud.

Was it too noisy? Adults who were having a party at a distance came one by one to watch, and Alice walked from behind.

"What's all this commotion about?"

With Alice's single question, not only my eldest sister and Rickton but also the noisy young ladies and gentlemen fell silent at once.

Ch.21 - The Childhood Friend Of My Fiancée? (2)
"What on earth is all this commotion about?"

Though it was the Queen's question, who among those present could possibly answer it?
Even I, the person involved, had no idea what was happening.
Everyone here probably shared the same thought.

But not that guy.
Just look at that expression.
An expression like he'd just won the lottery...

"Your Majesty, may I provide an answer to that question?"
"...Go ahead."

Alice seemed momentarily taken aback that the person who had been at the center of the commotion was now boldly standing before the Queen, but she appeared willing to listen.

"This man is a vile scoundrel who's using his noble status to steal my fiancée. Even if he is a man, isn't it improper to lay hands on someone's body when they aren't your betrothed? Please personally administer punishment to this villain!"

Alice looked at me as I held Lillie in my arms.
Anyone could see we were simply an engaged couple sharing innocent skinship and getting along well.
I wasn't using any noble status to steal her, and she was indeed my fiancée.

Alice chuckled.

"I see. So you claim to be Lillie von Spitzberg's fiancé?"
"It's not a claim, but a fact. Lillie and I pledged marriage when we were young."
"Oh? Are both families aware of this fact?"
"Of course. Would I dare speak to Your Majesty about something so uncertain?"

Lillie gripped me tightly.
Extremely tightly, in fact.
My arm tingled as if it were about to scream in pain.

Perhaps noticing this, Alice looked at Lillie and gave her a small smile.
As if to say, don't worry.
It was the expression of an older sister reassuring her younger sibling.

Alice nodded at Rickton's face once more, then summoned Rain von Spitzberg, Lillie's mother.
Rain looked at me quietly, then gave a slight bow in greeting.
It felt like she was apologizing for this situation, though it wasn't her fault at all.

"Well then, as Lillie von Spitzberg's mother, you must know well."
"Of course, Your Majesty."
"Then tell us. Is Lillie truly this man's fiancée?"
"Absolutely not."

An answer without a moment's hesitation.
Though it was expected, my heart had been strangely anxious.
Lillie must have felt the same tension, as she let out a sigh of relief
and clung to me even more tightly.

"W-what are you saying? Lillie and I are clearly engaged..."
"Though I was close with your mother, there was never once any mention of an engagement between you and my daughter. Do you think such outrageous lies are forgivable just because you're a man?"
"But... my mother surely...!!"
"Silence!"

Though Rain appeared to be only about 15 years old, she was an elf who had lived for over 400 years.
And like my mother, she was a general who had led many wars.
Moreover, though she had committed betrayal, she had once headed the Expulsion Faction's army and directly confronted my mother—she had that kind of backbone.
No ordinary man could stand against her presence.

"I'll forgive you this once out of respect for your mother. But if you ever again spread such nonsense about my daughter being your fiancée, you'd better be prepared for a Territory War. Understood?"

She mentioned "Territory War," a system that had essentially disappeared.
It was tantamount to threatening civil war.
Of course, she couldn't openly threaten to behead a marquis family in front of the Queen, so she used this euphemism.

"Ugh... urgh..."
"Take him away!"

Alice ordered the royal guards to remove Rickton, who was too overwhelmed to speak.
I felt a bit of sympathy for him as he was dragged away in tears.

Given Lillie's beauty, it was understandable that fools might develop such misunderstandings, despite her young age.
Of course, Lillie was already mine.

As Rickton was being dragged away, someone approached from the opposite direction.
Was it his mother?

"My son!?"

She seemed shocked to see her precious son being dragged away.
I could see her trying to rescue her son from the guards, but they were professionals.
There was no way they would let him go.
They were simply carrying out the Queen's orders.

Naturally, she confronted Alice.
Even if he had done wrong, having her son dragged away by royal guards was an unthinkable humiliation.

"Your Majesty, what is happening here!? For what reason is my son...!?"
"Marchioness, your son insulted my husband and ruined the party by claiming to be engaged to Lady Lillie."
"What... is this..."

She seemed confused for a moment, but then bowed her head deeply, as if something had occurred to her.
Apparently, she knew something about this.

***

"So that's what happened."
"Your Majesty, this is a challenge to our ducal house!"
"This doesn't seem like a matter we can simply overlook."

To summarize, she had lied to her son, who was struggling with mental issues that made even an arranged marriage impossible.
She had falsely told him that his engagement to Lillie would be announced after Lillie graduated from the academy, with the wedding to follow immediately.
Even so, lying about another's woman being your fiancée crosses a line.

My mother, Rain, and even Alice had gathered to confront that woman.
Rain's anger especially seemed to pierce the heavens.

She even declared she would sever all ties...
She warned the woman never to appear before her again.

"That was quite a disaster."
"I think that fool Rickton had it worse than me."

Lala, wearing a party dress instead of her usual maid uniform, sat beside me.
Meanwhile, Lillie was trying to calm Rain down.

"How is it? Does it look strange?"

Perhaps she felt insecure as I gazed at her absently.
She asked directly.

The black dress complemented her black hair, elegantly accentuating Lala's slender figure.
The hair ornament and subtle makeup further enhanced her charm.
I felt mischievous seeing this new side of her, but teasing her here would only make her sad.

"You look beautiful. When did you get this?"
"Lady Serena ordered it for me."

I smiled wryly as Lala stood up and twirled 360 degrees to show me the full dress.
I noticed the Zikheart family crest embroidered in gold.

Not just anyone can use the Zikheart family crest.
Only family members are permitted to use it.
The fact that it was on Lala's dress, an outsider, and that the head of the family had personally added it...
I'm not stupid enough to misunderstand the meaning.
My mother already sees Lala as a daughter-in-law.

One might think she added it simply because she considers Lala family.
I'm certain that's not the case.
Otherwise, why would the same embroidery be on Lillie's and Alice's clothes too?

Normally, having a family crest on someone of Alice's high rank would be inappropriate,
but it's acceptable when combined with the royal emblem.
It actually elevates her status...

At just seven years old, I've somehow become a super insider(?) with three wives.
I don't dislike it.
In fact, I like it.
It's a blessing.

But the three of them are such wonderful people, far beyond what I deserve,
and I worry whether I can live up to that.

"Sigh..."
"Your Highness, are you alright?"

Perhaps sensing my concerns, Lala seemed worried about my sigh and headed toward the center of the party hall to fetch some water.

***

I escaped.
I plan to go straight to the palace, meet the Queen, and confess everything.

It's been two days since I fled from Astasium Marquis territory in a car,
but judging by the lack of pursuit, she must be truly incompetent and foolish.
She hasn't even noticed that I took all the incriminating evidence.

Or perhaps it's fortunate.
Thanks to that, I've been able to review the evidence again and travel at a relaxed pace.

"There's... the Royal Capital."
Though it was barely visible in the distance, I sighed with relief.

I've reached the Royal Capital, but I can't just barge into the palace.
Who would let me in without knowing who I am?
I regretted not thinking through such a simple problem before fleeing the territory.

After searching for a solution, I heard rumors that the Queen was attending a party hosted by the Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke, so I headed to the Zikheart mansion in the center of the Royal Capital.

The surrounding area was filled with public institutions, and as the heart of the Royal Capital, the land was extremely valuable,
yet the mansion was impressively large.
To think of building such a large residence on such expensive land.
More than the Zikheart wealth, the officials who approved construction here seemed crazier.

Driving at high speed, I arrived as the party was ending, with nobles exiting one by one.
When someone resembling the Queen was about to leave, I approached and prostrated myself.

"What's this?"

The Queen casually uttered a word, but the royal guards drew their swords.

"Step back! Do you know whose path you're blocking?"
"Move aside or we'll cut you down, man or not."

To threaten death just for blocking the way.
My whole body trembled.

"What's the matter?"
"Step back, Your Highness. An unidentified man has blocked Her Majesty's path."

A guard placed a sword at my neck, addressing the boy clinging to the Queen as "Your Highness."

That child must be the Prince Consort, Yook Zikheart Kritias.

The Queen should know, but shouldn't the Prince Consort himself know too?
Should I just go for it?

"Your Majesty, Your Highness! I am Felton, formerly a butler in the Astasium Marquis household.
I have come to confess about the Academy infiltration incident, and beg your forgiveness for my rudeness."
"Oh? Are you saying you're the culprit in that case?"
"No, Your Majesty. I've come to present evidence identifying those who ordered and executed the plot!"

I've done it.
I've blocked the path of this world's highest authority and confessed to being involved in an incident that angered her.
I came thinking of a plea bargain, but what are my chances of being pardoned?
Probably slim for me as well.
That's what I thought.

"Very well, I'll hear you out. Come in!"
"!! I am deeply grateful for your grace."

I... I'm alive!!
Hope began to appear.

"Alice, can I listen too?"
"Tsk. Yook, go to the palace first and rest. You looked tired earlier. Take a bath and go to sleep."
"But tomorrow's a holiday, so even if I stay up late..."
"Then you won't grow any taller. Do as I say. Hurry."
"Alright. But come back soon, okay?"

The Queen soothed the Prince Consort, gently caressed his cheek, and kissed his forehead.
Satisfied, the little Prince Consort smiled brightly and got into the carriage.

Only after the carriage disappeared from sight did the Queen turn back inside.
I stood up from my prostration and entered the mansion, surrounded by royal guards.

Ch.22 - Mana Stone
Even in our advanced modern society, fantasy remains fantasy.
Once you leave the city's protective magic barrier, monsters swarm everywhere.

The roads are constantly monitored by monster detection sensors and CCTV,
so there's usually no major danger, though exceptions exist.

Some monsters can't be handled with guns alone.
That's when adventurers step in to deal with them.

In typical fantasy worlds, adventurers are free spirits, aren't they?
They wander everywhere, exploring and adventuring, accepting guild commissions and accumulating wealth—that's the strong image most people have.

This world follows a similar framework.
Adventurers operate freely and accept guild commissions to build their wealth.

The one difference? The guild is a government agency run by the state.

Anyway, being an adventurer is a hope-filled profession where anyone can strike it rich in one go, regardless of their mana level.
It's a job everyone wants to try at least once.

Why am I suddenly talking about adventurers?
Because I'm currently attending a class called Adventure Studies specifically for adventurers.

The instructor conducting the class seems to be quite famous, having achieved S-rank adventurer status with an impressive record.

"So, monster hearts don't always contain mana stones. This phenomenon occurs in all monsters, from dragons to goblins."
"Instructor, what serves as the medium for monsters without mana stones to live and move?"
"Excellent question. Monsters do use mana stones as a medium for their life activities, but that's just a supplementary means. For both humans and monsters, mana fundamentally originates from the heart and flows throughout the body. Monsters that contain mana stones have deviated from this rule, you could say. Living beings cannot gather mana beyond their limits, but monsters accumulate excess mana and crystallize it. That's what mana stones are."

So mana stones are crystallized excess mana.
Mana is invisible and colorless—how much of it needs to accumulate to become solid?
One curiosity breeds another, stimulating my intellectual curiosity further.
I raised my hand to ask a question.

"Can humans also become monsters?"
"Of course. However, monsterization is theoretically impossible for races other than humans, and there are no precedents. Humans are magically and biologically incomplete beings, so when they experience mana overload, they monsterize into 'Mains.' Mains lose their sense of self and become creatures that only destroy everything, but human mana has limitations, so they can be disposed of without much difficulty."

I see.
So only humans can undergo monsterization.
The humans of this world seem increasingly pitiful and unfortunate the more I learn about them.
They make up 97% of the world's population, but there seems to be a reason why they have so little influence despite their numbers.

*Ding dong dang dong*

"There's the bell. That's all for today. Oh, right. Tomorrow's class will delve deeper into mana stones. Please bring two mana stones each as materials."
"Thank you for the lesson!"

***

Come to think of it, there's a mana stone shop on campus too.
They sell various grades from F to A for research purposes.

While the Adventurers Guild purchases mana stones, they're rarely sold except in transactions related to the Engineering Guild.
Perhaps it's because mana is this world's equivalent of electricity from my previous life.
They extract mana from mana stones and distribute it through mana lines to various places.
Just like electricity, really.

As I walked through the residential area, mana stone shops began to appear one after another.
Of course, while there are specialty shops that exclusively sell mana stones, stores that sell various miscellaneous goods alongside them are more common.

I entered the shop with the highest student rating among them.
I had expected a mana stone shop to feel like an antique store, but it was bright and clean,
similar to a mobile phone shop.

"Welcome. What kind of mana stone are you looking for?"
"Do you have two-horned rabbit mana stones?"
"Do you need them in bulk?"
"No, just a small amount... two will do."
"Please wait a moment."

The clerk opened a door behind the counter,
went inside, and came back out with two gray mana stones.

"Two stones will be one middle coin (about 10,000 won)."
"Can I pay by card?"
"Yes, do you have a loyalty card?"
"No, I don't."

I completed the payment feeling like I was buying a triangle kimbap at a convenience store, then walked outside.
More importantly, I was surprised that two mana stones only cost 10,000 won...
And if the selling price is 10,000 won for two, the purchase price must be even lower.
Adventurers must have a harder time making money than I thought...

I fiddled with the mana stones in the bag.
It felt somewhat like holding testicles, giving me a strangely lewd feeling.

Oh, right.
Didn't they say that if you infuse mana into a mana stone, you can feel it pulse like a heartbeat?

Instead of gathering and compressing mana like when creating a mana core, I let mana flow into the mana stone in my hand.
Ah, I can definitely feel the pulse.

"Huh? What's this?"

As I infused mana, the gray mana stone changed color,
turning into a rainbow hue.

You know that color, right?
The color that appears when oil mixes with water and catches light.
That color.

"Tsk... Did I get scammed?"

Should I go back and complain?
No, I'd be lucky if I don't get hurt.
Judging by how the clerk's face soured when I said I was only buying two mana stones,
they might even slap me if I ask for a refund.
I should ask my eldest sister first.

***

I called my eldest sister and arranged to meet.
After thinking about where to meet, we decided on a café in the residential area.
Starbucks, was it?
The place I flew to after getting slapped in the face before.

When I opened the door, I saw Ina sitting alone, drinking coffee and reading a book.
The epitome of elegance, you might say.

She looked up at the sound of the door opening, and our eyes met.

"Greetings, Your Highness."
"Hello, what are you doing alone?"
"I'm waiting for Lili, Your Highness. And you?"
"I'm meeting my eldest sister."

Speak of the devil—the automatic door opened, and Lillie entered.

"Ina... Oh? Your Highness, what brings you here?"
"I'm meeting my eldest sister. What about you, Lili?"
"We're planning to visit the blacksmith. I have a sword design in mind."

It seems they met to place a custom order for swords that fit their hands.
They really get along well.
With me in the middle, the two started chatting amicably about swords.

"Hello, sister."
"I pay my respects, Your Highness."
"Oh my, what brings you two here?"
"We met briefly about sword crafting. We'll be going now."

Lili and Ina stood up and bowed their heads in greeting.
They whispered to me that they'd see me later at the main gate, then left.

"Big sis, can't you see me?"
"Of course I can."
"Hmm... Do you actually want to follow them?"
"Ugh..."

Judging by her reddening face, I must have hit the mark.
I thought her expression changed when they started talking about swords earlier...

"Want to go with me after we finish discussing the mana stones?"
"Really? You're not lying, are you?"
"No, why would I lie?"

It's not like it's difficult.
I took out the black pouch from my pocket.
Better finish the main topic quickly so I can go on a date with my eldest sister.

"I bought two two-horned rabbit mana stones from a shop earlier."
"Are these them?"
"Yes, I confirmed they were F-grade mana stones and even infused mana to check the pulse.
But suddenly, the color changed."
"That's impossible...."

My eldest sister looked into the black pouch with suspicion.
Then her pupils dilated.
An expression of clear shock.

"Sis?"
"Eek!!!!!!!!"
"Sis, what's wrong? What happened?"
"N-nothing. I was just startled for a moment."

My eldest sister placed a hand on her startled chest and took a deep breath.
She gulped down the iced coffee she had ordered earlier in one go.

"Ow ow ow..."

She clutched her head, complaining of a headache from drinking something cold too quickly.
I took out a small mana core and cast a recovery spell on her.

"Now you can even use magic... Our little brother has really grown up."
"Amazing, right?"
"Yes, amazing, amazing."

The head pat was always pleasant, but today it felt even more pleasant and gentle.

"Let's go outside first. It's not good to talk about this here."
"Is it something bad?"

My eldest sister fell into thought.
She seemed to be contemplating whether to tell me or not.

"It's both good and bad... but since it's you, Yook, I don't think it's entirely bad... Anyway, let's go outside first."

She grabbed my hand and pulled me outside.
Not stopping there, she firmly held one of my hands and headed toward the student council room.

***

"Oh, sister, you're already here?"
"Quick, close all the windows and draw the curtains, hurry!"
"Why so suddenly?"

My second sister, Elena, spoke with confusion but closed the windows one by one.
Then she drew the curtains, creating a sealed room where no one from outside could look in.
This is exactly the kind of place where murders happen in detective stories...

My eldest sister took out the pouch from her pocket and removed the mana stones inside.
They were still rainbow-colored, just as I had last seen them.
Upon seeing them, sister Elena exclaimed in shock.

"Sister! Where did you get these?! Why do you have such things?!"
"I got them from Yook earlier. He said when he infused mana into F-grade stones, they turned rainbow-colored."
"That's impossible!! How can an F-grade stone become an R-grade stone?! Just one of these could power the kingdom's mana power plant worry-free for 300 years!!"
"Sigh... I also think it's absurd, but what can we do if it's reality?"

Sister Elena rummaged through the council room drawers and pulled out an F-grade mana stone, which she handed to me.
I took it and tilted my head in confusion.

"Yook, try infusing mana into this one too! I need to see it with my own eyes to believe it."
"Alright. But what's an R-grade mana stone? And what's this about 300 years for a power plant?"
"Later... I'll tell you later!! Hurry!!"

Sister Elena's excited shouting somehow scared me.
Startled by her yelling, I soon began to whimper.

Maybe it's because my mental age is low.
It's hard to control my tear ducts.
Even if someone doesn't act maliciously toward me, tears flow when I'm startled or upset.

When my little sister saw me lower my head and shed a few tears,
her expression became even more shocked than before.
Then she buried my face in her large bosom.

"I'm sorry. Were you scared?"
"Yes..."
"If you can really turn F-grade mana stones into R-grade ones, it's such an earth-shattering discovery that I got a little excited. I'm sorry, little brother."

My eldest sister gave Elena a hard smack on the head, then pulled me close and wiped away my tears.

After I calmed down somewhat, I held the F-grade mana stone in my hand and let mana flow into it.
Just like before, it began to glow and pulse, then gradually changed from gray to a clear color,
finally turning rainbow-colored.
Watching this in real-time, my sisters' expressions showed utter disbelief,
their mouths hanging open as if silently screaming "impossible."

After infusing all my mana, I placed it on the desk.
Still unable to believe it, sister Elena held the mana stone in her hand and closed her eyes.

"There's no doubt... it's an R-grade mana stone... at least Dracaras-level..."
"Dracaras-level... that's world heritage class..."

The name that came from my sister's lips after her assessment
was that of the magic dragon defeated by the sword saint "Arks."

Ch.23 - Mana Stone (2)
"...Let's first inform Her Majesty and the Queen."
"Will that be alright?"
"This is too big for us to hide. Besides, you know? Recently, the number of monsters without mana stones has been increasing."

Anyone with even a passing interest in the socioeconomic landscape would know that the supply of high-quality mana stones capable of producing mana has significantly decreased, causing major disruptions in mana supply.
Mana stones form when accumulated mana crystallizes, a process that requires a considerable amount of time. However, money-crazed (?) adventurers over-hunt them, eliminating monsters before their mana stones can fully mature.
As a result, there are shortages and supply issues with mana stones.
The situation is apparently quite serious—some territories reportedly experienced power outages lasting two days, bringing everything to a standstill.

Big sister rolled the mana stone around, turning it this way and that.
A sigh of relief mixed with bewilderment.

"Dragon-class... With just this one, we could solve our mana supply problems for the next 300 years."
"Is it okay to use this for mana supply? It's Dragon-class after all."
"What does it matter? Just think of it as spoils from an R-class two-horned rabbit."
"If such a thing existed, the world would have ended already."

I still don't understand what's going on.
What's an R-class, and what's Dragon-class?

"R-class refers to the total mana capacity grade. It's one level higher than SSS-class, but its compressed mana easily exceeds it by several times. And Dragon-class refers to the mana efficiency ratio. There are theoretically higher classes than Dragon-class, but they only exist in theory, not in reality."
"Umm..."
"You'll learn about this in your third year, so you don't need to think too deeply about it now."

Then she patted my head.

Afterward, big sister made a call somewhere, and royal maids from the palace arrived at the dormitory to escort us.
Lillie, who had gone out earlier, was with them.

"We have orders to escort both Your Highnesses as well."
"But we can't leave..."
"Please accept these."

What my sisters received were badges.
The two of them were shocked once again as they took the items, which bore the royal emblem along with what looked like a sword and mana token.

They were Royal Mandate Officer badges.
These fearsome items granted immunity for any actions taken while wearing them.
Though this symbol of absolute royal authority was rarely used in practice, no one had imagined they would use these badges just to bring us to the palace.

As soon as we arrived at the palace, Alice came out to meet us.
She was wearing a thin sleeveless top and glasses—her comfortable attire when wrestling with paperwork in her office.

Alice often walked around in comfortable clothes, and no one dared comment on it.
Not the officials, and not my sisters either.

In the office we were led to, several high-ranking officials were standing.
They bowed their heads to us as we entered.

Then straight to the point.
Alice took the mana stone that big sister had brought out.

"Hmm... It's certain. An R-class mana stone. I can't help but be amazed."
"Your Majesty. Using it for mana power generation would be..."
"Wait a moment. What's your hurry?"
"The nationwide shortage of mana stones is causing delays in mana supply. If this isn't urgent, what is?"
"I'm aware of that. I'm just asking you to calm down first."
"...My apologies."

It seems they must be officials related to mana power generation.
Alice stopped them from immediately putting it into a generator.

Alice took my hand as I sat beside her.

"Yook, if it's alright with you, may I use this mana stone for the benefit of the nation?"

Alice was asking for my permission.
The mana stone, no matter what anyone said, was my property.
Even in a relationship between a queen and her prince consort, violation of private property cannot be excused.
Of course, that's a matter of personal feelings.
The monarch can requisition private property with clear justification.
Even if it belongs to the prince consort.

But Alice was asking for my permission.
The Queen herself.
This is absolutely not a normal occurrence.
In this female-dominated world, where high-ranking noble sons are sold off like merchandise under the pretext of political marriages.
Alice was showing me respect.

"By all means. Just let me know if you need more."

I wanted to repay Alice who respects and loves me.
Finally, I found a way to do so.

***

Alice dismissed all the officials from her office.
Only I, Alice, my sisters, and Lillie remained.
Just family.

Alice infused mana into an F-class mana stone she had brought, just like before.
Just as before, the gray mana stone gradually lightened in color,
transforming into a beautiful stone that shimmered with rainbow light.

Alice and Lillie, seeing this for the first time, were slack-jawed with amazement, while my sisters, now somewhat accustomed to it after seeing it a second time, simply stared in wonder.

"The power to transform cheap mana stones into high-grade ones by infusing them with mana... It's terrifying to imagine if someone in a foreign country had such an ability."
"It's beyond terrifying. It's frightening."
"Even if not in a foreign country, just thinking about it being in the hands of one of our internal nobles is troubling."

It would be horrifying if a foreign power had the ability to consistently produce national treasure-grade mana stones.
Alice was continuously sweating just imagining it.

I pulled out a few tissues and wiped the sweat from Alice's forehead, ears, and neck.

"Yook is truly a blessing. Indeed my husband."
"Hehe."

They say even cats dance when praised.
I couldn't help but smile foolishly.

"Still, let's agree that this R-class mana stone production ends here."
"What? Why? Wouldn't making more benefit the nation? For military purposes... or finances..."

Mana stones not only extract mana but are also used in weapons, like batteries.
When ground into powder, they can be used like gunpowder, with truly diverse applications.
Since I seem able to keep making them without any apparent limitations,
wouldn't it be good to mass-produce them for national benefit?
That's what I thought when I spoke to Alice, but she looked at me with a serious expression.

"Yook, please don't misunderstand."
"Yes?"
"I don't need any more of your mana stones.
Of course, with the current mana stone shortage, Yook's ability to produce R-class mana stones would be an enormous benefit to the nation."
"Then why do you say you don't need them? Isn't that contradictory?"

She needs mana stones but doesn't need my mana stones.
There couldn't be a greater contradiction.
Besides, just one of these stones would make things easier for 300 years,
so there's no reason to refuse.

Perhaps I used too strong an expression.
Alice looked at me seriously.
It was an expression she had never shown me before.

"Yook is my husband, not a 'tool' for producing mana stones.
Even if these stones make our finances easier and help national defense."
"A tool...?"

A tool for creating top-tier mana stones.
I felt a chill run down my spine.
Though I hadn't thought of it that way, it's easy to understand with a little reflection.
The power to turn F-class mana stones into R-class ones...
Even if I didn't want to make them, if Alice, my wife and queen, asked or ordered me to,
I would have no choice but to comply.
Of course, Alice would never do such a thing, but...

As I was thinking this, she continued even more firmly.

"In this mana shortage crisis, I had no choice but to ask for Yook's 'help.'
Because if things continued this way, something terrible could happen. The power to transform low-quality mana stones into top-tier ones... it's extraordinary."

Alice looked at me with an even more resolute expression.
She held two shimmering mana stones in one hand.
She rolled the two stones around in her palm.

"Even if I have no such intentions, people are unpredictable.
At some point, without realizing it, I might start thinking of Yook as a convenient 'tool' I can use.
I don't want to become such a garbage woman."

"And if we keep producing mana stones, the secret will eventually leak out. It would cause tremendous upheaval. As queen, I could make excuses, but the nobles aren't foolish enough to believe some strange explanation about suddenly discovering multiple top-tier mana stones.
If that power became known to the nobles, and I thought Yook might be hurt or exploited for political gain and self-interest..."

"I don't need these damn mana stones."

With a tight grip,
Alice squeezed her hand.
The mana stones, despite their high hardness and durability, seemed to resist for a moment,
but ultimately couldn't withstand Alice's enhanced grip.
They shattered into fragments and scattered.

***

After leaving Alice's office, I arrived at Lillie's room with her.
The swords, more numerous than before, gleamed brightly.

"I wonder if mana infusion only works on mana stones?"
"I'm not sure? Iron and wood also contain mana, so if it's possible to infuse them, they might grow..."

Lillie must be curious too.
She fell into a contemplative pose.

If this power isn't limited to just mana stones, couldn't it be applied to swords as well?
After all, old swords with mana infused in them become magic swords.

And there are records of some swordsmen using holy swords made from iron imbued with mana.
That sword is on display in the Kritias Kingdom's capital museum.
Whether it's genuine or fake, I don't know.

Being someone who needs to satisfy my curiosity immediately, I picked up one of Lillie's practice swords. (with permission)

Though made of cheap iron not worth even one silver coin (about 100,000 won), a sword is still a sword.
Sharp and well-maintained, it's a dangerous weapon capable of taking a life at any moment—I should be careful.

I drew the sword and concentrated mana into it, just as I had done with the mana stones.
Unlike with the mana stones, I didn't feel a pulsing sensation, but I could sense a subtle vibration.
This might work!

Sure enough.
The sword darkened, taking on a very deep color.
And around the sword, a soft light glowed, emanating an almost holy aura.

"Something happened, but... what is it exactly... Do you know, Lili?"
"......"
"Lili?"

Lillie, who had taken the sword, was denying reality, saying it couldn't be.
It seems that not just mana stones, but other objects change when infused with mana.

"....A holy sword."
"What did you say? A holy sword?"
"This feeling is definitely that of a holy sword."

I thought it would become a magic sword, but she says it's a holy sword.

Ch.24 - Iris: The Saintess of the Holy Nation
"Your Holiness! You must send Her Eminence to the Kritias Kingdom!"
"It's already been a month since enrollment began!"
"This is a matter that requires your immediate decision!!"

"I understand, so please stop!"

This is the Iris Holy Nation, where cardinals dressed in pristine white clerical robes are petitioning the Pope seated on the holy throne.

The Iris Holy Nation is a theocracy ruled by the Pope, and the headquarters of the Iris Church, which is designated as the state religion by all nations except the Demon King's realm.

The Holy Nation's power is truly formidable—not only does it have religious and political advantages as the center of a faith followed by most of the world's population, but it also commands the Holy Knight Order led by the "Paladin," the cousin of the "Red Sword Emperor" of the Kritias Kingdom, whose military might is said to rival that of an entire nation. Additionally, they train temple physicians versed in healing magic and both internal and external medicine, dispatching them to various countries and thereby creating political debts in most nations.

Heir IV, the current leader of the Iris Holy Nation, is deeply troubled. She still hasn't decided whether to send her seven-year-old daughter, the Saintess, to a foreign country.

She should have sent her daughter long ago, but the child had been resisting, so she had reluctantly let the matter slide. Being a doting mother, she didn't see the need to force her daughter to go somewhere she disliked, but the cardinals disagreed.
After all, she is the Saintess.
There are plenty of academies within the Iris Holy Nation where she could receive a basic education.
However, the quality of education and level of learning at "Crescent Academy" in the Kritias Kingdom is unparalleled, and for the sake of the Iris Holy Nation's reputation, the princess (daughter of an elected monarch) should receive the highest quality education—that would be proper and reasonable.
That's what they believe.

"Can't I just study at any academy nearby?"

The Saintess herself doesn't particularly want to travel abroad to study.
That's why she hasn't gone yet.

Lounging in her room and focusing on polishing her sword, the Saintess doesn't much care for studying.
Domestic academies only offer theoretical lessons in swordsmanship and magic—would a foreign academy really be any different?
At first, she had been curious and tried to gather information, but it proved impossible to find external information about Crescent Academy with its ironclad security.

"I'll just hold out. If I resist long enough, I can end up attending the academy right here."

The Saintess, blissfully unaware that all the cardinals are currently prostrating themselves before the Pope, is the picture of carefree contentment.
She has no idea what's in store for her.

*Knock knock*

While she was busy polishing her sword, a knock sounded at the Saintess's door.

"Your Eminence, the Paladin is here."
"Let her in."

The woman called the Paladin had fiery red hair that looked as if it might burst into flames.
Her name was Delia Zikheart.
She was the cousin of Serena Zikheart, known as the "Red Sword Emperor."

"Your Eminence, it's time you headed to the academy."
"I don't want to. It's obviously going to be boring, so why should I go?"
"The academy isn't a place you go to for fun..."

Delia sighed.
The current Pope was clearly an elf, so her daughter, the Saintess, must be an elf too—why was she acting so childish?
Female elves mature mentally twice as fast as humans.
When a human is 7 years old with the mental age of 7, a female elf would have the mental age of a 15 or 16-year-old human.
So why was she behaving so childishly?

"By the way, my nephew managed to extract a mana core after working hard at the academy."
"I can extract a mana core too, you know?"
"The important part is that he worked hard. And he's a boy."
"Hmm... if you're praising him, he must be quite something."
"I haven't actually met him yet. Because of 'someone,' I haven't been able to return to my homeland."
"Ugh..."

The Saintess seemed to feel guilty and couldn't respond.
Though she hung her head in shame, she mulled over what Delia had just said.
A little boy who knew nothing about magic had created a mana core?

"Wait a minute. Something you just said seems odd."
"What is it?"
"Your nephew is a boy who doesn't know the first thing about magic, right?"
"Yes, that's right."
"For a male to extract his first mana core, he would need considerable time to practice and train."
"Because males naturally have lower mana levels. Plus, extracting the first mana core is harder than extracting the second one."
"So that means the academy provides an environment conducive to such training...?"
"Crescent Academy is the world's finest academy. They probably have about four hours of sword and mana training daily... and after classes, self-study is optional..."
"WHAT?! Why didn't you tell me this sooner?!"

Who could have imagined the Saintess biting her handkerchief in frustration, lamenting that she could have gone months before enrollment if she had known—such a waste of time! Even the Pope, her mother, would never have expected this side of her.

"Delia, I'm going."
"Where to?"
"Where else? To the Kritias Kingdom, of course!"
"Sigh... so you're finally going."

As she watched the Saintess throw off her nightgown and don a pure white ceremonial robe, Delia sighed.

She had missed a month of classes.
The makeup lessons would probably go on endlessly for at least four months...

***

"I am Maron, daughter of Heir IV, the 826th Pope of the Iris Holy Nation."

The foreign student who had been absent without leave for a whole month finally entered the classroom and introduced herself.
Though she was the Pope's daughter, she wore a pure white uniform.
This was because the Iris Holy Nation had no class system except for the Pope, who was the head of state.

Receiving applause from her classmates, she sat in the lowest seat and kept glancing back until the end of class.
I'm not being self-conscious, but she was definitely looking at me.

"Do you think the Saintess is interested in Your Highness?"
"Saintess?"
"You didn't know? Your Highness seems to know less than I expected."
"No, I know what a Saintess is, but why is the Pope's daughter the Saintess?"

The Saintess, like the Hero, is a rare individual born with divine blessing.
Only one can exist per generation, and they possess exceptional talent in healing magic and holy attribute magic.
Even though I'm male, that seems like an enviable talent.

But to think the Saintess is the Pope's daughter.
Since the Pope is an elected monarch, does that make her a princess?
Or an imperial princess? I'm not sure.

After class, there was a commotion around her.
The title of Saintess seems quite popular.

Maron spent the entire break answering Q&A, then dismissed the children just before the bell rang.
Then she climbed the steps to the top row where Lillie and I were sitting, held the edge of her skirt, and curtsied gracefully.

"Pleased to meet you both. I am Maron. I look forward to getting along with you."

The faint white lace visible at the edge of Maron's raised skirt was probably her underwear.
Perhaps because she's female, she seems quite insensitive to exposing her underwear.
I stood up slightly to greet her.
When greeting foreign dignitaries, I should definitely...

"Welcome to the Kritias Kingdom, Your Eminence. I am Yook Zikheart Kritias, consort to Her Majesty Alice."
"I am Lillie von Spitzberg. Pleased to meet you, Your Eminence."

After we both greeted her, she returned to her seat.
Did she just come to say hello?

"Did I make any mistakes?"
"You did well."

It was my first time greeting a foreign dignitary, so I was a bit nervous, but it seems I did well.

When break time ended, it was time for swordsmanship class.

After changing clothes and going outside, even before class started, the girls were already running around the training ground with heavy swords.

In contrast, the boys were just sitting on benches chatting.
As always, these guys bring shame to all men.

I was sitting with them chatting to pass the time when the instructor appeared.
Without saying anything, the instructor watched the running girls with what seemed like a proud expression.
Perhaps he appreciated their proactive approach rather than passive behavior.

Then came the usual neglect.
It's typically the girls who teach proper form.

Usually Lillie and Ina teach me, but right now they're both engaged in a sword fight on the other side.

Finding myself naturally(?) alone, I just stood there, unable to do anything.
Since I always learned from those two, the other girls didn't approach me, and the remaining children were sparring among themselves.

"Your Highness, are you without a partner?"

I turned around to see Saintess Maron approaching me, elegantly sheathing her sword.
The sweat glistening on her skin enhanced her healthy appearance, making her look even prettier than before.

"The partners who usually teach me swordsmanship..."
"..."

Looking in the direction I was gazing, she saw Lillie and Ina engaged in what looked like a duel to the death, and nodded in understanding.

"If it's alright with Your Highness, may I teach you for a while?"
"You, Your Eminence?"
"I've been learning swordsmanship since childhood, so I'm quite confident! The Paladins of our Holy Nation are excellent, after all."
"Thank you. I'll be in your care then."

As I took a basic sword stance, Maron approached and began correcting my posture.

She meticulously adjusted everything—my wrists, ankles, waist, and shoulders—teaching me quite thoroughly.

But... it feels strange because she's not Lillie.
The thought that I'm being touched all over by someone I just met today makes it even more...
Am I going to get in trouble for this?

"And keep the strength in both hands equal, 50-50!"
"Hmm, that's the hardest part."

While I was having such impure thoughts, Maron focused on correcting my posture as if nothing was amiss.
She didn't seem to care much about me staring at her.

With a contrary impulse, I began to look more intently at various parts of Maron.

Perhaps because my attention was diverted to inappropriate things, I accidentally infused mana into the practice sword.
Normally, no one would notice changes to a practice sword unless they specifically examined it.
I figured I'd deal with it later.

That's what I thought, but Maron suddenly stopped correcting my posture.

"Your Highness?"
"..."

When I turned around, Maron was staring wide-eyed at the practice sword.

"...A holy sword."
"Ah."

Come to think of it, the sword I infused with mana had become a holy sword.
A holy sword was a divine gift.
That divine being was the Goddess Iris...

Oh right.
She's the Saintess.
This is trouble.
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After all classes like swordsmanship and magic had ended, Lillie and I didn't return to the palace but stayed in the dormitory.

We were in Maron's room—not mine or Lillie's.

Despite skipping classes for a month, her room was fully furnished and, as expected of a woman(?), filled with sword collections and maintenance tools.

Beside us sat a woman I'd never seen before. I'd heard she was the "Paladin," the military commander of the Iris Holy Nation.

She was assigned as our guardian because, according to her, it would be dangerous and potentially misunderstood for a boy to enter a girl's room, regardless of how young we were. Apparently it was fine with Lillie, but not with others.

It seems that while the academy prohibits maids from entering, they permit one guardian for foreign nationals. The more I see of these school rules, the more chaotic they seem.

By the way, her hair is red. She really resembles my mother—or am I imagining it?

"..."

Perhaps I stared too obviously. She looked at me and walked over.

"It's an honor to meet you, Your Highness. I am Delia Zikheart, Paladin of the Iris Holy Nation."
"Nice to meet you... but Zikheart?"

Another person with the Zikheart surname? Since it's a large family, perhaps they have branches in foreign countries too.

"To put it simply, I am Your Highness's cousin aunt."

That's too simple.
If she's my cousin aunt, doesn't that mean she's my mother's cousin?
That makes us fifth cousins.
So she's still family.

"Um... so you're my aunt?"
"Yes, that's right. Have you perhaps heard about me from your mother?"
"I'm sorry. My mother never talks about her side of the family..."

At first I wondered if they had a bad relationship, but that seemed unlikely. After all, our family is the main branch. If a side branch had bad relations with the main branch, only the side branch would suffer.

My aunt seemed a bit angry at my mother. Her face twisted slightly, and a vein appeared on her forehead. I suppose anyone would be upset if their nephew didn't even know they existed.

Still, she took a deep breath to calm herself and returned to her previous demeanor. My aunt seems more hot-tempered than I expected.

"May I hug you once?"
"Of course. And you don't need to be so formal with me."
"That would be disrespectful, so I cannot."

She lifted me from my chair and embraced me tightly. Perhaps because she smelled similar to my mother, I felt a bit nostalgic. I hugged her back firmly.

After some time passed, Maron entered the room. In her hand was the practice sword I had accidentally turned into a holy sword.

Maron suddenly drew the sword and raised it high.

I sat there stupidly, not understanding what was happening, but Lillie and my aunt reacted by drawing their weapons. My aunt drew a long sword, while Lillie pulled out a short dagger.

I understood Lillie's reaction, but not my aunt's. Even if she was family, drawing a sword against her charge was unexpected. Then my aunt shouted:

"Your Eminence! What outrage is this! Drawing a sword against His Highness—do you think this is forgivable?!"

Despite being the Pope's daughter, Maron's social status was still that of a commoner. Drawing a weapon against another country's Queen's Prince Consort was a capital offense that could justifiably result in execution.

Of course, I knew she wasn't trying to harm me. If she had been, the magic formula in my hairpin would have activated, and the Saintess would have died from the backlash. The fact that Maron was rubbing the sword against her cheek was further evidence. She seemed to have a serious condition.

My aunt appeared quite shocked. Anyone would be bewildered if someone they were supposed to protect drew a sword against their nephew—especially when that nephew was the Prince Consort.

Lillie, realizing the hairpin hadn't reacted, put away her dagger, but my aunt stared at her, not understanding.

Meanwhile, Maron came to her senses. She seems to be the type who has difficulty breaking free once she gets fixated on something.

"Ah, I apologize... I was too focused on the sword..."
"Even if you are Her Eminence...!"
"Aunt, it's fine. Please put away your sword."
"But!!"

She didn't seem convinced. No matter what, a guardian drawing a weapon against their charge was inappropriate.

After much persuasion, she finally cooled down enough to sheathe her sword and apologize to Maron.

"Sigh... Your Eminence, I apologize."
"I understand. Your Highness, I'm sorry. It seems I was too distracted by the sword."

My aunt apologized to Maron, and Maron apologized to me. They seemed to get along well, and I hoped this incident wouldn't damage their relationship. It's not like I was in any danger anyway.

"It's fine. When the hairpin didn't activate, I understood the situation."
"Hairpin?"

I answered my aunt's question, explaining in detail the magical effects on both the Zikheart hairpin and the Kritias hairpin.

While listening about the hairpins, my aunt unconsciously stroked my head. She seemed to feel a strong connection to me as her nephew. I accepted it contentedly, like a cat.

Finally, we got to the main point. Maron placed the sword on the table.

"According to the appraisal, it's a genuine holy sword."

It seems it wasn't just a feeling—it had actually become a holy sword. Originally, a holy sword is created when goddess power flows into an old sword, transforming it and bestowing blessings, making it a treasure of humanity.

The reason it's called a treasure of humanity is because heroes can only be born among humans. Heroes born with blessings inevitably find holy swords and defeat evil. If there is no evil, neither heroes nor holy swords are born. It's almost like a game cliché.

Here's the question: if holy swords are treasures bestowed upon heroes, why did Sword Gods carry them? A Sword God is the highest level of swordsmanship that humans cannot reach even if they dedicate their entire lives. This creates two contradictions: Sword Gods who reached a level impossible for humans, and Sword Gods who carried holy swords.

Actually, there's a simple explanation. Sword Gods are people obsessed with swords. No matter how great a hero might be, they cannot defeat a Sword God who has reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship. If we were to compare their strength, it might be a 2:8 ratio. Simply put, Sword Gods killed heroes and stole their holy swords.

The goddesses who bestowed the blessings expressed anger when the blessed heroes were killed. They cursed the first Sword God who stole a holy sword and tried to take away all his power.

But there's a reason they're called sword-obsessed. No matter how much power was taken away or how many curses were placed, after a few years, they would reach the level of Sword God again. It's like how the second time is easier than the first. So the gods gave up and instead sent divine messages to the Sword Gods who stole holy swords, directing them to defeat evil.

Anyway, the discovery of a genuine holy sword is evidence that a hero will be born.

But creating a holy sword artificially? It's hard to imagine, but I've already seen it with my own eyes.

As I mentioned earlier, holy swords and heroes have an inevitable relationship—when one appears, the other's birth is confirmed.

The holy swords I recently created were Lillie's practice sword and the academy's practice sword—a total of two.

This means there will be two heroes in this generation.

An incredible event. I copied holy swords, and now heroes are being copied too—a bizarre situation.

And what's even more ridiculous is that since practice swords became holy swords, the heroes of this generation will have to use practice swords as their holy weapons.

"Um... is this a big problem?"
"In this peaceful world, humans probably don't need heroes..."
"Still, for a hero to use a practice sword..."

In the Iris Holy Nation, heroes hold a significant position. Just look at Saintess Maron's immense popularity.

Moreover, unlike Saintesses, heroes can only be born among humans, making them symbols of hope. They live their entire lives being revered.

But now they'll have to use practice swords. It lacks dignity. I feel guilty...

"What if we leave these alone and make other swords into holy swords?"
"That would just mean more heroes being born, so it doesn't solve anything."
"Then what should we do?"
"I've already contacted my mother, but it seems they're in chaos over there too."
"Because of me?"
"....."

Everyone fell silent. The birth of holy swords and heroes is constantly monitored, and even early signs can be predicted.

The Holy Nation had assumed their sacred relics, which predicted two heroes would be born, were malfunctioning.

"But didn't you say that without evil, neither holy swords nor heroes are born? If I create holy swords and heroes are born, does that mean evil will inevitably appear too?"
"That's not how it works. Holy swords and heroes are born because evil has appeared. The reverse cannot happen."
"Then maybe it doesn't matter if they're practice swords..."

Though I said it myself, it was an irresponsible statement. But what can be done about something that's already happened? They can't hold a 7-year-old child responsible.

Ah, I have a good idea. What if we destroy the swords now? Then perhaps heroes won't be born. We can break the inevitable fate.

I took out my Mana Core, changed it to fire attribute, and poured in all the mana I could use.

The created Mana Core grew hotter and turned into bubbling magma. I dropped the holy sword into it, and it disappeared without a trace.

Maron and my aunt's expressions became seriously wrinkled at the sight.

"I'm not even surprised anymore. Can holy swords be melted like that?"
"Since he created it with his own mana, perhaps it can be dissolved by his mana?"

Maron and my aunt's conversation seemed very friendly. They appeared to have given up thinking deeply about it, merely throwing out questions without really pondering.

And there's one thing they're overlooking.

Lillie seemed to realize this and gave a bitter smile. The creation and destruction of holy swords is nothing compared to this issue.

"How is Your Highness able to create and destroy holy swords?"

A holy sword is created when a goddess bestows divine power. Can that really be replicated with a mere technique of infusing mana?
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In the end, I returned to the palace without getting an answer to my most pressing question.
Neither Maron nor even the Pope knew about it.

They said that since holy swords are ultimately created by God rather than something they could control themselves, they couldn't interfere with or know much about them...

Though one holy sword was melted down and destroyed, they decided to let Lillie keep the one she had.
Since rumors of its creation had already spread, they said one such fate was unavoidable.

Fortunately, since the holy sword was a practice sword, they said it could be transformed into something more presentable with a bit of work.
Otherwise, this generation's hero would have been a pitiful one wielding a practice sword with the Crescent Academy emblem as their holy weapon.

They asked that everything regarding the holy swords be kept secret.
It wouldn't end with just major confusion—we might even face religious trials for blasphemy.

The next day.
The Pope, who should have been on the opposite side of the planet in the Iris Holy Nation, was personally visiting us.
Apparently, he had already finished his conversation with Alice.

"It's an honor to meet you, Your Highness."
"H-hello."

He must have come because of the mass production of heroes incident.
I feel myself shrinking with guilt.

Perhaps it's because he's a diplomatic master.
Before getting to the main point, he briefly discussed world affairs and current political trends.
Why would he discuss such things with a mere 7-year-old child...

***

"And... I hear Your Highness is capable of creating holy swords."
"Um... I'm sorry."
"Hahaha! What is there to be sorry about! Isn't it all thanks to the blessing of Iris?"
"I'm grateful you see it that way."

I thought the Pope would be a rigid person, but he was unexpectedly jovial.

"A holy sword is an object beyond the principles of created beings. The fact that Your Highness can create holy swords must surely be the will of Iris. So please don't worry too much."

After saying this, he took a sip of the tea on the table.

"That said, we would find it troublesome if you were to create holy swords frequently and cause an excessive increase in heroes. So I would like to ask you to exercise some restraint."
"Of course. I also feel responsible for my mistake in not recognizing it was a holy sword."
"Your Highness is truly a kind person."

I suppose heroes are raised in the Holy Nation.
The costs involved must be enormous.
Just the expense of feeding and raising someone like me would be significant.

"Shall we move on to the main topic now?"
"What? Wasn't the holy sword the main topic?"
"Haha, actually, that's not a major issue."

Besides that, what reason would the Pope have to come all the way to the Kritias Kingdom to see me?
If the Pope doesn't consider the holy sword issue to be major, what could be so serious that he would forcibly visit the very next day?

Perhaps he's reluctant to speak about it?
He's idly rolling the edge of his cup with his finger.

"What do you think of Maron, Your Highness?"

It's difficult to answer about a child I just met yesterday...
Judging by his expression, this seems to be quite an important matter.

"I think she's a popular child with exceptional talent in magic."
"Thank you for your kind assessment. Actually, I need to arrange her marriage soon, and I'm quite troubled about it."
"But she's only 7 years old?"
"Your Highness already has two people who are essentially your spouses, don't you?"

Well, in this world, a boy's age of 7 isn't much of an obstacle for marriage.
While some consider child marriage inappropriate, that's mostly among commoners.
For nobles, it's quite a common practice.

"The truth is, in our country, she has a poor reputation for doing whatever she wants and behaving inappropriately for a Saintess who serves God."
"I understand what you mean."

Maron's behavior in the room yesterday was less like a Saintess and more like a sword otaku.
Drawing a sword in front of another country's Prince Consort goes beyond mere rudeness.

"According to schedule, she should have been engaged long ago, but since her public image and inner self are completely different, I'm troubled about what to do."

He continued lamenting about his daughter to me.
Did he come here just to complain?
And why to me?

After rambling alone for quite some time, the Pope finally stopped when he noticed my bored, sleepy expression.
He must have talked for nearly 30 minutes by himself.

"So, in the end, you need to find someone for her to marry."
"That's right. You're truly perceptive, Your Highness."

The important question is why he's telling me this.
I think I know.
This Pope seems to want Maron to marry me.

He says he doesn't care about the holy sword, asks me what I think about Maron, and complains about not having a suitable son-in-law.

And he's even sharing confidential information about Maron's poor standing among the Holy Nation's upper echelons while subtly inserting her good points.

Well, even so, I already have enough partners.
If I include Lala, that's three people.
I should decline.

I'll decline indirectly, just as the Pope has been speaking indirectly.

"Whoever marries the Saintess will be fortunate. I can't help but feel envious."

A perfect rejection.
Rejecting while preserving the other party's dignity.
I picked up my now-cold teacup and took a sip.

And the Pope's expression darkened... no.
It didn't darken at all.
If anything, he seems happier.
Is it my imagination?

"Oh? Does that mean you find our Maron suitable as a bride?"
"Pfft..."

Wait, that's how he interprets it?
I'm sure I rejected him indirectly.

"Of course, no one would be a better bride than the Saintess. But I already have three wives..."
"Haha, you needn't worry about that. Her Majesty and your mother already know about this matter."
"What do you mean?"
"I'm glad Your Highness also likes our Maron."
"No... I... we should also ask the Saintess's opinion..."
"Maron has already said she won't marry anyone but Your Highness."
"What? What does that—"
"Come in."

I was about to properly decline, but the Pope called someone in.
The person who entered the reception room was Maron, wearing not a school uniform but a pure white ceremonial robe.
It was that outfit often seen in fantasy games, with only fabric remaining in the middle.

"Maron, greet him again. This is Yook Zikheart Kritias, Your Highness, who will be your husband."
"I will serve you with all my heart, Your Highness. Please take care of me."

As I watched Maron kneel before me as if praying to God, my mind began to go blank.
If I directly refuse here, it would probably be the end of diplomacy.
And since both Alice and my mother already know about this, it means something has been exchanged.
My opinion doesn't really matter anymore.

That's right.
Come to think of it, was this why Alice hugged me tightly earlier and apologized?

As I unintentionally gained another wife, I let out a deep sigh.

***

"As Your Majesty knows, if it becomes known that a mere elf male can create holy swords, it will cause tremendous chaos."
"I understand that as well. I even know what Your Holiness is concerned about."

The two people conversing in the office were the Queen of the Kritias Kingdom and the Pope of the Iris Holy Nation.
The world's top two power holders were gathered in one place, enveloped in a rather dark atmosphere.

The incident began with Yook infusing mana into an academy practice sword, transforming it into a holy sword—something unimaginable.

Anyone who hadn't witnessed it directly would have dismissed it as an absurd lie.
Even the Pope initially treated it as a joke when he first heard about it.
But Queen Kritias, who was present, knew the power of her husband, Yook Zikheart.

The power that had transformed a low-grade mana stone into a top-tier R-grade stone.

The ability to simply enhance the quality of mana stones could benefit the nation and seemed to have no drawbacks, so it wasn't a major issue.

But the ability to create holy swords using the same method was different.
It appeared as if a mere elf was challenging divine authority.

This was serious enough for the Pope to visit a foreign country the very next day after learning of the incident.
It might shake the foundations of the nation.
Queen Alice thought this would definitely not be an issue that could be easily overlooked.

"No, we don't particularly take issue with whether holy swords are created or not."
"Then?"
"Yook's power is a gift from God. A male born with exceptional mana who married the Queen, blessed by God... If we frame it this way, everyone will understand and accept it."

Alice thought the Pope's statement seemed somewhat insincere for his position, but contrary to her expectations, that wasn't what concerned him.

"The real issue is that His Highness Yook is not devout in the Iris doctrine."
"Indeed, Yook doesn't show much interest in religion."
"If it becomes known that someone not devout to the doctrine possesses such power..."
"It would cause an uproar among humans."

The birth of a holy sword confirmed the birth of a hero.
Heroes are champions of humanity.
What if it became known that an elf male who wasn't devout could create heroes without any conditions?
Devout believers across the world might rise up.
Yook might face religious trials, and in severe cases, rebellions might occur.

"Then what should we do... Do you have any suggestions, Your Holiness?"
"How about marrying my daughter to His Highness?"
"You mean the Saintess?"
"My daughter Maron is a Saintess. Marriage to such a woman means I, as Pope, have acknowledged him."
"So humans would have no choice but to accept it as well."
"Yes, that's it."

The Queen pondered.
This was probably the only solution.
If a Saintess was by his side, Yook would be safe even if news of this incident spread.

But as a wife, how did she feel?
Not very pleased.
Even though it was for Yook's sake, it felt like using him politically, which instinctively repulsed her.
But there was no choice.
At least for this matter.

"Of course, Your Holiness must have conditions to propose as well?"
"It feels somewhat uncomfortable, as if I'm selling my daughter, but we do have one request."
"I understand. I'm not entirely comfortable with this either. So what is it?"
"We would like His Highness to infuse mana into a staff."

Since it's not a sword, no hero would be born.
Then simply, would the staff be for a Saintess or...

"A staff... for a Saintess?"
"No. Unlike heroes, Saintesses are not born from destiny."
"Then may I ask the reason?"

In response to the Queen's question, the Pope nodded slightly and took out a small staff from a large bag.
The staff, which looked as if it had been carved from wood, appeared very modest.

If mana were infused into it, it would likely become a fitting companion to the holy sword made from a practice sword.

However, the reality was different.

"It's Aether Mana."
"!! Do you mean the sacred relic used by Iris in the legends?!"

A sacred relic appearing in the primordial myth.
The myth where Iris revived the desolate land and gifted the created beings with fertile soil flowing with milk and honey.

What would happen if mana was infused into it?
Alice couldn't even imagine.
At the very least, she didn't want to do anything that would benefit another country, but wasn't this unavoidable?
They were offering their daughter.

"Is that really your only request?"
"It's a matter related to national defense, so it's quite important to us."
"Oh, national defense."
"I apologize that I cannot provide more details."

In fact, Aether Mana was not only a sacred relic from mythology but also the medium for the great barrier magic protecting the Iris Holy Nation.

The Aether Mana, which had been emitting mana for over a hundred thousand years, lost its light two years ago after exhausting all its mana.
With it, the great barrier magic also disappeared, posing a threat to national defense.

Of course, other countries don't know about this.
They don't even know such a great barrier magic was installed in the first place.

"I understand. I accept that condition."
"I earnestly pray to Iris that Your Majesty's decision becomes the first step in a strong and enduring alliance between the Kritias Kingdom and the Iris Holy Nation."

And so, the power struggle between the two nations, unknown to Yook, came to an end.
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"Mother! What are you saying?!"
"Sigh... So that's how it is."

When Mother returned from the Cardinal Council meeting, she held her head and suddenly announced that the Saintess's marriage had been decided.
And not to me, but to the Prince Consort of the Kritias Kingdom.

"The competition... what about the results of the competition! I was the one who won the right to be the Saintess's husband! What is going on..."
"The competition has been nullified. Consider it as if it never happened."
"What?! Nullified?!"

The month-long competition to become the Saintess's husband being nullified—this was absurd.
How hard had I worked to become the Saintess's husband?

And the position I had finally secured.
It had all turned to bubbles before I could even hold her hand once.

"It's already spilled milk. The Pope herself made the decision, and there will be a celebration party soon. Give it up."
"I cannot! How can I accept the Saintess being sent to a foreign country, and to some unknown horse-boned bastard... How could anyone accept this?!"

Slap!
A clear, crisp sound.
When I insulted that so-called Prince Consort of the Kritias Kingdom, a slap flew across my cheek.
It was Mother's hand.
In my sixteen years of life, I had never been hit before—this was the first time.

"No matter if this is our home and in private, he is the Saintess's husband! And didn't I tell you? It's already spilled milk!"
"M-Mother..."
"And do you think the Pope would cancel the engagement just because you don't approve? Did you ever think it possible for a human like you to marry an elf like the Saintess?!"
"Th-then what about that Prince Consort? What is he?"
"He's an elf, of course!!"

A male elf.
Truly a precious existence.
Even among humans, who make up 95% of the world's population, the birth ratio of females to males is 9:1. For the extremely rare elves, a male would be considered a treasure of their race.

Logically, I could understand.
Elves should be with elves, humans with humans.
And the Saintess and I are not of the same caliber.
I should be grateful I was even allowed to participate in the competition.
But still...!!

"Even so, I cannot accept this! I will protest directly to the Pope!"
"I must have raised you too indulgently. Now you don't even listen to your mother's words?"
"I'll take my leave now."

I stormed out of the office.
Mother shouted behind me, but I didn't hear her.
In my mind now, there was only rage...
The rage of having a woman taken from me.

***

"Hmm..."
"Mother, what kind of letter is that?"

My mother, the Pope, often receives letters.
It's a traditional method of protest, so even with the advancement of civilization,
people still resort to this analog method.

Of course, these aren't letters that take two or three days like in the old days,
but ones that can be delivered on the same day.
A high-speed mail service, you could say.

"It appears to be a letter protesting your marriage."
"Oh my, who sent such a letter?"

Mother turned the envelope to check the sender.

"It says it's from Cardinal Agnes's son."

A fool who doesn't even reveal his own name, just riding on his parent's prestige.
My mood suddenly soured, and my face wrinkled in displeasure.

"A cardinal's son dares to question the Pope's decision?"
"The content states he was the first in line in your engagement competition."
"Ah, that thing existed, didn't it?"

The competition proposed by the cardinals and approved by Mother—
I simply ignored it because I didn't like the candidates.

All the participants were humans, which didn't appeal to me at all.
I had no desire to become a young widow.
And I detest men without ability.
To think they would challenge through something like a competition without showing any real action.

"What do you think?"
"Hm? About what?"
"About this man who sent the protest letter."

Being a cardinal's son, he must have received some education.
He probably has top-tier academic credentials within the Holy Nation.
But a person is not just about their academic background or abilities.
I will marry someone I love and who loves me.
I have no need for a spoiled cardinal's son who doesn't know his place, even if you brought me a truckload of them.

"He seems like a rude idiot who doesn't know his place."
"Oh? For you to say that, you must really dislike him."
"I dislike what I dislike. I've decided not to wear masks anymore."

I deliberately avoided social circles and behaved poorly to avoid political marriages,
so my reputation among the domestic elite wasn't very good.
But that's over now.

"Yes, voluntarily attending the academy and finally coming to your senses—my heart is much more at ease now."
"It's all because you found me such a good husband, Mother."
"Hahaha, I did find a good son-in-law. Better than your father, that child is."

I felt attracted to Lord Yook at first sight, and somehow ended up correcting his swordsmanship posture.
He treated a woman he just met kindly and gently, and despite me touching his body,
he remained innocent and sensitive—I even felt maternal affection.
And with a face that would make thirty out of ten women turn their heads.
When he grows up, he'll probably break many women's hearts.
I was delighted that my heart was drawn to him so much—it felt like finding my destined partner.
Is this what they call love at first sight?

And then there's his amazing power to create holy swords.
I racked my brain to come up with a justification to marry him.

And thanks to the perfectly executed plan with Mother's help,
I no longer need to wear a mask and deceive myself.

"His Highness is a good person. Serve him well."
"How could I not, Mother?"

It seems Mother is also satisfied with her son-in-law.
Though saying he's better than Father isn't something she should say in front of her daughter...

***

Maron as my wife...
I don't dislike it.

But the fact that the number of women keeps increasing
is psychologically uncomfortable.

A 7-year-old kid with 4 wives already.
I'm bound to look like a playboy.
People will say things like, "How woman-crazy must this young boy be to have so many wives at just 7 years old?"

I wonder if Maron understands my feelings.
Maron and Lillie are sparring together now.

During sword training earlier, she was busy sparring with Ina.
And now after school, she's sparring with Maron.

It's about time to return to the palace,
yet they're still at it.

By the way, Maron has also decided to live in the palace.
Maron will be moving again without even spending a full day in the dormitory.

"Lili, Maron, shouldn't we go now? I'm hungry."

I called out to them, but they don't seem to hear me.
Beside me, Aunt Delia is making a troubled expression, looking distressed.

"Aunt, is Maron also the type who won't stop until she sees things through?"
"...Yes. I see Lady Lillie is the same."
"This is going to be trouble."

It feels like we've gained another Lillie.

The match ended with Lillie's victory.
It seems Lillie, who excels in many ways, was bound to win.

After finishing up and returning to the palace, I washed up and was resting in my room when someone came looking for me.
I think I can recognize the footsteps from outside now.

"Your Highness, it's Maron."
"Huh? Oh, come in."

I was momentarily confused hearing Maron's voice instead of a maid's,
but I figured they must have their break time too.

Maron opened the door, and seeming unfamiliar with a man's room, looked around before sitting next to me on the bed.
Quite bold.

Having just bathed, the soft scent of shampoo tickled my nose.
My eyes were drawn to her blue dress that matched her hair color, and they stayed fixed there.
My brain commanded me to look elsewhere, but I couldn't move.

Perhaps Maron was conscious of my gaze.
Her face reddened slightly.
She doesn't seem to mind it though.

"How is it? Does it suit me? I just bought it from the living quarters and wanted to show it to you first."

So she came right away to show it to me first.
Somehow, I found it cute.
I thought she was just precocious, but she has age-appropriate cute aspects too.
In times like this, I should answer honestly.

"Yes, it suits you well. I can't take my eyes off you."
"Hehehe... I'm glad."

Then Maron grabbed my shoulders,
brought her face close,
and gave me a light kiss on the lips.
A bird kiss, they call it.

A kiss after only knowing each other for two days.
It happened so suddenly that my brain, unable to process what was happening,
responded to this dramatic skinship in a unique way.

A tingling electrical signal resonating deep in my bones, you could say.
I've shared simple kisses with Alice, Lillie, and Lala, but this feeling was new.
Of course, not a bad feeling.

Perhaps happy that I didn't avoid it and accepted it,
Maron showed me a happy face before leaving.

To kiss, even lightly, and show such an expression to a strategic marriage partner she's only known for two days—
where does this inexplicable affection that women give me come from?

Alice, Lillie, Lala, all of them—they're all too good for me.

Well, I have no intention of letting them go.
I'm quite possessive after all.

***

I stole the invitation from Mother's room.
It seems she had no intention of going anyway, and fortunately, I now have the opportunity to attend the party as her proxy.

Sending the Saintess to marry some unknown dog-boned man.
This Pope must be crazy.
If she's willing to marry off her daughter overnight, wouldn't she sell the country too?
Definitely a traitor.

And not even responding to my protest letter—this is dereliction of duty.
She's failing to fulfill her obligations as Pope.
I've submitted a petition about this matter to the Cardinal Council, so action will be taken.

In the meantime, I'll go to the Kritias Kingdom, bring back the Saintess, and marry her.
A perfect plan.

"Butler, book me a round-trip ticket to the Kritias Kingdom."
"Young master, what are you saying so suddenly? Why would you go to such a distant place..."
"Shut up! Just do as I say! How dare you run your mouth!"
"...Yes, I understand. I'll prepare it."

I thought about stopping the butler who was walking away clicking his tongue, to lecture him about showing proper respect to his superiors,
but my mind was too complicated right now, so I decided against it.
Instead, when I return, I'll tie him up and beat him.

How dare they ignore the results of the competition and marry her to someone else?
I absolutely cannot accept this.
The citizens of the Holy Nation would feel the same.

My will is the will of the people.
Even if I have to drag the Saintess back to the Holy Nation, I will stop this.
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The news about my relationship with Maron began to spread, causing quite a stir in both domestic and foreign media.

At first, there were only wild speculations about the Saintess's marriage partner with no factual basis. But after the Kritias Kingdom and the Holy Nation's Cardinal Council made an official announcement, things quieted down.

I had expected turmoil within the Holy Nation, but surprisingly, it remained calm. They even issued a statement supporting the marriage, saying it was normal to marry someone of the same race...

And from what I heard, one cardinal's son had caused a scene. What was it called? Some kind of husband competition, apparently.

It seems they tried to determine rankings and choose the man with the highest score as Maron's husband. The final result of that competition was supposedly this cardinal's son who caused the commotion.

But he's human, not an elf. Maron nearly became a widow at the young age of less than a hundred years.

Anyway, that competition is now null and void, and Maron is my woman. I hope no one creates confusion like that Lipton or Rickton fool did last time.

***

The party hall, filled with gleaming chandeliers and countless wine glasses reflecting their light, created an elegant and classical atmosphere with the soft instrumental music harmonizing with the murmurs of conversation.

The venue, hosting not only domestic nobles but also high-ranking families invited from the Holy Nation, featured an interior completely different from the party at the Zikheart royal mansion. Rather than mere splendor, it exuded the traditional yet luxurious essence of the Kritias Kingdom.

"My... there were that many?"
"That's just the number of men who passed the preliminaries. If we include those who participated in the qualifiers... whew, it's hard to imagine."
"This was a bigger affair than I thought."

According to an unnamed cardinal from the Holy Nation, three thousand men participated in the finals of the Saintess's husband competition.
What exactly is this "Saintess" title?
She's definitely a main character in this fantasy world, but that alone doesn't explain everything.
A husband selection contest, not a wife selection—how unusual.

"Well then, I'll take my leave now."
"Ah, thank you for the information, Cardinal."
"Think nothing of it."

Only after watching the cardinal who had kindly answered my questions walk away did I turn around.
Maron was also surrounded by people engaged in conversation, but surprisingly, most were from the Holy Nation's mainland.
Domestic nobles seemed to be keeping their distance.
Instead, they flocked to me.

Everyone attended this party—myself, Alice, Lillie, Lala, and Maron.
All of them as wives...
It seemed a bit strange that wives would attend their own marriage celebration party, but no one else seemed to find it odd.

Not just Maron, but Alice, Lillie, and Lala were all surrounded by people, clearly suffering. Given their social standing and positions as the Prince Consort's wives, it was inevitable that they would attract more attention.

Several cardinals, the Pope, and a man introduced as Maron's father came to greet me. Maron's father was quite an ordinary man who thanked me for accepting Maron and asked me to take good care of her before moving on.

I heard that Maron was quite the troublemaker in the Holy Nation. Well, she was the first person to skip a month of classes at the academy.

"Phew..."

I thought I had built up my stamina through sword training, but this kind of exhaustion was different from just running. When both mind and body tire together, it feels even more draining.
I headed toward a table with chairs to sit and rest for a moment.

While I had my eyes closed briefly, someone approached and set a cup on the table.
It was Alice.

Alice, seemingly a bit tired herself, brought a chair right next to mine and sat down.
Each of her actions, reminiscent of a long-married elderly couple, made me reflect once again on how much she cared for me.
I just hoped I wasn't being overly self-conscious.

I picked up the cup from the table and drank with audible gulps.

"Ahh."

After refreshingly downing it in one shot, I looked at Alice and noticed her lips curled slightly upward.
She had the expression of someone watching something cute.

"It's embarrassing when you stare like that."
"For someone who says that, you drank quite boldly. Would you like another?"
"I was thirsty, that's all. Did you come to rest too, Alice?"
"I came to keep my husband company because I felt sorry seeing him alone."
"Ugh... sorry?"

Sitting alone at a party venue where I'm supposed to be the main character.
Others might indeed find it pitiful.
Of course, since I was clearly expressing my exhaustion with my whole body, that didn't apply to me.

I rested my head on Alice's shoulder as she teased me with amusement. She pressed closer to support me, and I leaned in with my weight for a more comfortable position.

About 20 minutes passed.
A royal guard approached Alice and knelt before her.
He appeared to be a knight, not an ordinary guard.

"Your Majesty, there's a man at the entrance who says he's late for the party and is asking to be let in."
"Does he have an invitation?"
"He does, but he claims he's attending as a proxy and was slightly delayed..."
"Hmm... arriving an hour after the party started—is he a domestic noble?"
"No, the invitation is in the name of a cardinal from the Holy Nation."
"If he were a domestic noble, I would have sent him away, but he happens to be a guest from the Holy Nation."

As Alice rose from her chair, I stood up as well.
In truth, I was bored and curious to see this latecomer.
Alice didn't stop me, so I followed behind her.

As we approached the door to leave the hall, Maron came to my side and linked her arm with mine.
It was an adorably cute gesture, but I was somewhat disappointed by her still-flat chest.
No, looking at the Pope's chest, there's still hope.
I shouldn't be disappointed so soon.

"Where are you going? How cruel to leave your wife behind."
"No, it's not like that. I heard a proxy from the Holy Nation arrived late to the party, so I'm going to check it out."
"A proxy? We concluded that no proxies would be sent to this party..."

Apparently, the Cardinal Council had decided against sending proxies to the Saintess's marriage party, as it would be disrespectful to send a representative to a foreign country for such an occasion.

I wonder if Alice heard that too.
Suddenly, the atmosphere grew tense.

When we reached the gates, we found a man with dark brown hair, accompanied by only a woman who looked like a steward, threatening the knights guarding the entrance to let him in.
In contrast, he was bound with ropes.
Is he an idiot? I can't believe someone like this exists.

"Hey! Do you know who I am? I brought an invitation, but instead of letting me in, you tie me up? Should I turn this into a diplomatic incident?"

His vulgar speech and threats beyond his station were appalling.
Did he not realize that threatening the knights protecting the royal palace was itself a diplomatic issue?

The knights guarding the royal palace are minor nobles.
This guy from the Holy Nation, where there's no class system, is just a commoner not protected by treaty.
It would be legal to behead him on the spot for blasphemy.
Of course, being royal knights, they were still showing restraint.

"What's going on here?"
"Y-Your Majesty!"

The knight knelt in surprise as if he had done something wrong, which made me feel sympathetic.
I hoped he wouldn't get in trouble for this unfortunate encounter...

"This man claimed he was late for the party and demanded entry... we had no choice but to restrain him."
"Let me go, you dogs!!"
"Silence! How dare you run your mouth so recklessly!"
"You dare restrain a cardinal's proxy? Do you think you can handle the consequences of this rudeness?"

...Dogs?
Wow.
Cursing in front of the queen.
With that kind of audacity, threatening knights would be nothing to him.
I found myself understanding the situation.

While I was thinking this, the knights and Maron's expressions were souring.
Maron in particular seemed bewildered that someone from her country was behaving this way.

Perhaps judging that she needed to intervene as the Saintess to prevent the situation from escalating, Maron approached the bound man.

"...!! Saintess! It's me! The one who was chosen to be your husband in the competition...!!"
"Shut up."
"Ugh..."

Maron's expression wasn't one you'd use when looking at a person.
Cold eyes, like looking at a garbage bag in a dump.
They were so unfamiliar and frightening that I questioned if these were the eyes of the Maron I knew.

"Sh-shut up? I am the man who is to become the Saintess's husband! Even if you are the Saintess—"
"I said shut up. You, become my husband? Know your place."
"Wh-what did you say?"

Hiss.
Is this what they call déjà vu?
I feel like I've seen this before recently.
That Rickton or Lipton guy, the son from the territory next to Lillie's.

Maron drew the sword from her waist and held it to the man's neck.
It wasn't the practice sword she used when sparring with Lillie, but an elegant and beautiful yet clearly sharp and cold blade meant for actual combat.

"Did you really think I would marry someone as stupid as you just because you were selected in some competition or election?
You're not just simple-minded—your brain is worse than an amoeba's."

The blade Maron pressed against his neck pushed in slightly, drawing a thin line of crimson blood.
Finding the scene uncomfortable to watch, I hid behind Alice.

"Do you truly believe that being a cardinal's son gives you any value beyond that?"
"O-of course! I'm affiliated with the Goddess Society, graduated second in my class at Bihong Academy, and..."
"I'm embarrassed by your brain that thinks such worldly status affects a person's worth. Don't go around boasting about being a cardinal's son."

She sheathed her sword and turned her back.
A pose straight out of a swordsman movie...
The epitome of coolness.

"It lowers the dignity of the Holy Nation."

With that final remark, his spirit seemed broken as he knelt with his head bowed while still bound.
How is she a Saintess?
I'd believe it if someone called her a legendary swordsman.

"For Maron's sake, I won't mention this incident in international circles. Return quietly to your country."

Alice seemed pleased with Maron's handling of the situation and decided to let the matter go.
Grateful for this, Maron bowed deeply to Alice in thanks.
I smiled wryly as Alice patted Maron's head.
Alice treats Lillie, Lala, and Maron all like her little sisters.
Actually, Lala is her real sister, isn't she?

"......"

Anyway, I should avoid making Maron angry.
She becomes terrifyingly different when angered.

Alice entered the palace first, followed by Maron.
I remained at the entrance, watching the guy still kneeling with his head bowed and hands bound.

Come to think of it, this guy claimed to be first place in the competition.
His obsession with Maron must be serious if he came all the way to a foreign country.

Well, if my woman suddenly got married in another country, I might rush there without thinking too.
Of course, that wouldn't happen...

I felt a bit sorry for him.
Then I turned and walked toward the palace interior.
No, I walked and then stopped.

The rustling sound I'd been hearing started to bother me.

Wait a minute?
Looking now, the guy whose hands should have been tied was moving them freely.
And in his hands was a sharp dagger.

"Shit."

The curse escaped me unconsciously.
The guards had headed to their station after Alice entered the palace, intending to deal with him later.
Right now, only he and I were present.

"Kuk... bastards... I'll kill them all... the Saintess, the Queen, the Prince Consort..."

Seeing him stand up with the dagger gripped tightly in both hands, I hurriedly tried to gather mana to create a mana core.
But the mana core that had formed so easily just this afternoon wouldn't materialize.
Was it because I was nervous?
I'm really screwed.
I can't stop him without a mana core...
I looked back, but there was indeed no one around.

"Die, you bastard!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

I tried to dodge as he charged at me with the raised dagger, but by divine mischief,
my foot caught on a stone. I didn't fall, but I stumbled.

As his dagger drew closer and reached me,
I tightly closed my eyes.
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"...?"

No matter how long I waited, I couldn't feel any pain.
Is this bastard taking his time looking for the right spot to stab?
I tried to open my eyes to assess the situation, but it was night, so I couldn't see well.
Well, it was a night with a crescent moon.
And for some reason, everything was quiet.

Just ten seconds ago, I could hear that guy raging like an excited wild boar, but now there was no sound at all.
Instead, I could hear footsteps and the sound of sand crunching as people ran from the direction of the palace, like background music in the silent night.

When I slowly opened my eyelids, I couldn't immediately comprehend the scene before me.
The paved road was deeply gouged as if by a shockwave, and the luxurious streetlights were unnaturally severed.
And I could feel dense yet familiar mana.

Numerous magical formulas floated around me, and my Mana Core moved as if to protect me.
There were too many to count.
The magical formulas I had memorized were only simple ones with few characters.
In contrast, the formulas floating around me weren't just hundreds of characters—some appeared to have thousands.
Then they gradually lost their light and faded away as if their mission was complete.
Who could understand such a sight?

And I felt a bit dizzy.
I remembered once accidentally leaving my Mana Core out, letting it hover around me,
and then collapsing from mana depletion because the consumption rate exceeded the recovery rate.

This time too, my head was spinning and ringing similarly.
The headache was so severe I could barely stand.

Unconsciously, I brought both hands to my head to hold it.
Did it feel like someone was shaking me?

The hairpin caught on my hand and finally fell off.
I should have picked it up, but because of the headache, I put that aside and concentrated my mana to bring out my Mana Core for a recovery spell.

"Ugh... shit... it hurts so much..."

Perhaps because of the pain, words from my past life slipped out.
And then an even bigger problem occurred.
I couldn't feel the flow of mana.

This Mana Core, worse than a pile of dung, goes on strike whenever it's urgent and needed.
Is there even a reason to learn magic if it's like this?

While I was feeling skeptical about magic, the hairpin that had fallen began to emit a blue light.
Looking closely, it was the hairpin with the Kritias Kingdom's emblem that Alice had given me as a gift two years ago.
It's a truly precious item to me.

Is it all about perspective?
As I thought positive thoughts, the headache in my head subsided, and I felt a bit more comfortable.
Indeed, does a good mind house a good body?
Or was it the other way around?

"Huff... huff..."

After taking deep breaths, the headache subsided enough to bear.
Not caring whether my white clothes got dirty or not,
I sat sprawled on the ground.

When I turned my head, I could see people running toward me in a group from far away.
I wished they would walk slowly since my head was ringing, but perhaps they were running for my sake.

"Where's my hairpin... Found it."

I picked up the hairpin I had dropped earlier and placed it on my palm.
It seemed there were no scratches or broken parts... huh?

"What the fuck?"

The hairpin, which had maintained its beautiful form until just now, suddenly made a cracking sound,
shattered, and then turned to dust and disappeared.

Various emotions rushed over me all at once, and unable to control them,
I fainted.

***

"An unfamiliar ceiling."

This time it really was an unfamiliar ceiling.
I clearly remember going outside during the party and almost being assassinated(?).
Since I was about to be killed while alone, it was definitely an assassination attempt.
But why did I collapse?

"Right, the hairpin..."

I sighed.
To break such a precious item that I had received as a gift just two years ago...
What if Alice gets upset with me?

With the hope that it was all a dream, I reached toward my head where I always kept the hairpin,
but something was attached to my wrist, getting in the way.

It was an IV drip and stand like you'd see in a hospital.
Looking around carefully, there were snow-white walls, a TV, and strange machines,
and as if someone had come to visit, there was a flower vase and a fruit basket.
It seemed to be a private room since there was no one else besides me.

The wires from those strange machines were connected to me.
I unbuttoned my clothes to check and found pads attached to my chest and around my neck as if I were on the verge of death.
There were wires connected to my lower body too, so I just took everything off.
Where did my underwear go...
The pads were annoying, so I tried to remove them, but they were stuck as if glued on,
so I ripped them off with a sound like waxing.

"Oh shit!"

As I removed the pads, the machines started making noise and going crazy.
I've seen this in movies—when someone dies, the machines make a beeping sound to indicate cardiac arrest.
It felt like I was watching such a scene.
A feeling of impending trouble washed over me, as if I'd done something stupid again.

Sure enough,
someone flung open the door to my private room and entered.
Although she had a look of despair on her face, she was a young woman.
With a white coat and a stethoscope around her neck, holding something like a tablet PC,
she was clearly a doctor.
She must have rushed in thinking I was dead.
Looking at the open door, there were knights standing in front.
They seemed just as surprised.

The doctor, who had clearly been wearing a look of despair, noticed that I was awake and had removed the pads attached to my body.
She looked relieved but quickly hid from my view.

"Gasp!! I'm so sorry!!"

What was she sorry for?
I called out to the doctor who had hidden from my sight.

"Excuse me... what's wrong?"
"I... I've committed a grave sin, Your Highness."
"What?"

It wasn't the doctor who had committed a grave sin, but that idiot from yesterday.
I don't understand why she's acting like this.

Oh.
Looking now, I had removed my top and bottom clothes to take off the pads.
Heh. Seeing me naked, I suppose I should punish her.
No, that's not it.

Did the doctor hide because she saw a mere 7-year-old child naked?
I can't understand this.

"Um... doctor?"
"Please put on your clothes, Your Highness."

While we were having this little dispute(?), a knight who had been standing outside came in.
He too was turning his head away.
Come on, neither the maids at our mansion nor the palace maids ever acted like this,
yet this doctor is feeling shy?

I was displeased, but I got up and gathered my clothes to put them on.
It was a patient gown with holes for medical devices,
but it was all I had to wear right now.

After I roughly dressed, the knight brought a blanket
and draped it over my shoulders.

"Your Highness, regardless of your age, you are a male. You should not show your bare body to women carelessly."
"But she's a doctor..."
"During examinations, of course, that's an exception... but Your Highness, would Her Majesty tolerate it if you accidentally showed your body to another man?"

The knight's persuasive tone, as if scolding a child, made immediate sense to me.
If it were me, I would have broken the neck of any man who saw Alice's body.

Like with that investigator before.
Maybe because I have different values, what seems insensitive to me
might be difficult for others to understand.

I was impressed by the knight who had the courage to tell me something difficult to say directly.
With such a vast difference in status, few people would risk speaking up like this, even for self-preservation.

"I'm sorry."
"Not at all, Your Highness."

After that, the knight went outside, and I had a brief conversation with the doctor.
I had apparently been unconscious for an entire week.
The cause was mana depletion.
It was a backlash from using all the mana stored in my body at once.

"I heard you maintained consciousness briefly. That's truly remarkable."
"Is it? When I had some peaceful thoughts, the headache subsided enough to bear it..."
"Perhaps your adrenaline levels increased, allowing you to endure temporarily?"

The doctor made lots of notes on her tablet PC and left, then a nurse came in.
By the way, the nurse was a sturdy-looking man.
I took off my top for a brief examination, and while the nurse was recording, I asked:

"Nurse, where did the doctor go?"

Was this a common question?
He gave a slight bitter smile and spoke fluently as if he'd said it many times before.

"Actually, our attending physician is quite shy... She's fine in places like the operating room, but struggles when patients are conscious."
"I see..."
"So the rest of us have a bit more work to do."

His mouth was smiling, but his eyes weren't.
It was the expression of a wage earner overwhelmed by increased workload.

"You'll need to stay hospitalized a while longer, so please make yourself comfortable. Her Majesty sent word that she'll visit tomorrow at noon."
"I understand. By the way, are personal items stored separately? Are they prohibited in the ward?"
"No? They're usually placed on the patient's table."
"I can't see my phone..."

The nurse looked a bit puzzled, then went outside to ask the knight on guard.
He returned in less than thirty seconds with a slight smile on his face.
I don't enjoy seeing men smile.

"I'm told it broke when Your Highness collapsed. It seems you'll have to do without it for a while."

The nurse left with a chuckle while I stared blankly after him.
It was more shocking than being hospitalized for an injury.
To have to live without a smartphone for a while...?
Damn it...
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After that, I spent my time bored in the hospital room, with nurses coming in regularly to check my blood pressure and temperature—health checks no different from hospitals in my previous life. Though they initially said I'd need to be hospitalized for a long time, the medical opinion changed to say I could be discharged since there were no major issues.

When Alice and the others heard I had awakened, they suggested I stay hospitalized a bit longer to monitor the situation, but I convinced them to let me discharge since I didn't feel it was necessary.

And on the day of discharge.
While I was changing out of my hospital gown into regular clothes, Alice came in.

Though she had reluctantly agreed to my discharge because of my stubbornness, it seemed she couldn't completely let go of her concerns. She knelt down and buttoned up my shirt while sighing.

When the last button was fastened, I looked at Alice with a bright smile. Smiling is always best in these situations. Alice returned a bitter smile and took a small box from her pocket. Inside was a hairpin identical to the one that had broken, which she attached to my hair.

I heard that the hairpin had an imperial-grade protection spell called "Aegis" engraved on it, providing "absolute defense against malicious physical attacks." This magic activates based on the caster's mana proportionally, and because of my absurdly high mana, it had functioned beyond imperial-grade magic, operating at divine-grade level.

That's why it didn't just protect me—the overflowing mana caused the "magic" to develop its own consciousness and activate an offensive spell to protect its caster. It had cast a high-level wind attribute spell called "Wind Cutter" on that idiot who tried to harm me. Now I understood why the palace entrance had been in such chaos. Alice stroked my head, telling me not to worry about the hairpin breaking since it had activated such powerful magic. It was disposable anyway.

As for the person who stabbed me with the knife, his whereabouts had become mysterious and he was currently missing. They'd been searching for a week but hadn't found even a trace...

This incident was kept secret through an agreement between the Kritias Kingdom and the Holy Nation. Apparently, if news of the incident spread, the secluded elves would not remain quiet due to their anger at nearly losing a racial treasure. Alice, both queen and wife, was furious enough to want to slaughter everyone involved, but decided to endure it because she couldn't handle the scale of the aftermath.

What could make these secluded elves so formidable that even Queen Alice would back down?
The Kritias Kingdom was founded by elves. The reason elves, who make up less than 0.1% of the total population, could establish a nation and remain the ruling class for tens of thousands of years is obviously their superior "mana." Elves excel in mana and ability beyond any other race. Could they really be limited to just one country if they could rule the entire world?

The answer is no.
Elves excel not only in mana but also in martial prowess.
Add to that their virtually infinite time for training, and one elf becomes a monster capable of facing an entire nation's military might, not just a hundred soldiers. This becomes understandable when you think about the legendary Sword Gods and Demon Gods.

They are secluded but still train in swordsmanship and magic.

And the elves who are currently visible in society are "young" elves less than 5,000 years old.

Even these young elves are exceptional enough to sustain a hegemonic nation.

What would happen if the secluded elves emerged in outrage over this incident?

If I had to guess, the Iris Holy Nation would be finished in less than two days. If their anger turned toward humans, humanity would be extinct within a week.

Alice believes the secluded elves are more than capable of this. When I was slapped and sent flying at the café before, it was only that mild because it was between fellow elves. If it had been another race, something terrible would have happened.

As for why the secluded elves are interested in me—it's simply because male elves are rare. Just look at our family: five daughters and one son. That should give you an idea of how scarce males are.

Of course, hearing this left me dumbfounded. The thought that such insane events could unfold because of me alone gave me a sense of mission to take better care of myself.

When we arrived at the palace, the entrance had already been cleaned up. As if nothing had happened.

I decided to take a break from the academy just for today. Thinking about it now, it's a big problem. I've missed over eight days of classes. This means I'll face the terrible consequence of having to attend supplementary classes on weekends for a month.

Well, at least I won't be taking those supplementary classes alone since Maron will be there too. I returned to my room, lay on the bed, and checked the calendar on my smartphone. I was a bit sad that the smartphone my mother gave me was destroyed, but she brought me a recently released model, which lifted my spirits.

"Come to think of it... I need to register phone numbers..."

Perhaps due to my languid state, after spending some time lying on the bed with my body relaxed, I couldn't resist drowsiness and fell asleep.

***

"Maron, wake up."

The theology supplementary class has ended and we need to head back, but thanks to Maron falling into a deep sleep, our departure might be a bit delayed.

The Saintess sleeping during theology class. The irony made me chuckle.

It seems like she's pretending to sleep. Female elves mature mentally at twice the rate of humans. Both Lillie and Maron are cunning despite their young appearance. What would she like me to do?

It's a bit embarrassing, but I'll try something bold. I gave a light kiss on the cheek of Maron, who was pretending to be asleep.

Sure enough, she immediately opened her eyes, put her Bible in her bag, and got up. She's not exactly Sleeping Beauty, but I found her utterly adorable.

We went outside, and I stretched under the warm sunlight. I've been feeling what seems like growing pains lately, so I've been thinking I should stretch more often.

"Nnnggghhh!"

As I stretched again with a loud groan while sitting on the bench right in front, the girls lingering nearby blushed and ran away. It wasn't that they disliked it, but rather they seemed embarrassed?

"What's going on?"
"Your Highness! I'm sorry. Am I a bit late?"

Maron, who had gone ahead with her bag, seemed to have stopped by the dormitory. We're already late, so might as well take our time.

Maron approached me, saw how I looked, and was horrified. I was just stretching. She pulled down my shirt that had rolled up and fixed my posture by pressing both my cheeks with her hands.

"A man shouldn't pose like this! You can't do this in public!"
"Huh? But it hurts if I don't stretch these days."
"Then do it secretly in the dormitory or bathroom!"
"This gender reversal is such a pain."
"What? Gender what did you say?"
"Nothing, it's nothing."

Apparently showing my stomach when my shirt rolls up isn't allowed either. In my previous life, women wore tops that showed their navels. Maron gave me several warnings and then sat down beside me. She was looking at the schedule on the MangoPad I received as an enrollment gift, holding a cold iced coffee. Her posture made her look like an office worker—just add a suit.

"There's a field trip next week?"
"What's that?"
"It's one of the academy programs where we travel around the major territories of Kritias to directly experience their characteristics and specialties. It's one of the few classes where we can go out during the semester."
"Maron, you know everything."

Actually, I'm the one who knows nothing...
Anyway, major territories, huh?
The Zikheart Duchy, a vassal state, is also a territory. I wonder if we'll visit it?

"Do you know which places we're going to?"
"Hmm... well... There are places we visit every time... I believe we always stop by the Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke Duchy and the Spitzberg Ducal Territory."
"Oh, really?"

So we're not only going to our territory but also to Lillie's territory. There's a high chance I'll get to meet my parents and Lillie's mother, Rain, after a long time.

"Come to think of it, our destination for this field trip is the lord's mansion?"

I received Maron's tablet PC and checked the schedule, which indeed listed the lord's mansion as our destination.

"Usually when we visit territories, it's customary for the homeroom instructor to greet the lord... but I don't know why the destination is specifically the lord's mansion."
"Could it be because of Lillie and me?"
"That possibility is... well, I can't say it's not likely."

Maron gave a slight bitter smile. There are several circumstances that make me suspect my and Lillie's parents have had a hand in this. Anyone can see traces of parents trying to satisfy their personal desires during official business.

For some reason, Maron has a determined expression on her face. It's like the look of a man meeting his girlfriend's parents for the first time after getting her pregnant. She seems to be getting nervous already, probably because she hasn't met them yet.

I'm not sure about my father, but my mother could definitely be a bit dangerous. She beats her daughter with a sword, so what's stopping her from doing the same to a daughter-in-law? I'm not entirely sure, but I remember Lillie going with my mother to the mansion in the royal capital, saying she wanted to learn from her. When she returned, she was so exhausted she was about to collapse... My mother's recovery magic can heal even broken bones in one go, so I don't know what happened or how intense it was...

Seeing Maron steeling herself as if she'd received some warning from Lillie made me a bit worried.

Ch.31 - Local Field Trip
What is the difference between elves and other races?

They have slightly longer ears, naturally high mana levels, and nearly infinite lifespans. Their population is significantly lower than other races, and male elves are much rarer. Knowing this much about elves is generally sufficient.

So where do these differences come from?

In fact, the difference between elves and other races can be summed up in a single line:

"Unlike other races, elves are spirit beings."

Spirit beings are great spirits sent to earth by the main deity Iris to save the devastated world, gift fertile land to humanity, and prevent another catastrophe caused by humans. According to mythology, the first two spirit races were elves and Dragonica. Deity Iris bestowed sacred relics upon these two races before disappearing.

The first sacred relic is the Aether Mana. Though it appears to be a staff carved from an ordinary tree, it's actually made from the world tree of the divine realm. It nearly became useless after losing its mana, but with Yook Zikheart Kritias's help, it regained its power and once again became the world's guardian. Currently, it's kept in the Iris Holy Nation.

The second sacred relic is Ragnarok. True to its meaning of "war of the gods," it's a dagger that Deity Iris used to destroy gods from other realms. Currently, it's owned by "Lillie von Spitzberg," who resides in the Kritias royal palace. Of course, she possesses it without knowing its true nature.

Originally, Aether Mana was entrusted to the elves and Ragnarok to the Dragonica, but now elves unintentionally possess both.

This is because the Dragonica became extinct. Neither mythology nor history records why this happened. Academic historians still debate whether such a race ever truly existed.

In any case, the difference between elves and other races is that they were fundamentally different from ordinary creatures from the beginning. It's said that in ancient times, some races that envied the superior elves tried to oppress them and ended up extinct.

The reason for the scarcity of male elves is, surprisingly, because elves are superior in every way. Elves are born with naturally high mana levels. Female fetuses absorb their parents' mana well from the womb, growing strong and healthy, but male fetuses are different. They absorb less mana, and the concentrated, dense mana often causes miscarriages. Male conceptions are already rare, and among those, very few result in normal births.

Even Yook's time in the womb was extremely dangerous, and his normal birth could be considered miraculous.

That's why male elves are raised very preciously and receive much attention from reclusive elves, sometimes getting unexpected gifts. Currently, these reclusive elves are preparing something for Yook, whom they cherish dearly despite not being their own child.

They have no idea what expression he'll make when he receives their gift.

***

The day for the field trip has arrived. It's going to be a long journey of two whole weeks.

Before magic engineering developed, people traveled by carriage, making this a grueling journey of over two months...

The trip begins at CR Crescent Station, using the academy's own train. They even own a train—how rich are they? All of us first-years have gathered at the station, waiting for the train to arrive.

The children embarking on their first real journey are bubbling with excitement. Some discuss their outfits, others show off cameras with enormous cannon-like lenses, and some brag about bringing multiple power banks to their friends. It feels just like the morning of a school trip.

Lillie and Maron are double-checking if I've forgotten to pack anything. Despite having already checked everything in my room this morning, they're checking again. They must think I'm so careless that something will go wrong if they don't regularly check on me.

"You've packed everything properly this time."
"I told you it's fine."
"Your Highness always forgets something, so we need to check frequently. Maron, please check on him often when I'm not around."
"Of course."

I sighed quietly watching these two who've become too close. It's good that they get along, but they're so in sync that I feel like I don't have anyone on my side. Alice and Lala also get along perfectly with these two, and they've all been busy teasing me since this morning.

After some time passed, the vehicle entered the station. The orange lights and the sharp metallic sound made my heart feel heavy. Perhaps because my last memory from my previous life was in a subway.

"Let's see... A-8... Found it. Wow, holy..."

When I opened the door, what I saw inside was truly amazing. So amazing that a curse word slipped out in admiration.

Is this really a train? I was shocked by how spacious and comfortable it was. Not only were there beds and TVs, but also private bathrooms. Private bathrooms that weren't even available in the dormitories.

I tossed my luggage inside and headed to Lillie and Maron's room. The girls were assigned two per room. It wasn't discrimination—the number of single rooms just happened to match the number of male students.

When I arrived at room C-1, I could hear conversation from inside. The nameplate outside had Lillie and Maron's names, so this must be the right place. Without thinking, I opened the door.

*Slide*

"How about that side... Oh..."
"Your Highness, what about knocking?"
"Sorry."

The two were changing clothes inside. I could clearly see their white, lace-trimmed underwear, and they didn't seem bothered at all. Their clean, white bodies, surprisingly mature in certain areas, were captivating, drawing my eyes. As my gaze traveled upward and met theirs, I felt embarrassed and slammed the door shut. I could hear them laughing from the other side.

After the sound of fabric sliding against skin for a while, the door opened wide.

"Come in."
"O-okay..."
"We're fine, really. It's strange to be embarrassed about seeing a woman's body when you're not even a man."
"Still, please refrain from entering without knocking. We might not mind, but others might find it rude."
"Why did you change clothes as soon as you boarded?"
"It's warmer than expected inside the train."

I think I've heard that women's bodies are warmer because of their subcutaneous fat. Despite the cold weather outside, it must have been a bit hot for them.

After Lillie's usual scolding ended, I looked around their double room. It wasn't much different from the single room, just with two beds and a slightly larger bathroom.

"The double room is much more spacious. It's like three single rooms combined."
"I heard the four-person rooms that commoner children use are even more spacious. Would you like to go see one later?"
"Hmm... Wouldn't that be intrusive?"
"I heard there are some empty ones."
"Then let's go. I was curious too."

A train so large that it has rooms to spare even after accommodating 360 people. It's certainly much different in length and width compared to trains from my previous life.

Before checking out the four-person room, we looked around other places. There was a computer room, but since smartphones were common and we all received Mango Pads as enrollment gifts, there weren't many places that attracted students except for a few areas.

One unique place was a lounge with smart device chargers and rental headsets. I liked the system where you could freely take, use, and return them.

Since this train had two floors, I was curious about how the upper floor was arranged. It turned out to be an observation deck with solid glass windows for easy viewing outside.

It was almost identical in quality to what I'd seen in YouTube videos of Canadian train journeys in my previous life.

After exploring the interior for a while, we heard an announcement from the homeroom instructors and gathered at the assembly point. There were stacked boxes there, and some instructors were opening them.

"The hairpins we're distributing now must be worn at all times during the field trip. We'll be tracking your locations constantly, and if you stray from your homeroom instructors or lose the pin, all location information will be sent to your instructors. This is for your safety, so please be careful not to lose them. Understood?"
"Yes!"

Despite the enthusiastic response, the children who received the hairpins didn't know what to do with them. In this world, hair accessories were mostly worn by elves, so human commoner children rarely had occasion to wear them. Knowing this confusion might occur, the homeroom instructors began helping each student put them on, one by one. For those who couldn't manage it themselves, the instructors personally attached the pins.

I skillfully put on my hairpin and looked in the mirror on the wall. With the Zikheart family crest, the Kritias royal crest, and the Crescent Academy crest—three pins in total—my hair looked somewhat complicated. How should I put it? Like a country bumpkin who tried to dress up in the big city but failed miserably. That kind of feeling.

Lillie and Maron would be the same. They also had three hairpins: their family crests, the royal crest, and the academy pin. But on them, the hairpins didn't look awkward at all.

In fact, they looked natural.

They approached me, saying they wanted to show me first, but when they saw my messily attached hairpins, they couldn't hold back their laughter. They turned around, giggling and hiccupping.

Embarrassed, I hung my head.

Ch.32 - Local Field Trip (2)
A full day had passed since the train started moving.
Since the goal of the field trip was to return from the farthest location, the first stop at a territory would be the longest.

As expected of the Academy.
Even though it was a field trip, they conducted online classes in each room as part of the curriculum.
And they filled a full eight hours with it.

On top of that, the girls had sword training after lunch and dinner.
There was a spacious training room inside the train where they took turns swinging their swords.
Couldn't they at least let them rest on the train?
Judging by how the instructors were acting, they'd probably be even stricter once they arrived at the lord's residence.

That must be why Lillie and Maron came to see me listening to music on the second floor, whined a bit, and then fell asleep.
Both of them were leaning their heads on my shoulders, sound asleep.

Did they forget to shower?
There was a slightly sour smell of sweat, but it wasn't unpleasant.
Rather, it had a subtle, sweet scent that was somehow exciting.
I felt like that part of me might stand at attention.

"Mmm... nyaa..."

Lillie woke up making cute cat-like sounds, looked around, and then nuzzled her cheek against mine.
Apparently, she's too shy to do it openly but doesn't mind doing it secretly.

How cute.
She usually acts cool and aloof, but when we're alone like this, she shows her childish side appropriate for her age.
Though Maron is sleeping next to us...

Right now, this place only had kids like me quietly listening to music while enjoying the scenery outside, or those like Maron who had fallen asleep in the atmosphere, which made Lillie more bold(?).

Lillie, who normally didn't initiate physical contact, was now curiously stroking my chest area.

Recently, thanks to consistent exercise like sword training, my once beer-bottle-shaped body was gradually developing some muscle.
While she was stroking me with curiosity, I flexed a little to surprise her.

"Hup!"
"Eek! You scared me!"

Despite being the one touching me, she turned her head away in a huff and drank some cocoa.
That was mine, by the way.

"You can keep touching if you want, so don't be mad."
"Really?"
"...Do you like touching that much?"
"No woman would dislike touching a man's chest."

Isn't it usually the opposite?
And there's not much to touch anyway, just enough to stroke lightly.
Lillie and I snuggled close and enjoyed the skinship for a moment.

Am I getting excited?
Lillie's cherry-colored lips somehow looked tempting.
We often shared light bird kisses as goodnight greetings, but we'd never had an intense deep kiss.
Well, that's not the kind of skinship children should be doing anyway.

Usually, couples or fiancés our age have arranged relationships, so they don't get along well.
They bicker at a young age and maintain that distance, resulting in poor relationships even as adults.
But if I'm not being self-conscious, I think we both have feelings beyond just liking each other.

I don't know why Lillie feels that way about me, but in my case, I fell for her mature, chic demeanor and her caring nature.
The same goes for Alice, Lala, and Maron.
I guess I'm an easy man.

I looked into Lillie's eyes.
It was a silent signal.
Not just me, but Lillie wanted it too.

"Is this okay?"
"......"

She didn't answer but nodded.
Even in this gender-reversed world, it seems embarrassing to ask directly.
Since I don't particularly mind such things, I decided to take the lead.

"Mmph..."
"Oh my."

I gently lifted her chin and our eyes met.
She tried to turn her head away, embarrassed by her face that had turned as red as her lips, but she wasn't really trying.
Considering that in this world, someone like Lillie could kill me with just her pinky finger, it was truly an adorable gesture.

I moved my face closer until we were barely 5cm apart, and looked into her eyes again.
Her moist eyes were begging me to hurry, and while I thought about teasing her a bit, I decided against it.
There's no need for push and pull between Lillie and me.

I carefully cupped her cheeks with both hands, and when I confirmed her eyes were closed, I gently pressed my lips against hers.

One mistake that inexperienced people make is going too strong from the start with this kind of skinship.
You should start gently and increase the intensity, teasing until the other person wants it more than you do.
I ended what was barely more than a bird kiss and pulled my lips away.
Lillie's eyes now showed slight disappointment rather than eagerness.

As she glared at me with somewhat sharp eyes, I gently stroked her cheek and then quickly crashed my lips against hers.
A real man should know how to use such forceful methods too.

This time she seemed satisfied, as the sharpness disappeared from her expression.
I thought it wouldn't be bad to move on to the next step of a deep kiss, but aren't we too young for that?

After ending another brief kiss, I licked my lips slightly.
The sweet and bitter chocolate flavor and aroma were theoretically understood to be the taste of cocoa,
but my emotional heart concluded it was Lillie's taste(?).

"How was it?"
"It was nice..."
"Want me to do it again?"
"......."

Her expression that seemed to ask if I really needed to ask was truly lovable.
It was such an amazing smile that I wanted to take out my phone and capture it.
I stretched to adjust my posture to give her another deep kiss and was about to cup her cheeks with both hands.

Wait.
Somehow I felt a gaze, and whether it was because my senses were dulled by the kiss, one of my shoulders felt lighter.

I turned around quickly to find Maron, who should have been sleeping on my shoulder, watching us with a suggestive look.
Maron's face was also slightly flushed like her lips.

"Uh... when did you wake up?"
"Hmm, from when Lili was touching Your Highness's chest?"
"...So you saw everything from the beginning?"
"Hehe..."

Maron jumped into my arms like a puppy and rubbed her cheek against my chest, clearly delighted about something.
It seemed like she was asking me to pay attention to her now.

This girl.
I stroked Maron's head firmly and immediately gave her a kiss.

And so, until the next morning dawned, the three of us enjoyed intimate and thrilling skinship.

***

Morning came.
Despite only getting a few hours of sleep because of last night, my eyes were bright and alert.
How could I not be excited about visiting another territory for the first time?

After the instructors finished giving disembarkation instructions, they got off one by one, followed by the students.
Since we disembarked in class order, we were the first to step outside.

"Wow..."
"The station is really clean. I thought this was quite a rural territory..."
"It's clear this wasn't hastily cleaned up."

Exclamations of admiration flowed out even though we'd only seen the station.
This was because the stations where we had stopped along the way had been more unsanitary than expected.

It felt like seeing European subways from my previous life.
I heard that in places like England, the subway could smell of urine.
After seeing such stations continuously, it was refreshing to see one this clean.

As I was looking around, an elderly butler-like person, escorted by several soldiers, approached us.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness, and the two Madams. I sincerely welcome you to Frisia Territory.
I am Abote von Frisia, responsible for Frisia Territory under Her Majesty's name."
"I look forward to your hospitality, Lord Abote."

I extended my hand to Lord Abote for a handshake, and he smiled and accepted it.
Since this place had no connection to the Academy, he first greeted me and my wives, Lillie and Maron.
I was a bit surprised that the lord himself came out to greet us.

By the way, a male lord in this gender-reversed world is quite rare.
He gave the impression of a dandy English gentleman.
As far as I knew, this might be the closest style to men from my previous life.

"I also welcome the Academy instructors and students. You must be tired from your train journey, which could be considered either short or long.
I am Abote von Frisia, the lord of Frisia Territory."
"Lord, thank you for accepting our request to cooperate with this field trip."
"Hahaha. It's nothing. As a fellow alumnus, I'm simply fulfilling my duty as a subject."

Crescent Academy is where noble children gather.
Naturally, Lord Abote must also be an alumnus.

"Now that introductions are done, let me escort you to the lord's residence."

Following Lord Abote's guidance, we walked and found several luxury sedans and buses waiting.
I wondered why there were luxury sedans, but concluded in my mind that they must be the vehicles Lord Abote arrived in.

While an instructor was explaining the boarding procedure, he came to us and whispered something in Lillie's ear.
I couldn't hear what he said, but after he stepped away, Lillie seemed to be trying to communicate something to the instructor with her eyes.
The instructor nodded, and Lillie led me and Maron toward the luxury sedans.

"What's going on? Aren't we taking the bus?"
"We're supposed to take this, they said."

When I made a confused expression, Lillie sighed slightly.

"Lord Abote requested it."
"Hmm, I feel bad about this. It's like we're taking an old man's car."

I felt a bit uncomfortable.
I wouldn't have minded taking the bus.
Suddenly, I became curious about Lord Abote.
Was it because of the extraordinary Mana I sensed from him?

I asked a simple question.
Lillie seemed to organize her thoughts before speaking.

"Lord Abote was recently appointed as lord at Queen Alice's request."
"Really? I didn't know that. He looked quite old."
"Actually... Lord Abote is an elf."
"What...?"

Can an elf become such a dandy, elderly gentleman?
Elves maintain a teenage appearance even after living for thousands of years.
Plus, his ears were short.
Too short to be considered elf ears.
I tilted my head in confusion.

"From what I remember, Lord Abote first appeared in history about 320,000 years ago."
"........What?"

320,000 years?
What does that mean?
I was starting to feel frustrated.

"Even among reclusive elves, that age is considered young."
"Why would someone like that come out into the world?"
"Well... we can only think of it as an elder's whim..."
".........."

A whim?
He's at least 320,000 years old!
Somehow, I don't think this field trip is going to be ordinary either.

Ch.33 - Local Field Trip (3)
After getting off the train and driving along the road for quite some time, we arrived at a place called "Ur," the largest city in the Frisia Territory.

Located in the center of a large lake and surrounded by walls like an iron fortress, it looked like something straight out of a fantasy game. According to the guidebook, this design was meant to defend against external invasions, though I wondered how meaningful such defenses were in a world where protective magic had become so advanced.

"Large-scale protective magic is relatively new. It's only been around for about a thousand years," Lillie explained.

"Then how did they protect towns before that?" I asked.

"By posting guards... or hiring adventurers?"

"Can that really be considered protection...?"

In the end, those methods required sacrifice. They were fundamentally different from the purpose of protective magic.

As I learned more, it became clear that activating protective magic required large quantities of magic stones. The distribution and supply of these stones had only recently been solved. With technological advancements and the emergence of transportation methods like ships, airplanes, and trains, the development of large-scale protective magic had also begun. Of course, while massive protective spells capable of defending entire cities or nations were recent developments, smaller protective magic had been widely used even by commoners due to its versatility.

"Large-scale protective magic was developed in our Holy Nation," Maron said proudly.

"Right. It was Aether Mana, wasn't it? They researched that staff."

"Staff? Please call it a sacred relic."

"Ah... sorry."

I had recently infused mana into a staff brought by the Pope, but it was too plain to be called a sacred relic. It looked like it had been carved from a branch plucked from a street tree.

"Aether Mana is a truly meaningful sacred relic to us elves. Your Highness should know that."

"Hmm... should I study theology in more detail?"

"C-could it be that you've finally taken an interest in theology?!" Maron's eyes lit up.

"No, not to that extent. Just curious, that's all."

"Tch..."

As Maron muttered, "Your wife is a Saintess, you could at least study theology with her..." Lillie and I snickered.

The people around me weren't quite at the level of zealots, but they did have a certain degree of religious faith. Maron, being a Saintess, talked about it constantly, and my parents apparently never missed their daily prayers.

Before I was born, when my mother was having complications during pregnancy, both my parents prayed fervently, and suddenly her health improved. This deepened their faith considerably. Around the seventh month of pregnancy, my mother's health had deteriorated to the point where a miscarriage seemed almost certain. Then, mysteriously, everything returned to normal, causing quite a stir about divine blessings and such. Personally, I believe it was my parents' love and devotion that brought me into this world, not some divine blessing.

Anyway, while Maron was sulking and Lillie was stroking her cheek to cheer her up, we arrived at "Ur."

***

"Wow..."

We were now in the exhibition hall of the Frisia Territory lord's mansion. This place, which displayed collections gathered by successive lords of Frisia, was famous for being inaccessible without special permission. Yet Lord Abote had opened it to all our students and instructors. It was apparently the first time in the history of Frisia Territory.

And I was completely awestruck.
Was I moved by the lord's generosity?
Not exactly.

The smartphone I had seen on the news before—the limited edition Yeonhwa 2.0 that I had tried to buy but missed because I fell asleep—was right there in front of me.

While I was drooling over the Yeonhwa 2.0, Lillie and Maron stood beside me with wry smiles. I had no intention of moving. I wanted to burn this image into my eyes and brain.

"This design was created by designer 'Daris,' who spent a whole year working nights to create this perfectly symmetrical design with revolutionary CPU and RAM..." I rambled on.

As I was going on about it, I sensed someone behind me. Normally, I wouldn't have taken my eyes off that "Holy Grail," but this was the lord's mansion. I turned around and saw Lord Abote standing there, looking very gentlemanly.

"Ho ho ho... I see Your Highness also recognizes this 'Holy Grail'?"

"H-Holy Grail...! Could it be that Lord Abote collected this item?!"

Using the slang that we enthusiasts used while showing off, he stroked his beard and smiled warmly, giving me the feeling of a grandfather watching his granddaughter throw a tantrum. It was strange, but that's how it felt. More importantly... this man gets it!

"Indeed. I am also an early adopter."

"Ugh..."

The implication was that I, who failed to obtain this item, was not an early adopter. Though it was technically rude, I didn't feel offended. I only felt envious. While I was thinking this, Lord Abote made an incredible statement.

"If Your Highness desires it, how could I not give it to you? As you wish."

"T-that would be c-childish..."

I almost fell for it. If I took it just because he said I could, my reputation would plummet straight to hell.

"Of course, not this one on display. However..."

Come to think of it, Lord Abote's posture seemed a bit unnatural, with one hand hidden behind his back. He slowly brought that hand forward, and I was shocked once again.

"Yeonhwa 2.0!!"

"A true early adopter keeps an extra one for evangelism."

Using terminology typically reserved for doujinshi works when talking about electronic devices—he must be incredibly wealthy. Now that I thought about it, he seemed to collect swords and armor too... Looking around, I saw Lillie and Maron had gone to look at those.

"Please accept this."

"But..."

"It's my gift to Your Highness."

Ugh... if he weren't a grandfather figure, I might have hugged him. I accepted it as if it were a bomb, treating it with utmost care. So precious...

"I feel pathetic for having no way to repay such a gift."

"Ho ho ho. Don't worry about it. Actually, that one is of no use to me."

"What? How could you say that about such a 'Holy Grail'..."

"Would you like to check the serial number?"

I turned it over to check. This limited edition Yeonhwa 2.0, of which only 500 were sold, had unique serial numbers from 1 to 500. The first and last numbers commanded premium prices.

Number 1, for instance, was reportedly sold at a private auction for 2 salt notes (about 200 million). The serial number of the one I just received was 352. Certainly not a premium number.

Wait a minute.
Could it be...!

When I turned around with an astonished expression, Lord Abote was already holding a key—the key to open the showcase.

*Tsweeeek*

I heard the sound of nitrogen escaping. Like the moonstone in my room, they seemed to use a nitrogen charging machine to protect against corrosion. A nitrogen charging machine of this size...!!

Lord Abote put on latex gloves on both hands and carefully picked up the device. Then, with what seemed like a proud expression, he showed it to me.

"T-the serial number... 1...!!"

Before me stood a man who had spent 200 million on a smartphone.

***

"Lord Abote, thank you so much. I'll treasure it unopened for the rest of my life."

"Ho ho ho. No need for such words. I trust my 'comrade.'"

With the mutual understanding that I would never open the package, Lord Abote and I spent about three hours burning with otaku passion before I returned to my assigned room.

*Creeak*
As the door closed behind me, the noisy boys inside turned their attention to me—or rather, to what was in my hand.

"Y-Your Highness. Could that be...?"

"Oh? You recognize this 'Holy Grail' as well?"

Only one person reacted properly—a human boy from D-class. I couldn't remember his name.

The other children just seemed curious about why I was holding something they had seen in the exhibition hall. Perhaps those who hadn't reached "enlightenment" saw it as merely a smartphone.

I chatted for a while with the boy who recognized the "Holy Grail." Though not a collector himself, he was knowledgeable enough about these things that we could have a proper conversation.

Finally... was I making a same-sex friend? The word "friend" had been nothing but a sweet fantasy for me, as I only had Ina as a friend. But no longer. I now had a same-sex friend too.

After finishing our conversation, I put the Yeonhwa 2.0 in my bag and wrapped it up tightly. Displaying such a precious item again would be absurd. I wouldn't take it out until I reached the royal palace.

"Phew... time to sleep."

I crawled into bed and tried to fall asleep. My body, exhausted from running around all day, couldn't resist the fatigue and fell asleep in less than a minute.

The next morning, when I woke up and checked my bag, the Yeonhwa 2.0 was gone.

Ch.34 - Thief
Several women were gathered in a conference hall, sharing their opinions. Some looked old, others young, and a few could even be considered children.

Though their discussion topic was kind and warm, they had been debating the same subject for days, causing their voices to gradually rise with stress.

"No, that method will definitely raise suspicion!"
"Then what other option do we have? Suggest an idea before complaining."
"That's right, aren't we gathered here to find a better solution through discussion?"
"But we've been agonizing over this for days..."

These people debating the same topic for nearly two months were secluded elves. To be precise, they were the "Round Table Council," the governing body that ruled the forest nation of "Yggdrasil."

Their current concern was how to deliver a gift to the recently born "Yook Zikheart Kritias."

Given his position as Prince Consort, methods like leaving it at his doorstep or delivering it personally were quite difficult. They knew that since they were presumed dead in the outside world, revealing themselves would cause confusion once again.

Recently, they were about to conclude the meeting with the simple and foolish method of "dropping it somewhere along his path," but this was thwarted by the sudden objection of one person.

Her name was Christina von Zikheart.
She was the founding head of the Zikheart family.

She had been the first queen of "Yggdrasil," but later, finding everything bothersome, transferred all authority to the "Round Table Council." She was quite an eccentric person. Because of this, the council members couldn't go against her word.

The Zikheart Duchy, which now held various autonomous rights as a vassal state, was merely a small territory when she was its lord. That's why her name included "von."

Anyway, she was somewhat angry at the council's decision to deliver a gift to her descendant in such a ridiculous manner. She even suspected some unspoken political motive.

But that suspicion was momentary. It didn't take long to realize that the council was simply a group of fools.

While watching the debate of these idiots was amusing for a while, she began to yawn from boredom and finally offered her own suggestion.

"Why not just give it to him during a field trip?"

A moment of silence followed.
Not only because they couldn't go against her words, but also because her method was several times better than their own suggestions.
Then, one member laughed heartily and agreed with her.

"That's really a great idea. Hahaha!"
"Not at the academy, not at the palace, but outside... it would be easier to deliver. Why didn't we think of that?"

Christina could only smile bitterly at their genuine admiration. Though they had lived for an astonishingly long time from the outside world's perspective, from Christina's viewpoint—having lived several times longer—they just seemed adorable.

"I think we can end this meeting now."
"Ugh... finally, I can take a bath..."
"Where are you going?"
"Home."

One by one they dispersed, leaving only Christina and a very young-looking girl who had been hiccupping since Christina's appearance.

"Hey."
"Yes... *hic*... yes, ancestor."
"Did you want to leave your grandson's gift on the ground?"
"No... *hic*... no, I didn't..."
"Then why did you suggest such a thing?"
"Ugh..."

The girl Christina was teasing was Seltria Zikheart.
She was the mother of Serena Zikheart, who was Yook Zikheart's mother.
In other words, she was Yook Zikheart's grandmother.

Seltria appeared to be only about 15 years old, but in reality, she was an elf over 5,000 years old.
Of course, within "Yggdrasil," she was still treated like a baby.

"Say 'goo goo.'"
"Ugh..."

Christina, who found her descendants adorably precious, occasionally played such pranks.
Her descendants also knew that despite her teasing, her heart was warm, so they usually went along with it.

"Goo goo..."
"Seltria is a baby. Babies need protection."

Christina, satisfied and giggling, stroked Seltria's head affectionately.
Of course, Seltria's expression remained stiff despite receiving this gesture.

***

I remembered Lillie's advice to consult with others rather than struggling alone.
If I had lost it due to my carelessness, that would be one thing, but this was deliberate theft targeting me.
I deserved comfort, not scolding, as I hadn't done anything wrong.

I headed to the room where Lillie and Maron were staying.
Of course, they weren't staying alone, so I sent a message in advance and waited for them to come out.
The two looked surprised at my tearful appearance.

"Lili, Maron... *sniff*..."
"...There, there."

Lillie said nothing and simply took out a handkerchief to wipe around my eyes.
They say married couples understand each other without words—had we already reached that level?

"But I think it's too expensive to get that."
"Huh?"
"Yesterday, when Your Highness wanted it so badly, I looked into it... um..."
"I looked into it too... but with my funds..."

What misunderstanding did they have?
They seemed to think I was whining about wanting something.
*Sigh*...
The expressions of the two as they stroked my head and cheeks really made me feel like their junior.
I sighed and told them everything that had happened.

"What kind of bitch..."
"Maron?"
"Oh, I'm sorry. A crude word slipped out."

Actually, Maron is quite rough.
I was a bit surprised when I found out recently, but it was also cute that she didn't want to show that side in front of me, rather than being fake.

I was led by the two to stand before Lord Abote.
He was also angry.
Well, I completely understand.
To lose such an item the day after receiving it.

"I'm sorry. I have no excuse, even with a thousand mouths."
"Your Highness is mistaken. I am not angry at you."
"What? Even if it was theft rather than loss, I still bear some responsibility..."
"Because the theft occurred in my territory."

Lord Abote took out his phone, called somewhere, and began giving various instructions.
The person answering on the other end with a booming voice somehow seemed pitiful.

After ending the call, Lord Abote picked up a teacup on the table and enjoyed its aroma and taste in the most gentlemanly manner.
I almost wondered if he too was a transmigrator.
Then he suddenly addressed me.

"Does Your Highness know what the greatest sin in this world is?"
"Hmm... I think it's things like murder or rape? Heinous crimes."

*Tap.*
Putting down his teacup, his expression suggested my answer was insufficient as he shook his head.

"If the question were about crimes against heaven's principles, the correct answer would be greater crimes like genocide or brainwashing."

Well, genocide is a higher concept than murder, and brainwashing is a challenge to natural rights that denies one's very existence.
And while rape is a crime in human terms, from an animal classification perspective, it could be rationalized with the single word 'nature.'

"The answer is the insensitivity of those who should rightfully show respect."

It seems that touching the "Holy Grail" was the sin.

***

Despite thoroughly searching the luggage of all academy students and instructors, Yeonhwa 2.0 didn't turn up.
After searching all the rooms as well, it was clear the culprit wasn't among the students or instructors.

"To begin with, none of the students would be bold enough to steal Your Highness's belongings."
"Unlike us, perhaps."

I couldn't help but burst into laughter after a bitter smile.
Indeed, if these two stole my things, I would understand rather than be angry.

"Then could it be one of the soldiers?"

At Lillie's question, Lord Abote nodded.
Apparently, there was something suspicious.

"Recently, there have been repeated incidents of items going missing or being stolen among the soldiers, and we've launched an investigation."
"And they still stole something? And the Prince Consort's possession at that?"
"They've got some nerve... I mean, they're really fearless."

So they were now searching the soldiers' quarters all at once.
I worried that if soldiers searched other soldiers' quarters, they might hide things out of loyalty, but I was told not to worry.
After all, the thief had been stealing their belongings too, so they wouldn't let it slide.

The soldiers' quarters I entered with Lord Abote were clean.
In my previous life too, some people thought military barracks would be gloomy and dirty with only men around, but it's actually the opposite.
With constant cleaning and laundry, dirt cannot exist among them.

The same was true for these soldiers' quarters.
One might think it would be gloomy(?) with only women around, but it was neat.
Looking into the personal quarters(?), underwear was strewn about as they desperately tried to find the culprit.

"We... we found it!!"

And finally, from the end, the awaited announcement rang out loudly.

Ch.35 - Thief (2)
I ran toward the source of the sound.

The other items were fine.
If they had touched the cash in my wallet, I probably wouldn't have made such a fuss.
The same goes for the phone I'm holding in my hand.
Though Alice bought it for me, I could have tolerated losing it.

But you crossed the line.
In the Iris faith, this would be equivalent to stealing Aether Mana.
For us early adopters, it's that serious of a crime.

The sound led me to a storage room.
It felt like I was watching a detective drama.
Police lines were plastered all over the place.
I carefully entered the storage room.

I headed toward Lord Abote, passing soldiers who knelt and greeted me.

There, hidden in a corner with concealment magic, were large amounts of cash and suspicious jewels of unknown origin that looked like stolen goods.
Of course, my Yeonhwa 2.0 was among them.

It seems the thief didn't hide the items in their own quarters, but in the storage room used by everyone, planning an escape route in case they were caught.
Ordinary thieves don't like to let go of what they've stolen.
That's human psychology.
But this one was different.

At least my Yeonhwa 2.0 was back in my hands.
The soldiers said they would return the stolen items according to procedure.

It seemed like a happy ending at first glance,
but for some reason, I couldn't shake the feeling
that this incident would lead to another one.
Was it really a coincidence that the stolen items were discovered?

Ah, whatever.
I smirked at the item in my hand and left the storage room.
At that moment, I thought I heard a faint laugh,
but I rationalized it as my imagination and ignored it.

***

"Lord Abote, I apologize for the trouble."
"Ho ho ho. I should be the one apologizing for showing you such an unpleasant side of my soldiers."

We had finished experiencing everything Frisia Territory had to offer.
There was some commotion after the incident at the lake, but I'll sort that out later.

Just as the instructors and Lord Abote finished their farewells and we were about to board the bus,
I saw a soldier on patrol riding a motorcycle racing toward us.

"My Lord!! Something terrible has happened! The protection magic has stopped working!!"
"What! Quickly gather mana stones and reactivate it!"
"Th-that's..."
"What's the problem now?!"
"The abundant mana stones!! They've all disappeared."
"What nonsense is this?!"

Lord Abote's blood pressure rose so high that veins bulged on his face,
and he staggered momentarily.
Wait, did he say there were mana stones that have now disappeared?

"W-well! What about the emergency barrier?!"

Maron informed me that the emergency barrier, designed for use during wartime,
uses B-grade or higher mana stones to operate safely for long periods.
For a territory of this size, it should easily last a week.

"The emergency barrier is in the same state! The mana stones are gone!"
"Alas... I have no face to show my million citizens."

Citizens pay taxes in exchange for protection from their lord.
Even if unintentional, this is such a grave mistake that it could result in stripping of noble status.

"Contact the neighboring territories immediately and borrow mana stones urgently!"
"Yes, my lord!"

Lord Abote stared helplessly at the pale-faced soldier until he disappeared from sight,
looking as if he might fly away on his motorcycle.

"Lillie, is there any way to get mana stones?"
"F-grade or E-grade might be possible, but quality mana stones in sufficient quantity for a large barrier..."

Lillie rummaged through her backpack, making rustling sounds.
She dropped items one by one on the ground as she searched, looking equally frantic.

Protection magic and barrier magic don't just defend against external invasions.
They're also used to counter monsters and teleportation magic.
With the protection magic down, we couldn't be certain that someone capable of teleportation hadn't already infiltrated the territory.

*What if this theft was just a distraction to steal the mana stones?*

My legs went weak.
Regardless of the motive, it was an undeniable fact that the soldiers had been mobilized to find my belongings.
They had even pulled guards from the mana stone storage for the investigation.

"I do have a D-grade mana stone, though."
"Where did you get that? A D-grade..."
"Actually, I bought it yesterday to use for my sword."

Lillie's face reddened as she held the mana stone in her hand.
Is she embarrassed?
A mana stone like that... it doesn't seem nearly enough...

High-quality mana stone...
Wait?

"Can't we just infuse this mana stone with magic power?"
"I completely forgot about that!"
"Oh... so it works with mana stones? It turned my sword into a holy sword."
"Mana stones just get upgraded."
"That's good. At least it doesn't turn into something like the Philosopher's Stone."

What's a Philosopher's Stone?
I've never taken alchemy classes because they're difficult.
In my previous life, wasn't it a great stone that could transform things into gold?

Anyway, I took Lillie's mana stone in my hand and infused it with magic power.
The mana stone began to pulse like a heart, emitting light in various colors before finally settling into a rainbow hue.

"It's amazing every time I see it."
"Right? I find it fascinating too."
"But is it okay to use that so casually in a place like this?"
"Look over there."

I pointed to where confused instructors stood,
boys were crying,
and girls were trying to comfort them.

"Nobody saw. Don't worry."
"I hope that's the case..."

I patted Maron's head as she worried about me,
then headed toward Lord Abote, who was making one phone call after another.
Judging by his constant calling, he seemed to be struggling to borrow mana stones.

"Lord Abote, do you have a moment?"
"Yes, Your Highness..."

When Lord Abote turned around and saw what was in my hand, his jaw dropped.
Understandably so.
This was an R-grade Dracaras-class mana stone, a national treasure.
Just one of these could power both national protection magic and barrier magic simultaneously for a thousand years,
and could cover the magical power used throughout the entire country for 300 years with plenty to spare.

"This is my thanks for Yeonhwa 2.0. Please accept it."
"H-how does Your Highness possess such an item..."
"You can hear about that later. Wouldn't it be wise to put out the urgent fire first?"
"Ah...yes, of course."

Lord Abote carefully received the mana stone with both hands
and ran toward the lord's mansion.
Watching him, I couldn't help but smile wryly.
How flustered must he be for someone so proficient in magic to be running instead of flying?

***

"My Lord!!"
"Make way!"

Abote arrived at the hall on the top floor of the lord's mansion, breathing heavily.
The soldiers wondered why someone with excellent flying abilities would run all the way up here,
but their curiosity didn't last long.

The rainbow-colored mana stone he was holding was a national treasure-class item only seen in the Royal Capital's museum.
The soldiers whispered among themselves, wondering where he had borrowed such an item,
and conspiracy theories began to spread.

After catching his breath, Abote examined the mana stone in his hand carefully.
This transparency and color.
It was definitely an R-grade mana stone.
Not that he distrusted the Prince Consort, but as the lord of this territory, Abote had to verify its authenticity.

Of course, having lived for 32,000 years, Abote had seen many mana stones.
Moreover, he was a Demon God who had once defeated a Rampaging Dragon and obtained an S-grade mana stone.
But even that had been claimed by the elves and used in the founding magic of the Kritias Kingdom.

*How did that child come to possess such an item?*

The Prince Consort of the Kritias Kingdom, grandson of the first queen of Yggdrasil.
Certainly impressive titles.
He must have grown up in abundance and could obtain anything he wanted.

But not mana stones.
Especially not an R-grade mana stone.
Abote wanted to contact Yggdrasil immediately,
but activating the barrier magic took priority.
And he also needed to track down whoever stole the mana stones.

*The theft among the soldiers was probably the work of the same culprit.*

He pressed the button on the machine that activated the barrier magic.
The depleted mana stone that had been used as fuel came out.
He removed the hot, degraded, gray mana stone that had been drained of all magic power, now resembling an F-grade stone.
Then he inserted the R-grade mana stone he had been holding.

-Mana stone recognized.-

The mechanical voice that always sounded when replacing a mana stone
somehow brought peace to his mind.
At least there would be no problems with the citizens' safety.

Even though it was a position forced upon him by the current queen,
he was a lord to his very bones.

"Haah... thank goodness."

Abote collapsed into his seat and let out a deep sigh.
And in his heart, he thanked Yook Zikheart.

*When those old folks at Yggdrasil suddenly contacted me to give the 'Holy Grail' to that child, I even rebelled...*

He was shocked when they suddenly called,
asking him to hand over the item he had once boasted about because they wanted to give the child a gift.
Not only that, it was a historic moment—the first time anyone had defied the 'Round Table Conference.'

*Now I understand why those old folks cherish him.*

Though their purpose was different from simply wanting to give a gift to a cute child, what did it matter?
He rationalized it to himself and sighed once more.

Ch.36 - Rock
"I understand. I'll hang up now."

After ending the call, I went back up to the second floor.
I could have taken the call here, but there's such a thing as manners, right?
I headed to the end and sat down between the two of them.

"Who was that?"
"Lala. She said she'll call again tomorrow at this time."

She probably called to see if we'd learned anything about the magic stone theft case.
They say whoever gets information first holds the power, don't they?
If Lala ran a business, she'd definitely make a killing.

We've left the Frisia Territory and are heading to the Madella Territory.
The trip from the Royal Capital to Frisia Territory was long, but
this train journey is short—less than five hours.
I thought about resting in my room, but figured I should spend time with these two,
so I came up to the second-floor observation car where we're chatting while listening to soft music.

"But Lady Lala is a Royal Prince, right? So why is she wearing a maid uniform?"

Maron's question made me laugh.
Well, it's natural to be curious when the queen's younger sister is dressed as a maid.

Come to think of it,
I haven't clearly defined my relationship with Lala yet.
Generally, people tend to see Lala and me as a married couple,
but we're still separated both legally and emotionally.

I'd be happy to have someone as pretty as Lala as my wife.
But I've never directly heard how Lala feels about me.
Judging by her actions, assuming I'm not being overly self-conscious,
I believe Lala probably has feelings similar to mine.

"Lady Lala was actually the Prince Consort's personal maid."
"What...?"
"It's a long story, and it's also her private life, so..."

Lillie seems amused, but Maron is tilting her head like a confused puppy.
I couldn't help but snicker at the sight.

"Aha! Your Highness, you laughed! Didn't you!"
"No, no, I didn't... hehe..."

She must think I'm making fun of her.
We spent some time laughing like that.

***

"We will be stopping at this station for two hours."

The train had temporarily stopped due to some issue.
Since it was an unscheduled stop, we weren't at a regular platform but on a repair track.

Still, since we were right next to the platform, we decided to get off and look around.

Though the weather was still cold with a sharp, chilly wind, the sunlight illuminated
a beautiful ocean that reflected light like an oasis in the desert.
An ocean view next to a train station—isn't that the romance of train travel?

I wasn't the only one captivated by the ocean view.
All the students who had come outside were expressing their admiration.

"Good thing we came out."
"Yes. It looks like we'll get a better view over there. Shall we go?"
"I'll go buy some drinks. You two go ahead."

Maron and I exchanged wry smiles.
It was obvious that Lillie was trying to give us some space.
Earlier, when Maron was sleeping, the two of us had been flirting,
so perhaps Lillie's conscience was bothering her.

But Maron doesn't mind such things.
From what I overheard of their conversation, she even felt sorry for intruding.
Maron grabbed both my arm and Lillie's, then flashed a bright smile.

"Let's just go together. It'll be heavy otherwise."

She truly is a Saintess.
She occasionally says harsh things, but usually wears a smile that embodies pure benevolence.
Lillie looked a bit apologetic, then nodded slightly.
Then they held hands and ran ahead, leaving me behind.
I'm glad they get along, but they could include me too.

The three of us headed to a beach covered in pebbles that felt like a seaside resort.
The quiet beach was empty except for our students.
I heard this place is extremely rural.
They say hardly any trains pass through except for cargo trains.

"Ahh, refreshing."

In my hand is Cheki Cola, which holds the position that Coca-Cola dominated in my previous life.
Since my body is young, I don't really like the overpowering carbonation and sweetness,
but drinking it while looking at the beach makes it taste like nectar.

The two of them are holding coffee.
I was going to grab coffee too, but they wouldn't let me, so I reluctantly took cola.
Apparently, female bodies are sturdy and strong even at a young age, so consuming caffeine poses no problem.
Males, similar to my previous life, can develop caffeine addiction symptoms,
so they should abstain until adulthood...
This world seems too kind to women.

While mentally complaining, I picked up a pebble from under the bench and threw it into the sea.
The sound of the stone hitting the water, the waves, and the seagulls' cries
pleasantly tickled my ears.

"Plop, plop, throw a stone, throw it secretly without big sister knowing...?"
"That's a song I've never heard before. Is it a children's song?"
"No, it's my original composition expressing my rebellious spirit."
"I should report this to the senior sisters."

While exchanging silly banter, I picked up another pebble from under the bench,
but found a rough stone that seemed out of place on this beach.

It wasn't very large, but it was oval-shaped, like an egg?
Stones of this shape are hard to find, and it would look beautiful next to a moonstone.
I slipped the stone into my pocket.
The two of them didn't seem to notice.

***

"We will be departing soon. Students, please board the train."

It wasn't an instructor but the captain himself who came out with a megaphone.
Come to think of it, the instructors were in a meeting, weren't they?

I headed to the convenience store right in front and bought some small snacks and two bottles of drinks.
We still had four more hours to go, so I planned to lounge around watching QuTube.

As I was shaking the sand off my shoes before boarding the train,
Maron pulled me back and held out both hands.
Not understanding what she meant, I tilted my head, and Maron smiled sweetly.

"Give me the stone you put in your pocket earlier."
"...Can't I keep it?"
"It's dirty. Come on, hand it over."

She saw everything.
Well, there's no point in hiding it.
I gave up and handed the stone to Maron.
This time she smiled mischievously, then threw the stone into the sea.
As if she'd swallowed a Mana Core for enhancement, the stone disappeared into the distance with a sonic boom.
I felt a little sad watching my stone vanish.

"Ah... my stone..."
"Your Highness already has an extremely expensive stone, don't you? Come on, let's go inside!"
"That's not a stone, it's a national treasure..."

Treating a moonstone like an ordinary rock.
She really is a Saintess.
I sighed and boarded the train,
heading to my room.

Since things turned out this way, I'll forget about the stone
and just enjoy the remaining time.

I loosened my clothes to get more comfortable
and threw myself onto the bed.
But even though my pocket should have been empty,
I felt something hard pressing against me, causing tremendous pain.

"Argh! Shit!"

The curse slipped out.
Fortunately, I had activated a soundproofing spell earlier to watch QuTube, so no one outside would have heard.
I grabbed my aching waist and assumed an OTL position, waiting for the pain to subside.

After about ten minutes, the pain miraculously disappeared,
and I pulled out the culprit that had dared to harm my precious body.
This rough feeling...

"Why is this here?"

The stone that Maron had thrown into the sea had somehow appeared in my pocket.
I placed it on the table.

It must have been Maron's prank.
After all, she's a thoughtful girl who considers others...
She probably threw something else forcefully to create the perfect illusion.
I was completely fooled.

I took out wet wipes and hand sanitizer to clean the egg-shaped stone thoroughly.
Originally it was dull and rough due to dirt and sand, not particularly attractive,
but after cleaning, it became smooth like a real egg.
I put the stone in an empty cylindrical snack container and played a QuTube video.

But my eyes soon closed, and I fell asleep.

I'm not sure how much time passed.
Looking outside, the ocean was no longer visible, replaced by endless fields.
Like a scene from a game, the vast plains were home to animals and monsters
maintaining the natural order of the food chain in "harmony."
Moved by this "touching" scene, I decided to play some soft music to enjoy the view.

Reaching into my pocket for my mango pod, my hand touched something else instead.
Something egg-shaped...

I was shocked when I pulled it out.
The stone I had definitely put in the snack container was now in my pocket.

Seeing this inexplicable phenomenon, I was reminded of a famous movie and Japanese manga from my previous life.

Their common theme was finding a doll in a junkyard, after which unfortunate events kept happening,
and even when trying to dispose of the doll, it would somehow return home—a terrifying premise.

Had I picked up something dangerous?
Goosebumps spread across my entire body.

Ch.37 - Rock (2)
As I looked down at the pebble, I started to feel a sense of regret.
What was I so afraid of with this little stone...

I gripped the pebble tightly and rushed out the door.
The train moved smoothly, probably because of the magic applied to it.
A train where you can stand stably without jerking around...

Walking down the corridor, I saw the "gangway" connecting the train cars.
If I dropped it there, I could get rid of it without any problems.

"Goodbye... Let's never meet again."

Leaving the pebble rolling away and disappearing from sight,
I made my way back to my room.

"Haah..."

When I returned, Lillie and Maron were sitting on the bed trying to crack open the pebble.
It did look a bit like an egg, to be fair.

***

"No? I definitely threw it away!"

Maron's confirmation shot confirmed that this pebble was definitely a stalker.
I couldn't help but lament being haunted by some ghost at the mere age of seven.
As I sighed while nestled against Maron like in some comedy sketch,
Lillie seemed to have identified its nature using emotion magic.

"It's a magical beast egg."
"...What's a magical beast?"
"....."

The expressions on their faces were a bit heartbreaking, but they explained that it was like a cousin to monsters.
Not much different from monsters, but they don't possess mana stones, aren't ferocious, can be trained, and some species
are even kept as pets.

Apparently, when you put a male and female together, eggs just appear somehow, so their ecosystem isn't well understood.
It's not like they're Pokémon or something...

Anyway, they were squealing excitedly that an egg this small might hatch into something cute and suitable as a pet.
They explained that magical beast eggs have a habit of not wanting to separate from their designated owner and unconsciously
cast some kind of suggestion to prevent separation.

"But I threw it away earlier?"
"Maybe it's the hairpin effect? Blocking mental magic effects or something."
"At my level, I can't tell what formulas are involved."

I wonder what exactly Mother and Alice did to these hairpins.
I touched the two hairpins and gave a bitter smile.
But something was bothering me.
This thing would somehow end up by my side even if I threw it away or discarded it.
From what the two were saying, this was completely different from my situation.

"But this one teleports to stay by my side?"
"Hmm... there aren't many magical beasts that can do that..."

After hearing Lillie's words, Maron thought for a moment before speaking.
Her tone was closer to joking than serious.

"Maybe it's... a dragon?"

Even she seemed to find her own words ridiculous and burst out laughing.
Lillie and I joined in with hearty laughter.
One thing was certain—whatever hatched from this stone would definitely be something powerful.

We arrived at Madella Territory late in the evening,
so the lord didn't come out to greet us personally.

Since all the instructors and students were exhausted, we moved directly to the lord's residence and were assigned rooms.
The steward and soldiers also looked completely tired, so everyone moved efficiently.

I entered my assigned room in a half-asleep state and crawled into bed.
I was too tired to even change clothes.
The others must have felt the same, as no one made a sound except for quiet breathing that echoed in the silence.

***

After finishing our first greeting with the Lord of Madella, we're now exploring the bustling market.
This territory's specialty is swords and shields.
Now I understand why Lillie and Maron have been excited since morning.

The reason swords are famous in Madella Territory is that swords forged with top-quality iron are affordable,
and custom order fees are also reasonable. The two have been begging me for something since earlier—
an SS-grade mana stone.

I've never heard of anyone making a sword with an SS-grade stone,
but I can't refuse their request.
Apparently, they already got permission from Alice.

Actually, creating high-grade mana stones without reason is quite dangerous, even if they're not R-grade.
While not R-grade, which can shift the world's balance with just one stone, SS-grade stones are still extremely valuable.
And they want to make swords with them.
I don't mind, but Alice must really adore these two to allow such a thing.

We headed to a nearby mana stone shop and purchased two E-grade stones.
Then we went to an alley where I infused them with mana.
To create an R-grade stone, I would need to continuously infuse mana,
but for SS-grade, I need to stop precisely when it turns a clear purple color.

"Phew, this is still tough."
"One would have been enough, you know?"
"Your Highness, thank you. I think I can fulfill my dream now."

Then both of them kissed me on the cheek simultaneously.
These two will definitely become women who know how to handle men properly.

With my face as red as a tomato, we arrived at a sword-crafting workshop.
Usually, people would go to a cheaper, smaller blacksmith, but given the quality of the mana stones, they seemed determined to have them properly crafted.

"Welcome... Hey, these are just kids!"
"This isn't a place for children~"
"We're busy, so scram, kiddos."

Some rather rude-looking women were mocking the two.
Even though they knew that commoners harassing nobles could be punished,
they treated us like this...
Complete jerks.

Lillie and Maron didn't show any displeasure and took out a wooden tag from their pockets.
A woman who looked like a manager approached, saw it, and her eyes widened.

"Oh my, I apologize! If you came with the lord's introduction, you should have said so!"
"What did you just call them, you bitches?! Who do you think you are, doing menial work?!"
"N-no, that's not what I... AAAACK!!"

It seems the lord had arranged for their convenience.
While terrible things were happening in the background,
Lillie and Maron didn't bat an eye and showed the mana stones from their pockets.

"These are SS-grade mana stones. We'd like to have two swords made with them."
"M-may I ask what you'll be using them for...?"
"Not for actual combat, so don't worry."
"I understand. I'll keep this confidential."

The situation—children with the lord's introduction handing over SS-grade mana stones to make swords—
would look suspicious to anyone.
If any accident were to happen, they might be held responsible instead of the minors.
Only after hearing that the swords wouldn't be used in actual combat did they accept the SS-grade stones.
Making sure they're not liable...

"What kind of sword shape would you prefer?"
"Two one-handed swords, please. Send the bill and delivery to the Royal Palace in the capital."
"Yes, of course... Wait, what?"

Asking for payment to be sent to the Royal Palace—
they must have never heard such an outlandish request before.
I almost snickered at the expressions of the craftsmen and manager but managed to hold it in.

I thought that was the end, but they said there were still details to discuss,
so I decided to wait in the reception room.

I went up to the tenth floor and called Alice while drinking a glass of milk in the reception room.

"Beep beep... click."

Once again, the call connected after just one ring.
I wonder if she always has her phone in hand despite her busy schedule.

"Hello? Alice?"
-It's been a while.
"We just talked on the phone yesterday, though?"

I continued the conversation with a smile.
The topic was about Lala.
Alice brought up the subject first, saying I needed to clarify my relationship with Lala,
showing how much she cared about her sister.
It gave me a bit of a headache that the conversation was about marrying her off to me, though.

"I will. I should speak up first after this field trip is over."
-Usually, the woman should speak first in these matters...
"With Lala's personality, she definitely won't speak first. Or rather, she can't."
-That's true. Still, I'm relieved that Yook is so feminine in that regard."

In this world where confessions and proposals usually come from women,
this might seem quite unusual.
Lala is too shy to ever bring up such things first,
and there's no one who can help her, so what can I do?
I guess I'll have to be a manly man and kiss her lips while telling her to be my woman.
...Come to think of it, that's what Maron did for her proposal.

After hanging up, I started meditating in a comfortable position to think of other lines.
Hmm... a proposal...
What kind of phrases were popular in my previous life?

'Drink this or date me!'
'Have my babies.'
'I want to eat the soybean paste stew you make every day.'

"Sigh... nothing good."

Having lived as a single person for 30 years, I can only think of proposal methods
I've seen in various media.
I would need to have had an interest in dating in the first place.

This time, I stared intently at the chandelier hanging from the ceiling,
deep in serious thought.

"What's that?"

The chandelier shook slightly.
Normally, expensive chandeliers like that are designed not to shake.
Unless the door was open and wind was causing it to move, or there was an earthquake,
it shouldn't be shaking.

That's when it happened.
The building began to tremble, and the shaking gradually intensified.
Until recently, I might have stood frozen, not knowing what to do, but
thanks to the safety training before this field trip,
I hid under a large table.

The earthquake grew stronger, causing the outer walls to start collapsing
and the chandeliers and lights on the ceiling began falling one by one.

"Wow, shit, if I'd been there, I'd be dead already."

Looking at the sofa pierced with glass fragments from the fallen chandelier, that thought crossed my mind.
The protective magic on my hairpins only activates against malicious physical attacks.
So it wouldn't have activated against such falling objects, and I would have died instantly.

The strong earthquake gradually weakened, and the building's shaking also decreased.
My head is killing me from the alcohol smell permeating the air.
Who stored alcohol in a place like this?

I covered my nose with a handkerchief dampened with water and waited under the table until someone came.
In situations like this, going outside could get you killed by late-falling debris,
so everyone should be careful.

Ch.38 - The Birth Of A Hero
"What?! A hero in the Kritias Kingdom?!"
"Yes, Your Holiness. The hero was born in a territory called Madella, where Her Excellency the Saintess resides."

The Pope sighed deeply upon receiving news of the hero's birth from the cardinal.
A hero born in the Kritias Kingdom, of all places.

Typically, both Saintesses and heroes are born within the Iris Holy Nation.
The Holy Nation, as the headquarters of Iris, overflows with divine power, making its citizens more likely to receive blessings.
Yet this hero was born in a foreign country rather than the Iris Holy Nation.
At this rate, there might be a massive crisis of faith among believers.

Of course, there were too many variables with this generation's hero.
From the beginning, this was a destiny created through an artificially made holy sword.
The Pope had already considered that it wouldn't follow the typical patterns described in historical texts.

But to be this drastically different...
For the first time, the Pope blamed the goddess Iris.

*Goddess Iris, are you so displeased with my ascension to Pope?*

In truth, the current Pope, though traditionally appointed, had once been rejected by the goddess Iris.
The goddess had sent an oracle opposing his appointment.

The reason was simply that she preferred someone unrelated to the bloodline that had already produced a Saintess—not an outright rejection.
Nevertheless, the Pope couldn't help feeling wronged and saddened.
Fortunately, only he, who had received the oracle, knew the truth.

"I understand. You may withdraw now."
"Your Holiness, we must bring the hero to the Holy Nation."
"Indeed. Please consider this matter carefully."
"Tell me, do you think the Queen of Kritias would send her citizen abroad?"
"..............."

The cardinals fell silent.
Though still young, the elf queen was fiercely protective of her citizens.
During the previous "Winter of Acambella" incident, she had even dispatched troops and made diplomatic blunders for her people's sake.
If they were to politically pressure her to hand over a citizen just because they were a hero, what would happen?
The cardinals knew well that the consequences would fall not on the nation but on whoever made such a demand.
Seeing the cardinals keeping their mouths shut, the Pope laughed incredulously.

"Frankly, none of you strongly opposed when my daughter, the Saintess, was married off to the Kritias Kingdom. Put yourselves in their position."
"Your Holiness! With all due respect, that comparison is incorrect!"

The Pope's face contorted upon hearing those words.
How dare they speak so carelessly.
The other cardinals sighed heavily.

"Silence!"
"........."
"Citizens are like children—how dare you say the comparison is wrong! Could you say that proudly before the people?"
".........However."
"I don't want to hear it. All of you, leave now!"

Knowing what might happen if they further provoked the enraged Pope, the cardinals left one by one.
In their minds, they wanted to press for a definitive answer, but they knew when to retreat.
Yet, as the saying goes, out of ten people, there's always one oddball who defies common sense.
One cardinal remained, bowing deeply, refusing to leave the hall.
She was the one who had directly petitioned against sending the Saintess to the Kritias Kingdom.
The Pope clicked his tongue at the sight of her.

"Why do you remain?"
"Your Holiness, their words have merit. I believe the hero should be raised in the Holy Nation."
"Oh? Are you truly seeking a final confrontation with me?"
"How can you speak so coldly... That's not my intention. Wouldn't it suffice if the hero were raised according to the Holy Nation's standards?"
"Hmm..."

The Pope took a second look at the cardinal who unexpectedly made a sensible suggestion.
He had thought she would demand they go to war to retrieve the hero.

"So you suggest sending the hero to study in the Holy Nation when they turn seven?"
"No, Your Holiness. Though it pains me as a cardinal of the Holy Nation to say this, our academy cannot compare to the kingdom's."
"Indeed. That's why my daughter is at Crescent Academy."

The Pope recalled how his daughter, who had stubbornly refused to go for a month, immediately changed her mind when told she could freely train in swordsmanship there.
Then she called saying she wanted to get married, which had shocked him.
Sweat still formed on his brow remembering how difficult it had been to adjust policies accordingly.

"So the hero could receive academic education in the kingdom, while we dispatch theological instructors from our nation."
"Oh... you've thought this through."

The Pope considered it.
It was a reasonable solution that could be readily implemented.
Even now, the theology instructor at Crescent Academy held the position of High Priest from the Holy Nation.
With this approach, both the cardinals and citizens would understand.

"Very well. I'll follow your suggestion."
"I am deeply grateful for your grace."

The Pope smiled at the cardinal who bowed deeply in respect.

***

An hour had passed since I was rescued from the earthquake site.
The city was in chaos, yet miraculously there were no casualties or injuries.
Victims and rescuers alike were offering prayers of gratitude to the gods.

Oh, you gods.
If you're going to do this, couldn't you have prevented the disaster in the first place?
This isn't earthquake preparedness training—it's like training a mutt.
Wrapped in a blanket with my clothes soaking wet, sipping cocoa, I silently cursed the gods.

Apparently, this was some aftereffect of the hero's birth.
Since heroes usually appear in the Iris Holy Nation, an earthquake of this magnitude in another country was unprecedented, which is why no earthquake warning system existed.

Anyway, I seem to be nothing but trouble lately.
The hero's birth happened because of me in the first place.
Alice must have realized this too, as she decided to hire Demon Gods to help with reconstruction.
With their abilities, they could restore the town to its pre-earthquake state.
But since that would happen after we left the territory, Lillie and Maron have been pouting since earlier.

"Sip."
"Sip."

The two quietly drinking coffee looked both cute and pitiful.
I wanted to comfort them, but what could I say that would console their disappointment?
Sword... swords...

Right.
Madella Territory is famous for swords because of its high-quality iron.

"If we buy iron here, couldn't we have better swords made in the Royal Capital?"
"...!!"

Both of them looked at me with sparkling eyes.
They seemed to understand.
Madella Territory's specialty is its quality iron.
Taking that iron to the Royal Capital and commissioning master craftsmen superior to the local artisans would result in even better swords.

People around us laughed as they watched the two excited girls.
We must have been a bit noisy.

Usually disaster sites are gloomy, but with no deaths or injuries from this earthquake and reconstruction promised, no one had reason to be depressed.
Everyone was smiling happily, and seeing that, I too relaxed and broke into a big grin.

***

The birth of the hero topped the news both domestically and internationally.

A hero's birth was an ominous sign.
It was power sent by the goddess to fight against evil.

Meanwhile, the Pope of the Holy Nation personally addressed the public, saying there was nothing to worry about.
Except for a few conspiracy theorists and attention-seekers, the situation calmed down.
The Pope and the Queen were once again engaged in serious diplomatic discussions by phone, though few knew about this.

"I understand what His Holiness the Pope is saying. We are grateful that this matter can be resolved without sending our citizen to another country."
"On the contrary, we are honored and thankful that Your Majesty has granted permission."

The Pope had no choice but to take a humble approach in this diplomatic exchange.
While they had the upper hand when the Saintess was married off, this matter involved a citizen of the kingdom.

"By the way, I received reports that Maron is in Madella Territory, where the hero was born."
"You needn't worry. A miracle occurred through the blessing of the goddess Iris's reconciliation—zero deaths and injuries. I dare say Your Holiness might know more about this than I do."
"W-well, that's true."

After ending the call, the Pope leaned back in his chair, deep in thought.

There was actually a secret book passed down among Popes.
It could be considered an emotional dumping ground for previous Popes—a rather shabby book.
But some Popes had left diary-like entries, making it a valuable resource that could help newly appointed Popes avoid repeating past mistakes.

The book contained information about heroes' births and earthquakes.
It told of an incident from 120,000 years ago.
During a period of rapid development, a hero born due to "some entity" caused an aftershock that half-destroyed the Holy Nation's capital.

In truth, Maron had discovered this book while exploring the papal quarters and rummaging through the Pope's office.
It's questionable whether the book was properly handed down—hundreds of Popes probably died without knowing of its existence.

Anyway, to prevent such a terrible event from recurring, the Pope had established protective measures throughout the Holy Nation's capital and rural areas, despite the peaceful times.

"Sigh... It seems the Queen knows about this book too... I can guess how it leaked."

Despite being a secret text, Maron had already informed her husband, Yook Zikheart Kritias, about the book's existence.
The Queen's subtle probing was likely because she had heard about it from her husband.
The Pope could only guess at this, planning to question his daughter directly later.

As a side note, when Yook heard about the book from Maron, he reportedly responded:

"Like a secret document passed down only to the Chief Royal Attendant?"

Apparently, no one understood what he meant.

Ch.39 - The Birth Of A Hero (2)
"Wow... the train station is a mess too."
"But the railway seems fine."
"That's because automatic repair magic is engraved into the rails."

I boarded the train and gazed at the station from the observation car, impressed for different reasons.
Despite the earthquake's magnitude, the station was still standing.
Especially the railway, which looked completely undamaged, as if pristine.

"It's one of the special items designed to withstand terrorism or natural disasters."
"So these are laid throughout the country?"
"That's right. Though it would be difficult to implement directly outside the Kingdom and Holy Nation."
"I see."

It seems these railways weren't made with just a few coins.
They're so sturdy that even when sinkholes form and the ground collapses, the rails remain suspended in the air.
Apparently, freight trains can run on them 24 hours a day for about four months without issue.
At this point, the common sense I carried from my previous life becomes nothing more than scraps of paper.

"Ah, we're departing."

I felt somewhat disappointed that the field trip was ending this way.
Due to the Madella Territory earthquake incident, all schedules for distant territories were canceled.
We would stay in the Zikheart Duchy for two days, then spend the rest of the time touring the Royal Capital, though the instructors were keeping the exact itinerary secret.

"It'll take a full two days to reach the Zikheart Duchy."
"Yeah. And considering the stops along the way, it'll probably take three days."
"C-couldn't we... go a bit... slower...?"

Maron seemed afraid of her first meeting with my mother.
While she's a gentle mother to me, to Maron she's just the "Red Sword Emperor," the greatest sword master in the current world and her mother-in-law.

To compare it to my previous life, it's like being a young man seeking permission to marry the daughter of Korea's greatest swordsman.
I've heard that sword masters judge whether someone is good or evil through sparring.
Even Lillie went out with my mother and came back thoroughly beaten, but she was overjoyed because she had managed to graze my mother's side.

But why is the Sword God's title "Sword Emperor"?
The progression should be Sword Saint, Sword King, Sword Emperor, then Sword God.

"That's because the title Mother earned during her Sword Emperor days is too deeply ingrained in the world..."
"Huff... huff... To think I'll meet the person who practically conquered the Melis Duchy single-handedly, with her burning red hair flying—I'm nervous and afraid of what might happen."
"Well, she's not the type to harm her daughter-in-law."
"If it ends with just harm, I'm prepared to accept it humbly."

It seems Maron has steeled herself, having directly seduced me.
While Lillie was engaged to me before birth, Maron had actively pursued me.
I silently patted Maron's shoulder.
It's awkward to say this about my wife, but even my mother beats up her own daughters, so I honestly don't know what will happen to the daughter-in-law who stole her son.

***

"Mother."
"I told you to call me Mom."
"How long are you going to insist on this..."
"Until I see my great-great-grandchild, you'll call me Mom."
"Haha..."

It's an unimaginably distant time.
She wants to be called "Mom" until my grandson's grandson is born.
It's so embarrassing I can't even lift my head.

Of course, I'm the only one thinking this.
All the cadets are looking at my mother with shining faces.

"What should I do? Should I take a picture?"
"To see the Red Sword Emperor in person—I could die without regrets!"

Hearing the girls speak like characters from a shoujo manga who've just met their idol, I nodded again at my mother's greatness.
Looking closely, it wasn't just the cadets.
The instructors were also greeting my mother with sparkling eyes.
Meanwhile, Maron was frozen stiff.

After all the greetings were finished, the maids began escorting the instructors and cadets to the lord's residence.
Come to think of it, our mansion and the lord's residence have an abundance of rooms.
Even if we assigned one room per two people, we wouldn't fill them all.

I wondered if I could go to my own room instead of the assigned one.
When I asked the instructor, the answer was no.
Since the purpose was group living training, it wasn't allowed.
Well, I didn't particularly want to go to my room anyway.
For reference, the assigned room was an obviously biased double room.

After unpacking everything, we all gathered at the training ground in front of the mansion.
Some female soldiers were watching with interest, but they were scolded and dragged away by my father.

An instructor climbed onto the platform and began explaining today's schedule.
Apparently, they would be showing all of my mother's collections.
She uses an entire large building as a collection exhibition hall.
Just thinking about seeing it all made me dizzy.

Of course, this was limited to us male cadets who weren't interested in swords.
Some of the girls were so excited they could barely breathe,
while others had collapsed to the ground, their legs giving out.
They were buzzing about how seeing the legendary "Red Sword Emperor's" collection would be a historic moment.

"Is it really that impressive?"
"She owns mythical items like the 12 Striking Swords I mentioned before, or the Dragon-Slaying Sword Genesis. That's why."
"Now I'm curious too."

Weapons from mythology?
Probably weapons used by ancestors?
The Zikheart family itself appears in myths and history, so it's both fascinating and a bit frightening that such things could exist.

***

The faces of the girls coming out of the exhibition hall were full of lingering emotion.
Some had even written down what items they saw.
There weren't even nameplates, yet they knew what the items were.
Among them were Lillie and Maron.

"To think she actually had nine of them... this has been such a satisfying day."
"Will we ever get to see such famous swords again?"

Since my eldest sister possessed one, there were a total of eight of the 12 Striking Swords in the exhibition hall.
Even I, an outsider to sword appreciation, felt a thrill seeing them displayed side by side in one showcase.

And there weren't just swords, but various other items as well.
There weren't any IT devices that I would have liked.
Instead, there were many types of armor, including the armor of a knight commander from a mythical nation,
and records like religious trial verdicts that had been kept in the Holy Nation in the past.
In terms of my previous life, it would be like seeing Galileo Galilei's religious trial verdict.
It was surprising to see items of that significance.

"By the way, the sun is already setting."
"After dinner, bath, and sleep, tomorrow we'll explore the city."
"Tomorrow we'll go to the places Your Highness recommends."
"Sorry, but this is my first time too."
""What?""

The thing is, I've never once gone outside during my time here.
It's somewhat distant from the urban area, and there was no need to go out.
I did try to escape once because it felt confining, but Lala caught me and scolded me thoroughly.

"It is difficult to take a young boy outside."
"I heard His Highness was an unpredictable child, so that must have made it even harder."
"I wasn't that bad!"

It seems Lala has been spreading strange rumors.
Objectively speaking, I was a quiet child who didn't need much supervision.
I'm still a child now, but not much has changed since I was five.

"The current His Highness is like a time bomb, causing hot issues wherever he goes."
"He's exactly as Sister Lala described, which is actually reassuring."
"What exactly did she tell you..."
"That you couldn't sit still, were overflowing with curiosity, wandered everywhere, often fell down, had poor health, and needed a lot of care..."
"...So Lala still thinks of me that way?"
"I... suppose so?"
"........"
"I heard she always had to hold your hand because no one knew where you might run off to."

She certainly did hold my hand wherever we went.
I never dreamed it was meant as restraint.
I felt a sense of emptiness, as if I'd discovered some secret about my birth.

"B-but she also praised you as a kind child with a lot of smiles... is that praise?"
"She said you were always smiling and would probably make many girls cry..."

That's not praise at all—she was predicting I'd become a playboy in the future.
The truly sad part is that every word was accurate.

I walked ahead of them with quick steps, pretending to be a little upset.
Of course, Lillie and Maron caught up quickly, smiling as if nothing was wrong.

"At times like this, you get upset in such a manly way. This part of you is charming."
"Your appearance is feminine, so it's refreshing when you act like this."
"I'm not upset!"

We bickered until we reached our rooms.
I should maintain this upset state for at least a day.
They need to feel a little shock too.

We parted ways in front of my assigned room,
and the two of them headed not to their room but to my mother's office.
Probably because of "that."
Honestly, I wanted to go and stop my mother, but as a man, it wasn't my place to interfere.
I'll just sleep well and take care of Maron tomorrow morning...

Ch.40 - Attempted Kidnapping Incident
The alleyway between buildings where sunlight barely reached was a shelter for vagrants, commonly known as the "slums."

The slums of Zikheart Duchy weren't places where the poor secretly hid. They were the dark underbelly of a world that championed meritocracy and capitalism, formed by fugitives from their home countries and penniless individuals who had lost all hope and dreams.

Serena Zikheart had initially dreamed of dismantling these "slums" by providing stable jobs and shelters for these people, but it was too late for those who had lost hope. They had burrowed deeper into darkness, fearing even the prospect of stepping into the bright world. Perhaps realizing that taking away their last refuge would only backfire, she now largely neglected them, except for occasional cleanups, food distribution, and elimination of dangerous elements.

New faces flowed into the slums every day, creating their own spaces, but the appearance of three well-dressed women with sleek faces was quite out of place.

In truth, these women were executives of a vicious gang that kidnapped slum dwellers to sell as slaves or abducted noble children for ransom. Recently, they had kidnapped a baroness's daughter, and when their ransom demand was rejected, they murdered the child to set an example. Not only that, but they had dismembered the body and sent it cash-on-delivery, devastating the baroness's household. The maids and butler were killed by the maddened baroness, and both the baroness and her husband committed suicide afterward. But such incidents only served as catalysts for the women's catharsis. Now, they were plotting to kidnap the Queen's Prince Consort.

"That should be enough to live comfortably in our old age, right?"
"How much do you think we can extort this time? Heh heh..."
"Since he's the Queen's Prince Consort, we should demand at least gold-level currency, don't you think?"
"Tsk... I hope we don't get caught if we mess with the wrong person."
"Idiot, if we were going to get caught, it would have happened already. How many noble daughters have we killed?"
"That's true. It seems there are only incompetent women trying to catch us."

The three women mocked the ineffective police and investigators who, despite the Queen's orders, couldn't even find a clue. They pulled out knives from their pockets and grinned.

"Hmm, but if negotiations fail this time, are we going to cut up the Prince Consort like the others?"
"What wife wouldn't pay up when her husband's life is at stake? Unless she's crazy like us."
"Well, if negotiations fail, we'll cut him up and send half to the palace and half to the lord's mansion, cash-on-delivery, just like last time."
"You're definitely the craziest one. Acting all nice but secretly worrying about everything, hehe."

Money wasn't actually meaningful to these women. Their purpose was to enjoy killing for pleasure and feel ecstasy at the sight of despair. Even if they were paid, they planned to cut off some parts and send them anyway, laughing loudly at the thought.

***

I'm now at the training ground. It would be unmanly not to watch Maron giving her all. I saw on YouTube earlier that this is what true support for your partner means, so it must be right.

"Thank you for your guidance!"
"Hmm. You have quite the determination. I like that."
"Then... do you acknowledge me?"

I had been turning my head away, pained by the sight of her being beaten by my mother, but it seems they've finished. She wasn't broken or shattered, just some bruises from rolling on the ground. Mother seems to have been considerate by her standards. Looking at my mother's anxious expression as she watched me, she gave a slightly bitter smile as if she had no choice.

"Yes. I entrust my son to you."
"I... I am honored! Thank you, Duchess!"
"...Call me Mother."

Her tone suggested reluctant permission, but that's a lie. Mother actually likes Maron. As her son, I can tell.

"Thank you!"

Mother picked up the wooden sword she had dropped during Lillie's counterattack and headed toward the lord's mansion. I ran to Maron, who had collapsed on the training ground in exhaustion.

I knelt beside her and gently stroked her cheek. Despite being beaten, her face was somehow filled with joy.

"Your Highness, I've been acknowledged."
"Yes, you did well."
"By the 'Red Sword Emperor' herself..."

Maron hadn't just been one-sidedly beaten. She had managed to block my mother's sword with her eyes and even counterattacked, causing my mother to drop her sword. Even with leniency, this was a great achievement that Maron could be proud of.

"Doesn't it hurt? You'll have scars."
"A scar or two is like a medal for a woman. Don't worry about it."
"But I don't like it. Come here, I'll cast a healing spell on you."
"If Your Highness insists..."

I helped Maron sit up a bit and cast a healing spell on her. I'd have to take care of the unseen areas later. Still, I lifted her skirt slightly to heal the wounds on her thighs.

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

The conversation died. At times like this, the woman should take the lead, Maron. I'm too embarrassed...

"If... if you don't mind, the other side too..."
"Huh? Oh... alright."

I cast a healing spell on her other leg as well. It seems women here don't get embarrassed by such things. When I looked at Maron's face, it was the same color as the sunset sky.

I suddenly felt embarrassed too, so I finished up, straightened her skirt, dusted off my knees, and stood up.

"Ask Lili to take care of the rest."
"What?... Oh."

She seems to have forgotten in the mood. This is the middle of the training ground. While I'd like to personally take care of the unseen areas, there would be ethical issues—not for me, but for Maron.

After tidying up, I returned to my room, feeling like Maron was asking for something.

Since the only thing the two of them ever ask me for is kisses, I gently kissed her on the cheek. I considered kissing her on the lips for her hard work, but this kind of gradual skinship is better for the long term. Maron seemed satisfied, bowing her head before heading to her own room.

***

The duchy's downtown, which I was visiting for the first time, was quite spacious. Though not as grand as the Royal Capital, it had enough attractions and entertainment to be called a second capital.

"Starbucks is everywhere, no matter where you go."
"It's a franchise with 80,000 stores worldwide. I heard they even have a store in Cheonji."

Mount Cheonji is known as the highest continent in this world, located 20,000 meters above the general continents. The celestial race has established a civilization there, maintaining a medieval-like society without adopting modern technology. Just reaching it earns you a certificate, and rumors say you can find legendary items in the shops and dungeons there. But these are just rumors. Those who have reached the place are bound by a duty of defense and cannot disclose anything. If Starbucks has made it there, it must be impressive.

"Should we go in for old times' sake?"
"How about we get takeout and go to the park?"
"Park?"

In my previous life, parks were just places with a public toilet and a few exercise equipment that they insisted on calling parks. I don't particularly want to go to such places.

"Is there anything to see at the park?"
"I heard it's a forest area with lots of trees and grass."
"It's also quite popular as a resort, I heard."

It seems it's not the K-park I'm thinking of, but more like a national park that protects nature while providing rest areas. It's also a specialty of Zikheart Duchy, so many girls went there for the local experience.

"Sounds good. But is it okay to bring drinks in?"
"The instructor mentioned earlier that it's allowed since there are many trash cans inside..."
"Sorry."

I wasn't paying attention, so I didn't hear. I said I'd go to the restroom through the back door. I told them to choose any drink they liked, and since they know my preferences, I trust they'll make the best choice.

I entered the restroom wide open and pulled down the zipper of my pants. Despite being men's clothing, the zipper is at the waist, which is a bit strange, but it's comfortable and warm, making it one of my favorite outfits.

"Ahh... feels like I'm alive again."

As I relieved myself toward the toilet, steam rose in response to the cold weather. After emptying my bladder like an empty can, I squeezed liquid soap onto my hands and was about to pull out some tissue paper.

"What? There's no tissue."

Usually, if there's no tissue, there should at least be a hand dryer, but there was none. I had no choice but to take out my handkerchief from my pocket to wipe my hands. It was disappointing that they didn't provide such basic necessities.

I put my handkerchief back in my pocket and tried to open the restroom door, but to my surprise, it wouldn't open.

"Hello! Is anyone there?"

I knocked on the door, but there was no response. The cafe interior was quite noisy, so they probably couldn't hear me.

"Ah, this is getting annoying."

Just as I was about to take out my phone to call Lillie, the door suddenly opened. There stood a woman with eyes like a predator that had spotted its prey.

"Excuse me, I need to pass."

It was a bit uncomfortable that a woman had opened the door to the men's restroom, but I tried to go outside as if nothing was wrong.

But suddenly, she grabbed my hand. I was startled and tried hard to pull my arm away, but my opponent was an adult woman. Even as an adult, I wouldn't be able to win, let alone in this 7-year-old body.

In situations like this, I was taught to scream. Sex education finally proved useful for the first time in my combined 37 years of past and present life.

"Help! Someone help—mmph!"
"Shut up, you brat."

She covered my mouth and tied my hands with rope. Then she pulled out a knife from her waist and held it to my neck.

"Keep your mouth shut and follow me."

This time, a truly crazy woman has appeared. I nodded, trembling.

Ch.41 - Attempted Kidnapping Incident (2)
"Yes, that's right."

The sound of pens and keyboard typing quietly echoed throughout the Zikheart Duchy's lord's hall.

Sitting cross-legged at the head seat while operating a tablet PC was Serena Zikheart, the ruler of the Zikheart Duchy. She was reviewing the follow-up report on the "Crescent Academy Entrance Infiltration Incident" that she had recently received directly.

At first, she hadn't noticed it. There was something suspicious that anyone could have seen, but she had been too blinded by anger to make proper judgments. Perhaps it was because the incident involved her precious son and heir daughter. She had overlooked an embarrassingly simple question.

That issue was that "there was no way the magic circle could have been broken from the outside."

*I couldn't even refute such a simple problem. Am I getting old?*

Only a very limited number of people could use magic of rank level or higher. Inevitably, these people were wealthy and so busy that 24 hours a day wasn't enough for them.

Why would such people accept a dangerously risky request to harm the Queen's Prince Consort? With a little thought, she could have realized it was an inside job rather than an outside one. But she had dismissed suspicions of an internal perpetrator based solely on the Academy Headmaster's claim that there was no such person inside the academy, even saying he would stake his life on it. It was truly an embarrassing mistake.

Then came the report from the Queen. It seemed the Marquis of Astasium was involved, and most of the evidence had already been secured, including a protected witness. The witness had turned himself in first and proposed a plea bargain. From what she could tell, he appeared to be an apprentice butler.

The evidence the butler brought included copies of processing receipts written by the Marquis of Astasium and transcriptions of request letters. Since they were copied using mana, forgery was impossible.

Another piece of evidence, or rather circumstantial evidence, was that the Marquis of Astasium's second daughter was attending Crescent Academy and was a talented student majoring in protective magic and barrier magic. Additionally, shortly before the incident, there was a record of her checking out a book from the library that detailed magic circles for rank-level magic.

The motive seemed related to the Quarkshell Count family, who were the perpetrators in the recent "Prince Consort Assault Incident" and were vassals of the Astasium family.

When all the circumstances and evidence were connected, this scenario emerged: The Marquis of Astasium, having lost his vassal, ordered his daughter to break the protective magic from inside and sent a hired shapeshifter to infiltrate the academy. Then, disguised as Serena Zikheart's daughter, "Irina Zikheart," they approached the Prince Consort, Yook Zikheart Kritias, damaged and manipulated a book sent by the Royal Prince (the King's brother), and handed it over to instill distrust in the family and a sense of betrayal from someone he trusted.

Unable to contain the anger rising to the top of her head, Serena Zikheart threw the tablet PC she was holding, smashing it to pieces.

Since this happened quite frequently, the officials working inside, writing reports, continued their work silently as if nothing had happened.

"Your Highness, this is today's report sent by Her Majesty."

Serena Zikheart took the tablet PC handed by her aide and read its contents. It contained a new report sent by a spy planted in the Astasium Marquis family.

The Marquis of Astasium had directly approached the perpetrators of the recent kidnapping and murder cases occurring in the Kritias Kingdom. These were pleasure killers who kidnapped noble young ladies and gentlemen, demanded money, and then killed them if negotiations failed—or even if negotiations succeeded, they would release them as half-cripples.

What the Marquis of Astasium had requested from these pleasure killers was the kidnapping and murder of Yook Zikheart Kritias. Whether negotiations failed or succeeded didn't matter; they were to drag it out slowly, give hope, take money, and then kill him.

For a moment, Serena almost lost control and exploded with overflowing mana in her anger, but she managed to hold it in. The Marquis of Astasium could be dealt with later, but these madmen had to be caught. If she let them escape again because of her emotions, she wouldn't be able to face the victims and their families. Besides, she couldn't just stand by when her son was involved.

Most of the incidents that had happened to her son occurred after events related to the Quarkshell Count's eldest daughter. She thought that if this matter was resolved, nothing more harmful would happen to her son.

She calmed her anger after reading the Queen's PS suggesting it would be good to create a justification to properly punish them by luring them in reverse.

"So where are these pleasure killers now?"
"They are in the slums of our duchy, Your Highness."
"Already waiting to start their work, those pieces of trash. When is our son arriving?"
"He will arrive tomorrow afternoon, Your Highness."
"Tsk..."

Seeing the lord's displeasure and concern about having to use her son as bait, the aide quietly spoke up.

"Your Highness... the Prince Consort has his wives with him, so he won't come to harm."
"I know that. But there are exceptions, aren't there?"
"Do not worry, Your Highness. Additionally, from the moment the Prince Consort steps onto the station platform, a secret security unit will guard him 24 hours a day."
"Hmm..."

The special unit created by the Queen to protect her husband—the "Erendark."

Serena knew of their strength and mission accomplishment abilities. However, a parent's worry for their child cannot be resolved by such means—something someone who has never had children wouldn't understand.

"Sigh, how would you know?"
"...?"

The aide tilted her head in confusion. Despite having lived for 1,200 years, she had never experienced romance and remained single.

"Anyway, I will personally take care of these psychopaths, so prepare accordingly."
"Your grace is immeasurable."
"Oh, and what did you say Delia is doing?"
"The Princess has stepped down from her position as 'Paladin' in the Holy Nation since the Saintess married into the kingdom."
"...I see. Tell her I wish to see her."
"Yes, Your Highness."

Seeing the lord's fingers fidgeting, the aide quietly returned to her desk in the office, sighing as she calculated in her head what repercussions might occur if Serena Zikheart personally took action.

***

The hairpin isn't working.

There are two possible reasons: either this crazy woman truly has no intention of harming me, or someone protecting me is nearby. Lillie and Maron are away, so they're exceptions... Then who could it be?

"Don't move, you bastard. What kind of man struggles like this..."
"Mmmphhh!"
"This bastard, really!"

Just as she was about to strike my buttocks, the bathroom door flew open.

"Zikheart Knights!"

There stood a knight with red hair wearing golden armor, holding a sword that emanated a chilling aura. Behind her, a knight with dark blonde hair commanded soldiers armed with spears and shields, surrounding the area from the entrance to the bathroom.

It was my mother and father. I bit the woman's hand to escape, then cried out with a sobbing voice.

"Huff!! Mom! Dad!"
"What... what?! I clearly used barrier magic... and the Zikheart Knights? Huh?!"

She must have done something to the door. She probably used the fact that barrier and protection magic cannot be broken unless by a superior mage of that magic. She likely used advanced-level magic or higher.

But unfortunately for her, among our family's soldiers, there's someone who can use rank-level barrier and protection magic. She tried to commit a crime here without proper reconnaissance. What guts.

My mother raised her sword high, preparing to strike down.
Wait. Mom...? I mean, Mother...?

At that moment, my father pushed my mother aside, rushed in, covered my eyes, embraced me, and ran outside. I could hear his heart pounding loudly in my ear. He must have been very startled.

And then I clearly heard the sound of flesh being cut and a death cry. I couldn't hear it to the end because my father also firmly covered my ears.

"Son, are you okay?"
"Y-yes, I'm fine, but... what was that sound just now?"
"Don't think about it and bury it. Nothing good will come from remembering."

It seems Mother was very angry. I suspect she might have sliced the woman's neck like cutting a steak, but I'll never know the truth.

Wow. If Mother and Father personally intervened, I must have been in real danger. It gives me chills.

It wasn't long after being carried in my father's arms that I was set back on the ground.

When I opened my eyes, I saw Lillie's back as she tried to stop Maron, who was holding a sword and attempting to rush forward.

"Please calm down."
"I must go, Father. My husband... Oh?"

She had been trying to defy my father's words and rush out, but upon seeing me, Maron suddenly froze. Lillie was thoroughly checking my body for injuries.

"Ouch."

Though there was no bleeding, my skin was split where the knife had been held against my neck earlier. Maron stopped her agitation, approached me, and used healing magic.

She truly is a genius at healing magic. Using healing magic superior to my mother's, she made the cut mark disappear completely.

"Thank you."
"Ugh... please don't leave our side from now on."
"...Even for the bathroom?"
"Even for the bathroom."

Hmm, that's troublesome. I hope they'll make an exception since I have the hairpin. Recently, I've been feeling like someone is watching me 24 hours a day, and if my wives start monitoring me too, I might collapse from dizziness.

At that moment, something like an envelope was carried out of the café on a stretcher, and two unfamiliar, fierce-looking women were being dragged away, bound by auras.

The soldiers' attitude toward them was frighteningly sharp. They kicked their joints with military boots and jabbed their waists hard with scabbards. It gave me goosebumps just watching.

Then my mother emerged, wiping her sword with something like a towel to clean off what looked like bright red ketchup, before sheathing it with a flourishing movement.

Yes... that's ketchup. Ketchup that comes with the hamburger set sold at Starbucks...

Noticing that I was watching, our eyes met. She wiped away tears that were about to fall with her sleeve, then knelt down and opened her arms. I ran into my mother's embrace.

Ch.42 - Attempted Kidnapping Incident (3)
"So, this Astasium Marquis? He bribed a shapeshifter to approach me?"
"Yes..."
"And if that wasn't enough, he hired human traffickers to kidnap and try to kill me??"
"......"
"Why??? What possible benefit could there be? Am I the only one who doesn't understand the reason?"

Apparently all this happened because of that Quarkshell woman.
At this point, I'm starting to suspect that even the recent incident with the Cardinal's son trying to stab me to death might be related.

I'm not the only one baffled by this situation.
Despite appearances, I am the Prince Consort.
Targeting me is equivalent to targeting the Queen.
The risk-reward calculation doesn't add up.
Rather than profit, only destruction awaits such a foolish move.

And I don't believe Alice left me in danger.
If anything, she might be overprotective like Lala or my older sister.

Even without visible guards, there must be measures protecting me beyond just the hairpin.
Come to think of it, haven't I felt like I was being watched for a while now?

Mother seems a bit flustered.
It seems my guess was correct.

"Well... actually..."

I sat quietly and listened attentively to Mother's explanation.
According to her, Alice had established something like a special unit before I was born.
They monitor my activities 24 hours a day, and are forbidden from revealing themselves unless my life is in immediate danger.
Their very existence is secret, likely because Alice wanted to protect my privacy.

Anyway, this special unit that has been protecting me since childhood received orders.
They were told not to intervene even in emergencies, but to observe the situation.
However, if things became serious with no sign of resolution, they were permitted to step in.

The reason for these orders was to gather evidence.
Apparently, this was all part of a bigger picture that began with the academy infiltration incident...
I got goosebumps thinking about Alice's foresight.

"So what happens to the Astasium Marquis?"

It seems I wasn't just an abandoned child and husband, written off as someone else's ally.
These two had a plan all along!
I nestled back into my mother's embrace, who had been fidgeting nervously at my prickly behavior.
I continued our conversation while watching her expression change in real-time.

"Won't he be tortured until he dies a natural death?"
"You! There's nothing you won't say in front of your son! Really!!"
"Ouch! Ugh... that stings..."

I chuckled as I watched Mother, startled by Father's back-hand smash.
Even Mother, who wouldn't get a scratch from being stabbed, apparently feels pain from Father's strikes.
I laughed happily watching my mother casually offering grotesque answers in front of her young son, and my father being unexpectedly sensitive in comparison.

***

I should go wash up soon, but Lillie and Maron won't let go of me.

They've got me pinned to the bed like I'm restrained.
This isn't some femdom story or something...
I don't have that kind of taste...

The two of them are hugging my arms, eyes closed and breathing steadily as if they're about to fall asleep.
W-wait... sharing a bed already?
This creates ethical(?) problems.

"Hey... could you move so I can go wash up?"
"No. Today we're staying like this."
"I'm sweaty and smelly from earlier, and I feel gross."

I like being clean and comfortable, so lying on the bed in my outdoor clothes is really uncomfortable.
It's like watching Westerners from my past life getting into bed with their shoes on.
It's hard to explain, but that's exactly how it feels.

"Lillie, could you let go too?"
"Either that or accept our conditions."
"No, that's a bit..."

The two of them made a proposal earlier.
They wanted to sleep beside me tonight.

As an evasion tactic, I told them to get my parents' permission, but Mother and Father said they didn't mind as long as I was okay with it.
My escape route was blocked.

Of course, nothing major would happen with young kids sharing a bed, but it's still embarrassing.
I'd probably be too nervous to sleep a wink.

So I said I'd think about it and tried to head to the bath, but they pulled me onto the bed and haven't let go of my arms for hours.

"F-fine, let me go now. My arms are getting sore."
"Really? You won't run away again?"
"Where would I even run to... I'll go wash up and come back. You two should wash up too.
Oh, and do we have to wear pajamas?"
"Kuk...!"
"What's with that 'kuk'? You little thing."

I snickered and flicked Maron's forehead.
Though it didn't hurt, she clutched her forehead with tears in her eyes—cunning, but undeniably cute.
The mental age of these two is more than twice mine, so by human standards, they're already adults.

Yet they act so childish in front of me, which is both endearing and cute.
How should I put it?
We're the same age, but it feels like enjoying both an older and younger relationship at once.

Still, what's not allowed is not allowed.
I didn't believe for a second that these precocious girls would just sleep.
They were probably planning to use this opportunity to wear something risqué and tease me.
Especially Maron, who had prior offenses, needed to be watched carefully.

When I returned to the room after washing up, the two were waiting in white robes.
Or rather than waiting, they were chatting with each other.

I sat on the bed and dried my wet hair with a towel while looking at them.
Even though it could be called a bob cut, my hair had grown long enough that just washing and shampooing took quite some time.
Even with several maids helping, it takes at least 20 minutes to style.

But those two sitting in the chairs have hair four times longer than mine.
It must take quite a while to style their hair, yet they arrived before me and even seemed to have had time for tea.

Yet their hair was perfectly styled.
Their gently shimmering hair was neatly arranged in adorable ponytails.

Meanwhile, my hair is still dripping wet.
Lillie approached me and snatched the towel from my hands.

"Let me dry it for you."
"I'm... I'm fine. I know how to dry my hair."
"You don't need to lie. Come on now."

Lie, she says.
In an instant, she made me out to be a little kid who can't even dry his own hair properly and lies about it.
Lillie was quite the woman.

Afterward, we sat and chatted for a while.
The main topic was about my safety—apparently, thanks to my mother's "persuasion," I now had the privilege of being accompanied by bodyguards even inside Crescent Academy.

Of course, they wouldn't appear directly in front of me, and since the Astasium Marquis would soon be dealt with, I didn't think anything would happen, but safety first, right?

But if they're monitoring me 24 hours a day, does that mean they watch me in the bathroom and bath too?
That's creepy...

"Or I could teach you more advanced swordsmanship? And while we're at it, theology too..."
"Swordsmanship is fine, but theology is..."
"People line up by the truckload wanting to learn theology from me during breaks..."
"I'm just not that interested in theology."
"Ugh..."

Being a Saintess, Maron with her fanatical faith still wants to study theology with me.
Trying to bundle it with swordsmanship like some package deal.
This is why you can't let your guard down for even a moment.
One wrong word and I'd be stuck with four extra hours of study daily...

"Then how about studying history?"
"History is interesting, but there's too much to learn."
"It is a lot... Your Highness really doesn't like studying, do you?"

Well, what can I say.
After my life as a student and university student in my past life, I was thoroughly sick of studying.

And the theology and history these two love?
There couldn't be more terrible subjects in this world.

Over 50 million years of history and
Over 100 million years of theological records.

You have to memorize not just the events that occurred throughout that history, but also the exact years they happened.

Until recently, I thought history was interesting too.
But after entering the academy and studying it, I realized what I knew wasn't even scratching the surface.
Yes... it was an abyss.
An abyss that would swallow me if I looked away for even a moment.
That day, I gave up on my dream of properly studying history.

After Maron pouted and Lillie laughed, our conversation continued for two hours.
This body of mine gets sleepy with just a little fatigue, so Lillie, noticing my tiredness, took my hand and led me to bed.
Then she lay down herself.

Right.
We agreed to sleep together.

Maron also came and lay down on the other side.
Like a cat seeking attention, she nuzzled her face against my armpit and quickly quieted down.
Looking at her, she was already asleep.

"Wow... falling asleep in one minute is an amazing skill."
"Maron sleeps a lot too, going to bed early and waking up late."
"Really? I didn't know that."

"Too"?
That must mean I sleep a lot as well.

I smiled and stroked Maron's hair.
Pleased, the corners of her mouth turned up slightly.
She acts so adult-like normally, but at times like this, she looks so young.

I stretched once and properly positioned myself on the pillow.
I always sleep with my arms folded over my stomach, so unconsciously my arms moved into that position.

"Your Highness, could you let me use your arm as a pillow?"
"Hm? I don't mind..."

I extended one arm that Lillie was lying on.
She tucked the pillow she had been using under the blanket and comfortably rested her head on my arm as if it were her favorite pillow.
Then she clung to me like Maron had.

"Good night, Lili."
"Good night to you too, Your Highness."

Lillie pulled the cord on the bedside table lamp that had been giving off a soft light, turning it off.

Ch.43 - Return
When I woke up in the morning, my arm hurt like it was about to break.
I regretted all the harsh criticism I'd hurled at drama protagonists who complained about their arms falling asleep. I never knew this pain since I'd never experienced it in my previous life as a single person...

***

"Then I'll see you during winter break."
"Aren't you coming to the royal palace before that?"
"....."

Her confident statement left me momentarily speechless.
Mother has always been that way, but Father was nodding beside her too.
It feels like... their overprotectiveness is contagious.
I exchanged farewells once more and boarded the train.

The train from the duchy to the Royal Capital wasn't a sleeper train but one with regular seats.
It was like a high-speed train similar to the KTX from my previous life.
Apparently, it only takes three hours.

In inverse proportion to its impressive speed, sighs flowed from the students' mouths.
With only 2/3 of the normal field trip schedule completed,
their disappointment and desire to play more poured out like curses.

However, with the recent earthquake caused by the Hero's emergence and the resulting national confusion, it would be inappropriate for academy students to be traveling around on trains for leisure.

I sat in the very back row waiting for Lillie and Maron,
when I saw them walking toward me with unfamiliar swords at their waists.
Mother had told me to go ahead and wait because she had something to tell them, but
I was curious about what it was.

"What's that sword? I've never seen it before."
"Her Ladyship gave it to us."

Looking closely, it was quite an extravagant sword with the Zikheart family crest on it.
Judging by the dense mana emanating from it, the sword itself seemed exceptional.
I might not understand fully, but it clearly meant something special to them.
The "Red Sword Emperor" had given swords bearing the Zikheart family crest to others.
I suppose it could be interpreted as a sign of acknowledgment.

"By the way, didn't they say we'd be doing something for two days when we get to the Royal Capital?"
"Yeah. They still won't tell us what it is."
"Maybe it's something that would be problematic if we knew in advance?"

Not just us, but other students were also speculating and discussing the matter.
For once, it seems to have sparked a good, academy-like response.

"It must be something that would be troublesome if known beforehand. Maybe they don't want rumors spreading?"
"It could be something like writing reflections on the field trip."
"Come on, would that take two whole days?"
"Hmm... I guess not..."

Lillie chuckled, finding her own idea absurd,
then went back to pondering seriously.
Maron was also deep in thought.
There's really no need to be so serious about it...
Just then, our homeroom instructor came over and clapped his hands,
bringing the scattered atmosphere under control.

"Attention!!"

In response, all the students including us looked at the instructor.
He must have something to announce.

"As I mentioned before, this field trip ends here.
With the emergence of the Hero and the earthquake causing national unrest, we've moved up the schedule,
and we'll arrive at the Royal Capital in an hour."
"............"
"And once we arrive at the Royal Capital, you'll need to submit a report."
"............"
"In your report, write about what you've seen and felt from political and economic perspectives.
The goal is to submit it by tomorrow. The length is flexible, between 10 and 150 pages of A4 paper."
"................?"

The faces of the students who had been quietly listening to the instructor's announcement contorted.
Some looked confused, while others seemed to have expected this.
The latter were overwhelmingly in the majority.

"Oh, and for your information, this report will count toward your midterm grades. It will be graded on a curve,
so consider everyone here your competitor and do your best. Students who write excellent reports will receive
scholarships and awards issued in the names of His Majesty and the Dean, presented directly by His Majesty."

Well, it makes sense that at a royal institution, you'd receive an award in the king's name from the king himself.
But did he definitely say it would count toward our midterm grades?
While I don't care about grades, the commoners and other noble children felt differently.

For nobles, being first or second in the academy was a matter of honor.
For commoners, the scholarship meant a comfortable year.

And it wasn't even absolute grading but relative grading, with reports up to 150 pages.
It was an unspoken message that to get high marks, you should fill all 150 pages.

While other students were probably worrying about how to fill 150 pages,
I was wondering how I could even manage to fill 10 pages.

"Oh right. I should have mentioned this first but I forgot. During this report writing period, no one can leave the classroom except to use the bathroom. Any questions?"
"Instructor, I have a question."
"Yes, Your Highness. Go ahead."
"Does that mean even students who finish early can't leave the classroom?"
"Of course. This is a necessary measure for fairness since it affects your grades, so please understand."

This is seriously fucked up.

***

When we arrived at the Royal Capital and headed to the classroom in the academy,
we were speechless at the unfamiliar scene before us.

Stacks of A4 paper bundles, a thousand pages each, were piled up to the ceiling, along with 500ml bottles of water, food,
and what looked like energy drinks.
It seems everything the instructor said was true.

A total of 360 people trapped in one classroom, only to be released after two days.
At least they're letting us use our phones.
Phew...
That's a relief.

"Now then, please take your seats and begin writing your reports."

The instructor shouted loud enough for everyone to hear and activated the stopwatch in his hand.
With a click and a beep sound,
the blackboard displayed 47 hours and 59 minutes.

Except for me, the other students immediately demonstrated incredible concentration
and began writing their reports.
The sound of pencils scratching and papers flipping echoed throughout the classroom,
and since I couldn't just sit there doing nothing, I also started writing my report at a moderate pace.

"Hmm, this looks perfect."

Initially, I planned to write just 10 pages and be done with it, but once I started writing, I couldn't stop,
and by the time I came to my senses, I had written nearly 100 pages.

Maron and Lillie beside me were surprised, saying it was extraordinary.
They must have found it amazing that I wrote 100 pages so quickly after declaring I'd only write 10.
Well, I find it surprising myself, so I can imagine how surprised they must be.

"I'm going to submit this and come back."
"".......""

The two didn't respond and quietly continued writing their reports.
I guess they were motivated by me.
Heh... This is why they say women struggle when men are competent.

I trudged down the steps and woke up the instructor who was slacking off with his head on the desk.
Drool covered the corner of his mouth, and his hair looked like a broom.
He must be the homeroom teacher of F-class.

"Instructor? I'm submitting my report."
"Yeah~ just leave it there~"
"......."

Without even looking up, he gestured for me to leave it there,
and I started feeling that vile, dirty emotion I'd felt before.

*What a cushy life, getting paid to do nothing. I'm jealous.*

My career aspirations are either getting paid to do nothing or being a kept man. The latter is overwhelmingly more likely, but I'd like to have at least something that could be called a job.

Even if I can't earn money, my wives will support me.
Or I could be a househusband.
Hmm... come to think of it, with maids around, there's no way I could be a full-time homemaker...

As I was thinking this, I looked toward the window and saw my older sister jumping up and down, trying to see inside despite her short stature.
Since everyone except me was focused on writing their reports, I was the only one who noticed her.
Standing right in front of her, our eyes met, and I waved to greet her.
My older sister waved back happily but then shook her head and pointed at her phone, making some kind of gesture.
Is she telling me to answer the phone?

"Oh shit"

I had 37 missed calls.
All from my older sister.

I went to the changing room at the end of the classroom and called my older sister.
Just like before, the phone rang just once before she answered.

"Big sis, what's going—"
-We have a big problem!-
"........"

In this otherwise peaceful world,
why do incidents only happen to me?
There's not even a day's rest between problems.

-Lala has disappeared.-

What is she talking about...
I unconsciously frowned.

"What do you mean?"
-...I heard from Her Majesty this morning... well, she told me to keep it secret, but...-

My older sister and Lala are very close friends.
She seems quite shocked by the sudden news of Lala's disappearance.

"Sis, calm down and tell me. What happened to Lala?"
-I don't know either. Her Majesty brought up marriage to Lala, and the next day she was gone...-

That's right.
I had arranged to propose to Lala when I returned to the Royal Capital.
Alice had told me that Lala was too shy to bring it up herself,
and asked me to be considerate.
But it seems Alice mentioned it to Lala.

The reason for her sudden disappearance must be one of two things:
Either she doesn't want to marry me,
or she felt too embarrassed and guilty to bear it.

At least it's not because she dislikes me.
Alice had confirmed this directly with Lala.

So there's only one answer.
Guilt.
The guilt of marrying her sister's husband,
mixed with the guilt of marrying a kid who's only 7 years old,
must have become unbearable.

Come to think of it, something similar happened once when I was at the mansion.
When I was about 3 years old?

Back then, my memories of my previous life were a bit hazy, and because I was so young,
I just openly followed Lala around saying I liked her.
Her black hair—the first I'd seen in this world—her beautiful appearance,
and her endless kindness drew me to her.

Knowing how I felt, Lala once playfully asked if I really liked her that much.
To which I declared like a true man that I liked her so much I would marry her when I grew up.

Hearing that, Lala's face turned red, and she suddenly ran away.
I didn't see her for two days after that.
Later, Lala told me she had been hiding because she was embarrassed.

I ended the call.
Talking on the phone for too long would be inconsiderate to the students writing their reports.

Then I sat down on a chair in the changing room and sighed.
I guess I'll have to go look for her myself.
I spoke very quietly to someone who might or might not be there.

"Excuse me... Is anyone there? Whoa! You scared me."

Though I had only whispered very softly, I felt a presence right beside me,
and a beautiful elven woman appeared.

"We have already determined where Her Highness is located."
"Wow..."

I couldn't help but be impressed.
I'd heard they were very capable people, but to have figured it out before I even asked...

"Where is she? I need to go find her."
"Currently, Her Highness is at Heaven Hotel, 9th floor, room 913, hugging a teddy bear."

I didn't ask for that much detail...

Ch.44 - Lara's Heart
I left the changing room and woke up the instructor who was slacking off on company time.

"What is it... sir?"

He tried to speak casually like before, but when he recognized who I was, he quickly switched to formal speech.
He hurriedly grabbed his pen as if he'd been working rather than slacking off, but if he's going to lie, he should at least do it properly.
The pen is facing the wrong direction, and there's drool all over his mouth and the attendance book.

"Please look at this first."
"What? This is..."

The item I presented to her was a "Royal Mandate Officer" badge.
It's an item that grants immunity from all legal responsibilities for actions taken while carrying it.
The special forces sister who guards me had it, but there are no restrictions on its use.
It's a terrifying item that works just by having it in your possession.

After escaping from the hell where I would have been confined for 48 hours,
I headed to Heaven Hotel.
Another business operated by the royal corporation.
As soon as I entered, dozens of employees greeted me at once.

"Welcome, guest. This is Heaven Hotel."
"Where is the elevator?"
"I'm sorry, sir. This hotel is... hieeeek!"

They were probably going to say they couldn't allow non-guests to enter.
This is when power comes in handy.
I took out my badge and placed it on the front desk.

The woman who appeared to be the manager looked at it and gasped in shock.
She seemed to understand that bothering someone carrying this badge could put her own safety at risk.

"The elevator is around the back and to the right. Is there anything else you need?"
"Hmm... let me borrow a master key."

Watching the woman trembling as she took out the key and placed it on the front desk,
I felt a bit sorry for her.
She must be wondering hundreds of times why a kid like me would come to a hotel with such an item.
The situation was urgent, but I felt like playing a prank.
She clearly didn't know who I was.

"I have someone to... take care of."
"Eek!"

After delivering that hitman-like line, I headed in the direction she indicated.
She seemed to know exactly who was staying here.

-Ding dong. The door is opening.-

Walking quickly, I was already at room 913.
I hadn't even thought about what to say when I entered.

No, my feelings for Lala cannot be hindered by mere hesitation.
I just need to follow what my heart tells me.

I placed the master key against the door lock
on the firmly secured door.

***

I ran away from the palace and shut myself in this hotel, lying down hugging only my teddy bear.
The reason is that my sister mentioned marriage again.
But unlike before, it's not because I dislike it, but perhaps because I'm embarrassed.

She brought up the topic of marriage with Yook.
Our relationship was already half like an engagement,
but she wanted to make it official now.

At first, I was overjoyed.
But that feeling didn't last long.

He already had two girls his age attached to him, and he was also my sister's husband.
The moment I thought about it, I felt so guilty I could barely hold back the nausea.

Lili... no, Lillie and Maron.
They're such kind and good children.
They treat me like their own sister. Wouldn't this be betraying them?

And though I may resent her, she's still my sister. Is it forgivable to take her husband?
I felt disgusted with myself for feeling even a moment of joy.
Without saying a word, I left the palace.

Of course, I didn't always have these feelings.

When I fled the palace, the only place I could go was the Zikheart Duchy.
I reluctantly accepted the position of personal maid at Serena's request.
To me back then, Yook wasn't particularly special.

The son who performed a miracle by bringing Serena back to her senses with just one word about being pregnant with a boy, when she was on the verge of euthanasia due to mental illness caused by the Melis Duchy conquest and the civil war started by the Zikheart expulsion faction.
The younger brother of Irina Zikheart, with whom I had a good relationship.
And the only husband of my sister, Queen Alice.
He had significant relationships with people around me, but I had none directly with him.
Well, if I had to say something, he was the precious boy of the elves.

Still, as a mere maid, I had to serve him diligently.
Feeding him milk, changing his diapers, putting him to sleep...
I was with him 24 hours a day, and as time passed, watching Yook take his first steps while holding my hand, I thought:

'Watching this child grow has become the joy and happiness of my life.'

Until then, it was a feeling of 'fondness,' not 'love.'

And then that decisive event happened.
This teddy bear I'm hugging now.
The only thing I brought from the palace was this small teddy bear given to me by Yook.

A bear that a 3-year-old child made for me as a gift, learning sewing bit by bit from his father and staying up all night to complete it.
When I received it, I found him so adorable I could cry.

After that, spending time with the child who had become my everything became my joy.
His warm smile melted my frozen heart,
sometimes he would say mischievous things, and other times he would say something kind that became my motivation to live.
He taught me the emotion of 'love,' something I had difficulty imagining but always wanted to experience.

Of course, he probably doesn't know.
How each of his actions affected me.

The child who saved me from the depths of hell when I was wounded, having lost my mother at a young age and nearly being used as a political tool.
Do I deserve to marry such a child?

No, I don't.
That's why I ran away.
There's no point in thinking about it further. Nothing will change.

Thinking this, I closed my eyes to suppress the emotions that felt ready to explode.
Feelings I would have to give up anyway.
I'll hide them away so they never come out again.

I concentrated my mana in one place and pulled out my Mana Core as much as I could.
About twenty of them.
This should be enough to activate an emotion magic spell.

Then I took out my phone.
The recipient was Yook.

'Yook, I'm sorry. If I return to the palace and treat you coldly, please don't be hurt or sad.'

It felt sadder than writing a will.

If this magic activation succeeds, the feelings I have now will disappear,
and I'll feel nothing for him, as if seeing a stranger.

And I was about to press the send button.
I had made up my mind.

But I couldn't press it.
A part of my heart was blocking me, warning that if I sent this, everything would end.
Yes, I didn't want to press it.

Without realizing it, tears were flowing down my cheeks and chin,
dripping... dripping... onto the teddy bear.

It felt as if Yook was telling me not to think such thoughts.
Nevertheless, I closed my eyes this time.

There's only one chance; I need to erase it properly to survive without falling into brain death.
Even if I lose my emotions, not being able to see him anymore would be terrible.

And so I activated the emotion magic.

***

When I opened the door and entered,
I felt the lingering presence of very intense mana.
It was as strong as when the magic circle in my hairpin activated.

And on the bed, Lala was lying face down, crying.
Though I didn't know why...
I climbed onto the bed and lifted up the sobbing Lala.

"Lala, what's wrong? Don't cry."

I took out a handkerchief and wiped the tears flowing around her eyes.
But it was useless.
The tears continued to flow like an endless spring,
and the handkerchief became so wet it could be wrung out.

I stroked her disheveled long black hair.
It seems she'll need quite a bit of comforting to calm down.
At that moment, though still sobbing, Lala spoke to me between hiccups.

"..hic....I failed."
"Failed what?"
"The magic to..hic... seal my emotions."

So that was the source of the intense mana I felt in the room.
Sealing emotions? What on earth was she trying to do?

I frowned slightly and spoke in a somewhat oppressive tone.
This was 100% Lala's fault.

"...What were you trying to do? Tell me quickly."
"Ugh..."

It seems I hit the mark.
Given how difficult it is for her to tell me, she must have been trying to do something unimaginable.

"If you don't tell me quickly, I'll never speak to Lala again."
"That's.... ugh....."

Was I too harsh?
I patted Lala's back gently as she started sobbing again.

With a 13-year age gap, I thought she was like an older sister,
but seeing her cry like this, she's clearly just a child.
Her appearance, looking only about 15, makes it even more apparent.
Regretting my harshness, I apologized.

"I'm sorry. I was just frustrated because you wouldn't tell me."
"Sniff....Actually, I was trying to... sniff... seal away my feelings for Yook."
"Is that even possible?"
"...With high-level emotion magic...hic."

From what I gathered, there seems to be a magic that can bind and seal all emotions felt toward a specific person.
It's part of a category of inhumane magic that can control or delete emotions, similar to brainwashing and torture,
so except for certain magicians, not only using it but even reading related books is considered a serious crime.

"What's this?"
"..........."

Lala's phone had fallen under the bed, still turned on.
I picked it up and looked at it.

As expected, I was the recipient, and the message written there contained words more terrible than a will.
I really didn't want to see such words.

"Lala... please don't do this."
"But, I can't betray my sister and Lili and Maron..."

I hugged her tightly before she could finish speaking.
Though my arms are small and thin, seemingly fragile,
they were enough to embrace Lala's slender figure.

She squirmed, apparently surprised by the sudden embrace, which made me feel a bit sad.
I had thought everything was fine, but Lala's heart had been rotting away.

The heart that I thought had been healed after she secretly left the palace and received treatment in the Zikheart Duchy due to emotional wounds hadn't been properly treated.
While muscles become stronger the more they tear, the heart is not the same.
If comparing to body parts, the heart is like a bone.
Once broken, even after treatment, it breaks more easily with less impact than before.
A heart that has been weakened once is prone to rot again no matter how much treatment it receives.

I had neglected such a Lala.
Not knowing she had such feelings, I spent my days smiling and happy.
I should have noticed when she came to the palace because she was worried about me...
From that time, Lala must have been pushing herself unbearably hard.
She must have come to find me despite having to face her sister whom she didn't want to see.
I really am garbage.

Ah...
Come to think of it.
Aren't I irredeemably garbage?

Alice, Lillie, Maron
I already have three wives, yet I'm trying to make Lala mine as well.

Gender reversal world or whatever, past life or present life or whatever,
from my ethical perspective, this is definitely not a normal situation.
Whether it's due to external forces or my own will, it doesn't matter.

And haven't I already made up my mind?
That if I can have her, I will.
That I will never let her go.
That I will not hesitate.

What a useless worry.
Both for me and for Lala.

After organizing my thoughts, I pulled away from Lala and looked into her eyes.
She was trembling slightly, seemingly not wanting to separate, but that's not what needs consideration now.
What's important is preventing Lala's heart from collapsing further
while making her mine.

"Lala, engrave what I'm about to say in your heart."
"Huh? So...so..."
"Ahem!"
".......ugh..."

I understand what she wants to say.
But Lala has one big misunderstanding.

"Lala, there's one thing you're misunderstanding."
"What...what do you mean..."
"Just listen quietly!"
"...................."
"I have no intention of letting you go or giving up on you.
I've already considered you mine."
"...................."
"And suddenly you feel guilty and try to seal your emotions and run away from me?
Did you think I would just stand by and watch?"
"No... I wasn't trying to run away..."
"Yes, you were. Regardless of the circumstances, the result of what you were trying to do was to run away from me."
"...................."
"Even if Lala tried to run away not because of guilt, but because you grew to dislike me and couldn't stand the sight of me,
I wouldn't let you go."
"...................."
"Do you understand........what I mean?"

Lala didn't say anything more.
She just nodded.
Though she had been crying until just a moment ago,
now she wore an expression as if leaning on someone.
It was an expectation that I would affirm whatever she was about to say, regardless of any gain or loss.

"Then, does that mean I don't have to give up?"
"Before you give up, I won't give up."
"Does it mean I don't have to feel guilty?"
"The queen has permitted it, and I have permitted it."
"Won't I be betraying Lili and Maron?"
"They already consider Lala second only to Alice."
"And also.... also...."
"My mother, my father, and Rain, Lili's mother, all already think of Lala as my wife, so don't worry."

Seeing her continuously trying to find some excuse,
I ended up pressing my lips against hers.
This wasn't a sweet and bittersweet chocolate-like romantic kiss,
but a display of 'obsession' like a wild beast not letting go of its prey.

"Phew...."
"That was my first."

I gave Lala my first deep and sticky kiss,
something I hadn't done with Alice, Lillie, or Maron.

It wasn't just a kiss, but a proof of possession.

Ch.45 - Lara's Heart (2)
When our lips parted, there was a silver thread connecting us like the Magpie Bridge that joined Gyeonu and Jiknyeo.
No, it was the Magpie Bridge itself.
A bridge connecting Lala's heart and mine as one.
Let's commemorate today as Chilseok.

While earlier Lala's eyes had been filled with guilt and apology—a painful sight to behold—now they were clear and pure, freed from those unnecessary emotions.

Though her young body got out of breath and she had to pull away, it seemed to be enough. I sighed with relief that my drastic measure was showing its effect. From now on, I'll need to focus on healing her wounded heart with frequent physical affection.

With Lala falling asleep from mana exhaustion, I thought about returning to the academy, but since she wouldn't let go of my hand even in her sleep, I lay down beside her. It didn't matter anyway—if I went back, I'd have to participate in that crazy 48-hour no-sleep session, and I'd already finished my report. I sent a quick message to Alice, Lillie, and my older sister.

'I'm with Lala at Heaven Hotel, room 913. Please come pick us up later.'

After pressing send, I put the phone down by my pillow and curled up like a cat, falling asleep next to Lala.

***

Lala continued working as a maid even after coming to the royal palace.
And not just any maid—my personal maid.
While I had spent my entire previous life seeing Lala in a maid uniform,
others hadn't.
Especially since her relationship with her fellow maids was complicated,
we decided this was a good opportunity for her to quit being a maid.

Lala looked truly beautiful dressed in regular royal attire instead of her maid uniform.
They say clothes make the person... but no, Lala had been exceptional even in her maid uniform.
The original was already perfect.
She'd probably look good even wrapped in rags.

The first thing Lala did after quitting her maid position was
to establish facts that would ward off the swarming flies.

Once it became known that I had properly returned as the Royal Prince, it was obvious that the major nobles would try despicable things like petitioning Alice to marry me to their children.

How do I know this?
In this world where polygyny is forbidden, there was once a count who suggested that since I was still young, Alice should take another husband.
He said this right in front of me.
Of course, because he mentioned polygyny, he was dragged to the Holy Nation and died under torture.
He died as a madman who dared suggest that his lord violate the great doctrine established by God.

For reference, polygyny is forbidden partly because of the shortage of men, but largely because it's prohibited in the doctrine left by the main deity, Iris:

'A woman's virtue begins with looking at only one man.'

Thanks to this patriarchal, old-fashioned doctrine left by a deity in this gender-reversed world,
I probably won't go insane.

If Alice were to take another husband,
I would kill myself without a second thought.
The same goes for Lillie, Maron, and Lala.
I would end my life without hesitation.

Anyway, to prevent any misunderstandings and stop fools from courting Lala,
we proceeded with a legal marriage.
Alice and Lillie had been betrothed to me since birth,
but Maron and Lala hadn't, so we did it together.

Well, without a proper wedding ceremony after becoming adults, it would outwardly feel more like an engagement,
but it made me feel secure.
And above all, Maron and Lala's expressions were so beautiful I wanted to photograph and preserve them,
which made me satisfied as well.

"Really now... You said you'd wait until I became an adult?"
"I... I did..."

Alice, having learned about my deep kiss with Lala, changed her attitude overnight and was now acting coquettish with me.
We'd exchanged light bird kisses before bedtime, but it seemed she had refrained from deep kisses out of conscience.

Well, it didn't matter to me.
If I only did it with Lala and not with Alice, it might go beyond pouting to a cat fight.

I claimed Alice's lips with my still unskilled technique.
Then I thoroughly teased her tongue, which had frozen in surprise.
As saliva exchanged and the atmosphere grew sensual,
blood vessels began to show on her forehead like a hypertension patient, perhaps from excessive excitement.

"Slurp... smack..."

In truth, among us virgins, not one of us knew how to kiss properly.
Even when I said deep kiss, it was just fumbling around inside the mouth, tongues rolling together and exchanging saliva.
How should I describe it?
Like sucking on candy stuck in a slightly wide glass jar?
Yes, exactly that feeling.
But Alice seemed satisfied.

I didn't do this with Lillie and Maron because they were too young.
Though they knew about it from somewhere, I refused to do it with them.

Since I was 37 years old combining my previous and current lives, and both Alice and Lala were adults, I didn't feel much guilt, but
those two were only 7 years old, regardless of their mental age.
I might get arrested under some law or other.

***

"Now that the field trip is over, is it study time for a while?"
"Besides studying, it's club promotion season now."
"Clubs?"

Such things existed in my previous life too, but I don't remember properly participating.
Especially in middle and high school, I witnessed the travesty of regular classes disguised as clubs,
so I wasn't particularly excited.

"Creating clubs and joining them is free, but students must join at least one, from what I understand."
"Then I'll join the Going Home Club."
"I said it's mandatory!"
"Then I'll create a Going Home Club."

Maron laughed at the absurdity.
I thought it would be more beneficial to return to the royal palace and spend time with Alice and Lala than waste time in such places.

"That still won't work. I don't think even Alice or Lala would let you skip this."
"Hmm... I suppose you're right."
"Those two might be too soft on Your Highness in general, but they're strict when it comes to education."

That's true.
Those two would grant whatever I asked for,
but they're unusually strict about studies and education.
It's evident from the fact that I had to attend makeup classes for the time I missed due to hospitalization.

"So give up."
"Well... alright. Which club are you joining?"
"Me? Of course, the theology club..."

Unable to continue, Maron looked at me with those clear, sparkling eyes—the same ones she had when recommending theological studies to me.
But it didn't seem like a bad choice. Since I had to join something anyway, going with Maron or Lillie would make time pass faster.
Though I'd been playfully refusing Maron until now, I had planned to properly study with her someday.

"Then I'll join the theology club too."
"R-really?"
"Yeah, that's fine, right?"
"Of course!! I can even help you prepare in advance!"
"No, that's not necessary. Actually, if you try to make me study in advance, I won't join the theology club."
"Tch..."

This time she didn't get upset, but rather looked like she'd scored a victory.
I smiled wryly at her expression.
I'm not sure why studying theology with me makes her so happy.

I took out my phone and noted "Club - Theology" in my calendar.
Then I noticed a message that had arrived without me realizing.
It was from my older sister.

"What's this?"

The message from my sister didn't contain much.
Just a single link.
My technologically challenged sister sometimes made mistakes like this.
I clicked on the link with a grin.

"Huh?"
"What is it?"

Maron stuck close to me and peered at my phone screen.
I should have warned her, but I was too shocked to speak.

"Wow... Lady Rain must be furious..."
"...That's Lili's mother, right?"
"Yes, she's the head of House Spitzberg and a former commander of the Zikheart expulsion faction."

The link was to breaking news.
The content was simple.

It showed a photo of the Duchess of Spitzberg sending a sword aura toward the Marquis of Astasium's territory.

Everything in the path of the sword aura—fields, mountains, buildings—was shattered.
It wasn't completely scorched earth, but a straight line had been carved through the entire territory.

It was just one news photo, but her anger was palpable.
For some reason, I felt moved by it.

Because the Marquis of Astasium targeted by Rain's sword aura
was the mastermind behind the recent incidents centered around me.
She must have received the details yesterday or today.

It's natural for her to be angry when her daughter's husband nearly got killed.
When we first met, she treated me like her own son.

But I was also a bit worried.
What if she acted impulsively...

Normally, territory wars from the past would begin with a declaration of war through media like newspapers, followed by each side submitting proposals to the monarch, negotiations based on those proposals, and finally proceeding after receiving the monarch's approval.
But this time, Rain unilaterally sent a sword aura that split the territory in half—a show of force as her declaration of war.
This signifies not a territory war aimed at honor and power, but a 'civil war' that would continue until one side is destroyed.

I called Alice to get more details.

Ch.46 - Between The Territory War And The Civil War
"Wow... I think Rain is really angry."
"Of course she is. Her son-in-law almost died."

Alice sighed heavily as she watched her sister nod simply.
Alice and Serena had managed to control their anger somewhat since they had already slaughtered the pleasure killers themselves,
but not Rain.

It must have been unbearable for her, considering someone tried to kill the boy she had adored like her own son since they first met.

In fact, Rain had a son who died before Lillie was born.
The child was weak because Rain had him at a young age, and being male made his condition worse.
He had never left the hospital after birth.
For seven whole years.

But Rain cared for her son with utmost devotion.
She even lived at the hospital despite being the Grand Duchess at the time.
She personally fed him, changed his clothes, and bathed him.
Her love for her son was so extraordinary that it became known throughout the country.

Although her son was weak and had to live in the hospital, Rain was happy.
Perhaps the gods couldn't leave such happiness undisturbed.
The incident happened when Rain briefly stepped away.

Her son, who should have been lying in his hospital bed, disappeared.
A child who would die if he didn't receive oxygen through a ventilator for even a minute.

Rain, half-crazed with worry as she searched for her son, finally remembered the CCTV.
The security police and hospital had already checked it, but she had been too distraught to think of it earlier.

What was recorded showed four women forcibly dragging her son away.
She saw them removing the IV from his arm and the ventilator from his nose,
and her son convulsing and dying before they even left the room...
She saw everything.

Shortly after, they found her son's cold body.
Along with the culprits.

Rain couldn't forgive the perpetrators who confessed they had planned to kidnap him for ransom.

Since it was before the trial, they were being held in detention, and Rain infiltrated the facility to kill them.
After losing her son, her only hope, Rain became almost catatonic.

That's when the leader of the Zikheart expulsion faction seduced her.
They brainwashed her, saying her son died because she was incompetent and weak, like a cult indoctrination.
They promised her power and the position of Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke if she helped them.

Rain, who was the Sword Emperor at the time, was confident in her swordsmanship but couldn't defeat Serena.
Between a Sword Emperor and a Sword God, there was a wall wider than the universe.

That's when she came to her senses.
Seeing Serena as devastated as herself made her regain her sanity.
She realized her son's death wasn't because she was weak—it was just a tragic, heartbreaking accident.

She left the expulsion faction and surrendered to Alice, who was the Crown Princess at the time.
They agreed that Rain's future daughter would marry Serena's son.
It was an agreement possible only between two people who had crossed swords and acknowledged each other.

For Rain, who carried such pain, this was something she couldn't tolerate.
That's what Alice and Lala thought.

***

"What are you thinking?"
"..........."

Serena sighed deeply.
She knew that no words would get through to Rain, whose eyes had already gone vacant.
Looking at Rain kneeling before her with her head bowed, she continued speaking.

"I told you clearly. Just stay put for now."
"............"
"Are you not even listening to your big sister anymore?"
"....No, I am."

Serena had shared information with Rain and persuaded her to wait until she declared war.

But Rain had gone ahead and split the territory in half without any consultation.
With her sword energy, she cut through a territory with a diameter of 120km.
Of course, there were few casualties.
With controlled mana, sword energy could avoid harming even a hair on anyone not specifically targeted.
Those who died or were injured were all associated with Marquis Astasium.

"So, what are you going to do now?"
"I'm going to erase the Astasium territory from the map."
"You'd do that without the Queen's permission? That's treason."
"............."
"You might have been forgiven once, but do you think you'll be forgiven twice?"
"I don't care about forgiveness..."
"Yes, that's obvious."

Serena snorted.
Rain's current behavior was reckless, with no thought for the consequences.
The trauma of her dead son had been projected onto Yook, triggering her madness again, making her act without considering the future.

"If you die like this, what about your daughter? And what about Yook?"
"............"
"I hate to say this, but isn't your son-in-law like a son too? Are you planning to die and leave your young daughter and son?"
"......No."

Perhaps those words helped her regain some sanity.
Life began returning to her previously empty eyes.
It seemed the word "son" had brought her back.

"So get your act together, you fool. I'll clean up this mess."
"........How......"
"Are you trying to die? Is that important right now?"
".....I'm sorry."
"You know better, yet you caused such a huge problem?"
"Uugh....."

Serena threw a handkerchief at Rain, who was crying with remorse.
Seeing her blow her nose as well, Serena took out another handkerchief and wiped around her eyes, treating her like a troublesome little sister.

"So, let go of 'Yook' now. How heartbreaking must it be for him to see his mother crying because of him, whether he was on earth or in heaven now."

The Yook that Serena mentioned wasn't her son "Yook Zikheart Kritias."
She was referring to Rain's son "Yook von Spitzberg," who died before Lillie was born.
The firstborn son of the Spitzberg Ducal family.

The identical names were no coincidence.
Rain had named her son after the boy who had given her hope, wishing he would become hope for others too.
Rain herself found salvation through this.
And later, when Lillie was born and Rain saw the two babies lying side by side, she thought of her son whom she missed and felt sorry for, and cried non-stop for two months.

Thinking of those past events, Rain nodded slightly.
From that day on, Rain was freed from her obsession with her son's death.

***

"Is it okay for you to be here?"
"This is nothing my son-in-law needs to worry about."

The person hugging me from behind and stroking my head is Rain, Lillie's mother.

She's quite an incredible person to engage in such skinship despite her daughter puffing her cheeks in jealousy.

Since she looks only about 15 years old and is a truly beautiful elf, I'm happily accepting the head pats.
Of course, Lillie is staring daggers at me from the side, but I hope she understands there's no way for me to escape this situation.

"Mother! My husband... eek?!..."
"Lili, really... if you make such a fuss over this little skinship, when you grow up..."
"Stop!! You have no filter in front of men..."

Rain, who had been pinching and stretching my cheeks, couldn't resist her daughter.
She released me from her embrace.
The problem was that I flew into Lillie, who had been pulling my arms with all her might.

"Well, my son-in-law has seen enough, and my work is done, so I should head back."
"...You came here for work?"
"Did you think I came here to play?"
"With you, Mother, that's entirely possible...."

It seems Lillie's opinion of Rain isn't very high.
I approached Rain, who was preparing to leave.
Time to score some points.
She's my mother-in-law who even started a war for me.
I bowed politely to Rain with the most innocent smile I could manage.

"Mother, goodbye."
"........."

I used to call her by name, but I thought I should change how I address her.
"Mother-in-law" seemed too formal, so I just went with "Mother."

But Rain showed no reaction.
What's wrong?
Is she upset that I called her Mother?
I raised my head and looked at her face.

There stood Rain, looking like she might cry at any moment,
her hands clenched tightly.
Her expression of holding back tears resembled Lillie's.
Or rather, it's the other way around.

"Your... Majesty... please... take good care of your health."
"Please don't call me 'Your Majesty.' Couldn't you call me by my name?"
"Yook... sir..."
"Please drop the 'sir' too."
"............"

Rain, whose eyes had been welling up, finally ran out of the room without saying my name.
Was I too rude?
I hung my head, feeling deflated.
I should apologize properly next time we meet.

"It's not your fault, Yook."
"Really...?"
"I'll tell you when you're much older. When you're about 200?"

For someone who has only lived 37 years combining past and present lives,
being told I'll have to wait 200 years to know...
Lala is truly a frightening person.
And she's only twenty herself.

"Um... can't you tell me now?"
"No way~"

I whined to Lala, but she refused to tell me.
Lillie looked curious too, but perhaps she thought there was a reason Lala wasn't speaking about it.
She didn't press the issue.
Seeing that, I also stopped asking, realizing something significant must have happened.

By the way, what will happen with the Territory War?
I hope we can avoid people killing each other...
The only ones who deserve to die are Marquis Astasium and his associates.
There's no need for uninvolved citizens and soldiers to die.
I should consult with my mother and Alice about this.

Ch.47 - Between The Territory War And The Civil War (2)
"Hey, get rid of those kids. They look like they're about to die tomorrow. Why did they even come to assembly? Ruins my appetite."
"That's her, you know?"
"What? Who?"
"I mean, that's her. The daughter of Marquis Astasium."

Today is the weekly assembly day.
The main purpose of this assembly was to present awards for the first-year cadets' field study reports, but the students gathered here aren't showing much interest in that.

The incident that's currently the talk of the Academy, the Kingdom, and the Holy Nation—indeed, the entire world.
The hot topic discussed everywhere, regardless of how many people are around.
The declaration of war by the Spitzberg Duchy against the Astasium Marquessate.

Whether by coincidence or not, the fact that the heirs of both houses are students at the Academy might have been the catalyst.

During class time, lunch time, and after school,
it has become the topic of discussion that you can hear just by listening in.

Perhaps because of this, the daughter of Marquis Astasium was withering away with each passing day.
Someone who didn't know better might think a walking corpse was roaming around and cast holy magic.

In contrast, the daughter of the Spitzberg Duchy, Lillie von Spitzberg Kritias, was clearly different.
As if proud of her mother's preemptive strike that had split the Astasium territory in half, she walked around with her husband, Yook Zikheart Kritias, her face overflowing with pride each day.
Beside them was "Saintess" Maron Kritias, smiling cheerfully as if she had nothing to do with the whole affair.
Watching them, the Academy's students and instructors wondered:

'What on earth happened that the side who got hit first is wasting away, while the side that threw the first punch walks around so proudly?'

Not knowing the details,
they could only let their imaginations run wild.

"By the way, how many years has it been since the last Territory War?"
"The last one happened several hundred years ago..."
"I guess the Spitzberg Duchy has the advantage? They are a duchy after all."
"Idiot. That would be true for an ordinary duchy."
"What do you mean?"
"Listen carefully. The Spitzberg Duke was a commander of the Zikheart expulsion faction. Do you think Her Majesty the Queen would allow such a person to maintain a proper army?"
"Hmm. That's true, but... isn't the daughter of that house married to His Highness the Prince Consort? They don't seem to be on bad terms."
"When you put it that way... maybe she's a hostage?"
"So does the Astasium Marquis have the advantage?"
"I heard the allied forces have over 500,000 troops."

The Astasium Marquis is the leader of the largest faction alliance in the Kritias Kingdom.
If all the alliance's private armies were mobilized, they would exceed 3 million.

But that's only if they could summon every soul.
The number of troops they could directly deploy in combat doesn't even reach 500,000.
And if you exclude the inflated numbers from various corruptions,
it wouldn't even be 450,000.

Of course, that's not a small number by any means.
The Spitzberg family's private army doesn't even reach 5,000 troops.
This is because during the expulsion faction's civil war, 95% of their private army was transferred to the royal family as a condition of surrender.
But who is the Spitzberg Duke?
She's a master swordswoman who holds the title of "Sword Emperor."
There are rumors that a single swing of her sword can split the earth and sky.
And as if to prove it, didn't she split the Astasium territory in half?
Without any variables, she could probably single-handedly match the national strength of a small country.

"Well, the Spitzberg Duke is the 'Sword Emperor.' She's absolutely unbeatable."
"For someone like that, didn't she lose to the 'Red Sword Emperor'?"
"Shh! Shut up, you idiot! There might be devotees of the 'Red Sword Emperor' around, and you're comparing the 'Sword Emperor' to the 'Sword God' as equals!
Do you want to lose your head?!"
"S-sorry..."

Listening to the second-year students' conversation, "Lillie von Spitzberg Kritias" and "Yook Zikheart Kritias" lowered their heads in embarrassment, kicking small stones on the ground as they stood there.

***

The next day, bombshell news broke.

-Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke, the 'Red Sword Emperor' Serena Zikheart declares war on Marquis Astasium.-
-Count Serento: I don't want my relationship with Serena Zikheart to deteriorate... I will withdraw from the alliance and reflect on my actions.-
-Marquis Agnom: I'm ashamed and embarrassed to have been part of the alliance, and I have nothing to say even if I'm criticized as a turncoat.-
-Alice Kritias: I hope this can be resolved amicably. If civil war breaks out, I will support the Zikheart Duchy.-

The allied lords announced their withdrawal intentions to the media one after another,
and with Alice's final confirmation, the alliance completely collapsed.

Now I'm watching the news and, overwhelmed by a sudden surge of affection for Alice,
I'm giving her a lap pillow on the bed in broad daylight, stroking her hair. How could I not love her when she issued a statement supporting our precious family?

"Thank you so much, Alice. Mother and Rain must be very grateful too."
"Ehehe."
"I'm so proud and happy to be Alice's husband today."
"Ehehehehehe."

Looking at Alice, who's just giggling mindlessly, I sometimes wonder if she's really that dignified queen,
but this is a side she only shows to us, her spouses.
I continued giving her a lap pillow and stroking her hair and cheeks until she was satisfied.

"But does this mean the Astasium Marquis will have to fight with only his private army?"
"Hmm, no matter how few troops Rain and Sister Serena have... such a crazy thing..."
"Considering what she's been doing to me all this time... I think she's capable of it."
"...Right?"

She's so incredibly stupid
that I'd like to see the face of the previous Astasium Marquis to understand how this happened.
I guarantee 100%, that idiot woman would agree to the Territory War if she thought only Rain and Mother were participating,
thinking it was her lucky day.
With those two combining their strength, they could conquer the world.

"Especially Sister Serena's power... ugh, I don't even want to imagine it."
"Is Mother that strong? I don't really know."
"Yook wouldn't know because he grew up well-behaved and didn't get into trouble. Ugh, just thinking about when I was little..."

Come to think of it, Mother was Alice's sword instructor, wasn't she?
Judging by her reaction, she must have been beaten up a lot under the pretext of sword training.

If she beats her own children and daughters-in-law, why wouldn't she beat the crown princess?
It's entirely possible,
I nodded.

And so the two of us cuddled together, losing track of time.

***

"...Therefore, under the names of the elven ancestors, I, Alice Kritias the First, guarantee that the Territory War between Marquis Astasium and the Spitzberg and Zikheart Vassal Grand Duchies will proceed without any unfairness, according to their mutual agreement."

Rain, who had thrown the first punch, thought there might be at least one violation of the duel trial rules, but surprisingly, she was found not guilty.

The duel trial is a fourth-level court proceeding that takes place when disputes between nobles cannot be resolved even after going through the Supreme Court.
For hundreds of years, there hadn't been any Territory Wars, let alone honor duels, so it had been neglected, but as it was still officially an operating government institution,
the interior was clean.

Anyway, Queen Alice swore to the ancestors and the patron deity Iris that this Territory War would proceed fairly and according to agreement.
Anyone who defies or objects to this would be charged with blasphemy and sacrilege, and sent to a religious trial.
For reference, religious trials are conducted in the Iris Holy Nation, where most people die from torture before even getting to trial,
and even if they stubbornly survive, they historically often ended up sentenced to mine slavery or execution at the religious court.

That aside, Rain, who is standing face to face with the Astasium Marquis, looks a bit dangerous.
She has such frightening and cold eyes that I can't even imagine what might happen if Mother or Alice weren't here.

"Your Majesty... please take care of Mother."
"Huh? What? What do you mean?"
"If Your Majesty gives Mother a tight hug, I think she'll be okay. I don't know why though."
"I don't know why either, but I have a feeling that's true."

Lillie and Maron said something rather unexpected.
Especially Maron, who must be seeing Rain for the first time?
Is it because she's a Saintess that she can sense something?

After the duel trial ends, the spectators file out like a column of ants.
With noble lawyers living in the royal capital and lord nobles who came from various territories,
there must be nearly a thousand people.

The Astasium Marquis, probably frightened of the two, has already fled.
Only our family remains in the courtroom.

I quietly approached Rain from behind.
I took her hand, which was tightly clenched.
Though rough and firm, it was a hand that somehow felt nostalgic.

What is this?
Somehow, I have this strange feeling of holding my mother's hand.
Even though Rain and I have barely met...
I felt something welling up from deep within my heart.

It's not joy, nor is it sadness.
It's not pleasure either....

Yes, this is regret.
Regret felt from the depths of my heart.

Perhaps because this all happened because of me,
I'm unconsciously feeling sorry toward Rain.
I hugged Rain tightly from behind as she firmly held my hand.

...Why is Mother looking at us with such envious eyes?

Ch.48 - Between The Territory War And The Civil War (3)
The vast night sky of the wide plains was illuminated by bright lights.
The women armored in silver plate were the private soldiers of Marquis Astasium, set to participate in the Territory War that would begin tomorrow morning.

In total, they numbered 20,000.
Currently, they were all simultaneously experiencing several regrets.

First, becoming soldiers for Marquis Astasium.

The monthly pay was decent enough that they had been satisfied, thinking they could eventually afford an apartment near the Royal Capital if they kept at it.
But they never imagined a civil war would break out under the pretext of a Territory War, something that hadn't been conducted for hundreds of years.
This wasn't the society of the past where commoners were subordinate to nobles, and soldiers to their masters.
Now, it was simply a relationship between employer and employee.
So who would willingly die for their employer?

Second, failing to ride the wave of public opinion.

All the officer-level soldiers had already deserted.
They had fled under the protection offered by the allied lords who had attached themselves to the Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke family, on the condition that they give interviews revealing their names and faces.
A good number of regular soldiers had followed them out.
Those women standing here now had never imagined that a Territory War would actually happen.

Third, being manipulated by that stupid Marquis Astasium.

The opposing side would have only two participants.
Duchess Rain von Spitzberg and Zikheart Vassal Grand Duchess Serena Zikheart.
A normal Territory War involved armies clashing against armies.
The soldiers understood this well.
Yet they had been manipulated into believing that only two people would come from the other side, and that they shouldn't worry. Perhaps magic had been used.
They should have realized something was wrong when told the opposing side would only have two participants.
They had never heard of lords personally participating in battle, so they had overlooked it.
The fact that these two women were among only three "Sword Emperors" in the world, and the only "Sword God."

Fourth, fighting against the Zikheart Vassal Grand Duchess.

Serena Zikheart was not only a monster in terms of strength but also politically.
How had she managed to persuade the king to allow her territory to grow from a simple domain into a vassal state?
And then there was the psychological pressure of having to fight against a hero they respected.
The atmosphere was tense and fearful, with some soldiers even vomiting from the stress.

Finally, one soldier made a decision.
Surrender.
Even if a million like them gathered, they would be wiped out in less than a minute.
Since desertion was impossible after having already committed to the Territory War, surrender was the only option.
That way, they might preserve their lives.

She couldn't have imagined that all 20,000 of her comrades had reached the same conclusion at the exact same time.

***

On the day of the Territory War.
All students except the males gathered in the main hall.

They were going to broadcast the Territory War.
Broadcasting a war.
In my previous life, this would have caused international outrage.

But this was another world.
Duels between nobles were sacred, and broadcasting was done for public verification.
And the soldiers who were participating didn't know yet, but they were under a spell that prevented them from truly dying.
More precisely, they would die, but would be revived once the Territory War ended...
Well, it's not the medieval era anymore, and if tens of thousands of people died, this would no longer be the world of the living but a hell realm.

They were quite cautious about men watching.
I also received warnings from my older sisters, Lillie, and Maron, but my childish heart just wanted to see Mother's face and Rain's face.
Indeed, there were only a handful of men here.
Sigh, did I make a mistake coming?

I sat between Lillie and Maron.
While I was nervous to death about my parents going to war, Lillie didn't seem to feel the same.
Does she have a heart of steel?
I placed my hand on Lillie's flat chest.

"Oh, it's fast."
"Y-Your Highness? So bold in a place like this..."
"Sorry, I was just curious if you were nervous too."

Her heartbeat quickened, and soon it was pounding so loudly it was like mana being poured into a magic stone.
So Lillie was worried after all.
I removed my hand from her chest and gently stroked her head.

"Such a filial daughter."
"I'm not a filial daughter."

When I mentioned Rain, Lillie turned her head away sulkily, which I found cute.
Well, I suppose she wanted to ease the tension with this kind of teasing.
Honestly, I didn't think anyone could watch something worse than a snuff film—with blood splattering and entrails spilling out—with a clear mind.

After about 30 minutes had passed.
The screen at the front of the hall lit up.
Two sides facing each other on a vast plain.
Twenty thousand trembling soldiers on one side, and two swordswomen holding their swords high in meditation on the other.
An unbelievable sight.

"Ohhh..."
"To think we'd get to see the 'Red Sword Emperor' in battle..."
"Are those soldiers crazy? How could they think of participating in a Territory War where these two are involved?"
"Well... participants aren't told who they'll be facing."

Admiration flowed from the upper level.
The last time Mother had been on the front lines was during the conquest of Melis Duchy and the civil war against the Zikheart expulsion faction.
Almost 12 years ago?

The upper-level seats were occupied by senior students, so they would have directly heard news about Mother at that time.
They must feel quite nostalgic.

-Buuuuuuuuuuuu~-

At the sudden sound of trumpets, everyone in the hall focused on the screen.
The trumpet signaling the start of the Territory War had sounded.

***

"""""""""""""""""PLEASE SPARE US!!!"""""""""""""""""

All 20,000 soldiers simultaneously knelt and bowed their heads.
A posture of complete submission.

Serena and Rain had joked about this possibility before, but they never actually thought all the soldiers would surrender right at the start.

Of course, Serena, who had been thinking there was no need to deal with those who surrendered, was about to order them to stand up.
But at that moment, Rain stepped forward and cut off Serena's words with an eerie, cold tone.

"What are you all doing?"
"We... we are Marquis Astasium's soldiers..."
"Who asked about that? I'm asking about what you're doing right now."

She seemed quite angry.
Rain understood that these women had done nothing wrong.
The real target was Marquis Astasium.

The plan had been to sweep through the soldiers without killing them, then siege the castle they were guarding, disarm it, and personally stab the lord to death.
But if these soldiers surrendered, it would disrupt the plan.

If more than 75% of the soldiers surrendered or died, the Territory War would automatically end.
Rain couldn't accept that.

"W-Well, we..."
"Shut up. You haven't surrendered. From now on, you're going to fight my sister and me."
"P-Please forgive us just this once!! We don't want to fight you two!!"
"Heh. So we're being looked down upon that much."
"That's not what we meant!!"
"If you open your mouth one more time, I'll slice your lips off."
"....................."

The soldiers had no choice but to remain silent.

The person standing before them was terrifying enough to slice off 20,000 pairs of lips if she wanted to.

Among the women being treated worse than slaves, not a single one showed anger.
Rather, there were some with streams of water flowing between their armor and others showing tears.
It must be hard to keep one's sanity when gripped by despair and fear.

"That's enough."

At that moment, a savior appeared for them.
Serena Zikheart.
The head of Zikheart Duchy, the only vassal state in the Kritias Kingdom, and a national hero.
A figure respected by all citizens.
She must be trying to help us, the soldiers thought.

But they were wrong.
She was actually angry.
Even more so than Rain.

While Rain believed the soldiers were innocent, Serena did not.

She didn't think that soldiers protecting their lord had nothing to do with the lord.
Additionally, the fact that they had sided with Marquis Astasium, blinded by rewards—whether money or honor—was an undeniable fault.
Serena had already mentally sentenced them to death.

Do you understand now?
The reason she stopped Rain wasn't to say "that's enough" in the sense of mercy.

It was: "How dare you interrupt my sister?"

***

I was confused by the sudden turn of events when all the soldiers knelt, but it must have been Mother's or Rain's magic.

"There's no way all the soldiers would surrender. They're swordswomen after all."
"Right? But I guess they still have some pride."

If that action had truly been a surrender, the Territory War would have ended long ago.
The fact that it continued led people to speculate that it wasn't surrender but rather the soldiers being intimidated by the aura or killing intent of the two women.

Afterward, Mother cut off all the soldiers' legs with her sword energy, and Rain completely destroyed the castle.
Notably, when the legs were cut, not a single drop of blood was shed, and the insides weren't visible due to light-attribute magic.
If I'm not being self-centered, this was the two of them being considerate of me.

The outcome of the Territory War was decided in an instant.
It probably didn't even take three minutes.

Mother reached out to Marquis Astasium, but strong protective magic and barrier magic were shielding her, so she couldn't touch her.

That's when Rain took a stance like she was gathering energy for a Spirit Bomb, and a mana core the size of an actual Spirit Bomb formed.
Seeing that was so impressive it drew exclamations as if watching the highlight of a movie.

Then she transformed the mana and directed it toward Marquis Astasium, causing the protective magic and barrier magic shielding her to disappear without a trace.
Was that "Disruption," the technique of neutralizing lower magic by colliding it with higher magic?

"Come to think of it, didn't they say Marquis Astasium's daughter disrupted the Academy's protective barrier magic from the inside?"
"Yes, that's what Alice said. So what Rain just did was giving Marquis Astasium a taste of her own medicine."
"Yes, that's right. Mother really likes Your Highness."

In short, it was an act that could be described as a performance.

Anyway, with no magic or soldiers to protect her, Marquis Astasium was defeated.
Mother's sword struck her neck, dark red liquid sprayed up, and the trumpet that had announced the start of the Territory War sounded once more.

Ch.49 - Between The Territory War And The Civil War (4)
After the Marquis of Astasium was defeated, his punishment was decided.

His noble title was revoked and he received a life sentence. His daughter was stripped of her succession rights and would live out her days as a commoner.

And just like with the Count Quarkshell incident, I was given the authority to designate the hereditary successor to the Marquis of Astasium. These things were completely useless to me, so I wasn't particularly interested, but my mother seemed to feel differently.

"A son? Do you have one?"
"What are you talking about?"
"Heh..."

I felt like teasing her a bit. My mother should just say what she wants directly. I'm not such a foolish son that I can't understand that much.

My mother stands at the pinnacle of nobility in the Kritias Kingdom. Her immense power will be inherited by my eldest sister, the successor, though it might take thousands of years. My younger sisters and Silfia, who won't become successors, will receive the title of quasi-baroness, a semi-noble rank. A quasi-baroness is an honorary title, not hereditary. It can't be passed down to children.

Mother knows this well and would want to give proper titles to her beloved daughters. If I just asked, Alice would probably take care of it.

But there are limits. She can't give titles to all four of them. At most, two would be the limit. And I have marquis and count titles that are completely useless to me. This is what Mother wants.

"I know. I don't need them, so I'll give them to you, Mom."
"Really?"
"Even if you hadn't asked, I would have given them to my sisters."
"Yook..."

It seems she's "moved" by my gesture.
Heh heh heh...
At times like this, anything I ask of Mother will happen. I decided to boldly present my desire.

"Well... it's not exactly a trade, but... there's something I want..."

Like a middle school girl too shy to hand over a love letter, I twisted my legs and body. I even pretended to hesitate speaking. Perfect.

"I want... Genesis..."
"I don't know what that is, but I'll definitely buy it for you. Absolutely."
"R-really?"
"Of course! Do you know who your mother is?"

Genesis is a new limited series released by the company that made Yeonhwa 2.0. Unlike previous editions that sold 500 units, this one is limited to just 10 units. And to purchase one, you need a purchase history with that company. It's absolutely impossible for me to get one on my own.

But with the power of my mother's corporation, it's different. With her company ranking 4th in the world, she can absolutely get one.

I made these calculations as I nestled in my mother's arms, acting spoiled. For reference, I had asked Alice too, but she said it was impossible since she had never done business with that company.

***

"Thanks to Yook, we're about to receive marquis titles."
"I'm going to be a countess. Who would have thought?"

Two young elves, only 14 and 12 years old, were chatting. They were Elena Zikheart, the second daughter of Serena Zikheart, and Aria Zikheart, the third daughter.

They're being called the biggest beneficiaries in noble circles recently. Titles just fell from the sky while they were doing nothing.

Of course, they didn't get them for free. Their younger brother, "Yook Zikheart Kritias," transferred his rights to their mother, "Serena Zikheart," who then passed them on to them.

"I don't know if I should thank him or ask if he's okay."
"I know... it seems too simple to just say thanks, considering he was threatened, kidnapped, and almost killed."

When you think that the price for these titles was nearly being murdered after being threatened and kidnapped, a simple thank you doesn't seem sufficient. Perhaps they should comfort him, apologize, hug him, and stroke his head.

"But he seemed fine earlier."
"Yook has a strong mentality, but he also has people like Her Majesty and Miss Lala around him."

That was undeniably true. Without them, he would probably already be buried somewhere in the mountains. Or sold overseas. The girls nodded in agreement.

"But what about Yuris and Silfia?"
"Yuris still has four years until graduation, and Silfia is only six, so they can receive their titles later without any issues."
"Will they also become countesses?"
"Probably. Being a countess means you're one of the country's power players."

Counts are classified as lower nobility, but that's only when looking at the entire nobility. Titles like duke, grand duke, marquis, and royal grand duke, except for the Spitzberg family, have no real power. They're practically non-existent titles. As a result, counts and marquises inevitably become the real powers in the country.

"But you received the 'Astasium' marquis title, right? Does that mean your surname changes to Astasium?"
"No, we become independent nobles. Think of it as a branch family."
"So we can keep our surname? That's a relief."
"I think so too. It's really fortunate."

The Zikheart name carries tremendous influence. Even if the two hadn't received high titles and only got the quasi-baroness title, most nobles wouldn't dare touch them. And unlike other noble families, their family had very strong bonds. Even if they became independent, they wouldn't want to change their surname, the thread connecting them to their family.

"We should thank Yook."
"Since we're thinking about it, shall we go see him?"
"Won't he be with Her Majesty?"
"So what? We can go chat with them."
"Yeah, it can't be worse than dying."

And so the two left to meet their only brother.

***

After the Territory War ended, we returned to our daily lives.

The academy is now dealing with the headache of clubs desperately trying to recruit new students. As club membership increases, so does their activity budget, creating a war in all but name.

Club solicitations are happening in first-year dormitories, classroom buildings, training grounds, and even on buses and in living areas.

"Your Highness promised to join the theology club with me, right?"
"Yes, so please calm down a bit."

Anyone watching might think she was trying to bribe me to join. But I know better. Maron just wants to take theology classes with me, nothing more, nothing less. Lillie is watching her, saying she can't be stopped.

"Then I'll join the theology club too."
"You too, Lili? Didn't you say you were going to join the swordsmanship club?"
"I just want to take the same classes as you two."
"Lili..."

Maron, more touched than I was, stroked Lili's cheek. Lillie quietly accepted the caress, saying she was happy. They've become very close...

"Since we're talking about it, shall we go submit our applications?"
"Yes!!! We need to take bus number 2 to the club building!!"
"Wow... it takes 30 minutes by bus..."
"The route is complicated, going here and there."
"Yikes..."

I didn't know because I'd never been anywhere except the main hall, first-year classroom building, and Crescent building. So one bus goes around everywhere...

We arrived at the classroom building and headed to the theology club room. As I was about to slowly enter through the door, it swung open from inside.

"C-could it be a new student?!"
"Hello, High Priest."
"G-gasp... Your Eminence the Saintess!!"

The person who burst out wasn't a student, but the High Priest instructor who teaches theology. It seems he serves as an advisor.

"We three would like to join. Is that okay?"
"Of course! Please come in, Your Highness."
"Um... excuse us."

Entering the club room, I saw chairs and a large table that looked familiar. Yes, it was exactly like a cathedral I'd seen in my previous life.

"Please sit at the front. I'll bring the application forms."

He said that and went inside, but ten minutes passed without him returning. Did something happen?

"Maron, should we go check?"
"Hmm... let's wait a bit longer. He's definitely still in there."

Just then, the club room door opened and student cadets who looked like they might be 4th or 5th years entered. Four women and one man. Even their ratio was perfectly balanced.

"Oh, new students hoping to join?"
"In the cathedral watched over by the Iris deity... please be quiet."
"Alright, alright. Don't get angry."

The male student seemed quite principled. We stood up to show ourselves to them. Only now recognizing us, the male student quickly knelt and showed proper respect. The female students beside him still looked confused.

"Y-Your Highness! I apologize! You all should kneel too!"
"We apologize! Please forgive us!"
"It's fine, please stand up. Aren't we before Iris?"

Before the deity Iris, there are no distinctions of status. That's the same reason the Holy Nation has no class system. With Maron beside me, receiving greetings like this feels unnecessarily authoritarian and uncomfortable.

"Are you perhaps our club seniors?"
"Yes. I am Abram von Gaias."

I quietly whispered in Lillie's ear.

'Lili, do you know which family he's from?'
'No, judging by the fact that I don't know, he's probably from a baronial family.'

I decided to take a guess. It would be impolite for me not to know him when he knows me. It's also a way to save face.

"Are you perhaps from the Gaias barony I know?"
"You know my mother? I'm honored."
"I've never met her, but I have heard of her."

Thankfully, my guess was correct.

Ch.50 - Shining Sword
The theology club was really nothing special.
It was just an extension of theology class, nothing more, nothing less.

The only difference was that classes were held in a club room that resembled a cathedral.
That was literally the only thing.

I had expected exciting club activities, but it seemed like this was all there was for members.
Unless it was an arts or sports club, it looked like you only needed to show up once a week.

Kind of disappointing...

***

"Thank you for your hard work these past two months. This concludes all your make-up classes."
"Thank you for your efforts on our behalf, instructor."
"Not at all. It's only natural to help my cadets."

Then maybe you could have reduced the make-up classes a bit.
I can't believe we actually had to complete all of them.

I finally finished all the make-up classes that accumulated during the week I was absent after collapsing from mana exhaustion.
We proceeded at Maron's pace, which surprisingly made it take longer than expected.

And now that the make-up classes were over, it was time for Alice to keep her promise.
Today was the day I would help craft swords for Lillie and Maron using the high-quality iron we bought from Madella Territory during our field trip.
The SS-grade mana stones I gave to both of them weren't items that could be handled casually.
Apparently, only a craftsman recognized by the royal family would be qualified to work with them.

"Maron, have you thought about where you want to take yours?"
"Actually, I'm having decision paralysis and haven't decided yet."
"I figured as much. At least it's a happy dilemma."

I looked at the sword Maron was using for practice.
That plain-looking sword had the Kritias royal family crest engraved on it.

"T-This... Alice said I could use it."
"Who said anything?"
"That's a lie. Your eyes were 100% suspicious."
"Ahem..."

In truth, that plain-looking sword was quite expensive.
It also held deep meaning, as it was the type of sword given to knights when they received their titles.
To let someone use it for practice...
I've felt this for a while, but Alice seems quite soft on these two.

The two of them gathered in my room as soon as we arrived at the palace,
and they still seemed to be contemplating their options.

While they sat on the bed flipping through some extremely thick pamphlets,
I carefully wiped the bulletproof case of the moonstone with a microfiber cloth.

Come to think of it, this stone is a national treasure.
Is it really okay for it to stay in my room?
In both my past life and current one, people would travel from foreign countries just to see this stone.

Alice, who gave it to me after just one casual request,
might be more frightening than I thought.
As I was having these ungrateful thoughts that deserved divine punishment,
I heard a loud commotion behind me.

"I've decided!!"
"I've decided too."
"Really?"
"I was torn between choosing a craftsman who's good with iron or one who's good with mana stones, but then I had an insight. However, to go with that method, I'll need Your Highness's support and help."
"I can certainly provide that much, don't worry. Whose request is it?"

If these two asked for something, I could even give them my gallbladder.
And I'm sure they feel the same way.

"Go ahead and tell me."
"Please make one more SS-grade mana stone!"
"Sure, okay... Wait, what?"
"This way, we can send them to two different places and choose whichever one we like better."
"W-wait a minute."
"That is the 'answer' we've decided on."

Well, creating another mana stone isn't difficult.
But it would have been nice if they'd asked Alice's permission first.
Since this was a sudden idea, they probably haven't gotten permission yet.

"Alice already gave permission two months ago."
"Oh... right. It was originally supposed to be two."

Originally, I was supposed to make two mana stones for them to use one each.
That's why I bought two E-grade mana stones.
But I failed and turned one into an R-grade, which I gave to Alice.

"Alright. Do you have any mana stones with you now?"
"I'll go get one from my room."

Tap-tap-tap-tap.
Lillie left the room with very quick steps.
She really goes crazy for swords, doesn't she?

After creating the mana stone, I went outside with the two of them.
It seemed we needed to go in person to place the crafting order.

Well, considering the cost and the items we're entrusting,
it makes sense to go and check things out personally.
It's like how IT YouTubers advise against buying expensive smart devices online—
they recommend visiting physical stores to try them out first.

We drove for less than ten minutes to reach the blacksmith shop.
This was Kritias Kingdom's pride—a sword-making workshop where the 1987th "Utz" and 2274th "Char" worked with weapons.

"Utz" and "Char" were ancient elven words meaning "master" and "genius," titles for the ultimate blacksmiths.
Furthermore, all "Utz" and "Char" blacksmiths had inherited unique weapon-making methods passed down through generations,
preserving their skills without any degradation.

"Excuse us."

My first impression of their workshop was...
that it was clean.

The large blacksmith shop we visited in Madella Territory before
was dark, dingy, smelly, and unpleasant,
but this place was clean and appealing.

Just then, a blonde elf woman wearing light clothing approached us.
Judging by her appearance, she looked about 16?
Being an elf, she must be much older though.

"Oh, customers? If you place a regular order now, it'll be completed in about 22 years. Is that okay?"
"What?"

This is something I've never heard before.
22 years to make two swords?

"Of course, that's if the two little misses standing beside you place the order.
If the little mister there places it, I could make a masterpiece that magazines would rave about by next week."
"Uh..."
"So whose order is it?"

She must be into young boys.
Sigh... I think we came to the wrong place...

Stop pushing, stop pushing...
To think she treats her husband like this.
I'll make her pay for this later.
She'd better be prepared.

"Um... I'd like to place an order..."
"Materials and down payment?"
"I've brought everything."
"Good. A man should always be prepared. I like that."
"Yes..."

Then the two behind me set down the iron and mana stones.
To think they could carry such heavy things with one hand.
Indeed, one should never anger women in this world.

The blonde elf lady opened the pouch containing the iron ingots
and examined the contents.
She took out two pieces, knocked them together, held them close to her eyes,
and felt them with her fingers.

"Oho... Iron from Madella Territory. Such iron shouldn't be available in ingot form like this."
"You can tell where the iron is from just by looking at it?"
"Kid, do you know who you're talking to?"
"Well... aren't you an employee?"

The elf lady crossed her arms with an incredulous expression
and snorted.
How am I supposed to know who she is when we've just met...

"I'll have you know that I am the rightful successor who inherited the name of the 2274th 'Char'."
"Ah... I see."
"Your reaction is rather lukewarm."
"Since this is a workshop run by both Utz and Char, I had my suspicions."
"And yet you maintain that attitude. Quite a bold little one, aren't you?"
"I hear that often. Now let me ask you something."
"Ask away."

Suddenly this arrogant elf lady—how should I tease her?
The best way would be to use my identity.
I don't care how old this elf is.
With "Zikheart" and "Kritias" behind me,
I have nothing to fear.
Is this... the taste of power?

"Char, do you know who I am?"
"As you said earlier, this is our first meeting, so how would I know?"
"Exactly."
"But you should have known. This is my workshop after all."
"Did I offend you?"
"No, not really, but seeing such a bold little kid..."

The blonde lady flipped her hair back
and struck a very suspicious pose.
The words that came out of her mouth next sent chills down my spine.

"Makes me want to eat you up."
"........."
"........."
"........."

I was speechless.
She really must be into young boys.
Even though I'm technically a 37-year-old man from my past and current lives combined,
I couldn't handle someone this frightening.

"Hahaha, just kidding! I'm scared of those secluded old geezers too. I never touch children."
"Really?"
"If I were to mess with you inappropriately and those secluded old geezers heard about it?
I'd be tortured for the rest of my life."

Elves don't have a clear lifespan.
So that means she'd be tortured until the end of the world.
I've heard that secluded elves are scary, but I didn't realize they were this terrifying.

"Anyway, so who are you? Let's hear it."
"My name is Yook Zikheart Kritias."
"Yeah, yeah, I get it, some noble boy or whatever... Wait, what?"

If this person is "Char," then she received her succession through the queen's certification.
So she's ultimately one of the queen's loyal subjects.

One word from the queen could end her life or make her even wealthier.

"D-Did I hear wrong? Kredeas and Jikuhatu?"
"Kritias and Zikheart. I think you heard correctly."
"P-proof? Oh... now that I look at it, that hairpin..."
"Well, I understand."

Lillie and Maron had expressions of understanding.
Why were they comforting this suddenly sobbing woman?

"At first, I too thought it was a tasteless joke—Zikheart family and Kritias royal family."
"Whether first or last, no elf could ever ignore the names of those two families."

Lillie sighed, and Maron joined in.
Are they excluding me again?
Could someone please explain what this means...

Ch.51 - Shining Sword (2)
"Ahem... Anyway, you want me to craft a sword using this iron?"
"Yes, and please use the mana stone included beside it as well."
"You even prepared a mana stone separately. Eek! What is this?"

It felt strangely awkward that someone who had been speaking informally just moments ago was now using formal speech.
Lillie pointed to the bag next to the pouch containing the iron ingot.

"I'd like you both to use the iron and mana stone together to make one sword each."
"That sounds interesting... But it will take about a month, is that okay?"
"Hmm... a month, huh."

If I'd known it would take a month, I would have asked Alice to request it earlier.
Well, it's too late now.
I nodded.
Since it's already delayed, I should ask them to make it the highest quality possible.

"Please bill it to the Royal Palace and deliver it there as well..."

After that, detailed discussions followed, but I couldn't understand any of it.
Things like the angle of the blade,
The upper edge and center edge, the material of the fittings, and even the thickness of the tang—
They seemed to be meticulously creating a template right there.

And beside me was a blue-haired woman with sunken eyes who had appeared without my noticing, quietly eavesdropping on their conversation.
If the blonde woman is "Char," then this woman must be "Uts."

See?
How else could her sunken eyes emit such light?
Her ears were listening to the conversation, but her eyes were fixed on the iron and mana stone.
The saying that a master craftsman's eyes shine when seeing exceptional materials
wasn't just an expression but a physically possible phenomenon.

"I understand. Iron from Madella Territory and SS-grade mana stones... Honestly, I don't know what kind of item will be born, but
I'll make something extraordinary that won't fall short of the first generation's reputation."
"Hearing you say that makes me really excited."
"I'll be counting on you."
"Yes, of course. But an SS-grade mana stone... it really does have a different aura."

Though it would soon be ground into powder and melted with the iron,
perhaps because the power to upgrade mana stones is kept secret,
they think of it as something wild.
Well, that's not wrong.
The issue is that these are two SS-grade mana stones from horned rabbits.

"Hey, you're here? If you're here, say something. Don't just stand there listening without saying a word."
"...Sorry. I'm 'Uts'."
"...? Is that all?"
"I apologize. This one gets shy around men. She's always been the quiet type."

What is this, a dismissal?
Well, as long as they make the swords properly, I don't really care.

"Ah, yes. Then we'll be going now."
"Oh... I feel bad for seeming to rush you. Right! As you promised earlier, about the rudeness I showed...
please keep it... confidential..."
"If you make the swords faster, I'll consider it."
"Urrrgh..."

With just words?
Not a chance.
This is the only way I can help ensure the two swords are made more quickly.

"Are Lili and Maron satisfied?"
"It's an honor just to be able to entrust our swords to those two."
"Ah, the beginning of a long, long month."

I gave a wry smile as I watched them chattering with anticipation.
Having a hobby really is a good thing, mm-hmm...

When we came outside, the sky was already filled with stars.
Being outside the Royal Palace at such a late hour felt thrilling, like I was breaking rules,
but thinking of my wives waiting at home, I didn't want to go anywhere else.

The three of us held hands and walked toward the car waiting for us.

***

Lillie's room, which I hadn't visited in a while,
was filled with more swords than before.
Previously, it could have been called a "hobby" collection of reasonable size,
but now it seemed to have reached the "small museum" stage, just below her mother's level.
I could see at least twenty showcases for longswords and daggers, and there appeared to be about ten bulletproof cases containing important swords.

"About half are still at my family home, so it would be perfect if I brought all those here too."
"...You have more?"
"Of course. I'm so happy that Maron seems to be bringing hers one by one as well."

Lillie, excited about exploring foreign collections every day,
gave me an indescribable feeling of terror.

Why do women in this world love swords so much?
To get a proper answer, I needed to hear from an objective person.

Among my wives, only one person wasn't interested in sword collecting:
Lala.
At least, I'd never seen her collecting swords in the Zikheart Duchy.

"Me? I collect swords too."
"What? Really?"

Lala, who had been with us while Lillie was lecturing enthusiastically,
spoke as if it were obvious.
Her expression was like someone answering an absurdly obvious question
like "Did you breathe well today?"

"Come to think of it, Lala has never shown us her room, has she?"
"Huh?"
"You always come to my room to clean, or to kiss before bed, or to help me change clothes."
"That's... because there are reasons..."
"Let me guess? Lala's room has twice as many as Lillie's collection."
"Ugh..."
"Seems I hit the mark."

Lillie joined forces with me.
Apparently, she had decided to press the attack at the prospect of seeing another sword collection.

"Lillie has this many and still plans to add more? Actually, you have more than twice this, don't you?"
"N-not that many!"

I grinned.
Lala looked a bit uneasy.
If I were like other men in this world, I might have forced my way in,
but I'm a considerate and mannerly man.
This time, I gave a wry smile and patted Lala's head.

"I'm just kidding."
"...If you really want to see it, Yook, I'll show you."
"There's a reason you 'can't' show it yet, right?"
"Ah."

I noticed it, and Lillie noticed it too.
The days to come and what Lala was hiding.
I think I know roughly what it is, but pretending not to know is what a man does.

"Anyway, this dagger has no trace of its maker, which makes it even more collectible..."

Looking at the dagger Lillie was holding,
I felt strangely familiar with it.
It felt like I'd seen it recently...

Ah.
Could it be?
That plain wooden staff.
It gives me a feeling similar to Aether Mana.

"Lili, you don't know anything about that dagger?"
"Huh? Yes, that's right. I don't know the maker or when it was made, nothing at all."
"Hmm... Has Maron seen this dagger?"
"No, it just arrived recently... Is something wrong?"

I told them about what had happened before.
About how I had infused mana into the Aether Mana that the Pope had brought.

And that what I sensed from this dagger
closely resembled Aether Mana.

Lala maintained her expressionless face,
but Lillie looked like she might die of happiness.
Was my suggestion that this dagger, overlooked by others, might actually be something extraordinary, that pleasing to her?

***

"Hmmmm..."
"What do you think?"

Maron, wearing latex gloves, held the dagger and examined it from all angles.
Judging by her serious expression, my guess wasn't wrong.

"Without a detailed examination by an appraiser from the Holy Nation, I can't be sure... but I think Yook's guess is correct."
"Could there be any issues with the Holy Nation challenging us over this dagger?"
"No. No matter how valuable it is, the ownership belongs to Lili. They wouldn't dare bring it up."

It seems that this plain, worn-out dagger
is likely Ragnarok, which the goddess Iris entrusted to the "Dragonica."

According to mythology:
Elves excel in magic because they were granted Aether Mana,
and the Dragonica excelled in physical power because they were granted Ragnarok.

I don't know if that myth is true,
but if the Dragonica disappeared and the elves obtained Ragnarok, thus becoming strong in combat as well,
it would explain the abilities of the legendary elven sword masters.
I had never heard in any fantasy that elves were strong in swordsmanship.
Look at Lady Rain or my mother.
They could probably split the world in half with a single proper sword strike.

Alice, Lillie, Maron, Lala, and I.
We were kneeling in a circle on the bed,
staring intently at the "dagger" placed in the center.

By the way, that egg-shaped monster egg has been sitting on Lala's shoulder for some time now, as if it were its home.
It seems to prefer Lala over me, its owner.

Alice looks troubled, but the other three have sparkling eyes.
Well, it's understandable—this could be one of only two sacred relics in the world mentioned once in mythology and then disappeared.
And it's a "sword" at that.

"Should I try infusing it with mana?"

If this is truly a sacred relic, it should be able to absorb mana like Aether Mana,
and then its effects would manifest.

"Since it's a dagger, it won't become a holy sword, so don't worry."
"That's a relief. Then let's try infusing it with mana."
"I'm fine with that too."

With the permission of Lillie, the owner, granted.
I picked up the dagger with my gloved hand.

"Hnngh...!!"

I concentrated and poured mana into the dagger.
Though I'd done this many times and had become accustomed to it,
the sensation of mana rapidly draining away was something I couldn't get used to.

"Huh? What's happening?"

Something was strange.
When I infused mana into ordinary swords, they would become holy swords that emitted a soft glow,
but this dagger began to gradually lengthen and stretch.

It kept growing until it could no longer be called a dagger,
becoming long enough to be considered a one-handed sword with a well-balanced appearance.

Not just me who was infusing the mana, but everyone was watching with bewildered expressions.
Perhaps it wasn't the real "Ragnarok" after all.
I placed the elongated sword on the bed.

"I guess it's not the real thing."

No one responded to my comment.
I thought everyone was just too stunned and dumbfounded to speak.
Until Maron uttered those words...

"It's exactly like the legend..."

Ch.52 - Mid-term Exam
The legend passed down to the Pope of the Holy Nation.

'Whoever awakens the dragons' relics shall become their master.'

What does "dragon" mean in this context?
Theologians have researched this for years without finding a clear answer.
Since it relates to mythology, only an incomplete hypothesis exists that it might simply refer to "Dragonica."

However, if this incomplete hypothesis were correct,
the phrase that follows would automatically be interpreted.

'The dragons' relics'

This would refer to Dragonica's holy relic, "Ragnarok."

But such a simple interpretation wasn't possible.
They couldn't properly research whether the holy relic "Ragnarok" actually existed
due to unfavorable circumstances.

And what about its true form?
Does this mean the elves' holy relic, "Aether Mana,"
might also not be in its true form?

The scholars studying theology worried.
If their research findings reached the ears of something like the Inquisition,
they knew they would end up dead,
making it difficult to propose such hypotheses.

To suggest Aether Mana was an incomplete entity?
Wouldn't that be dismissing the very foundation of elves?

Perhaps realizing their insensitivity could cause discord
despite not being directly involved,
the scholars of the past buried their hypothesis.

***

We decided to leave Ragnarok alone for now.
Since it belonged to Lillie, and being a holy relic
that might not even exist,
there was no particular problem with setting it aside.

"Shouldn't we still inform the Holy Nation?"
"As a Saintess, that seems right, but as Your Majesty's wife, it doesn't seem like a good idea."
"Why not?"
"This item is Lili's personal possession, and it might become an advantage for the Kritias Kingdom later. There's no reason to hand it over to a 'foreign country.'"
"Maron..."

Maron referred to the Holy Nation as a "foreign country."
This expression drew a perfect line in the sand.
It was proof that she was completely on our side.

"Has that thing been there all day?"
"Yes, it's a bit disappointing."

The monster egg that had once clung to me, then to Lala,
is now firmly attached to Ragnarok and won't let go.
At first, both Lala and I found it annoying, but its actions gradually became endearing,
and its animal-like attachment made us feel affection for it.

But as if it were just a momentary whim, it changed its attitude and now spends all day lingering around Ragnarok.
I chuckled in disbelief.

"That thing might not be a monster. Could it be a Dragonica?"
"Normally I'd laugh it off, but somehow I can't find it funny this time."
"Right? It uses teleportation and there are so many suspicious things about it!!"

Of course, we'll only know its true identity after it hatches.
When that will be, nobody knows...

***

Midterm exams were approaching.
An important time had arrived for both students and instructors at Crescent Academy,
where grades are evaluated on a relative curve.

After midterms, students get a whole week of rest.
As they say, joy comes after hardship.
Therefore, regardless of interest in exams, the next week would be a period of struggle for everyone.

On the day of the exam,
I could feel an intense atmosphere emanating from Lillie and Maron.

The two maintained the top and second positions among first-years,
but since Maron received an award for her field trip report,
this exam would determine a clear winner between them.

Perhaps because of this, both studied without rest for a week.
Maron in particular often forgot to come for skinship at night,
which left me feeling somewhat depressed.

While I was feeling down and quiet, with tension flowing between those two,
making everything feel gloomy and miserable, Alice was waiting for us at the palace entrance.
Though she always said goodbye when we left, this was the first time she'd come out like this.

Alice offered encouragement rather than a simple greeting.
She gave us words of support, telling us not to be discouraged by the exam results and to keep working hard.
Of course, she patted my cheek and scolded me to study more, since I was the one skipping studies and being lazy.

I'm sorry, Alice.
I promise I won't fail, at least.

When we arrived at the classroom,
the atmosphere I'd felt from those two now enveloped the entire room.

So that's it.
The battle of hyenas fighting for scholarships?

Our academy's scholarship system was special.
Since students couldn't leave campus, instead of cash, they received points usable within the academy.
The usage period was 9 years.
Any remaining points could be exchanged upon graduation.

This already seemed like a unique system,
but the amount given was even more surprising.

For each year, scholarships were given to ranks 1 through 15, with different amounts,
and they were awarded five times per semester.
This wasn't giving the same scholarship five times, but recalculating scores
to provide scholarships to various students as part of the academy's program.

Usually, few students graduated without receiving a scholarship at least once.
With moderate study and program participation, everyone had a chance to receive one.

And now for the amounts.

The top student in each year received one large silver coin.
That's ten million won.

And receiving it once didn't prevent you from receiving it again.
If you ranked first again, you'd receive another large silver coin.

This is why commoners strived for higher scholarships even after receiving one.
For reference, the 15th place received three small silver coins.
About 300,000 won.

The score difference wasn't that great,
but the monetary difference was enormous.
So this atmosphere was completely understandable.

Now, why were Lillie and Maron, who had no interest in money, acting this way?
They needed the image of being "top student."

The title of graduating as valedictorian.
That alone could guarantee one's future.

Of course, neither of them needed employment.
It was because of a promise with Alice.

I hadn't heard the details, but they were working desperately for it.
Their dedication was both lovely and sometimes sad.
I don't know if it's because my mental age has regressed, but feeling left out
made my mood sink.

"You two... do your best..."
"I hope Your Majesty also receives good scores."
"I feel the same, Your Majesty."
"........"

Though impossible, I wonder what expressions they'd make
if I became the top student.
I'm a bit curious.

Just then, the instructor entered with an unusually stern expression,
holding what looked like a 007 briefcase.
It was bound with chains to prevent opening and sealed with ominous talismans.

"Starting today and for the next week, midterm exams will be conducted. Please do your best to achieve scores reflecting your hard work during the first half of this semester."
"..............."
"Now, put all your books in your bags and bring them to the front of the blackboard. Begin."

Suddenly, the instructor transformed into something like a "drill sergeant."
A silent warning that cheating would absolutely not be tolerated.

"If cheating is detected, you will be expelled from the academy. You understand what this means, don't you?"
"........."
"Being expelled from the academy means no other institution will accept you once this becomes known."
"........."
"If anyone wishes to confess to cheating or report it for the public good, please find me privately."

This grade-determining exam was becoming more nerve-wracking than the college entrance exam from my past life.
Is this why they told us to take anti-anxiety medication this morning?

For reference, the two beside me took medicine given by Alice.
Far from nervous, their sharp gazes showed determination to become first place even if they had to defeat all other students.

Just then, the radio on the instructor's desk rang.
It's something all instructors carry for short-distance communication instead of phones.

After finishing the call, the instructor personally distributed one exam paper to each student.
Then stamped each one to prevent cheating.
This is similar to my past life.

No, come to think of it, our homeroom instructor might be Korean.
Oh no, this could be trouble...

I smiled slightly when he was stamping earlier.
I hope he didn't realize I'm a transmigrator.

After distributing all exam papers, the instructor used the radio again.
Judging by the communications before and after distribution, they seem to be in constant contact with exam headquarters.

"The exam will last approximately 4 hours. Temporary departures are allowed only with instructor accompaniment, and reasons other than bathroom breaks may be rejected."

Four hours?
The instructors must not be thinking clearly.
If they divided the exam into one-hour segments, fewer people would need to leave for bathroom breaks.
Why must they do it all at once?

"Now, I will begin the midterm exam for Year 1, Class A."

At the instructor's declaration,
we flipped the first page of our exam papers and raised our pens.
And then...

Ch.53 - Mid-term Exam (2)
I'm screwed.

I only realized it with two minutes left.
That I had shifted all my answers over.

Why the hell is the answer sheet exactly like the OMR cards I used in my past life?
This is driving me crazy.

"Instructor!"
"Yes, what is it? There are only two minutes remaining."
"I... I think I shifted all my answers."
"Oh dear..."

Sighs echo from all around.
Not mockery or pity, but sighs of relief—
thankful they hadn't made the same mistake themselves.

If you don't do well on the midterm exams, you fail.
And if you fail?
You can't advance to the next year.

And if you can't advance?
You have to repeat a year at the academy alone.

That's insanity.
This isn't just about me.

This is the desperate struggle of a real man who doesn't want his wives to bear the stigma of having a husband who got held back because he stupidly shifted his answers.

"Instructor, I need a replacement answer sheet!"
"...Your Highness, what did you just say?"
"I mean, please let me replace my answer sheet."

Seriously.
It's just one disaster after another.

***

Thankfully, I managed to hastily submit a proper answer sheet.
Since I'd always shown my best side to my homeroom teacher and never made enemies with my classmates, everyone agreed to give me an extra minute to rewrite it.
In exchange, my homeroom instructor requested a counseling session.

This is bad.
I'm completely screwed.
If they discover I'm a transmigrator, I'll be carted off to some creepy hospital where they'll cut open my stomach, my head...

"Ahhh..."

To be discovered before I even reach adulthood.
I always thought something big would happen, but...

So this is where Instructor Lee Hye-jin asked me to come.
A dark, secluded room with barely any presence.
In visual novels, these are the kinds of places where H-scenes happen.

The lack of presence made me a bit nervous,
so I decided to call for the ladies who guard me.
At least to ensure I wouldn't be dragged to a hospital for dissection in the worst-case scenario.

"Hello? Are any of you ladies there?"

As soon as I spoke, a piece of paper suddenly appeared.
It was folded about four times, with somewhat crooked handwriting.

-We are guarding you 24/7, so please don't worry.-

"Don't worry" had a typo—they must have been in a hurry.

Hmm...
I don't think meeting my homeroom instructor once would cause a major incident,
but in this world, men are so rare that people commit insane acts without hesitation.
Noble families buy up kids with decent mana for a fortune.

Safety first.
After reassuring myself that my body was safe,
I knocked on the door.

Knock knock

"Instructor, this is Yook Zikheart Kritias."
"Come in."

When I opened my eyes and entered, I saw the instructor sipping tea and writing something.
Though it was dark outside, the interior was brightly lit, which wasn't bad.

"Please sit."
"Excuse me."

The chair was incredibly stiff.
Sitting on something like this not only hurts your butt but destroys your back.
In my past life, I wouldn't have sat on such an uncomfortable chair.

Clack.
The homeroom instructor put down the pen she'd been using.
Then she approached me and handed me the A4 paper she'd been writing on until just now.

Well, let's see.

"Samsong Electronics, riding the strong sales of their third-generation foldable phones, the Galaxy Z Flip 3 and Fold 3, this year's third quarter in America... Oh...
They seemed to be struggling until the second generation... Wow, they surpassed Pineapple Phone 13 sales? That's aggressive..."

"And YelGS Electronics has completely stopped their smartphone business."
"Ah... ever since the e50 with that bizarre dual-screen..."
"And Yotorola's market share has been gradually increasing."
"Companies that once dominated the phone market alongside Yeskia, tsk tsk tsk..."

I clicked my tongue as I spoke.
Yeskia and Yotorola were smartphone manufacturers in my past life.
From the early 90s to the late millennium...
That is, until smartphones appeared, they were raking in money.

Such companies failed to see the market potential
and kept selling feature phones like 2G and 3G.
Yotorola managed to keep up somewhat competitively, but at some point...

Wait?
What am I even saying?
Have I fallen into the instructor's trap?

Trembling, I took my eyes off the A4 paper
and looked at the homeroom instructor.
For some reason, she wore an extremely dangerous expression.

***

I'm hanging my head low, sweating profusely.
The reason is that I've been clearly caught living in the same world as Instructor "Lee Hye-jin" standing before me.

She hasn't actually said anything yet.
I'm just hanging my head because it's too difficult to look up.
But...
Somehow, I felt like I shouldn't raise my head.

"Sighhhh..."
"*cough cough*"
"It's okay. This is just a vapor cigarette. There's nothing harmful, so don't worry."
"..........."

She seems to be contemplating what to say.
Well, imagine thinking that the Prince Consort of this huge country came from the same world as you.
Even I wouldn't know what to say first.
But she seems quicker-witted than I thought.

"...When I first came to this world, everything confused me. The reversed gender dynamics, magic and monsters that I'd only seen in web novels and comics..."
"............"
"I tried pretty hard. For about 10 years?"
"............"
"I was shocked when I turned twenty and my body stopped aging. I found out through the transmigrator community... they called it God's special service.
A body that can live forever unless killed by a blade."
"............"
"I don't know how people in this world think about immortal bodies... but to me, it's nothing but a nuisance.
I don't know if I could overcome the sadness of outliving someone I love, and honestly, humans aren't meant to live that long, are they?"
"..........."

That's right.
No matter how infinite the human body might be, there's one component that can't endure and causes death.
Of course, it's not in the physical sense.

The mind.
The human mind has a lifespan of at most 200 to 300 years.
Before that, mental deterioration leads to diseases like dementia and senility.

"I heard Your Highness has the power to maintain it."

What I infuse with mana becomes vibrant.
Not just inanimate objects like mana stones or swords,
but it works on living things too.

I first experimented on
an elderly elf who had lived for tens of thousands of years.
He was old enough to be called a living witness to history,
but his mind had become diseased.

Even for elves, once they suffer severe mental shock,
that's the end.
I heard my mother was like that too.

I infused mana into the elf's head.
At first, I had the disrespectful thought of "What if his head explodes?"
But the experimental results were astonishing.

The mental strength of the elf, who had been barely clinging to life, was completely revitalized.
No, it was more than just revitalization.
He became even more exceptional than in his prime.
I have proper data because I tried it on several people and succeeded with all of them.

I can restore someone's mental strength.
And the homeroom instructor standing before me now fears that.

"Before my mental strength hits rock bottom, could you fix me?"
"How old are you now, Instructor?"
"I'm only thirty."
"...What about the content written on this A4 paper?"
"I wrote down the news I saw before coming here."

Oh... so Samsong really did beat Pineapple in North America?
No, that's not the important thing.

I died after being hit by a car in 2017.
That was when Gold Coin was skyrocketing.

But I don't understand how someone who has lived in this world for decades
could have directly seen this article dated 2021.
She should have arrived before me, at least.

"Well... it's too long to explain in detail, but people who cross from that world to this one
come from worlds that are the same yet different, with different time periods. Probably."
"Probably?"
"As Your Highness knows, weren't there consistently undiscovered missing persons in that world?"
"Ah..."

So, someone from the past could appear in the future,
and someone from the future could appear in our past or present?
I roughly understand what she means.

"I died in 2017... Have you heard of Gold Coin?"
"I invested some money in it because..."
"Hmm... Actually, I invested all my money in it and committed suicide."
"Where did you live?"
"I lived in Seomyeon, Busan."
"Could it be... the Busan Seomyeon subway suicide incident..."

Since I was already caught, I told her everything.
Where I lived, where I went, how old I was when I died.

Homeroom instructor... no, let's just call her Hye-jin.
Hye-jin asked if even my behavior was an act.
Well, she must be curious.
If I were acting, it would be an award-worthy performance.
I casually told her it wasn't.
Including the fact that my mental age had also regressed.

Since she knows about my suicide incident,
she really must be from the same world.

"So what you want is mental revitalization?"
"Yes, and I have one more request."
"Please tell me. I've already been discovered, so what's there to hide?"
"Would you take me as one of your wives?"

Huh?
What's this all of a sudden?
Seeing Instructor Hye-jin's reddened face,
it seems she's not joking but serious.

What should I do? My heart has suddenly started pounding too.

Ch.54 - Proposal
"I... I'm sorry. Please don't misunderstand... I'm not saying this to Your Highness for such trivial reasons..."
"Is that so? If that had been the reason, I would have been angry too."

I am not a tool.
Certainly, I possess extraordinary abilities,
but I can confidently say that my wives didn't approach me because of those abilities.

Let me hear her story properly first.
I still have many questions for her.

"May I ask where you heard about my abilities?"

It's a power that Alice classified as top secret.
There's not a single person around me who would casually talk about it.

If that ability were to become known to the world,
tremendous things would happen.
At least I know that among those who know about it, there's no one who would hurt me.

"I'll explain that."
"...?"

The person who emerged from the back door was "Delia Zikheart"
My mother's cousin sister.

In other words, my aunt.
She was originally an impressive person who held the position of "Paladin" in the Holy Nation,
but since Maron, who was under her protection, married into the Kritias Kingdom and became a citizen,
my aunt says she had no reason to stay in the Holy Nation.
I don't understand how Maron being in the kingdom connects to my aunt having no reason to be in the Holy Nation, but...

"Aunt, why are you here?"
"I'll explain everything from the beginning."
"Will it take long?"
"Since it covers 16 years of content, I expect it to be quite lengthy."
"Then may I just send a message before we continue?"
"I've already informed Queen Alice. Of course, I told Irina as well."

She even told my older sister.
My aunt seems to have quite the sense.

"Ahem, I was sent to the former Melis Duchy on Serena's orders a few months before Your Highness was born, just before the civil war broke out."
"Isn't the Melis Duchy the nation that Mother conquered?"
"That's right. After the conquest of Melis, the civil war broke out, instigated by the Zikheart expulsion faction."
"Why did Mother send you alone to what was enemy territory?"

She seems to be talking about after the conquest of the Melis Duchy, not before.

The Melis Duchy acted without knowing its place.
Their soldiers were killing citizens of other countries,
and instead of stopping it, they encouraged it.

The Duke who was reigning at the time wasn't insane, nor was there someone pulling the strings behind him.
He was just a simple-minded person with a broken personality.

Because of this, an event called "Acambella's Winter" occurred, where the Kritias Kingdom unilaterally dispatched troops.
The results were utterly devastating.
The small force from Zikheart erased the Melis Duchy from the map.
All the nobles and royals of the Melis Duchy were executed.

"The initial order was nothing special. Suddenly, I was ordered to rescue that 'transmigrator' and bring them to the duchy."
"Mother wanted a transmigrator from the Melis Duchy? For what reason?"
"Hye-jin... that is, your homeroom instructor, may have told you this, but transmigrators don't age physically due to divine blessing."
"Yes, I've already heard that."
"Then you must know how that blessing manifests for 'transmigrators.'"
"...Is it a curse?"
"Yes, that's right."

While the body doesn't age, the mind deteriorates and becomes ill.
It's of no use.
Eventually, the mind becomes ill and they commit suicide.
I know that pain well.

"Though they've withdrawn from the front lines, there are transmigrators who live in seclusion like elves. Some have already lived for 2,000 years."
"Is that possible? The human mind..."
"About 200 years... at most, around 300 years."
"..........."
"As I mentioned earlier, the blessing bestowed upon transmigrators is poison to them. And poison can usually be neutralized."
"Is the blessing being poison not just a simple metaphor?"

My aunt gave a slight smile.
As if I had hit the right point.

"Do you know that poison is sometimes used as medicine, Your Highness?"
"Poison countering poison—I learned that in adventure class."
"Good. Then can you pick out which of these are poisons?"

What my aunt held out were all poisons.
There were also things from my previous life, like oleander and arsenic.

"Aren't they all poisons?"
"Wrong."
"What?"
"You just mentioned it, Your Highness. Poison countering poison."
"I certainly said that, but the things here..."
"You considered everything here to be poison, didn't you?"
"Yes..."

Then she opened her other hand, and there were things used as medicine.
I can see licorice, cinnamon, ginkgo, and cornus fruit.

"Then what about these? Are they all good for the body?"
"Well, nothing here seems harmful to the body."
"Wrong again."
"What exactly are you trying to say, Aunt?"

Calling poison not poison,
and medicine not medicine.
I can't understand what she's saying at all.

"There is neither poison nor medicine here. Nothing at all."
"What? What do you mean?"
"It seems Your Highness doesn't know the most important thing."
"................Oh."

I remembered.
It was a famous quote from Paracelsus, a chemist from my previous life.

'All things are poison, and nothing is without poison; the dosage alone makes it so a thing is not a poison.'

Come to think of it, this was also an important saying in the drama "Hur Jun."
I can't believe I didn't think of this...

"I see you've realized it. Poison can become medicine depending on how it's used, and medicine can become poison depending on how it's used.
Distinguishing whether these are poisons or medicines goes against the principles of nature and divine law."
"..............."
"I've been talking for a while, but if a transmigrator's blessing is poison, couldn't it become medicine depending on how it's used?"
"Then there really is a way? A way to increase mental strength..."
"Of course there is. All transmigrators can use it."

Wait, if that's the case, why does the instructor want it from me?
I don't understand.

"Do you remember when I mentioned earlier that I was ordered to go to the Melis Duchy to rescue a transmigrator?"
"I heard it was Mother's order. Why would Mother want a transmigrator?"

So my mother sent my aunt to rescue a transmigrator?
I don't understand.
No matter how I look at it, my aunt is family and more important.
Come to think of it, my aunt is also incredibly strong.

"Do you know that Serena... that is, Your Highness's mother, was unwell after the conquest of the Melis Duchy?"
"I heard about it recently."

I heard that my mother's psychological trauma was immense.
From what I heard, she was on the verge of euthanasia...

"Your mother was truly suffering. Life itself was impossible for her, so she relied on medication, and there was only one option left."
"And that option is related to the transmigrator, I assume."
"It is and it isn't. Actually, transmigrators gain special powers when they cross over."
"And that power is related to healing the mind, right?"
"As expected, Your Highness is perceptive. Transmigrators are born with 'emotion magic,' a world-designated forbidden magic."

Suddenly, my heart feels like it's about to tear apart.
Didn't Lala recently use "emotion magic" to seal her mind before it became completely devastated?
Although it failed...

It pains my heart to know that such magic exists, and thinking about the hearts of transmigrators who had no choice but to use it makes my heart ache even more.

"All transmigrators come with magic that can seal their emotions and memories."
"...What a terrible thing."
"Do you think this power is poison, Your Highness? Or do you think it's medicine?"

My aunt's earlier explanation about poison countering poison was a foundation to explain this.
It's neither poison nor medicine.

Isn't it truly terrible?
It can be poison or medicine depending on who uses it.

"This magic, if misused, could bring about the end of the world. That's why God placed a penalty on it."
"Don't tell me...!!"
"Yes, it's exactly what you're thinking, Your Highness."

Too powerful magic comes with restrictions.
To prevent overuse.

For transfer magic, there's a time limit.
For brainwashing-type mental magic, partial erasure of the caster's memory.
For large-scale destruction magic, the penalty is equivalent exchange.

And except for debuff-like elements such as healing magic and detoxification magic, magic that directly benefits oneself
carries the penalty of losing that ability if used on others.

The reason my mother sought that transmigrator and the reason the instructor wants to restore her mental strength even to the point of marrying me.
Everything connects.

"...The instructor used 'emotion magic' for my mother, didn't she?"
"..........Yes."

This time, it wasn't my aunt who answered, but the instructor.
What on earth is going on?
Does this mean the instructor can no longer use emotion magic?

"I can't use emotion magic, let alone ordinary magic anymore."
"Why would you make such a choice... What will you do, Instructor..."
"Your mother tried to rescue even a lowly spy like me."
"...So the transmigrator rescued from the Melis Duchy was you, Instructor."

So the reason my aunt was dispatched to the Melis Duchy was
to rescue the instructor, who is a 'transmigrator'?

"The reason Serena wanted to rescue the instructor wasn't because of something like 'emotion magic.'
She simply wanted to rescue a child from another world who had sacrificed their life for her. Transmigrators stop aging physically at a certain age, like elves."

It's the optimal condition for espionage.
The body doesn't age, they don't have long ears like elves or high mana, but they're not weak either... In the worst case, if they're exposed or captured, they forget everything by using emotion magic, so there are few repercussions.
If North Korea had sent "transmigrators" as spies to South Korea, what would have happened?
It's hard to even imagine.

"And this idiot... I mean, the instructor, went and used emotion magic on Serena after she rescued her."
"Then my mother's memories from before that...?"
"They've recovered now, but at the time, she had almost none."

The restoration magic used by demon gods is not only helpful during earthquakes
but also useful for cases like memory loss.
Of course, it costs an enormous amount to use just once.

"So the instructor lost all her powers. Even then, she fought against the expulsion faction by Serena's side."
"The instructor was my benefactor."
".........I don't deserve such words."

The instructor said nothing, just clenched her fist and hung her head.
My aunt also said nothing, just gripped her shoulder tightly.
The two seem to be quite close, as can be inferred from their conversation.

"And Serena promised the instructor. She said that although she might not have a way to help now, if a method ever arose,
she would help resolve it, no matter what."
"That's... me, isn't it......"
"Yes, and while the pain from the Melis Duchy subjugation was erased by emotion magic, the wounds from the subsequent expulsion faction suppression again ate away at Serena's mind,
and she became incapacitated again, but she regained her senses when she conceived Your Highness."

I heard about that.
That my mother regained her senses overnight when she carried me in her womb.
She said that, although she felt sorry for her daughters, having a son was her lifelong wish.

"And when Your Highness was in the duchy before coming to the academy, the instructor was the captain of the special unit responsible for Your Highness's safety."
"Really!? You mean 'Erendark'?!"
"I heard that she prevented Your Highness from escaping the lord's residence."

I remember hiding thoroughly, but Lala found me.
Despite having a method that should have been foolproof.
So the instructor told Lala...

"Then Lala must also know about the relationship between the instructor and my mother?"
"Of course. The Prince and the instructor were colleagues from the lord's residence."
"Ah... Lala was a maid. I've been forgetting things lately."

Is it because things have been developing too quickly lately?
I get confused sometimes.

"And six months before Your Highness headed to the academy, I officially retired from the Erendark unit
and became an instructor at Crescent Academy on Queen Alice's recommendation."

Come to think of it, on the first day, the instructor and I made eye contact.
At that time, I thought she was staring for quite a while, but I had no idea there was such a backstory.
I'm starting to feel unnecessarily sorry.

"I... I'm sorry. I don't know how to apologize properly. You're my mother's benefactor and mine as well,
but I've only caused you trouble... being late, going to the bathroom or making calls during class, acting like a complete delinquent..."
"No, I should be the one apologizing. Even if it's an arranged marriage, I was told that in this world, it's proper for the woman to speak first...
I spoke without order and didn't consider the shock Your Highness would receive..."
"Now, now, you two, I haven't finished speaking yet. You can apologize later, please listen to the rest."

The rest of the content was about the conversation between my aunt and my mother, whom she hadn't seen in a long time.
Originally, since the instructor was getting older, and while I wasn't aging, I was in a situation with an abundance of wives, so there was no reason to hesitate,
and my mother had directly ordered her to approach me.
But because Maron played hooky for a month, it got delayed, and as things went wrong, they couldn't even come and go.

"I was shocked to find out my nephew is a reincarnator."
"Aunt, please keep it a secret..."
"Of course, my lips are sealed, so don't worry."

My aunt, who was now happy to have completed her mission,
and I, who didn't know what to say, and the instructor, who was just hanging her head low.

Anyway, that's why the instructor brought up wanting to become my wife.
Even though no one would say anything if she just stayed quiet, just because my aunt said there was such a culture...

A proposal to a 7-year-old kid, and a student at that.
My head was spinning, but now I understand everything.

It seems both my mother and Alice already know, and if I reject the instructor,
what would happen to her after she gathered the courage to propose to me...
I don't want to reject someone who is my benefactor.

"I understand. I accept the marriage you proposed, Instructor. I look forward to our future together."
"Likewise.... I don't have much to offer, so there's not much I can give you..."

What the instructor took out from her pocket was
a ring that could be worn as a necklace.
A simple but pure silver ring.

In this world, there's no tradition of giving rings when getting married or engaged.
Elves exchange hairpins, and humans exchange earrings.
A culture that only the instructor, a transmigrator, and I, a reincarnator, could understand.

Rings in this world automatically adjust according to the wearer,
but since rings don't suit my age, she must have prepared it as a necklace.

The always bold and charismatic instructor was nowhere to be seen,
replaced by a shy girl who seemed like she would die of embarrassment.

I received the ring she placed around my neck and gave her a slight smile.

Ch.55 - Blue Sky
'But when I think about it, is there any meaning in getting married?'

At first, I thought about it vaguely.

Reviving mental power isn't something needed daily.
Wouldn't using it once every hundred or two hundred years be enough?

I don't feel aversion to marriage itself.
Not after hearing about Mother and the Instructor's past.
Yet there's still something unresolved.
Like incomplete combustion, you might say.

I decided to carefully ask about that part.

"Earlier, I mentioned that I've become unable to use magic anymore, right?"

She unbuttoned the blouse she was wearing.
For a moment I almost turned away, but such consideration no longer had meaning,
so I didn't avert my eyes.

With her top removed, I could see some kind of machine attached to her body.
It was secured with a necklace and undergarments, but looked quite unstable.

"Since that day, mana neither gathers nor accumulates in my body. If this machine isn't attached even for a moment, I'll die."
"..........."
"The daily cost of using it is one gold coin. Hospital bills cost about the same..."
".........."
"Right now, I can manage thanks to the kindness of Lady Serena and Her Majesty..."
"........."

Two million won per day.
That's 740 million won per year.

Alice and Mother are wealthy.
I think they can probably cover it to some extent.

But even that is just "to some extent."
It's not enough wealth to carry for a lifetime.
The country has money, but Alice's personal treasury (the king's private assets) is limited,
and the same goes for Mother.
Even though she's a lord managing territory and running a company.

Imagine having a CEO or territorial lord.
To outsiders, it would look like they're throwing away 30 million won every month.
Would shareholders and executives just sit by and watch?
No, even regular employees would rise up in protest.
That's how much Mother and the Instructor's relationship is personal, not public.

But if I marry her, it's different.

The two of them would have legitimate reasons to support the Instructor
as "daughter-in-law's medical expenses" and "husband's wife's treatment costs."

Mother would consider the Instructor even more of a benefactor than I do, and Alice had her as the captain of "Erendark."
That says it all.

So, do I dislike it?
The answer is no.

The Instructor blushing and exposing her vulnerability before me
has a charm that can't be simply defined as cute or pretty.

Do you know what that is?
It's in the very situation of teacher and student itself.

Of course, combining my past life and current life, I'm a 37-year-old man(?),
but on the outside, I'm just a 7-year-old kid.
I don't know about normal people, but for perverts(?) like me,
this is the textbook definition of attraction.
It's a relationship full of taboo, but what makes it better is that there's no public issue with it.

And as I said earlier,
I wanted to respect and care for this person, not reject or push her away.
She deserves compensation, that's what I think.
I may be just a little kid, but if I can make her happy through marriage, what does it matter if there's no love right now?
In this world, most noble marriages are political arrangements anyway.
Though I might have forgotten in my own happiness, weren't Alice, Lillie, and Maron all connected through political marriages?
We don't need to have a deep relationship right away.

I greeted the two of them once more and went outside.

When I returned to my room at the palace, Mother was there.
She always said she wanted to visit the capital to see me but was too busy to act on it,
but it seems she finally came.
I put on the face of an innocent son and nestled into her embrace.

"My son, how can I apologize enough?"
"Mmm..."

Healing in Mother's arms isn't just for me but for her as well.
Since she always thinks she's doing terrible things to her beloved son,
her heart might break again at any moment.
I didn't just nestle in her arms but wrapped my arms around her tightly.

"You don't need to apologize, Mom. I chose this. Besides, 'this time' you gave me a choice, right?"
"Ugh... that's..."
"I'm joking. I like the Instructor too, so don't worry. She's important to you."
"...When did my son become so mature?"
"I've always been like this."
"...Hye-jin isn't just someone important. The reason we're alive today is thanks to her."
"I know."
"So, even if Yook dislikes her... please don't hate or discriminate against her..."

That wasn't a request to me as her son, but to the husband of her precious subordinate.
Mother used an expression containing her own opinion for the first time, not just a request or suggestion, but an implied command not to refuse.

That night, I fell asleep in bed with my tearful mother.

***

"Wow... that was a close call..."
"You barely avoided a failing grade."

The report card I received today was nothing short of horrifying.
I thought I had worked quite hard, but to get such scores.
Red marks were dripping everywhere.
Yes... these aren't just correction marks.
They're tears of blood from the Instructor's eyes.

The two beside me were also giving bitter smiles.
Both of them had perfect scores.
I didn't even reach half of their scores.

"Study with us from now on. Okay?"
"Ugh... I hate studying..."
"Otherwise, you'll almost certainly fail the final exam..."
"Fine, I'll do it, just stop saying scary things."

I barely scraped by this time, but will I be so lucky next semester?
I can't be.
Because of the performance assessment, those below me will struggle to climb up.
I was surprised there were students who studied less than me, but most of them were nobles.
If they don't need the honor of being top or second place, they don't see the point in trying hard.

Usually in these reincarnation stories,
the protagonist excels at both studies and magic,
but why am I like this?
The only decent things about me are my fairly good looks and being a male elf.
How much easier would it have been if I'd been given intelligence too...

With midterms over, we have a week of rest.
What should I do during that time?
Personally, I'd like to take this opportunity to rest.

Since entering the academy, I don't remember having a proper day off.
Perhaps that's why the academy gives students a week-long break, understanding their needs.
With that in mind, I decided to take a proper rest.

"This is the life."

I spread a mat on the back field of the palace and sat down.
The gentle breeze and scent of grass tickled my nose,
while the sound of flowing streams and chirping baby birds brought me peace.

Compared to recently being beaten, stabbed, and nearly kidnapped and killed,
this was peace itself.
Plus, this natural beauty that I could never enjoy while stuck in the academy.
I felt an unnecessary sense of superiority.

Lillie and Maron were having a sword duel, while Lala was having tea with Alice.
Still, I didn't feel lonely.
This peace was exactly what I wanted.

...Except for one thing.

"Everyone? Didn't I say you don't need to stay beside me when I don't need you?"
"It is proper etiquette."
"Hmm..."

Everything's good except,
having maids always beside me is sometimes too burdensome.
I didn't feel this when Lala was with me.

At least they're not sticking right next to me.
They keep an appropriate distance.
They're following social distancing guidelines well.
I handed the remaining mat to the maids.

"Then please rest as well."
"We couldn't..."
"I'm uncomfortable. You maids must have break times too, but you're out here because of me, right?"
"......Thank you."
"And please have some of these too."

These are the sandwiches and orange juice Alice gave me earlier.
A picnic wouldn't be complete without sandwiches.

Taking a bite of a sandwich with ham and cheese as a base, topped with plenty of vegetables,
is nothing short of heavenly.

At first, the maids hesitated to sit on the mat,
but as they sat down one by one to rest and eat sandwiches, they seemed to relax.
They were quietly chatting while enjoying the scenery.

By the way, though elves are few in number, I heard there are quite a few females,
but all the maids here are elves.

There must be reasons for looking after their own kind, and perhaps they're also like hostages?
There's no point in me speculating about the political intricacies I don't understand.

This time, I checked for stones under the mat before lying down.
Some coolness rose from the ground,
but it wasn't cold, so it felt fine.

Looking up at the sky, the clean blue with clouds floating about
gave me a sense of peace.

After all, rather than a cloudless sky,
I prefer one with some clouds and a bit of darkness.
As if surrendering my body to the warm sunlight and cool breeze,
I gently closed my eyes.
Time for a nap.

Ch.56 - Blue Sky (2)
"Oh shit!"

How long had I been asleep?
When I woke up, drool had not only trickled down but soaked my upper clothes.
Maybe I should sleep with a handkerchief next time.

"Are you awake?"
"Ugh, my drool... Who are you?"

As I got up and wiped the drool from my mouth,
I noticed someone sitting in the spot where I had been lying.
No wonder it felt so soft, like resting on a pillow.

"You don't know who I am?"
"Well... this is the first time I'm seeing you..."
"Ah, I suppose it's natural you wouldn't know."

The woman with red hair and light golden eyes smiled slightly as she caressed my cheek.
Red hair is quite rare, and difficult to see outside our family.

Strangely, I didn't mind a stranger caressing my cheek.
Is it because she's beautiful?
Or perhaps she's related to our family?
Now that I look at her, she does resemble my mother quite a bit.

"Then I shall give you a hint."
"Is there a prize if I guess correctly?"
"Hahaha, what a bold little one you are."

She lifted me up and embraced me from behind, as if feeding me milk and patting my back for a burp.
Then she began to give her hint.

"Let's see, the Zikheart family is known for red hair, isn't it? As you can see, I too have red hair."
"I thought as much. So you're a family member?"
"Family? Haha, I suppose I am. It feels strangely pleasant to hear you say that."
"Thank you."
"How polite you are... quite different from your mother when she was young."
"You've seen my mother when she was young?"
"Of course I have. She was so fierce—suddenly drawing her sword and lunging at me, giving me quite a fright."

It seems my mother was quite a handful as a child.
Suddenly drawing a sword and attacking someone...
To think that child became the Sword God now—it's like something out of a horror movie.

"Of course, even if she were to attack me in her current state, I would defeat her easily."
"But my mother is the Sword God?"
"Hmph, that's merely a worldly title. Even if those who surpass your mother can be counted on one hand, there are always those above even the highest."
"Hmm... that's hard to believe."
"Hahaha, don't worry. In the outer world, your mother is indeed the strongest."
"So you're saying there's an inner world besides the outer one?"
"Of course there is. Haven't you heard of 'Yggdrasil,' where secluded elves and Transmigrators live?"
"Alice mentions it often."

She told me about scary old ladies who stalk me and constantly try to send me things.
Thanks to them, my smartphone collection has certainly grown impressive, but receiving gifts from people I've never met feels quite burdensome.
Especially since they're not cheap items.

"Hmm, what exactly did you hear?"
"Well..."
"It's alright. I won't get angry at you, at least."
"I heard scary old ladies live there."
"I see... so that's what you heard..."

I'm sorry, Alice.
I don't know who this person is,
but she's one of those scary old ladies, isn't she?

"Anyway, what was I... ah yes. The next hint is..."

Her contemplative expression as she tried to think of another hint
looked very similar to my mother's when she's deep in thought.
Without thinking, I gently caressed her cheek.

"Ah... I'm sorry."
"No need to apologize for such a small thing... Do you miss your mother?"
"Not really. I saw her recently, and I have my wives too."
"I see... that's good."

My mother would come all the way to the palace if I said I wanted to see her.
Because she feels very sorry toward me, and because she loves me.

"Then I'll give you a very simple hint. Look at this."

She loosened her clothes slightly, revealing a necklace.
The emblem on it was definitely one I'd seen in a museum before.
It was the old Zikheart family crest.

"Do you know who I am now?"
"I know who you are, but honestly, I'm not sure what to call you."
"Just call me Christina."
"Ms. Christina?"
"You really are a bold one."

This time, instead of caressing my cheek,
she flicked my forehead.

***

She suggested we walk, but she hasn't put me down from her arms.
Apparently, when she said "let's walk," she meant only she would be walking.

Christina quietly stroked my head as she walked through the palace's back fields and gardens,
eventually reaching the back entrance of the palace.

"Go on in now."
"Aren't you coming in, Ms. Christina?"
"I've already met Alice, so it's fine. The weather is getting cold, so hurry inside."
"Then... goodbye."
"Yes, yes... Oh, I almost forgot this."

She took something out of her skirt pocket
and pinned what looked like a necktie pin to my clothes.

I couldn't see it clearly from my position,
but it was something cool-looking that glowed blue.

"Wear this pin wherever you go."
"Wait, is this a tracking—"
"My goodness, what nonsense has that child been filling your head with?"
"Um... I'm sorry."

It's not good to say such things after receiving a gift.
I apologized sincerely and bowed my head.

"Well... it is a tracking device, actually."
"......"
"Don't worry, the tracking magic will disappear once you come of age."
"Really?"
"Of course. I'm only doing this because I worry about you."

Christina crouched down to my eye level and caressed my cheek,
with an expression that suggested she didn't want to leave.
It seems I have some mysterious power that attracts women.
The problem is that society has agreed to call this maternal instinct.

"Please come visit again."
"Would it be alright if I came to see you privately?"
"Of course."
"Good. Then I'll be going now."

A sudden strong wind made me close my eyes.
When I opened them, Christina was no longer in front of me,
and only leaves and dust were swirling in the air.

"Oh, right."

I almost forgot.
We were supposed to have dinner together today.
Usually we eat breakfast together, but dinner is difficult because everyone is busy,
especially Alice who has a lot of work.
So I typically eat in my room.
It wouldn't be good to eat with everyone except Alice.

But today, since the timing worked out,
we agreed to eat together...

"Ah, good."

Looking at my phone, I still had plenty of time.
I was startled because it seemed darker outside than I expected.
I slowly walked toward the dining hall.

***

"Huh?"

While watching YouTube, I came across a video showing the inside of the academy.
Normally, filming inside the academy is prohibited for student security reasons.

But this video wasn't carelessly uploaded by a student—it was on the official channel.
For reference, Crescent Academy's official channel usually only uploads promotional videos and events held outside.

"Interesting..."

Like with Maron's situation, they specially released footage of the interior
for prospective students who were hesitant to come because they didn't know how the academy operated.

The video shows everything from the entrance, Crescent Building, grade dormitories, classrooms, library, living areas—
all places students would be interested in seeing.

"Maron and Lillie are in it too."

The two of them were captured
during a sword training match.
As far as I know, cameras don't move around during class time,
so this must have been filmed while they were training separately in the practice field.
I wonder if they got permission for this?

The video received various reactions.
Generally, people were impressed that the academy interior was as excellent as expected from the industry leader,
amazed at how high the students' skill levels were,
and there were even comments from kids excited about enrolling next year.

At the end of the video, it mentioned that prospective students and their parents
would be offered tours to see the interior in person.
It's not really my business, but I hope this doesn't lead to another major incident.

"Hmm... Lillie and Maron look really cute in the video."
"What?"

Things I normally just think about when I'm alone in my room
sometimes slip out of my mouth.
This was one of those times, and the two people who had been standing behind me heard it.
They didn't seem bothered, but my face turned bright red.

"Umm... that cat is cute."
"Your Highness, you did that on purpose, didn't you? Hehe."
"No, really, I didn't. I was just talking about the cat."
"You were just watching the academy's official video. We know everything."
"Ugh..."

After not playing with me much lately because they were supposedly studying and training,
now they're clinging to my arm and acting cute.
At times like this, a man needs to be firm.

"No, go away."
"Your Highness~"
"No. Go away."
"Hiiing..."

Do they think I'll turn around if they whine like that?
I covered my ears and ducked under the blanket.
In this Gender Reversal world, the advantage is mine.

"He seems really upset."
"Yeah... we have been distant lately..."

For reference, Lillie is speaking to Maron.
I don't know the details, but.

No, that's not the important thing.
I'm upset, that's what matters.

"If Your Highness keeps ignoring us, we'll be sad... *sniff*"
"Oh no... we've been married less than a year... have we been abandoned? *sniff*"

I couldn't help but smile.
Was it because of their poor acting skills?

No.
The two of them had just touched my sore spot.
I jumped up and pushed both of them down onto the bed.

Screams of "Kyaak!" echoed, but they weren't serious.
If they really wanted to, they could have stood firm like sturdy trees
even if I tried to push them.

"Who's abandoning whom? Lillie, you need to be taught a lesson."
"L-lesson? Kyaak!"

I sucked on Lillie's cheek with a "chu" sound.
Normally, love bites are left on the neck,
but I left one on her cheek so she'd have to walk around embarrassed.

"Next is Maron, right?"
"Y-Your Highness, I didn't... say any—"
"What, you don't want it?"
"Th-that's not it..."

Lillie, who had been screaming earlier,
was now lying there with a bright red face, unable to get up.
These two would never dislike physical contact with me—if anything, they want more.

So this is less of a punishment and more of a reward.

"Maron, prepare yourself."

I quietly brought my lips to her cheek
and left a love mark, just like I did with Lillie.

Ch.57 - Little Sister
In the military, they often say the first leave—the hundred-day leave (consolation leave for new recruits) of 4 nights and 5 days—feels like just 4 hours and 50 minutes.

For the impatient guy, it's 4.5 seconds.
For the guy with a girlfriend, it's 0.45 seconds.
And right now, I'm experiencing that phenomenon firsthand.

What was clearly a 7-day vacation felt like it didn't even last 7 hours. It's disappointing, so disappointing.

How could there be such a temperature difference between the first day of rest and now? What even happened that morning?

And last night, the pressure of knowing my break was ending kept me up late, so I feel like I'm dying of exhaustion.

My eyes won't open properly, and I keep forgetting what I was thinking about like a goldfish. My body's awake, but my mind is still sleeping.

"Master Yook, please wake up. You can't sleep now."
"Hehe... Lala..."
"Hmm, this is troublesome."

That's why I've been clinging to Lala and whining since morning. Lala, who always comes in to help me change clothes in the morning, seems used to seeing me like this. She's removing my clothes one by one and helping me change.

Come to think of it, Lala must have quit being a maid. Why does the Royal Prince still personally do this?

In my half-asleep state, I hear the same answer as always:

"Because I want to do it."

That's why I let Lala do as she pleases. If she enjoys it, who am I to stop her?

***

"For the next three days, we'll be hosting prospective students who will be enrolling next year for campus tours. Since outsiders will be visiting, please remember your duties as academy students and behave accordingly."

The classroom becomes busy with Instructor Lee's announcement. I thought everyone would be relaxed after playing around for a week, but maybe that's just me. They said we're having morning assembly today, but I don't have the energy to go. And I think I have a fever too... I must be a bit sick.

"You seem to have a fever and don't look well."

Maron placed her hand on my forehead. Her cool hand drew away the heat, giving me a pleasant coolness that even reduced my headache a bit.

"The fever isn't too high... but do you have a headache?"
"Yeah, I've been feeling off since morning."
"I'll let the instructor know. You should go to the infirmary and lie down for a while."
"Is it that bad?"
"Yes. Honestly, you have a weak constitution but still keep the air conditioner on even while sleeping because you're hot. No wonder you caught a cold."
"I turned it off at night, but the maids were too hot, so I turned it back on."
"...Sigh."

The maids rotate shifts in the small room attached to mine. But the air conditioner there is connected to the one in my room, so if I turn it off, they suffer too. Central system control, was it?

Anyway, I turned it on because I was hot too, but ended up catching a cold.

"You two are the same, aren't you?"
"We're women. Women don't catch colds easily."
"That's a discriminatory statement."
"No, it's because women have thicker subcutaneous fat, so the mana circulation rate allocated to the skin is higher."

I've heard about subcutaneous fat in my previous life, but I didn't know it meant higher mana circulation rates prevent colds. My common sense is completely useless here.

"Then I'll tell the instructor..."
"No, it's fine. I'll let her know myself."
"Are you sure?"
"About what?"
"Aren't things still awkward between you and the instructor?"
"Not at all?"

It seems they think the relationship between Instructor Lee and me has become awkward since that day.

Well, I might not stick close to them like those two do, but why would I be awkward with my own woman?

After sending them off, I lay down on my desk. I just realized that I don't know where the infirmary is.

How would I know where the infirmary is when I've never been injured during sword training or been sick enough to go there?

"Ah, my head hurts. It's even annoying to think."

When I put my hand on my forehead, it's hotter than before. Earlier, anyone touching it would have said it was a mild fever, but now it's burning up.

Just then, the front door opened, and a woman with brown hair wearing a blouse and a short skirt entered. It was Instructor Lee.

"Are you alright? I went to the infirmary first after hearing from Lillie, but was surprised when you weren't there."
"Well... I don't know where the infirmary is."
"So you've been lying here helplessly? Get on my back."
"Nnngh... I'm fine."
"You know you'll get penalty points if you disobey an instructor's order, right?"
"........."

I can't believe she's threatening me like this.
With no choice, I obediently got on her back.
As I rested my weight on Instructor Lee, the tension left my body, and I fell asleep.

***

After my fever went down and I felt better, I went outside. Having slept well too, I felt refreshed.

The weather is nice, and it's already lunchtime since I skipped class. What a perfect day to slack off.

Taking the bus to the first-year classroom building, I saw large groups of people who weren't instructors or students.

Parents and children, or guardians and children, were walking around examining everything with their own eyes.

Right, today was when next year's new students and their parents were coming for campus tours. It was peaceful seeing commoner children tightly holding their mothers' hands while exploring the school. There didn't seem to be any noble children... wait, what?

Just as I was about to pass by, I saw a red-haired mother and daughter holding hands and chatting while looking around the building.

As I mentioned before, red hair is extremely rare in this world. You probably wouldn't find any outside our family even if you searched the entire continent. So who could this mother and daughter be, laughing and chatting while holding hands?

My mother and my younger sister, Silfia.

The two of them spotted me standing there in a daze and slowly walked toward me. Actually, only my mother walked—my sister Silfia ran over quickly and hugged me tightly.

Though only 6 years old, she was already almost my height, and despite acting more mature than her age, she strangely pretended to be childish around me. Being female, her mental age was at least twice mine, regardless of being younger.

"Brother!"

I smiled slightly as Silfia hugged me. To me, who was an orphan in my previous life, my first younger sister was nothing but adorable.

"It's been a while. Have you been listening to Mom well?"
"Pff. Brother, how long are you going to call Her Majesty that?"
"If I could change it according to my wishes, I would have done so already."

Mother had taught even 3-year-old Silfia to address her as "Your Majesty." But strangely, she insists that only I call her "Mom."

"Your Maj—"
"It's Mom."
"See what I mean?"
"Tch... Her Majesty only likes brother."
"If you had been born a son, you could have called her 'Mom' too. Do you regret it?"
"Not at all. I'm too embarrassed to say it."

Ugh... is that embarrassing?
She's subtly stabbing me in the heart.

"By the way, aren't you going to have lunch, brother?"
"I was just about to. Want to join me?"
"We still have things to do. I'll see you at the palace later."

They said the tour would last three days.
It would certainly take that long to see everything here.
Places like the club buildings and living quarters are extremely spacious.

"Alright. Take care, Mom."
"Pay attention in class. Looking at your last grades, if you don't do well, you might fail—"
"'Mother.' How can you embarrass me in front of my sister like that?"
"...Brother, don't you study?"
"Listen well, Silfi. Crescent Academy is the world's finest academy. Would classes at such an academy be difficult or easy?"
"But my sisters and new sisters all get perfect scores every time."
"...Silfi, if your brother says it's like that, then it is."
"Hehe."

My sister, who's just clinging to me and laughing, is simply adorable.
She seems to have quite a talent for teasing me.

I turned around and waved, and Silfia waved back like a puppy seeing its owner as I headed to the classroom.

***

When I returned to the palace, Silfia was in my room, staring at the moon rock with her mouth wide open.

Well, for someone like Silfia who loves books and is deeply interested in science, seeing what is to me "Lotus 2.0" and "Genesis" must feel like looking at the Holy Grail.

"Brother, is this real?"
"Yes, it's real. Want to open the bottom of it?"

Silfia looked incredulous, but did as I asked and opened the bottom of the bulletproof case. She was startled by what she saw there.

"A nitrogen charger... I guess it really is real."
"I once asked Alice to bring me the moon, and she took it too seriously."
"Sister-in-law Alice's sincerity goes beyond that."
"Sister-in-law?"
"Alice sister-in-law gave me permission."

I couldn't help but smile.
Calling the supreme ruler of the hegemonic nation "sister-in-law."
Silfia must have multiple livers to be so bold.

"I envy you, brother. Living in such a big room."
"You'll be going to the dormitory when you enroll."
"I saw it today and it wasn't bad... but it's a bit small."
"It seemed quite spacious to me. Is the girls' dormitory smaller?"
"That's not it. There's not enough space to store swords."
"You collect swords too?"
"Of course. Ah, you wouldn't know, would you? I picked up the hobby after you left for the academy."
"Huh... Do Lili and Maron know you collect swords?"
"Of course. After seeing you, I was planning to go to my sisters-in-law's rooms."
"They must be tired, so don't bother them too much."

She had practiced dueling for 4 hours today and went to sleep without even washing up. I did wake her to tell her to wash, but she must be exhausted.

"I know."
"So... where's your room, Silfi?"
"I don't have one."
"Huh?"

I was about to ask where she was planning to sleep, but I've seen that look before. This child has a history of coming to my room and lying down next to me when she's scared at night.

"...Fine. Just for tonight, okay?"
"Hehe."

I sighed while patting Silfia's head.
Alright.
It's been a while since we've seen each other, so we can sleep together tonight.

Ch.58 - Little Sister (2)
Yook was trying to wake up his sister Silfia, who was sleeping soundly while hugging his arm. Silfia had the remarkable ability to stay asleep until she decided to wake up on her own—no amount of shaking or pinching would rouse her.

With no other option, Yook lifted her up and forced her to sit. He worried about how light she felt, knowing her tendency to skip meals when absorbed in her studies. Once she focused on something, she wouldn't stop until finished, even if hungry or in pain. This concerned him greatly, as he was the only one who could snap her out of such states.

While his parents and older sisters couldn't distract her from her work, Silfia would always prioritize Yook, clinging to him and calling him "orabeoni." That's why he planned to have her live in the royal palace rather than the dormitory when she enrolled at the academy next year. Otherwise, she might forget to eat, miss classes, or worse.

Since he'd woken up early, Yook needed to change clothes. He unbuttoned his shirt, thinking he glimpsed Silfia watching through half-open eyes, but dismissed it as his imagination. After changing, he gently stroked her hair and cheek, causing her to smile in her sleep.

Later, after classes ended, Yook returned to the palace and found Silfia sparring with their mother in the training grounds. Though Silfia had managed some counterattacks early on, she was eventually overwhelmed and lay defeated. When Yook approached to help her, expecting tears, he discovered she was smiling—she'd been pretending to be more hurt than she was.

"Did you get upset with me, orabeoni?" she asked playfully.
"No," he replied.
"Then please use healing magic on me."

Yook examined her bruises and used a mana core to heal them, though he avoided the area near her hip that was covered by her underwear, telling her to ask Maron for help with that later.

As they headed inside, Silfia asked if they could bathe together, but Yook refused, reminding himself that despite her six-year-old appearance, her mental age was closer to thirteen. She then asked to sleep together again, which he reluctantly agreed to.

When the time came for their mother and Silfia to return to the duchy, everyone said their goodbyes. Yook gave his sister numerous reminders about taking care of herself, prompting her to joke that he worried more than their father. After they departed in the black sedan bearing the Zikheart family crest, Yook returned to his room and found a cute letter from Silfia.

The letter thanked him for keeping her entertained during her visit, but was filled with words like "love" and "like," making it seem almost like a love letter. As he reread it, Yook noticed something unusual about the arrangement of words—the first letter of each line spelled out "Orabeoni, I love you." He blushed at his sister's adorable gesture, feeling happy rather than embarrassed.

Ch.59 - Birth Of A New Nation
"Hmm... about the Atlas Republic..."
"Though it was a republic, it now advocates monarchy, that is, a monarchical system, Your Majesty."
"I see, it must be related to the recent revolutionary situation there."

While the revolutionary situation in the Atlas Republic had been growing more serious, Alice, who had been looking for ways to intervene politically, couldn't help but smile.

The leader of the revolutionary forces had surrounded the republic's government, and the prime minister had agreed to transfer power to the revolutionaries. But to think they would completely shatter the foundation. Alice became curious about what kind of person this new monarch was who had made such a bold choice.

"Have you prepared information about his birth and background?"
"According to our intelligence, he was from an utterly ordinary family in the Atlas Republic."
"How did such a person lead a revolutionary army?"
"The inner workings are unclear, Your Majesty. How could we possibly understand a people's uprising from our position?"
"Indeed... to claim understanding of a people's uprising from our position would be nothing but deception."

A military coup might be understandable, but what monarch could truly comprehend the uprising of starving, suffering people? Even Alice, praised as a wise ruler, would not speak carelessly of such matters.

"The destruction of the Atlas Republic alone is delightful enough, but I never expected such an additional gift."

Alice tapped her finger on the tablet displaying the report that had arrived this morning. It contained information that the newly formed Atlas Kingdom wished to form a blood alliance with the Kritias Kingdom. Of course, this was merely a report sent by the kingdom's informants, not an official announcement from the Atlas Republic.

Why was Alice pleased about the fall of the Atlas Republic? Because the former prime minister of the Atlas Republic had been the illegitimate child of a noble from the Melis Duchy. Perhaps because of this, anti-Kritias Kingdom sentiment had spread throughout the Atlas Republic, and relations had begun to deteriorate dramatically. From the Kritias Kingdom's perspective, the Atlas Republic had become nothing but an annoying, irritating nation.

But now, after destroying their country, they wanted a blood alliance. This was nationally beneficial.

In the current era, wars of conquest or subjugation were impossible, so this was essentially like removing a troublesome entity without any loss.

"For now, let's leave it be until we receive a response from them."
"Is it truly alright to ignore it, Your Majesty?"
"They've only declared their founding less than a week ago—how busy must they be? Let's wait patiently."
"Your grace is boundless."

Even a crown princess who had studied statecraft would find the 'throne' nearly unbearable under the weight of the people's expectations. Could this founding monarch withstand that weight? Or would they be crushed beneath it? Alice read through the report once more and smirked.

***

With the fall of the Atlas Republic and the founding of a new nation, Crescent Academy was also in turmoil.

The reason was the exchange students from the Atlas Republic. No matter how poor relations between the kingdom and republic had been, wealthy parents still wanted their children to study in good environments.

But now the newly crowned king had ordered citizens abroad to return home, so the exchange students had temporarily gone back to their country. There were apparently more students than expected, as there were many empty seats in classrooms from first to eighth year.

While the royal palace was busy with this matter, even the academy was in a state of commotion. The atmosphere felt oppressive.

Just then, Instructor Lee Hye-jin opened the door and entered. She looked around and sighed. Probably because of the empty seats.

"As you all know, with the collapse of the Atlas Republic and the founding of the Atlas Kingdom, all their students have returned to their country. Since there are more students who have returned home than expected, the instructors' council has decided to replace regular lessons with self-study until the issue is resolved."

Hearing this, one student raised her hand. It was Irina.

"How will attendance be handled?"
"That's still under discussion, so I can only tell you once a conclusion is reached. Any other questions?"
"Will there be disruptions to the class schedule?"
"We plan to adjust things to minimize disruptions. Any more questions?"
".................."
"If there are no more questions, let's begin self-study."

As Instructor Hye-jin sat down and everyone opened their books, I suddenly became curious.

*Come to think of it, what kind of place was the Atlas Republic anyway?*

I hadn't properly studied since I was five years old. It's not particularly something to be proud of, but I became curious about what kind of place it was that a revolution had broken out and thrown everything into chaos.

"Instructor!"
"Yes, Your Highness. If you need the restroom, you may go ahead."

No, that's not it. Who do you take me for, someone who wets themselves?

"That's not it. Could you tell us about the Atlas Republic?"
"Well, you are certainly too young to have studied world history yet. How about the rest of you? Are you curious?"

With that, everyone expressed their curiosity, and the classroom became noisy again. Children will be children, I suppose. I felt better knowing I wasn't the only one who didn't know.

"I see. Then instead of self-study, let's learn about the Atlas Republic."

The instructor turned on the projector and displayed a map of the continent. Unlike Earth with its many continents, it wasn't the Pangaea-type continent often seen in fantasy worlds.

"This is the Central Continent where the Kritias Kingdom is located. To the east is the Eastern Continent, to the west is the Western Continent, above is the Celestial Continent where the celestial race lives, and below is the Demon Continent where demons reside."

The naming convention for continents in this world is straightforward and easy to understand. Unlike my previous life with Eurasia combining Asia and Europe, or Africa, America, and Oceania, there's no confusion about locations. What's a bit funny is that the north isn't called the Northern Continent but the Celestial Continent, and the south isn't the Southern Continent but the Demon Continent.

"The Atlas Republic is located on the Central Continent, bordering the Kritias Kingdom. That's why, despite poor relations between the nations, many tourists and exchange students come and go every year."

I heard that relations soured after the subjugation of the Melis Duchy. Wasn't the son of a noble who had sought asylum in the Atlas Republic made prime minister? For a foreigner to seek asylum and become a national leader—that shows incredible determination.

"The recent revolution occurred because despite being a republic, they violated their citizens' freedom to travel abroad..."

In short, they restricted their citizens from traveling to the Kritias Kingdom and imposed fines and criminal charges on those who had already left.

Aren't they insane?
Imposing not just fines but criminal penalties on citizens simply for visiting a specific foreign country? In a republic, having a criminal record is practically a social death sentence. Most of their citizens abroad at this time would be students or workers, and they provoked them. Domestic public opinion quickly turned against the government, and what began as one person's protest became a revolution that overthrew the government and established a new one. And that government became a monarchy.

"So the newly crowned Atlas King summoned citizens for reorganization, and as a result, the academy is conducting self-study for all grades to ensure students' right to education."

Instructor Hye-jin sighed once more. Indeed, the ones with headaches now are the instructors whose lesson plans have been disrupted.

"Haaa... I'm going to step out for some fresh air."
"Instructor, I need to use the restroom too."
"Alright..."

As the instructor opened the front door and left, I also went out through the back door. My target wasn't the restroom but Instructor Hye-jin. She had been sighing all morning and seemed to be in poor condition.

I stopped by the store to buy a bottle of water and approached the bench where Instructor Hye-jin was sitting.

"Instructor, have some water."
"Thank you. It's time for me to take my medicine anyway."

Medicine...?
Knowing she had a body that couldn't generate mana, I was a bit worried it might be related to that.

What she took out of her pocket was a shiny white box. And then she reached toward her chest for a small rectangular object... That's...

"Instructor, that's not medicine, it looks like cigarettes?"
"Have you heard of blood nicotine deficiency syndrome?"
"...But smoking is bad for you."
"These cigarettes have all the harmful elements removed by magic, so don't worry."

What?
So she came out of the classroom to smoke?

Well, I smoked in my previous life too, so I understand. When stress builds up and irritation rises, a good smoke can bring it down to a manageable level.

"So in this world, there are cigarettes that aren't harmful at all? In my world, electronic cigarettes were believed to be harmless, but they were actually quite bad for you."
"Well, this is a world with magic, after all."

The instructor put a cigarette in her mouth. Now I see why she's sitting a bit far from the classroom—this must be the instructors' smoking area. I had no idea.

Ch.60 - Birth Of A New Nation (2)
"Still, smoking cigarettes... a little..."
"Your Highness is more conservative than I thought."
"Mmm..."

Even if it's harmless and doesn't smell, I can't help but view it negatively. I smoked a pack a day in my previous life, so I feel a bit hypocritical saying this, but honestly, I wish she wouldn't smoke.

"It's just... smoking doesn't really suit you, Instructor."
"How so? Please tell me directly. I'm curious."
"How can I say it with my own mouth? It's embarrassing..."

The instructor's gentle smile, different from her usual demeanor, seemed cute to me. She's clearly teasing me on purpose. If I show weakness like this, I'll definitely end up being led around by her in the future.

"Anyway!! Smoking is forbidden for you, Instructor."
"Then what joy do I have to live for?"
"You can live for me."
"That won't work because Your Highness is too young."

Ah, I lost ground again.
Is it impossible for a fool to win against someone smart?

"I'll have you know I've lived longer than you, despite appearances."
"What are you saying when you're only seven years old?"
"I'm technically 37 if you count my previous life and this one!"
"You should exclude your previous life's age. Here, you're just a little boy."
"W-well, you transmigrated here when you were ten, so... no, that's not right."

I almost blurted out something stupid like "aren't you just ten?" when she'd be thirty if she transmigrated at ten and lived twenty years here.
Ugh... is there really no way to win?

No!
There is a way I can beat her!

"Instructor, you were part of 'Erendark,' weren't you?"
"Ugh... I can't believe you'd bring that up."

Erendark is the secret security detail that follows me 24 hours a day.
Anyone who has served there must take an oath of absolute obedience.
That applies even to retired instructors like her.

Seeing the instructor's sad eyes as if she'd lost one purpose in life,
I rejoiced in my first victory.
This is all for your own good, Instructor.

***

After self-study ended, it was time to go home.
I headed to the main gate where our car always waited for us,
but some unfamiliar older girls were blocking the way.

"Ladies, please move aside and don't block the path."
"No one is allowed to pass."
"Why not?"
"I cannot provide details as it's related to an ongoing investigation."

That's public authority for you.
I don't understand why they're blocking a place we can't leave from anyway.
This is when I need to use that item.

I took out the "Royal Attendant" badge from Lillie's bag.
Alice had given it to Lillie because I would lose it if I kept it myself.
I showed the badge to them.

"Royal Inspector present!"

It's something that should never be misused,
but in times like this, it's necessary.

Huh?
If they were security police, investigators, or detectives, they should recognize this badge...
Seeing them standing still without any reaction,
we were too dumbfounded to say anything.

At that moment, the Class F instructor walked over from the other direction,
weaving through the crowd.

"Hello, Instructor."
"Oh... yes, hello."

She hurriedly extinguished her cigarette in a pocket ashtray
and used magic to eliminate the smell.
Magic really is amazing in its versatility.

"The thing is, we're trying to leave, but those people won't let us through."
"Ah, I heard that some military academy cadets got into a fight and someone died... oops!"

It seems that was supposed to be confidential.
What was she thinking, leaking that to a student?

I moved away from the main gate and took out my phone.
If Alice can't help, I guess we can't leave today.

After calling Alice, I learned that we definitely couldn't leave today.
Apparently, there was a major incident where someone from another country
got into an altercation with someone from our country.

Though it didn't happen right in front of the main gate, we'd have to pass through that area
to leave the school, so all vehicles were being controlled.

Moreover, the suspect, presumed to be a foreigner, hadn't been caught
and had fled the scene...
While I don't feel in danger with the Erendark sisters around,
I think it would be best to stay with Lillie and Maron today.
Yes, we should stay together.
I have a bad feeling about this.

"It looks like we can't leave today, can we?"
"I suppose not... Then we'll have to go to the dormitory today."
"The dormitory will be quite empty and lonely..."
"Hey, why don't the three of us stay together tonight?"

At my suggestion, both of them looked at me with wide eyes.
They seemed surprised since I'd never directly suggested sleeping together before.

"We don't mind, but... you'd have to come to the girls' dormitory, Your Highness?"
"I don't really care."
"You're a man and a royal, so you should be more concerned about such things."
"Who would dare say anything if I want to be with my wives? Let's go to Lili's room."
"It's fine, Maron. His Highness has always been like this."

I wasn't always like this.
I've become desensitized because of these two.

"Hmm... I'm worried that strange rumors might spread about Your Highness."
"Would it really be strange for someone who already has four wives to enter the girls' dormitory?"
"...I can't argue with that."

I didn't want to increase the number, but
I can't help how others see it.

As I expected, no one gave me strange looks
when I entered the girls' dormitory.
Maybe it's because this is a gender-reversed world...

In my previous life, if a woman entered a men's restroom, people would hush it up,
but if a man entered a women's restroom, he could be sentenced to prison.
I think it's similar here.

"...What? I thought you took all your swords with you."
"I left a few here. I do come up to the dormitory occasionally."

Lillie seems to feel anxious without swords where she rests.
I'm not sure if it's because she's a sword enthusiast or because she's a swordswoman who primarily uses swords.
My mother also had swords wherever she went, whether in the lord's mansion or her estate, and used entire buildings as exhibition halls,
so it's probably for similar reasons.

We sat down and had dinner with food we bought from the cafeteria.
As expected of an elf.
With a body that finds vegetables more delicious than meat, I feel full even eating a little,
and it seems like I'm overflowing with energy.

After finishing our meal, the conversation suddenly shifted to horror stories.
We were talking about sword legends, but then it moved to stories about souls of murdered people wandering in places where legendary swords were supposedly buried.
And finally, they started speculating about the murder that happened in front of the academy.
Girls really do like these kinds of things.

"Since they said the culprit is a foreigner, could it be a supporter of the former Melis Duchy?"
"Judging by how they're keeping it secret, I don't think so. If it were related to the former Melis Duchy, the news would already be making a big fuss about it."

The former Melis Duchy was a country that killed citizens of our kingdom.
If their remnants killed another kingdom citizen, it wouldn't be kept quiet.

"In my opinion, it might be the noisy Atlas Republic."
"What? But that's... oh..."

My scenario is this:
Someone properly brainwashed by the Atlas Republic,
unable to overcome the shock of their country disappearing,
went insane and killed someone.

Isn't this more natural than the Melis Duchy scenario?
Both of them clapped their hands, finding it unexpected but plausible.

"That would explain why they're trying to keep it from being exposed. I heard that the Atlas Republic... no, Kingdom has proposed a blood alliance."
"Indeed... if the murderer really is someone from the Atlas Kingdom, the good atmosphere between the two countries would instantly vanish..."

That's not all.
The fact that the victim was attending a military academy
means they might be a noble.
If it became known that a citizen of a country without legitimacy had killed a noble of another country,
what would happen?
I'm too scared to even imagine it.

"Can we talk about something else? Something more pleasant."
"If that's what Your Highness wants... Then to change the mood, what did you do when you went out with the instructor earlier?"
"Ahem... not that."

We did have some skinship-like interaction afterward,
but I didn't do anything particularly inappropriate.
So I'd appreciate if they'd let that go.

Lillie and Maron seemed to be joking, as they changed the topic,
and we discussed what to do if we couldn't leave tomorrow either.

That would be a problem.
I didn't bring any clothes with me.
The thought of having to wear what I'm wearing now for another day gives me a headache.
Wear the same clothes for one more day?
It's not befitting of a noble... no, a royal.

Ah.
I just realized I can't even bathe here since this is the girls' dormitory.
I don't understand why they didn't build private bathrooms.

"Should we stand guard for you?"
"No, I'll get up early tomorrow and go to the boys' dormitory to wash up."
"We don't mind."
"Hey... girls shouldn't say things like that."
"...Sometimes Your Highness says things I can't understand."

I don't know about you two, but there are things I cannot accept.
I stroked their heads but didn't voice my thoughts aloud.

***

I was definitely sleeping soundly when
I was awakened by a commotion.
Opening the window and looking outside, I saw lights on in other rooms as well.

"I'll go check what's happening."
"Lili... I don't think you should go."
"It's fine. I'll take my sword."

Lillie undressed on the spot and changed into outdoor clothes.
Then she put a sword at her waist and was about to go outside.

....
What is this?
I feel like if I let Lillie go outside now,
I might never see her again.

I feel like I'll regret it for the rest of my life, always thinking of her.

My intuition is warning me that I absolutely must not let her go.

If you ask me why... I have no answer.
All I can say is that my heart is telling me so.

I grabbed Lillie's wrist as she was about to leave.

"Lili, don't go."
"I told you it's fine..."
"Listen to me. Both of you, if you go out now, I'll divorce you."
I had to say something like this or she would leave

Though it felt like my heart was being torn apart, I said it.
I tried to persuade her very seriously.
For a moment, Lillie and Maron looked at me in disbelief that such words had come from my mouth,
but sensing the sincerity in my eyes, they nodded and didn't say or do anything more.

With my intuition weighing heavily on my chest,
I spoke to the two of them in an authoritative tone that was almost like an order.

"First, lock the windows and the door.
Let's pull the bookshelf in front of the window so no one can see inside, and block the door with the bed."
"Yes."
"Yes."

The two of them acted according to my words.
They moved the bookshelf and pushed the bed.
Though it left marks on the floor from being forced,
whatever I was sensing in my intuition made that seem trivial.

"As long as Erendark is here, nothing should happen to us, but if they act strangely,
it won't help. They only follow me. While I trust and rely on your swordsmanship,
I want you to trust me."
"We only trust and rely on Your Highness."
"Me too."

Yes.
That's the kind of people they are.
I breathed a sigh of relief.
The two of them won't leave my side unless I tell them to go.
Just knowing that makes me feel much less tense.

And then, at that moment, someone's scream echoed from outside.

Ch.61 - Demons and Spies
"M-Mana overload!!!!!!"

The person who presumably let out the scream shouted loudly.
Not a student, but apparently one of the instructors.

Mana overload.
A phenomenon where humans lose control after absorbing mana beyond their limit.
A sad, pitiful existence that loses self-awareness and only destroys everything.

But a mana overload inside the academy?
That's impossible unless a student or instructor from inside went berserk.

A human who undergoes mana overload can't think normally,
moving only by the instinct to destroy everything.
Breaking through the academy's magic formations and invading?
That's nonsense.

Besides, the protective magic and barrier spells guarding the academy have been strengthened,
estimated to be at least imperial-grade.
To break through from outside would require intervention from a Demon God...
No, that's meaningless too.
They'd be captured by chain magic before that.

And there's one more thing I don't understand.
There's no reason not to send Lillie or Maron for a mere mana overload.
Sorry to the humans, but the amount of mana humans possess in this world is too small.
It's almost as if they're discriminated against by the gods.

The same applies when they go berserk with mana overload.
No matter how young Lillie and Maron might be,
they could easily defeat something like that and return without issue.

Just then, an announcement came through.
The voice wasn't particularly urgent.

-Students, we wish to inform you that during a magic experiment, one of our instructors experienced a mana overload.
Due to prompt treatment, we can confirm there is no danger to their life. We apologize once again to all students...

The announcement, which deliberately avoided conveying urgency to reassure the students,
seemed effective as the noisy corridor quieted down.
From outside, only the sounds of ambulances and busy instructors could be heard.

Lillie and Maron also relaxed, moving the bookshelf and bed back to their original positions before lying down again.
But I alone couldn't fall into deep sleep,
still questioning what had happened in the dark night.

***

"You're saying it was artificially induced?"
"The instructor who experienced the overload wasn't capable of using magic of a high enough grade to cause such a reaction."

The academy's headmistress was receiving reports despite the late hour.

Of course, due to the late hour, she was dressed in her nightwear.
Actually, it wasn't exactly nightwear.
She always slept in a see-through negligee.

But since most of the people giving and receiving reports were women, no one expressed any complaints.
From the perspective of people in this world, it was no different than a man wearing only boxer shorts—something Yook wouldn't understand.

No, no one would say anything out of sympathy for the academy headmistress who had to hear such absurd news about an artificially induced mana overload at this ungodly hour.

Consequently, the headmistress was getting a headache.
Not just because of this incident, but because questions were being raised about whether someone among the academy instructors was deliberately causing problems.

The academy had already been turned upside down once when the daughter of Marquis Astasium was caught spying,
and she wasn't naive enough to think there wouldn't be another such person.

As a result, a particularly ominous scenario formed in the headmistress's mind.
That thing she had dismissed as unimportant recently.

'A student file I don't remember creating.'

She couldn't remember whether she had written it or not,
but thinking it was a simple mistake, she had included it in the student files.

What if that student wasn't a real student, but a spy sent from another country to bring chaos to the academy?
Even if it wasn't from another country but the doing of a domestic noble, it was chilling to think about.

Additionally, the instructor who had experienced the mana overload shouldn't have been capable of such a reaction.
Only high levels of mana should be able to exhibit such powerful effects when overloaded.

Yet despite the instructor's low mana, the concentration detected was similar to that of commonly observed mana overloads.
For reference, humans who become mana overloaded are typically those called geniuses.
People who have devoted decades solely to magic and reached heights difficult to attain with a human body—
those who could rightfully be called "sages."

What if this incident was connected to "that file"?
The academy headmistress would never be able to face the instructor who had been forcibly overloaded.
She would be unforgivable if this incident had occurred due to her carelessness.

"I'll receive the rest of the report tomorrow morning. You may all leave now."

With the headmistress's dismissal, all the instructors left her room.

Sighing, she took out cigarettes and a lighter from her pocket.
As if it were her last drag, she smoked until the filter was completely burned,
then chain-smoked four cigarettes before finally taking out her smartphone.

-Ring ring ring... click-

She hadn't even figured out what to say,
but the recipient had already answered, which only made her feel worse.

***

Since the day the mana overload had caused a commotion in the early morning, a strange rumor began to circulate.

'The mana overload was artificially induced.'

Normally, I would have dismissed it as nonsense,
but considering the incident that occurred inside the academy yesterday,
something about it bothered me, and despite being just a rumor,
it spread through the students' mouths like a folk tale,
becoming known to every single student within just one day.

Whether it's true or not, artificially creating a mana overload...

"Did the instructor conduct some experiment to artificially create a mana overload?"
"Pfft..."

Maron laughed at my humor, but Lillie only managed a bitter smile.
I had brought it up as a joke, but it wasn't really something to laugh about.

Though quick treatment had returned the instructor to normal,
if they had been a little late, there would have been no option but euthanasia.

To begin with, not all humans who experience mana surges become overloaded,
and since human lives are at stake, it's a field that hasn't even been researched, let alone experimented on.
It's fortunate that records of neutralization magic used to save someone existed within the academy.

"That thing about 'no danger to their life'... that's just wordplay, right?"
"Even a brain-dead person who's only breathing has no danger to their life."

There will be aftereffects.
Mana overload is a kind of "disease" that creates mana stones in the body.
I silently offered my sympathies to the instructor who had experienced it.

"By the way, why did you act like that then?"
"Like what?"
"When I tried to leave the room, you said divorce if I left..."

Lillie spoke, and Maron nodded.
It seems the mana overload doesn't interest them at all.
At first, I was going to brush it off, but looking into their eyes, I had to tell them everything I felt at that time.

"Well... I felt like if I let Lili and Maron leave then, I might never see you two again?
I don't really know the details myself."
"...Do you know how my heart nearly tore apart when I heard the word divorce?"
"Mine too."

That night, the two of them kept clinging to me as I couldn't fall asleep.
Then they even shed tears, asking me never to say such things again.
I regretted my loose lips, if only to convince them.

"By the way, I wonder if we can go home today..."
"Judging by the atmosphere, I don't think we can leave."
"Hmm... what about my uniform..."

I'm reaching my limit.
The uniform is always kept clean, but
my mental state won't allow me to wear the same clothes for more than two days.

I have no choice but to call Lala to the academy entrance
and ask her to relay a message to the Erentark sisters.
I took out my phone and called Lala.

***

Thud.

The headmistress pulled out a file, threw it on the desk,
and sat down in her chair with a loud noise.

The file in front of her was one she had never created.
At first, she had thought of it simply, but checking again, there were too many aspects that couldn't be overlooked.

First, the format.

It was completely different from the format she used.
Only the template was similar, but the size, proportions...
It was definitely not something she had created.

Second, the seal.

The method of stamping was completely different.
She doesn't look at files straight on,
but slightly at an angle.
So inevitably, both the seal and signature should all be stamped at an angle to be normal,
but only this file was stamped straight on.

Third, though listed as a citizen of the Kritias Kingdom, the handwriting felt foreign.

This handwriting style isn't taught in Kritias.
Even if they use the same language, pronunciation and handwriting styles differ by region,
and the handwriting in this file...

"Is it... the handwriting style of the Atlas Republic?"

Four months after admission,
only now discovering a spy who had infiltrated.
This could warrant a parliamentary hearing.

It hadn't been long since she reported the mana overload incident to the Queen,
and now she had to report again about a spy she hadn't discovered due to her carelessness.
What kind of curse was plaguing her this year?
The academy headmistress pulled at her hair in frustration.

"As if I could have imagined someone disguising themselves as a 7-year-old..."

Disguised as a first-year student.
Their range of activity would be limited, with many restrictions.
But among those worst disadvantages, there was one shining advantage:
being less suspicious.
And on top of that, infiltrating as a boy.

The academy headmistress picked up her radio and gathered all the instructors.
Tonight, to arrest the spy.

***

The Erentark sister who received the uniform from Lala appeared before me.
It wasn't the leader sister who usually appeared, but a sister I was seeing for the first time.

"Hello. Thank you as always."
"......"
"Um..."

She silently placed the bag in my hand and then disappeared.
What's this... Did I do something wrong?
I looked back at Lillie and Maron, who were giving bitter smiles.

"The Erentark members aren't supposed to show themselves to Your Highness."
"But they can't refuse Your Highness's request either..."
"What about the clothes?"

I might have been a socially awkward single man in my previous life,
but it's different here.
Every single one of my actions is tied to my reputation.

"Didn't Your Highness decide not to worry too much about it?"
"Yeah, I just feel uncomfortable about it."
"Pfft... What's that supposed to mean?"

We had such a conversation as we headed to the girls' dormitory.
Since we stayed in Lillie's room yesterday, we decided to stay in Maron's room today.

"Hmm... Maron's room doesn't have much."
"I've only been here for about two days."

It was exactly the default as I saw on the first day.
You could live without bringing anything, but it was a bit plain.
Just like yesterday, we ate a simple meal and spent time talking.

Until the announcement came through.

Ch.62 - Demons and Spies (2)
"Slurp... suck... slurp."

I alternately pressed Lillie and Maron against the wall as I explored their lips.

Originally, I hadn't planned to go as far as a deep kiss yet, but what could I do when the mood led there?

Right, this is just skinship. I've done it with Alice and Lala, so why couldn't I do it with Lillie and Maron?

"Smooch... slurp... phew..."
"We're not done yet. Where do you think you're escaping to?"
"Y-Your Highness, just a moment... mmph... slurp... suck..."

Since they were the ones who ignited this fire in me, they needed to follow through to the end.
I ravaged her lips mercilessly, again and again.

"Hah..."
"Mmm..."

When our lips finally parted, a silver thread connected us before Lillie's saliva, unable to stay in place, trickled down.

It almost wet her collar, but I sensually licked from her neck to her lips, not wasting a single drop as I collected it into my mouth.

Then, as if tasting an expensive vintage wine, I savored the flavor in my small mouth.

Lillie seemed to want to stop me at first, but after my deep kiss baptism, she could barely gather her thoughts, let alone worry about anything else. She slumped against the wall and fell asleep as if in a trance, completely entranced.

Maron was already asleep after kissing me.
I'd heard before that people with abnormally high mana have it dissolved in their saliva, creating something like an aphrodisiac effect. I saw it on QTube once.

It seemed like something that would only appear in adult fiction, so I'd just chuckled and dismissed it, but seeing it in reality was both absurd and amusing.

Next time, I'll push Instructor Hye-jin against the wall and give her a deep kiss too.
I made that resolution and changed Lillie into comfortable clothes after removing her uniform.

If I left her like this, she'd be troubled with a saliva-soaked uniform in the morning.

I used all my mental strength to resist looking downward.
My body wasn't reacting anyway.

***

In the early dawn when all students were asleep.
When all the lights in the buildings and even the street lamps had gone out, leaving only moonlight to illuminate the path, the instructors from the Academy and the Military School stood in front of the boys' dormitory.

The Academy's headmaster took out a cigarette from her pocket, tapped the top of the pack to extract one, and put it in her mouth.
She was currently in a very unpleasant mood.

Reluctantly reporting to the Queen about the spy, she received an order to work without pay for a year with a 100% salary cut. To have to work without pay after living for nearly 2,500 years—though it was her own fault—she needed someone to vent her anger on.

That target was the spy they'd just discovered.
Though disguised as a child, it was just a deceptive and false appearance.
She swore under the full moon that she would torture and kill him until the day she received her salary again.

After she smoked her cigarette down to the filter and dropped it to the ground,
the instructors watching it created an illusion of slow motion.
When the lit cigarette butt fell and bounced on the ground, the operation began.

They quietly opened the door and moved up the stairs instead of using the elevator.
"Assassin" class instructors from the Military School, using concealment magic, moved quickly to block all paths at the ends of each floor.
A structure with no way out or in.

Then, an instructor signaled outside with an LED light.
It was a signal sent to an expensive hired Demon King-level magician.

In response, he quickly activated a "Grand Magic Formula" using a huge book as a medium.
A massive magic circle appeared in the sky and engulfed the building, activating "Magister Cracker," which prevented anyone except registered users from using mana.

Only a few people in the world could be free from this magic.
Only the strongest Demon Emperors and a single Demon God.
In other words, this place had become a "magical fortress" from which no one could escape.

Simultaneously, they sealed all windows and the main entrance.
They couldn't be careless because "dispel magic" also existed in this world.
Of course, it was a magic completely forbidden to ordinary people, so there wasn't much need for caution, but the opponent was a foreign spy.

When everything was prepared, the headmaster arrived at the spy's room with a large staff.

'Hatia Li Ermure'

A precious item forged by "Master Craftsman Haster," who was in seclusion at Yggdrasil.
He was famous as the creator of the 12 Sword Techniques, but he was originally a staff craftsman.

There was only one reason she brought this staff.
It had a unique magic imbued in it—"Absolute Binding."

Unless one was a Demon God, escaping this magic would be impossible.
She took a deep breath, smashed the door, and charged inside.

"W-What the?!"

The room was filled with hundreds of books and mana stones, and there were also items hidden by concealment magic.
The spy was 100% confirmed.

As the headmaster was infusing mana into the staff, the spy tried to escape by breaking the window, but the door would never open now.
The door he was desperately trying to open was blocked by another dimension, so no matter what he did, it wouldn't open.

"Headmaster, it seems he's not transformed, but really is a young boy."
"Insane. To send a boy to infiltrate the Academy."
"What do you plan to do?"
"Hmm..."

The headmaster thought.
If he had hidden his appearance, she would have tortured him for a year before killing him, but to think both the content and appearance were just a little boy.

"Was the mine incident also your doing?"
"Mine? How would I know about that?!"

The headmaster smirked.
Well, what fool in the world would confess to that?

The headmaster grabbed the spy's neck and slammed him against the wall.
Then she held a blade to his lower body and threatened him.

"If you don't confess, I'll cut off your thing."
"I-I don't know, you crazy woman!!"
"Oh..."

He had quite the nerve.
The headmaster, pleased, threw the little spy onto the desk.
The wooden desk collapsed, scattering wood dust everywhere, making a mess of the room, but the headmaster didn't care about that at all.

"Use emotion magic."
"Yes!"

Emotion magic also includes magic that forces confessions.
It's a method that draws emotions from the subconscious to make one confess,
and it works better the younger the mental age.

"Now, I'll ask again. Is this mine incident related to you?"
"...No."
"Then what have you done at the Academy so far?"
"...I wrote down Yook Zikheart Kritias's hobbies and preferences and sent them to my country."
"For what reason?"
"...I only know that the person who was the Prime Minister of the Republic at the time wanted revenge against the Melis Duchy."
"The Republic has collapsed, so what have you been doing?"
"...I was abandoned."

The headmaster felt a headache coming on.
So, all this little boy was tasked with was following the Queen's Prince Consort and investigating his hobbies and preferences.
To think that after all this trouble, this was the reality.

"Anyway, you'll be arrested on charges of espionage. Before that..."

Before the effective time of the emotion magic ended,
the headmaster put handcuffs on his wrists and ankles.
Physical restraints were sufficient for such a little kid,
so there was no need to use magic.

"You will lose all your memories and become a slave. Curious what kind of slave?"
"..................."
"I don't know what fate awaits someone who investigated the Prince Consort, but... well, if you're lucky, maybe they'll raise you a bit more and make you a sex slave?"
"................."
"Or maybe they'll raise you properly and castrate you, who knows. Hey, erase all his memories first."
"Yes! Then shall we transport him?"
"Yeah, and just in case, post several guards at the underground prison."
"Understood!!"

After confirming that the matter was settled,
the headmaster took out a cigarette from her pocket.
And before putting it in her mouth, she let out a big sigh.

"I don't know if it's fortunate or unfortunate that he was such a nobody..."

It's a big problem because they couldn't find the culprit of the mine incident,
but it's fortunate they found the spy...

She tore at her hair at the thought of the Queen pressuring her in the future.

***

"Damn... he was investigating me?"

To think there was such a stalker-like guy,
it gives me goosebumps all over.
And not even a girl, but a boy.

"But since he's been arrested, he'll be sentenced soon."
"Sentenced?"
"Spies don't get trials; they receive direct sentencing. I wonder what sentence he'll get..."
"Well, since he's our age, it probably won't be forced labor... castration? Sex slave?"
"That's terrible..."

Castration?
Does such a cruel punishment exist?
It's even a bit disgusting.
We're not in the medieval era.

"If there's castration, is there also forced pregnancy as a punishment?"
"Yes. It's a punishment given to women who commit sex crimes."
"I see... What about men's sex crimes?"
"Umm... the probability of men committing sex crimes is..."

In a world where women are overwhelmingly stronger than men,
is reverse rape impossible?
Well, if I were to fight Lillie right now,
I'm confident I'd be killed, cut to pieces by her pinky finger.

"Still, it's fortunate he was caught before any major incident occurred."
"True. What did they say about the mana stones and books?"
"The mana stones were a hobby, and the books were related to some strange religion... Oh."

At that moment, Maron stopped in her tracks.
Oh no...
In front of Maron, who is a Saintess with fanatical tendencies,
referring to another religion as a "religion" could be a big problem.
Lillie must have slipped up.

"Lili... what did you just say?"

Her eyes were smiling, but her mouth wasn't.
This is terrifying.

Ch.63 - Demons and Spies (3)
My name is Felton.
I was an apprentice butler serving the Marquis of Astasium.
No, I was.

Now I'm imprisoned in the royal palace's underground dungeon.
The charge: "Accomplice in the murder of the Prince Consort."

I didn't think I'd done anything wrong,
but I resigned myself to it, believing that staying quiet was the way to survive.

It's been two months since my imprisonment, but the Queen hasn't summoned me.
Will I die without even getting a trial?
That would be so unfair...

Well, I suppose as a man, I'm being treated decently—clean room, regular meals,
and a sense that I'm being looked after, but still...

Thump, thump.
Just then, I heard someone coming down the stairs.

It was a lady who clearly appeared to be of noble rank.
A knight, perhaps?

"Come out."
"A-are you t-taking me to be... e-executed?"
"Execution? I was merely ordered to bring you. I don't know the details!"

She held something like a card to the reader,
and the cell door opened.

"C-can't I just... s-stay here?"
"Do you think you have that choice?"
"No... I don't..."
"Then follow me quietly!"

She placed handcuffs on my wrists.
And loose shackles on my legs...

Once again, I was led like a dog on a leash to
a grand hall with a massive throne in the center.
Only the Queen sat there,
without a single courtier in attendance.

"Y-Your Majesty, p-please spare my life..."
"What nonsense are you speaking?"

The Queen looked at the knight with a puzzled expression.
The knight quickly knelt down and reported with an equally confused look.

"I don't understand either, Your Majesty. I simply followed orders to bring him here, but he keeps saying strange things..."
"Has he gone mad after two months of confinement?"
"I personally confirmed that he's been eating and bathing regularly, so I don't believe that's the case."

Wait, she saw me bathing?
There definitely weren't any windows in the bathroom.
How exactly did she see me washing myself?

"Make him kneel."
"Yes."

With the knight's response, I found myself kneeling.
I would have done it if she'd just asked, but she had to be so forceful.
Though I was a criminal, it still felt unfair.

"I summoned you because your disposition has been decided."
"D-disposition..."

As I trembled in fear, the Queen smirked.

"I'm going to entrust a child to you."
"A-a child, Your Majesty?"
"Yes, your duty will be to raise this child well and help them integrate into society."

I've never raised a child before.
To think I'd have to raise someone else's child, not even my own.
My head suddenly began to spin.

"In return, you'll receive monthly child support and wages. You may do as you please with the money, but if anything happens to the child,
you'll face severe punishment."
"D-do I have a choice?"
"Also, you must not investigate the child's past or encourage them to remember it, and you must not bring them near the Royal Capital."
"Y-yes, I understand. I'm grateful for your mercy."

She proceeded to explain several additional precautions,
and I nodded obediently in response.
Then a bundle of bills landed in front of me.
W-what...

"You should find a house. Try not to move too often."
"W-why is that..."
"What, are you curious?"
"...No, Your Majesty."

I couldn't think of any reason besides surveillance.
I quietly bowed my head and examined the bundle of money.

A stack of silver coins—I'd seen such things before but never held them.
With this much, I could buy several houses in a provincial territory...
I suppose it includes money for furniture and kitchenware too.

"Bring in the child."

At the Queen's command, a maid
brought in a young boy.
He was sucking his thumb, seemingly unaware of his situation.
What kind of child could he be?

"He was a spy from the Atlas Republic."
"A-a spy..."

Spies, when caught, become sex slaves.
At best, they're castrated.
Most men would rather commit suicide than suffer such a terrible fate,
so it rarely happens in practice, but to think this young child was a spy...

"Ordinarily, he should be raised to become a sex slave, but I thought of my husband. I couldn't do it."
"............."
"So, as your atonement, raise this child well. You may go now."
"I-I am grateful for your mercy."

After the Queen dismissed me, I went outside.
The child holding my hand smiled broadly at me despite my being a stranger.
Sigh...
The future looks daunting, and it doesn't even feel real yet.
Can I really raise a child?

"...Let's go for now."
"Okay!!"

The child's energetic voice echoed throughout the palace.
I could only respond with a bitter smile.

***

When I returned to the dormitory after a long time,
I found the door of the next room completely destroyed.
It looked like someone had kicked it in.

"Wow... the world is truly scary."

Despite this being a place not just anyone could enter, if there was such damage,
the culprit could only be one person—the owner of that room.
What kind of person has that kind of strength?
I marveled as I entered my dormitory room.

"Hmm... not here, not there either."

I was searching for my Performance Assessment form that I'd stashed in my dorm room.
Unable to remember where I'd put it, I'd already searched through my academy locker, my bag, and even my room at the palace, all to no avail.
So I came to the dormitory as my last resort.

"Argh... this is really bad."

No matter how much I searched, it wasn't there.
Without it, I can't receive my grades.
I should have kept it safe when I was told to...

I guess I'll have to go to Instructor Lee Hye-jin and face the consequences.
She might help me out.

I headed to the faculty building right away, not wanting to forget again and get into more trouble.
This was actually my first time going there.

It took less than 10 minutes to walk from the dormitory to the faculty building, so I decided to take my time.
As the weather was getting warmer, women's clothes were getting shorter,
and men's clothes were following suit.

While I had no interest in how men dressed, I still noticed it
because I had to change my own clothes accordingly.
Nevertheless, what really caught my eye were the
upperclassmen ladies in their light, airy clothing.

Kids my age all looked the same, so they didn't particularly stand out.
Unless they were exceptionally outstanding like Lillie or Maron.

Oh... someone was sparring in very thin clothing.
I wonder how big this school's grounds are to have training areas everywhere.

Is that the summer training uniform?
It's tight like a ballet outfit, seemingly designed to stimulate a man's... certain area.

And... the men's uniform is just a short-sleeved shirt and shorts.
It looks cool, but doesn't seem to have any special features like the women's training uniform.

"So this is the faculty building..."

The faculty building, with its smoking area and vending machines out front,
looked very similar to the main building of a university from my previous life.
Despite having a designated smoking area, cigarette butts littered the ground,
along with takeout coffee cups and empty cans.
How can students learn proper behavior if the instructors themselves act like this?

I picked up some cans and plastic bottles
and threw them in the trash.

As I started picking things up one by one, upperclassmen
came out with brooms
and some even brought park-cleaning vacuum cleaners.

Noticing this, the instructors also came down one by one
to join the cleaning effort.

Indeed, when one person takes action, it moves others' hearts as well.
Isn't that a positive influence on society?

When we finished cleaning, the faculty building
was as clean as the royal palace gardens, unlike before.

I took out a Mana Core and used water-attribute magic
to spray water, washing away cigarette ash-like grime and dust.
The finishing touch of cleaning is always water, after all.

Finally, I washed my hands with water and smiled contentedly.
Was cleaning always this satisfying?

As the upperclassmen left, they each greeted me,
so I responded with a simple nod or wave.

Anyway, I came to get a new Performance Assessment form but ended up cleaning.
The instructors must have seen me, so my evaluation should improve.

When I entered the first-year instructors' office on the first floor, Instructor Lee Hye-jin was busy working alone.
She didn't seem to notice my arrival.
To think that a former captain of the "Erendark" could be so unaware.
Isn't that astonishing?

Poke, poke, poke, poke, poke

I poked her cheek about five times with my finger.
Only then did she turn around and notice me, her face turning red.

"Stop that..."
"Really?"
"........"

In my judgment as someone no longer inexperienced with women,
this meant she was fine with it and even wanted more.
If I really stopped now, I'd probably be scolded for the rest of my life.
But there was something more important.

"Instructor~ Could you please print me a new Performance Assessment form~"

I appealed with my whole body.
I used every bit of aegyo I could muster and even acted childish.
I probably couldn't have done this if other instructors were around.
If anyone had secretly seen me, I would have bitten my tongue and died.

"Did you lose it? How?"
"I can't remember where I put it."
"Hmm... the assessment hasn't started yet, right?"
"Yes, I think it starts next week or so... Is it not possible?"
"If it had already started, it would be a problem, but since it hasn't, it's fine. I'll print one for you. Please wait a moment."

What a relief.
It seems the God of Failing Grades isn't sending me to hell just yet.
I received the newly printed Performance Assessment form, put on an extremely grateful expression, planted a kiss on Instructor Lee Hye-jin's
cheek, and ran away.

Ch.64 - Performance Assessment
Performance Assessment.

This system, often called the only flaw in an academy that shows no consideration for male students, is said to feel unfair rather than equitable to people of all ages and genders, regardless of who they are.

Why?
The problem stems from having the same evaluation standards for everyone.

One might ask if equality isn't the natural way, but in my previous life, while there were slight physical advantages between men and women due to bodily structure, ultimately we were all the same species.

With enough effort, women could surpass men's physical abilities. Like female judo police officers or firefighter sisters. In my previous body, I'm confident they could have taken me down in under ten seconds.

But here, it's different.
No matter what a man does, he can't match a woman's strength.
If Lillie and Maron beside me wanted to, they could kill me with their pinky fingers.

The reason for this difference in physical specs between men and women is mana.
That cursed mana is the problem.

Women are naturally attuned to mana, born with high mana levels, and have excellent mana circulation throughout their bodies.
Men, however, aren't compatible with mana. That's why there are fewer men—not only are male embryos rare, but even when fertilization results in a male fetus, most are miscarried due to the pressure of the parents' mana levels.

With high mana, even without actively strengthening the body through a mana core, mana constantly reinforces the physical form—essentially creating a higher "base performance."

Here's something to consider.
Despite my exceptionally high mana, why am I physically and magically inferior?
The answer is simple.
It's because I'm a transmigrator.
Since mana didn't exist in my previous life, I lack the innate understanding that others have.
That's why I can't maintain constant physical enhancement.

Look at Lillie running now.
The training ground is the size of a soccer field, yet she completes a lap and returns in less than a minute.
It's ridiculous—I'd question whether she's really seven years old.

My other classmates are the same.
Not quite at Lillie's level, but incomparable to the boys.
At this rate, the male students will only drag down the class average.

"Well... I guess there's nothing we can do about it?"
"Performance assessment scores are used for military academy admissions later."
"Wouldn't it be more objective to just include the girls and exclude the boys?"
"Hmm... I'm sure the instructors have their reasons."

I heaved a deep sigh.
I've rested enough, so I should probably run another lap.

For reference, this isn't the actual assessment yet, but practice.
Apparently, they give us time to "warm up" our bodies during class hours (except theory classes) starting a week before the performance assessment.
Though this is the height of inconvenience for the boys.

"Your Highness, are you going to run too? Wouldn't it be better if you just sat down..."
"Won't the instructor say something? It doesn't look good if I sit around too much."
"I don't think they would..."

The truth is, I was sitting because I had fallen.
My body couldn't handle the acceleration and I fell flat on the asphalt, then got dragged along by inertia until I was covered in blood.
Thanks to Lillie's healing magic, there's no trace of it now, but both Lillie and Maron said they nearly had heart attacks.

The saying about getting hurt when you meddle unnecessarily is absolutely true.
I made another resolution not to overexert myself as I started running clockwise around the training ground.

***

"Next~"

Before the actual performance assessment begins,
we're undergoing physical examinations to measure height and weight.

The numbers the instructor is calling out are so low that
it sounds like they're measuring a large tuna rather than a person.
Even I find it a bit funny.

When I stepped onto something that looked like an InBody machine,
a bar came down to tap my head and then went back up.
They measured height the same way in my previous life too.
Is this the default method?

"119cm and 18kg."
"What? Me?"
"Yes~ that's correct."
"Could you possibly measure again?"
"Of course. Step back up and stand properly."

I got measured again.
I'm certain there must be some error.

"Ah~ there's a slight difference from before."
"I knew it, right? I was shocked for a moment."
"118cm and 18kg."
"...Wait a minute?"

I receive health check-ups at the palace about once a week.
So I remember my recent height and weight measurements.
But... there's a 1cm... no, a 2cm difference from when Alice measured me.

"Come on, that's within the margin of error. No need to worry."
"Ughhhh...."
"Your Highness?"

I have a complex right now.
About my height.
Elves stop growing at a certain age.
Randomly between 15-20 years old.

What if my growth stops at 15?
I might end up as a shota not even 150cm tall.
So I should be growing now, but I'm not growing at all.
118cm is below average, after all.

...Could Alice have lied?
To comfort me because I wasn't growing taller?
I can't even get angry, it's just frustrating...

In the end, I ranked third from the bottom
among the first-year male students—a miserable result.

***

After the physical measurements finished and I came outside, the girls' assessment was in progress.
Some were running around the training ground, others climbing stairs...
We boys could only look on in horror.
They expect us... to do that?

"Male students will do the same. Run as long as you can and quit when you need to."
"Instructor, are there any handicaps?"
"There may or may not be, but female students cannot quit midway."

So the girls are in a hell where they have to keep going until told to stop,
while we can quit whenever we want.
In the end, it means they're letting us off easy...

"Huff...huff... Instructor! I'm done!"

As the instructor nodded and marked the score,
I headed to the bench.

There were plenty of ice water bottles and towels to wipe sweat,
so I took one of each, hung the towel around my neck, and tried to open the water bottle...

It won't open.
Nothing ever works for me...

"Shall I open it for you?"
"Huh?"

All the girls were running, and the boys were collapsed over there, so who could be talking to me?
When I turned around, it was my older sister.

"Big sis, why are you here?"
"They were short on supervisors, so I'm helping out."

My older sister took the ice water bottle from me, gave the cap a slight twist,
and opened the bottle that I couldn't open because it was frozen shut.
Was that even humanly possible?

"Is it because you're the Sword King?"
"Any girl could open it. Don't think strange things and drink up quickly."

I took the bottle and gulped down the water.
As the cold water filled my mouth, I somehow swallowed wrong and
spat it out like I was coughing up blood.
Then came the headache.
That feeling you get when you drink something cold too quickly.

"I told you to drink slowly..."
"Ugh...ugh.."

My older sister wiped my face with a towel and dabbed at the water on my clothes.
Even so, she couldn't wipe away all the water that had already soaked in, leaving me damp.

"You'll need to change. Have you finished all your assessments?"
"Yeah. My score will probably be the lowest though."
"That's okay for the boys. Looks like Lili and Maron are doing well."

Doing well?
Looking at that, I don't think such a simple phrase can describe what they're doing.

My older sister then took my hand and led me into the lecture hall and into the changing room.
Fortunately, no one else was there—it would have been a big deal if someone had been.

I took the clothes my older sister handed me
and removed the training uniform I was wearing.
Perhaps due to the ice water chilling me to the bone, I already felt like I was coming down with a cold.

"Come to think of it, didn't you say you're entering the military academy next year?"
"Yes, I need to learn professionally if I'm going to lead soldiers."
"Hmm... that sounds tough."

My older sister chuckled.
Then, seeing me struggling to get my legs properly into my pants,
she grabbed my shoulders and helped me with the pants.

"I'm more worried about you, Yook. Will you even be able to graduate from the academy at this rate..."
"I'm doing well, you know?"

My older sister's eyes narrowed with suspicion.
Not to determine the truth, but curious if I really believed what I was saying.

"For someone doing well, your last grades were... You used to be a smart child who studied well when you were younger..."
"W-was I? I don't remember that."
"It was only two years ago. Are you not interested in studying?"
"Nope."
"..."

Finally, my older sister tied my necktie.
She's really good at taking care of others.
I've heard that tying your own tie is easy, but tying someone else's is difficult.
The fact that she does it well suggests she's had practice.

"Do you often tie neckties for your boyfriend's older brother?"
"Of course."
"Why would you need to tie someone's necktie?"
".......Oh."

Tsk.
They're not married, they don't live together,
so why would she need to tie his necktie?

Could it be what I'm thinking?
I decided to play the role of an innocent and cute little brother.

"What is it, what is it? I'm curious, big sis."
"T-that's... something you don't need to know about, Yook."
"Hmm? But I'm still curious!"

Watching my older sister's face turn bright red,
I inwardly grinned.
There's a certain pleasure in teasing her like this.

Ch.65 - Performance Assessment (2)
I grinned as I stroked my older sister's cheek.

"What on earth happened to you~?"
"Hnngh... I don't know what... misunderstanding you have... I just learned from... Her Majesty... And the necktie... when I came out... of the changing room... often..."

Huh...
I thought she had already done it with her boyfriend.

I see... Even though she's my sister, if I had known such a thing, I might have been a bit shocked.

Well, since big sis is the heir to the duchy, maybe it's too early for her first night? Plus, she's an elf...

By the way, while big sis herself likes it when I stroke her cheek, having her weakness be cheek stroking is probably a secret only I know. Or maybe her boyfriend already knows too?

"Your cheek is super soft, sis."
"A b-boy shouldn't... do that...!"
"Why not? It's just skinship between family."
"T-that's because..."

She seems quite flustered.
I grinned and removed my hand from her cheek.
It was just teasing, after all.

"Hehe."

I smiled brightly and took my big sister's hand.
I had completely transformed into a little brother who simply adored his sister.
Big sis sighed and led me by the hand outside.

***

"So Lili got first place in the Performance Assessment too?"
"Maron worked hard too, so I'm not sure. It's hard to tell who's better..."
"From my objective view, Lili did better..."

The two of them were humbly complimenting each other.
It seems Lillie's grades were slightly better than Maron's.
As expected of the Prodigy of Spitzberg...

"Then Lili will get the first-place scholarship this quarter."
"I think I'll use it to buy a suitable practice sword."
"Just how many practice swords do you need?"
"Hmm... they all have different purposes. Maybe about seven?"

What, like for evangelizing, displaying, and actual use?
This isn't some doujinshi or something.
I patted Lillie's head.

"Rain must be really proud..."
"More than me, I think she'd be more interested in Your Highness's grades."
"As long as I'm not last, it should be fine."
"Um... I hate to say this, but Your Highness is almost certainly going to be la—mmph!"

Lillie covered Maron's mouth.
Then they whispered to each other, and suddenly Maron's expression changed as she started defending me.

"W-well, Your Highness has a weak body, so it can't be helped. Yes."
"What did you two just talk about?"
"N-nothing at all, nothing at all..."

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously at the two of them.
Perhaps captivated by my intense gaze, they gave up and confessed everything to me.

"Actually, when Your Highness went to change clothes..."
"The boys who had collapsed got up and ran..."

Huh...
So I've been "betrayed."
I thought they were comrades in spirit, if not blood brothers.

"B-blinded by the scholarship money..."
"Your speech pattern suddenly... Apparently the instructor said that if anyone scored better than Your Highness, they would get priority for the scholarship, even if it was small..."
"Which instructor? Instructor Hye-jin?"
"Yes..."

So Instructor Hye-jin, huh.
To think she would stab me in the back so legally after I teased her back then.

Well...
This wasn't anger.
It was joy at accepting the challenge from my clueless wife who had thrown down the gauntlet.
It was sympathy for Instructor Hye-jin, who had provoked my sadistic desire to teach her a proper lesson.

I got up from my seat and grabbed an ice bottle.
The bottle was so frozen solid that it would be difficult to open the cap with ordinary strength,
and the coldness emanating from it was enough to chill you to the bone.

I headed toward Instructor Hye-jin's back.
Due to the hot weather, she wasn't wearing a blouse but some other clothing,
something like a tank top that exposed her shoulders.
I don't know what kind of outfit it was,
but that's not important right now.

I approached her from behind, leading her to an angle where no one could see us.
Instructor Hye-jin hesitated at first, but after confirming it was me,
she relaxed and followed where I led her.

Then I executed my plan.
Contrary to her expectation of skinship,
I shoved the ice bottle between her skirt and top and ran away.
By the way, the bottle cap was open.

She screamed from the cold water, but I didn't look back.
I ran even faster than during the Performance Assessment.
I couldn't get caught.
This revenge was the worst kind—if I got caught, I might suffer the same fate.
A double-edged sword.

"Phew... I escaped well..."
"Your Highness?"

I could feel sweat trickling down my back.
Along with a cold, frightening aura that could be described as killing intent.

No, it wasn't killing intent.
The person calling me from behind was simply holding an ice-cold bottle.

"Y-Yook... it's c-cold..."
"Acting cute won't work on me."

The last thing I saw while conscious was
the instructor with cold ice water dripping from her hand.

In the end, instead of tormenting me with ice water,
the instructor finished her revenge by poking my cheeks.
And I got to feast my eyes, so it was actually good.

Her top and skirt were completely soaked, so she had to change all her clothes including underwear...
Ahem...

Anyway, the Performance Assessment schedule was completed.
My score was miserably low, but what can I do?
My body is just inadequate.

The girls gathered together to compare their grades,
but the boys scattered, avoiding me.
Traitors...

***

"As expected, your body is weaker compared to your peers."
"Ugh... even you, Alice?"

I was sitting on Alice's lap, having our end-of-day conversation,
when she was looking at my Performance Assessment scoring sheet that she had obtained from somewhere.

For reference, despite constantly being called weak,
I'm not actually last.
Rather, just slightly below average?

"That's what we call weaker than your peers."
"Hmm..."

Alice chuckled.
I wanted to argue, but I couldn't think of anything to say.

"How did Alice do?"
"Hmm... probably similar to Lili or slightly lower?"
"Lili is that good?"
"You don't seem to know, but Lili is a once-in-a-generation prodigy at the academy. Physically."

Does that mean she's outstanding for her age compared to Mother or Rain?
I was newly surprised.

To think that such a delicate and innocent child is physically world-class.
It's hard to imagine...

"I'd better not make Lili angry."
"The same goes for Maron. She's also incredible, just slightly less so than Lillie."
"Alright, alright."
"You're getting along well with them, right? And... um..."
"I get along well with both of them, and with Instructor Hye-jin too, so don't worry."
"...You really are the perfect husband material. Understanding your wives' feelings so well."

Alice seems to feel quite sorry.
Both Mother and Alice,
why do they feel so apologetic?

Honestly, I'm a guy with a dirty, black heart inside,
so I'm fine with it, not unhappy at all.

I gently patted Alice's head,
said goodbye, and went outside.

"The night sky is beautiful."

Looking at the moon and stars shining through the open window,
I closed the door.

It's fucking hot.
I need to turn on the air conditioner.

***

"Your Majesty, is this truly your decision?"
"Yes. For now, I have decided to proceed this way."

In a large room that was not luxurious but exuded solemnity,
an utterly frivolous voice echoed.

Her name was Meris Atlas.
She was the founding monarch who had recently seized the government of the Atlas Republic and declared monarchy.

She realized that they could not lead the country by themselves.
With domestic companies' stock prices and oil prices fluctuating daily, and protests large and small continuing,
it was certain that the country would sink again within a month if things continued this way.

"Forgive my impudence, but if that happens, the Atlas Republic would essentially become a vassal state of the Kritias Kingdom. Please reconsider your command."
""""Please reconsider your command.""""

The new queen seated on the throne put her hand to her forehead.
She thought she had already explained and persuaded them, but they were back to square one.
She felt so doubtful about whether she should really lead the country with such fools.

"Listen. I told you earlier. We cannot continue like this."
"We understand that, but—"
"I understand your concerns as well. But for now, please trust me."
"........"

The ministers said nothing.
If the king's current actions became the country's official policy,
their profits would decrease.
Enormously so.

The queen knew well.
What these treacherous officials wanted.
Why they refused to accept her opinion.
But she, who had risen for the sake of the people, could not betray them.
Even if she would be recorded as a traitor in future history.

"Hear me, ministers. I rose by the will of the people to punish those who corrupted the government and plunged the people into misery,
but I am well aware that this has put the country in even greater danger.
Therefore, during my reign, I wish to receive help from Her Majesty Alice of the great Kritias Kingdom as a national advisor.
And how could I, as a 'subject,' claim to be an 'emperor'?"

It was a declaration that she would no longer claim to be an emperor.
Though a king, she would personally demote herself from "Majesty" to "Highness."

"So I ask for your understanding. The fate of the Atlas Kingdom hangs in the balance."

The ministers could not raise their heads.
Not because of the devastation of their monarch personally demoting the country to a vassal state, but because they were thinking about the reduction of their own interests.

Ch.66 - Vassal State
When people talk about visitors from foreign countries, what usually comes to mind?

For me, I'd think of Avicii or Coldplay coming to Korea. After all, I listened to Avicii and Chris Martin's music right up until my death.

Even in this world with its advanced civilization, people of high status frequently travel between countries.

The most recent high-ranking visitors to the Kritias Kingdom would be the Pope and Saintess from the Holy Nation. Though Saintess Maron has become a citizen of Kritias Kingdom since marrying me.

I hear that the king of the Atlas Republic is coming to pay homage to Alice. From my perspective, knowing the five-thousand-year history of South Korea, the idea of one nation becoming subordinate to another is somewhat painful. But then again, isn't my homeland, the Zikheart Duchy, also subordinate to the kingdom?

Besides, newly established countries becoming vassals of hegemonic powers has happened frequently throughout history. Even Goryeo became subordinate to the Yuan Dynasty due to pro-Yuan factions, and when Yuan was pushed back to become Northern Yuan, they betrayed them and sided with the Ming Dynasty. That's just how nations operate, I suppose.

"So they'll be completely subordinate?"
"Not exactly. They'll be governed by proxy for a certain period, and once they're stable, they'll become independent. We'll also receive the money we lent them back with interest..."
"What's the benefit for our kingdom? Are we just lending them money?"
"I think we'll get priority rights to minerals until independence... and after independence, tax exemptions on mineral rights or shares? I'm still studying this, so I don't know the details."

She seems to know quite a lot for a seven-year-old...
It seems even Lillie doesn't know the specifics.
Well, when major affairs between nations are concerned, how could there not be vested interests involved?
The Melis Duchy also put forward many conditions when they surrendered.
Though Mother simply swept them all aside...

Just then, Lala opened the door and entered from behind.
Looking at the time, it was already past 9 AM.
Usually, on weekends around this time, Lala comes to my room to empty the trash or tidy things up.
Personally, I'd prefer she rest, but she insists on continuing, saying she enjoys doing it.

"Lala, may I ask you something?"
"Your Highness? What would you like to know?"

"The Royal Prince probably already knows this well."
We told Lala everything we had been discussing until then.

Nodding her head, Lala looked at Lillie with an expression of understanding.

"Listen carefully, Lillie. Interstate business is determined by profit and loss relationships. These relationships can be both abstract and material. In accepting this proposal, your sister demanded more abstract benefits than material ones."
"So what abstract benefits is sister Alice seeking this time?"
"The tax exemptions and reductions you two were discussing are part of these abstract benefits, but what was specifically requested this time is 'magical personnel.'"
"Don't we already have Demon Gods and Magic Emperors in our country? Do we need additional magical personnel?"
"They aren't subordinate to the state but are free people affiliated with guilds. The Atlas Republic's main source of income is exporting mages."

Come to think of it, I recall hearing about a country in my previous life—Cuba, was it?—that exported doctors. Except for a small portion of their salaries from their postings, they sent most of their earnings back to their home country. It was a rather strange documentary. It seems the "Atlas Republic" in this world is quite similar.

"Since people are living beings, they aren't treated as objects but are dispatched to other countries according to contractual relationships, making it an abstract benefit rather than a material one. Do you understand?"
"As always, Lala's explanations are so easy to understand."
"It's because Lillie is smart. I think it would be fine if His Highness understood even half of it."

Lala patted Lillie's head as she spoke to me.
For the record, I understood 100%, so I confidently spoke up.

"I understood too."
"Really? Then let me ask you a question."

Lala smiled sweetly as she thought of what to ask me.
No matter how mentally regressed I might be as a child, I should be able to answer correctly after hearing the recent conversation, even if it's an advanced question.

"I mentioned that mages are living beings, so importing them is considered an 'abstract benefit,' right? Then, if we lend or receive magical tools or warships under contract, would that be a material benefit or an abstract benefit?"
"........?"

Come to think of it, lending is based on a contract, so it's abstract, but physical objects are actually exchanged.
So is it a material benefit?

Hmm... but lending is ultimately just fulfilling an action established by contract, not a direct concept of "ownership" but "rental," so isn't it abstract?

"Correct! Material benefit!"
"Why is that?"
"If the contract doesn't include clauses about having to purchase the item in case of damage or irregularities upon retrieval, it would be an 'abstract benefit.' But there's no way such clauses wouldn't exist, so it's a 'material benefit.' The contract ultimately states that ownership will be transferred!"
"I never imagined Your Highness would get this right."

Lala stroked my head with a very happy face.
It seems I was correct.
But saying she never imagined it... that's a bit harsh.

"Is this what you couldn't imagine?"
"What? W-wait..."

I pushed Lala, who had been sitting on the bed talking with me, making her fall back.
Then I climbed on top of her and looked down.

She seemed startled, but her eyes didn't show rejection.
The sense of conquest I felt here was truly remarkable.

Until recently, Lala had been trying to engage in sorrowful acts to forget me, but now she had become a woman who found joy in me. How could I not be happy about that?

Lillie was watching with an envious expression, but this was my time with Lala.
I could attend to Lillie later.

I indulged in her impossibly soft lips.

***

Though it created the strange situation of a kingdom becoming a vassal state to another kingdom, the treaty between the two nations was concluded.

The Kritias Kingdom provided support funds in the name of educating the Atlas Queen and celebrating the founding of her nation, as well as military support including firearms to help reorganize their army.

What the Atlas Kingdom gained were mineral mining rights and tax exemptions.
Of course, this also included 1,000 high-rank mages and 3,000 advanced mages.

Now that both sides had signed, they were no longer equals but in a relationship of sovereign and vassal state. The Queen of Atlas knelt before Alice and paid her respects.

"I present myself before Your Majesty."

Alice didn't respond but nodded.
Accordingly, the Queen of Atlas rose and bowed at the waist.
It was the etiquette of a subject.
And so, somehow, another vassal state was added.
Well, it would become independent after a few years anyway.

Alice seems quite tired since she started teaching the Atlas Queen directly.

Apparently, though the Queen tries hard to listen to the lessons, she struggles to understand them.

I've heard that imperial studies include everything from politics, diplomacy, and law to military science.
Isn't it natural for a queen of common birth to find this difficult?

"It's a problem that arises because Alice is too exceptional."
"Mmm... isn't there some way to help?"

I'm touched that she would ask me about this.
In my case, I was barely able to avoid failing grades, so how would I know anything about imperial studies?

"I'm afraid I don't have any advice to offer."
"Ugggh..."

Alice whines in a cute way she would never show to others.
I stroked her head.

Hmm... speaking of the queen.
I'd like to see her once, but since I'm still too young to attend official functions, maybe I should try to meet her secretly?

"You're not thinking of meeting the queen, are you?"
"Wh-what?"
"Sigh... normally you should have been present with me in the throne room to receive her, but since Yook is still too young for official occasions, please be patient. Understand?"
"D-don't worry. I won't do anything strange."
"Hmm... just to be safe, I should order Erendark to prevent you from approaching..."

Alice was clearly about to continue, but we heard someone running urgently toward us.
Alice and I separated to a proper distance.
I would have preferred to stay closer...

"Y-Your Majesty! Something terrible has happened!"
"What is it? Is it serious enough to disturb my rest?"
"The Atlas Queen has collapsed!!"
"What?!"

Didn't she just finish her lessons and go to her room?
Why did she collapse?
The maid, flustered by the vassal queen's collapse, didn't know what to do.

"It appears to be from overwork, Your Majesty!"
"This is serious. Were there any witnesses?"
"I discovered her unconscious in her room!"
"Call the royal physician at once!"
"Yes, Your Majesty!"

After the maid ran off, only silence remained in the room.
Alice, who had been momentarily flustered, let out a deep sigh.
I took out a cold bottle of water from the nearby refrigerator and handed it to her.

"Thank you."

Water droplets fell around Alice's mouth as she gulped it down.
I smiled wryly at the sight and took out a handkerchief from my pocket to wipe them away.

"Suddenly collapsing from overwork... are humans really that fragile?"
"How many hours did she study today?"
"About three hours, I think? Not much."

Hmm.
It certainly doesn't seem like much.
I don't understand why she would collapse.

"Maybe she stayed up late trying to study on her own?"
"Mmm... seeing how slow she is to learn... or perhaps that's exactly why..."

She went from being an ordinary citizen to a queen overnight.
How could she possibly spend her days like everyone else?
Every hour, minute, and second would be precious to her.
She has over 80 million citizens on her shoulders, after all.

"Don't you need to go see her?"
"I can just receive a report later. There's no need for me to go, is there?"

Well, that's true.
So does that mean Alice has time now?

"I've finished everything I needed to handle today, so it's fine."
"Then is it okay if I stay close to you?"
"If Yook wants to be close, that's fine anytime. Even during my work hours, you know?"

I wouldn't want to be such a nuisance.
But I have been sad about the reduced time I've been able to spend with Alice lately.
I'll stay by her side until tomorrow morning.

Ch.67 - Vassal State (2)
"Ugh... my head..."

When I came to my senses, the morning sun was already rising.
I was definitely reviewing my studies after finishing my imperial studies class and returning to my room...

Looking now, there's an IV drip attached to my arm.
Judging by the color, it seems to be glucose solution.
I must have collapsed from overwork again.

"Is anyone there?"
"You called, Your Majesty."

The person who opened the door was a maid of this royal palace.
Her pointed ears indicated she was an elf.
I sat up, supporting my back against the bed while holding my head.

"What happened?"
"You fainted last night, Your Majesty."
"...I see."

I have been cooped up in my room studying all day lately.
I minimized sleep time—did I even get two hours a day?
Looking up at the desk where I collapsed last night,
I suddenly realized, seeing the cold desk and chair, that this was no time to be lying around idly.

"Please... please rest. I implore you to lie down."
"This is no time for that. My citizens are waiting..."

I drank the cold water from the side table to wake myself up.
I felt a momentary headache, but it was nothing compared to the suffering my citizens must be enduring.
I tried to move toward the desk, dragging the IV stand with me,
but my feet wouldn't budge.

"Stop right there."
"Y-Your Majesty!"

The elf maid knelt down.
Though I was also a king of a vassal state and should show proper respect,
I lacked the strength to do so.
Perhaps in consideration of this, the Queen of Kritias
gestured for me to sit in the chair at the desk.

"I hear you collapsed from overwork?"
"...I apologize. I didn't want to disrupt the lessons..."
"Enough. I'm told you need two more days of rest."
"What? Two days is too..."

If I rest for two whole days, my return date will be pushed back much further.
Though I don't know exactly when that will be, I didn't want to break my promise to return as soon as possible.

"What do you think studying is?"
"Is it not the endless pursuit of knowledge? That is what I believe, Your Majesty."
"You're not wrong."

The Queen of Kritias sat in the chair opposite me and crossed her legs.
Did she not realize her somewhat thin clothes were revealing her undergarments?

"Indeed, knowledge has no end. However, a person's capacity to learn has limits."
"......"
"Pursuing limitless knowledge is only possible for us elves who live infinite lives.
This is an uncomfortable truth that even you, as the head of a nation, cannot escape."
"......"

I couldn't argue.
The abilities of elves were beyond common sense.
Besides, the Queen of Kritias was an elf.
If a human had said such things, I would have had plenty to say in return,
but because she was an elf, all my words were blocked.

"I understand your urgency, but don't overwork yourself. How many citizens do you think are waiting for you in your homeland?"
"...I understand, Your Majesty."

Nearly 100 million citizens.
Though I'm still receiving reports through remote conferences,
it would be more reassuring for the people to have their leader in the country rather than abroad... or rather, in the mother country.

"Good, that's enough. Rest well for the next two days."
"I am grateful for your kindness."

Even after the Queen of Kritias left, I remained in place with my head bowed for a long time.
Not because of the headache or dizziness.
But because I felt the vast difference between us, though we were both "monarchs"—she was born to be queen, while I was born a common citizen.

***

"Tribute gifts?"

When Lala called me to the great hall, she showed me the tribute gifts that had arrived and asked if there was anything I wanted.

"I thought there might be some things Yook would really like."

Oh...
Come to think of it, the IT industry in the Atlas Republic was a national industry, so imports weren't allowed.
If it's something I'd want, it would probably be related to that.

"Let's see... oh? Oh?"

Wait, there's not a single smartphone or anything like that?
What could there be that I'd like?

The list included expensive rings, necklaces, and other jewelry,
as well as various swords.
I was surprised to see swords that looked like national treasures.
Maybe I should take a few and give them to Lillie and Maron? They'd like that, wouldn't they?

"Can I take these swords too?"
"Of course."

I see.
Is she trying to score points with me?
I marked the good-looking swords with a check.
I don't need them myself, but if they're just going to collect dust in the palace storage,
it would be better for the swords and their makers if Lillie and Maron polished and handled them personally.

"Oh, right. And there's a package that came from your home?"
"Huh? What could that be?"

My mother always sent me things,
but she usually contacted me before they arrived.
If not from her, perhaps it was from my father or Silfia.

The two of them remained to discuss the tribute gifts further,
but I headed to my room.

When I arrived, there was a cake box-sized package
on the table beside my bed that hadn't been there earlier.

"Let's see... sender is... Silfia's place."

I smiled looking at the shipping label.
What kind of package would my tomboy little sister send to her brother?
What could she possibly have to send me?

I opened the box with a happy heart.
Inside were the usual things mother would send, like scented candles and pens,
but there was no letter from mother, which she normally included with packages.
Instead, there was what appeared to be a letter from Silfia.

Though I spoke with mother every day via video call, she liked writing letters,
and always included one when sending packages like this.

Well, she might have forgotten.
Mother is very busy too.
I put down the items from the package and picked up the envelope that seemed to be from Silfia.

"This kid should mind her own business..."

The letter began with heartwarming greetings that touched my heart, followed by concerns about my health.
Then she wrote about what she was currently doing
and the plants she was growing.

"Huh?"

Then suddenly the topic changed
to talk about mother.
On the surface, it seemed both parents were doing well,
but looking closely, that wasn't the case.

The letter said mother's mental health was deteriorating.

At first, she showed stress-related fatigue symptoms like leg trembling or looking around nervously,
but now she was worrying about things that hadn't happened yet, or couldn't sleep because of nightmares—
she was struggling considerably.

These were the PTSD symptoms I'd heard about before.
My mind went blank for a moment.
Normally, I would have been confused with various thoughts racing through my head,
but perhaps because this concerned my mother,
I couldn't think at all.

If I left mother like this, she would break down within a month or two.
And beyond repair.

What could be causing this?

I instantly considered several scenarios in my mind.
Could it be due to the restoration magic used on mother when she had somewhat recovered before I was born?
Or was there some new problem making her mentally unstable?
If not, perhaps she hadn't actually recovered mentally but had been suppressing it?
Had she been holding back, not wanting to show a bad side to her newly born son?

No, that's not important right now.
Whatever the reason, it needs to be put aside for now.

I need to go to the Zikheart Duchy.
No one would try to stop me, but even if they did, I would go.

First, I called Silfia's room to get more accurate information.

***

Though it hadn't even been a month since we parted at the royal palace,
my mother's appearance now was quite different from when I last saw her.

Back then, she was imposing and dependable,
but now she seemed dark and anxious, as if being chased by something.
She didn't even notice when I entered her office.

To others, it might seem like ordinary anxiety.
But our family knew well.
Mother's current state was just the early symptoms...

"Mom."
"...Yook? Now I'm seeing things..."

It seems she thought the me standing before her was an illusion.
Is she that cornered?

I approached and embraced her head.
Though she was startled and tried to pull away at first,
when I took her hand, she showed no resistance.

"Is it really my son...?"
"Yes, it's your son, Yook Zikheart."
"Sigh..."
"I'm going to infuse you with mana now, so please bear with the pain."
"Okay... I'm sorry. This must be a school day at the academy."
"I can make up the class with supplementary lessons, so don't worry."

Seeing my mother become dejected with guilt made my heart ache.
I never knew seeing my mother's vulnerable side would hurt so much.
She had always been so proud and impressive in front of her children...

I infused mana into my mother's head.
I sensed something like an impurity,
but it couldn't withstand my mana and was neutralized.
No, before it disappeared, I used "Copy Magic" to record it.
If this was what affected my mother, I could find out the exact cause.

"...How do you feel?"

From using it on several people, I was certain my power could restore mental strength.
It had even restored the health of beings who had lived for eons.

But was it because I was using it on my mother?
Despite my confidence, I felt uneasy.

What if I made a mistake? What if I failed?
Such fears suddenly bloomed.

With her eyes closed, my mother, who had received my mana,
seemed to be meditating for a while.
And when those eyes opened, she wore an expression of genuine surprise.

"Oh...?"

Not understanding herself, she patted her cheeks
or walked around.
It seems to have worked well.

"This is amazing. To think it could change so dramatically...?"

I could only give a bitter smile.
When my mother heard she was pregnant with me, even in a worse state than now,
she regained her senses overnight.

Well, that situation was different from now when she still had some sanity left,
so the sensation she's feeling might be different.

I tucked the paper with the copied impurity into my pocket and fell into my mother's embrace.
For the first time in this life, I felt grateful to God for being born with such abilities.

Ch.68 - Mother's Care
Tears suddenly welled up in my eyes.
I had nearly gotten into serious trouble, but maybe the sudden release of tension caused this reaction.
I sniffled and threw myself into my mother's embrace.

"My son, you must have been so worried."
"Yeah... I was so startled..."
"It's okay. Thanks to Yook, my mind is clear now."

Perhaps it was because I was acting my age, whining and clinging to my mother's embrace.
Mother also looked much brighter.

It seemed like Mother needed rest.
Even if I had to throw a tantrum, I needed to get her away from work for a while.
That was necessary.

"Mom, you seem too caught up in work lately. Can't you come with me to the Royal Capital?"
"The Royal Capital?"
"Please don't say anything and just come with me? Please?"

Lala, Mother's companion, was in the Royal Capital.
There were also plenty of daughters there, and Alice, her disciple.
And I was there to help treat Mother's mind.
It was the perfect place for recuperation.

Mother had a contemplative expression.
She handled a considerable amount of work each day.
As a lord and ruler, she probably wouldn't feel comfortable abandoning it.

"You can still work from the palace, right? For urgent matters, I'm sorry to Father, but..."

Sorry to Father, but Mother's mental health was the priority now.
I hate to say this, but I wondered if Mother's rapidly deteriorating mental health
might be because she was separated from me.
At least in the seven years I've known her, Mother had never shown this side of herself even once.

I suspected she started breaking down mentally from worrying about me and my endless troubles.
I guessed the catalyst might have been when she came to visit the academy with Silfia.
I remember how difficult it was for Mother on our last day together.

"Alright. If Yook says so, I'll follow."
"Really?! That's a relief..."

I let out a sigh of relief.
Truthfully, Mother had been living too diligently.
I heard she had devoted herself to work without a single day's rest for nearly 300 years.
I needed to teach her what "rest" meant during this opportunity.

***

I clearly came down for Mother's recuperation,
but when we went back up, Silfia ended up coming along too.

"I'll die of boredom if Her Majesty isn't here."

If any of my older sisters had said something like that, they would have been smacked,
but being the youngest, she wasn't scolded.
And in the end, her company was permitted, which is why she was now rolling around on the bed in my room.

By the way, Mother decided to stay with Lala in her room.
After all, they'd been companions for years, so Lala was probably the person she could talk to most comfortably.
I felt a bit guilty for taking Lala away from her.

"I was really surprised when I got Silfia's letter."
"I didn't know I'd be heading to the Zikheart Duchy the day after receiving the letter either."

Silfia stroked my head while muttering, "Such a filial son, such a filial son."
I certainly was the embodiment of filial piety.
I couldn't deny it.
Wait... Father's workload increased and Mother came here, leaving Father lonely, so
am I actually being unfilial?

Ah, whatever.
I'm exhausted from riding the train all day.

"Silfia, move aside so your brother can sleep."
"Can't I sleep with you?"
"Sigh... I don't even have the energy to argue. Go wash up first."
"Okay~"

As I heard Silfia's footsteps pitter-pattering away,
my tired body forcibly fell into sleep.

***

"Mother, can you let me go now?"
"No. Today I'm going to be with Yook all day."

Can you imagine being embraced by your mother in front of your wives?
Probably no one can understand.
Except me...

Being hugged in front of Lillie, Maron, Lala, and Silfia,
I just gave up.
I'll just be a doll at this point...

"Come to think of it, I heard the Queen of Atlas is here?"
"Yes, she's been here for about a week now."
"It seems all the rulers of the vassal states have gathered at the royal palace..."

Mother grinned.
My mother is the ruler of the Zikheart Duchy, a vassal state of our home country, the Kritias Kingdom,
but the Atlas Republic is different.

There's a huge difference between the kingdom's highest noble who expanded their territory into a country
and a mere ruler who signed a treaty to become a vassal state for national preservation.
Though she's a queen, she ranks lower than Mother, who is a Vassal Grand Duke.

"I feel like playing a prank..."
"You played a similar prank on Jonjak before, didn't you?"

Lala gave a bitter smile.
What kind of prank did she play to get that reaction?
I looked at Lala with a puzzled smile.

"Well... Mother is a 'Vassal Grand Duke,' right? There was a conflict with Jonjak's people who misunderstood it as just 'Grand Duke.'
Because of that incident, relations with Jonjak are still not good."

Jonjak is the rank just below Vassal Grand Duke.
It's essentially an honorary title with no real power or authority—less useful than an accessory.

"I don't remember what caused it... but Mother's prank was a bit harsh then."
"It certainly is an old story."

Mother seemed quite lost in memories.
Wait, she said it was a prank, so it probably wasn't in a good way,
but is it okay for her to have such a carefree expression?

Mother muttered some word into the air.
I couldn't understand what word it was, but I could guess what kind of magic it was.

A sword appeared in front of Mother.
...This looks familiar.

"The Great Sun and Moon Blade!"
"It's a dagger called Harvest."

Tch...
A weapon named Harvest, well, the Great Sun and Moon Blade did look like a sickle.

"When I asked who made this sword to someone who claimed to be knowledgeable about swords,
they immediately got angry, asking why they should care who made such a shoddy weapon."
"That person was... quite troubled."
"So who did make that sword?"

If it's a sword Mother carries regularly, it's definitely not an ordinary one.
It must be an extraordinary blade.

"You know that sharp tool that appears in the harvest part of mythology?"
"You mean the farming tool bestowed by the Chief Deity Iris?"
"Hmm, as expected of a Saintess, you're well-versed in theology."

Mother stroked Maron's head.
She must have liked how Maron answered the question in one go.
Actually, Mother treats Lillie and Maron more like daughters than daughters-in-law,
which makes things a bit strange...

"Among the farming tools bestowed by Chief Deity Iris, the one described as 'a blade that is extremely sharp and curved in shape'
is this very sword, 'Harvest.'"
"Shit..."

Come to think of it, during our previous field trip, Lillie mentioned that Mother's exhibition hall contained weapons from mythology.
I didn't realize they were real.

Lillie and Maron were looking at the sword with sparkling eyes.
They weren't having seizures since they'd seen it before, but it was truly worthy of being called a holy relic.
Mother smiled slightly.

"Would you like to touch it?"
"R-really?!"

Mother held out the sword, and Lillie and Maron put on latex gloves from who knows where.
Lillie receiving the sword looked similar to a vassal being knighted.

"The 'farming tool' bestowed by the deity out of concern for their creation..."

It looks more like a sword than a farming tool to me.
Gods are strange indeed.
Certainly, an iron farming tool in that era
would have greatly improved agricultural efficiency.

But it seems like there aren't many left,
which makes me wonder if the deity didn't distribute many.

"Well... the nobles confiscated the farming tools bestowed by Chief Deity Iris..."

They took everything for themselves.
This "Harvest" was the only one that wasn't taken,
and it's just absurd...

The deity gave farming tools to farmers
to achieve maximum efficiency with minimal intervention.
But the privileged nobles confiscated them.

"Well, the Bible records that they later received divine punishment, became demons, and vanished from the earth."
"I've heard research suggesting those demons were goats."

The goats here don't live on vast plains
but on cliff-like places.
I'm not sure why...
Perhaps "vanished from the earth" means they can't be seen on plains anymore, only on cliffs.

Afterward, Mother continued to take out various swords to show and let Lillie and Maron touch them.
I was still being embraced, which was uncomfortable,
but seeing Mother's joyful expression made me happy too.
I decided to let Mother do as she pleased for a while.
That was the filial piety I could offer.

***

"Bring me the mana test paper from the Mine incident."

At Alice's command, the investigator handed over the test paper and immediately knelt to show respect.

What she was examining were traces of mana recorded by her husband using copy magic,
and traces of mana found at the scene of the "Mine incident" at the academy, which she thought might be related.
Two sheets of test paper.

Alice's eyes were quite cold as she alternated between the two sheets.
She had made a mistake before, but she was determined not to make one this time.

Had that determination been in vain?
She immediately realized there were numerous similarities.

"This is a crime committed by the same person."

How dare they try to manipulate the emotions of her husband's mother, who was also her master, to the point of going berserk.
It was unforgivable.

Uncontrollable anger engulfed her,
and when she came to her senses, her office was completely destroyed.

Ch.69 - Mother's Care (2)
When I returned to the royal palace, Lala and Mother were having something like a picnic. They had spread out a blue mat and were drinking tea and eating sandwiches.

And for some reason I couldn't understand, Alice's office, visible directly ahead, was completely destroyed. Or should I say, only the office had disappeared? The royal palace, famous for its beauty, now looked like some kind of art installation.

As I trudged over the hill, Mother and Lala noticed me approaching. It was truly an elegant tea time, but I couldn't pretend not to notice Mother's trembling—she seemed about to go crazy with the desire to embrace me.

"I'm back."
"Welcome home."

After receiving my greeting, Mother immediately engulfed me in her arms like a hyena. I suppose... I'll have to be like a doll again today.

"By the way, why is Alice's office like that?"

Seeing Lala's expression as she debated whether to answer my question, I gave a bitter smile. It seems something that had been suppressed finally exploded.

"It turns out the culprit behind the mana incident at the academy is the same person who planted the device that was eating away at Mother's mind."
"What? What do you mean...?"

Mother was being consumed by such a device? I couldn't have imagined it.

Even when I was infusing her with mana, I thought her condition wasn't good and wondered if someone had cast a recovery spell on her. That's why I used a copying spell to identify the caster, just in case. But it wasn't a recovery spell—it was a device eating away at Mother's mind?

Mother is a sword deity with the title "Red Sword Emperor." How could someone like her have her mind controlled by some common magician? This clearly confirms the involvement of at least a Demon King-level magician.

"...Back then, at the dormitory...."

So that's why my instinct warned me not to let Lillie go outside. No matter how strong Lillie is, she's barely at the saint level. Though her skills are monstrous for her age, if she were to face a Demon King or higher-level archmage, she wouldn't last even fifteen seconds, let alone a minute.

"Are you okay? You look really pale..."
"You seem to have a fever too... What did you eat for lunch today? Did something upset your stomach?"

My whole body broke out in goosebumps.
If I hadn't stopped Lillie then,
would she still be by my side now?

And would Maron, who would have followed Lillie, still be by my side as well?

The worst possible outcome, which should never happen, constricts my heart.

As if warning me that the present I'm experiencing isn't real but deliberately falsified history.

And... before my eyes appeared a terrible alternate branch of events that should never happen.

The day after Lillie rushed out and I didn't stop her.
Lillie found murdered outside the dormitory, and beside her, Maron's corpse, who had followed out of concern. And holding them both, Instructor Lee Hye-jin and other instructors I didn't recognize, sleeping with their eyes open. Among them were instructors from the military academy.

Though police lines or something similar were set up so I couldn't get close, I could see a hairpin sticking out from between the white tablecloth-like sheets covering them. The hairpin wasn't in her hair but clutched in her hand. Instructor Hye-jin was tightly gripping a ring necklace identical to the one she had put around my neck.

And me, crying tears that even the sky's tears couldn't hide. The warmth of those two lovely people still lingered on my hands.

Unable to hold back the rising nausea any longer, I vomited everything out. Mother and Lala were startled and helped clean the vomit from around my mouth and clothes.

"Yu-Yook, are you okay? Someone! Call the royal physician!"
"Ugh... Lili... Maron... Instructor Hye-jin..."

After calling out the three names, my eyes closed. The last thing I heard was Mother's shouting voice before I passed out.

***

"Your Majesty appears to be suffering from a stress disorder."

In Yook's room, where the Queen and her wives had gathered, the royal physician finished his examination and reported on his condition.

"Is... is he alright?"
"After a good day's rest, he should be able to resume normal activities tomorrow."
"I see... that's a relief."

They sighed. It was a sigh of relief.

When he collapsed after vomiting, they had been terrified that he had fallen ill, but now they were simply stroking his head and praying for his quick recovery.

"I'm not certain of the cause, but he appears to have suffered a considerable shock."
"Very well. You may leave now."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After the physician left, the first to break the silence in the room was Lala. She bowed her head to Serena and Alice.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said unnecessary things..."
"No, raise your head. He would have found out eventually."

Serena shook her head saying it wasn't Lala's fault, but she still seemed quite uncomfortable.

Yook had collapsed after she told him about the device attached to Serena. He seemed a bit shocked by the information, his complexion rapidly deteriorated, and then he vomited and collapsed. She blamed herself for what was clearly her mistake.

"And before he collapsed, he called out your names. Did something happen?"
"Well... actually..."

Lillie and Maron explained what had happened that night—how Yook had stopped them when they tried to rush out after hearing a noise outside the dormitory. They wondered if that might be related.

"Hmm...."

Alice and Serena nodded. If the perpetrator of the mana incident had been there, the two who rushed out would have been brutally murdered.

Fortunately, no one was hurt in the incident, but if Yook hadn't stopped them, the future might have changed.

The only question was why Yook had forcibly prevented these two from going outside. Was it what people commonly call a man's intuition? The two women pondered this for quite some time.

***

By the time I regained consciousness, it was already evening.
Before I collapsed, my stomach had been twisted in knots and my head felt like it was about to split open, but now I felt... refreshed?

Thinking about it now, it was just a cruel and horrible delusion, but I don't understand why I became so emotionally invested in it.

Is this the effect of mental healing? Perhaps I unconsciously infused mana to protect my mind. Having experienced it myself, it's certainly no joke.

They say using it when you're scolded and feeling down or sad makes you feel refreshed—that's quite a nice spell...
Wait a minute?
How is this different from drugs?
No, this doesn't have addictive... properties?
I'm not sure.
But I feel comfortable now, so it's fine.

*Growl*

Having skipped both lunch and dinner today, I was hungry.
I should fill my stomach first.
I leaned against the bed and called for a maid.

"..........."
"Oh my."

When I went to the bath to wash up, Mother and Lala had taken over the place.
Excuse me.
If someone's in there, please let me know.
After confirming the two were there, I slammed the door shut.

"You've already undressed, why not just come in?"
"No... I'm fine. I'm not a child anymore..."
"A child is always a child to their mother, no matter how old."
"But Lala... isn't my mother."
"I don't mind either!"

Oh no.
Lala is my wife.
Another escape route has disappeared.
Why do I keep blocking my own escape routes?
Is it instinct?

"If you don't come in, I'll sleep in your room tonight."
"That's... a bit..."

Faced with Mother's threat, I had no choice but to open the door and enter. When she says she'll do something, she means it.

With my head bowed low, I showered to clean myself and then entered the bath.

The bath contained hot spring water, making it cloudy, and it truly had an effect. It was as if some potion had been dissolved in the water.

Wounds heal,
Back pain disappears,
It's not like it's a cure-all...

I thought this must be what a king's bathroom should be like. By now, I'm hardly surprised by most things.

"Come to think of it, Yook has followed Lala since he was young, hasn't he?"
"Why... why bring that up suddenly..."
"No reason, just curious. When you think about it, Lala was Yook's first love, wasn't she?"

That's not wrong.
Attracted by her beautiful appearance and black hair,
I think by the time I properly developed a "self,"
I was probably already in love with Lala.

I put my mouth underwater and blew bubbles.
It was a silent answer.
I'm just too embarrassed to speak, but I can't deny it.

"Lala's face is turning red too..."
"No... it's not. I'm just a little hot."
"A woman of Lala's caliber feeling hot in this mild heat?"

Mother laughed out loud, saying that was impossible.
How long has it been?
Since I've seen Mother laugh like this....

Meanwhile, Lala had her head bowed low, her face as red as a ripe persimmon, but from Mother's perspective—someone who loves teasing—she was just prey.

"So, so? This time I'll ask Lala. What is it about our son that you like?"
"I... I told you before... why are you asking again..."
"Well, saying it in front of Yook makes it more fun, doesn't it!"
"Ugh..... I can't say it."

This is like a comedy skit.
Is this why Comedy Search failed?

Watching the conversation between the two, I kept my mouth shut and stayed in the water.
The moment I uttered a word, I knew the arrows would fly in my direction.

Lala... I'm sorry.
Please sacrifice yourself for me.

Ch.70 - Swordsmanship Tournament And Magic Tournament
Even this morning, I feel half-asleep and about to collapse from exhaustion as Lillie and Maron shake me awake.

Those two might be able to endure it with their mature mental ages, but for a little kid like me, waking up at 6 AM for four straight months is unbearably difficult.

And sitting in a classroom with freezing cold air conditioning blasting during this hot summer?
Not falling asleep in this environment would mean losing all human compassion.
Come to think of it, I'm an elf, so I'm not even human, am I?

"Everyone, please wake up. We have a very important announcement today."

Instructor Hye-jin clapped her hands to wake up the children who were dozing off. I once saw on QTube that if you get the angle of your palms just right when clapping, it makes an incredibly loud sound. I didn't realize it could be this noisy.

"You all know about the competition that will soon begin in the Royal Capital for all citizens and adventurers, right?"

I think I've heard about this too.
This annual competition is a national event, from what I understand.
If you win an award there, nobles go crazy trying to recruit you as their private soldiers.
And I've heard that even just making it past the preliminaries makes you valuable talent, showing what a prestigious competition it is.

"This time, first-year students are also allowed to participate or watch. Those who apply can compete... and watching is mandatory."

As expected, most things the academy wants us to do are related to our classes.
They wouldn't let us skip it anyway.
That would be absurd.

"Is anyone interested in participating in the sword competition?"

Sure enough, the girls on either side of me raised their hands high, and Irina sitting in front of me raised hers too.
Honestly, no matter how confident you are, it's pretty scary for 7-year-old children to enter a sword competition with no weight or age restrictions.
In that sense, these three who raised their hands have lost their fear—or you could say they have incredible guts.

"Let's see... Miss Lillie and... Miss Maron and... Miss Irina."

The instructor scribbled their names on a piece of paper and nodded.

"Next, who would like to participate in the magic competition?"

Hands shot up one after another.

This time, surprisingly diverse people raised their hands.
There's a human girl with quite high mana capacity, and another child who was praised by the instructor for having talent.
And Lillie and Maron too...
Huh?

"Can you participate in both?"
"There's no problem according to the regulations."
"I'm not talking about regulations, but about your physical limitations."

They're not Hermione from Crescent Academy or something.
I gave a wry smile as I looked at the two tilting their heads in confusion.

"I mean the timing. Is there any guarantee they won't overlap?"
"Oh, that's what you meant."
"The magic competition starts after the sword competition ends, so you don't need to worry."

Hmm...
I see.
Then maybe I should try entering the magic competition too?
Even if I get eliminated in the preliminaries, it'll all be memories anyway.

"What do you think about this competition, Lili?"
"If Sister Irina and Mother aren't participating, don't we have a chance?"
"I think the sword competition will be predictable, but the magic competition has so many variables, you know?"
"True, the winner last time was a Grand-rank magician, wasn't it?"
"It was actually strange that no Royal-rank showed up at all."

The two of them seem to be reviewing last year's competition.
Having records definitely gives them an advantage in situations like this.

But I guess it must be a large-scale competition.
They're mentioning Grand-rank and Royal-rank.
If you encounter these two types on a battlefield, you should run rather than fight,
but in a competition, you have to face them head-on until the end.

"But since it's sword and magic competitions, they'll be held outdoors, right..."

Sitting outside for hours in this weather?
That sounds absolutely dreadful.
I can handle hunger, but I can't stand being too hot or too cold.

"No? Come to think of it, Your Highness hasn't even seen the Royal Capital stadium from a distance yet."
"It's quite far away because of its size and noise issues."
"Imagine building that in the center of the Royal Capital... wow, the land value... Oh? Are you planning to participate too, Your Highness?"
"Yeah. The magic part sounds fun."

Since I'm usually uncooperative with these things,
the two of them teased me, asking what's gotten into me.

I can easily produce a mana core, and with my massive mana, I can generate tremendous destructive power,
so I should be able to win at least one round, even if I don't make it past the preliminaries, right?

"Um... I hate to say this, but..."
"You might struggle even in the first round..."

The two spoke awkwardly.
Their tone wasn't dismissive but concerned.

"The protective magic will prevent you from getting hurt, but... um..."
"I don't think Alice would allow it either... yeah..."

It seems they're also against me participating.
I may be a manly man, but I'm not such a bad guy that I'd ignore my wives' opinions.
I should just behave and not cause any more trouble.

"So no one else wants to participate?
By the way, Her Majesty the Queen and Serena Zikheart, known as the 'Red Sword Emperor,' are scheduled to attend this time."

"Instructor! I want to participate!"
"Me too! Me too!"

The classroom suddenly became busy.
If this competition were held like last year's,
there would be almost no merit for these 7-year-olds to participate.
In fact, not participating might be better for their future.

But if the Queen and the Sword God are coming to watch, that's a different story.
It's not just a competition to impress mere nobles,
but a chance to show their talents to the Queen and possibly create a stepping stone for their future.

Comparing it to other fields, would you choose someone who appears frequently in competitions with decent results,
or someone you couldn't properly evaluate because they never appeared in competitions, with slightly better grades than the former candidate?
I would choose the one who appears frequently in competitions with decent results.

"Hmm... quite a lot of you. Even two boys..."
"I... I might... try too... mmph!"

Maron covered my mouth.
Instructor Hye-jin glanced in our direction but didn't say anything.

Other boys are participating, so why can't I?
Since it's come to this, I should aim for the win...

"Mmph!"
"Your Highness, just watch this time."
"But I want to try! (But I want to try!)"
"You can participate when you've grown more, can't you?"
"Y-yeah..."

Lillie strokes my cheek while calming me down.
She's been soothing me more often lately.
It's hard to argue when she persuades me like this...
Should I say she's learned how to handle men?

"Then from today, we'll practice for the competition."
"Maron, you'll be my practice partner, right?"
"Of course. My goal is to beat Lili, after all."

I watched the two of them enter the changing room from a distance.
Sigh... a bit disappointing.

***

"Did you see the participant list for this sword competition?"
"I was so shocked... a Sword Emperor suddenly appearing?"
"I heard rumors that they're stronger than the Duke of Spitzberg."
"I heard they've been challenging Serena for hundreds of years..."
"Wow... they challenged the Sword God and are still alive?"

While eating in the cafeteria, I overheard people at the next table
talking about Mother and Rain.

So, another Sword Emperor.
There's only one Sword God, but two or three Sword Emperors.
It seems one of them has announced their participation in the sword competition.

"Sigh... the winner of this competition is already decided."
"We should probably aim for the magic competition instead."

The two looked a bit dejected.
While they might be able to handle Grand-rank swordsmen by mixing in techniques,
Sword Kings and Sword Emperors are like stars in the sky.
My big sister's talent is newly impressive to me.
She became a Sword King at just 15, after all.

"Is this Sword Emperor who's participating stronger than Rain?"
"I've heard they're older than Mother and far superior in both technique and skill."

Lillie stabbed a cherry tomato with her fork as she explained
about the Sword Emperor who's participating this time.

They have a master-disciple relationship with Rain, and a rivalry with Mother.
Though they were rivals, the skill gap widened at some point,
and Mother accidentally defeated the Sword God and inherited the title.

And that person steadily rose to become a Sword Emperor,
but could never defeat Mother despite challenging her for hundreds of years,
and had been quietly devoting themselves to swordsmanship.

But now they've suddenly announced their participation,
which is why this competition is becoming so lively.

"Their goal must be a duel with Mother."
"They'll probably request that as the winner's reward, don't you think?"
"Hmm... certainly..."

If that Sword Emperor wins and requests a duel with Mother,
and Mother ignores it, strange rumors might spread.
So she would have no choice but to accept.

"What do you two think? Could Mom lose?"
"Impossible."
"Absolutely impossible."

They both guaranteed Mother's victory in unison,
then smiled.

"Unless they sold their soul to a demon," Maron added.

Maron referenced a story from mythology.
A demon race member who craved absolute power summoned a demon and gained power in exchange for "what they valued most."

That demon race member achieved revenge for their family with absolute power,
but what the demon took from them was "the sense of accomplishment from achieving revenge."

I think there was some lesson there, but since I wasn't very interested in theology,
I just acknowledged it and moved on.
I wonder why she suddenly brought that up.

"Well, even if the Sword Emperor sold their soul to the Demon King rather than a demon, they still couldn't win."
"Why not?"
"Because that swordsman is 'Serena Zikheart.'"

With those cryptic words,
Maron poked at her salad with her fork.

Ch.71 - Swordsmanship Tournament And Magic Tournament (2)
"Serena Zikheart, the swordswoman..."

I was mulling over what Maron had told me at the restaurant.

Mother is undoubtedly strong.
Strong enough to be considered the world's strongest.
I no longer question that fact.

But what if, just what if, someone superior to Mother appeared?
And what's more, someone capable of attaching magical devices to Mother without her knowledge exists in this world.
I think they must be at least comparable in skill, if not stronger.

And no matter how strong Mother is, she can't remain the Sword God forever.
She knows this better than anyone, having inherited the title from the previous Sword God.
The Sword God passes their emblem to someone stronger, and that person in turn passes it to someone stronger...
This cycle has repeated countless times throughout history.

The same applies to the Sword Emperor who's supposed to appear soon.
It's been over a hundred years since she disappeared from the world.
How could anyone who wasn't by her side possibly guess how strong she's become?
No, they couldn't.

What if that Sword Emperor has become stronger than Mother, and Mother loses?
I can hardly imagine it.
How devastated would Mother feel?
And the shock that would follow...
Could Mother overcome it in her current mentally weakened state?

My head is too cluttered with thoughts.
If only Rain were here to talk to...
She seems to know about these matters.

Clatter, clatter.

"Is a typhoon coming? What wind..."

The rattling noise was so loud that I walked toward the window to close it.

Huh?
Come to think of it, why is the door open when the air conditioner is on?
Did the maids leave it open?
I must have been so focused that I didn't notice someone coming in.
My concentration is broken now.
I let out a deep sigh.

"Haaa..."
"Do you have something troubling you?"

I turned around in surprise.
There stood an elf with red hair wearing a blue dress.

"Christina?"
"Yes, come here."

I smiled slightly at Christina, who was spreading her arms like a drug addict desperate for a hug.
I probably don't have the option to refuse, do I?

I gently nestled into Christina's chest.
Her embrace carried the same scent as Mother's.
The scent of someone dependable and trustworthy...

Wait.
I just had a great idea.

"By the way, you're incredibly strong, right?"
"Are you asking something you already know the answer to?"

Among the people I could consult about this problem,
she would be the most reliable.
After all, she's someone who treats even Mother like a child.

I told her everything about the Academy Mine incident and what happened to Mother.

"I see... You must have been very troubled."

Christina sat across from me on the bed and stroked my cheek.
Perhaps because she's our ancestor, she gave me a feeling similar to Mother.
Warm and comforting...

"I shall personally look into this."
"Really?!"
"Of course. This is all for your sake."

How dependable and reassuring.
This must be why women in my previous life liked reliable and steady men.
Someone who understands two things when told one, and four things when told two...

"Is your copying magic still effective?"
"Yes! I haven't used it since then!"

I ran to the desk, took out a sheet of A4 paper,
and used the copying magic.

The paper glowed, a circle appeared, and magic formations
began to form around it.
I still can't understand the source of this magic no matter how I look at it.

"Here it is. Alice said the devices attached to the Academy Mine and Mother have the same magical signature."
"Hmm..."

Christina examined it carefully
and quickly adopted a serious expression.
What... what's going on...

"Christina?"
"What a son of a bitch..."
"Pardon?"
"Not directed at you. Did I startle you?"

Who wouldn't be startled when someone suddenly says "son of a bitch"?
Christina muttered "that bastard" and stroked my head firmly.

"This bastard... I mean, this person is someone I know well."
"R-really?"

That's a relief.
If it's someone Christina knows,
she can catch and punish them easily.
How dare they try to harm my mother?

"Hmm... It seems this needs to be dealt with quickly."
"Why?"
"I heard this person was appointed as a judge for some competition recently. Do you know anything about that?"
"Could it be... the Royal Capital Swordsmanship Tournament?"
"Yes! That was definitely it."

My intuition is never wrong, it seems.
Everything I worry about always comes true.

Sigh... and as a judge, no less.
I can almost see the scenario where they incite the Sword Emperor who challenged Mother and cause her to go berserk.
Being an elf, they probably won't become a Mine...

"Don't worry. This old lady will take care of all your concerns."
"You're not an old lady, Christina."
"Such flattery won't get you anything."

Still, she seemed pleased as she stroked my cheek once more
before disappearing from my sight.

She always appears suddenly and disappears just as suddenly.
She asks me to keep her appearances a secret from others,
which I've been doing, but...
That should be fine, right?

"Haah... I need a good night's sleep today."

Though nothing has been resolved yet, just having shared my burden and hearing Christina's promise to solve it
makes me feel somewhat relieved.
It's like the fog that was clouding my mind has cleared.
For the first time since collapsing from stress, I fell into a deep sleep.

And the next day, the news covered a story about the murder of the swordsmanship tournament judge.

***

With the judge murdered, the competition would still proceed, but
Alice and Mother's visit was canceled.

Though it was a terrible method,
all my concerns were resolved at once.

"Even if you had kept it secret from me and tried to figure it out on your own, that woman would still be dead, so don't worry."
"I'm not worried... it's more like, how should I put it?"
"Camaraderie, you mean?"

Christina snorted with laughter.
Somehow, I felt a bit of fear too...

"I've been planning to kill her since she started causing trouble claiming to be a Demon God. I just gave her a long grace period."
"And how long was that...?"
"Hmm... 500,000 years ago, perhaps? I don't remember clearly. I might remember if you give me a hug."
"......"

I'm not particularly curious, and it's clearly a self-serving request, but
she is our ancestor who dealt with the elves' "Demon God."
I hugged her like a doll, just enough to satisfy her.

"Ah... you're always so soft and warm when I hug you."
"What about your daughter or husband? Where are they?"
"...They've already passed on. There aren't many elves who live as long as I do."
"I'm... sorry to hear that."

Elves can live forever, but they can also choose to pass on when they're satisfied.
Though that method involves taking their own lives.

"So you and your family are the only ones I can call family now."
"Then why not try hugging my sisters?"
"What fun would there be in hugging girls?"
"......"

I liked it though.

***

"So our ancestor was involved after all?"
"Yes, the report says she was caught on the external CCTV."

Alice handed the report she received from the investigator to Serena.
The report contained a faint, distant image of "Christina."

"It's definitely our ancestor. But why at the royal palace?"
"It seems she came to see Yook."
"Yook? Why?"
"She seems to like him... though I don't know the exact reason."

Although Serena knew her ancestor wouldn't harm anyone without cause,
she still felt somewhat uneasy.

She was quite terrifying when angered, and Serena feared her son might have made some mistake.
Their ancestor could subdue Serena, the Sword God, with just her pinky finger.
The difference in their abilities was that vast.

"Well, I suppose we'll have to leave it be until Yook brings it up himself."
"....."
"Serena?"
"Our ancestor is one thing, but to visit her descendant without saying a word to me, the mother..."
"Serena?"
"Doesn't this bother you at all, Alice?"
"Me? Well... um...."

She did feel somewhat displeased that her ancestor was secretly meeting her husband in private,
but Christina's word was absolute.
Whether in the Kritias Kingdom or in Yggdrasil where the elves resided.

"It's not like our complaints would solve anything, right?"
"That's true, but..."
"Come on, I've delivered all the information. Shall we go take a bath?"
"Hmm... alright."

Alice changed the subject.
She didn't want Serena to become mentally unstable by worrying too much,
as that would be difficult to face for both Serena and Yook.

"Let's go. Come on."
"Don't push me... Since we're bathing anyway, should we invite Lala, Lillie, and Maron too?"
"Sure. Let's all go in together and have some intimate mother-in-law conversation."
"Intimate? Alice, even though you're the queen, why do you talk like..."

She was about to scold Alice, who was both the queen and her disciple, but stopped.
It's not like she would listen anyway.
After all, Serena was the one who had instilled such speech in her.

"Lillie, Maron, Lala, let's go bathe together."
"Are you joining us too, Mother?"
"Yes, let's go."

Serena took the hands of Lillie and Maron, who followed her like daughters.
The two seemed a bit surprised but quickly smiled back.
And she thought:

*It's like I've gained two more daughters instead of daughters-in-law.*

Meanwhile, her actual daughter, Silfia,
was clinging to her brother, saying how much she loved him.
Serena let out a deep sigh as she walked.

Ch.72 - Swordsmanship Tournament Preliminaries
The rules of the swordsmanship tournament were simple.

1. If a contestant steps outside the designated circle in the arena, they are considered defeated, and their opponent is declared the winner.

2. Weapons must be the wooden swords provided by the management team.

In case of cheating, the offender will be considered defeated and will be stripped of all public activities and adventurer privileges in the Kritias Kingdom for the next hundred years.

3. Armor must be the plates provided by the management team.

Same as above.

4. The use of magic and mana is prohibited.

Same as above.

5. Deliberately manipulating match outcomes or engaging in monetary transactions is prohibited. However, betting organized by the management team is exempt.

Same as above.

These rules were remarkably straightforward. Some might wonder about the lack of provisions for casualties, but the tournament grounds were fundamentally covered with healing and protection magic, preventing any injuries.

The wooden swords and plates provided were also quite remarkable items. The plates reduced impact and completely blocked damage to the wearer when falling outside the ring.

The wooden swords would transform into whatever weapon form the wearer felt most comfortable with while inside the arena. For example, Lillie and Maron would have one-handed swords, while my mother would have a two-handed sword.

It was truly impressive. These magical tools weren't even made for general use but specifically for this tournament. Even for the wealthy, this seemed excessive...

I was thinking about this while waiting for Lillie and Maron outside the changing room. They were taking quite a while...

"Lili, Maron~ When are you coming out~?"
"We'll be out soon," Lillie answered.

Come to think of it, they went in with other classmates who were also participating. They must be nervous and tense. If it were me, I'd have chewed at least two anxiety pills.

Just then, I noticed some pretty ladies coming out, giggling. I'd seen them somewhere before... My older sister's friends, perhaps?

"Oh? What are you doing here, Yook?"
"Huh?"

I turned around in surprise to find my older sister standing there.

"Why are you staring at them with such hungry eyes? Hmm?"
"N-no, it's just their clothes... yeah, their clothes..."

The outfits were skin-tight like Spider-Man suits, clearly showing their figures. They probably put the plates on top before entering the arena.

"My clothes? You can look at mine all you want, you know?"

Well, if she gave permission... I scanned my older sister's figure from top to bottom.

Everything was in the right place, and her waist was slender... hmm... her chest was bigger than I expected. She had the slender figure I liked.

The tight-fitting clothes and her red hair gave her a sensual appearance. Maybe I was finally losing my mind.

"So? Do you like what you see?"
"Sis... say things like that to your fiancé, not me."
"That guy is too shy... Oh look, your wives are coming out."

Lillie and Maron emerged wearing tight-fitting clothes. Hmm... not much to see there.

"What's wrong?"
"They're still young, so there's not much to look at."
"My, what a precocious child."

My older sister flicked my forehead. I grabbed my forehead, exaggerating the pain.

"Is that what a husband says to his wives? You need to be taught a lesson."
"B-but it's... true..."
"Even so. Do you think what they want to hear from you is 'you're pretty' or 'your body is disproportionate'?"
"......"

My older sister was unexpectedly angry. It was a bit shocking. I had said it half-jokingly, but I didn't expect this reaction. Was I being too insensitive?

Wait a minute... this is a gender-reversed world, so from my previous life's perspective, this would be like a girl criticizing a boy's clothes and getting scolded by her brother? Something feels off here.

"Go say something nice to them."
"Okay..."

I wasn't sure how to compliment skin-tight outfits, but I had to do as I was told.

"You two look good in those?"
"Why is that a question? But thank you."
"I'm guessing our sister-in-law gave you a talking-to?"

Ouch... I couldn't deny that.

I cleared my throat and looked at the two of them again.

Honestly, it wasn't bad. They might have childish bodies now, but they would develop slender figures in the future... Of course, right now they're not... um...

I'm not a pedophile. Let me be clear about that. I love them, but I'm not a pedophile.

"Well, we should get going now."
"Both of you, do your best. If you lose, don't worry about anything else and come to me."

My words seemed to please them. They both smiled brightly. Even if they couldn't use swordsmanship or mana, I would stay with them forever.

***

"Wow... this is a bit excessive."

It wasn't just a spectator seat, but a VIP room with tables and powerful air conditioning. The large arena was visible at a glance, and tablet PCs were installed at each seat to watch the preliminary matches happening further away. There were even call bells at each seat... was this a restaurant?

"You're already here?"
"Instructor? Welcome."

Instructor Lee Hye-jin was wearing a blue dress today. A twenty-year-old's figure. Nice body.

"...It's embarrassing when you stare like that..."
"Why be embarrassed? Come this way."

Lala led Instructor Hye-jin by the arm with a wry smile. Come to think of it, they were colleagues who worked together.

Though Instructor Hye-jin was clearly older, Lala seemed to treat her like a childish younger sister. The two of them bickering was quite cute.

I sat down with a wry smile watching them. There was still an hour before the matches started...

"By the way, how many hours will the preliminaries take?"
"Pardon? Hours?"
"Did I say something wrong?"
"The preliminaries alone will take three days. Losing once doesn't mean you're out."

From what I heard, even those who lost in the first round had chances to advance, and even those eliminated in the preliminaries were ranked. Wow... this was making me dizzy... A tournament with three days just for preliminaries?

Wait a minute...

"What about the magic tournament?"
"The magic tournament is the same. Three days of preliminaries after this is all done."
"So we have to watch this tournament for days on end?"
"It's all part of your education, so bear with it."
"Eeeeh..."

This... is education?
I'm getting dizzy...
Suddenly I craved a drink. Was I getting hypoglycemic from thinking too much?
I looked around and found a button to press.

Ding dong~

After the cheerful bell sound, an employee entered the room, kneeling and opening the door. Japanese style? Or was it because of social status?

"May I take your order?"
"Um... do you have cola?"
"I'll bring it right away."

Then they closed the door with a snap.
Wow... the service is good...

"Cola again?"
"It doesn't have calories anyway."

In this world, thanks to mana refinement, no matter how sweet something is, you don't gain weight. Truly a divine blessing.

After the employee brought my cola can and left, I leaned back arrogantly in my chair and opened it.

"By the way, will they bring anything we order?"
"More or less? The seat fee alone is in gold coins."
"...What about where other academy students are sitting?"
"Those places are quite..."

I looked out the large window.
Hmm... where is it?

Ah, there it is.
The place where people presumed to be academy students were sitting wasn't the general seating, but had long tables. However, they didn't seem to have tablet PCs.

"Won't people talk about preferential treatment?"
"Some nobles have paid for even better seats with their personal funds, and permission was granted, so there's no need to worry."
"Well, in that case, I'll just enjoy it to the fullest."

Instructor Hye-jin still seemed uncomfortable, but I made myself completely at home in the spectator seat.

***

"Wow... I didn't expect that person to be eliminated."
"They passed the preliminaries last year. To fall in the first round?"

The two of them were chatting away about the preliminaries as if nothing had happened. They were enthusiastically discussing things I knew nothing about.

Hmm... looking at it now, I can see the participants' specs. Come to think of it, many nobles attend to recruit people for their private armies, right? Plus, these are expensive seats...

"Do either of you see anyone worth recruiting for a private army, royal guard, or knighthood?"
"There are some good adventurers, and quite a few unemployed mercenaries and soldiers. This might be a record-breaking year."

Well, the Queen and the Sword God were originally scheduled to attend. People probably came from all over the world to apply.

"By the way, there are almost 10,000 people just in the preliminaries. That's 5,000 matches at minimum..."
"After removing those who applied as a joke and those who couldn't attend for various reasons... it's still a lot."
"This is all because big sister made such a big event."

Lala grumbled, blaming her sister Alice. I got up and went over to pat her head.

I couldn't exactly tell her that Christina had cut the judge's throat to prevent my mother from attending.

When I patted her head, she tilted it in confusion, but soon she was smiling and saying "hehe," clearly enjoying it. It seemed she didn't know the clear truth.

Meanwhile, the instructor's expression as she looked at us was something else. It was as if she wanted to be patted too.

This is the fate of being popular. I ended up patting both their heads with both hands.

Ch.73 - Swordsmanship Tournament Preliminaries (2)
"Oh, it's Lili."

Lillie von Spitzberg entered the arena wearing a form-fitting suit with metal plates, exuding an experience that belied her age.

She was warming up with her sword, likely to get accustomed to its weight. I'd heard before that when holding a new sword, your body can be surprised by the different weight, so it's important to swing it or run with it to get familiar with it.

Her opponent initially smirked when seeing Lillie, but after looking more carefully at her name, his face turned pale. As expected of the Prodigy of Spitzberg...
Ah, it's starting.

At first, neither rushed in. Only amateurs would do that.

It's important to first gauge your opponent's breathing and feel the overall flow.

Lillie tightened her grip on her sword. This caused her opponent, who had been standing motionless as a mountain, to waver slightly.

If the tablet had been streaming footage from a distant camera, it would have been impossible to notice. But I heard it clearly—the sound when Lillie tightened her grip.

It seems her opponent got caught up in Lillie's pace. Despite her young age, she maintained a beautiful stance without the slightest waver. Even renowned masters had crumbled before her.

The opponent was gradually taking damage from the pressure of Lillie's experience and spirit. Not physical damage, but mental—the feeling of defeat when facing a swordsman of a different caliber. And this was before they'd even crossed swords.

Beads of sweat began forming on the opponent's forehead and around the nose. They trickled down, flowing along both cheeks to form great streams.

When those long streams gathered at the chin and a single drop of sweat fell...
Lillie was already gone from her spot.

Lillie, who had been standing like a mountain, now used her feather-light body as a weapon.

What had been merely a wooden practice sword transformed into a greatsword.

Like some action RPG warrior after a class advancement—how could she strike downward like that in mid-air?

Her opponent must have been skilled despite showing a momentary opening. They raised their sword with incredible speed to block Lillie's greatsword.

Still, the weight of the greatsword striking from above must have been intense. The opponent's knees were trembling. This was understandable. In this world, swordsmen typically swallow mana cores to strengthen their bodies to the maximum before displaying their swordsmanship.

However, in this tournament, the use of mana was prohibited. What did that mean?

It meant fighting with an ordinary body they weren't accustomed to, one they had no experience with. This might seem simple if you hadn't noticed, but once realized, it would cause tremendous stress.

The same applied to Lillie. After leaping into the air and striking down with her greatsword, sweat suddenly poured from her entire body. Such impact from just crossing swords once.

But Lillie wouldn't leave her opponent alone. On the battlefield, fortunes can change in an instant. You never know when your opponent might recover and come at you.

Catching her breath, Lillie held the greatsword with both hands and launched another attack using the sword's weight.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of a greatsword? You can deliver powerful attacks with heavy blows, but the weight makes it slow to react.

This time, her opponent properly dodged and thrust their sword toward Lillie.

The sword movements were so dazzling and fast that it created the illusion of wielding multiple blades.

It was what's commonly called a rapier. Low attack power, but inflicting critical wounds with extremely fast thrusts—the needle style.

The blue rapier moved as if defying the laws of physics. Lillie barely managed to block with her greatsword or dodge by moving her body.

*Ting! Ting!*

Despite wooden swords clashing, the metallic sounds that rang out made my head spin. Are those really wooden swords?

After exchanging several moves, a dramatic change came over them.

Lillie, lightly exhaling with flushed cheeks, contrasted sharply with her opponent, who looked ready to collapse.

Sword marks had begun appearing on the opponent's plate armor.

It seemed Lillie's attacks, striking and withdrawing while scraping with the greatsword, had been effective.

Though there might not have been external injuries, the opponent couldn't withstand the waves, shockwaves, and loud metallic sounds transmitted through the large greatsword.

And then, the referee climbed up and declared the match over. Had Lillie dragged it out? The time had already ended.

"What happens in this case?"
"It's Lili's victory."
"When there's no clear outcome by the end, the person in better condition advances to the next preliminary round."

That seemed to be the case. Looking at the tablet, I could see the referee raising Lillie's arm to signal her victory.

***

"I learned a lot from you, Prodigy of Spitzberg."
"The honor was mine, to learn from the famous Silver Adventurer Mirimba."

They put away their wooden swords and shook hands. Lillie's opponent, whom Yook had thought was ordinary, was actually the kingdom's Silver Adventurer—a top-tier adventurer.

Being eliminated in the first preliminary round would normally be embarrassing, but there was no trace of that in her eyes. She just smiled bitterly while looking at Lillie's face.

"For someone so young to have such strength... no one can predict how this tournament will unfold."
"There are many who are more skilled than me."
"Hahaha. No need for modesty. If Lillie wanted, she could challenge for Gold Adventurer status right now."

Mirimba laughed cheerfully, with the honest laugh unique to adventurers.

"Well, since I lost, I'll have to wait for the revival round later. Hehehe, I'm not sure if I'm lucky or unlucky."

She was wondering whether it was lucky to face such a master, or unlucky to meet such a master and lose. She thought this child would surely become a tremendous monster.

"Then I'll be going now."
"Thank you for your kind words."

After shaking hands once more, they turned and went their separate ways.

***

"Lili, come here."
"Is... is it okay?"
"What? Lala and Instructor Hye-jin?"

I turned toward them. The two were just chatting and smiling, nothing special...

"It's fine. Come here."
"........"

Lillie reluctantly came to me and embraced me.

I buried my face in Lillie's neck, which had a slightly sour, lemony scent.

"Ahh... Lili's scent brings peace to my mind."
"Don't... don't say weird things... Besides!"

Lillie pulled my face away from her neck. I showed a slightly disappointed expression.

"You watched my match, right? How was it?"
"Of course I watched. But why a greatsword? You're more of a one-handed sword type."
"Since I'm somewhat famous for one-handed swords, I brought out a completely different weapon to surprise them."
"So that's why your opponent was so shocked."

In both tournaments and battlefields, fortunes are decided by momentary choices. This wasn't a reckless weapon change but a good choice.

I gave my proud wife a light kiss on the cheek. This much should be fine.

"Everyone's... watching..."
"From what I can see, those two are watching other preliminary matches."

They had stood up and pressed their faces against the window to watch a nearby preliminary match. At one point, they grabbed each other's cheeks and stretched them, which made me chuckle. They must have different opinions about who would win.

"What do you think, Your Highness? It has to be Count Brüe's guard, right?"
"No, this time it's definitely the Silver Adventurer Sheri."
"I told you that's wrong, you stupid maid! You keep getting it wrong!"
"I'm... I'm not stupid!"

I smiled at Lillie as if to say "See?" She had done well in the preliminaries, so she deserved a reward. I sat her on my lap facing me and embraced her tightly.

"Ah, this feels good... so healing."
"...I'm the one who competed, but you're the one getting healed."
"Don't you like it too, Lili?"
"...I do like it, but still."

Finally, Lillie pressed her face against my chest with a pouty expression and leaned her weight on me.

She must have been tired after all. She started breathing deeply, her eyes closed, and soon fell asleep.

"A swordsmanship tournament without mana is all about mental pressure. I'll lay her down over there."

Lala embraced Lillie and carried her to a makeshift bed. Anyone would think they were mother and daughter.

Come to think of it, it must be Maron's turn soon. When will she compete?
Lillie is impressive, but Maron is no less of a prodigy.

I'm looking forward to it.

Ch.74 - Swordsmanship Tournament Preliminaries (3)
Around the time Maron's preliminary match was about to begin, Lillie got up from the cot, fixed her hair and face, and went downstairs.

It seemed the second preliminary round would begin right away.

Accordingly, she split the tablet PC screen into two—one side showing Lillie's second round and the other showing Maron's first round.

Still, it seemed a bit hasty to start the second round when the first round wasn't even finished yet. But with a tournament bracket of 5,000 participants, they probably had no choice.

Lillie, having already completed her first round, didn't show any signs of nervousness.

She was radiating an aura that seemed to say, "Come at me if you dare."

Meanwhile, Maron appeared somewhat tense. Perhaps because she strangely underestimated her own swordsmanship?

"You can do it..."

Though she couldn't hear me, all I could do was cheer for her in my heart.

***

"Your Highness!"

I smiled as Maron climbed up to the spectator seats, filled with joy. She had been quite nervous, but the match was over in an instant.

Her opponent was supposedly a veteran swordsman, but they were blown away before Maron's blade.

The preliminary judges were momentarily taken aback, as they'd never seen such a thing before, but what could they do?

Anyone could see that Maron was the winner, so they immediately raised her hand to declare her victory.

"You've been this strong all along, yet you've been moping around saying you're not good enough?"
"Hehehe... I won't do that anymore."
"Good, good... Maron is an amazing swordsman."

Maron shaking her head, asking to be patted, was truly adorable. She had the opposite personality from Lillie, yet somehow similar?

That girl would never ask to be patted first.

"When's your next match?"
"Hmm... I think I'll go out in about two hours."
"Really? Then come up here."

Just like I did with Lillie earlier, I lifted her up to face me and hugged her. Recently, so many people wanted to hug me that I felt like a comfort doll...

I suppose this is what they call excessive affection.

"Come to think of it, with 5,000 participants, how do they arrange the brackets?"
"If one person gets a bye in the round of 312, one in 19.5, one in 9, and one in 4.5, it works out perfectly."
"Did you calculate that in advance?"
"No? I did it mentally."

She's truly all-capable...
Seeing such geniuses only makes me, an ordinary person, sigh.

Lillie probably doesn't understand how I feel. That's why she's nestling against my chest, rubbing her cheek...

Afterward, Maron and Lillie took turns returning to the spectator seats, either acting spoiled or napping on the cot.

Today's schedule apparently goes up to the round of 625.

By the time both of them returned at the end, they were completely drained of energy and wobbling. I was worried they might drown if they entered the bath in this state.

"Lala, could you watch over these two while bathing together today?"
"Of course. They don't look so good."

The royal palace bath is a cure-all, after all. They'll probably jump right up tomorrow morning.

***

"What kind of twist of fate is this?"

Looking at the round of 312 bracket, Lillie's opponent was Maron, and Maron's opponent was Lillie.

The probability was so unlikely that I suspected foul play for a moment. I wondered how the two who had to fight each other must feel...

Wait, what?

The faces of the two shown on the tablet PC were beaming with joy. As if they were overjoyed to meet each other now.

The two facing each other greeted one another and took their stances. If they had been matched with others, they might have waited in place for a while, but these two didn't need to size each other up.

Having eaten, slept, and bathed together, they probably knew each other better than they knew themselves. Thinking about it made me a bit jealous.

Lillie rushed forward and slashed at Maron's body with her sword. She was wielding a one-handed sword.

Unlike her first preliminary match, she didn't use any techniques to confuse her opponent. Responding in kind, Maron also turned her wooden sword into a one-handed sword.

Maron, who had been twirling her sword with one hand, took her stance. It was one of the high-level sword techniques called "Moonlight Strike."

It's a rotational technique that quickly spins in a circle to strike the opponent.

However, Moonlight Strike is a sword technique that uses mana. If she used mana, Maron would lose.

Of course, Maron and Lillie knew this better than I did, watching from my seat. The judges were watching Maron's unusual actions without any concern.

And when Maron completed all her movements and thrust her sword, something other than mana flew out. Though invisible to my eyes, something definitely flew.

"She used the shockwave like that?"

Lala exclaimed in admiration. Indeed, the wooden swords provided for the tournament had a shockwave function.

This was a feature added by the organizers, concerned that matches wouldn't end in knockouts due to the protective and healing magic cast inside the arena.

The shockwave doesn't damage the body, but it has enough power to knock an opponent outside the ring. She demonstrated "Moonlight Strike" as a technique in a tournament where magic couldn't be used.

No one would have thought of that.

But who is Lillie? She's a skilled fighter who has dodged her big sister the Sword King's "Black Light Sword Style."

She could easily dodge Maron's real Moonlight Strike, let alone a weaker technique like this with her eyes closed.

And by showing this technique to others, Maron made a big mistake. Shouldn't she have saved this card for the main tournament?

Showing it to Lillie, a genius of swordsmanship, was truly a double-edged sword.

Lillie also began to take her stance. It was exactly the same as the "Moonlight Strike" Maron had used.

Lillie must be trying to respond with the same skill. Is this what they call a man's (?) fight...

This one exchange would probably decide their match.

When all stances were completed, I closed my eyes. It was hard to watch knowing one of them had to lose.

When I opened my eyes and looked at the screen, Maron was already gone. She had been pushed out of the ring and was lying face down.

***

When Lala arrived at the spectator seats with Maron on her back, Maron regained consciousness. Beside her, Lillie was apologizing and didn't know what to do.

A person who won in the tournament not knowing what to do—it showed how close the two were.

"Lili, congratulations."
"Thank you... but I can't be completely happy."
"Lili."

Maron called Lillie and hugged her. They pressed their foreheads together and looked into each other's eyes.

"The reason I entered the tournament was because I wanted to properly compete with Lili."
"...Maron."
"So you don't need to feel sorry."
"Okay... I understand."
"If anything, I should be the one who's sorry."
"Huh? Why?"
"Because while you're fighting, I'll be cuddling with His Highness."
"......"

Lillie chuckled. As if thinking, "Maron was always like this."

Lillie patted Maron's head once and went outside. She seemed to be going to wait for her next match, which would start soon.

And here's the second mistake singles make: when a woman says she's fine, she's not fine at all. Maron must be terribly depressed about her loss. As a considerate gentleman, I understood this. If a husband doesn't understand his wife's feelings, who will?

"Maron."

I opened my arms. No other words were necessary.

Wobbling into my embrace, Maron didn't show me her face. She must be embarrassed.

"Your Highness, I tried my best."
"I know. I know better than anyone."
"But... no matter how hard I try, I don't think I can beat Lili."
"......"

I, who knew nothing about swordsmanship, couldn't understand. No, I couldn't say I understood. There's nothing more insensitive than someone who isn't even ordinary claiming to understand the relationship between a genius and an ordinary person.

"We're the same age, both elves, but what makes the difference?"
"......."
"Is it because Lili's mother is the Sword Emperor, while my mother is the Pope who has no interest in swords?"
"......."

Lillie's excellent swordsmanship probably has a lot to do with her mother's influence. Ms. Rain is the Sword Emperor, after all... They say talent is hereditary.

The same goes for Maron. What Maron is overlooking is that she has talent for magic.

In contrast, Lillie has almost no talent for magic, except for using her high mana to enhance her body.

Maron, the Saintess who is estimated to have at least royal-level magic talent, seems to have coveted sword talent more than magic.

Looking at the overall balance, isn't Lillie—who excels in both swordsmanship and has unparalleled magic—more unreasonably gifted than Lillie who only excels in swordsmanship?

...
But what am I then?
My mother is the Sword God, and my father is a royal-level magician. I only inherited their mana, but none of their sense for swordsmanship or talent for magic. My big sister inherited swordsmanship, my younger sisters received a fair distribution of both talents, and Silfia has swordsmanship skills on par with my big sister.

The most pitiful existence... isn't that me?
And I'm not even smart...

Ch.75 - Swordsmanship Tournament Finals
The next day, the main tournament began.

There were a total of 156 participants in the main tournament, all of whom looked impressive and reliable. Surprisingly, there were even some men mixed in, which was interesting.

"So men aren't completely useless creatures after all."
"What? What do you mean?"
"Nothing, just talking to myself."

These men represented the value of male existence. I couldn't help but shed tears in my heart.

But that thought lasted only a moment. Every single one of them ended up getting eliminated in the main tournament.

You might say I'm talking too much for someone who's just watching from the sidelines, but disappointment is disappointment.

"Well then, I'll be going now."
"Okay. Do your best, and come back as soon as it's over, alright?"
"I'm not a child... I know that already."

No, you are a child, actually. Just a seven-year-old kid. Your mental age might be over 15, but still.

Even so, I'm not insensitive enough to say that out loud. I just gave her an appropriate smile.

***

From the main tournament, the arena became larger. It made sense since thousands of people were no longer competing simultaneously. As a result, it became harder to push opponents out of bounds than to knock them out.

The matches continued, but only two people had won by pushing their opponents out of bounds. Even those were just lucky hits from shockwaves, not directly induced.

"In this case, the time limit should be extended, but that's not happening..."
"Instructor, what do you think would be advantageous?"
"Obviously, conserving energy at the beginning and then making your move right before the time limit ends."

It was brilliantly simple, but true.

The map was so large that moving around just wasted energy, and chasing your opponent around the arena alone would be a disaster.

"In that case, Miss Lillie would be at a disadvantage, wouldn't she?"

For a moment, I almost asked "Why?" but then it clicked in my head like a light bulb turning on.

Lillie was still young and had less stamina. In contrast, all the participants who made it to the main tournament were adults.

There were adventurers and even captains of noble guards. If you compared their training volume with Lillie's, there would probably be a significant difference. This competition ultimately came down to a battle of stamina, unless you had mana.

But was Lillie really lacking in stamina because of her age? I suddenly wondered about this. That stamina that allowed her to run dozens of laps around the academy training ground without getting tired...

"That's just normal stamina for an adult woman."
"So she is lacking in stamina objectively speaking?"
"Objectively speaking, yes."

The instructor was apparently an amazing person before losing her mana. I wonder if all Transmigrators are naturally strong.

"Well, the ones I've met were certainly strong. But I've only met about seven of them."
"That few?"
"Well..."

Instructor Lee Hye-jin looked at Lala. She seemed to be asking whether she should speak or not. Perhaps she was being considerate of me.

"We Transmigrators usually die or commit suicide right after transmigrating."
"Hmm... Is it because it's too hard to endure?"
"That's part of it, but since the transmigration locations are random..."
"Ah..."

Snow-capped mountains, underwater, dense jungles, active volcanoes with rising lava—Transmigrators can appear anywhere. Instructor Hye-jin seems to have been summoned to a small village, but that was apparently a very lucky case...

"...Your Highness?"
"Mmm... Such things..."

I stroked her stomach and upper chest to comfort(?) her. She must be very sad. I understand.

By the way, in this world, men touching women's chests is just casual skinship, nothing special. In my previous life, I would have been arrested for sexual assault the moment I touched someone like that. Thinking about it, this world is really kind(?) in that sense.

"Yook, look, Lili is coming out now."
"Oh... she looks quite serious."

I sat down properly and looked at the tablet PC. The atmosphere was completely different from the preliminaries. It was a sharp and cold demeanor she never showed me—similar to her mother during that attempted kidnapping incident.

The person who came up opposite Lillie was apparently a famous foreign knight commander. She looked quite old, and her ears were short, so she probably wasn't an elf.

The two faced each other, greeted, and immediately drew their swords.

***

"Sniff..."

Lillie came up after her defeat and has been looking tearful ever since.

Her technique was clearly superior, but...

"As expected, her stamina due to her young age..."
"Sniff... sniff..."

Instructor Hye-jin seemed dumbfounded, placing her hand on her forehead in disbelief. Maron had been sticking to Lillie's side, comforting her.

As for Lala... she was nowhere to be seen. Could she have gone to complain to the organizing committee?

"Lili, stop crying and come over here."
"I'm... I'm not crying. *sniff*..."

Sniffling while claiming not to be crying—completely unconvincing.

Still, she had reason to feel wronged. That older woman had made Lillie run in circles, draining her stamina before winning by decision.

But Lillie falling for such provocation was also on her... though I'd never say that out loud. I just comforted her appropriately.

In the end, the finals were over. The woman who had toyed with Lillie was eliminated in the next round, and the pretty lady who defeated her won.

Who's the pretty lady? Our eldest daughter, Irina Zikheart, the Sword King.

It had been a long time since I realized how beautiful big sister looked swinging her sword while sweating. I used to watch her train whenever I had the chance...

I left my seat in the stands and went to where big sister was with her friends. I handed her a towel as she stood there in her sweat-soaked tight clothes.

"Big sis, here."
"Thank you."

Big sister took the towel from my hand and started wiping her face and hair.

By the way, does the fabric not fully absorb sweat? The sweat seemed to be rising up without being fully absorbed. Curious, I poked between her chest and stomach.

"Isn't the quality of this fabric a bit strange?"
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"It seems like the clothes repel water rather than absorbing sweat."
"That's because it has magic inscriptions on it, of course."

Big sister answered me while drinking a cold sports drink similar to Pocari, tossing her hair. At least she won't get dehydrated drinking that.

I combed her hair with a small comb I had gotten from Lala earlier. When hair is damp with sweat and sticking together, it doesn't dry well.

"...What's the occasion?"
"It's a service because big sis won."

I combed her hair and gently stroked her cheek. It's hard to believe that my big sister, who looks so defenseless right now, won the swordsmanship tournament.

Come to think of it, I'm a bit worried about Lillie. I should give her a proper hug when we get back to the palace.

"Big sis, I have something I want to ask."
"What is my little brother so curious about now?"

Smiling and telling me to ask away, she seemed to think I was going to ask something trivial again. But this time is different. I'm planning to drop a bombshell. She probably can't even imagine it.

"Can I touch your chest?"
"I don't mind? Is that really what you wanted to ask?"
"...Yes."
"What's so embarrassing about boys liking women's chests? Touch all you want."

This wasn't the reaction I was hoping for.

"Y-you shouldn't say such things as a boy!"
"Wanting to touch your sister's chest... that's terrible!"
"N-no! This chest already has an owner(?)"

I expected something like that, but my plan to tease big sister for taking the victory that Lillie couldn't achieve had fallen flat.

"Sigh... Big sis, even as a woman, you shouldn't tell just any man they can touch your chest..."
"Any man? Only Yook is allowed, of course..."
"What about your fiancé?"
"Like I'd let that bastard touch my... sigh... there's no point telling you, Yook."
"Did something happen between you two?"
"You'll find out automatically later, so please don't bring it up now."
"O-okay."

I got scared when she suddenly showed her displeasure. They seemed to be getting along well, so I wonder what happened? Does Mother know about this?

"Oh? Could this be Irina's little brother?"
"He's really as cute as the rumors say."
"Hello there."
"Uh... hello."

I was confused when big sister's friends suddenly came over to greet me. She has a lot of friends, huh? Unlike me.

***

After staying with Lillie until she fell asleep from exhaustion, I went outside and headed to my room.

Since it was big sister who won, some of the frustration seemed to have dissipated. If some strange person had won, it would have been a disaster, right?

By the way, Lala really did go to complain to the organizing committee. I understand her feelings, but what fault did those people have? I'm exhausted from having to extract Lala from among the committee members who were sweating profusely due to the Prince's appearance.

"Come to think of it, the magic tournament starts tomorrow? Another sweet week of no classes."

Thinking it's sweet just because there are no classes—anyone who heard that would think I'm an immature kid.

"The night sky looks really nice."

Enjoying the night scenery, I slowly entered my room.

The next morning, when I checked the news, there was a headline saying the tournament had been canceled due to problems with the protective magic and stage setup.

...Do I have to go to the academy now?

Ch.76 - Magic Tournament Canceled
"Hey! Don't touch that! You'll cause a disaster!"
"I know what I'm doing! I can handle it myself!"

The people tearing up the arena were staff from the organizing committee and venue management.

Their mission was to transform the setup from the "Swordsmanship Tournament" to the "Magic Tournament" by the next morning. Some might question whether forcing workers to complete such a task overnight was exploitation, but the women here were incredibly formidable.

The field workers who could manipulate mana carried steel beams the size of buildings, operating in a world beyond Yook's common understanding.

"Hey! If that gets distorted, it'll mess up the magic circle!"
"I told you it's fine! What's your protection magic level anyway?"
"I studied up to intermediate level, so what!"
"Well, I was a barrier magic instructor teaching overseas for the good pay before coming here!"

These women, shouting and arguing without a moment's rest, valued technical skill above all else. In this world, as long as the results were good, unconventional methods were rewarded. That's why high-level mages and swordsmen often changed careers to work in these specialized fields for the money.

"Slowly! Lower it slowly!"
"Hey! Move if you don't want to die!"
"Aaaagh!! Are you crazy?! Do you want to see me crushed to death?!"
"Hehehe, everyone here knows that won't kill you, ma'am!"

The person who nearly got crushed was a field worker who used to be a noble-rank swordswoman. She had previously served as the captain of a rural lord's private army before being scouted and accepting a position here after salary negotiations revealed a significant pay increase. Everyone knew she wouldn't die even if crushed by a building crane.

"Damn you bitches! What if there's an accident?!"
"What's the big deal? We'd all just die, that's all."
"Always running your mouths. You're the same ones who bring up worker's compensation for the smallest injuries."
"Oh my... bringing up painful memories again."

Despite their harsh words, they actually got along well, bound by a strong sense of camaraderie.

But then, one of the cranes failed to properly secure its load, and a piece of construction material was about to fall. The field workers nearby didn't notice, but the supervisors watching from a distance spotted it immediately.

"Oh crap... if that falls, it'll destroy the magic circle!"
"What? Hey everyone! We're screwed if that falls!"

The supervisors' shouts couldn't be heard. With dozens of machines operating nearby, the noise drowned out everything. Even if a meteor were falling from the sky, these women wouldn't know they were about to die until it was too late.

And finally, the improperly balanced material plummeted straight down, piercing the center of the arena.

A blue magic circle appeared, then turned gray, shattered into pieces, and disappeared with the wind.

It was truly a beautiful sight. A protective spell cast by a Mage Emperor, destroyed by tons of construction material falling vertically. Even the Mage Emperor who cast it would laugh in disbelief.

"...We're fucked."

Those were the words that came out of the site supervisor's mouth as the tablet PC slipped from his hands.

***

In the end, I had no choice but to go to school in the morning. I had been guaranteed a sweet week off...

"They said they'll hold it as soon as the magic enchantment is complete, so don't worry."
"But why does His Highness seem more disappointed than the actual participants?"

The tournament participants were actually relieved to have more time to practice.

While mana itself doesn't grow, techniques can improve—even within the short span of a week.

"By the way, what are we going to do at the academy today?"
"Good question. There weren't any classes scheduled originally, right?"
"Couldn't they just move up next week's classes?"
"If you look into it, everything's interconnected... if there's a gap in the middle, the intended purpose changes."
"That's true."

For this kind of question, I had no choice but to ask Instructor Hye-jin. I took out my phone and pressed speed dial 5.

Ring... ring... ring... click.

After three rings, Instructor Hye-jin answered, and I could hear water sounds in the background. The sound of a shower running.

"Instructor? Are you showering?"
-Yes, yes. What's the matter?
"We don't have to have business to talk, do we?"

That was a line I'd been wanting to say.
I should really invite Instructor Hye-jin to live with us at the palace. Somehow, I'm afraid she'll refuse, so it's hard to bring it up. I touched the ring necklace around my neck as I continued the call.

"I was wondering about today's classes."
-I think they'll probably move up next week's schedule...
"I see. Thank you. Enjoy your shower."
-Something feels a bit strange. Well, see you later.

Before ending the call, I made a kissing sound.

When we arrived at the classroom, we listened to what the other students were discussing.

Everyone was talking about the postponement of the magic tournament. Since the exact reason hadn't been properly announced, all the circulating information was just rumors.

'Construction material fell vertically from a crane and shattered the magic circle.'
'A passing royal-rank mage cast Meteor.'
'Just like the swordsmanship tournament judge was murdered, the magic tournament judge was also killed.'

The most ridiculous rumor was the first one. Construction material falling vertically from a crane and breaking a magic circle? Even a stray dog would laugh at that. What idiot spread that rumor? It's not even a rumor, it's more like a joke.

"The royal-rank mage casting Meteor actually makes more sense."
"Those people always want to destroy others' work."
"Really? There are some strange people out there."

But to deliberately destroy a Mage Emperor's magic circle? Even if it was easier to break from the inside, why risk retaliation?

And the third rumor.
This is actually one of the likely candidates.

Christina might have killed another person while she was at it. They say she cuts down anything she doesn't like.

"Hmm... I'm not sure about the third one either. A magic tournament judge would be quite powerful."
"But the swordsmanship tournament judge was also killed, right? You never know."
"I heard the swordsmanship tournament judge was someone whose identity was unknown."
"Huh? Then how did that person become a judge?"
"There's another rumor about that. Want to hear it? They say the judge was actually a Demon God!"

Sorry.
That's not a rumor, it's the truth.
A Demon God from the past who lived for eternity before being killed by Christina.

***

After class, I stopped the instructor as she was leaving. I wanted to properly ask her to live in the palace.

"Instructor! Let's have a quick chat!"
"...Aren't you going to eat?"
"I can eat later!"

I pushed her into an empty classroom and locked the door. She flinched at the click, but I didn't mind.

"Instructor."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Don't call me 'Your Highness.' Call me by my name."
"How could I possibly..."
"You're the only one who knows a bit about my past life."
"......"

Actually, my aunt knows too, so she's not the only one, but among my wives, she's the only one. She probably understood what I meant.

"Y-Yook... sir?"
"Mmm... that's better. And I have one more thing to tell you."

Her face turned pink with embarrassment, and she lowered her head. This instructor is definitely shy, no doubt about it.

I summoned a chair, stood on it, and grabbed both her shoulders.

"Come live with us at the palace."
"......."
"Your answer?"
".......His Majesty..."
"'Why hasn't the instructor moved to the palace yet?' That was Alice's response when I asked."
"......Alright. I'll get ready."

With Alice's permission granted, what could she do? I need to be with my wife. I was planning to bring her along even if she refused.

I looked around to make sure no one was watching, then kissed her on the cheek.

From tomato to ripe persimmon—her face turned even redder. How cute.

"Well, I'm going to get some food now."

And finally, one more line. I prepared a secret phrase that would pierce her heart. I don't remember if I saw it on QTube or in a drama, but they said this one line makes women swoon.

"Hye-jin, eat something too."
"Ungh..."

Then I deliberately made my footsteps loud as I ran off to where Lillie and Maron were waiting.

Being called by her first name by her younger husband—she must be struggling with that. But come to think of it, I'm actually older if you count my past life.

Instructor Hye-jin is 30, and I'm 37 if you combine my current and past lives.

Well, if Instructor Hye-jin still treats me like a kid, there's nothing I can do about it...

"What should we eat today?"
"Your Highness will have butternut squash salad, right?"
"You caught me."
"You have butternut squash salad and milk every day. Wouldn't it be strange if we didn't know that?"

After dropping a conversational bomb that exploded one wife's heart, I went to eat with my other wives.

Ch.77 - Paternal Cousin
A week has already passed since then, and it's uncertain whether the magic tournament will be held or not.

No reason has been disclosed, and the prospective participants are becoming increasingly confused.

It's understandable that competitors wouldn't want to participate if there are problems with the magic circle, as their safety wouldn't be properly guaranteed.

If it were me, I wouldn't want to enter such a competition without safety assurances either.

"So, are we continuing with our lessons?"
"Do you dislike my classes that much, Yook?"

I stroked the head of Instructor Lee Hye-jin, who had puffed up her cheeks in a slight pout. She's become quite adorable now, even knowing how to act cute. It's not that I particularly dislike the classes, but after being told we'd have a break, being made to study feels like having something given and then taken away, creating a sense of resistance.

"Do you enjoy acting spoiled with your young husband?"
"Pfft, if you add your past life age to your current one, you're older than me, you know~"
"...Were you always this type?"

It seems this is her true nature that she's been hiding all along. Come to think of it, when she bickers with Lala, she acts similar to how she's acting now.

"Instructor, do you know anything about the magic tournament?"
"We only know the circulating rumors..."
"For example?"
"Like the murdered sword tournament judge was actually a Demon God... or that construction materials fell vertically into the arena, breaking the magic circle..."
"The latter sounds like a funny joke just thinking about it."
"I know. Who would even imagine... mmph... mm..."

I covered her mouth before she could finish speaking. I don't know about the latter story, but the former is actually true.

"Mmm... slurp... mmm... smooch..."
"Phew... Instructor, be honest with me. Are you seeing anyone besides me?"
"No... one."
"Really?"

I gently caressed her chest. It's a feeling of conquest, I suppose. The thought that such a beauty, someone I couldn't have even imagined in my past life, is swayed by me—there's nothing that makes me happier.

"Then I'll give you a reward."
"What kind of... mmm... kiss..."

A deep, intense kiss, of course. Since tomorrow is the weekend, and I was planning to spend the whole day with her, I should make her lose her senses a bit.

***

"Father?"

After burning the midnight oil and sleeping late, I woke up early and wandered around the palace, where I found my father sitting next to my mother, having tea with Alice.

"Son, you're up. Come here."

I obediently scurried over to my father's side at his words. In terms of my past life, would this be like a mother calling her daughter? I'm not sure how to express it. Even though this is a gender-reversed world, those aspects haven't completely changed, so it's a bit confusing.

I received my father's touch like a cat. Perhaps it's because I've been receiving it since childhood. I don't feel any aversion to it at all. I enjoy being stroked too.

"Your father has agreed to help with the magic imbuing at the arena."
"Oh..."

Come to think of it, my father is also a royal-class magician. I've heard he has exceptional talent in barrier magic and protection magic. He could easily provide physical impact protection for someone wearing or carrying certain items, with plenty to spare.

"This is all because Yook wanted to see the magic tournament, so thank your father for coming specially."
"Thank you, Father."

Father didn't say anything more and just stroked my head while drinking his tea. Is this what they call a cool-type magician?

"Then the tournament will be held soon."
"Probably within a week?"
"I heard the site conditions aren't very good."
"But since it's the Demon King, won't he wrap things up well?"

The academy students were mostly talking about my father, having somehow gotten the news. I don't know if I've become desensitized from hearing so much about Demon Emperors and Demon Gods lately, but even a royal-class magician—a Demon King—is counted among the world's top ten geniuses.

To me, he's just my father, but at the academy, he's considered someone worthy of respect in the field of magic.

That's probably why Maron's eyes sparkled when she first met my father, just like when she met my mother.

"After all, he's the Demon King 'Dilhate Zikheart.'"

A blue-haired girl joined the group of girls chattering nearby. Who is she?

"Come to think of it, Yuris, you're the Demon King's niece, right?"
"As the daughter of the Trivian lord, famous for magic, what do you think of him?"
"He's considered a once-in-a-generation genius in our family. Someone like me shouldn't carelessly express opinions about him."
"Oh come on, he's still your uncle, isn't he?"

What's this?
From what I'm hearing, this blue-haired girl is my father's niece?
Don't tell me I'm the only one who didn't know again?

"That's not something you should ask me about. Wouldn't it be faster to ask the person sitting over there?"
"Hmm... but wouldn't that be too presumptuous?"

I'm inserting a straw into a packaged drink and slurping it. Seeing them turn around with somewhat difficult expressions, I feel like I should answer their curiosity.

"Your Highness, it's an honor to meet you. Please forgive me for not greeting you until now due to personal circumstances."
"Hello... So you're Yuris?"
"Please call me Yuris."

Then she smiled brightly. She's an extremely beautiful person.

"Is Yuris my father's niece?"
"Yes, my mother, Daisy von Tristan, the lord of Tristan Territory, is Your Highness's father's sister."
"I see. I'm sorry, I don't know much about my father's family."

In this gender-reversed world, I had no connection with my father's family. After all, my mother is from the Zikheart Vassal Duke family. Because of the huge difference in status, they probably couldn't establish much contact even after marrying off their child. That's probably why my father didn't specifically mention having a cousin at the academy.

"It seems a bit odd for cousins to have no contact. Let's be friendly."
"Really?!"

Why is she so surprised? I continued speaking to her with a bitter smile.

"Then, can I call you Yuris noona?"
"Noona... hmm... that has a nice ring to it."
"Are you an only child, Yuris noona?"
"Yes, so I've always wanted a younger brother."

Well, a cousin brother is still a brother in a way.

At that moment, I saw Lillie and Maron entering the dining hall. They probably took a long time washing up after causing such a commotion with their sparring.

"Then I'll be going now."
"Why don't you greet those two before you go..."
"It's fine. I'll do that another time when I get the chance."

She then bowed her head deeply and went back to where her friends were.

By the way, she mentioned personal reasons, but I wonder why we're only meeting now, after more than half the semester has passed. I'm a bit curious.

"Your Highness, haven't you eaten yet?"
"No, I was waiting for you two."

I asked the two of them about the Tristan family. Since they're counts and my father's family, they might know something.

"Come to think of it, the Tristan Count family is your father's family."
"I think I heard that they came here not just because of the magic circle."

As expected, these two seem to know. Once again, I'm the only one who didn't know. They've been hiding quite a lot from me since I collapsed from stress.

"I heard the Tristan lord collapsed due to illness... yes..."
"I understand she's in the royal capital now for treatment."
"How serious must it be for her to come all the way to the royal capital?"

For a lord to leave their territory and come to the royal capital... Each territory has hospitals equivalent to university hospitals in my past life. That's all thanks to good relations with the Holy Nation.

That's why there's no particular need to come to the royal capital for treatment.

So it's even more incomprehensible. Is the Tristan lord—my aunt—suffering from a critical illness? I'll have to ask my father directly about this.

***

"Ah, it's nothing serious. What was it again?"

Father laughed, saying it was nothing major. He laughed so heartily, claiming he couldn't even remember.

"Ah, yes, I remember now. She came to see her daughter and got hit by a bus, or something like that?"
"Isn't that serious?"
"An elf wouldn't be seriously injured by something like that. And I think her appendix burst or something, from what I recall."

He muttered, "My sister is always amusing," to himself. It seems they don't have a bad relationship.

"Then why didn't you tell me about having a cousin at the academy?"
"I thought Irina would have told you. If you didn't know, wouldn't your father have mentioned it?"

That's true, but... I thought it was being deliberately hidden from me.

Ah, come to think of it, on the first day of school, she said she had something to talk to me about later and asked me to call her.

Could it be that big sister wanted to introduce Yuris to me, but because I went out on a date and caused an accident, it all fell through?

No way... am I the culprit again? This is driving me crazy.

"Would you like to visit her in the hospital together?"
"Yes, let's go tomorrow."

Father gave a bitter smile, as if thinking I was a hopeless child. Still, she's an elder from my father's side, so I should meet her at least once, right?

I haven't met anyone from my mother's side either, except for Aunt Delia and Christina, and I've been quite indifferent.

Yes... for the time being, let's make it a goal to greet all my family members.

Ch.78 - Paternal Cousins (2)
The next day, I came to visit the hospital in the Royal Capital, holding my father's hand.

Come to think of it, this is where I was hospitalized before. Seeing it after so long, those memories...

Aren't particularly pleasant.
I almost got murdered here.

I'm told my aunt is staying in the VIP ward on the top floor, where I once stayed.
Apparently, the daily fee alone costs as much as a mid-grade magic stone...

After taking the elevator and passing through strict security checkpoints, we arrived at the VIP ward, which was quite luxurious.
I couldn't see much of my surroundings back then, but visiting like this gives me a different perspective.

Father stood at the door and knocked.
Two knocks.
Then he spoke.

"Sister, we're coming in."
"Please enter."

Father is being extremely polite.
Well, that's probably normal.
I'm probably the only one who speaks informally to older sisters.
Even Silfia speaks formally to me, her older brother, doesn't she?

"Excuse us."

Father opened the door, and I closed it behind us as we entered.
Inside the room was a blue-haired beauty with delicate eyes,
like the protagonist of "The Last Leaf,"
her eyes filled with sadness as if she were approaching her final moments.

"Sister, it's been a while."
"Yes. How many years has it been? Thirty?"
"Thirty-two years."
"It's truly been a long time since you've shown your face. And this child is...?"

When my aunt's eyes met mine,
I bowed my head in greeting.
Regardless of status or whatever,
it's normal to bow to elders in the family.

"Hello, Aunt. I'm Yook Zikheart Kritias."
"My, it really is Your Highness. I'm sorry I'm not in better condition."
"Not at all. I'm grateful just to hear your words."

I couldn't be shameless enough to expect someone bedridden
to stand up and greet me.

By the way, I heard she was hit by a bus and her appendix ruptured.
They said the bus suddenly crashed into her.
Standing there without thinking, my aunt couldn't avoid being struck.

"So, what brings my little brother to visit his sister?"
"Well, it's not like I'm somewhere I shouldn't be."

They started bickering right away.
They really are siblings after all.
But father is blond while my aunt has blue hair.

"That's because Your Highness's grandfather has blond hair and grandmother has blue hair."

My aunt answered my unspoken question in a gentle voice,
with a nostalgic expression.

"And they are...?"
"They're at Yggdrasil. I'd like to meet them once, but they won't allow it."
"Well, it's difficult to leave Yggdrasil without good reason. Please understand, Sister."
"Sigh... I suppose that's true."

Huh?
Then what about Christina?
Is she free to come and go because she founded Yggdrasil?
I wonder if they'd let me meet my grandparents if I asked...

"It's been over 700 years since I've seen them, hasn't it?"
"I don't remember the details either."
"Well... at least they haven't passed on..."
"Those lovebirds won't leave this world."

It seems my grandparents are quite the loving couple.
If they get along so well, they probably can't bear to be apart,
and rather than facing the end of life, they'd prefer to live in seclusion.

Oh right.
I almost forgot.
I handed the flowers I was holding to my aunt.

In my previous life, I would have brought fruit or drinks,
but since my aunt had a ruptured appendix,
she couldn't eat anything anyway,
and elves love flowers, so this was recommended as better.

"Aunt."
"Thank you. My nephew is much better than my little brother."
"Ahem..."

My aunt gently patted my head with a loving smile.
Meanwhile, father remained silent, unable to retort.
Well, father had tried to stop me from buying flowers, saying, "My sister doesn't like flowers."
How could he not know his sister's preferences?

I know my sisters' preferences well.
Mostly swords, but still.

"Ah... I wish I had a son too."
"Perhaps you could still try?"
"You're not serious, are you?"
"......"

For reference, my aunt's husband,
my uncle, passed away shortly after Yuris was born.
I didn't hear the exact reason, but it was due to a worsening illness.
Here too, if illnesses aren't detected early,
elf men die too easily.
It's all because of insufficient mana.

Considering that, my father and I have
abnormally high mana levels.
I heard father's is similar to mine.
Well, a royal-class magician should have that much.
Still, he didn't die young, living close to 4,000 years, it seems.

Father and aunt talked for a long time.
They must have had a lot to catch up on after not seeing each other for so long.
I excused myself appropriately.

"My, what brings Your Highness here?"
"Yuris?"

While I was drinking a juice box in the lounge,
Yuris appeared.
She wasn't in the hospital room, so she must have been somewhere else.

"I came with father to visit my aunt."
"I see. Thank you. Mother has been wanting to meet you."

Remembering how my aunt had patted my head earlier,
saying she wanted a son,
I nodded.

"And your father?"

Yuris looked around.
I told her father was still talking with my aunt in her room,
and I had just stepped out for a bit.

"Then would you like to have a meal with me?"
"Sure. It's already lunchtime..."
"Is there anything in particular you'd like?"
"Hmm... I'm fine with anything as long as it's not meat."

Eating meat occasionally isn't bad.
But maybe because I'm an elf, I feel somewhat uncomfortable with it.
Vegetables taste better, are more delicious, and more nutritious,
so why eat meat?
I'm not exactly vegan, but I vaguely feel that way.

"Then let's go eat tofu hot pot. I know a good place."
"Tofu?!"

What?
I never imagined they'd sell tofu here.
Well, there might be other transmigrators or reincarnators besides me,
so it's natural that foods from that world exist here.

Suddenly my mouth waters.
Tofu—I never imagined I could eat this nostalgic food.
Is this what they call nostalgia?

"I've always wanted to try it."
"Then let's hurry. It might get crowded."

I took Yuris's outstretched hand
and stood up.
She took the juice box I had been drinking,
confirmed it was empty,
threw it in the trash,
and then took out a handkerchief to wipe around my mouth.

"Ugh..."
"Just a moment. You had something there."

Geez...
Like my sisters, why doesn't she understand that she should show this kind of behavior
to her own man, not me?

This is how my forever-alone energy gets revived
and I end up misunderstanding things.

No matter how many wives I have
and how much immunity I've built up against women,
I can't help but be drawn to beautiful people.

***

"Two tofu hot pots, here you go!"

Another transmigrator, perhaps?
The server was a macho gym-bro type with bulging muscles.

You should run away from gyms with guys like that.
Even if you haven't signed up for PT, "those types" will come over and
give unsolicited advice.

But right now, my eyes are fixed on the tofu in front of me.
This isn't the kind of packaged tofu you'd buy at a supermarket.
It's homemade country-style tofu.

"Wow... this is the real deal."
"So Your Highness knows about tofu too?"
"How could I not? I could never forget 'Chodang tofu.'"
"What kind of tofu is that? I've never heard of it."

So the term "Chodang tofu" doesn't exist here after all.
Yuris tilted her head in confusion.

At that moment, the muscular server who had just delivered our tofu hot pot
flinched slightly.
If that man is indeed a tofu master from "Korea,"
he would react to the mention of Chodang tofu.

"Ah. I suppose something so rare wouldn't be available here."
"That's a shame. To think such tofu exists."
"Yes, indeed."

Still, just seeing tofu at all is something.
I used a ladle to serve some tofu to Yuris,
then served myself as well.

Yuris seemed a bit surprised,
but I didn't mind.

"Then, let's eat."
"Let's eat."

The tofu I tasted after so long
was slightly different from what I'd eaten in my previous world,
but perhaps because it had been so long,
it was delicious enough to bring tears to my eyes.

***

"See you at the academy."

I waved to Yuris as she went back into the hospital holding my father's hand.
Seeing me do this,
father sighed for some reason.
Did something happen with aunt?

"Dad? Did something happen?"
"No... I just think my son might be leading too many girls on."
"Leading what on?"
"It's something. You're still too young to know."

If he knew that this "young child" was already
deep-kissing his wives,
would father be shocked?

Still, I'll continue to play the innocent kid in front of my father.
Well, it's hardly acting since it's close to my true feelings anyway.

"I should head back early today. Tomorrow I need to go to the arena to apply magic."
"It's finally tomorrow, huh?"

I smiled at the thought of finally getting to goof off for a whole week.

Ch.79 - Magic Tournament Announcement
Father finished enchanting the arena and returned to his territory.

Since he's handling all the lord's duties in place of Mother, he seems to be quite short on time.

I'm sorry, Father. When I grow up, I'll properly show my filial piety.

By the way, Mother, who has been hugging me since morning, looks even brighter than usual.

"Did something good happen today?"
"Hehe."

Hehe?
I never expected to find Mother so adorable.
She's smiling so happily...

Wait, could it be?
I saw posts like this in online communities in my past life—married men writing about how their wives went back to their parents' home and were enjoying their freedom.
No way... surely not...
They're such a lovey-dovey couple...

"Don't tell me... because Dad went down to the territory...?"
"Hup... Who told you?!"

It seems I was right.
Well, at the territory, she was always under Father's watchful eye, but here she can do whatever she wants.

It looks like letting her do everything she wants for her treatment and stress relief is having an effect.

"I should... tell Dad about this..."
"N-No, you can't!"
"I'm just kidding. I need to get going now, so please let me go."
"Oh right. I'll be watching the magic competition in disguise too."

Just when I thought I was finally being freed from being her cuddle toy, her shocking statement ruined everything.
This means I won't be able to show affection to my wives in the audience seats.

"M-Maron will be happy about that."
"It's for my daughter, you know. Ahem."

Though Lillie isn't participating in the magic competition, Maron is.
When I mentioned that both of them were a bit sad when Mother said she wouldn't come watch the sword competition, it seems she decided to at least attend the magic one.

Plus, if she goes in secret, she won't have to deal with strange people approaching her.
She can just curl up her hair and tuck it inside her clothes.

"Then we'll go ahead first."
"You're meeting at the academy, right?"
"Yes, we'll take attendance there first, then head to the arena."

Though we commute from the royal palace, the academy is basically a boarding school for all grades.
Since everyone gathers in one place to depart together, we're heading to the academy first.

***

"These preliminaries seem endless."
"I wonder if it's because they accepted more people since it was postponed?"

The magic competition was more spectacular than the sword competition.
Almost to the point where the sword competition seemed plain in comparison.

Especially Maron—she was incredible.
As expected of the Saintess...

"Personally, I think Miss Maron would be better off focusing on magic rather than swordsmanship."
"You shouldn't say that to her directly."
"Of course not. That's just my objective assessment, not my personal opinion."
"Really? What do you think of Maron's swordsmanship?"

Instructor Hye-jin fell into deep thought.
She seemed to be considering how to phrase her response.

After about two minutes, having apparently organized her thoughts, she spoke.

"I think Miss Maron's problem is that she only thinks about the sword when using swordsmanship.
Outside of competitions like this, it would be better to use both sword and magic together."
"Well... it's difficult for most people to be born with talent in both areas, right?"
"That's why it's more regrettable. She knows she was born with both talents, but is it stubbornness? Or conviction?"

That's exactly it.
When Maron uses a sword, she's reluctant to use magic except for body enhancement.
In Lillie's case, while she has innate talent with mana cores and skilled usage methods, she can't compare to Maron's "that."

If Maron were to use swordsmanship and magic simultaneously, could she perhaps surpass Lillie?

"So you think so too."
"Y-Your Majesty..."
"Didn't I tell you to call me Mother?"
"...I'm sorry. Mother."

Just then, someone opened the door behind us.
It was just Mother.
She was disguised like some idol, wearing a mask and sunglasses.
Now that I look at her hair color too...

"Huh?"
"Surprised, aren't you?"

Her once golden hair had returned to red.
Wow... that's amazing.
I didn't know magic could be used like that.

"Is this your first time seeing hair dyeing magic?"
"I didn't even know such magic existed."

Mother, who was hugging me snugly, rang the bell and ordered drinks and peanuts.

Having become her cuddle toy again, my only way to get revenge was to steal all her peanuts.

***

The preliminaries finally ended.
Whether by luck or skill, Maron easily passed the preliminaries and secured her spot in the main tournament.

"Well done, my daughter."
"Mother..."

Though she was actually her daughter-in-law rather than her biological daughter, Mother looked very pleased.
She had shown the same joy when Lillie advanced to the finals.

As I was watching with a wry smile, a blue-haired elf I recognized climbed onto the arena for the last preliminary match.

"It's Yuris?"
"Come to think of it, you said you were acquainted with that child."
"Yes, she's a really nice person."
"I know, I've already met her."

Mother stroked my head.
Wait, she already knew?
Come to think of it, would that side be Mother's in-laws?
No, this is a gender-reversed world, so would Mother's side be the in-laws?
This is giving me a headache.

"Hmm... that child is quite skilled."
"A third-year with five mana cores... she's a genius."

Mother and Instructor Hye-jin were expressing their admiration.
Lala was watching intently and not joining their conversation, while Lillie was watching but with an expression like she was looking at a difficult problem.

"What do you think, Lili?"
"Hmm... at my level, I can't really understand what I'm seeing."

While Lillie showed exceptional talent in extracting multiple mana cores and controlling them, she had no talent for handling mana circuits or adjusting and applying magic formations.
Completely useless.
So it seems she can't understand what she's watching.
For the record, though it's nothing to brag about, I don't understand either.

"Her combat sense is amazing. She could join Erendark right now and do well."
"Hye-jin, you think she's already at that level?"
"Yes, if I were teaching her, she'd be a cadet I'd really enjoy developing."
"Hmm..."

The two of them seemed to really appreciate her talent.
They were giving off a similar impression as when they evaluated Maron's skills.

In the end, Yuris finished the preliminary with a victory.
Her opponent collapsed after exhausting all their mana, while Yuris, who had cast several times more spells, stood in place enjoying her victory.

This is the power of elves.
There's probably no greater unfairness to other races than this.

"I'll go see Yuris for a moment."
"Go ahead. Take a towel with you."

This feels like déjà vu.
I also brought a towel when I went to see my eldest sister after she won.

When I went to the arena exit, Yuris was coming out holding her staff.
With nothing to wipe her sweat, it was splashing around her as she walked.

"Here, take this."
"Oh my, is it okay for you to come here?"
"Mother told me to come see you."

The towel I handed her became soaked instantly.
Perhaps because her clothes had stopped absorbing sweat, it was dripping out profusely, making the towel wet much faster.
I should have brought two towels.

...
She doesn't seem like a 9-year-old at all.
If we're only counting mental age, she'd be close to 20, so her charm is different.
So this is how different it is.

"Drink this too."
"Thank you."

Not Pocari but Gatorade.
After sweating, an ion drink is best.
Though I was a liberal arts student so I don't know exactly, they say it's absorbed faster because of the salt content.

"Phew... after sweating, an ion drink really is better than water."
"Right?"

I plopped down next to Yuris, who was leaning against the tunnel-like entrance.
What should we talk about?

"Congratulations on making it to the finals."
"Is that why you came all the way here?"
"Well, yeah."
"Come on, that's so trivial."

She smiled slightly.
Then she drank the rest of the bottle with a loud gulp.
Her throat moving up and down made her look like a pretty girl from the athletic department.

"How do you think the finals will go?"
"Hmm... it'll probably be tough. I'm still young after all."
"Aren't you being too modest?"
"Hehe... do I seem that way?"

The way she'd been smiling all this time didn't actually make her seem modest.
Having fully displayed her talent and won, her pride must be sky-high...

"Well, good luck in the finals."
"Um..."
"Yes?"

Yuris was hesitating to speak.
I wonder what she wants to say.

When I urged her to speak, she lowered her face, hiding her expression.

"Will you come again?"

That one question.
Well, Yuris's aunt is hospitalized, and she has no siblings.
She must have friends, but she must feel lonely.
I gave the most natural response.

"Of course. So work hard and aim for the championship... no, wait... Maron should win..."
"What's that supposed to mean?"

Yuris smiled bitterly.
That smile seemed to contain some ambiguous meaning.
It seemed a bit lonely.
I decided to go all out.

"If you win the competition, I'll grant you one wish."
"...Really?"
"So try to win. Nothing would make me happier than seeing both my sisters win their competitions."

To be honest, I'd probably be a bit happier if Maron won.
But isn't this kind of talk just good service?
Hmm...

"Okay. I'll work hard."
"........"

However, Yuris was wearing an expression as if she had made some tremendous resolution, gripping her staff tightly.

What's going on...
Did I make another mistake?

Ch.80 - Magic Tournament Announcement (2)
"So that's why you said those things?"
"....."

It hurts my heart to see Maron glaring at me like an angry squirrel.

Of course, I'd like Maron to win too. But how could I have known those words would slip out, or that she'd react this way?

"Well... since winning is a condition..."
"That's enough now," Lillie and my mother comforted the sulking Maron.

I have absolutely nothing to say since this is 100% my fault. I approached the pouting Maron.

"I'm sorry..."
"...."
"It's hard to even call this an apology, but... today I'll let you do whatever you want."
"Really?"

Ah.
Just like that, the sulking Maron instantly revived.
Of course, she just wants to touch me a bit or kiss me. Nothing strange at all.

If this is all it takes to appease Maron, how could I refuse?
I nodded.

"Since it's come to this... I'll aim for victory too."

Maron clenched her fist.
So cute...
Why does she look adorable whether she's angry or sulking?
Is this what they call being blinded by love?

"Your Highness promised me!"
"Well... you're already qualified, so don't... push yourself too hard, okay?"
"I don't know why that's a question, but I'm aiming for victory."

Then with a little huff, she went outside with everyone else.
Today's schedule ends here...

I sighed in the now-empty audience seats before heading out myself.

In the end, I spent until late at night consoling the sulking Maron.
I thought she would make all sorts of demands, but she simply fell asleep in my arms, which only made me feel more guilty.

"Maron, time to wake up."
"Mmmmm..."

I know what she wants.
With a wry smile, I kissed her lips—not too intense, but not too light either.

"The finals start today, right? You'll do great, Maron."
"Yes."

With that simple but firm response, the sharp atmosphere finally dissipated.

***

What's going on?
Am I seeing things wrong?
The match just started, but Yuris's opponent is already down.

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

It's not just me.
Everyone is pressing their faces to their tablets with expressions of disbelief.

Especially my mother.

"Impossible..."

She looks utterly shocked.
Lala too.
With a look that says this can't be happening.

Yuris's defeated opponent was definitely someone I'd seen in our military unit.

Whether it was father or mother, anyway, one of my parents had specially recruited this talented person.

That's why mother clicked her tongue when she saw Yuris's match-up.
She felt so sorry for Yuris.
Seeing mother's reaction had made my heart ache too.

But surprisingly, it wasn't Yuris who fell—it was her opponent.
And it happened in an instant.

Does that make any sense?
At best, Yuris's skill level was advanced.
Yet overnight, she showed something completely unbelievable.

"King-level... no... possibly beyond that..."

The words that escaped Instructor Lee Hye-jin's mouth were truly shocking.

King-level.
If one passes the proper examination and receives recognition, they're permitted to be called a Demon King. That's the level of power we're talking about.
And she achieved this at nine years old.

You might compare it to my eldest sister becoming a Sword King, but it's entirely different.

My eldest sister trained relentlessly under our mother, the Sword God.
With her genius talent, she became a Sword King at fifteen.
Even she acknowledges it was both effort and innate talent.

But Yuris is different.
She never showed exceptional talent before.
Sure, people might have called her a prodigy or genius.
After all, she had advanced magic skills.
Since her family specializes in magic, my aunt must have been very proud.

But even my father, who has lived for over a thousand years, remains at the "Demon King" level.
Yet Instructor Hye-jin mentioned something beyond "Demon King"—the "Demon Emperor," of which there are only two in the world.

Instructor Hye-jin isn't an instructor for nothing.
She's observed many examinations and was originally a Demon King-level magician herself.
It was a special benefit of being a Transmigrator, but still.
And this person just made such an assessment about Yuris.

"It seems I'll have to grant that wish after all."
"...Is that really necessary?"

Mother shook her head as if there was no other choice.
Beside her, Lala nodded in agreement.

No way...
Surely not...
I shook my head, refusing to believe it, and turned my attention to the next match.

***

Maron returned to the audience seats after losing to the captain of the Royal Magic Knights.
Yet somehow, her expression remained bright.

"There's always someone better."

Perhaps it was because the person who defeated her was someone she could accept.
I gave her a wry smile and patted her head.
She cried during the sword competition, but not now.

"By the way, how is Yuris doing?"
"Well, about that..."

Lala and Instructor Hye-jin began explaining to the clueless Maron.

At first, Maron looked confused, then suddenly her mouth fell open in disbelief.

I understand.
Maron herself was born with tremendous talent, but to be surpassed in a single day?
This news probably hurts more than her defeat in the finals.

I've already come to terms with it.
So have mother, Lala, Maron, and Lillie—all of us.

With her suddenly enhanced power, Yuris advanced through the preliminaries and made it to the finals.

I thought she'd struggle to win the finals, though.
Her opponent's record was no joke.

But suddenly, the judges rushed in and dragged away her opponent.
About 30 minutes later, an announcement shocked us all.

Match-fixing.

Yuris's opponent had apparently taken bribes right before the finals.
They were told to pretend to try hard but ultimately lose.
The organizers caught this and arrested them.
Everyone involved will likely face deportation or have their adventurer status revoked.
They'll be marked for life.

So, ridiculously, Yuris won by default.
Given her record so far and the circumstances, the organizers seemed to find no issue with this outcome.

"...You know you brought this on yourself, right?"
"...Yes."
"Cousin... well, many people do this, so don't worry."
"I'm sorry."

Mother gave a bitter smile.
She's probably the most troubled by this, and Alice will be too, looking at the bigger picture.

I trudged down the stairs carrying two towels and a bottle of sports drink.

Yuris, walking out from the opposite corridor, looked bewildered herself.
How should I put it...
She's happy about winning, but her expression says she can't quite believe it.

I approached and offered her a towel.
She accepted with a smile, but still wore that awkward expression.

I unfolded the other towel and began drying her hair.
She flinched slightly but quickly calmed down, allowing me to continue.

"Um... congratulations on winning. Though I have so many questions."
"I'm sure you do."

She opened the sports drink I handed her and continued.

***

So, to put it simply, she had been hiding her power.
She was born with talent that threatened my mother's position, so she kept it hidden.

But when I said I'd grant her wish, she thoughtlessly unleashed her power.

"Actually, my father died because of me. While trying to suppress my rampage..."

It seems her uncontrollable magic tried to go berserk.
As a very young elf, she couldn't control her magic—in fact, the more one tried to control it, the stronger it became. Her father was consumed by the magic while trying to contain it.
So my uncle didn't die from illness after all.

"Afterward, the shock of my father's death allowed me to control my magic, but..."

Exceptional talent invites jealousy and envy.
And even sabotage.

What would happen if people learned that a child not even five years old was born with immense magical power?
They wouldn't leave her alone—they'd use her politically.

So my aunt decided to hide it.
Fitting for a family of magicians, they created the concept that she had adequate talent, showed average results, and graduated normally.

Then after a thousand or two thousand years, she would reveal her power, inherit the title, and rule the territory as a lord.

That seemed to be the plan.
But today, it all fell apart.

*This is something I need to take responsibility for, isn't it?*

In the end, Yuris was the one who caused the incident, but I had already given my word, and I didn't want to push my cousin into a hellish situation.

Since I've already committed, should I take the initiative?
Thinking this will be the last time?

"Hey, sis."
"Yes."
"How do you feel about me?"
"......"

See?
Her face turned red again.
I stopped drying her hair and moved in front of her.

"W-what do you mean?"
"You like me, don't you?"
"What?! S-suddenly..."

I moved my face closer and closer until we were just inches apart.
I could smell her healthy sweat.
There was also a hint of citrus fragrance.

Alright.
Let's do this.
Without thinking further, I crashed my lips against hers, hoping I wasn't mistaken.

Ch.81 - The Way Back
"Slurp... suck..."

Ah, whatever. I don't even know anymore.
Without thinking, I went ahead and kissed her.

Yuris didn't exactly refuse, and seeing how she just stayed still,
it seems she's not against it.

"So, tell me honestly."
"Ugh..."
"Since when?"
"...Do you remember the day we went to eat tofu?"

Of course I remember.
After being reincarnated into this world, it was the most satisfying day food-wise.
I mean, I got to eat tofu.
I nodded.

"Since then, when I wiped Your Highness's lips, my heart started pounding...
and I couldn't stop thinking about you..."
"Ah."

Come to think of it, my saliva had some kind of aphrodisiac effect,
like something out of an adult novel.
I completely forgot about that.
While it might not matter for people around me, should I have stopped Yuris from wiping my mouth?
Hmm... but it doesn't seem to affect my older sisters much,
maybe it doesn't work on family.
Though technically, this sister is my cousin.

"So? What do you want to do with me?"

I decided to tease her with sadistic, inconsiderate words that would make her feel embarrassed and shy,
making her want me even more.
After all, I've already decided to become trash.

"I... with Your Highness..."
"With...?"

She's on the verge of tears.
If I torment her any further, she might get emotionally hurt.
Like Lala...

Still, I didn't approach her first,
but led her to confess herself.
By now, I've shown her that I have feelings for her too,
so if she feels the same, she'll continue.

"I like Your Highness."
"Even though you're my cousin sister?"
"Ugh... ugh..."
"I'm just kidding."

Since I'm still only nine years old,
I could barely reach her chin.

I lifted her chin, fixing her head so she would look into my eyes.
This way, even if she wanted to avoid my gaze, she couldn't.

"Actually, I like you too. That's why I kissed you."
"...Really?"
"Do I look like the kind of guy who kisses just anyone?"

To be honest, I did kiss her without thinking,
but I'm not into just anyone.
If I had no feelings for this sister,
I would have just pushed her away.
I don't like all women.

I'm drawn to people who genuinely care about me.
People who seem like they couldn't live without me.
In a way, I might be a shallow man, but what can I do?
I'm a man who lived in a world with different rules.
And in a world where polygyny is legally allowed,
it's not like I'm doing anything wrong.
...Of course, I do feel a bit guilty toward my women.

No.
I shook my head.
Let's not think about that.
Right now, I should focus on Yuris in front of me.

"You're mine now. What happened earlier wasn't a kiss, it was 'subjugation.'"
"...Subjugation?"

I placed my finger on her lips and slowly traced downward.
From her lips, down her neck, across her chest, and down to her stomach.

"Mmm..."
"All of this, everything, is mine."
"Yes... I am yours, Your Highness."

I gave her a light peck and left.
I can't be late for the award ceremony, can I?
But she remained there for a while, touching her lips.
Seems like the feeling lingered.
How cute.

***

"Winner, Yuris von Tristan."
"Yes!"

On the bronze and silver podiums
stood the women who had shown impressive matches in the semifinals.
They were amazing too, but Yuris's talent was just too outstanding.

Unlike earlier, a proud-looking Yuris
stepped onto the gold podium.

Originally, Queen Alice should have placed the medal around her neck,
but since she couldn't attend, the event chairman did it in her place.

While everyone was applauding,
I approached her with a bouquet.
Mother had prepared it in advance for me to give.
She's quite thoughtful.

Only her friends are giving her flowers.
There's no family among the spectators, and her only family is hospitalized.
Mother sent me as the family representative.
Whether as a cousin or as a husband, I'm not sure.

"Congratulations on your victory once again."
"Thank you, Your Highness. It's an honor."

She wasn't wearing the tight outfit from the competition, but a sky-blue dress.
Holding the hem of her skirt and greeting elegantly,
she looked too glamorous for her age, similar to
a dancer performing on stage.

Elven women are really too mature.
For someone like me who prefers older women, this world is overflowing.

After the award ceremony, on the way back to the academy,
Lillie, Maron, and I slipped away and headed to the royal palace.

Now, how am I going to tell Alice about this?
I have no idea how people in this world view cousin marriages.
Maybe I should post on a community forum...

[What do you think about cousins getting married?]
Don't ask why, just tell me what you think ㅇㅇ

ㄴIf you both like it, go for it.
ㄴ[OP] But what about public opinion?
ㄴIf you can't handle that, why marry? ㅋㅋ Get rid of your uterus.
ㄴ[OP] I'm a guy.
ㄴI'll believe you if you prove it with a dick pic

So they don't think too badly of it.
Seems like it's fine as long as both parties are okay with it, just keep it quiet.

"Big sister won't make a big deal out of it, so don't worry."
"...Really?"
"She already knows anyway."
"...? But I never told her."

I pouted in response to Lala's words.
Even if it's not her business...
Sob... so sad...

"No, I told her everything yesterday."
"About me and Yuris?!"
"Yes."
"What... what did she say?"

My heart was pounding.
What should I say?
Should I say I'm relieved to know the reason and punishment before being called in?

"She said she wants to see what kind of person she is."
"And? And?"
"...After that, nothing really..."
"Isn't that basically saying nothing?"
"No, it's not. If I tell her what happened today, she'll be thrilled."

Well, Alice even created a vassal state
to attract magicians.
She might actually be happy to have a Sword Emperor close by.
Maybe with effort, I could even become a Demon God.
That's chilling.

"Phew... it's fortunate that Yuris is a magician."

I let out a big sigh of relief.
It really is fortunate.

And perhaps because I was so relieved,
I didn't notice the alarm that had been going off
in my pocket for a while.
It's really loud.

***

"Um... Alice?"

When I entered my room, Alice was sitting on the bed,
so I automatically knelt down.

Oh, I can see Alice's panties.
They're black today.

"What are you doing there?"
"Huh? Um... kowtowing?"
"Goodness... stop doing weird things and get up."

Alice grabbed my arm and pulled me up.
Then she took out a handkerchief from her pocket
and wiped the dust off my legs.

This scene feels like déjà vu.
I've experienced this somewhere before...

"I was wondering which charming woman had caught Yook's eye this time..."
"Well... about that..."
"I know. I already know everything."

Alice nodded with an exaggerated gesture.
As if she knew everything...
But I know.
That her understanding is full of misunderstandings.

"Yuris is more than suitable for Yook. She's pretty, has a good personality, and is talented."
"........."
"And today she even won the magic competition. At just nine years old."
"........."
"Sigh... do you know that right now, Yuris is winning the competition and doing some networking among the political nobles?"

Networking?
What kind of networking is she talking about?
It's probably not the dictionary meaning I know.
It's not like she's a fish or something.

"Not that kind of networking, I mean they're thinking about how to use her."
"Oh, I see. I thought that might be the case."
"Hmm... so? What are you going to do?"
"It's shameless, but I want to make her mine."

It's an incredibly shameless statement to make in front of Alice.
In front of the Queen, no less.

"Well, I expected Yook to say that."
"You'll understand, right?"

Alice smiled slightly and opened her arms.
It meant for me to jump into her embrace.
I responded by obediently hugging her.

"If I don't understand Yook, who will?"
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be. I've always been the one making demands, but this time it's the first thing you've wanted."

I see.

Thinking about it, Lillie, Maron, Lala, and Instructor Hye-jin
were all marriages that Alice asked of me.
...Maybe I'm not trash after all.
Perhaps I'm unexpectedly a normal man?

"...Though I never imagined it would be your cousin sister."
"Will there be problems?"
"It might be a bit difficult, but nothing's impossible for me."

Alice showed me a benevolent smile.
With just that reassuring look,
hasn't she led me all this way?
My duty is to trust her, trust her, and trust her again.

"Alice, want to sleep together tonight?"
"My, are you feeling clingy?"

I hugged Alice tightly as she giggled happily.
She probably had a tough day with work and couldn't even come watch the competition,
so I wanted to help relieve her stress, even if just by being her cuddle toy.

"Thank you. I was having a bit of a hard time."
"It's nothing. Ask me anytime."

While still embracing her, I pressed my forehead against Alice's.
This expression of affection is always good for mental health.
I should do it more often in the future.

Ch.82 - Permission
I'm currently standing in front of the hospital.
Why, you ask?

Since I've ended up confessing, I came to get marriage permission from my aunt.

At first, I planned to come alone, but Yuris insisted on coming too, so we're here together.

"Don't worry, Your Highness. My mother might kill me, but she won't say anything to you."
"...That's troubling in its own way."

Should I say it's chillingly convincing?
If I just get slapped once and it's over, wouldn't that be the best solution?

Logically speaking, how would someone react if their daughter suddenly announced she wanted to marry her cousin?
If it were me, I'd deliver a good slap first thing.

After taking the elevator up and passing through security at the VIP ward, I stood in front of my aunt's hospital room.

My legs are trembling.
Is what I'm doing really something that can be forgiven?

"Hmmmmm...hoooooo"

I took a deep breath and knocked on the door.
It felt like I was shouting into a tiger's den.

Knock knock.

There was no answer.
Usually, only Yuris or hospital staff visit here, so it's standard procedure for the visitor to speak first.

"Aunt, it's Yook Zikheart Kritias."
"Your Highness, what brings you here? Please wait a moment."

I heard the sound of fabric rustling from inside.
She must have been undressed for comfort.

After about three minutes, my aunt's voice came from inside.

"Please come in."

With a click, the private lock mechanism similar to a door lock was released, and I opened the door and entered.

"Oh my? I never imagined Your Highness would come with Yuris."

My aunt's expression showed surprise at this unexpected combination.
Of course she would be.
Even I couldn't have imagined this until yesterday.

"Aunt, I came because I have something to tell you."
"Is it a serious matter?"
"...Yes, it's quite serious."

My aunt's eyes became serious and sharp.
Despite being hospitalized due to illness, the atmosphere she exuded showed her experience.
Is this the presence of a lord who governs territory?

I swallowed loudly enough to be heard anywhere in the room.
I was so nervous that saliva kept flowing.

Right, I should speak quickly.
Don't they say the quicker the beating, the less it hurts?
No need to waste time.

"Aunt, Yuris and I..."
"Mother! I want to marry His Highness. Please give us your blessing!"

At that moment, Yuris suddenly interrupted me and spoke for herself.
She clearly promised me before coming that she wouldn't say anything!

I might just get slapped at worst, but who knows what could happen to Yuris.
Why would you do that, you fool!

After all, she's declaring to her parent that she wants to marry her cousin.
Even though marriage between cousins is legal here and not classified as incest, it's still not something people are happy about in reality.

In my previous life, even in neighboring Japan, marriage between cousins was legal and not considered incest, but the social stigma they faced is something most people have heard about.

Thud.

Suddenly, Yuris knelt down and pressed her forehead to the ground.
It was a full kowtow position, showing admission of guilt and repentance.

I was momentarily stunned and stood there stupidly, but then I knelt down too.
It wasn't proper behavior considering my status, but given the situation, what else could I do?
I believe Alice would understand.
Besides, it would be unfair to Yuris if I just stood there like an idiot.

Yuris was shocked to see me kneeling.
I could see her hands trembling.

"Mother! Please forgive me just this once!"
"......"

My aunt remained silent for a while.
Whether she was deep in thought, too shocked to speak, or too angry to respond, I couldn't tell.
I was looking down at the floor while kneeling.

"Do you understand what you've done wrong?"

A stern, accusatory tone.
Heavy and frightening.

"...Wanting to marry Your Highness, my cousin..."
"That's not it."

My aunt got up from her seat and stood in front of Yuris.

Then, suddenly, she raised her foot high and stomped down on Yuris's back with her heel.

The impact was strong enough that I could feel the shockwave, but Yuris didn't dodge and quietly accepted it.

Like a child being scolded by her mother.

She didn't make a sound.
Even for an elf, that must have been quite painful.

"......"
"Will you reconsider?"
"That... that is..."

This time, like kicking a ball, she delivered a soccer kick to Yuris's side.

Even the patient Yuris couldn't endure that, and her kowtow posture collapsed.

"Ugh..."
"I'll ask again. Do you really think that's what you did wrong?"
"......"

Yuris offered no excuse.
She doesn't seem to understand why my aunt is acting this way.
Of course, I don't understand either...

My aunt lifted me up from my kneeling position, put my head over her shoulder, and embraced me like a child.

I almost struggled in surprise, but my aunt's hugging power was too strong, so I decided against it.

Is this really the time to be struggling about being hugged?
I should stay still even if I get hit.

I was trembling while being embraced.
It felt warm but also terrifying because I didn't know what would happen next.
If she hit her daughter, what's stopping her from hitting her nephew?

"What makes this mother angry is how you let His Highness, a male, bring up such an important matter."
"........."
"Did I teach you that? Did I teach you to be so inconsiderate to men?"
"N-no, you didn't."
"Yes... and knowing that, you still did it? You need more punishment."

Thud... Thud...
The sound of my aunt kicking Yuris reached me.
But strangely, I felt less afraid. The beating of my aunt's heart felt very similar to my mother's.

I know well that my mother used to beat my sisters while teaching them.
I was in her arms then too, and I can't forget how she kicked my sisters while claiming to be instructing them in swordsmanship.

Some might argue this is just rationalizing child abuse, but this is the world we live in.
Even in a civilized place, when war could break out at any time and physical threats are real, can you afford soft education?
Though it feels odd saying it myself, my aunt is "educating" her.

"Huff......."

As my aunt stopped kicking and sat on the bed, Yuris straightened her clothes and knelt before her.
By the way, I'm still being held.

"Does Your Highness's mother know about this?"
"Yes... Alice has given her permission."
"...Sigh, I don't know how to express my gratitude."

My aunt let out a deep sigh.
It was an unspoken approval of our marriage.

***

"By the way, how were you able to leave the academy?"

Answering my curiosity, she took out a round badge from her pocket.
It had "Entry Permit" written vertically on it.

"I received it because I'm the only caregiver for my mother."
"I see..."

Even though nurses and maids do the actual caregiving, they say you can't get anything done without a guardian.
That's definitely an inconvenient system.

"So that's why you couldn't come visit for a while after I enrolled?"
"That, and... on the day Her Highness was going to introduce you to me... that incident..."
"Right. I completely forgot about that."

She's talking about that incident where I got slapped and flew into the air at the café.
Originally that day, my older sister was going to introduce Yuris to me, but it fell through because I went out with Lillie.

I'm now treating the bruises on her body.
Since I can only bring out one mana core, I can't perform amazing healing, but I can at least help her forget the pain from these kinds of injuries.

"Raise your right arm too."
"Ugh..."

Her waist has a blue bruise.
This looks difficult to treat.

"Asking Aunt is out of the question."
"If we tell Mother, it'll cause another big problem."
"I know, I know. Does it hurt a lot?"

I gently stroked the injured area.
It must have hurt when I touched it, but she didn't show any pain.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said anything..."
"Your Highness has done nothing wrong. This happened because of my inadequacy."

I chuckled.
I know she's not talking about physical appearance when she says "inadequate," but seeing someone so beautiful call herself inadequate made me laugh.

"Why... why are you laughing?"
"I'm not telling you."

I pulled down her top while snickering.
It's about time for me to return to the palace.

As we went outside, I said goodbye.

"Well, I should get going now. Make sure you go to the infirmary, okay?"
"Don't worry about me."

Yuris stroked my head firmly, then moved her hand to my cheek.
Looking a bit embarrassed with a reddened face, she kissed my lips.
It was a shallow bird kiss, like a mother bird feeding her chick.

"Today was truly wonderful. I was happier than when I won the magic competition."
"...I'll make you even happier in the future."
"Oh my, really?"

Finally showing me that playful smile I saw when we first met, she bowed her head and returned to the dormitory.

I felt somewhat relieved, thinking I'd resolved another issue.
Then I stretched widely.

"Ouch... my legs..."

I've been having growing pains lately.
I wonder if I'm growing taller or if my growth is stopping.
I should at least reach 160cm.
Anything less is unacceptable.

"Dad..."

Or maybe my growth will stop later, and I'll keep growing until I'm 20.
My father stopped growing at 20 and reached 170cm.

"But that's unlikely. My bad feelings are never wrong, are they?"

I drink milk every day but don't grow taller.
It's foolish to hope for something so unlikely.
Health check-ups have already confirmed that my growth will stop at 14 or 15.

"Or maybe it's going to rain tomorrow? Could this be joint pain...?"

I hope it's not that.
I walked from the girls' dormitory to the main gate with my shoulders and spine straight.
I thought this might help me grow a little taller.

Ch.83 - My Older Sister's Broken Engagement
I was walking alone through the academy to help with digestion when I heard a loud commotion.

Something about an engagement and cheating—not just a lovers' quarrel but a full-blown infidelity dispute.

No way I'm missing this juicy drama.
I quietly walked toward the source of the noise.

It was a secluded spot like a park, with trees forming a natural enclosure, a bench, streetlamp, and a trash can.

There, a red-haired girl and a brown-haired boy were arguing.

"It's over! You piece of garbage."
"Irina, do you really have to go this far? We've been together for years."
"And you have the nerve to mention those years after cheating on me?!"

The boy was desperately gripping the girl's wrist, trying to hold on, but the difference in strength forced him to let go.
What a shameless guy.
How could he cheat and then still cling to her?

"Fine, let's just end it. You won't even listen to me anyway."
"Did you hear me through your nostrils? I said get lost."
"Hah....."

The boy tried to say something more but stopped himself.
Was it because he knew he was in the wrong?
Or because he knew she wouldn't listen no matter what he said?
Only he would know.

After the boy left, the girl fell to her knees and crouched down.
Listening carefully, I could hear her sniffling.
How heartbreaking.
I was about to emerge from my hiding spot in the bushes to comfort her.
Or at least I tried to.

"Yook, what are you doing here?!"

Someone covered my mouth and pulled me back into an embrace as I tried to step out.
I was startled for a moment, but seeing that my Erendark sisters didn't react, I realized it wasn't someone dangerous.

I broke free from her hold and checked who it was.

"Second sister?"
"Why are you here?! How much did you see?!"

It was Elena, my second oldest sister.
I hadn't even noticed her.
When did she get behind me?

"Um... how much did I see? I saw everything from the beginning."
"Ugh, why did those two have to fight in a place like this."

Elena scratched her head.
She seemed worried I'd seen something I shouldn't have.
By the way, did that guy really cheat?
He must have some serious guts.

"Anyway, don't go talking about this anywhere! Got it?"
"Yeah... I know that. But..."
"But what?"

There's something I'm dying to know.
If this were a drama, I'd be obsessing over it for a week waiting for the next episode.

"Who did that guy cheat with?"
"That's what you're curious about? You naughty child."

With that, Elena flicked my forehead.
And it wasn't a playful hit—she really meant it.
Hitting her little brother's forehead like that.
I'm telling Mother about this.

"Boys pretending to be hurt..."
"It really hurts! I'm telling Mom."
"...Do you want to see your sister die?"

Before killing my sister,
wouldn't our eldest sister kill her ex-fiancé who cheated first?
I think he's higher on the priority list.
I barely managed to stop myself from saying that out loud.

Elena left me clutching my forehead and went to put her arm around our eldest sister's shoulders.

Our eldest sister, sniffling and crying, looked truly pitiful.
Anyone could see she was the one who'd been dumped.

I silently approached her and gently stroked her cheek.

"Big sis, are you okay?"
"Hic... I'm... fine..."

No, she's clearly not fine at all.
Her face was so red it created the illusion of bloody tears streaming down.

I took out my handkerchief and wiped around her eyes,
but she quickly snatched it to wipe them herself.

"Sniff..."

After blowing her nose thoroughly, she sat down on the nearby bench.
Leaving my still-sniffling eldest sister with my second sister,
I headed to the vending machine and got a bottle of water and two cans of cola.

"Big sis, drink some water."
"...Cola."

My eldest sister, who never touches cola, was asking for it? That's unusual.
I handed the water to my second sister and gave a cola to my eldest.

"Why do I get water?"
"Sorry, big sis wants the cola."
"Then you drink the water."
"...But I don't like water..."

I tried my best not to give in, but I lost to my second sister's strength.
With no choice, I placed the water next to my eldest sister
and went back to the vending machine for another cola.

By the time I returned with another cola and sat next to my eldest sister, she had calmed down somewhat.
So I decided to ask directly.

"So what happened?"
"I wish our little brother would learn some sensitivity."
"Ow!"
"Elena... stop. Don't... hit... our brother."

I glared at my second sister with the same squirrel-like eyes Maron had given me before.
My eldest sister sighed at our behavior.

"I'll tell you from the beginning. So, on the day Yook left for his field trip..."

***

"And that's what happened."
"Hmm..."

I remained silent, not knowing what to say as I watched my eldest sister's tears roll down again.

To put it simply:
On the day I left for my field trip,
she discovered him kissing some unknown woman in a classroom.

What nerve.
Is he truly insane?
Did he think he wouldn't get caught?

"Do Mom and Dad know?"
"Not yet..."
"What do you want to do, big sis?"
"...Any feelings I had are completely gone. I want to erase him from my memory."

She's resolute.
I guess my eldest sister wants someone who will look only at her, regardless of polygyny or whatever.

In her position,
she wouldn't have trash like me.
Aren't I the worst scumbag of a little brother?

"I don't know what to say..."

I hung my head low.
Not just cheating, but a man who's been married multiple times
and even seduced our cousin.
I can't even wrap my head around how it came to this.
If there's an enemy of women, it would probably be me.

"Yook is different. The Queen's Prince Consort and a Vassal Grand Duke heir's fiancé couldn't possibly be the same person."
"Well, I can only think of this little one as a troublemaker."

I shot her another sharp glare.
Why does she torment me so much?
She used to be such a kind and good sister until we came to the academy.
She started bullying me from the day I went on my first date with Lillie.

"So that's how it was, and we haven't even made eye contact until today... when he suddenly asked to meet."

She said she went thinking it would be a final goodbye,
but he claimed the kiss was a misunderstanding and that he only knew her,
begging her not to leave him.
Did he want to cheat freely but still be the husband of the Vassal Grand Duke's heir?
Well, I understand men being attracted to beautiful women, but still.

"You're not going to let this slide, right? You'll tell Mom?"
"...How could I possibly tell Her Grace..."
"Why can't you tell her? Should I do it? Say I saw him kissing someone else while walking by?"
"What a brilliant idea..."

My second sister marveled.
If our eldest sister told her, the anger might spread to her too,
but if I said I happened to see it by chance,
it wouldn't affect our eldest sister.

"Mom's at the royal palace anyway, I'll tell her."
"...Really?"
"You think I can't do that much for my big sister?"
"Hic... ugh..."

By the way, this is the first time I've seen my eldest sister cry like this,
so it feels strange.
The mighty Sword King looking so vulnerable.
I gently patted her head.

"Don't worry. I'll take care of him."

My sadistic side is awakening once again.

***

"What did you say?!"

After school, I ran to Mother and tattled.
Just saying they kissed wasn't interesting enough,
so I embellished a bit, saying there was touching, licking, and all sorts of things going on.

"Where did you see this?! Are you certain?!"
"Well... I was picking up a can to throw in the trash when I heard strange noises, so I went to check and saw him there with some girl I didn't know."

The location was where my eldest sister and that jerk had been fighting.
I chose this spot with other people in mind.
That guy had definitely been there today,
so he'd be caught in a lie if asked what he was doing there at that time.

"Now all sorts of vermin are disgracing the Zikheart family...how dare...!?"
"Mom?"
"...Son, please step outside for a moment."

For the first time, Mother ordered me to leave.
I had no choice but to go outside.
Mother seems very angry, but I hope she uses this opportunity to relieve some stress.
Wouldn't smashing things make her feel better?
I quietly slipped away from outside Mother's room.

The next day.
Something bigger than I expected happened.

Mother told Alice,
and she summoned that guy and his parents.
Normally, breaking an engagement requires the Queen's certification, so it's common to gather in one place to dissolve it,
but in this case, since one party cheated, a procedure similar to a divorce lawsuit is necessary.

Ordinarily, this would be handled in something like a family court,
but who is my mother?
She's the Vassal Grand Duke of the Zikheart Duchy.
What would someone like her do when feeling insulted?

When nobles feel insulted, they request duels.
One-on-one duels risking their lives, or even Territory Wars involving countless lives.

There are various types of duels, but this issue is family versus family.
Isn't it a family matter?

At least something as frightening as a Territory War won't happen.
That's what I think.
Whatever Mother thinks is another matter.

And so, following the Queen's summons,
Mother, my sisters, Silfia, and Father arrived at the royal palace,
and the families of both parties gathered in one place.

Ch.84 - My Older Sister's Broken Engagement (2)
"Serena Zikheart, Vassal Grand Duke."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

At Alice's call, my mother stepped forward and knelt down.
Considering their usual relationship, this formal and aristocratic interaction seemed impossible,
but it appears unavoidable in official settings.

"Yook Zikheart Kritias, you come forward as well."
"Yes."

While my mother knelt, I remained standing.
This is the difference between a subject and a Prince Consort.
But isn't the Prince Consort ultimately the Queen's subject too?
Is it different because he's royalty?
I really don't understand.

"Is what you saw true?"
"Yes, it is."

Alice nodded.
She must have already heard from my mother about how the affair was exposed,
but she was still asking the witness directly.

"Then state the facts."
"Recently, after lunch, I was walking to help with digestion..."

To summarize:
I was walking after eating to help with digestion.
I saw some trash and went to throw it in the garbage bin
when I heard strange sounds and approached out of curiosity.

There I found my eldest sister Irina Zikheart's fiancé,
Dave von Glam—who's kneeling over there—kissing and making physical contact
with a woman I'd never seen before.

I mixed in plenty of lies, but
Dave, sweating profusely and trembling over there,
can't refute anything.

Contradicting my words before the Queen would be insulting the royal family.
That doesn't mean he can't defend himself at all.
Since this is a trial, he can present his grievances and defense personally.
However, having legal representation is impossible,
so it truly must be done "personally."

"Hmm... I understand. You've been through quite an ordeal."
"Not at all. It concerns my sister, after all."

Alice looked at me with gentle eyes,
then glared at Dave as if she'd never been gentle.

Not like Maron's squirrel-like glare at me,
but more like a sleeping tiger angry at a cat for waking it up.
If it were me, I'd have died of a heart attack.

"Is this true? If there's room for defense, you may speak, Dave."
"Y-Your Majesty... You must be misunderstanding."
"Oh? A misunderstanding!"

Alice slapped her knee as if amused.
It wasn't because she found his claim about the Prince Consort misunderstanding funny,
but an angry laugh suggesting he was calling her husband too stupid to tell the difference.

His parents beside him, after checking the Queen's expression,
had eyes that had already given up everything.

"Well then, let's hear it! What part is a misunderstanding?"
"W-well... that is..."

What a fool.
They probably only kissed there, without any touching.
That must be it.
But the issue here isn't whether Dave touched her body while kissing.
It's whether he cheated or not.

And the kiss is an undeniable fact.
My eldest sister witnessed it herself, along with her friends.

"Um... that..."
"Enough. Be quiet."

Dave couldn't offer any defense and hung his head low.
He seems to feel wronged.
Does he not know how hurt our eldest sister is?
Our sister who now has to live with the title of Vassal Grand Duke's heir because of him, after losing her man to another woman.

The scribes listened to Alice and began writing something with their pens.

Scratch, scratch.
The sound of fountain pens echoed throughout the hall.

After some time,
Alice received what the scribes had written
and rose from her throne.
She descended the steps and stood before the kneeling Dave.

"Defendant Dave, hear this. Your conduct has been so outrageously improper that you have brought unforgivable disgrace to the House of Zikheart, the family of my husband Yook Zikheart Kritias. This cannot be overlooked, and I feel the victim's emotional suffering is too great for me to ignore."

Alice delivered words that were difficult for me to interpret.
They sounded like lines from a historical drama...

"However, I recognize this is a matter to be resolved between families.
Though I wish to sentence you to imprisonment, considering that the defendant is an elf male and still young,
and that he may later repent his sins and be worthy of God's forgiveness,
I believe there are sufficient grounds for leniency."

Well... she's not wrong.
Imprisonment just for cheating would be excessive,
and while his behavior was described as outrageously improper, it's still just a matter between a man and a woman.
Plus, he might truly repent and receive God's forgiveness.

"Therefore, after considering everything, I pronounce the sentence."

And now she'll deliver an appropriate punishment.
At least it won't be physically demanding.

"I hereby sentence the defendant to a Marriage Ban for 5,000 years."
"Y-Your Majesty?! How could you impose such a cruel punishment...!!"

Wow... I thought the sentence would be light,
but she dropped a nuclear bomb instead.
A 5,000-year ban means he can't marry until he migrates to Yggdrasil.
That's terrible...
At least to me...

"Do you truly not understand what your son did wrong?
Did they not swear to Saint Iris that they would love only each other when they became engaged?"
"But still!"
"Oh? Do you think vows to God are trivial? As it happens, one of my husband's wives is a Saintess.
Should I bring her here to ask her opinion?"
"P-please forgive us for that!!!!"

Bringing a Saintess before someone who broke a vow to God?
Maron, with her signs of religious fanaticism, would be furious if she heard this.
Having grown up in the Holy Nation where divorce is impossible, Maron might report this to the Pope
and request Dave be sent to the Holy Nation.
If Alice were to send Dave there?
He'd either die from torture or commit suicide before the religious trial.
Truly horrifying.

"Now, accept your punishment and leave!"

At the Queen's dismissal, the lord and his wife dragged their son outside.
Tears welled up in my former brother-in-law's eyes as he was dragged away.
But I don't feel sorry for him at all.
At least Rickton, who pursued Maron, was pitiable.

After they left, the doors to the hall closed.
Alice brought a chair from nearby,
placed it in front of the steps, and sat down.

"Was that satisfactory, Mother?"
"Sigh..."

Mother placed her hand on her forehead,
seemingly developing a headache.

I brought another chair from beside where Alice had gotten hers
and placed it next to Alice.

"Mom, please sit and rest for a while."
"I'm sorry."

Mother gently stroked my head
and sighed deeply.
Then I approached her.
Being a docile attachment doll right now
is good for both mother and me.

"Irina, rise."

At mother's command, my eldest sister stood up immediately,
her expression indescribably complex.

"Normally you should have been scolded too... but since you didn't know, I'll let it pass."
"...Yes."

Actually, she's known for three months.
If I revealed that, my eldest sister would be in trouble too.
Better keep that tightly sealed.
Then mother hugged me tightly.
Afterward, she kneaded my cheeks
and buried her face in my neck, inhaling deeply.
Isn't this basically like a drug?

***

"So what happens with big sister's marriage now?"
"With rumors of the broken engagement spreading, it won't happen for a while."

My younger sister and I were walking through the palace corridor, talking.
She was still here because she wanted to see my room
before going to the palace.

"What's there to see in my room?"
"I want to see that smartphone you've been bragging about. Why, don't you want me to?"
"No, it's not that I don't want you to."

Hmm.
She might faint when she sees the moonstone rather than the smartphone.
I was fully prepared to tease her thoroughly.

When we arrived at the door, a maid came out and opened it.
For some reason, my younger sister bowed her head slightly to the maid in greeting.

"What's that? Why are you greeting her like that?"
"Don't you know who that is?"
"You mean Ms. Edna? Of course I know her."
"Not that, you idiot. She's a marchioness!"

What is she talking about?
Why would a marchioness work as a maid in the royal palace?
Especially an elf?

Originally, all the maids in the royal palace are elf noblewomen.
There's a reason Alice doesn't want other races around her or me,
but she also thinks it helps my emotional state.
They say having your own kind nearby makes you feel more comfortable.

But a marchioness?
A marchioness is a real power holder in the country.
There's no reason for such a person to be working as a maid.
Unless it's for political reasons.

"You must have seen wrong. Maybe her daughter."
"No! You just called her Ms. Edna yourself!"
"So you're saying Ms. Edna is a marchioness? Should we call and ask her? Ms. Edna~!"

At my call, Ms. Edna opened the door and entered,
bowing at a 90-degree angle.
Even though I've told her not to bow like that, she insists on doing it,
which shows she's quite a traditional person.

"Ms. Edna, is your family a marchioness house?"
"No. My family is a viscount house."
"See?"
"While my family is a viscount house, after I came to the palace to serve as a maid,
I was granted the undeserved title of marchioness in His Majesty's name."
"...Oh... But how did my younger sister know that?"
"Though I am a maid, I also serve as a member of parliament working for the nation."
"I see..."

So, a member of parliament is working as a maid?
This is becoming even more confusing.

"Then I shall take my leave now."
"Yes, Ms. Edna, please rest well."

After I greeted her, Ms. Edna smiled slightly and went outside.
So my sister was right.

"Wow... Ms. Edna is a maid..."

My younger sister, who entered my room, has been amazed by this fact.
Didn't she come to see my phone?

Ch.85 - Parliament
"Me at the council?"
"Yes, they're saying they'd really like you to attend..."

On my rare day off, Alice came to my room to tell me that the council had requested my presence.

The council, which governs alongside the queen, is a political body composed of a small number of marquises and numerous counts.

Rather than being like the National Assembly of South Korea, it's better to think of it as a single political party. To put it more simply, it's like a one-party system? The party itself functions as the parliament.

"What's the reason? I doubt they just want me to come hang out."
"There's a law about male elves being passed..."

I see.
So they want to ask a mere 7-year-old kid if it's a good law.
And what kind of law is it...

"I believe it's about strengthening penalties for crimes against male elves."
"If that's the case, I should definitely go."

Well, surprisingly, a decent bill has emerged.

Recently?
Because I remember being treated so poorly?
Because I was treated in ways unimaginable for someone considered a racial treasure?
I did feel a bit upset about it.

I mean, I'm the Prince Consort.
There was someone who said my name was useless.
Someone tried to stab me to death.
And then there was that group that tried to kidnap me for a pleasure killing.
The council must be feeling the pressure too.

"About half of it is just flattery, right?"
"Yes... using principles and pretexts to curry favor with you and me."

Alice gave a bitter smile.
Normally in a monarchy, the council would be a body that checks the power of the ruler, but the Kritias Kingdom is special.
It's a feudal state with strengthened centralized power, making it unique.
The council feels more like a simple legislative and administrative department.

"When do I need to go?"
"They sent someone earlier, and apparently it's today."
"Of all days... on my day off..."
"I'm sorry. I'll go with you—would you please come?"
"Why are you apologizing, Alice?"

This time I gave a bitter smile.
She really is such a caring and thoughtful queen.
Always like this.

***

I wondered where the council was located, but it turned out to be right in front of us.
It was right next to the Zikheart mansion in the Royal Capital.

"By the way... why is there a mansion right next to a government institution?"
"That... you should ask grandmother about that sometime."

It seems my grandmother, whom I've never met, built it.
But there should be limits.
Who would think it makes sense to build a mansion the size of Central Park in the middle of the Royal Capital?
Because of our mansion, when you look at the Royal Capital from satellite images, the center appears green with the trees from the mansion gardens.

"The council building is bigger than I expected. Do the council members have their own rooms?"
"Each has their own office, plus waiting rooms for their aides."

Hmm...
Looking at it this way, it's not that different from South Korea's National Assembly.
Well, the only part of the National Assembly I've personally seen is the main chamber.

"This is the council chamber."
"Wow..."

It was shaped like the councils used in ancient republican states like Athens or Goryeo.
A circular room with tiered seating.

"Can I take pictures?"
"Hmm... I don't see why not. Photos do get posted occasionally."

I ran to the center, my footsteps making a tap-tap sound.
If I take one from an awesome angle and post it online, it'll definitely become a top post.

But this tiny body loses balance whenever I run.
In the end, I stupidly tripped over something and fell.
The thud echoed loudly throughout the council chamber.

"Ouch..."
"Are you okay? Really... I told you not to run around."

Alice helped me up and took out a handkerchief to press against my wound.
Looking at it now, I was bleeding.

"What will we do with such a clumsy boy?"
"Ugh... ouch!"

Tears welled up in my eyes for no reason.
I knew I might fall if I was careless.
But to unfairly trip over something...
Isn't that too unfair?

After wiping away the blood, Alice cast a healing spell on me.
A green light enveloped me, and my whole body began to glow.
By the time Alice stopped the healing magic, the wound had already disappeared.

***

"Good heavens! People! I clearly said this shouldn't happen!"
"Who on earth proposed this? I don't understand!"
"Even so, shouldn't there be some moderation?"

I came because they said they were enacting a law about male elves, but apparently that will only proceed after the current agenda is resolved.

From what I gather, they selected a construction company for road expansion, and someone has raised issues about that company.
Proposals can be made anonymously for complete freedom of expression, but that seems to create problems with accountability.

"Your Majesty and Your Highness are present! What kind of behavior is this?! Pull yourselves together!"
"Tsk tsk tsk..."

The person clicking his tongue and frowning is someone I've seen often on the news.
The head of a faction within the council, I believe?
After Marquis Astasium was executed, he became the head of a newly formed faction.

"This agenda item is dismissed. In the future, when proposing agenda items, please do so with a sense of responsibility."

The chairman threw the proposal into the trash.
He seems quite angry himself.
Then he announced the next agenda item.

"The agenda is strengthening penalties for crimes against male elves."
"Well, there's no need to debate this, is there?"
"That may be so, but I would like to ask His Highness Yook, who is visiting us today, a question."

I was startled when the arrow suddenly flew at me.
What could they want to ask?
I gulped.

"Yes, what is it?"
"Your Highness, you've recently experienced many dangers firsthand, correct?"
"Well, yes, I have."
"From the victim's perspective, do you believe the perpetrators received appropriate punishment?"

Hmm.
Actually, the only one who was punished was the eldest daughter of Count Quarkshell who slapped my cheek.
The person who tried to stab me disappeared, and those who tried to kidnap me were killed directly by my mother and Alice.

"I'm not sure. Many of the people involved with me are already dead."
"Then let me rephrase the question. Do you think death is an appropriate punishment for those who tried to harm you?"

This seems to be asking for my opinion not as an ordinary person, but from the position of a male elf and the Prince Consort.

Trying to harm the Prince Consort? Of course that's a capital offense.
I nodded silently.

"Likewise, His Highness also believes death is appropriate.
Endangering a male elf is a national loss and more.
For us, whose nation is founded on elves, this is certainly a major issue,
and we must impose severe punishments accordingly.
Please consider this carefully and proceed with the vote."

After the chairman finished speaking,
the council members went out one by one
and began voting.

"For laws like this to pass, more than 90% approval is needed."
"I see..."

What he just did was probably a warning to the opposing factions.
Personally, I hope this bill passes too.

After everyone had voted, the counting began.
With only 200 members in total,
the count was over in an instant,
and the result was announced.

"Out of 200 total members, 195 in favor, 3 against, and 2 abstentions. This bill has passed."

The council members all applauded.
For some reason, some were looking at me with sly expressions,
but well, the outcome was good.

"Miss Edna!"

I noticed Miss Edna wearing a maid uniform even in the council chamber and approached her.
She bowed deeply to me in greeting.

"Miss Edna, why are you wearing a maid uniform even at the council?"
"As a maid serving Your Highness, it's only natural."
"Even if I give you permission not to?"
"......"

Miss Edna looked at Alice.
Then she looked at me
and nodded slightly.
It seems there's a rule that maids must always wear the royal maid uniform even outside.

Well, it's certainly efficient
and a good way to indicate status.

"Then I will wear casual clothes when going out from now on."
"Miss Edna is pretty, so casual clothes will suit you well."

With her light blue hair
and blue eyes.
A sky-blue dress would look really pretty on her.
Just imagining it makes me happy.

"If you don't have anywhere to go, please come with us."
"Yes, Your Highness."

She's a bit stiff, but still.

***

"By the way, why has Alice been holding my hand this whole time?"
"If you fall again, it would be a problem. Just hold on."

I was a bit excited earlier,
but it's not like I'm always falling.
Not that I mind holding hands.

Come to think of it, Lala always held my hand too.
She said it was to restrain me because she didn't know where I might wander off to.

"I'm going to go see Lala."
"Please tell her I'd like to see her later."
"Okay~"

Alice gave a bitter smile
as she watched me walk away.

...
I felt like Alice wanted to be with me.
How should I put it...

I turned back and ran to Alice.
I can go to Lala later.

"Huh? Don't you need to go to Lala?"
"I just want to stay with Alice right now."

A smile spread across Alice's face.
Somehow, the slightly uneasy feeling I had
disappeared like wind blowing across a plain.

Ch.86 - The Glowing Blue Sword
"Your Highness! The swords have arrived!"
"Swords?"
"Yes, don't you remember?"

I wondered what was going on when Lillie and Maron suddenly came talking about swords.
They both loved swords so much that they would talk about them at all hours,
but to suddenly ask if I didn't remember the swords without any context...

"The swords we ordered before."

Ah, that's right. Because of the earthquake, we couldn't commission the swords locally
and had to entrust the work to craftsmen in the Royal Capital.

"Oh, the swords we commissioned from Char and Ur?"
"Yes, they've arrived at the palace."

So that's why they were so excited.
It seems they were holding back from opening the package right away
just so they could show it to me first.
How admirable.

"Let's go see them!"
"Huh? Go where? To pick up the swords?"
"Come on, the swords have arrived. They're in the back garden now."

The two of them pulled at my arms
and dragged me through the back door into the garden.

Lala and Instructor Lee Hye-jin were waiting in the back garden.
They must have come out of curiosity too.
By the way, does Instructor Hye-jin like swords as well?
I've heard her talking with Lillie, Maron, and Lala a few times,
but I'm not sure if she collects them as a hobby.
Maybe I should check her room later.

"Wow... is that the case?"

As I got closer, I saw a case in front of them
that looked to be about 3 meters long.

It was similar to those large cases used by musicians or broadcasting staff in my previous life.

It was thick enough that even if it fell over, the contents wouldn't be damaged,
and large enough to store many items.
The case itself looked like it would cost at least 2 gold coins.

"Yes, it seems there are four swords inside."
"But why did it arrive only now? Didn't they say it would take less than a month when we ordered?"
"They said it was delayed due to personal reasons. But they improved the quality."

Well, since they're renowned craftsmen,
they must have done a thorough job.
The items are valuable, and I know we paid quite a bit for them.
If they're satisfied with the result, that's what matters.

While I was admiring the magnificence of the case,
I heard the sound of footsteps approaching from somewhere.
They were light and shallow, so I immediately recognized who they belonged to.

"Brother!"

I turned toward the sound,
and saw Silfia running toward us from a distance.

Is it because she's a girl?
Her athletic ability is incomparable to mine.
She's clearly a year younger than me, but already superior in every way.

As she closed the distance, she jumped high and threw herself into my arms.
I thought I might fall over, but perhaps Silfia had calculated it well.
I was able to catch her without any trouble.

"Silfi, didn't I tell you not to run around?"

I flicked her forehead once.
But instead of feeling pain, my finger started hurting.
For a moment, I thought I had hit a stone.

As I clutched my finger in pain,
Silfia smiled brightly.
I didn't expect this counterattack.
What a bold girl...

Behind Silfia, Mother and Alice
were giving me wry smiles.

"I don't think you're one to talk, Yook, but Silfi, don't run."
"Yes, Mother."

Mother, who had instantly disciplined Silfia,
smiled slightly and stroked Silfia's hair.

I guess the youngest is still the youngest.
She seems to be receiving quite a lot of Mother's love.

Alice looked at the scene and smiled,
then turned to me with another wry smile.
Then, repeating what I had just said, she made an incredulous expression.

"Just recently at the assembly, Yook was running around trying to take pictures and fell down."
"If... if you mention that, my dignity as an older brother..."

I didn't trip and fall—I caught my foot on something and fell.
Even if it wasn't me, anyone visiting that place for the first time would have tripped on it...
Yes, it was a "trap."

I looked at Alice with a sulky expression.
Of course, she must have been joking, as she responded with a bright smile.

"Alice..."
"Hehe... I'm sorry."

Alice gently stroked my head,
but her eyes were fixed on the case, probably eager to see the swords.
I guess Alice is still a woman after all.

"So, are we opening it now?"
"Yes, I'll open it right away."

Lillie and Maron approached the case.
The case was so large and majestic that it looked a bit difficult to open...

When they pushed the hooks securing the door,
I heard the sound of locks similar to those on a carrier.
Well, it did look like a carrier, just larger.

The two of them pulled open the doors on both sides,
and as light reflected from inside, there was a flash,
and the case began to emit light.

"Wow, what's that? Are the swords emitting light?"
"It's just reflection."

The light grew stronger until it became almost unbearable for the eyes.
Fortunately, Lala came over and covered my eyes,
so it was only slightly irritating.
If I had continued looking at that light, my eyesight would have deteriorated significantly, right?

Creeeeeeak...

Only after the doors were completely open
did Lala remove her hand from my eyes.
Somehow, I felt a bit disappointed.
Lala's palm feels nice.

And then I saw the scene before me.

Inside the large case, carefully stored,
were two black swords, two white swords,
and in the center, one blue sword.

Wait a minute?
Didn't we order just one of each, for a total of four swords?
What's the one in the center?

Wondering if I was the only one who didn't know about it,
I looked around and saw Lillie and Maron squinting at it,
also wondering what it was.
It seems they don't know about it either.

"Alice, did you hear anything about this?"
"Hmm... I'm not sure. I only paid for four swords..."

Even Alice, who handled the final payment, doesn't know.
Is it some kind of bonus?
The case is designed to hold five swords,
and unless it's a bonus, it doesn't make sense.
What kind of craftsman would accidentally include an extra item in a custom order?

"Maybe we should check that blue sword first, just to be sure?"

At my suggestion, Lillie nodded
and reached for the blue sword.

"?!"

But then, with a crackling sound, Lillie was thrown back.
In that instant, all the women present reached for the swords at their waists, but

after confirming that nothing further happened,
everyone removed their hands from their waists.

Everyone was holding their breath, staring at the sword.
What could this sword be, emitting such powerful mana?

And that action clearly seemed to be rejecting Lillie.
It was as if it was saying its owner wasn't Lillie and telling her not to touch it.

Lillie and Maron exchanged glances,
and then Maron reached out.

Crackle!

Similarly, Maron was also rejected and thrown back,
unable to touch it.

Even holy swords can be used by those who aren't their owners,
but a mere craftsman-made sword distinguishing its user?
It's astonishing.
Moreover, Lillie and Maron are geniuses who reached master-level swordsmanship at just 7 years old.

Watching this, Mother, who had been deep in thought,
approached the case.

That's right.
Mother is the Sword God.

As someone beloved by mana and swords,
there is no sword in this world that Mother cannot wield.

Mother reached for the blue sword,
and the blue sword didn't repel her, staying still.

Everyone was amazed.
As expected of the Sword God.

Far from looking upset, Lillie and Maron were watching Mother
with sparkling eyes.

"Ugh!"

Just then, Mother let out a groan and was thrown back.
And belatedly, blue mana streams like thunder and lightning
struck the case.

"As I thought, it doesn't work..."
"Mother?!"
"I tried to force it by injecting mana, but something powerful is blocking the interference.
To think that a sword made by Char and Ur could do this much—even my ancestor's sword couldn't repel me."

Maron, who had rushed to where Mother had fallen, supported her.
She was about to use healing magic, but stopped at Mother's restraint.

A sword that even Mother couldn't wield.
I didn't know such a thing existed in this world.

From what she just said, even Christina's sword
seems like a mere troublemaker compared to this one...
I should ask to touch it sometime.

At that moment, Lala suddenly rubbed her hands together
and reached for the sword.

I was about to warn her of the danger,
but for some reason, the blue sword showed no reaction.
Is Lala forcibly injecting mana like Mother did?

A minute passed with Lala's hand on the sword, but there was no reaction.
Finally, Lala released the hook securing the sword
and held it up, placing her finger on the blade to check if it was curved.

"It's a clean and beautiful sword."

While Lala spoke nonchalantly,
all the women present looked at her with astonished expressions.

For Lala to wield a sword that even repelled Mother.
Lala does like swords, but she's not particularly skilled in swordsmanship.
If anything, she's on the less skilled side.

The same goes for magic.
I heard she's neither particularly good nor bad at it.
How did someone like Lala receive this sword's selection?

"Don't you feel any tingling or anything?"

Worried, I approached Lala.
Lala stroked my head, telling me not to worry,
but I still felt a bit anxious.

"This one seems to like it too."

Looking where Lala pointed, I saw the magical beast egg I had picked up
rolling around.

That thing used to follow me around saying it liked me,
but ever since it met Lala that day, it's been following her like its owner.
The little traitor...

In the end, since it was determined that no one but Lala could wield the blue sword,
it became Lala's possession.
Lillie and Maron seemed a bit apologetic, but they assured her it was fine,
smiling lightly.

Well, the two of them have two swords each now,
so they wouldn't be fixated on a blue sword they couldn't even touch.
Right now, they're only interested in maintaining and storing their newly acquired swords.

Conversely, Mother, being the Sword God,
seemed a bit dejected about not being recognized by such a sword.
I can cheer her up by becoming her comfort doll.

Silfia looked like she wanted to touch it too,
but stayed still, probably afraid of getting scolded.
Ignoring the blue sword, she headed over to join Lillie and Maron,
saying she would help them maintain the swords.

"In any case, we should call Char and Ur for an explanation."
"I suppose so?"
"We need to question why such a sword was delivered... and also..."

Mother and Alice, seeing such a sword for the first time,
seem to be planning to contact Yggdrasil for information.

Well, a sword that repels the Sword God.
It's not normal by any standard.

"And what I'm most curious about is whether my ancestor could wield this sword..."
"Come on... your ancestor would probably wield it even if she had to dominate it."
"With how many warriors have died due to the desire to collect holy swords..."

Now that I think about it, among the past Sword Gods, there were elves
who went around killing warriors out of a desire to collect holy swords.
Could Christina be one of those people?

Suddenly, Christina seems a bit scary.

Ch.87 - The Glowing Blue Sword (2)
"How is it? Does it look good?"

I approached the two people sitting and tending to their swords. The extremely sharp blades emitted a chill that seemed capable of cutting through the air itself. With SS-grade magic stones embedded in them, they should be this impressive.

"It's sharp enough to give me goosebumps."
"As expected... the craftsmanship of Char and Ur is... truly the best in the world..."

Perhaps it was because Maron was gazing at the sword with such enchantment that I felt a twinge of jealousy. Feeling jealous of a sword... I wish she would look at me with that kind of wonder.

"I think this sword is better kept in storage than used."

Lillie shook her head and moved toward an empty case. It was releasing nitrogen, with lights illuminating the inside—the kind you'd see in a museum.

Lillie placed the two swords inside and locked the door. The subtle glow they emitted was truly a magnificent sight.

***

I rubbed my eyes and woke up to find the palace bustling with activity from early morning. Maids and royal guards were running around everywhere—what was going on?

When I went to the dining hall where I always had breakfast, it was strangely empty.

Did everyone oversleep?
I decided to sit in my usual spot, just to the left of the head seat, and wait. Normally, with people on both sides of me, I wouldn't feel sleepy, but being alone made my eyes keep closing and my head nodding.

"Hwaaaaahm..."
"You'll tear your mouth open."

As I yawned widely and stretched, Lillie entered the dining hall with a somewhat haggard expression.

After always seeing bright and spirited Lillie, seeing her looking so bitter made my heart ache a little. I wondered what had happened.

"Lili, what's wrong? Why do you look like that..."
"...Well..."

After listening to Lili's story, I learned that the reason for the morning commotion was that a thief had broken into Lili's room. Apparently, Dragonica's sacred relic, "Ragnarok," had disappeared.

"The important thing is, there's not a single trace... No sign that the case was even opened..."
"Hmm... So it must be magic then?"

It's hard to imagine a thief breaking into the royal palace, but still.
After Lillie arrived, Maron, Alice, and Instructor Lee Hye-jin came in one after another, followed by my mother and Silfia at a leisurely pace. But one person was missing.

"Lala is quite late."

Lala, who usually wakes up before everyone else and takes care of me, is unusually late today. Normally, she would have been up around 5 AM... Could she be oversleeping?

"I'll go check on her."
"I should come with you, just in case."

Since there was still a possibility that the thief hadn't left and might be hiding somewhere, Lillie stuck close to me. She's always so worried.

Before long, we arrived at Lala's door. Without hesitation, I knocked.

"That's strange. Where are all the maids?"
"They're all gathered looking for traces of the thief."

Hmm...
As I heard this, I turned the doorknob. It doesn't seem to be locked.

"Lala~ I'm coming in."

Creeeeeak...

With an unpleasant squeaking sound, Lala's door swung open.

On the bed, I could see Lala still fast asleep. She was definitely oversleeping.

Well, sleeping in once in a while is fine. I thought about just leaving, but she should eat breakfast. I approached the bed to wake her up.

"Lala~ Time to wake—"
"Kyuuung?"
"Whoa!"

I was startled by a strange cry coming from beside Lala's pillow. There's no way she would keep a pet...
Wait, come to think of it, she did have something. That magical beast egg that betrayed my love.

"Oh my, what an adorable little lizard."

Lillie called it cute as she picked it up and stroked its head. Looking closely, it resembled a small leopard gecko.

"What's this?"

The lizard seemed to be hiding something at its side, so I spread it open and saw small wings.

"This isn't a lizard, it's a dragon, isn't it?"
"Hmm... Not a monster dragon but a magical beast dragon..."

Lillie tilted her head thoughtfully, then quickly shook it. Apparently, magical beast dragons don't exist.

Perhaps it was upset because I had forcibly spread its wings. It flew away to Lillie's shoulder where I couldn't see it.

"It's a magical beast egg."
"Seeing how much Your Highness dislikes it, it must be."

So that's what hatched from the egg. Now it completely dislikes me.

"Mmm...."

Perhaps disturbed by our noise, Lala curled up like a cat. I didn't know she had such a sleeping habit.

No, this isn't the time to be watching. I shook Lala to wake her up.

"Lala, please wake up. It's past eight."
"Uuugh... Lord Yook?"

Lala stretched out fully, still half-asleep, and looked around as if she didn't know where she was. She complained of a headache, as if she'd been drinking.

I went to the refrigerator in the room, took out a bottle of water, opened it, and handed it to her.

"Puha...."

After emptying the bottle in one go, she took the cap from me, crushed the bottle, and sealed it.

"By the way, what brings Lord Yook and Lili here?"
"We were worried when you didn't show up."
"Oh my, what was I thinking!"

Lala jumped up from the bed. She untied her hair and moved a little away to change her clothes.

I smiled wryly at the sight, but Lili was staring intently at Lala's bed.

"Lili?"
"Why is Ragnarok here?"

Where Lili was pointing, the blue sword that Lala had recently acquired and Ragnarok were floating slightly above the ground.

***

In the end, it turned out that no thief had broken in—somehow, Ragnarok had moved to Lala's side on its own.

The two swords that suddenly began to float started following Lala around, creating quite a sacred-looking scene.

Like a chosen hero? But Lala is an elf.

I asked Maron for her opinion, but she shook her head. She didn't seem to know what was happening either.

Not only the swords, but the dragon-like lizard that hatched from the egg also clung to Lala's shoulder or head, and when she was working, it would fly around her, or come to Lillie asking to play. For the record, it never approaches me.

"But... I was its owner..."

I feel a bit sad that it seems to dislike only me. Meanwhile, Lala started scolding the baby lizard as if she were scolding me.

"I told you not to do that!"
"Kyuung?"
"Tsk!"
"Kyuung...."

Lala is definitely on my side. She completely deflated the little lizard's spirit. Taking advantage of the moment, I stroked its head.

"........."

It quietly accepted my petting, but it didn't show the happy expression it had when others stroked it.

Maybe this little one... dislikes men? Since I'm the only man in the palace, there's no way to test this theory...

"By the way, are you okay, Lili?"
"Pardon?"
"That Ragnarok belongs to you, right?"

Anyone can touch it, but it seems to have a will of its own, sticking firmly to Lala, so there's nothing to be done.

But surprisingly, Lillie, whom I expected to smile bitterly, beamed brightly.

"Lala gave me one of her collection pieces in exchange, so I'm fine now!"
"Oh... I see..."
"Would Your Highness like to see it?"

I nodded slightly. What could she have received to make her look so happy?

Lillie muttered something in ancient elven language, and a sword appeared in midair. It was the same magic my mother used when she drew out the sword called "Harvest." Since Lillie had been sticking close to my mother lately, she must have learned some magic.

The sword Lillie produced was golden and quite elegantly decorated. It had engravings and embedded jewels—anyone could tell it was an exceptional sword.

"It was used by the former queen."
"...So you mean Alice and Lala's mother used it?"
"Yes. She gave it to me."

Indeed, compared to the sacred relics of which only two exist in the world, this suddenly seemed like a fair exchange.

While it must be important to Lala, compared to Dragonica's sacred relic, it probably pales in comparison.

"Are you really okay with this, Lili?"
"Your Highness... do you not know?"
"Know what?"
"If you knew the story behind this sword, something like Ragnarok wouldn't even catch your eye..."

Come to think of it, the former queen was known for frequently waging wars to create a unified nation. My mother seems to have participated in that as well...

"Do you know how many kings died by this sword?"
"Ugh... that gives me chills."

To ask how many "kings" it had killed... It must be an unimaginable number. Someone who had been on the throne for 5,000 years... While half a millennium is an eternity for humans, for elves it's like... infancy in human terms. At least dozens must have been slaughtered.

"But isn't Ragnarok the sword that killed gods from other worlds? Isn't that more valuable?"
"Well... there's nothing I can do about that now."

The scene of Lala shaking out laundry and hanging it on a clothesline, with two swords handing her items one by one, was difficult to describe.

"I'll ask mother later if she can give Lili a good sword."
"Really? Do you mean it?"
"Yes. Lili, you're getting too raw a deal."

If it's related to Lala, mother will probably be willing to give one.

Ch.88 - The Glowing Blue Sword (3)
"Who on earth did you take after to be this cute?"
"I take after my mother."
"Hey, at this time you're supposed to say you take after me!"

In the depths of time, where not even a trace of DNA could be found, it seems that Christina is somehow my descendant regardless.

Today, as usual, Christina came to my room. Her expression was bright as she held me in her arms.

There was something I wanted to ask her, but her embrace was so warm and comfortable that I almost forgot. I didn't mind it at all.

No, I shouldn't forget this. It's about Lala.

"Christina, may I ask you something?"
"I'll tell you anything you want to know."

This goes beyond affection—it's favoritism. It seems she hasn't shown her face to my older or younger sisters even once.
Why is she so kind only to me?

Anyway, that's not what I'm curious about right now.

"There's a sword that Char and Ur made and sent..."
"Hmm... so that lineage still continues. Which generation are they now?"
"I believe they're the 2274th generation."
"What?! The last Char and Ur I saw were the 7th generation. When did it get to that point?!"

I should be the one shocked, but why is Christina the one expressing amazement?
They say the older you get, the faster time seems to pass.
She must not have noticed.
This person first appeared in ancient history, after all.
She must be surprised by the flow of time herself.

"So? What are you curious about?"
"The sword I ordered from them arrived, and..."

I explained how the blue sword chose its user, rejecting my mother who was the sword spirit, and responding to Lala who has royal blood. And also how Ragnarok follows Lala around like a subordinate.

"So you want to know why two swords are following the Royal Prince?"
"Yes... is that not possible?"

When I spoke dejectedly, Christina sat me on the bed, knelt before me, and caressed my cheek.

"Don't worry. I'll do anything you ask of me."

And for some reason, she showed a somewhat sad expression.

"Then, let's go right now."
"R-right now? Isn't your presence here supposed to be a secret?"
"Those who need to know already know. Lead the way."

With her sudden urging, I had no choice but to get up.
I did ask for this, but isn't it too abrupt?
Reluctantly, I walked toward Lala's room.

***

In the end, the matter escalated.
Christina looked at Lala, then told me to go back to my room.

The next morning, when I woke up, there was a summons to the great hall.

Given the location, I couldn't understand the situation unfolding before my eyes.
What on earth is this?

"You've come?"

Christina was sitting on the throne, gesturing for me to come closer. At the bottom of the stairs, Alice, my mother, and Lala were all bowing their heads.

This is dizzying.
Was Christina always like this?
I heard she was a fearsome person, but to make even the queen kneel...

"You may all rise."

Since I was looking at the three of them, the perceptive Christina ordered them to stand.

Perhaps she was being considerate to my two wives and mother who were bowing before their husband.
Or maybe not, which is a bit scary.

"Come here quickly."

Giving up on thinking about it, I climbed the stairs and approached Christina.

Just like last night, she hugged me tightly and showed a refreshed expression as if something had been resolved.

"The reason I have come here today is none other than to see the swords of Char and Ur."
"If... if I have disturbed Your Majesty's peace..."
"How many times must I tell you that's not the case?"

My mother looked puzzled.
Who could have known things would turn out this way?
I'm being held like a doll, but I'm probably the most frightened one here.

"Royal Prince, please stand."
"Yes."

As Lala stood up, two swords rose with her.
Ragnarok and the blue sword.
The latter doesn't really have a name, though.

Christina rose from the throne, firmly grasped my hand, and descended the stairs one by one.
With my hand tightly held, I had no choice but to follow her down.

She glanced at Lala, who was standing with her head bowed, then grabbed Ragnarok which was floating in the air.

"Hmm... so this is the sacred relic of Dragonica."
"Do you feel anything from it?"
"Yu-Yook!"

Alice shook her head as if to scold me, suggesting that I shouldn't do that.
It seems my question to Christina was a breach of etiquette.
I was just curious...

"It's fine, don't worry about it. I don't feel anything in particular."

Christina stroked my head and shook her head.
Since the sword's existence was unclear to begin with, it seems this is Christina's first time seeing it too.

Then, she let go of Ragnarok and grabbed the blue sword.
I had imagined in my mind that Christina might be blown away by a shockwave, but she remained firmly in place.

And the blue sword didn't emit any mana or resist either.
Only then did Christina nod and swing the sword this way and that.

"Do you know what kind of magic stone was used in this?"

The eyes of Alice, my mother, and Lala all converged on one spot.

Me.
Everyone was looking at me.
Not knowing why they were staring, I tilted my head.
At times like this, it's best to smile cutely.
Let's try to get out of this smoothly.

"Hehe."

When I smiled brightly, Christina gave a bitter smile.
Then she scratched her head a little.

"It seems the magic stone used in this sword is the issue. What grade of magic stone was used?"
"An SS-grade magic stone..."
"My... using something so precious to make a sword... No, that's not it."

Christina thought deeply for a moment, then turned to look at me.
It seems she knows something.

"I've already received reports that you have the ability to enhance the quality of magic stones."
"Um... is that a problem?"
"Don't worry. As long as you don't abuse it, it's fine."

That means using an SS-grade magic stone in the sword was considered abuse, right?
I hung my head low.

"Anyway, this one won't cause any harm."
"Phew..."
"Well, I'll need to look into it more, but still."

I breathed a sigh of relief.
What I had been worried about from the beginning was whether the sword might harm my family.
If Christina vouches for it, I can believe her.

"Is that what you were worried about?"

Lala approached me, fidgeting.
For some reason, she looked a bit apologetic.
I climbed onto the chair and stroked her bangs.

"I was just worrying unnecessarily, so you don't need to feel sorry."
"But..."
"Lala, you're always worrying about me, aren't you?"

My mother and Alice almost burst into laughter when they heard what I said, but they held it in.
Probably because they were in front of Christina.

At that moment, Christina yawned and rubbed her eyes.
She seems quite tired.

"*Yawn*... I shall take my leave now."
"Christina, thank you."
"It's nothing. Let's meet again next time."

She gently caressed my cheek, then disappeared with the wind as she always does.
Where does one learn such an ability?

I closed my eyes briefly because of the wind, but it soon calmed down, so I opened my eyes wide.

I should start preparing for breakfast and getting ready for the academy.
As if infected, I let out a big yawn and left the great hall.

***

"He seems so young, yet he's always thinking of those around him."

Serena gave a bitter smile as she watched her son leave while yawning.
When Christina suddenly appeared and called everyone together, Serena had worried that she might have done something to offend her, but now she breathed a sigh of relief.

"As expected of 'Mother's' son."
"Your Majesty, do you intend to keep calling me 'Mother'?"
"Oh my, does it make you uncomfortable?"

Alice, the queen of the great nation, smiled.
Although Serena had been her teacher, she seemed a bit uncomfortable receiving such formal speech from Alice, the current queen.
When Alice was the crown princess, Serena had trained her in swordsmanship, beating her up in the process, but now she is the queen.
Serena knew that if other nobles found out that the queen was calling a mere subject "Mother," it would cause a huge problem.

"It's just between us. Or would you prefer I call you Master?"
"That would be... even worse..."

Serena heaved a deep sigh.
She already knew all too well that the queen wouldn't listen to her anyway.

"By the way, the ancestor seems particularly soft toward Lord Yook, doesn't she?"

Lala brought up the question everyone was curious about.

Christina von Zikheart was coldness personified.
She was known to be endlessly cold even to her husband and children.
Yet, among all her descendants, she showed kindness only to Yook.

And exclusively so.
Despite having numerous descendants, she had never shown her face to any of them.

But she secretly visited his room to meet him and held him like a doll in front of his mother and wives?
It was honestly hard to imagine.

"Well... she is our ancestor."
"Because she's our ancestor...?"

Alice and Serena answered in unison.
Come to think of it, since she acts according to her own whims, trying to predict her actions is absurd in itself.

All the women standing there simply nodded their heads.

Ch.89 - New Currency And Ancient Currency
Allowance.

You might think a little kid like me wouldn't need money, but there are surprisingly many situations where you need cash while attending the academy.

Basic meals in the cafeteria are free.
That's why the side dishes change daily, and commoners, humans, and other races enjoy eating there.

But apparently, it doesn't suit elven tastes.

Since they can't change the entire menu for the extremely small number of elves, they sell vegetarian options separately for a fee.
The butternut squash salad I usually eat is one of those options.

Of course, it's not that elves can't eat meat.
The issue is that while we can eat it, it doesn't taste good to us.

It's like a physiological aversion?
Considering I was the type of person who wouldn't eat a meal without meat in my previous life, my current taste preferences are a bit sad.

After eating meat, my stomach feels uncomfortable...
Though oddly enough, eggs and milk are perfectly fine.

It's not just the cafeteria.
Academy classes always come with required materials.

In Adventure Studies and Magic Stone Studies, we've been asked to purchase magic stones, and in general theory classes, they require various supplies like rulers, compasses, notebooks, and so on.

These items can be quite expensive, which is why commoners study desperately to earn scholarships.
As I mentioned before, scholarships are given out quarterly, so most students have a chance to receive one at some point.

By the way, Lillie and Maron have declined their scholarships.
They only care about holding the titles of first and second place.

The reason I'm suddenly talking about allowances is because
allowance day is approaching.

We receive our allowances from Alice.
Lillie and Maron initially refused, but since Alice wouldn't accept their refusal, they eventually agreed to take it.

Even though my mother had already given me money, Alice transfers funds to my allowance account every month.
And it's quite an enormous amount.

She probably doesn't want her man to be known for having a thin wallet anywhere.

"But isn't three salt notes a bit excessive?"

I smiled wryly looking at the amount displayed on my smartphone banking app.

Three salt notes equals 300 million won.
That's how much she's giving to a 7-year-old kid.

By the way, gold notes aren't actually made of gold.
In the past, copper coins were made of copper, silver coins of silver, and gold coins of gold, but they've been replaced by paper money for a long time now.

Apparently, this change happened because people would frequently melt down gold coins for personal use, damaging the currency.

"In our accounts too..."

The amount in the account Lillie showed me was beyond my imagination.
You'd probably only see this many zeros in the account of a movie villain boss or someone like that.

This is how it feels every time we receive our allowances.
But it's not like I can refuse it either.

Wouldn't it be nice to have money I could manage myself when I grow up?
It's not so bad if I think of it as preparation for that time.

Well... Alice would get me anything I want anyway, so I wonder if I even need it...

***

Time passed, and the day of our allowance deposit arrived.
But Alice gathered us at a location early in the morning.

"I wonder if something happened?"
"Even if something did happen, why would she need to talk to us about it?"

We're just 7-year-old kids after all.
It would be faster to call Mother or Lala.

At that moment, Alice entered with a maid carrying a box.
Is something really going on?

"The reason I called the three of you today is because of this."

The maid unlocked a device on the box that looked like a door lock and took out three glass-like objects.

They were flat and thick, cut into octagons, and she gave one to each of us.

It was so heavy I had to hold it with both hands, but Lillie and Maron were holding theirs with one hand, turning them around to examine them.

"Alice, what is this?"

When I tilted my head in confusion, Alice smiled.
I must look like a little kid holding a giant lollipop with both hands.

"Would you like to guess what it is?"
"Well... it doesn't seem to be glass."

Lillie turned on her phone's flashlight and shined it through.
I've heard you can identify gems by their transparency and refraction index.
I didn't know Lillie had that skill.

"Hmm... it seems like some kind of gemstone."
"Maron is the closest."

While Lillie and I were just quietly looking at it with no idea what it was, Maron seemed to have figured out part of the secret.

Hmm...
What on earth is this?

"Shall I tell you?"
"Yes, what is this?"

I wonder what this thick thing could be used for. It doesn't look like a machine part.

"Actually, this is a new currency that will be issued soon."
"...? This is currency?"

It was hard to imagine that something that looked like thick reinforced glass could be money.
Alice continued her explanation after chuckling at my expression.

"Recently, there's been public demand for issuing higher denomination currency."

Wait, there's already currency in the 10 billion unit range, and they need something higher?

This is giving me a headache.
What kind of transaction would make even 10 billion units insufficient?

"It's frequently used in transactions between territory lords."
"Even increasing by just one denomination means you only need to handle 1/10 of the volume, so it's convenient."

Lillie and Maron were discussing this as if it were obvious.
It seems I'm the only one with a different perspective on this.

"So this will be issued as the Adamant Bloom."

Adamant Bloom.
Is she talking about diamonds?
This huge chunk is a diamond?

"How does it compare in value to the Great Gold Note?"
"Exactly 10 times."

Alice answered Maron's question and then took one out of her own pocket to look at.

So each piece is worth 100 billion.
Hmm... now that I know it's a diamond, that value makes sense.

Thinking back to my previous life where expensive art pieces could exceed 100 billion won, a diamond chunk this size would probably be worth about that much.

Transferring large sums of money takes quite some time, so physical payment might be faster and more convenient sometimes.

Even though bank transfers are the norm, cash transactions are common between territory lords.

They say it's not about distrust but rather tradition and custom...
Probably because territory lords didn't get along well in the past.

"But isn't it still dangerous if it's this big?"
"This is actually much smaller than it used to be."

This medal-like thing that's not even paper money is considered smaller?
It looks similar to the crystal medals I saw in my previous life...

I handed the Adamant Bloom back to the maid.
It was just making my arms tired from the weight.

And it's a bit scary to hold.
I probably won't see it again.

"Yook, what are you doing?"
"Huh? I've seen it, so I'm returning it."

When I tilted my head in confusion, Alice took it out of the box again and placed it in my hands.

Suddenly, I had a terrifying thought.
She wouldn't say this is my allowance, would she?

Alice smiled broadly with an expression like a grandmother giving pocket money to her grandson.

"This is your allowance for this month."
"....."

My ominous premonition was right. I lowered my head and gripped the Adamant Bloom tightly.

"Alice... you shouldn't give me something like this."

When I looked at her with a frightened expression, she started to panic.
She looked like a middle schooler who didn't know what to do after making a child cry.

I quietly slipped the Adamant Bloom into Alice's pocket.
The weight made her pocket visibly sag.

"I don't... need something like this."
"Ah... alright. If Yook doesn't like it, I won't do it."

Maybe she realized she had teased me too much.
She took the Adamant Bloom out of her pocket and put it back in the box.

"What would you two like to do?"
"...I'll return mine as well..."
"Me too..."

The money she's already deposited for us might be enough to live on for a lifetime, so a 100 billion won currency is just too scary.
It was natural to decline.

"R-really? Lala took two of them... and Mother too..."
"......"

It's strange enough that someone would give these out, but it's even more surprising that people actually accepted them.
Lala will probably enshrine hers in her room...
But why did Mother take one?

"She took one to give to Silfia, and said she'd put the other in the exhibition hall because she wasn't sure when they might disappear."
"Ah, I see."

For collection purposes, that makes sense.
Though I don't understand why she'd give one to Silfia.

Is it for my little sister's future dowry?
No, my sister is only 6 years old...

Come to think of it, I'm only 7.

Alice put the Adamant Bloom she was holding back in the box and locked it.
The maid picked up the box respectfully and backed out of the room.

"We should go prepare for school now."
"Yes, be careful today."

Alice saw us off at the door as she always did.
So it was just a joke after all.
When she first put it in my hand, I really thought she was serious.

"...Silfia must be freaking out too."
"Mother probably took it to play a prank as well."

Master and student both love pranks too much.
My life is spent being teased by my mother and wife... or since I'm not human, should I call it my elf-life?

Still, I was quite shocked this time.
She seemed pretty surprised by my reaction, so
hopefully she won't do anything too scary in the future.

"Well, Silfia will probably handle it well, don't you think?"
"True, she knows all about taxes, real estate, and law."

Lillie and Maron were promoting Silfia's excellence.
I knew she was smart, but
is she already learning about such things?
That's impressive.

"By the way, how long has it been since a new currency was introduced?"

The existing currency system has been used worldwide since before the establishment of the Kritias Kingdom.

While each country uses it slightly differently,
the Kritias Kingdom's currency can be thought of like the US dollar from my previous life.
A key currency that can be used in any country.

So, I suddenly became curious and asked the two of them.
In the history I know, everything from Small Copper Notes to Great Gold Notes
had already appeared, and they were mentioned even in myths as an ancient standard.

"The concept of currency bestowed by the goddess Iris is mentioned in scripture..."
"And besides that?"
"Well, it's definitely been at least 40 million years."
"Hmm... should I ask Christina about this too?"

I feel like she would know.
When she visits my room occasionally, she tells me things I'm curious about,
and it's quite enjoyable.

Is it the pleasure of having exclusive knowledge that others don't?
I could probably become a historian just from what Christina has told me.

"I'm not sure if it's true, but there's a rumor that ancient currency is kept in a secret vault at the Royal Museum."
"Well, the Royal Museum has flatly denied the existence of any secret vault."
"I heard from Alice's sister recently that it does exist."
"...Really? So they're deliberately hiding it?"

As I listened to the two of them quietly conversing,
I looked at the scenery outside the car.

The Royal Museum, huh.
For some reason, I'm starting to feel curious.
Should I visit after school?

Ch.90 - New Currency And Ancient Currency (2)
After finishing all my classes, I boarded the royal vehicle at the main gate.

Normally, I would have returned to the royal palace, but today I was heading somewhere else.

Specifically, to the "Kritias Royal Capital Museum," the largest museum in the Kritias Kingdom.

The Kritias Kingdom, which has existed for a long time, apparently houses various artifacts and many items seized during wars.

With no proper place to store and manage them, they were stashed away in the royal warehouse until the former queen—my mother-in-law, I suppose?—suggested, "Let's build a museum and charge admission."

The underground area of the royal palace, partially converted from ancient water and sewage systems, was as vast as a city. Because of this, even kings spanning several generations apparently didn't know how many items were stored in the underground warehouses or what value they held.

Well, they've been gradually taking things out for restoration and bringing them to the Royal Capital Museum, but the process has become so extensive that they call it "excavation work." The original museum couldn't hold everything, so they've been buying surrounding land, digging underground, and causing quite a commotion.

As a result, what should be just a museum had become a massive complex of buildings. It felt more like an art exhibition center than a museum.

"Couldn't they just move everything to a mountain?"
"I heard that was rejected because of humidity concerns."

Lillie answered Maron's question.
Wait, so they kept items vulnerable to humidity in the royal palace's underground? In a place that was previously used for water and sewage systems? What were the queens of past generations thinking?

"But why are we suddenly visiting the Royal Capital Museum?"

Lala, who had unusually come to the academy to pick me up, asked bluntly.
I had mentioned to Alice and my older sister that we would be going to the Royal Capital Museum, but I hadn't told Lala.
She's quite a worrisome maid.

"We were talking about ancient currency this morning. I'm curious if it's real."
"Ah... wouldn't it be faster to ask your ancestor about that?"
"Christina has a certain cycle for visiting me."

It would take at least a week.
Expecting me to suppress my curiosity until then?
Not a chance.
I need to satisfy my curiosity immediately.
Otherwise, I might burst.

We got out of the car and entered the museum.
There were metal detectors like you'd see at airports,
along with baggage scanners.
Terrorism prevention measures, I guess?

As we opened the entrance door, an employee greeted us with an apologetic face.

"I'm sorry, but today's business hours..."

She stopped mid-sentence, her eyes fixed on the hairpin attached to my head.

Being a royal establishment, they couldn't refuse me entry regardless of business hours.
Well, I planned to look around quickly anyway...

"May I enter?"
"P-please wait a moment."

She bowed at a 90-degree angle and ran to the front desk to pick up a receiver.
I wonder who she's calling.

Meanwhile, the first floor lobby already had various items on display.
Rotted swords and pottery were exhibited here and there.

After looking around the lobby for a while,
the employee who had run off approached me.

"Thank you for waiting. The director is on her way down."
"The director?"

I didn't expect the director to come down personally.

Well...
The director is probably the only person who can answer my questions in one go.
This is actually fortunate.

Not long after, an elf with pointed ears and blonde hair came running down to the lobby.
There must be elevators... why did she take the stairs?

"Y-Your Highness, what brings you here today?"

The director, who had hurried down, looked at me and her expression changed to one of joy.
I don't know why, though.

Seeming to realize her mistake, she quickly changed her expression,
so Lillie and Maron probably didn't notice.
But Lala seemed to have seen it.

"Hmm?"

Lala was staring intently at the director's face.
The way she was squinting, I wondered if she knew this person.

"Could it be...?"
"W-what is it...?"
"No, you just look very similar to someone I know."

Lala shook her head from side to side, insisting it couldn't be.
Though her words denied it, her face somehow seemed elevated.
It was the face of someone seeing a long-lost acquaintance.

"There's no way she could be here."

Lala looked somewhat melancholic for some reason.

***

Since the director was very busy,
I quickly asked what I wanted to know.

She tried to guide us to a reception room, but seeing how busy she was,
we just talked in the first floor lobby, and I got the information I needed.

"That's disappointing."
"I can't believe they really don't have it."

It seems they weren't hiding anything; it genuinely doesn't exist.
At this point, I'll have to ask Christina about it.

"Lala?"

Maron has been calling Lala for a while,
but she's been responding strangely, as if she can't hear.
Lala sometimes shows this behavior when she's deep in thought,
but today it seems to be lasting longer than usual.

"It's okay. Lala gets like this sometimes."
"But... she's sweating..."

Maron, looking concerned, took out a handkerchief from her pocket
and wiped around Lala's forehead.
It wasn't streaming down, but beads of sweat had formed as if she'd seen a ghost.

"Lala, is something really wrong?"
"...It's nothing. Don't worry about me."
"How can I not worry? Remember what you tried to do not long ago?"
"..."

Lala, who had been suffering alone,
tried to hide her emotions.

That incident happened due to lack of communication,
so how could I not worry?
Lala seemed to understand what I was trying to say.

"Actually..."

Lillie, Maron, and I listened attentively.
What could be bothering her so much?

"The museum director we just met... I think she might be... my mother."
"What? What do you mean?"
"Lala, wasn't your mother in Yggdrasil?"
"Yes, that's what I thought too. She seems to be in disguise, but the feeling..."

So, she's saying her mother is working undercover in a different job.
Alice and Lala's mother, the former queen, suddenly disappeared.

That led to the Zikheart expulsion faction starting a civil war,
causing quite a bit of chaos in the country.

And now that person is the director of the museum?
The former queen?
Could Lala be mistaken?

"I wish... I was wrong."
"Should we ask Christina when she comes next?"

Well, Christina is like an encyclopedia.
She knows most things.

She should know that the former queen is in Yggdrasil.

"I'll ask her when she comes."
"Hmm... is that a good idea?"

Lillie gave a bitter smile.
It's understandable that she's hesitant, having heard stories about Ancestor Christina.

But in reality, she's a really nice person.
The problem is that she's only nice to me.

"For now, let's ask Alice."

Since it's not a private museum but a royal one, our queen should know about it.

***

"What are you talking about..."

I sighed when I heard the content of the urgent phone call.
I had warned her to be careful.

Recently, it seems my mother couldn't adapt to life inside Yggdrasil
and came out.

She disappeared suddenly back then,
but when she wanted to leave, she personally called saying, "Come pick me up."

When I was young, I felt angry and sad about my mother,
but now I don't feel anything.
Only the desire to see her remained.

So when I went to pick her up at the entrance of Yggdrasil,
Mother looked quite haggard.
The person supporting my haggard mother was
the former Zikheart Vassal Grand Duke.

I believe her name was Seltria Zikheart.
Since she went into seclusion thousands of years before I was born,
I had never met her, but the sharp mana emanating from her
almost made me feel like I was being forcibly controlled.
So this is the power of the one called the "Demon God of Dominance."

"You must be the current queen?"
"Yes, I am. It's an honor to meet the Demon God of Dominance."
"I am no longer a Demon God. Is my daughter doing well?"
"Your daughter is enjoying her time at the royal palace with your grandson."
"Grandson... I would like to meet him sometime."

Then she handed over my mother, who was about to collapse,
and returned inside.
She also seems to be having a difficult life.
To the point where the meaning of "seclusion" seems to fade away.

My mother, the former queen, said that she had been worked hard
by her predecessors.

Since all my grandmother, great-grandmother, and great-great-grandmother are there,
it must be difficult for her.
Difficult enough to escape like this.

For now, since I didn't know how to explain this to Lala or my husband,
I asked her to take the position of director at the Royal Capital Museum.

Since it's not a publicly visible position,
I thought even Lala wouldn't easily discover her.
That's what I thought.

In the end, she ran out because she wanted to see her son-in-law's face.
And when I went down, Lala, who I don't know why she came along, was also there.

She apparently claimed it was a mistake, but I'm 100% sure Lala recognized her.
That's why the voice on the phone sounded so depressed.

Lala was very young at that time,
and she's still upset with her mother for leaving without saying a word.
To the point where you could say she hates her.

So I kept it a secret, planning to gradually reconcile them over time...
but it all fell apart at once due to my mother's mistake.

"Sigh..."

Just thinking about the lecture I'll give when I return to the palace
is already giving me a headache.

Ch.91 - New Currency And Ancient Currency (3)
"Sister!"

Lala entered the arena with a somewhat angry expression.
For some reason, Alice, who was sitting on the steps below the throne with all the lights turned off, looked a bit gloomy.
What's this, could it be true?
I asked the maid at the entrance to turn on the lights.

"Haah..."
"Stop just sighing and say something!"

Lala demanded an answer from Alice with unusual forcefulness.
It felt like she wouldn't forgive her unless she spoke immediately.
Well, it makes sense she'd be curious since it's about her mother.

Alice seemed to be contemplating what to say while looking at Lala's face, but then shook her head.
She looked like an older sister struggling with how to persuade her younger sibling.

"...It is the Former Queen."
"Ha!"

The answer that came from Alice's mouth was truly shocking.
It seemed that for Lala, the fact that the Former Queen was wandering around outside—not in Yggdrasil—was even more shocking than learning she was working as a museum director.

"What happened to her? She left without saying anything!"
"...She came out of Yggdrasil recently."
"I get that, but why? Why leave the place she abandoned us for?"
"Lala... Mother was suffering a lot too..."

Veins began to bulge on Lala's forehead as she heard Alice's words.
Lala had said she was deeply traumatized when her mother disappeared when she was young.
On top of that, although Alice had tried to protect her, she'd sent Lala to the Zikheart Duchy without explanation and had tried to marry her off to some strange pig, which had hurt Lala deeply.

And now her only blood relative, the sister who had dramatically reconciled with her and understood her pain best, was defending the mother who had abandoned them.
To anyone watching, it could only appear that Alice was in the wrong.

"I'm sorry I couldn't tell you sooner."
"...Why are you apologizing, Sister? Mother is the one who did wrong."
"But you can understand Mother's situation back then, can't you?"
"Now I can understand a little! But I was too young then."

Complete rejection.
Officially she understood, but personally she couldn't accept it.

She must have experienced a shock I couldn't even imagine.
In my previous life, I was an orphan, so I never had much interest in parents.

In this life, I have parents who showed me love deeper than anyone else in the world, so I can't understand the pain of abandonment.

I can't even imagine my mother and father abandoning me and hiding somewhere else.

"Lala..."

Alice grabbed Lala's wrist.
She could have pulled away, but Lala didn't.
It seems she doesn't think Alice is at fault.
Well, she probably thinks Alice was wrong to keep it hidden until now, but if their mother had asked her to, she couldn't have helped it.

"Mother was much more unwell than you think..."
"..."
"It might sound like an excuse now, but actually, she didn't leave secretly without saying anything—she collapsed and was taken to Yggdrasil..."

Alice told everything about their mother.
She hadn't gone because she wanted to, but for treatment of an incurable disease called Wind Demon Disease.

Wind Demon Disease is a terrible illness where one's body abnormally reacts to mana other than their own.
How should I describe it?
It's similar to receiving a liver or kidney transplant and experiencing rejection, slowly dying as a result.

It's a disease where you show adverse reactions to others' mana, and if that foreign mana isn't removed, you gradually weaken and die.

I'm not sure exactly what caused the Wind Demon Disease, but apparently if she hadn't gone to Yggdrasil immediately for treatment, she might have died.
And it took over ten years of treatment before she could come out.

"What about contact? She could have contacted us!"
"Calm down and think about it. How could she contact the outside from Yggdrasil? I know you're being emotional right now."

Lala bit her lip hard, unable to say anything.
It was because Alice wasn't wrong.

Yggdrasil strictly prohibits contact with the outside world.
With extremely few exceptions, people aren't allowed to leave.
They say it's a rule to prevent unnecessary confusion, as there's no need to go out.
Since it's inhabited by elves and transmigrators throughout history, the population is enormous, and they even have their own independent internet network.
Apparently, they can use the outside internet anonymously.
I learned this information from Christina.

Despite this, Lala was pouting with an uncomprehending expression.
Then she sat down next to her sister and sighed.
I approached her as she fumed and stroked her head.

"Are you very angry, Lala?"
"...Yes, extremely."
"Would you like a hug?"
"...Yes."

Even her anger seemed adorable to me, but apparently not to Alice.

She's trying her best to appease Lala, but...

Sigh...
I should be grateful if I'm not making things worse.
From the moment Lala embraced me, no one spoke another word in the arena.

***

In the end, Alice and Lala returned to their respective rooms in a cold atmosphere.

Like a shrimp caught between fighting whales, I went to each of their rooms to comfort them, and just before falling asleep from exhaustion, I headed to my mother's room and nestled against her.

Indeed, is a parent's embrace different?
I was nearly dead from fatigue earlier, but now I felt like I was slowly healing.

"About the Former Queen?"

Being the type who needs to satisfy my curiosity, I ran to my mother and asked what I wanted to know.

Some might wonder what I'm doing while my wives are fighting, but that's a sisterly quarrel.
Unless it's a romantic dispute, there's not much place for me to intervene.

"To put it simply... she's something of a battle maniac?"
"I already know that."
"Hmm... Even though I served her for over 2,000 years, I still don't understand her well."
"What about her husband?"
"I know he chose to enter eternal rest for his own reasons."

Entering eternal rest means choosing death voluntarily.
About 2-3 elves out of 10,000 choose eternal rest when satisfied with their lives, so it seems the Prince Consort made that choice.

It's a bit jarring when mother mentions 2,000 years.
Looking at her appearance, she seems only 17-19 years old, so learning she's lived for over 2,000 years creates a strange disconnect.

From further conversation, I gathered that the Former Queen was a passionate type who was born with an illness but overcame it through effort.
She raised her abilities to such a level that she could solve problems herself rather than relying on others for help, and was a queen with exceptional individual combat skills...

"Then, did you know the Former Queen's condition had worsened?"
"At that time, I wasn't in good shape either... I didn't have the capacity to notice."

I see.
There's no way she would have told a sick person about another sick person's condition.
So mother didn't know either.

If she had known, she would have told Lala.
How could she not tell, given how close they are?

"Then, about her suffering from Wind Demon Disease?"
"I knew about that. That's why she prioritized studying healing magic."
"...Couldn't she just avoid going to war since she was the queen?"

When I uttered this obvious question, mother gave a bitter smile.

"If she had listened to me, she wouldn't have been queen."

That single sentence conveyed both longing and concern.
Despite her words, they must have been close after knowing each other for so long.
Otherwise, how could mother have become the sword instructor for Alice when she was crown princess?

"Anyway, I'm planning to visit the museum tomorrow."
"And then?"

Though I asked casually, mother's demeanor sharpened.

She's smiling with her mouth but her eyes are serious.
It's quite frightening.
And her next words gave me a headache.

"I'll drag her back and make her kneel before Lala."

It was mother's declaration of insubordination.
It seems she's angry too.

***

Lillie, Maron, Yuris, and I were putting our heads together, trying to figure out how to reconcile Alice and Lala.
By the way, Instructor Lee Hye-jin couldn't join us because she was busy.

"Lala's feelings run too deep to be resolved immediately."
"Would it help if the Former Queen herself apologized?"
"She pretended not to recognize Lala when they met, so probably not."
"The Former Queen really did something terrible."

The three of them were genuinely thinking about the situation.
I suppose it's because it involves Lala.

Even Yuris, who isn't particularly close to Lala, is seriously contemplating the matter, which warms my heart.
I'm not sure, but there's something endearing about how she's trying to follow the conversation.

"What does Your Highness think?"

Suddenly the question was directed at me, catching me off guard, but I shared my honest thoughts with everyone.
A solution that seemed both simple and possibly impossible.

"What if the Former Queen sincerely apologizes to Lala?"
"That would be difficult."
"There's pride involved... and since it wasn't something she wanted either, an apology is..."
"There aren't many people like Your Highness who would kneel for others."

Yuris gently stroked my head.
She's probably thinking about when I went to make that bombshell declaration to my aunt.

"It seems our only option is for Sister Alice to mediate."
"But Lala has closed her ears to that..."
"Or perhaps... could Aunt step in?"
"Mother is on Lala's side. She said she's going to the museum today to bring the Former Queen back."
"That's... something only Mother could do."

Maron looked confused.
Mother's actions were close to insubordination.
Even though she's the Former Queen...

Wait a minute.
Come to think of it...

"The Former Queen is hiding her identity right now, isn't she?"
"Yes, as the museum director... Oh!"

Maron seems to have caught on.
The current citizens don't know about the Former Queen.
Only the elves know that she retired to Yggdrasil.

This means that mother can force her to comply without being constrained by the Former Queen's authority and status.
Right now, the Former Queen's identity is just 'museum director'!

"A museum director refusing the orders of a Vassal Grand Duke? Not a chance."

I couldn't help but smile as I realized why mother had so confidently declared her insubordination.
I think we might see something interesting when we return to the palace.

Ch.92 - The Former Queen
The day had come for me to wait for Instructor Lee Hye-jin so we could return together.
It was about time for her to come out, but she seemed a bit late today.

Is this what husbands feel when waiting for their wives, something I'd only seen in community posts?
It's a bit funny that a transmigrator and I are experiencing this in another world.

"Oh, there she is coming out."

I waved at the instructor who was coming out while adjusting her blouse.

When I mentioned yesterday that blouses looked good on her, sure enough, she was wearing one this morning when she greeted us, which made me smile brightly. When I smiled, her face turned red and she fidgeted—isn't that just too cute?

"Did you wait long?"
"Did something happen today?"
"The dean suddenly called an emergency meeting."
"Hmm... nothing serious, right?"

The instructor's body trembled slightly.
She's hiding something again.
Did she think she could hide things from her husband even if she hid them from others?

It's probably about the surprise test that exists on the secret schedule.
They say no student knows when it will be held.
That's why students who study hard regularly win scholarships.

"Let me guess? Perhaps soon—oomph..."
"Shh! H-how did you know?!"
"Oomph...pfft... I can tell everything just by looking at your face, Hye-jin."
"Sigh... Your Highness has quite a talent for this sort of thing."

I think anyone could have figured it out.
As she walked with a bitter smile, I patted her bottom since her shoulders were too high for me to reach.

***

"Who wants to go in first?"

Since Mother declared yesterday that she would bring back the Former Queen, nobody knew what was happening in the royal palace.
Because of that, we were just lingering outside, unable to enter.

Then, Maron swallowed hard and grabbed the doorknob.
Normally a maid would open it for us, but today we opened it ourselves.

Creeeeak.
The door hinges screamed and the sound echoed throughout the palace.

I expected it to be quite noisy inside, but seeing how quiet it was,
perhaps everything was already over.

We decided to split up and look around the palace.
The first place I headed to was Alice's room.

"Nobody's here."

Alice always keeps her room warm.
That's because I frequently visit her and stay with her.
If the lights were off or the room was cold, it meant she was elsewhere.

I returned to the entrance and waited for everyone.
Lillie von Spitzberg and Maron approached, shaking their heads,
while Instructor Hye-jin nodded, indicating she knew where they were.

"As expected, they're gathered in the throne room."

We quietly made our way to the throne room.
As we got closer, we could hear sounds,
but since the room had sound-blocking magic,
we could only hear faint echoes.
We couldn't make out exactly what was being said.

I swallowed hard and knocked on the door.
What if they were grabbing each other by the collar and fighting?
Would I be able to stop them?
That's why I brought Instructor Hye-jin along.

"Come in."

When Alice gave permission, the maids waiting inside opened the doors.
As expected, Alice, Lala, and Mother were inside,
along with the museum director we had met at the museum.

But the scene was different from what I had imagined.
I thought Lala might be fighting with her, grabbing her by the collar,
but wasn't Lala crying in her arms instead?
And the museum director was embracing Lala, stroking her head.

I approached Alice and tugged at her sleeve.

"What's going on? Did they reconcile?"
"Yes, fortunately they've made up."

I'll ask about what happened later...
For now, I thought I'd go over to Lala.
As I was walking toward them,
Alice suddenly picked me up.

I was startled and almost fell,
but I managed to grab Alice's collar near her chest to keep from falling.

"Goodness... I thought my heart would stop."
"I'm sorry."

Alice smiled sweetly,
lifted me properly, and approached Lala and the Former Queen.
What on earth is she thinking?

The Former Queen, sensing Alice approaching,
separated from Lala and looked in our direction.

Judging by Alice's actions, this seemed like a scene where a daughter-in-law introduces her husband to her mother-in-law, but from the posture, it looked more like introducing a grandson. Despite my young appearance, being introduced like this...

"Alice... put me down. This is embarrassing."

Alice, perhaps realizing she'd gone too far, quietly set me down.
With my feet on the ground, I bowed to the woman who had just been embracing Lala.
Or at least I tried to.

I just tilted my head, wondering how I should greet her,
and somehow felt pathetic about it.

Still, no one scolded me.
Honestly, no one really understood the current situation,
and not knowing how to address the Former Queen was normal.

But since she's my mother-in-law, I should greet her.
Let's just call her mother-in-law.

"Hello, Mother-in-law."
"You have good manners. Come here."

As I approached her, she hugged me tightly.
Perhaps it's because she's Alice and Lala's mother.
Thinking of her as family, she felt as warm as my own mother and father.

"Rather than thinking of you as a son-in-law, I'd like to think of you as a son."
"I'd prefer it that way, actually."

My mother also thinks of her daughters-in-law as her own daughters.
She even met with Yuris privately to talk...

"I have things to discuss with Lala today... would tomorrow be convenient for you?"
"Well... after returning from the academy, I have nothing but time..."
"Then I'll see you tomorrow."

Then, she gave me a light kiss on the forehead.
This was only our second proper meeting, yet why was there so much affection?
I must have something special about me.

Watching Lala leave while holding her mother's hand and sniffling,
I felt a bit sad for her.
I hope they can reveal everything they've been hiding and have a genuine conversation.

"So what happened?"

This time I approached Mother and tugged at her sleeve.
I'm determined to find out one way or another.

***

In the end, she didn't tell me, saying it was a conversation between mother and daughter.
Both Alice and Mother...
Perhaps it was too awkward to tell a man.

The women here have quite strong pride,
so maybe they're embarrassed to talk about past events.

Well, I have no intention of forcing them to tell me,
I just hope that Lala and her mother-in-law have reconciled.

"Lala?"

When I opened Lala's door and entered,
I saw her smiling, completely different from yesterday.
Perhaps she's in a good mood after reconciling with her mother.

Since she didn't answer when I called,
I quietly approached her.

When I saw what she was doing while smiling,
she was texting with her mother who was less than 100 meters away.

"What are you doing?"
"Eek!"

When I put my face close to hers, she was so startled that
she dropped her smartphone and screamed.

After confirming that I was the culprit who startled her,
she sat me on her knees facing her and pinched both my cheeks, stretching them.

"It huwts!"
"I told you not to startle me like that!"
"I don't wemembew!"

The problem isn't with me startling her, but with Lala who's always getting startled.
It's the habit of the women here who focus so deeply on one thing that they don't pay attention to anything else.
After playing with my cheeks until they turned slightly red,
Lala seemed satisfied and removed her fingers, then stroked my cheeks.

"Ugh..."
"Does it hurt a lot?"
"If you say sorry, tell me how you reconciled with your mother."
"Th-that's a bit..."

It seems Lala wants to keep it secret too.
Tsk... this won't satisfy my curiosity.
Do I have no choice but to give up?
I jumped down from Lala's lap and landed.

I plan to spend the whole day with Lala today.
For two days, she was upset and fighting with Alice,
then she was reconciling with her mother.
I've had almost no time to spend with Lala.

I approached the door and locked it with a click.
Then I walked toward Lala with a grin.

"Y-Yook?"
"I won't give you up to anyone else today."
"Wh-what do you mean?"
"What else? You, of course."

Ignoring the slight fear appearing on Lala's face,
I approached her with a mischievous smile.

***

"So what are you planning to do now?"
"Well... living leisurely in the royal palace doesn't sound bad."

Serena and the Former Queen, "Adel," were sitting in chairs on the terrace, drinking tea.
The terrace, illuminated by blue moonlight, shone beautifully
and displayed a splendor no less magnificent than its daytime appearance.

"Phew... I'm relieved you're not saying you'll go to war or something."
"I gave up everything when I was at death's door."
"That's the least credible statement I've heard recently."

Serena elegantly sipped from her cup.
Adel also picked up her cup with an awkward smile.

"By the way, it's absolutely secret from your son how the Former Queen and Lala reconciled."
"...What do you take me for..."
"An idiot, a war maniac, a child neglector?"
"Hmm..."

Since there wasn't a single incorrect statement, Adel couldn't refute.
She just bowed her head and remained quiet.

"Since you're her mother-in-law, you have your dignity, so you absolutely must not tell him."
"He wouldn't believe it anyway... I prostrated myself before my daughter."

Adel gave a bitter smile.
As soon as she arrived at the palace,
she had knelt in the garden and begged her daughters for forgiveness.

Lala was also surprised by this sight and ran out
to support her mother, escorting her to the throne room.

Telling this to her husband, Yook, would not only hurt her pride
but would also damage the royal family's dignity.
It's a bit awkward to tell even her husband, son, or son-in-law.

"Our son tends to believe everything."
"Ah, could you please stop with the nagging now?"
"Then the Former Queen should have been more careful."

The Former Queen could only bow her head in embarrassment
as the factual attacks continued relentlessly.

Ch.93 - The Former Queen (2)
The mother-in-law had stepped down from her duties as museum director and seemed to be living quietly in the royal palace.

My mother appeared happy to have found a companion, and both Lala and even Alice seemed delighted to be living with my mother-in-law.

So I ended up in this strange situation where my parents and in-laws lived together.

I didn't dislike it, but since I'd never experienced anything like this in either my previous life or current one, it felt oddly uncomfortable.

***

On a peaceful day off, I was being held like my mother's favorite doll as usual.

The only difference today was that my mother-in-law sat across from us, sipping tea.

The two of them had been enjoying their tea time when they spotted me passing by and pulled me in, forcing me to join their tea session.

Apparently, my mother felt no embarrassment whatsoever about embracing me in front of others.

In contrast, I was so mortified I could die—my face turned tomato-red and felt burning hot. I was even starting to feel a bit dizzy.

"Oh?"

While stroking my head, my mother seemed to notice my condition and placed her palm on my forehead. Then she sat me facing her and pressed her forehead against mine.

"You seem to have a slight fever?"
"It's just because I'm embarrassed..."
"No, I think you might be coming down with something... Hey there!"

My mother called for a maid waiting outside and ordered her to bring a thermometer that could be placed in the mouth.

Not long after, Lala arrived with the thermometer, and for some reason, Alice was with her. I could understand why Lala had it—she checked my temperature and blood pressure every morning—but why was Alice here?

The thermometer placed in my mouth made a short beeping sound after about three seconds.

"Your temperature is a bit higher than usual. I'll take him away."
"I'll take him."
"Understood."

Alice took me from my mother's arms.
This fuss was making my headache worse. I was feeling rather tired too...

"Lala... I'm fine."
"No, you're not. Stop being stubborn and go rest."

In the end, I had no choice but to be led to my room by Alice.
From what I heard, Lillie and Maron also had slight fevers and were lying down. I'm not sure who infected whom.

"Will you rest quietly?"
"Don't worry and go do your work."

I waved my hand languidly while lying down.
I had wondered why Alice came, but apparently she had just been checking on Lillie and Maron's condition when my mother suddenly ordered her to bring a thermometer.

After Alice left, just as I was about to fall asleep, I rummaged through my pocket.

"Waste a holiday by sleeping? No way."

I took out my phone and browsed through various community sites and watched videos on QTube.

At least lying down wasn't uncomfortable.
This week should be pretty relaxing.

Watching videos of meat made me crave it.
Even though I probably wouldn't eat it if it were actually in front of me—sometimes I really dislike having an elf's body.

"Your Highness, the Former Queen is here to see you."

What could my mother-in-law want?
I sat up quickly on the bed.

"Show her in."

I slapped my cheeks repeatedly to clear my drowsy eyes.

I thought about grabbing a mask to wear, but there wouldn't be anything like that in an elf's room.

The maid opened the door, and my mother-in-law entered, quickly approaching and making me lie back down.

"Please lie down. Seeing you like this when you're sick, you really take after your mother."
"My mother?"
"Even when Serena returned injured from the battlefield, she wouldn't listen when told to rest."

That definitely sounds like my mother.
After all, she was the one who taught me basic etiquette, so I couldn't be much different.

"What about your tea time...?"
"Do I look like someone who would leisurely drink tea when her son is sick?"
"Well..."

No, of course not.
When it comes to anything related to me, my mother loses all reason.
I could somehow picture Alice or Lala holding her back by both arms to prevent her from rushing here.

"I came to talk with my son-in-law."

My mother-in-law's expression was extremely gentle as she stroked my head.
I thought she might have had a bad first impression of me since I took both her daughters at once, but apparently not.

"Ah, I always wanted a son, and now I have one like this. I'm so happy."
"Why does everyone around me want sons so badly...?"
"Of course we do! If I had a son like you, Yook, I wouldn't want for anything else in the world."

Is that so?
Personally, I prefer daughters.
Rain, my aunt, and now my mother-in-law too...
Is it because men are extremely scarce in this world?
Or is there something special about boys?

"Sigh... I was actually pregnant with a son before I had Alice."
"Alice had an older brother? I've never heard about this."
"No. I miscarried before he was born..."
"I'm... sorry."

Perhaps the biggest reason is the grief of having lost what they once had.
Most male pregnancies probably ended in miscarriage, making sons even more desired.

"Come to think of it, the name Yook sounds familiar. I feel like I've heard it somewhere..."
"Isn't my name rather uncommon?"
"It means 'full moon' in ancient elven language. Not many people even know ancient elven..."

My mother-in-law fell into deep thought.
It seems there might be someone else named "Yook."

"Ah! I remember now. The son of the Grand Duke of Spitzberg was named Yook. Yook von Spitzberg."
"What? By Spitzberg, do you mean Rain?"

Rain was originally a Grand Duchess but was demoted to Duchess during the civil war.
But did Rain have a son?
That can't be right.
Lillie definitely said she was an only child.

"Aren't you mistaken? Lili—I mean Lillie—is definitely an only child as far as I know."
"Hmm? Isn't Lillie one of Yook's wives? Is that child the daughter of the Spitzberg Grand Duke?"
"Yes... though now it's Spitzberg Duchess, not Grand Duchess."

She wouldn't know since the expulsion faction started a civil war during her disappearance.
She must be mistaken.

"I don't think so. If you're talking about Rain, the lord hasn't changed... maybe it's someone else?"

She tilted her head for a while, trying to remember, but it seemed she couldn't recall.

Giving up on remembering, she began patting my stomach as I lay there.

Just like how people pat babies' stomachs to help them sleep.
That's exactly what she was doing.

"Um... mother-in-law?"
"Rather than mother-in-law, please call me Adel."
"Adel-ssi?"

The pronunciation sounds strange.
It feels like I'm saying "mister."

When I called her by name, Adel laughed heartily.

"Do you have to add that 'ssi'?"
"Without it... it would be dangerous."
"You don't add it when addressing my daughters."
"Because they're my wives."

Of course, many people add "ssi" to their spouses' names.
Both in my previous life and this one.
But while I use formal speech, I don't want to add "ssi" to their names.
Somehow, doing that to my wives creates a sense of distance.

"I never imagined I'd be having a conversation with my son-in-law like this."
"I heard you were very ill, Adel-ssi?"
"Yes. I suffer from Wind Demon Disease."

According to Alice, she was on the verge of death.
Somehow Yggdrasil knew and carried her away as soon as she collapsed.

"You didn't originally plan to abdicate the throne, right?"
"That's right. I wonder what kind of life I would have lived if I hadn't."

The civil war by the expulsion faction wouldn't have happened, Lillie wouldn't have become my wife, and there wouldn't have been that secret agreement between my mother and Alice.
I probably would have been just the son of a Vassal Grand Duke attending the academy.
Maron said she fell for me at first sight, so maybe that part would have remained the same.

"It's a bit awkward to say this, but... I don't even want to imagine it."
"You seem to have a very good relationship with your wives."
"Without them, I might have died somewhere..."

I gave a bitter smile.
Of course, even if I hadn't married Alice and become Prince Consort, my status as the eldest son of a Vassal Grand Duke would have kept me safe.
Who would dare harm the eldest son of the kingdom's highest nobility?

But that's only if I were old enough.
Just because the internet is developed doesn't mean my face is circulating everywhere.
How many people could immediately recognize me as the son of a Vassal Grand Duke?

Thinking about it now, I feel a bit sorry for the eldest daughter of Count Quarkshell.
She just picked the wrong target.

"You shouldn't say such things carelessly."

She pressed my nose with her finger and then stood up.
I tried to get up to see her off, but her glare told me to stay put, so I gave up and lay back down.

"Rest well then."
"Goodbye."

Since I couldn't bow, I just blinked my eyes slightly.
Finding this cute, she smiled gently and knocked on the door to call for a maid.

Now that my mother-in-law has left, I can get back to the internet...

Wait, what?

-Low battery-

"........"

She came so suddenly that I hid my phone under the blanket with videos still playing, and now the battery has died.

For reference, the charger is far away.
Lala placed it at a distance, saying using phones before bed isn't good for someone my young age.

"...Should I just sleep now?"

Ch.94 - Transfer Student
As in any other classroom, it was noisy right before the start of class.

Summer had passed, and with vacation approaching soon, the atmosphere felt a bit more excited.

Whether they'd forgotten or not, there were still final exams left to take.

"By the way, it's more chaotic than usual today."
"Indeed. I'll go ask what's happening."

Lillie got up and approached Ina. After exchanging greetings not only with Ina but also with the other friends gathered around her, she began asking what was going on.

Friends...
I envy that...

I only have one friend, Ina. The boys seem uncomfortable approaching me and tend to avoid me subtly...

I sighed and looked at Maron sitting beside me. She was chatting with friends who had come up to our row. Is this what they call being popular?

"?"

When I stared at Maron's face, she tilted her head questioningly.

"What's going on?"
"Apparently some unfamiliar first-year students entered the faculty building."
"Hmm?"

Are they transfer students? Or were they skipping classes like Maron had been? But transferring this late in the semester seems odd.

Lillie returned to her seat and shared the same information.

'Unfamiliar students entered the faculty building.'

Quite a few of them, it seems. If they were transfers or new admissions, they'd probably be distributed among different classes.

"It must be hard to adjust when everyone's already formed their groups."
"Your Highness is included in 'everyone' but your adjustment..."
"...Lili?"
"Oh my, I misspoke."

She playfully punched her own head with a cute gesture. She's too adorable for me to get angry.

"I'll deal with you later at the palace. It's been a while since I taught you a lesson."
"Your Highness is always so bold despite being male."
"You two made me this way."

This isn't maintaining the dignity of a Prince Consort. I'll properly get back at them later.

Just then, the front door opened, and Instructor Lee Hye-jin entered with three unfamiliar students—two girls and one boy.

Their clothes looked neat, and judging by the black paper bags they carried, they appeared to be nobles.

"Attention, please!"

Instructor Hye-jin silenced everyone with her microphone. Her charisma when standing at the podium always makes my heart race.

"From today, these nobles from the Atlas Kingdom will be joining Crescent Academy's first-year Class A."

The republic only recently became a kingdom, but it seems their nobility system is already taking shape.

The fact that nobles themselves came here suggests there must be some interstate relations. Though as a vassal state, how much interaction could there be?

"Please come forward one by one and introduce yourselves."

Following the instructor's direction, they came forward one by one and wrote their names on the blackboard.

"I'm Isila de Esild. Pleased to meet you all."

A pink-haired girl introduced herself. I noticed she used "de" in her name. I wonder what the difference is from "von."

"They use different prefixes to distinguish between domestic and foreign nobility, I believe."
"Maron, you know everything..."
"Alice told me about it recently."

That's right. She mentioned studying domestic noble politics with Silfia lately.

It seems the royal family intends to give Lillie and Maron titles when they're older and have them work for the royal court.

Thinking about it now, I suppose that makes sense. Though I'm not sure what position the Prince Consort's wife holds...

Since I'm a Prince Consort and part of the royal family, would my wife be royalty too? That doesn't seem right either...

While I was lost in thought, the transfer students had finished their introductions.

"Though it's late in the semester, you'll be spending a long time together, so please get along well."

The instructor is starting to feel more like an elementary school teacher. It suits her but feels strange somehow. She looked around and pointed to where we were sitting.

"You can take those empty seats in the back."
"Yes."

Only one of them answered while the other two just nodded. Probably the one with the highest status.

As the three approached, we moved to the right to make room for them, even though we were sitting in the middle.

"Thank you."

Isila, who greeted us with a bright smile, seemed quite polite.

It's surprising since their kingdom was established so recently—they wouldn't have had time to learn proper noble etiquette. Perhaps she was from the upper class originally.

***

As soon as the first class ended, Lillie and Maron approached the three students sitting next to us.

"It's nice to meet you. Is this your first time in the Kritias Kingdom?"
"No, I've been here before on a family trip."
"I see. I should introduce myself. I'm Lillie von Spitzberg."
"And I'm Maron Kritias."

Should I introduce myself too? Since they're not pressing me, I guess I can just stay quiet.

When they heard the royal surname in the two girls' introductions, the three bowed deeply.

"Your Highness... how could you greet lowly ones like us so respectfully..."
"Within the academy, everyone interacts as equals regardless of status. It's school policy."
"Is... is that so...?"

Lillie's behavior seemed to surprise them. Having likely just learned noble etiquette through intensive training, they must be shocked to see someone from the dominant nation acting this way.

"Then... the person beside Your Highness is..."
"This is Yook Zikheart Kritias, Prince Consort to Her Majesty the Queen of the Kritias Kingdom."
"Zik...heart..."

It seems the name "Zikheart" is what surprised them. Just how far has my mother's reputation spread?

"I apologize for the late greeting, Your Highness."

I gestured for Isila to raise her head as she bowed to me.

"I'm Yook Zikheart Kritias, as you've just heard."

I smiled warmly. First impressions are always the most important.

I wouldn't want to give a sour face and have their country think poorly of me.

"If I may ask a question without being rude..."
"If it's something I can answer, please go ahead..."
"How is the 'Zikheart' family name regarded in the Atlas Kingdom?"

I became more curious after seeing their reaction to "Zikheart" earlier. What exactly did my mother do in the past?

"Um... may I speak frankly?"
"I prefer honesty."
"When our country was still a republic, she was known as the 'Red Devil.'"

Well, I suppose when you're an enemy nation, titles like "Sword God" don't matter—she would have been seen as a devil incarnate. To think that the Sword God was part of our national strength... it's enough to make my head explode.

"Well... I suppose Mother would seem like a monster to other countries..."
"I... I apologize."
"There's nothing to apologize for. Shouldn't you all be changing clothes now?"
"Pardon? Why would we need to change?"
"We have sword training and magic classes next."

The three followed us to the changing room with puzzled expressions. It seems they haven't learned magic or swordsmanship yet.

Are they not interested in swords? It's unusual to see girls uninterested in swords.

"Miss Isila, are you not interested in swordsmanship or sword collecting?"
"I... I am."
"Then why do you have that expression?"
"At the Atlas Kingdom's academy, we didn't have practical lessons. I'm just surprised."

I see. That makes sense.
This academy is crazy enough to make even seven-year-olds run laps around the field without mercy.

***

The two girls' mana levels were average for humans—neither high nor low.

But the boy's situation was more serious. He seemed to be one of those rare males born with extremely little mana. With levels that low, I wonder if he might have a shortened lifespan.

Perhaps that's why he sat next to me with his head bowed. Though I doubt someone overflowing with mana like me could offer much comfort, as a fellow man... I gently patted his shoulder.

"Hey... don't be so discouraged."
"...Thank you, Your Highness."

Even with a shortened lifespan, he could still live about 100 years. That's not bad—he could live out his natural life. After all, he's human.

"By the way, those ladies are running impressively well."
"...I heard they've been learning swordsmanship since childhood."
"Hmm... do all women love swords that much?"
"They seem almost possessed by madness for it..."

It seems those two are as sword-obsessed as Lillie and Maron. Making such people sit through theory classes only must have been torture.

Seeing them running around with such happy expressions makes me happy too. Run hard for my share as well.

"Your Highness?"
"Ah! You startled me!"

I turned to see Lillie standing beside me with her hands on her hips.

"Why aren't you running with everyone else?"
"Well... I'm still feeling a bit under the weather..."

Lillie pulled something from her pocket. What? Why is she carrying a thermometer?

"I borrowed it from Lady Lala. Open wide and say 'ah.'"
"N-no way! We're outside!"
"Inside or outside, if you're sick, we need to check your temperature..."

I ran away without looking back. Sorry Lillie, but even though the instructor allowed me to sit out, I have no intention of running around.

Maybe I should go talk to Instructor Hye-jin instead.

Ch.95 - Transfer Student (2)
Instructor Hye-jin seemed quite busy, so I didn't approach her. Instead, I slipped out of the faculty building and escaped to the dormitory.

Having a place where I can hide and rest is truly wonderful.

This is my sanctuary.
Women like Lillie or Maron can't reach me here,
making it a fortress-like shelter.

As soon as I arrived at the dormitory entrance,
I put my hand in my pocket.
Let's see... my wallet...

"Huh? Where did my wallet go..."

Where did I drop it?
Did I even bring it out from the changing room?
I can't remember...
This is really frustrating.
How can you not remember something from just an hour ago,
you idiot?

Still, it would be fortunate if it's in the changing room.
If I've lost it, how much would Lillie and Maron nag me?
My legs are already trembling at the thought.

There's no cash inside, but it contains my ID and cards,
so I'd have to get everything reissued...
What a hassle and inconvenience.

"First... the changing room..."

I was trying to escape from Lillie,
but inevitably, I had to return to the tiger's den.

I guess I'll have to run there.

***

After class ended, I returned to the lecture hall and headed to the changing room.
Fortunately, my wallet was in my pants pocket,
and I breathed a sigh of relief that I wouldn't get scolded.

Some might mock me for sighing with relief over something so trivial,
but it's important to me.
For some reason, Lillie and Maron are terrifyingly scary when they scold me.
They give off such a strong older-sister vibe
that I can't say anything and just stay quiet.

As I was sighing with relief,
the new transfer student approached me.

"Did something happen?"
"I thought I'd lost my wallet."
"Ah... I forget things sometimes too."

He showed me his wallet attached to a lanyard.
Now that I look, his phone has a strap too.
How thorough.

"I've been a bit careless since childhood."
"Oh... that's a good idea."

That's the perfect solution for someone like me.
I should ask Alice to attach one for me.
But if it's too heavy, it might hurt my neck.
A double-edged sword.

While chatting with the transfer student,
I changed clothes and came out to the lecture hall
where Lillie and Maron were waiting.

They were standing by, determined to make me eat.
Since I'd rather not eat if I could avoid it,
I used to run away occasionally during my early days at school.

Maron approached me with a frown as she looked at my attire.

"The buttons again..."

I sensed something was off—one button was misaligned,
causing each subsequent button to be shifted by one.

Maron took me to a corner,
undid all the buttons,
and redid them properly from the top.

Since this happens almost daily,
I'm used to it now.

"Your Highness should practice dressing properly."
"I do practice!"
"...Then why do you always misbutton by one?"
"I don't know..."

It's awkward when she asks me.
Maybe it's because of my small fingers.
Or perhaps my spatial awareness is lacking
when I have to dress myself.

Usually, it's easy when you can see what you're doing,
but it's difficult when you can't see.

Well, what can I do?
My mental age is low.
I wonder why elven males were designed to mature mentally at a slower rate.
While elven females develop twice as fast as humans,
males develop at only about 0.7 times the rate.
In my opinion, the goddess Iris seems heavily biased toward women.

I'd be in big trouble if Maron knew what I was thinking.
Better keep these thoughts to myself.

"Come on, let's go."

Led by Maron's hand, I headed to the cafeteria.
Maybe I'll try something other than butternut squash salad today.

I took my ordered food to the table
where Lillie and Maron were waiting.
The two looked puzzled seeing me with a different menu for once,
but quickly turned their attention to my tray.

"So you ordered the soy meat set?"
"I heard it's delicious!"
"From whom?"
"People on the elven community forum."

According to an elven scholar's column, the soy meat in this world
boasts an almost perfect taste.

The soy meat I ate in my previous life tasted nothing like meat—it had the texture of mushrooms and made me want to vomit.
So I was curious how well they made it in this world,
and if I happened to like it, I'd have more menu variety.

Recently, I submitted a request for tofu set meals in a survey for elven dining options,
and received a response that I could look forward to it soon.
So I decided to exercise my experimental spirit and brought the soy meat set.

The composition is simple.
A soy meat hamburger with plenty of vegetables.
Rice, cream stew, and mashed potatoes,
a clean and balanced meal perfect for elves.

Which means no one but elves would touch it.
Why would anyone eat a soy meat hamburger when real meat hamburgers are available?
And apparently, the real hamburger set comes with pasta instead of rice and greens.
A meatball pasta made with spaghetti, they say...

The transfer students at our table brought the standard seasoned meat set,
while Lillie and Maron unusually ordered salads with meat.

"We do eat meat to some extent."
"Your Highness is the one with particularly picky tastes."
"I know..."

Lillie stabbed her meat salad with a fork
and started teasing me.

"Meat isn't as bad as you think. Why don't you try some?"
"Hmm..."
"It's actually quite edible."

She smiled with meat in her mouth.
She genuinely seems to enjoy it.

So it's true that they can eat meat without problems, even if they don't prefer it.
Then what am I?
Just the smell makes me want to throw up.

Knowing this, but feeling experimental...
What should I do?

"Well... just one piece..."

Lillie speared a piece of meat with her fork and held it out.
I closed my eyes tight and put it in my mouth.

The beef, marinated in rosemary and butter
and cooked medium, was tender.

Neither tough nor too soft, the meat tasted
like what I'd eaten at fine restaurants in my previous life.
How should I put it?
A difference in class?
To think this comes from academy cafeteria food...
What kind of place is this academy anyway...

"Ugh..."

It was fine when I first put it in my mouth,
but as I chewed, the fishy smell and meaty aroma hit my nose like fermented skate,
nearly making me gag, though I somehow held it in.
Then I spat it into the napkin Maron provided.

What's the point of it being well-prepared
if it doesn't suit my taste?

I took a spoonful of cream stew
to cleanse my palate.

It seems eating raw meat is impossible for me.
Lillie and Maron gave bitter smiles.
Seeing my reaction, they seemed a bit sorry.

"You two don't need to feel bad. It's just my taste."
"Mother, your sisters-in-law, and Silfia all eat meat... why is Your Highness the only one who can't?"
"Could it be related to mana... no, that can't be it. Father eats meat too."

Father eats meat heartily.
He sometimes holds whole pig barbecues to boost the morale of his soldiers,
grabbing and tearing into entire legs.
Mother apparently scolded him once, saying men shouldn't behave that way in front of women.

Now, let's try the soy meat.
The sauce, made with citrus fruits in the fond, deglazed and simmered with butter and milk, stimulated my appetite.

I slightly cut into the soy meat hamburger with my fork.
Juices flowed abundantly from the cut, looking like beef juices.
The smell wasn't unpleasant, so it wasn't meat juice.
This was the aroma of beans and mushrooms.

"Wow... is this really made from beans?"

I couldn't help but exclaim.
The harmony of butter aroma with the unfamiliar scent of beans and mushrooms.
Very similar to meat smell, but fresh and not at all unpleasant.

I stabbed it with my fork and put it in my mouth.
And savored it.
I savored it silently and finally swallowed.

"...Ah. I've wasted half my life."
"Your Highness is only seven years old though?"

Ignoring Maron's comment...
It tastes no different from the real meat I tried earlier.
But...
There's none of that fishy smell or unpleasantness that tears at my nose.
It's like eating a menchi-katsu, if I had to compare.

"How is it? Is it good?"
"I'm never eating salad again..."
"...That good?"

Lillie and Maron's faces filled with astonishment.
Since weaning from my mother's milk,
I've hardly eaten anything but salad.

So they're a bit surprised that I'm saying
I won't eat salad and will eat set meals instead.

"I should try it tomorrow too."
"Try this."
"No thank you. Your Highness should eat more."

The two politely declined.
They seem reluctant to take what I'm eating.
I don't mind though.

As I was cutting the hamburger and tasting it,
the three transfer students were looking our way.

"You three seem to get along really well..."
"Do we? Isn't this normal?"

For arranged marriages, we do get along exceptionally well.
Everyone thinks so when they see us.

"Your Highness, there's sauce on your mouth."

Maron pulled out a napkin and wiped my mouth.
Come to think of it, Maron's case wasn't really arranged—
she fell for me at first sight, didn't she?

"Hmm... I said I'd do it myself in public."
"Yet you almost wiped it with your sleeve last time, didn't you?"
"Ahem..."

She's completely cut off my retreat.
I have nothing to say.

Mentioning arranged marriages made me curious.
Those three are nobles now too, so won't such talks arise for them?
I wonder how it works in foreign countries?

"Do you three have fiancées?"
"U-us? We're not yet..."
"Your Highness is a bit unusual."

Lillie tugged at my sleeve.
I see.
Indeed, cases like mine—engaged at five and married at seven—
must be rare.

"I apologize. His Highness is quite curious by nature."
"N-no, please don't worry about it."

After that, we quietly finished our meal and got up.
It feels great to have eaten a proper meal for once.
Nothing would make me happier than taking a nap until the next class.
I've got my wallet, so maybe I'll just spend some time in the dormitory.

"Where are you going, Your Highness?"
"Hm? I was planning to stop by the dormitory."
"The instructor asked you to see her after lunch, remember?"
"...Did she?"
"You were dozing off this morning, so you didn't hear?"

Apparently, she wanted to see me during lunch break.
I wonder what it's about.
Why not just tell me at the palace?

"Where should I go? The faculty building?"
"No, she said she'd wait in an empty classroom."

Maybe she wants to discuss something private.
A conversation with my wife is more important than sleep, so I should go.

Lillie and Maron headed to the library,
while I and the three Atlas nobles went toward the classroom.
Why are they following me?

"Hye-jin~"

Since no one was around, I called her by name,
but the instructor blushed from a distance and ran over.

She covered my mouth, picked me up, and started running.

She took me to an empty classroom deep inside, far from our regular one.
It's a storage room for desks and chairs.

"Phew... What's this about? Asking to meet at this hour."
"I-I told you not to call me by name!"
"Why not?"
"W-what if someone had heard..."

What is she talking about?
Even people from other countries know she's my wife,
so who would say anything?

"Anyway, tell me why you called me. I was about to take a nap."
"Are you suffering from food coma despite being so young?"
"Children are meant to eat, sleep, and poop."

Instructor Hye-jin chuckled at my childish remark.
She has a smile that suits her well, no matter when I see it.

Ch.96 - Rain
The reason Instructor Hye-jin called me was just an excuse for counseling that was really her wanting to coddle me.

Well, I got a nice nap in her arms, so it was a win-win for both of us.

Apparently, the academy conducts general counseling sessions toward the end of each semester. Students are supposed to acknowledge their issues and promise to resolve them perfectly by the next semester...

I wonder how many cadets can actually say that in front of their instructors... seems pretty meaningless if you ask me.

When I returned to the classroom, Lillie and Maron were reading books they'd borrowed from the library.

"What are you reading?"
"A bestseller that just came in."

The book they showed me was titled "Stars in the Night Sky."

"What's it about?"
"It's a somewhat sad short story."
"Somewhat? It's very sad..."

Maron tilted her head at Lillie's response. Everyone experiences things differently, so what can you do?

Lillie found it very sad, while Maron only found it a little sad.

"Specifically, it's about a blue-haired knight who infiltrates enemy territory alone for the sake of their lover."
"Hmm... this blue-haired knight must be strong?"
"The book mentions they have talent on par with a Sword Emperor."

Blue hair...
Sword Emperor...
Why does this combination seem so familiar?

"Could it be... that Rain is the inspiration? When you mention blue hair and Sword Emperor, I immediately think of Rain."

I said this while stroking Lillie's blue hair. Blue hair isn't common in this world. And Sword Emperors are even rarer.

Could it be that the blue-haired Sword Emperor in this book was inspired by Rain? Maybe that's why Lillie empathized more and found it sadder.

"Did something happen between Rain and your father?"
"Well... they don't have a particularly good or bad relationship..."

Lillie tilted her head in confusion. I'd only met him once at the party, and hadn't seen him since.

Rain loves me as much as my mother does, so I feel like I understand her inner thoughts.

"It's probably just a coincidence."

Lillie shook her head, saying it wasn't the case. Her parents hadn't been married that long, and their relationship wasn't particularly close, so it was just a coincidence.

Well... only those involved know the truth.

***

"So you think I'd just let it go?"
"Your Highness, you really can't contain your curiosity."

Yuris stroked my head, saying I was her incorrigible little brother. But how could I resist my curiosity?

I'd sent Rain a message earlier, so I should get a reply soon.

Ten minutes passed.
Twenty minutes passed.
Thirty minutes passed, but still no contact.

"Maybe she's busy? A duchess must be extremely busy."
"Hmm... that's strange, considering she texts me every day."

When I checked my phone before lunch, I had received a message from her.

As I frowned while staring at my phone, Yuris said it was time to go and led me by the hand toward the main gate.

When we arrived, my older sister was waiting for me. I waved in greeting. Lillie seemed a bit anxious though. I wondered if something had happened.

"Yook, did you send a message to Duchess von Spitzberg?"
"Yeah, I sent one earlier."
"Sigh... so that's what it was."

My older sister tapped my head with a troubled expression. When I tilted my head in confusion, Lillie showed me her phone.

"Mother suddenly isn't feeling well..."

It seems the steward handling the lord's affairs had informed Lillie directly. Had I triggered some trauma?

"No, it's more like she's embarrassed that a novel based on her shameful past has become a bestseller."
"Ah..."

So I hadn't pressed the wrong button. Rain is quite sensitive.

"In that case, we should invite Rain to come up to the Royal Capital."
"Is that okay?"
"Sure, why not? Mother and Adel are here too. It'll be lively."

She gets along well with my mother, and she seems fine with Adel too.

Having tea together might help her calm down.

"Usually people don't like their in-laws coming to their home..."

Lillie gave a bitter smile. It was clearly a bitter smile, but one that conveyed both gratitude and apology.

I don't mind it though. Everyone treats me so well.

Since we're at it, Maron's mother-in-law too... but she was the Pope.

That's right.
There was a guardian who came with Maron instead of the Pope.
Where did she go?

"Lily? Do you know where your aunt went?"
"I believe she's staying at Instructor Hye-jin's house."
"Hmm? Why is she staying there?"

Would it be a problem to bring her aunt too? It might be unnecessary meddling.

By the way, Yuris has decided to live separately for a while, so she'll move into the royal palace later.

She seems to feel somewhat guilty. She's apologetic and declining because of it.

But a woman's heart is unavoidable. She was hesitating to embrace me, so like a real man, I hugged her first.

"Are you embarrassed?"

Her face turned bright red.

***

A week later
Rain arrived at the royal palace with a large suitcase.

"Welcome, Rain."

Was she that embarrassed about her story becoming a book? Rain hugged me softly and then embraced Lillie.

"It's been a while."

I smiled warmly watching her embrace her only daughter whom she hadn't seen for months.

While the mother and daughter were having their reunion, someone came up from behind and hugged me.

I've really become a hugging doll. Everyone just hugs me.

"It's been a while."
"...Former Queen?!"

Rain abruptly crushed Lillie, whom she'd been hugging, and hurriedly knelt down.

"Adel, what kind of queen were you that makes Rain so terrified?"
"Well, you see. Mother was quite harsh with the nobles..."
"Ahem... how can a daughter speak ill of her mother in front of her husband..."
"My, that's not slander. I'm just stating facts."

Lala glared at Adel with a smirk. As they say, no parent can win against their child. Adel just sighed deeply.

"Let's go inside."
"H-how is the Former Queen here..."
"Rain, let's go inside first."
"Yes..."

Lillie, who had been crushed until just now, got up and led Rain by the hand into the palace.

"I'll be imposing on you for a while, Your Majesty."
"Not at all. We're family now."

Alice responded with a smile. Then she led Adel beside her and explained what had happened so far.

"I-I see. So it wasn't running away from responsibilities..."
"My, you haven't changed a bit."
"Ahem... who else but me or Lady Serena would dare speak to the Former Queen like this?"
"That's true. I appreciate it. Now, rest well."

With those final words, Adel left the throne room. Alice also left, saying she hoped Rain would get enough rest.

"Now that you're in the Royal Capital, what do you plan to do first?"

Lillie asked Rain. With a slightly bitter smile, Rain stroked Lillie's head firmly.

"First, I'll rest a bit..."

Suddenly the atmosphere changed, becoming chilly. Was she angry? Strangely, people around me seem to have the ability to change the temperature when they're angry.

"Then I'm going to devour that annoying writer and publisher who wrote that book."

So that was her main purpose. It's hard to imagine what would happen if a duchess took action. She could completely destroy such a publisher and author without facing any punishment.

"R-Rain? Is it necessary to go that far?"
"Your Highness, they have touched my sore spot. Please turn a blind eye just this once."
"Uh..."

I wonder if she was like this when she split the Astasium Marquis's territory in half? Should I run to mother and ask her to stop this?

"Don't worry. I won't kill them quickly."
"That's... not what I meant..."
"Slowly... painfully..."

This isn't good. Rain's eyes have completely flipped.

What could possibly be written in that book to make her react so sensitively? I tugged on Lillie's sleeve.

"Lily, what exactly is written in that book?"
"Well... I read up to the part where the blue knight rescues the man she loves... and gives birth to a child..."

It doesn't seem particularly problematic. Wondering if Lala might know, I turned around to find her holding her forehead in her palm, apparently nursing a headache.

"Lala?"
"Your Highness, it would be best if you stayed out of this one."
"Is it that serious?"
"Please just understand that those people have dug into something that's a deep wound for the Duchess."

Lala gave me a bitter smile. Could this be related to what she said she'd tell me when I was older?

"Won't mother stop her?"
"She's more likely to understand the situation and..."
"I see..."

So mother might join in the rampage? I noticed mother wasn't around. Surely she's not making preparations already?

I have a feeling something tremendous is about to happen.

Ch.97 - Warning
"Boss, are you really sure about this?"
"About what?"
"About continuing to distribute that book."

I almost snorted with laughter.
You've already done it, and now you're asking about it?
What a funny person.

"Director, nobles are too busy to care about such things."
"But still... what if their family sees it and tells them..."

That's certainly possible.
Even if not family, their retainers might inform them.
There's definitely that possibility.

"No, and what would they do about it anyway?
A noble is basically a politician, right? If someone like that gets upset over every little thing,
how would people view them?"
"Hmm..."

Besides, it's just a motif.
We didn't explicitly mention any names, and we said they had power comparable to the Sword Emperor, not that they were the Sword Emperor.
The author mentioning blue hair was a bit risky,
but there are other elven families with blue hair.

"If it were me, I'd be bragging that I was the motif for a bestseller."

And the story is so good.
A woman charging alone into enemy territory to save her beloved husband,
practically living at the hospital to care for her sick son,
tending to him with utmost devotion.
Well, we mixed in some fictional elements,
but we can always insist it's just a motif and a novel.

"Director, stop worrying about unnecessary things."
"...Understood."

I waved to the director as he bowed his head and left.

Perhaps it's time to replace him.
If he was happy that our publishing house produced a bestseller,
that would be one thing.
But getting all worked up...

"If you're afraid of a mere duke, how can the press survive?"

In an era with freedom of the press,
does he think we can be suppressed through print?
I smiled slyly.

***

"I believe this person is not worthy of the Duke's forgiveness."

I'd heard that Rain was using her connections
to gather information through the director of that publishing company,
but she's quite young.

Kneeling with her head bowed, she took out a phone
from her pocket and presented it to Rain as evidence.

"This is the evidence, my lady."
"I see. You may go now."
"Yes."

When the director backed out and left,
I entered the room.
I couldn't help but overhear.

"Rain? Who was that person just now?"
"The executive director of the company that published that garbage novel."

Rain patted the bed beside her,
indicating I should sit there.
I'm not sure if she's smiling or angry.

At times like this, it's best to just sit quietly
and let her calm down a bit.

When I sat down, Rain took out earphones
and listened to a recorded file.
She didn't let me listen to it, by the way.

"Sigh..."

It seems she is indeed angry.
The lightning that appears when touching Lala's blue sword
is now manifesting around Rain.

"I apologize. I even tried to give them one last chance
by testing them, but it seems they're not repentant."
"...Hmm."

As she caresses my cheek, Rain grows increasingly darker,
and I don't know what to say.

Yesterday, Lala told me
that Rain had a son who had already passed away.

The wound in her heart still remains,
and this author and publisher
took Rain as a motif and interpreted it as they pleased, calling it fiction.

I thought about reading it,
but Lillie asked me not to with a sad face, so I didn't.

"So what do you plan to do?"
"For now, I plan to slowly strangle them to death."

The publishing company is apparently publicly listed.
Using Spitzberg's financial power, she plans to buy up all the company's shares,
shake the CEO's management rights, and raise issues about operations at the shareholders' meeting.

I might be stupid, but
anyway, she plans to socially destroy them first.

"And... after that?"
"........"

Rain said nothing
and quietly stroked my hair and cheek.

I was momentarily scared, but I hate how I almost fell asleep
under her pleasant touch.
I wish she would stroke me a little more.

Later, I must have actually fallen asleep,
because when I came to my senses, I was sprawled out on Rain's bed.

I even drooled on the pillow.
What a deep sleep I had.

"Rain?"

I rubbed my eyes and looked around, but there was no one else in the room.
Only the sound of my breathing echoed in the silence.

"Is anyone outside?"

A maid quietly opened the door, entered, and bowed in greeting.
I got up with the pillow and gave it to her.

"Please have this washed. By the way, have you seen the Duke?"
"She is currently taking some air in the back garden with the Former Queen."
"May I go there?"
"She instructed us not to come until called, but I believe that doesn't apply to you."

Hmm...
If she told the maids not to come,
it means they're having an important conversation.

Normally I would have just gone,
but today I should give up.
Rain didn't look too well either.

The next day, though Rain had only been working for a day,
she had directly approached various shareholders to purchase shares
and had already acquired the title of majority shareholder.

This meant she now owned more shares
than the CEO who managed the company.

***

"D-damn it..."

The market that had been normal just yesterday was now in turmoil.
News came that a woman calling herself the Duke of Spitzberg
had persuaded shareholders to sell their shares
and already surpassed my holdings.

"D-Director! How many shares do you still own?"
"Me?"

The director, who would normally have cowered,
was now flashing an annoying smile.
Has he finally gone mad?
Even though my management rights were threatened,
I was still the CEO.

"I've already transferred all my shares to Duke Spitzberg."
"Y-you transferred them?!"
"Well, I took a bit of a loss, but if it means escaping her wrath, that much is..."

It seems he transferred all his shares.
This makes it impossible to maintain management rights.

H-how could she drive me to ruin in just one day...?

"B-betraying me like this and still expecting to survive in this industry..."
"Worry about the company. I think I'll be getting a good job elsewhere."

Then he threw the tablet he was holding at me.
The action was so sudden
that I couldn't dodge it and fell backward.

"You should have chosen your opponents more carefully.
Do you know how many families will be out on the streets because of you?"
"Y-you didn't oppose the publication either!"
"That's true. But who knew you'd patch together the content at the last minute?
This is your karma, all your karma."

The director left with a smirk, opening the door.
Did I really do something so wrong?
A novel is just a novel.
It doesn't matter who it's modeled after.

Can someone really commit such an outrage just because they're angry?
That can't be right, can it?
No, of course not.

I took out my phone from my pocket and called a TV producer.
This person is my only lifeline.

***

"I didn't know your connections extended to broadcasting stations."

The blonde elven queen, Alice, hung up the phone
and spoke to the person drinking tea in front of her.

The lord of Spitzberg smiled after sipping her tea,
but there was not a trace of kindness in that smile.
It was a smile filled only with anger.

"Thank you, Your Majesty."
"No need for thanks."

The queen is always positive about the press
and guarantees their freedom without any suppression, being a wise ruler.

However, she defines actions that hurt others with distorted content
and destroy someone's honor
as very malicious and vile acts that harm others' rights to freedom
under the pretext of one's own freedom.

"What have you decided to do with the materials?"
"They'll broadcast edited content from what's floating around the internet."
"I'll send the materials I've collected separately later."
"Do you think that will make things wrap up more smoothly?"
"Yes, how can I repay Your Majesty's heavenly grace?"
"I'd prefer if family didn't worry too much about such things."

Seeing Alice's sincere smile, Rain
gave an awkward, bitter smile.

What she's thinking of now
is a method to completely destroy them from within by using the press in reverse.

After investigating internal financial statements through various connections,
she discovered more embezzlement, breach of trust, and accounting fraud than expected.

A truly corrupt company.
It was a company that could have been exposed even without purchasing shares.

While receiving every government subsidy possible,
their performance was terrible.
Rain almost burst into laughter thinking she could crush them perfectly.

"I'm also pleased to dispose of one garbage bin."
"Thank you, Your Majesty."

When the queen refers to a company as a garbage bin,
that company is already finished.

In contrast, the CEO who still believes
his final struggle is proceeding properly
has no idea that what he's doing
will come back to strangle him.

Ch.98 - Warning (2)
"Did you check the materials I sent, PD?"
"Yes... well..."

I once met this publishing company president for work, and I answered his call wondering what he wanted. Turns out he was asking me to spread negative stories about the Duke of Spitzberg on the news.

Does this guy even know that the Duke of Spitzberg is the Queen Consort's mother-in-law?

If he knew that, he definitely wouldn't be trying something like this.

When I first received such a serious request, I was afraid the Duke's anger might extend to me as well.

But then the broadcasting station director approached me with direct instructions from both the Duke of Spitzberg and, incredibly, Her Majesty the Queen herself.

They had already anticipated the publishing company president would act this way and told me to pretend to accept his request for now.

So now that the publishing company president has called, I need to act like I'm going along with it.

"I've mostly finished the preparations."
"Excellent! I knew I could count on you."

That's right.
And they also told me to see if he showed any signs of wanting to repent and apologize, and if so, to hint that his apology might be accepted.

Honestly, I think offering such an opportunity to this idiot is excessive, but since it's an order, I have no choice but to follow it.

"Mr. President, do you perhaps want to apologize and ask for forgiveness while you still can?"
"What?! Are you one of the Duke's puppets too?!"
"No, no, how could that be possible."

He's got good instincts.
I am indeed a puppet.
I'd lick the Duke's feet or the Queen's if it meant saving my life.
Life is short enough as it is—what's the point in shortening it further?

"I'm simply saying this out of concern for you."
"Hmph! If that's the case, why don't you tell the Duke of Spitzberg? How dare a mere Duke try to shake up a publishing company!"
"Yes, yes, I understand completely."

I heard that this man's publishing company recently released a bestseller.
Apparently, it contains things that deeply hurt the Duke of Spitzberg, and it not only contains inaccuracies but also deliberately distorts facts.
That's defamation.
Doesn't he know that the Duke of Spitzberg once cut a large territory in half? No, he must know.

"I've heard the Duke can be quite terrifying when angered."
"Those are just exaggerated stories with a grain of truth."
"But she's still a Sword Emperor, isn't she?"
"I heard she was defeated by another Sword Emperor. That basically makes her no different from a Sword King."

Does he think Sword Kings are weak?
While they may be three or four times weaker than Sword Emperors, they're still incredibly powerful.
They might not be able to face an entire legion, but they can certainly hold one back.

"Anyway, stop talking nonsense. If the Duke of Spitzberg wants to apologize, tell her I'm willing to listen. She's the one who should be apologizing."
"Yes, yes, I understand."
"Then I'm counting on you, PD."

He said his piece and hung up.
This guy is completely out of his mind.

I almost burst out laughing.
Actually, some fellow PDs and I had made a beer bet on how this guy would act,

and surprisingly, he's moving exactly as I predicted,
which makes me grateful.
The stress from dealing with this jerk can be washed away with beer anyway.

"You all heard that, right? The losing side pays for tonight's dinner!"

I shouted loud enough for everyone in the office to hear.
Before taking the call,
I had connected it to the office speakers so everyone could listen,
so the winners and losers were clearly decided.

"Sigh... This is going to be tough on my tight budget..."
"*burp* I'll enjoy the free meal, senior!"
"Please... can we go somewhere affordable today?"
"Not a chance! Let's go to that Korean beef place I've been eyeing!"

At the mention of Korean beef,
the winning team started getting excited.
The losing team tried to salvage the situation somehow,
but the winners' high spirits drowned out their voices,
saying it was too early to back down.

"I want intestines."

After stating what I wanted to eat,
I sat down in my cheap chair
to report back to the Duke and the Queen.

***

It's been three days since Rain came up to the Royal Capital.

As much as I'd like to be by their side to keep them in check, I had to go to the Academy today since I'm still a student.

The hottest topic in the capital right now is
my mother-in-law and the domestic stock market.

Rain apparently bought up all the publishing company's stocks,
leaving none available in the market.

Because of that, the stock price is skyrocketing,
and while I'm not sure what effect this is supposed to have,
it's definitely mooning.

I took out my phone to search for the stock.
Its market cap has already surpassed my mother's company, they say.
For reference, my mother's company
is a globally recognized enterprise.
In terms of my previous life, something like LG?

"Rain must be really rich."
"Even so, it's just shares of a company that's about to be delisted.
It's nothing compared to our family's wealth."

Lillie proudly puffed out her chest as she answered.
She must be very proud of her mother.

"So, are you not going to tell me exactly what's in the book?"
"Hmm... I'll tell Your Highness when you're a bit older."

Lillie is giving me the same answer Lala gave me.
I could only smile bitterly as I patted her head.

We're clearly the same age, but I can't help being treated as younger,
which makes it all the more bitter for me.

I know it's for my own good.
Even if my mental age is lower, I'm not so immature that I can't understand that.

"I'm not really asking you to tell me, but does Maron know what's in it?"
"I've read it all, so I know. But it would be difficult for the Duke and Lili to tell Your Highness right now."
"So it is related to me after all?"
"Well..."

Maron looked at Lillie with a troubled expression.
Lillie just shook her head without saying anything.
It seems they're reluctant to let me know about this as well.

"No, I'm sorry for asking."

They'll tell me someday.
I don't need to know right now.
I might end up hurting them if I act insensitively.

"Enough about that. What exactly are they planning to do?"
"Right now, a broadcasting station is preparing to air an investigative program about the publishing company's corruption."
"Will that be enough to take them down?"
"Well, she said she'd delist them, but the publishing company might be useful to Her Majesty, so they'll probably keep it around."

Instead, they plan to recall all the books, compensate people, and completely erase it from the public's memory.

In that case, publishing other books would be the best approach.
Since things have come to this, I should suggest publishing some fun fairy tales.

I'm not sure if it's because my mental age has regressed,
but the fairy tales in this world are surprisingly entertaining.

Korean fairy tales like Kongjwi and Patjwi have a strong Eastern atmosphere,
while Cinderella, which is presumed to have European roots, has a distinctly European feel.

Similarly, the fairy tales in this world have a fantasy element that makes them as engaging as reading someone's life story.

Or maybe it would be fun to write fairy tales like Cinderella, Kongjwi and Patjwi, or Shimcheongi with Instructor Hye-jin.
I should suggest it.

***

"Kongjwi and Patjwi?"
"Yes, do you know it well, Hye-jin?"

I'm in Instructor Hye-jin's arms at the palace,
asking if she knows the story of Kongjwi and Patjwi.

But instead of answering my question,
she's just stretching my cheeks.

"I told you not to call me by my name!"
"Why not?" (spoken with stretched cheeks)
"I'm thirty, and Your Highness is only seven."
"But I'm thirty-seven!" (spoken with stretched cheeks)
"I told you not to add your past life's age!"

It seems Instructor Hye-jin
has no intention of counting my previous life's years.

"It feels a bit strange to think that someone this cute has the mind of a middle-aged man."
"...middle-aged man?" (spoken with stretched cheeks)

I may look cute now,
but still, middle-aged man?

"Then you're a middle-aged woma—HIEEEK!"
"You shouldn't say such things to a woman."
"B-but this is a gender-reversed world...!"
"That's that, and this is this."

I finally escaped from Instructor Hye-jin, who had been pinching my cheeks,
and ran around the room trying not to get caught again.

As she was about to catch me,
a knock at the door made her give up,
and she called out loudly for the person to come in.

"Oh, Yook is here too."
"Lala! Hye-jin was pinching me!"
"What did you do wrong this time?"
"Huh?"

It seems I have no allies here.
I exposed Instructor Hye-jin for pinching me,
but Lala has already decided I must have done something wrong.

Well, she's not wrong,
but I can't help feeling a little hurt
by Lala's immediate assumption.

"I'm just teasing. Come here."

Lala knelt down and opened her arms, and I jumped into them.
As she stroked my cheek, she suddenly remembered
why she had come to the room and began explaining
to Instructor Hye-jin.

"Hye-jin, Mother wants to see you."
"Got it. When should I go?"
"In about an hour?"

The two of them, who had recently started speaking informally to each other,
seemed even closer than before.

Even though Instructor Hye-jin is clearly ten years older,
Lala somehow seems like the older sister.

I smiled seeing how well they get along.

I wonder why Mother suddenly wants to see her though.
I'm curious.

Ch.99 - Attack
Instructor Hye-jin followed me to my mother's room where Mother and Rain were waiting with serious expressions.

I held her hand as she swallowed nervously. Isn't it supposed to be carrot first, then stick?

"Hye-jin, did you do something wrong?"
"No... but it's strange that you called me here."

She smiled slightly at my teasing. But why was she so tense? It's not like Mother and Rain were going to eat her alive. I suppose she can't help feeling nervous around her former employer.

She let go of my hand, entered the room, and knelt down. I've told her she doesn't need to do that anymore.

Mother looked startled for a moment and glanced at me. Was she expecting me to do something since Hye-jin is my wife?

I quietly walked over and helped Instructor Hye-jin up. At first, she gestured for me to stand aside, but then she seemed to realize her misunderstanding. With a reddened face, she took my hand while covering her eyes with her other hand, too embarrassed to make eye contact.

***

"I never expected you'd entrust the publishing company to Hye-jin."

I was walking through the palace's back garden, holding Lala's hand. The reason they had called Instructor Hye-jin was to hand over the publishing company after finishing the cleanup, wanting her to take care of the aftermath.

They weren't asking her to become the CEO, but rather to transfer shares to her so that, as the majority shareholder, she could appoint one of the transmigrators as CEO and turn it into a proper company.

From what I heard, several transmigrators were living with Instructor Hye-jin at her aunt's house.

By giving her the publishing company that Rain no longer needed, she was providing Instructor Hye-jin with enough power to take care of the transmigrators.

Well, it's a major corporation after all. I don't know how many transmigrators there are, but it should provide solid support for them when they first arrive in this world. That was Instructor Hye-jin's dream, too.

"Lala, is there anything you want to do?"
"Me?"

Lala closed her eyes and thought deeply. She's been a maid since before I was born, and now she lives quietly as a Royal Prince, but she doesn't do anything besides taking care of me.

I think it's really beneficial to have a hobby or job of some kind.

"Hmm... Yook's maid?"
"You're already doing that."

She's not wearing a maid uniform, but she's essentially still my maid. I wish she'd think about it more seriously.

"I'd like to be an academy instructor like Hye-jin."
"There's nothing stopping you from doing that."
"I don't excel at magic or swordsmanship."
"Isn't that the same for Hye-jin?"

Instructor Hye-jin can't accumulate mana in her body. That's why she maintains herself with the magic stone I created. Apparently, with an R-grade magic stone, she only needs to replace it once every 30,000 years or so. R-grade stones are mass-producible anyway.

After pondering what I pointed out, Lala's expression became somewhat curious. It was as if she had just realized, "Oh, that's right?" If I hadn't mentioned it, she probably wouldn't have even imagined it.

"Oh, Lady Adel!"

I waved to Lady Adel, who was strolling alone with a parasol.

She returned my greeting with a somewhat languid expression. She looked a bit tired, I should say.

When she noticed Lala beside me, she seemed to flinch slightly.

"Your Majesty, what were you doing?"
"N-nothing."
"Hmm..."

Lala put her hands under my armpits, lifted me up, and reached toward Lady Adel.

When Lala approached with me in her arms, Lady Adel began to back away for some reason.

"?"

I tilted my head in confusion and reached out to be hugged, but she shook her head in refusal.

Did she catch a cold? That would explain her languid expression. I'm a bit worried.

Lady Adel hasn't been feeling well recently. If she collapses again because of the Wind Demon Disease, Alice and Lala would be devastated. Of course, I would be sad too.

"I knew it..."

Lala gave Lady Adel a piercing look. Lady Adel tried to avoid Lala's gaze as if she felt guilty about something, but who is Lala? She's a heroine who even received a dogeza from the Former Queen.

"Your Majesty, you smoked again, didn't you? And tobacco at that."
"Ugh..."
"I told you not to smoke like that when Yook is around!"
"W-well, this is outside! I absolutely never smoke indoors, so don't worry."

It seems she smoked strong tobacco. Instructor Hye-jin also smokes, but hers is a vapor cigarette that only gives the sensation without any harmful effects. Despite that, she refrains from smoking in front of me, while Lady Adel seems to be criticized for smoking tobacco in the palace.

I don't really mind people smoking, though. In my previous life, I was a heavy smoker, going through a pack a day.

"Sigh... fine."

Lady Adel took out a portable ashtray from her pocket, put out her cigarette, then pulled out several mana cores and used magic. Is this some kind of cleaning magic? It's extremely common and cheap as a magic scroll, but very few people can use it directly.

Only then did Lady Adel take me and hug me tightly. Oh, there's absolutely no smell of tobacco. That's why magic is so amazing.

"So what were you doing?"
"I was taking a walk with Lala. What about you?"
"Ahem... I was just having a post-meal smoke..."
"You don't need to explain that, Your Majesty."

Lady Adel deliberately coughed loudly, then told us she was just smoking and had something to think about. She didn't tell us what it was, though...

"Well, even Your Majesty has things that are difficult to talk about."
"What about you, Lala?"
"I have nothing now. I've told Yook everything."

Lala's smile looked absolutely refreshing.

***

"Finally, it's broadcast day."

A week had passed since the Duke of Spitzberg started buying up all the company's shares.

I got a call from the TV station's PD saying they would air the investigative program in five minutes.

Because it was an emergency broadcast, it might not be long and could be a bit rough, but they asked for understanding.

"Well, as long as we can bring down that duchess, nothing else matters."

What era do they think this is, committing such an outrage? Even if this content spreads, she probably won't be punished, but it can completely destroy the duchess's reputation.

"Let's see... the channel... right..."

An animation was still playing, showing a character named Novel spilling tteokbokki while eating on server equipment, but it would be over soon.

Finally, I can sleep soundly. Goodbye, Duchess of Spitzberg.

"Oh! It's on!"

The logo for the program "Tracking 27 Hours" appeared, and the PD came out to explain the content. But... what's this?

"Our Tracking 27 team has exclusively obtained ledgers revealing corruption at a major publishing company that's currently making headlines."

Instead of the expected exposé on the duchess, they're reporting that they've exclusively obtained evidence of corruption at our company and have begun investigating.

"Um... Executive Director? Managing Director...?"

People who clearly look like our company executives are wearing handcuffs and hanging their heads, confessing everything.

They said they'd become informants, but why are they in custody?

For a moment, my mind was so confused that I couldn't even accept what I was seeing as reality.

"N-no, that has nothing to do with me... that was the previous CEO...!"

Tracking 27 was reporting things as connected to me, even things I hadn't done.

Of course, some things were related to me, but the proportion of unrelated matters was much higher, making my head start to ache.

The fight was already over the moment my corruption was exposed. I could deny it all I wanted, but shouting at the TV station that I didn't do those things would be putting the cart before the horse. In the end, I'd be admitting to my embezzlement.

"Who the hell did this...?"

Come to think of it, what did the Executive Director say when he left? That he had found a job.

Who promised him that job? And the same goes for the corruption ledgers. Only executives could access those.

"Ah... the Executive Director said he transferred all his shares to the Duchess of Spitzberg..."

It seems he set conditions while transferring all his shares to the Duchess of Spitzberg.

The Executive Director must have handed over the corruption ledgers and received a promise of a plea deal or something similar.

"Our Tracking 27 team will be filing charges against this major publishing company."

Everything was over. With the evidence in their hands, my struggles would be futile.

The Executive and Managing Directors would pin everything on me. They'd even make up things that never happened.

Haha... I must have tugged on a tiger's whiskers.

"Do I have to lose everything so pathetically?"

No. Absolutely not.

I wasn't the only one involved in publishing. And what about that writer? He told me to contact him if anything happened. Useless bastard...!

As I was expressing my anger, a familiar face appeared on TV, being led away in handcuffs.

"I want to sincerely apologize to the Duchess of Spitzberg who suffered damages, and I don't know what to say to those who were harmed by my writing..."

That familiar face belonged to the author who wrote the book.

Ch.100 - Fairy Tale
"Oh..."
"This isn't really an appropriate scene for a young royal to watch..."

Everyone had gathered in the room to watch "Tracking 27" when footage appeared of the alleged author of the novel being handcuffed and put into a police car.

Lala tried to cover my eyes, but I dodged around her hands and saw everything, including the part where he was kicked.

Criminals truly deserve no mercy. This justice system seems really well-organized. Of course, there's still the presumption of innocence. They usually don't treat suspects roughly until after sentencing, but these people are clearly guilty criminals.

"You're not going to stay up late again, are you?"

Maron smiled like a hamster. We had watched a horror movie together before, and I couldn't fall asleep, so I ended up grabbing my pillow and going to Alice's room.

It was scarier because it was like The Conjuring from my past life. Should I call it a scary movie without jump scares? It's like how a picture falling or a closet shaking is more frightening than ghosts jumping out and doing backflips with your spine.

"That was a horror movie."
"Isn't what's on TV now scarier? They're actually hitting real people."
"It's different."

Lillie joined Maron in teasing me. Two wives ganging up to tease their husband—I should show them a husband's dignity...

"Huh?"

Come to think of it, they arrested the author and the executives, but where's the CEO?

When I tilted my head and looked at Rain, she began explaining everything to me.

"Remember what I told you? About slowly torturing them to death."
"And...?"
"What kind of terror do you think someone feels watching everyone around them crumble one by one?"

The true horror movie was sitting right next to me. Forget The Conjuring—no one is scarier than Rain.

The CEO must be withering away in fear, knowing he'll soon meet the same fate. Rain is truly terrifying.

She stood up from her chair. One hand was clenched in a fist, while she used the other to pat my head.

"It's time to restore my dead son's honor."

The final expression she showed me was ice-cold yet profoundly sad.

She quietly left, apparently heading to the publishing company where the CEO was.

The next morning, the news reported that Rain had beaten the publishing company's CEO to within an inch of his life, healed him with recovery magic, then beaten him again nearly to death. And she didn't stop there—she repeated this cycle endlessly.

When police arrived after receiving reports, the CEO was alive but motionless like a corpse.

It seemed likely that Rain would face a fine or suspended sentence for crossing the line, but being a duchess with her own territory rather than just an employee, she faced no real problems.

Besides, with expensive lawyers, she could easily get away with just paying a fine... That part was somewhat frightening.

When she returned to the royal palace, she received a scolding from my mother, but she still wore a somewhat refreshed expression.

Lillie looked at Rain with a subtle smile. Not knowing exactly why Rain had been so angry, I didn't know what to say, so I just patted her head.

***

"So later, do the stepmother and stepsister get caught and turned into fish paste?"
"If we include that, it becomes a cruel fairy tale..."
"Can't we?"
"Of course not!"

I was consulting with Instructor Hye-jin about what kind of fairy tale to publish. Fairy tales are oral traditions, right?

I thought we should write the original stories as they've been passed down through generations, but she absolutely refused. That's disappointing.

I climbed down from the chair, stood in front of Instructor Hye-jin, and stretched out my arms asking for a hug.

Seeing this, she checked if there was any strange smell coming from her body, then picked me up and embraced me.

"How about Cinderella next?"
"You don't know the story of Cinderella?"
"Huh? Why? Not knowing Cinderella is a bit..."
"I was only ten when I transmigrated here."

She probably doesn't remember it well. That makes sense. If she grew up hearing fairy tales from this world, she could easily forget something like Cinderella.

"How much do you remember, Your Highness?"
"Hmm... I remember that Cinderella was mistreated by her stepmother and stepsisters, then attended a ball where she caught the prince's eye and became his princess."
"That might be confusing for people in this world."
"Why?"
"When you think about it, both Kongjwi Patjwi and Cinderella would be considered gender reversal stories from this world's perspective."

She's right.
Both stories are about women trying to impress successful men and marry them. They're literally gender reversal stories.

Publishing gender reversal stories in a gender-reversed world...
I wonder if that might actually be popular here?

"Let's write down the story and show it to Lillie and Maron, shall we?"
"Hmm... I'm worried this might reveal that Your Highness is a transmigrator."
"Don't worry, my mental age is that of a kid too, so no one will suspect."

We put our heads together, plotted the story from what I remembered, and then fleshed it out.

At first it seemed a bit rough, but as we continued writing, the story became more interesting and engaging, making me think, "This might actually sell well."

Twenty minutes passed after we called the two of them to read it.

At first, they were puzzled by this world's first gender reversal story—where men held authority and women were powerless—but they seemed to find it quite interesting, flipping through the pages multiple times.

Initially, they read with frowning expressions, but now they were completely absorbed.

After some time, both of them put down the A4 papers almost simultaneously.

"Well? Interesting, right?"
"Haah..."

Lillie and Maron sighed. It was a sigh that conveyed both disappointment that the story was so short and the lingering impression it left.

"Is there really a world where women and men are reversed?"
"Instructor Hye-jin says that's where she's from."
"Wow... So in that world, men serve as knights and soldiers and do dangerous labor like in this fairy tale?"
"That's what I heard."
"Wow... I can't even imagine it."

They seem to find it hard to believe. Is it that difficult to imagine?

In that world, men and women were similar, and while legal equality was promoted, men often faced discrimination. At least that was the case until 2017, when I died.

In this world... men are treated preciously because they're scarce, but lately it feels like there's something else going on beyond just being valued for being male, which is a bit scary.

"For content like this as a fairy tale... I'm not sure..."
"It might work as a novel, but for children, wouldn't it be a bit confusing?"

The two of them gently expressed the concerns we'd been worried about. This is undeniably a female-dominated world. Stories like Kongjwi Patjwi and Cinderella that show the opposite might confuse young children.

"So we should just make it a novel then..."
"It would sell well among women—it's really interesting material."

Lillie vouched for it, and Maron nodded in agreement. Gender reversal was a minor genre in my previous world, but would it be popular here?

"Do you have anything else?"

The two looked at Instructor Hye-jin and me with excited faces. Smiling wryly at their reaction, I turned my tablet toward them.

"This one isn't finished yet, but would you like to see it?"
"Yes! We'd love to!"

Such an explosive reaction...
I printed out the incomplete Cinderella story, stapled it, and handed copies to both of them.

The story of Cinderella is about her marrying a prince and becoming a princess, so it might resonate even more with these two. I'm not a prince, but I am the Queen's husband, the Prince Consort.

Again, I could only hear the sound of pages turning as they read intently.

They're really reading seriously. Aren't these two already mentally over 15 years old?

"Aah!!"

While I was watching them with my chin resting on my hand, Maron reacted first. She was looking at the first page. After turning page after page, she had circled back to the beginning.

"I-is this the end?"
"I'll show you when I finish it."
"H-how does it end?"
"Secret~"
"Ugh..."

I poked Maron's cheeks as she glared at me like a hamster. She's probably speechless because she's played similar pranks on me before.

Later, Lillie showed the same reaction and looked disappointed. Still, when I promised to show them the completed story first, they nodded happily.

It's frustrating when an interesting story gets cut off in the middle... I used to get angry at web novel authors who ended chapters at exciting parts. Come to think of it, I haven't read any web novels from this world yet. I should check them out sometime.

Ch.101 - Fairy Tale (2)
A week had passed since the incident where Rain beat the publishing company president nearly to death.

After making occasional appearances at the police station, Rain, thanks to her diplomatic immunity and powerful legal team, ended up with just a fine.

Nearly beating someone to death and only getting a fine... Well, considering that during the Marquis Astasium incident, dozens of people were killed without any punishment, perhaps this time she actually received proper justice?

I suppose I'm becoming influenced by nobility. I'm starting to see these privileges as normal.

When I said that out loud, Lillie and Maron snickered.

"...Interesting words from Your Highness, who has six wives..."
"From the embodiment of royal and noble privilege himself..."

Apparently, others find it strange when I make such comments.

Come to think of it, in this world, even though polygyny is accepted, having two wives—or historically up to three—is normal. No one has as many as I do.

Meanwhile, Instructor Hye-jin remained silent, viciously stabbing a cherry tomato with her fork. She's done nothing wrong, yet she feels guilty for some reason.

By the way, shouldn't Instructor Hye-jin be too busy for this?

I heard she barely has time to eat, juggling her instructor duties, temporarily managing the publishing company, and investigating accounting records to weed out corrupt employees. That's why Lillie and Maron have been helping her, I believe. She must be incredibly busy.

Oh, and we finally decided to publish Kongjwi and Patjwi along with Cinderella as fantasy novels rather than children's stories.

I almost laughed at the idea of fairy tales becoming fantasy novels, but apparently that's the appropriate classification here.

Since there's no "Gender Reversal" genre in this world, that's probably why. I wonder if things will change when this genre becomes popular?

Among my fellow transmigrators, there's someone well-versed in Korean, Chinese, and Japanese fairy tales. They'll review our work and help transform other fairy tales into fantasy novels.

The staff composition seems mostly decided, but who will be the president?

"Who's going to be the president?"
"Delia... Your Highness's aunt has agreed to take the position."

I was surprised by the unexpected mention of my aunt. Isn't she more interested in swordsmanship than books?

"My aunt?"
"She's always loved books."

Hye-jin had a nostalgic expression, as if remembering something from the past related to books. Hmm... it seems my aunt is more of a book lover than I thought. She'll probably get along well with Silfia and Maron.

And if my aunt is the president, maybe I can get books before they hit the market. That's quite a useful connection.

"She also said she wanted to do more than just publishing."
"Hmm? What else does a publishing company do besides making books?"
"These days, people read a lot through e-books and web novels, right?"
"What does that have to do with publishing companies?"

In my previous life, I was just a reader, so I know nothing about the author ecosystem.

From what I'm hearing, publishing companies form management contracts with web novelists for distribution and publication rights.

And apparently, they use exactly the same method in this world too.

But why wasn't this major publishing company doing what other companies were already doing? Were the president and executives really that incompetent?

"Big companies tend to hesitate entering such markets."
"Even so... if they were a big company, they could have created their own platform and been successful."
"Huh? Platform?"
"Yes! Rather than just starting management now, they could break the mold by creating a new site."

After hearing my suggestion, the three of them exchanged surprised looks and began discussing among themselves.

In the other world, wasn't there a site that introduced a subscription model in a web novel market that primarily used pay-per-view?

Oh, were there already subscription-based systems before that? I can't remember anymore.

The three finished their discussion and looked at me with sparkling eyes.

"Your Highness! Could you explain this subscription system in detail?"
"It's simple, isn't it? People pay a monthly fee for unlimited reading, and the revenue is distributed among the authors."
"Wouldn't the amount distributed to authors exceed the revenue collected?"

Lillie pinpointed the exact issue. That's the biggest drawback of subscription models.

It's similar to a buffet. Eventually, you have to consider unit costs, and to make a profit, you end up using cheaper ingredients.

But there's a very good solution. We can create a business model similar to what they did there.

"When people read web novels, readers leave comments or donate to support authors, right?"
"Yes."
"You can take a commission from those donations, or sell emoticons that can be used in comments."

Emoticons are optional. Since they're not essential, people who don't feel they need them won't buy them.

But would it really be that simple? Human psychology makes us want what others have.

Using fun, unique emoticons instead of basic ones to communicate with authors and other readers—I think it could unexpectedly generate good revenue.

"What about donations? Readers want to support authors, not the platform, right?"
"But donations are only possible because the platform exists, right?"
"Yes, unless authors post their bank account information directly."
"Novel platforms aren't charities. They have employees handling donations, transfers, and withdrawals who need to be paid. Can readers really expect all that to be provided for free?"
"Well... that's true..."

I'm not defending corporations, but this is just reality. They're not charities; they're for-profit businesses. It's natural to pay for services received.

"In that sense, we could publish some fairy tales in print, then upload them chapter by chapter on our new web novel site. That could be interesting."
"...Your Highness is smarter in more ruthless ways than I expected."

Though it wasn't entirely my idea, the compliment felt good. That was a compliment, right?

***

The final exams are coming up soon.

For the midterms, I barely avoided failing. If I just scrape by again, I'll bring shame to the royal family.

With that in mind, I studied hard this time. I stayed up late studying with Lillie and Maron every night, and after practicing with last year's exam papers that Yuris gave me, I scored high enough to qualify for a decent scholarship—far from failing.

"Did you peek at the answer key?"

Lillie seems suspicious, but I absolutely never looked at any answer key!

I confidently crossed my arms, challenging them to give me similar problems again if they thought the questions would be similar.

"...You really worked hard."
"You two taught me, so what are you saying?"
"No, we didn't expect your scores to improve this much..."

Despite appearances, I was told I was good at studying when I was young (5 years old). I just gave up, but I was a child who could do anything if I tried.

The two approached and patted my head. They seem genuinely proud.

"Your mother will be so happy."
"Huh? It's not that big a deal..."
"Actually, your mother was quite worried seeing you show no interest in studying."
"Oh..."

Without realizing it, I've been an ungrateful, unfilial son causing my parents worry by not studying.

"Was it that serious?"

The two nodded silently. That's a bit shocking.

I need to go show this score to Mother right away to reassure her.

*

I arrived at Mother's room and knocked on the door.

That's strange, there are no maids around. Where did they all go?

"Come in."

Before I could wonder further, Mother's voice came from inside.

I quietly opened the door and gently closed it behind me.

"Oh? What brings you here?"

I rushed over to Mother, who was having tea with Lala, and presented my freshly graded exam paper.

Mother looked surprised at the paper covered in circles that her son suddenly presented.

Lala had also gotten up and moved beside Mother to look at the paper.

"Is... is this really your work, Yook?"
"Yes! I just finished it and brought it right over."

Mother's hands trembled, and suddenly she embraced me tightly.

I was startled and instinctively tried to pull away, but it was impossible to escape from Mother's powerful arms holding me so firmly.

Actually, "embrace" isn't quite right—it was more like she had me in custody.

Ch.102 - Final Exams
"This isn't the time to be like this."

After putting me down, she walked toward the closet.
There was a large safe there, though I wasn't sure why it was in that location.

She turned the dial to enter the combination,
then placed her finger on the fingerprint scanner,
and the inner door opened.

Glancing inside, I saw
the two Adamant Blooms that Mother had taken before,
along with paper checks, documents, and what looked like a packaged box.

Mother took out that box, came over to me,
embraced me, and
sat down by the bedside.

"Son, can you guess what this is?"

I accepted the box she held out.

What could this be?
There was a rattling sound, as if the main body was properly secured
but the accessories were less so, creating a shaking sensation.

It weighed about 300g and was rectangular in shape,
a box that felt quite familiar.

Wait a minute...
Could this be...

"Could this possibly be... a smartphone?"

Mother gave me a slight smile.
It seems my guess was correct.

The size of this box.
The rattling sound coming from inside and
the somehow comforting sense of relief.

"A-are you giving this to me?"
"If Yook scores well enough on the final exams to receive a scholarship,
I'll give you not only this one
but also another model of your choice."
"Really?!"

This was the same mother who only allowed me one model per month,
now promising to give me these two if I just did well on the exam.

And this one I'm holding.
It's not ordinary.
If Mother packaged it so carefully and kept it in the safe,
it must be comparable to the high-end pieces in my collection.

"And if you place in the top five..."
"If I do...?"
"I'll allow you two per month."

From one to two.
It might seem small, but it's clearly double.

Since I was just reaching the point where my collection
could actually be called a collection,
doubling the pace was an undeniably happy condition.

But... top five?
With about 378 students, being in the top five...
Excluding Lillie, Maron, and Ina, only two spots remained.
Practically impossible.

"Ugh..."
"If you're in the top three, three per month, and if you're first, five per month."

Perhaps knowing it was impossible,
Mother's eyes took on a mischievous gleam.

Five per month would mean I could buy them indiscriminately
and turn my room into a smartphone paradise...

"I'll... try my very best."

Still, just in case,
I should try my hardest.
Mother seems to really like this idea too...

***

Because Mother had provoked me with the smartphone offer,
I studied incredibly hard.

I don't think I've ever studied this diligently
in either my past life or current one.

I continuously solved problems that were quite similar to
the previous years' exams that Yuris had given me,
which Lillie kept bringing to me, though I don't know who made them.

After solving them for about three days,
I reached the level of perfection where I made no mistakes.
Well, that was possible because it was just repetition of similar problems at similar difficulty levels.

"I'll have to work harder too so I don't fall behind."
"Yeah... I guess so..."

Maron and Lillie were amazed at my behavior
and became passionate about studying themselves.

I wish you two would just stay put.
Far from catching up, I'm falling further behind...
Couldn't you just yield first place to me this once?

*

More time passed, and the final exam period arrived.
The hot weather had subsided, and it was starting to get cold.

Unlike during hot weather,
Mother's overprotection began in the cold,
making me wear so many layers when going out that I looked like a roly-poly doll.
The problem was that I still felt cold despite all these layers.

"Do well on your exams."

She wrapped a scarf tightly around my neck, put gloves on my hands,
and saw me off.

Arriving at the academy, I sat in my usual seat at the very back.
Just like during the midterms, there was something frightening
in the eyes of my fellow cadets.
Beasts aiming for scholarships.

This time, I too had to become a beast like them.
Don't they say humans can do anything for material desire?
I'm more than willing to become a beast.

When the bell signaling the start of class rang,
Instructor Lee Hye-jin opened the door and entered with perfect timing.

The stack of documents she was holding
revealed exam papers and answer sheets.

"You all know that vacation starts right after the final exams, right?
I hope this semester ends without regrets for everyone."

Everyone swallowed nervously and concentrated.
A semester without regrets...
I hope it ends well.

"Phew..."

I slapped both my cheeks to focus.
By the time I finished preparing myself,
the exam papers and answer sheets were being passed from front to back.

"Lili, Maron, good luck on your exams."
"I hope Your Highness gets scores worthy of the effort you've put in over the past month."
"I'm afraid you might do better than me."

I smiled at Lillie's encouragement and Maron's playful remark,
then received my exam paper.

***

After all the exams were over,
I graded my papers using Lillie and Maron's answer sheets.
Their papers were essentially the answer keys,
so other cadets were also waiting to check their scores.

I checked the answers one by one from question 1,
marking each with a red circle.

Circle, circle, circle, circle...
Why am I only getting circles?

"Ah..."

The last two problems were different from Lillie's exam paper.
It seems I got them wrong.

"I guess a perfect score is too difficult..."
"Well, those two problems would have been hard to solve with Your Highness's study method."
"Cheer up, Your Highness."

I wasn't particularly depressed,
but the way these two were acting made me start to feel down.

It seems my calculations were completely different from what was expected.
Perhaps giving up on math is the answer after all.

"Oh... right. Vacation is coming soon, isn't it? Let's talk about what we'll do during the break instead of the exams."
"Yes, yes. Your Highness, is there anywhere you'd like to go?"

Like boyfriends trying to console upset girlfriends,
the two of them hurriedly tried to change the subject.

Right... vacation...
I was originally planning to go down to Zikheart Duchy,
but since Mother is here, and my sisters will be at the mansion in the Royal Capital,
there's not much reason to go down there.

Come to think of it, Father said he'd be coming up for a while too.
When Father comes up, I should give him a big hug.

"Hmm... maybe the winter sea?"
"The sea sounds great! How about Fusen Territory, the closest non-freezing port to the Royal Capital?"

Fusen is an enormous port city called the kingdom's second capital.
It handles 70% of the Royal Capital's trade,
earning it the nickname "Hub Center."

They say it's even more crowded than the Royal Capital.
Well, our kingdom's Royal Capital is kind of like Sejong Special Administrative City from my past life.
Government institutions, the royal palace, and educational institutions are all clustered together,
so most residents are like civil servants.

So Fusen Territory has a Seoul-like feel despite not being the capital?
Anyway, that's exactly the impression.

"Fusen Territory sounds good. Shall we go?"
"Wherever Your Highness wishes to go."
"I! I'd like to go to Ma-Maril Territory..."
"Maril?"

If I recall correctly, Maril is where armor craftsmen gather.
I think I understand why she wants to go there.
When I gave a wry smile, Maron lowered her head as if embarrassed.

"Let's visit Maril Territory too."
"R-really?"

Maron smiled happily.
Lillie gave a wry smile and stroked her head as if to say "what can we do with her,"
but Maron with her flower-garden hair just kept smiling endlessly.

By the way, you two,
your skill at changing the subject
is improving...
I need to keep a firm grip on things...

"When do the exam scores come out?"
"They'll be out in about a week."

Suddenly hearing another voice, I turned around
to see Yuris.

Come to think of it, I was planning to suggest that Yuris come live with us too, so this is perfect timing.
She keeps insisting she's fine,
but to my eyes, that doesn't seem true at all.

It's like she's dying to act spoiled with me
but holds back because she feels sorry for the others.

"Well, my grades will reflect how much I studied... Sister, I have something to say to you."
"To me, Your Highness?"
"You should move into the palace too."
"Uh... well..."

As expected, she's hesitating.

After thinking for a moment, when she was about to speak,
I stopped her.

"When a man says to do something, just do it!! You're the older one here!"

I shot back with an extremely patriarchal statement
that would be impossible in this world.

Of course, knowing it was a joke, Lillie and Maron remained silent.
The normal dynamic would be the opposite, after all.
To others, we must look like a demanding husband and a stubborn wife.

"But..."
"Ahem!"

But who am I?
I'm the Prince Consort of this country.
Even if she's my cousin,
she can't casually object to what I say.

"I'll speak to Aunt about it, so consider it done."
"Ugh..."

Yuris didn't continue speaking
and just nodded quietly.

I'm troubled about getting two problems wrong,
and she picked the wrong time to bother me!

Ch.103 - Final Exams (2)
"Oh my."

When I arrived at the palace, my mother greeted me.
Then, seeing Yuris behind me,
she smiled kindly at her.

Mother must have been quite concerned about Yuris too.
She knew well that I had been hesitant about our relationship
because she was my cousin.
I heard they had even met separately before.

"Aunt, how have you been?"
"It's been a while. Do you know how long I've been waiting for you?"
"...I'm sorry. I've caused you concern."

Yuris bowed her head deeply.
Mother stroked her head.

"You're my daughter now, so call me Mother."
"Aunt... no, I understand, Mother."

Nodding with great satisfaction,
Mother headed to her room.

I'm not sure what she was doing, but
Lala, who came out late, took Yuris to an empty room.
I'll go check on them later.

***

"Alice. It must be very difficult for you?"
"Sigh... it's extremely difficult."

Alice embraced me and began listing
how hard each day was for her,
her expression on the verge of tears.

The duties of a queen certainly aren't light.
On top of that, she's also responsible for educating the queen of the Atlas Republic.
But does Queen Alice really need to do that herself?

"Can't you have Adel do that?"
"Well... I suppose there's no reason why not? But I'd like Her Majesty to rest a bit."
"I'd like Alice to rest a bit too."

I stroked Alice's cheek with my small hand.
I wondered if she was sleeping well, as dark circles were beginning to show.
At this rate, I might end up watching my wife die from overwork.

"This won't do. Alice, you need to rest.
I'll go ask Adel to help."
"Ah... but I can't..."

Though Alice was saying she couldn't,
her expression showed a bit of hope.

Was she this overwhelmed?
I'll have to scold her later.

I went to the backyard where Adel always smokes.
As I approached Adel, who was having her after-dinner smoke,
I saw Instructor Lee Hye-jin was also smoking with her.

"Adel~"
"Your Highness? What brings you here?"

Instructor Hye-jin put away her cigarette and approached me.
By the way, the cigarette she smokes produces vapor
and only she can taste and smell it due to magical treatment.
To me, it only felt like light vapor.

"I have something to ask Adel."
"The Former Queen? What is it?"

She quickly put out her cigarette, magically removed the smell,
and came over to me as I began to speak.

"Adel, could you possibly take over some of Alice's duties?"
"Of course I can. But that child won't listen to me."

It seems Mother Adel had already brought this up out of concern for her daughter.
And Alice had refused.
I wish she would rest a bit.

Why is she so reluctant to listen to others?
Is it because she's the queen?

"I've convinced her, so please help a little. It's hard for me to see Alice struggling so much."
"Of course. Don't worry."

Adel patted my head and I watched her all the way until she entered the palace.
That's my mother-in-law for you.
She acts quickly.

"Hug me."
"...You're not embarrassed anymore, I see?"
"I gave up on that a long time ago."

When I held out my arms asking for a hug,
Instructor Hye-jin lifted me up and embraced me.

"Let's go chat with Lala."
"She'll be busy with Yuris's room right now."
"Then let's help her and have a drink together."

I smiled, and she smiled back.
It'll finish faster if we do it together~

***

I arrived at my seat
holding my final exam results.

"If I'm in the top 5... double the smartphones..."

This was truly a life-changing moment.
How could this piece of paper
completely transform my collector's life?

"Sigh..."

I let out a deep sigh.
Lillie and Maron had also gone up at some point
to receive their grade reports and returned to their seats.

They must have opened theirs immediately,
as they were comparing scores with each other.

From their conversation about bets and swords,
they must have wagered a sword or something.

"How did you two do?"
"This time Maron took first place, and I got second."
"Hehehe, I finally won."

Maron smiled with a refreshed expression.
She seems very pleased to have beaten Lillie.
Well, she worked hard enough to deserve a reward.
I worked hard too, so I hope I get a suitable reward.

"What about you, Your Highness? Haven't you checked yet?"
"No. I'm about to now."

Right.
It's already done anyway.
Let's open it quickly and accept reality.

I tore open the end of the envelope with my fingers.
Then I firmly grabbed the contents and pulled them out.

I closed my eyes and unfolded it.
What if I made it into the top 5?
That would be absolutely amazing.

To be honest, I am a bit hopeful.
I don't know if my score is high enough to rank 5th,
but I did score quite high when I calculated it myself.

When all my thoughts had settled,
I opened my eyes.

The two of them were also curious and stuck close to me
to check my score together.

"Ah..."

Lillie and Maron let out sighs.
My rank written there was 22nd.

"B-but... you improved so much..."
"Cheer up."
"Well, I kind of expected this,
so I'm not particularly disappointed."

It was just my wishful thinking.
Someone who was nearly at the bottom couldn't possibly
reach the top 5 after just a month of studying.

How prestigious is this academy?
If I had made it into the top 5 this time,
I might have been hailed as a true genius.

"Is there any way I can negotiate with Mother using this?"
"Negotiate? I think it's better if you just stay quiet..."
"...You're right."

This score should be enough to make Mother happy.
I shouldn't be greedy. It's better to just show her the score and simply be happy about it.

"Sigh... so this concludes the first year."

There really were so many things that happened.
Ah... so many that my head hurts just thinking about it.

"I'm so glad you didn't fail."
"If Your Highness had failed... it would have been a rather terrible situation..."
"Ugh... I don't even want to imagine it."

I had asked Instructor Hye-jin what happens to those who fail.
First of all, failing students don't get vacations.

They're called in every day to study from 9 AM to 5 PM,
and they're given daily homework that takes over three hours to complete.

If they miss even one day or fail to do their homework,
then they truly fail.
If they attend classes properly and complete their assignments well,
they can advance to the next grade.

Looking around, I could see some students with gloomy faces.
They were all boys.

"Looks like they failed."
"Well, they reap what they sow, right? Even Your Highness worked this hard."
"Is that a compliment?"
"What do you think?"

I pinched Maron's cheek as she playfully stuck out her tongue.
Her chewy, rice cake-like cheek stretched out
and started to turn a bit red.

"Ow... it hurts..."
"You're sorry, right?"
"I'm sorry..."

Since it was the opposite of her usual behavior,
Lillie laughed out loud.

*

"Well done, well done."

Mother hugged me after seeing my grade report.
She was genuinely happy for me.
I guess I'm the only one sad about not making the top 5, sob...

"Here, take this."

What Mother handed me was
the wrapped item she had promised before.
I received it with both hands.

"May I ask what model it is...?"
"Why don't you open it and see?"
"Then... I will..."

I knelt down on the floor.
I wonder what it could be.
I'm really excited.

I untied the ribbon attached to the wrapping paper.
As the tightly tied ribbon came undone,
the wrapping paper covering the box
began to reveal its contents
as it returned to its original form.

"Ohhh...!!"

I let out an exclamation.

This smartphone in a black box embroidered with gold
is a premium model that was released recently.

It's not particularly rare,
but its high price meant it didn't sell that well.

That's because this device
is the first foldable smartphone.

"Do you like it?"
"Yes! This is exactly what I wanted."

She lifted me up from my kneeling position,
putting her hands under my arms to pick me up
and sat me on her knee.

I was so focused on the phone
that I didn't even notice being moved,
just staring at the phone.

"And one more gift. I said top 5 before,
but I'll specially lower it to top 30 this time."
"Huh? Does that mean...?"

She nodded with a wry smile.
It seems Mother is willing to allow up to two per month.
Despite me not making the top 5.

"You really worked hard this time. It would be sad
for my poor son to have no reward..."

She must have felt very bad
seeing my disappointed face.

So I succeeded in being filial after all?
I'm not sure.

Ch.104 - Prank
When I opened my eyes in the morning, I felt so good that I wondered if I'd ever had a day as pleasant as today.

Actually, it was because the academy had started its vacation as of yesterday. I'd asked Lala not to wake me up so I could sleep in, and that's why I was just getting up now.

"It's 11 o'clock."

Since she always came to wake me at 6:30, it felt like it had been ages since I'd slept this well.

When I was a baby, I used to sleep this deeply, but this was the first time since I'd grown up.

The sun was already high in the sky, and I was hungry. Should I go eat something? Or should I just wait until lunch?

*Grumble...*

Since my stomach was urging me to eat, I got out of bed and headed to the dining hall.

When I arrived at the dining hall and sat in my usual seat, a maid approached me.

"Your Highness, would you like to eat now?"
"Yes. Please prepare something suitable."
"Understood. Please wait a moment."

I watched the maid bow deeply and enter the kitchen, then took out my phone.

There wasn't much news from overseas, but domestically, there was a topic causing quite a stir.

"Cryptocurrency..."

The thought of Gold Coin, which I didn't even want to think about, came to mind. Was cryptocurrency becoming popular in this world too?

For that kind of thing, the reactions seemed rather skeptical. Why were they mainly covering this content?

"Hmm... I wonder if it'll skyrocket later."

Gold Coin also appeared around 2008 when nobody paid attention to it, and then around 2011, it circulated on foreign community sites like a joke.

Back then, someone bought pizza with Gold Coin that was worth just a few cents per coin, but by current rates, that would be worth hundreds of billions.

Was that when one coin was worth about 70,000 won? People commented things like "I should have bought some then" and "Why didn't I know about this?" But even in 2017 when Gold Coin was worth 60 million won per coin, the same reactions appeared. It seems that people are too scared to actually take action.

But I have money. Quite a bit of it too. Wouldn't it be worth taking a chance?

"Oh? You're eating now?"
"Yes, by the way, have you seen the news?"

Instructor Lee Hye-jin sat down next to me. Since she's one of only two people in this world who knows my secret, it's worth asking her.

"Hmm..."
"What do you think about buying some?"

Instructor Hye-jin, who knew I had committed suicide after losing money on coins, didn't look very pleased.

"I think it would be better if you didn't... To be honest, I'd prefer if you didn't."
"O-okay. I won't, so please don't look at me like that..."

She looked like she was about to cry, and I had nothing to say. Well, I wouldn't kill myself just because my allowance turned into scraps of paper, but she seemed worried nonetheless.

"By the way, have you eaten yet, Hye-jin?"
"I ate earlier, and I'm planning to have lunch later."

She was smiling as she spoke, but she pinched my cheek. Since we're not in the academic term, I don't have to call her Instructor.

"Well, enjoy your meal."
"Where are you going?"
"I'm going to have tea with Her Majesty and your mother."

Going to enjoy tea time, is she? If that's the case, I should let her go.

After the instructor left the dining hall, I ate the breakfast-lunch hybrid meal that the maid brought me.

Previously, when I told Alice that the soy meat was delicious, she happily added soy meat dishes to the menu.

So even outside the academy, I can have soy meat meals at the palace.

"Your Highness, do you still find meat unpalatable?"
"Yes, meat feels somewhat nauseating."
"Sometimes male elves have trouble adapting to meat, but Your Highness seems to have an even stronger reaction."

The maid tilted her head, wondering why that might be.

I've given up thinking about it, but it seems the people around me want to change me.

"Well then, enjoy your meal."

I nodded, and the maid bowed deeply and left. Let me finish eating quickly and decide what to do during the vacation.

***

"Brother!"

While I was making a schedule in my room, Silfia burst in without knocking. If others saw a girl entering a man's room without knocking, they would be shocked, but since she's my cute little sister, I don't mind at all.

"Silfi, you should knock before entering your brother's room."
"I'm sorry."

Originally, she wouldn't even need to knock herself since the maids would be at the door, but anyway.

"Hehe..."

She pulled up a chair next to me and nuzzled her face against my chest. She's more like a cat than a sister.

"Anyway, what's up?"
"Oh, right!"

Silfia rummaged through her pocket and pulled out a round, flat object. It was the Adamant Bloom that Alice had shown me before.

"Why do you have this?"
"Mother gave it to me."

Didn't she take two before, saying she'd give one to Silfi? Did she really give it to her? To a 6-year-old child? What is Mother thinking?

"What did she say when she gave it to you?"
"Um... she definitely said it was marriage funds."

I smacked my forehead. What is Mother saying to a child who's only 6 years old?

Of course, there's a 98% chance it's a joke. I know that, but Silfia probably doesn't think so.

She couldn't even imagine that her mother would play a joke on her.

So this isn't a prank on Silfi, but rather Mother using Silfi to play a prank on me.

"Silfi, where is Mother now?"
"In the backyard having tea with the new sisters... um..."

I grabbed Silfi's hand, took the Adamant Bloom, and rushed out of the room.

"B-Brother?"
"Silfi, just stay quiet."
"Hic..."

She's hiccupping because she doesn't understand what's going on. She must be quite startled. I unconsciously patted her head.

"I think Mom is playing a joke on us. Let's go tease her a bit."
"Mother? For what reason?"
"Silfi... Mom might not do it to you and your sisters, but she's always playing pranks on me. And they're always ridiculous ones."
"Ah..."

Silfia's expression showed that she roughly understood the situation.

"Then how should we do it?"
"Hmm... I don't have any particularly good ideas..."

If I go too far, I don't know how Mother will react. I need to end it without crossing the line...

"Don't we have anything good?"
"How about this?"

Silfi whispered quietly in my ear. This method could definitely tease her a bit. It doesn't cross the line, and we can all laugh about it when it's over.

***

"Mother!"

The girl running in a blue dress was Silfia Zikheart, the youngest daughter.

Usually, the youngest tends to be spoiled, but Serena had never once spoiled her daughters. That's because she poured all that affection into her only son instead. Of course, her children didn't find this strange. Rather, they thought it was better this way.

"What is it?"

She put down her teacup and solemnly asked her daughter. She should have warned her not to run, but she was a child, and this was the backyard of the royal palace.

Everyone here was family, so there was no need to worry about reputation or such concerns.

"Brother took the Adamant Bloom and left!"
"...? Who did he leave with?"
"He took a maid and left by himself!"

Serena stood up abruptly. She was shocked to hear that her son had gone out alone.

Strictly speaking, he wasn't alone, but she had always told him to tell her, his mother, before going out, and he had always done so. She was surprised and worried that he had suddenly left without saying anything.

"W-when did he leave?"
"Well..."
"Silfi! Tell me quickly!"

She shook her daughter's shoulders with trembling hands. Perhaps the joke she played this time was too harsh? Was he so angry that he left without saying anything?

Such thoughts, dozens and hundreds of them, ran through her mind simultaneously, and as if reaching her computational limit, she slumped back into her chair.

"What should I do..."
"I'm sure Yook sometimes wants to go out alone too."
"Your Majesty! That's not something a wife should say... no... it's nothing..."

Queen Alice shrugged and smiled, saying she couldn't stop him. In fact, Yook had gone out several times after telling only Alice, keeping it a secret from his mother Serena, so she wasn't bothered at all.

*After all, Erendark is with him, so there won't be any major problems.*

What they possessed were items that existed above the law. They also had faith that even if something big happened, they would handle it well.

The only person among those present who was restless was his mother, Serena.

"M-Mother..."

The youngest daughter, Silfi, began to feel guilty watching her mother struggle.

*Is this really okay?*

She had gone along with her brother's persuasion and done it, but now she was hiccupping in fear, wondering if she would also face consequences. She was so confused that she didn't even notice Queen Alice patting her head.
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"Brother, will this really be okay?"
"It's fine, it's fine. Don't worry."

I patted Silfia's head after she completed the errand I'd sent her on. Her eyes were filled with fear, as if she was worried and anxious.

For the record, I only pretended to go out—I didn't actually leave.

In my case, just walking outside means getting photographed or being followed by people who think I'm cute. That's why I try to avoid going out as much as possible.

Even when I show an angry, pouting face, people just say I'm cute and give me candy, so I've half given up.

I grabbed Silfia's shoulders and decided to check on Mother's reaction.

"How did she react?"
"She's very restless."
"Good, that's how it should be."

When I giggled, Silfia gave a bitter smile.

She was clearly looking at me—her older brother—with an expression like a proud older sister watching her little brother, so I flicked her forehead.

"Ow! Hiiing..."

Silfia glared at me with tears in her eyes.

But it just made her look like a glaring hamster—cute rather than intimidating, so I wasn't bothered at all.

"Anyway, I'll be hiding here... what about you, Silfi?"
"I want to stay with you, Brother."
"Really?"

Maybe because it wasn't my room, it felt a bit uncomfortable, but I was getting slightly tired so I lay down on the bed.

After lying down, I patted the space beside me, and Silfia quickly ran over, snuggled up close, and lay down.

"Wake me up when it's time for dinner."
"Yes, I will!"

After hearing Silfia's answer, I quietly closed my eyes. I'd take a nap and then go surprise Mother when I woke up.

***

I was sleeping soundly when someone woke me up. Opening my eyes, I saw it was Lala.

Silfia, who had confidently said she'd wake me, was fast asleep, breathing deeply.

"Mmm... nyah..."

As I rubbed my eyes and got up, Lala gave a bitter smile.

"So you were here? I thought you'd gone out."
"Where would I go? Haaawn..."
"Your mother is looking everywhere for you. Come with me."

Lala took my hand and pulled me up, so I had no choice but to get up. Looking at the clock, I realized I hadn't even slept for four hours yet. I wondered how Mother was doing.

"She's been whimpering, saying the joke went too far."
"Oh... so it had an effect after all."

Hmm.
It was quite a satisfactory result.
Maybe it's time to go out and let Mother hug me?

I shook Silfia, who was sleeping soundly beside me. While she never wakes up when others try to rouse her, she would always wake up for me, so this was something only I could do.

"Silfi, wake up."
"Mmm... sister-in-law?"

Seeing Lala's face, she patted her cheeks and got up. Although Silfia was my younger sister, she didn't act spoiled with me in front of my wives, her sisters-in-law. This time too, perhaps conscious of that, she jumped up and got out of bed.

Well, it wasn't something anyone cared about. If anything, Lala was watching with a fond expression.

"Then I'll go ahead."

Silfia bowed her head and left through the door. Perhaps she was going to Mother first.

"What will you do now?"

Lala stroked my head as she spoke. Her actions felt like she was soothing a child, and her tone suggested I had done something wrong.

What?
Did I do something wrong?

"I... I'll go see Mom first."

Something feels off...

***

When I opened the door to Mother's room, the atmosphere was a bit tense.

Mother and Alice were sitting in chairs, and Silfia was standing quietly next to Mother.

"M-Mom, is something wrong?"
"....."

Pretending to know nothing, I asked Mother with a slight smile, but she remained silent with her eyes closed. Alice was giving a bitter smile beside her, as if to say she couldn't help it...

Then, Mother opened her mouth and spoke to me in a somewhat frightening tone, almost like a command.

"Yook, kneel on that rug and raise your hands."
"W-What? M-Mom?"
"Can't you hear what I'm saying?"
"But I didn't actually go out..."

I trembled under Mother's sharp gaze. It was the first time she had looked at me like that, so I became a little scared.

Did I do something wrong?
Certainly, pretending to have gone out without telling my parents, like a 7-year-old child, was wrong.

But was it wrong enough to be scolded?
Mother has played even worse pranks on me...
Was it even a prank?

"I already heard from Silfi. No matter what kind of joke you play, you shouldn't play jokes that make others worry."
"Y-Yes..."

Her gentle but firm tone didn't sound angry, but the atmosphere clearly said, "I'm upset!"

Certainly, if I had played this prank on Alice or Lala, it might have been different, but playing it on Mother wasn't just a matter of going too far—it was something that shouldn't be done between parent and child. I suddenly felt remorseful.

"I'm sorry."

An apology came out in the end. It seems I was indeed in the wrong.

Huh?
But come to think of it, why isn't Silfia, who suggested this method, being scolded and just standing quietly beside Mother?

No way, right?
Could it be that Silfia's suggestion to me was also part of Mother's prank?
That can't be, right?
Silfia wouldn't have betrayed me...

No, that's not it.
I'm constantly being tracked. Besides the hairpin, Lala installed some kind of couple app so she could check on me at all times.

"L-Lala..."

When I looked at Lala, she was looking at me with an apologetic face. So finding me wasn't a coincidence either.

"B-Betrayal..."
"Now, now! Even so!"

Mother stood up from her seat, hugged me tightly, and rested her chin on my head.

This is that position.
The position of a comfort doll.

There's only one way for me to escape from this—to stay in her embrace until Mother is satisfied.

"Do you know how surprised I was?"
"Ugh..."
"Ah, this feels nice..."

Perhaps thanks to her recent stay at the royal palace, Mother, who seemed more refreshed after a good rest, was becoming more active in showing physical affection toward me.

It is mother-son skinship, but...
Since Mother seems to be doing better now, shouldn't she return to the Zikheart Duchy?

"Mother, isn't it about time for you to return to the duchy?"
"The duchy?"

Mother, who was thinking with a groaning sound while stroking my head, said:

"It's a bit early, but I'm planning to pass on my title to Irina."
"What...? But Big Sister is only 15 years old!"

My oldest sister, who will soon turn 16 and graduate from the academy, is planning to enter military school.

If she inherits the title, her military school enrollment would automatically be canceled, and she would have to go for lord education instead.

Of course, my oldest sister always said she didn't want to attend military school, so she'd probably be happy about this.

But then, what about Mother...?

"I'm going to live comfortably with your father in the royal palace."
"......"

Father was coming up, and it seems they're planning to stay for a long time.

That's nice, but...
How should I put this?
Is it a sense of dread about the future that awaits?

***

"Big Sister, did you hear? Mom said she's passing on her title!"

Curious about my oldest sister's reaction, I called her right after being released by Mother to check her response.

"Of course I heard."
"Then you don't have to go to military school, right?"

Maybe it's because she doesn't have to go to military school, but she seems excited for some reason.

Is that a sniffling sound I hear?
Did she hate it that much?

"Are you that happy?"
"Of course. I didn't want to waste another three years there."
"Three years is certainly a long time."

In terms of my previous life, it's like going from middle school to high school. Even though it's just one more level, three years is definitely not a short time. Even for an elf, she's still young.

"Where will you receive your education?"
"At the royal palace. Didn't you know?"
"Huh? All nobles?"
"Of course not. Duke-level and above receive education at the royal palace, but lower titles have separate educational institutions. Some minor nobles don't even receive education at all."

Despite maintaining a feudal system, this is a highly developed world.

It seems they're also working on improving the nobles' awareness, making education by lords mandatory.

Then why don't they provide education for minor nobles?
Is it not significant enough?

"So will you be living in the royal palace?"
"Well... I'm not sure about that."
"Would you want to live there if you could?"

I'd like to sleep in my big sister's arms again after so long...
I haven't seen her much because she's been so busy.
Wouldn't it be okay to some extent?

Alice is also generous with family, so I think she'd allow it.

"I'll ask Alice."
"Uh..."
"Shall I hang up then?"
"W-Wait..."

Click.

I touched my phone and ended the call before my big sister could say anything more.

Again, I could see that she was going to lie despite actually wanting it, even though she wasn't in front of me.

You want to be with your little brother?
Our big sister is hopeless.

But Mother said she plans to pass on the succession soon—I wonder if that's by elf standards or human standards?

Ch.106 - Mother And Aunt's Conflict
"Huh?"

After ending the call with my older sister, I was walking down the corridor, yawning and heading back to my room, when I heard the sound of people arguing rather loudly.

Fighting in the royal palace? That's quite something.
Unless wives are having a catfight because they're not getting along, it should be impossible.
And even that would be absolutely impossible as long as Alice is around.

If it's not a catfight...
Could it be?
If it's Lillie and Maron, they sometimes provoke each other's anger for sparring purposes.

Apparently, when they spar with a certain level of anger,
it brings out strength they didn't know they had.

So they might be trash-talking each other to build up their anger gauge,
and one of them made a mistake, leading to an argument?
Both of them have quite the temperament,
so they must be terrifying when angry.

But I didn't hear the sound of metal clashing.
They wouldn't be fighting with fists.

When they fight, they use swords.
They wouldn't grab each other's hair and brawl with fists like men.
Well, as a husband, I'd prefer they didn't fight with swords at all.

As I got closer to the noisy place,
I found myself swallowing, as if feeling thirsty.

Instead of high-pitched screaming,
I heard dignified voices and matching low tones.

It wasn't Maron and Lillie's voices,
nor was it Lala or Instructor Lee Hye-jin.

It seems this wasn't a fight between wives,
but a confrontation between beings of a higher caliber.

I slightly opened the door to the room where the argument was coming from and peeked inside.
I saw my mother sitting in a chair, enduring a headache,
and my aunt standing in front of her, passionately expressing her opinions.

When did my aunt arrive?
I've been gone for less than an hour to make that phone call.

"M-Mom?"

As I peeked through the gap in the wall,
I saw my mother and aunt arguing with raised voices.

At least they weren't exchanging blows, so in a way, it could be considered a peaceful fight.
In this world, even if swords are drawn, people might still strangely conclude that it was a friendly fight.

"Even so, that's too much! Your eldest daughter is only 15 years old!"
"And what would you have me do about it?"
"Your Highness is still in good health, so there's no need to make such a decision so soon!!"

From what I could gather, they were arguing about mother passing her title to my older sister.

Aunt Delia is also a direct descendant of the Zikheart family, so she's certainly qualified to voice her opinion.
It's true that my older sister is still young, and it's also true that mother is in good health.

This time, it's a bit difficult to take mother's side.
She wants to pass on her title so she can be with me.

She's planning to pass down a title she's held for over 2,000 years
without any explanation.

My aunt isn't opposed to passing it to my older sister at all.
The main issue is that she would receive it at 15 or 16 years old.

The Kritias Kingdom is a hegemonic nation.
Giving such supreme power to a 16-year-old...?
Well, my older sister might be able to handle it,
but it also seems difficult...
As her younger brother, I think it might be a bit too much.

"How am I in good health? I can barely keep my wits about me without my son around."
"Sigh... How can you say that?"
"I mean it."
"...Of course, he's your first son, so he's cute and lovable! But even so,
how can a lord live in the royal palace, leaving her people behind?"
"My, my... You're going too far. When did I ever abandon my people!
I'm properly passing the title to my daughter, am I not! Mind your words!"
"I... I admit I spoke too loudly and exaggerated just now. I apologize for that.
But! It doesn't change the fact that you're leaving your territory and your people behind!"

How embarrassing!
Every word from my mother is making my face turn as red as a radish.

Still, hearing those words made me feel good.
Being loved feels millions of times better than being hated.

Although my aunt was angrily making her case,
I was on my mother's side.

I had intended to keep watching secretly,
but my emotions welled up, and I ran to embrace my mother.

"I can't be without you either, Mom!"
"Oh my, where has our son been listening from?"

She was surprised by my sudden hug,
but quickly put on a gentle face and stroked my head.

After enjoying my mother's touch like a cat for a moment,
I addressed my aunt.

"Aunt, you're worried about my older sister, right?"
"Yes... As expected, Your Highness understands my intentions."

If my aunt is worried about my older sister, shouldn't we make it so she doesn't have to worry?
She can't suddenly stop worrying,
so it would be better if she were nearby.

"Then why don't you go to the Zikheart Duchy with my older sister?"
"That's..."
"You're no longer Maron's guardian, and you're a citizen of Kritias now, right?
I think it's perfectly possible."

I turned to look at my mother, who seemed to be pondering deeply.
She was still stroking my head diligently, which was so like her.

"Since Father will be coming to the royal palace too,
someone will need to lead the knights, and my older sister can't do that alone, right?
My younger sisters and Silfia will probably receive their titles and become independent?"
"Now that you mention it, I overlooked that point."

Mother nodded.
Father is the captain of the Zikheart Knights.

If he's coming to the royal palace,
that means he'll be stepping down from his position as captain.
From what mother says, it seems they'll be living in the royal palace permanently...

"Wouldn't it be better if you went down there to be with her, Aunt?
You're unemployed right now anyway."
"Ugh..."

As if stabbed in the chest, my aunt clutched her heart in pain.
It's been about 7 months since she stepped down as the Holy Nation's sovereign,
so she's been unemployed for 7 whole months!
I'm envious!

"I-I'm not unemployed. I have official duties..."
"What duties? I heard you're living at Hye-jin's house."
"Urgh... What on earth has that girl been telling her husband..."

What did she tell me?
That you're living as a freeloader at my wife's house.

To be precise, since Instructor Hye-jin lives in the royal palace,
rather than freeloading, you're living there for free.
Unemployed and a kangaroo...

"I properly paid rent and bought my own food!"

For a moment, my aunt seemed incredibly cute.
She started shouting and defending herself,
but her words didn't reach my ears.

Your 7-year-old nephew doesn't understand what you're saying, Auntie.
Waaah.
How do you have money when you're unemployed? Waaah.

Mother had been thinking continuously since hearing my suggestion.
Then, she brought out a tablet PC,
opened an app I'd never seen before, and started adding things one by one.

When she finished her task,
she looked at my aunt and began speaking with a solemn expression.

"Yook has made a reasonable proposal. Delia, please help Irina a lot by staying by her side."
"Hmm... What about my opinion?"
"As you know, Delia, the clan head's decision is absolute."

My mother invoked her authority as clan head.
By the way, being clan head has nothing to do with being a lord.

Sometimes a lord becomes the clan head,
but generally, they're unrelated positions.

That's why in the past, the Zikheart lord and clan head were in opposition,
and like a monk who dislikes his temple, the clan head gave up all authority and became independent.
I wonder where those people are now.
They don't seem to be using the Zikheart name anymore.

"I... understand. If that's what you want,
I'll guide Irina well and make her an even better lord than 'someone.'"

My aunt, having finally surrendered, seems destined to become a lord-maker.
It feels odd for me to say this after suggesting the idea and pushing for it,
but I hope she does well.

***

"Captain of the Vassal Grand Duke's private army..."

Until recently, I was the "Paladin," the Holy Knight Commander of the Holy Nation.
I retired just to take a break,
but in less than a year, it seems I'll be working again.

Since it's because of our lovely "niece,"
I'm not angry, but it does seem like I've been given quite a troublesome task.

"Irina is already a Sword King... and she seems to have good study habits and personality..."

Actually, before Serena got married,
I was the captain of the Vassal Grand Duke's private army,
but after the marriage, certain circumstances forced me to step down.

So I felt a bit regretful about that,
and while wondering where I could use my talents, I found
the Holy Nation.

Well, that's all in the past now.

"Will I be able to do well?"

As I closed the door to Serena's room and stepped out,
I let out a deep sigh.

Ch.107 - Queen Atlas's Return
After Adel started handling some of Alice's work, Alice's expression truly brightened.

Her previously exhausted, near-collapsing appearance had transformed. Now, even while working, she wore a gentle expression and seemed relaxed enough to embrace me.

"See? Following my advice was the right choice, wasn't it?"
"Yes... though I feel somewhat guilty toward Mother..."
"What's there to feel guilty about? It's not like Adel is in poor health."
"That may be true, but..."

Adel in her formal suit and glasses was the spitting image of Alice.

At first, I thought Alice might have created a doppelganger, but when I approached and touched her skin, I was surprised to find she was a real person.

Even now, Adel was quietly handling paperwork beside us, wearing a satisfied expression.

See that?
She looks happy to be lightening her daughter's burden.

From the beginning, Adel carried tremendous guilt about unintentionally passing the heavy burden of the throne to her young daughter.

Because of this, she had offered to take on some of Alice's workload, but Alice, worried about her mother, gently refused...
It was truly an ironic situation.

Both wanted to act out of consideration for the other, but the results were twisted, with both of them festering inside until it nearly became a serious problem.

"Well, since we're finishing up, shall we get going?" Alice asked with a radiant smile as she lifted me up.

She tapped her finger on Adel's desk, who was still working nearby.

"Mother, won't you join us for a meal?"
"Is it that time already..."

Adel removed her glasses, checked the time, and stood up, stretching.

"I wonder what's for lunch today."

As I smiled and stretched alongside them, both Alice and Adel simultaneously patted my head.

"Ah... I really should have had a son..."
"Mother, saying that in front of your daughter is..."
"Isn't it natural for living beings to desire what they don't have?"

She picked me up in her arms and laughed loudly.

Alice looked at Adel with an expression that said "hopeless" and chuckled before heading out of the office.

***

"Oh, you're having a meal."

When we arrived at the dining hall, the Queen of Atlas was eating. She was having a meat dish, and as soon as Alice and Adel entered, she abruptly stood up and bowed her head.

"I pay my respects to the Queen and Former Queen."
"There's no need for such formality. Please, sit."

Adel smiled brightly and gave her permission to sit.

"Yes... Could that be...?"

She noticed me in Adel's arms and asked the two of them.

Normally, it would be hard to imagine a Prince Consort being held by his mother-in-law, the Former Queen.
But that's what made me and Adel special.

"This is my husband. Come to think of it, this is the first time I'm introducing you two."

Alice took me from Adel and held me. The queen seemed to know that Alice and I had an arranged marriage, but seeing me being carried like this appeared to confuse her somewhat.

"I pay my respects to the Prince Consort."
"Hello. I'm Yook Zikheart Kritias."

As she bowed deeply in greeting, I nodded my head slightly in response.

Since I was being held, it was the best I could do—I hope she understood.

"Please, join us for the meal."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Alice finally set me down on a chair and smiled at me.
That's because I was glaring at her.

"That glare is less intimidating than a hamster's."
"Eek!"

A hamster!
Alice, who had compared me to a hamster, handed me a soybean meat hamburger brought by a maid.

"Didn't you once tell Maron she looked like a hamster?"
"D-Did I?"

I can't remember clearly, but maybe I did, or maybe I didn't...
Pretending not to remember, I cut the soybean meat with my fork and put it in my mouth.

Alice and Adel were eating sandwiches with sliced ham and mashed potatoes.
Ham...
Maybe smoked meat like ham would be okay?
I was a bit curious.

"Would you like to try some?"

Alice took out a small piece of ham, placed it on a fork, and offered it to me.
I hesitated a bit but nodded and leaned forward to take the fork into my mouth.

Chew, chew, chew.

I chewed about three times, savoring the taste.
The smoky aroma rose up with the soft pork flavor and an intensely salty taste.
Then came the fishy aftertaste that made me want to throw up.

I grabbed the tissue Adel handed me, went outside the dining hall to spit it out, threw it in the trash, and returned to my seat.

Then I cut a small piece of the soybean hamburger and put it in my mouth to cleanse my palate.

"It wasn't good after all, was it?"

Alice took out a handkerchief and wiped my mouth.
I nodded.

"Maybe this is something Yook can't overcome no matter how hard he tries..."
"Well, not being able to eat meat doesn't make your body worse."
"About that..."

Alice made a face as if it was difficult to explain.

What?
Does something happen to elves if they don't eat meat and only have vegetables?

"It's not bad for your body... but you won't grow taller..."
"..."
"And Yook's growth will stop around age 13 at most..."

According to my recent health examination, my growth would definitely stop at 13.

Considering that it usually stops between 15 and 20 years old, this was a terribly low number.

Even Alice, with her high mana, stopped at 17, and Lala also stopped around 17.

Well, Rain, who has a similar amount of mana, stopped at 15, and my mother said she stopped around 16, so maybe it's not that different from mana levels.

But still, if I'm going to be short even at 13, will I have to live like that for the rest of my life?

"Then I should drink a lot of milk."
"Yes. Drink a full liter every day without fail."

She called a maid and ordered warm milk, then handed it to me.

"Milk might be better than meat."

Alice nodded seriously.
I wonder if she also knows my expected height. Since she knows everything about my body, she probably does.

"H-Height... about 142cm...?"
"..."

Does this mean I'll be a shota for life?
I really don't like that.

"If you try hard, couldn't you reach 150cm?"

Adel stroked my head, telling me not to worry.
My goal was to be a handsome 180cm tall man with long, straight legs, but she's telling me not to worry because I'll only grow to 150cm.
It felt like a death sentence.

"Mother... that's not the issue."
"Is that so?"

Not quite understanding, Adel put another sandwich in her mouth. Having finished eating, she stood up and stroked my cheek.

"Well then, I'll go for an after-meal... I mean, a walk."

This person just openly admitted she was going for an after-meal smoke.
Now that I look, I can see Instructor Lee Hye-jin waiting outside, her smoking buddy.

Two people with nothing in common becoming friends over cigarettes.
Is this... friendship...?

"Alice, don't you smoke?"
"Smoke? Hmm... I wonder."

In this world, cigarettes aren't harmful.
They're only sold to adults 18 and older, but they're magically treated so they cause no harm.

Of course, some people smoke strong, harsh cigarettes made from plain tobacco.
Adel is one of them.

"Come to think of it, you also smoked magically treated cigarettes."

Alice spoke to the Queen of Atlas, who had been quietly eating.
She put down her fork and knife, nodded, and said:

"Yes, Your Majesty. Nothing relieves stress like cigarettes."
"Hmm..."

After carefully observing her actions and posture, Alice crossed her arms.
I wonder what she's thinking.

"That should be sufficient. You should be returning to your country soon."
"C-Could it be that I've reached a passing grade...?"
"You have done enough."

Come to think of it, that queen came here for education.
Once her education is complete and she returns to her country, Atlas will begin providing full support to the Kritias Kingdom.

Until now, it was limited to lowering trade taxes or reducing taxes slightly, but once the queen returns, they'll likely provide direct support like materials and cash.

"Thank you, Your Majesty."
"It's nothing. This is the result of your hard work. You should be proud."

Alice nodded with satisfaction and stood up.

I quickly finished my milk and took Alice's hand.

"Then decide on the day you wish to return and let me know."

With those final words to her, Alice and I left the dining hall.

"So now I can freely move around the palace?"
"You like that, don't you?"

Of course.
Alice, who wanted to minimize my encounters with that queen, had partially restricted my routes around the palace.
Because of that, I'd been living quite inconveniently for several months.

"The paths Alice set for me were too long."
"I'm sorry. Was it hard?"

Alice crouched down and stroked my cheek.
I shook my head and patted her crouched head.

"It's okay. It'll be comfortable now."

Now that the queen is leaving, it shouldn't matter anymore.
I looked at Alice and smiled brightly.

Ch.108 - Queen Atlas's Return (2)
When news of the Queen's return spread, stock prices of companies located in the Atlas Kingdom began to soar.

This was the natural course of events, considering the expected influx of support from the Kritias Kingdom and its allied nations.

That's why the officials of the Atlas Kingdom and the stock exchange employees had been working through the night for more than three days straight.

"Manager! You need to send that file!"
"That file... where did I put it?"

The woman addressed as manager scratched her head while searching through one file after another.

The files were piled so high they were difficult to distinguish, scattered in complete disarray.

"Stop messing around! This is urgent!"
"I'm not joking! I'm serious!"
"Hey, you two! Keep it down!"

The deputy manager's shout silenced them both. Already overwhelmed with phone calls, the commotion had pushed him over the edge, causing him to yell.

Still, they quietly closed their mouths, aware of their mistake.

This place, noisier than a marketplace, was the Atlas Kingdom's stock exchange.

While most stock trading was done online, there were still those who had to visit the offline stock exchange.

Their reasons varied, but since even a one-second difference was crucial in stock trading, most people came to the exchange with their mobile phones to trade.

"How long do we have to work overtime?"
"How should I know! Go ask the Queen!"

The exchange employee who had questioned their superior pouted after being snapped at.

***

"Is this good enough?"
"Thank you!"

I hugged Instructor Lee Hye-jin tightly after she handed me the phone. It was truly a momentous occasion.

Despite being only seven years old, I had just finished opening and linking a stock account after hearing it was possible.

Since I was a minor and couldn't do it without a guardian, I asked Instructor Hye-jin, who was one of my legal guardians and also my wife.

"But why stocks all of a sudden? Not cryptocurrency?"
"The Atlas Queen is returning, right? So naturally, the stocks of companies there will skyrocket, and I want to buy them in advance."
"No one knows how much they'll rise though..."

I deposited two salt notes into my account. Since stock trading used points rather than coins, my balance showed 200 million points.

"I'm just going to focus on one thing."

I purchased stocks in a construction company. They had good performance, were a solid company, and were likely to receive support. Their promotions on QTube weren't bad either.

"Just don't go overboard, okay?"
"Don't worry. I don't have much money anyway."

Two salt notes isn't a large sum for royalty. It was a bit much for a little kid like me to be carrying, but it wouldn't be a problem if I could multiply it!

"I'll buy you an accessory after I make more money."
"A gift? You're so precocious, already trying to give gifts to women."
"Rather than precocious, please say I'm mature."

Instructor Hye-jin patted my head saying, "Sure, sure~"
She clearly didn't think so, but what could I do? She probably only saw me as a young child.

"When I'm rich, I can support you as much as you need, Hye-jin."
"Even if Your Highness has no money, I'll support you, so don't worry."
"But men should be the ones supporting..."
"Do you really think so?"

Instructor Hye-jin smiled brightly.
Well, what kind of world is this anyway?
It's a world where I could just lie down and they'd even feed me.

*

Three days later, news spread that the Atlas Queen was returning, and as I had predicted, the stock market fluctuated wildly.

The construction company I had invested in was steadily rising, and I could make a decent profit if I sold right now.

Looking at the smartphone with its red indicators lit up gave me a sense of satisfaction.

It felt just like when I started multiplying money with gold coins...
Brings back memories...

"Still, I shouldn't be satisfied with just this."

The price would rise even more, so I couldn't stop here.

I immediately went into the banking app and deposited two more salt notes to purchase additional shares.

After pressing the purchase button and waiting briefly, an alert sounded indicating the purchase was successful.

"Am I fulfilling my gold coin regrets here?"

I smiled wryly.
How high would it go?
I'd like it to double if possible.

If I sold, I could buy a smartphone and gifts for my wives with the perfect amount.

While they already had plenty of accessories, receiving a gift that I bought with money I earned myself was on a different level.

And the gift I planned to give my mother would be my first act of filial piety in this life.
I should get something for father too...
Ah, what a happy dilemma.

Grinning from ear to ear, I put my phone on the desk to charge and lay down on the bed.

It was one of those nights when excitement about potential profits made it hard to fall asleep.

***

"Hmm?"

When I opened my eyes in the morning, it was already past 9 o'clock.
The stock market had been open for a while, so I checked the app to see the upper limit.
The growth momentum seemed to have slowed down.

Until yesterday, it had been rising by 10 percent increments, but now it wasn't showing any significant increase.

"Is this a rebound?"

Don't they say you need momentum to jump or run at high speed?
The same applies to stocks and cryptocurrency.

To grow significantly, there are times when it must fall significantly.
The same goes for people's lives.
So I decided not to worry too much about it.

"Oh well, whatever."

I closed the app and turned off my phone.
Just then, Lala came into the room to help me change clothes, so I asked her if there was anything she wanted.

"Hmm... Yook?"
"I already belong to Lala, don't I?"

Though I'd prefer to share nicely with everyone.
When I looked at her with a wry smile, she began to consider my question seriously.

"Maybe a winter coat?"
"Does Lala get cold in winter too?"
"It's not so much about being cold as it is about the atmosphere."

Since I was young, I'd always seen Lala wearing just her maid uniform without even a light coat.

At first, I was worried she might be cold and would bring her blankets, but I learned that female elves don't feel the cold much.

She wants a coat for the atmosphere.
I definitely wanted to see Lala wearing a coat.
She would look really cute.

"I'd rather see you dressed more warmly, Yook."
"If I dress any thicker than I do now, wouldn't I just be rolling around?"

My mother makes me wear so many layers...
Underwear, outerwear, and so on...

She makes me wear so many layers that my body heat can't escape, and I get too hot.

"Well then, a coat for Lala it is."
"Huh? Oh right, I heard from Hye-jin that you're investing in stocks?"
"Hmm..."

I asked her to keep it a secret, but did she already tell Lala?

Given their relationship, I knew she couldn't keep it from her, but still, I asked her to!

"Well, it's good to learn about investing from an early age."
"Is it okay?"
"It's not like you're spending money on a bunch of smartphones, so I have no reason to object."

Actually, I'd rather do that...
But I shouldn't say that, right?
I pretended to be touched and hugged Lala.

"I'll earn money and buy you a nice coat."
"I'll look forward to it."

Lala gently stroked my head, adjusted the heater temperature, and left the room.

After Lala left and it became quiet, useless thoughts began to creep in.

'Could that have been the time to cut my losses?'

There are plenty of stocks that shine brightly and then disappoint.
Construction companies would be no exception.

Maybe it just showed some growth because the Queen's return was good news...

In stock communities, people were discussing the same topic I was worried about.
They unanimously advised holding onto the stocks, saying they would skyrocket.

"Déjà vu...?"

I should be careful of such comments.

The probability that the person who left that comment actually owns the stock approaches zero.

If they made a profit, they'd keep it to themselves.
Sharing tips with others? That's nonsense.
I know because I've experienced it.

I immediately opened the trading app and sold all my holdings.

Thanks to people who were eager to buy at that moment, all my shares sold in one second, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

"I won't be fooled again... This is enough to buy some gifts... Let's end it here..."

I was proud of myself for cutting my losses quickly, not wanting to experience the same trauma again.

Ch.109 - Maron Is Rich!
Today is the day of the Atlas Queen's repatriation ceremony.

Since the repatriation ceremony was just a simplified procedure gathering some officials at the royal palace, it seems I don't need to attend.

So right now, I'm chatting with Lillie, Maron, and Yuris in Yuris's room. I'm not sure why we're in Yuris's room though.

"By the way, what happened to the stocks Your Highness bought?"
"Those? I sold them all."

I popped a snack into my mouth as I spoke. Things didn't look good, so I sold everything.

"Aren't they worth much more now?"

Lillie took out her phone to check the stock prices. The amount displayed was more than double what I had sold them for.

"Ahem..."
"Your Highness has good instincts but seems to be quite cautious."

Lillie patted my head.

It's not so much fear as trauma, I suppose? Having experienced pain before, my defense mechanisms automatically kicked in.

"If you had kept them, you could have bought several smartphones without making a dent."
"Hmm... I do feel a bit regretful."

Of course, I only felt slightly disappointed, not regretful or upset. I don't really need money, and earning enough to buy gifts for my wives is sufficient for me.

"You still made double your investment, so that's good."
"As expected, only sister understands me."

While Lillie and Maron were teasing me, only Yuris understood how I felt.

Doubling my initial investment was pretty good for a short-term trade.

Now that I've gotten out of that stock, I don't care whether it goes up or down afterward.

"Hmm... I think I'll buy more then."
"Lili? Buy what?"
"Actually, I bought some when Your Highness did."

Lillie handed me her phone to show me. The profit rate had a 4 at the beginning with a red light next to it. And the total purchase amount was...

"20 billion points...?"
"Mother lent it to me."

If Rain gave it to her, that makes sense. The Spitzberg family is quite something!

"Should I try it too? Lili, can you teach me?"
"Sure. Do you have a trading account?"
"No... I guess you need a special account for stock trading?"

Maron seems to be a complete beginner. Lillie took out her phone, fiddled with it for a bit, then scratched her head.

"Right, you need a guardian's consent to open an account..."
"I see. I'll ask my sisters for help later then."

Maron nodded, took the phone, and put it in her pocket.

Then she picked up a cup from the table and began elegantly sipping the tea inside.

"Maron, if you're curious, want to try with mine?"
"Would that be okay?"
"Well, I'll be right beside you, so it should be fine."

Since the Kritias Kingdom allows anonymous accounts, the financial laws here are completely different from those in my previous life.

As far as I know, nominee accounts can be freely used as long as they're not for malicious purposes.

"First, let's get a virtual account..."

I handed over my phone, and Lillie began explaining the details to Maron. I wonder if Maron will make money or lose a lot. I'm quite curious.

***

"Your Highness!"
"Mmm..."

I had fallen asleep while drinking tea, using Yuris's lap as a pillow on her bed.

I was sleeping soundly and didn't want to wake up, but I couldn't ignore Maron calling me.

Rubbing my eyes, I struggled to open them and then crawled into Lillie's arms.

"Are you very tired?"
"Mmm... no, what is it?"

Maron looked happy as I snuggled into her arms. She took out a phone from her pocket and showed it to me. It was the phone I had given her earlier to trade stocks.

"Look at this! Look!"

I squinted because of the bright light from the smartphone screen Maron was holding up.

Taking the smartphone with both hands, I checked the screen properly.

"...? What's this?"

In less than two hours, the stock Maron had purchased had skyrocketed. And not just a little—it had risen enormously.

"What's going on?"
"It suddenly went up so much! With this much, I could support Your Highness all by myself!"

Why do the women here keep focusing on supporting me financially? I couldn't help but smile wryly.

Being a kept man... might not be so bad...

But that's not the important thing right now. I need to check if there was some good news that caused this.

I went online and scoured community sites and news pages.

However, there wasn't even a mention of the stock Maron had bought, let alone any discussion about it.

"Maron, why did you buy this?"
"I just bought it."
"Just like that? Then why did it rise so much?"

Unless there was a rumor that the Saintess had bought it, there's no way a relatively quiet mid-sized company's stock would skyrocket like this.

And how much did she invest... Seeing about 30 billion points displayed, it seems she put in all the allowance she had received.

She's got guts... Investing such a large amount on her first try...

"This is enough for a diamond..."
"Hehe... praise me."
"Yes, yes, well done."

I'm not sure if it was good for a child to invest such a large amount at once, but since she made money, I should praise her.

"But don't get too addicted, okay?"
"I know. I'm more worried about you getting addicted, Your Highness."
"What are you talking about?"

I flicked Maron's forehead.

"Ouch! You always pick on me!"
"Because Maron is cute. Like a hamster."
"I'm not a hamster! I'm a Saintess!"

Hamster Saintess, that's what she is. I should take a nap with our Hamster Saintess today.

"Maron, lie down."
"What? Ah..."

I made Maron lie down, hugged her, and decided to take another nap.

***

"Wow... Shouldn't this be beyond our handling?"

On my phone that Maron was holding, an enormous amount was displayed.

The money had grown to such an extent that it could probably cover a government agency's budget for two years. It no longer seemed like money but rather a headache-inducing problem.

"Let's consult with the adults first."
"Which ones..."
"Hmm... let's go to Alice first."

Holding Maron's hand, I headed to the office where Alice would be. Since our roles were reversed from usual, the maids found us cute and kept looking at us as we passed by.

"Son? Where are you going?"

As we were about to pass by mother's room, she came out at just the right moment, grabbed me, and hugged me.

"I'm going to see Alice."
"Is that so? Then let's go together."

She hugged me and took Maron's hand with her free hand. Maron was bowing her head in embarrassment, but to my mother, she must have looked simply adorable.

*

"So that's what happened."

Alice took off the glasses she was wearing and placed them on the desk.

Then she received a tablet PC and showed it to us.

"I was wondering why Yook's name appeared in the wealthy rankings since yesterday, thinking it might be an error, but this explains it."
"Me? Oh right..."

This was an account in my name. Although the money was Maron's, on the surface, it would appear to be mine.

"This... is certainly a large amount."

Mother looked at the tablet PC and seemed a bit surprised.

Then she began stroking Maron's head.

"I didn't know you had such talent. Amazing."
"M-Mother... I'm deeply honored."

Maron's face, embarrassed yet happy, looked similar to when I first kissed her. Is she that happy...?

"Hmm..."

Alice was also stroking Maron's head while looking at the tablet PC. She seems to be considering how to handle this.

"For now, the royal family will purchase the stocks, and the amount will be deposited into Maron's account."
"The royal family is buying them?"
"Recently, confidential information was leaked from this company—it might open new horizons in genetic engineering."
"That wasn't in the news, was it? Then why did the stock price...?"
"While it might not seem to be circulating publicly, it's already well-known in certain circles. And Maron poured 30 billion points into it yesterday, which reduced the available shares..."

I see...
So it was already confirmed that the stock would rise, but Maron bought it before that, reducing the supply. On top of that, confidential information was leaked, causing those with insider knowledge to buy, further reducing the supply and driving up the price...

And Alice had just received this information, which is why she was curious about my name appearing on the high-value creditor list...

"I'm fine with it. I don't really need money anyway."
"Maron, that's not good. Even though we're family and close, I don't want to leave any blemishes because of money."
"I... understand."

Maron seemed to want to say something, but she nodded in agreement with Alice's persuasion. And so, Maron found herself at the bottom of the world's individual wealth rankings.

Ch.110 - Father's Arrival
"Are you really going to step down from your position as Vassal Grand Duke?"
"Your Majesty, I just want to live comfortably and rest now."
"......Sigh...."

Alice sighed.
When Serena had previously mentioned wanting to step down from her position and rest,
Alice thought it was just a joke or prank.

But recently, Serena had been getting more exhausted,
and while recuperating at the royal palace, she was now trying to put that plan into action.

First.
Passing the title to her eldest daughter.
This was the inherent right of a noble with a title,
so even the queen couldn't interfere.

Second.
She had certainly worked hard for the country and territory
for a long time.
She had dedicated herself to the territory for nearly 2,000 years.
It would be difficult for Alice, who was only twenty, to truly understand.

Third.
There was no justification for stopping her from wanting to live with her son.
Even now, the reason she could continue living normally
was largely due to the role of her son, "Yook."

Even if not immediately, if she returned to the territory,
her condition would worsen within months and gradually deteriorate.

To prevent that,
the best option was to quit being the lord and live together with her son at the royal palace.

"Nngh.......I understand."
"Thank you, Your Majesty."

And most importantly,
she was no longer just a mentor, but Alice's mother-in-law.

Alice couldn't just watch her struggle
nor could she pretend not to notice.

It was partly Alice's own feelings, but also because of her husband, Yook.
Not wanting to even imagine her relationship with her beloved husband falling apart,
she reluctantly nodded and agreed.

"So, when will the succession of your title take place?"
"The sooner the better. When my husband comes to the royal palace, we'll set a date."
"Sigh... What about the Knight Commander of the Zikheart Duchy?"
"Delia has agreed to take that position."
"Hmm...."

Since everything had already been taken care of,
the words coming from her mouth were swift and decisive.

"Have you told Yook and your other daughters?"
"Of course... what do you take me for?"
"Mother is... a weapon that moves as she pleases?"
"That's quite an assessment."

Serena could only give a bitter smile.
Considering her past actions,
it wasn't entirely wrong.

"Haa.. The simultaneous birth of the youngest lord and the youngest power holder..."
"If Your Majesty had been just a year or two faster, you could have maintained it."
"I don't regret it though."

While stamping various documents with her seal,
Alice smiled.

***

"Dad!"

I ran and hugged my father who was slowly walking toward me, escorted by guards from a distance.
My father, holding me after a long time,
smiled so widely that his face was about to split from the corners of his mouth.

"Have you been well?"
"I've been fine. How about you, Dad?"
"Since Yook took Mom away, Dad has been dying of—no, I'm fine."

For a moment, it seemed like he was about to say something resentful,
but was that my imagination?
It must be my imagination, right?

Even though I did dump all of Mother's work on Father and left,
he would forgive me because it was done by his beloved son.
And it was also for Mother's sake.

"Where's Mom?"
"Over there."

I pointed to Mother who was waving from a room in the royal palace.
The contrasting sight of Mother with light in her eyes
and Father with tears slightly welling up in his eyes was quite striking.

Come to think of it,
this could be seen as a situation where I took Mother away from Father.
I feel a bit guilty now.

"What does Yook have to be sorry about? Just having Yook as my son makes me happy and fills me with love."

As he said this, Father caressed my cheek
and looked truly happy.

Perhaps he had dispelled the fog-like fear that had been consuming his mind
after seeing Mother's bright appearance.

Although they had been talking on the phone every day,
seeing someone in person to feel reassured
seems to be the same in any world or country.

By now, Father had arrived at the entrance of the royal palace
and knelt before the woman standing at the door.

It was Alice and Adel.

"I pay my respects to the current Queen and the former Queen."
"It's been a while, Dilhate."

When Adel extended her hand, Father stood up and shook it.
Perhaps it's because Father has lived for so long too.
It seems he knows Adel as well.

"It's been a while, Father."
"I'm glad to see that Your Majesty is doing well."
"Won't you call me Alice anymore?"

Alice gave a bitter smile.
It was quite a melancholic smile.

Come to think of it, Mother taught me swordsmanship
and Father taught me magic.
They were truly a couple of mentors.

"If Your Majesty calls me teacher, I will do the same for you."
"Teacher Dilhate."
"Alice..."

Perhaps reminiscing about old times, Father and Alice closed their eyes
and began to feel nostalgic.

"Then, Your Majesties, I will go inside and unpack."
"Let's get along well from now on."

Adel smiled brightly.
Father also smiled slightly at her smile.

***

"Mom is only sticking with Dad."
"They're a couple meeting after a long time, please understand."

It was the first time Mother had asked me to leave, so
feeling hurt, I'm cuddling with Lala.

Lala is stroking my head with a bright smile,
as if looking at a child whining about losing their mother to their father.

I don't particularly have any attachment issues,
but I am somewhat sensitive to people's affection.

Perhaps my past life as an orphan is affecting me in this way.
Having been an orphan and then receiving warm love,
I constantly need attention and affection.

"You feel uncomfortable when you're away from us too, Yook.
Father has been separated for months, so
let them be together for a while."
"Mmm... I know that."
"That's right, that's right..."

On Lala's finger that was stroking my head,
there was a silver ring.

With the money I made from a stock market windfall,
I had rings made for my wives.

Since there was a custom here of giving hairpins or earrings when getting married,
but not rings,
everyone tilted their heads in confusion at first.

But after hearing the explanation from Assistant Lee Hye-jin,
everyone nodded and blushed.

"The ring suits you well."
"You think so? Since it's the first gift Yook gave me, it can't help but suit me."

Lala smiled with satisfaction while looking at the ring,
then stood up after sitting me on the bed.

"I should go handle some work now."
"Good luck today too."

She waved her hand limply as a greeting.
Lala has a lot of work too...
Alice has a lot as well...
I'm bored, maybe I'll use the computer...

As I approached the desk to sit at the computer,

Less than five minutes after Lala had opened the door and left,
someone knocked on the door.

"Your Highness, your father is here."

Why did Father come to my room?

"Show him in."

The maid who opened the door and greeted me ushered Father inside.
After looking around the room, Father sat down on the bed with a bright face.

"Is this Yook's room? It feels different from the mansion."
"That place is too empty...."

Following Father's decision that direct exposure to media from childhood
was not good, my room in the mansion
had nothing like a TV, computer, or anything else.

Back then, I pretended to understand, but secretly snuck into other rooms
to use the computer or internet, but now I don't need to do that anymore.

"But that was for my son's sake. You understand, right?"
"Um...yes."
"Your answer was a bit long, but... I'm glad you understand."

Father smiled.
Then, to change the subject,
he started talking about various other things,
but somehow, rather than getting to the main point, it felt like small talk,
giving me the impression that he was hesitating to bring up what he really wanted to say.

"Lastly... about Yuris..."
"...Is it not allowed? But we've already filed our marriage..."
"No, that's not what I mean..."

Yuris is now my wife and Father's daughter-in-law,
but before that, she was his niece.

I wonder what he's trying to say.
I'm starting to feel a bit scared.

"I heard that my son is treating Yuris well,
so I don't intend to mention that matter anymore."
"Then...?"
"But as a father, I'm still a bit worried.
Are you getting along well?"
"Well... if you're asking if we get along, we get along very well."

Yesterday, we had intimate skinship in her room.
I can't tell Father about this,
but anyway, we're getting along well enough that there's no need to worry.

"But why are you suddenly asking about this?"
"Do I need a reason to ask? She's my daughter now too."

Calling his niece his daughter, Father gave a bitter smile.
It's like... a continuous feeling of guilt.
Somehow things turned out this way, but it seems Father had a bit of a headache over it.
I knew that marrying cousins was like that, but...

Ch.111 - Big Sister Also Arrives
Silfia, who had been clinging to me after getting scolded by her father, was reading a book with puffed cheeks.

I was starting to feel a bit uncomfortable since I wanted to take a bath, but she wouldn't let me go. I tapped her shoulder to get her attention.

"Silfi, could you give me some space?"
"No!"

Silfia had been refusing to let go of me. From what I heard, her father had learned from someone that she'd been spending all her time reading books since coming to the Royal Capital.

That's why Silfia, after getting thoroughly scolded, was holding onto my arm and refusing to let go.

"I need to go wash up, okay?"

When I stroked her puffed cheeks, she blushed and lowered her head.

Though she was acting childish, her inner self was already more mature than me, so she seemed a bit embarrassed.

"Ugh..."

Only then did Silfia finally release my arm with a pouty face. I gently patted her head.

"Honestly, you were in the wrong, weren't you? You deserved to be scolded."
"That may be true, but..."
"If you spend 18 hours a day just reading books, anyone would scold you, don't you think?"
"Mother didn't scold me. Only Father does that."

Silfia, with her cheeks still puffed up in annoyance, buried her face in my bed and refused to look at me, as if saying "I'm upset." Perhaps she was mad because I took her father's side.

"Anyway, I'm going to wash up. How about we sleep together tonight?"

When I suggested sleeping together, the atmosphere somehow changed. The previously cold mood seemed to become warmer.

"...Really?"
"Have I ever lied to you?"
"Hehe... okay."

Only then did Silfia turn around to lie on her back and smile brightly. Seeing that, I couldn't help but give a wry smile.

Why does she like me so much? Aren't siblings born in consecutive years usually on bad terms?

With one last look at Silfia's grinning face, I headed to the bathroom.

The bathroom is located on the fifth floor, accessible by taking the stairs or elevator after leaving my room. It has a transparent glass ceiling and one wall, positioned perfectly to view the outside scenery. For reference, there's a mountain owned by the royal family behind the palace, surrounded by walls that prevent anyone from entering.

Since climbing stairs is tiring for me, I prefer using the elevator.

Well, since only the maids and I use the elevator, it's practically my private one.

After getting off the elevator, turning right and walking for a while, there's a large door. Maids wait outside, and by their presence, you can roughly tell if someone is inside.

Normally, I could just ask a maid who's inside before going to the bath, but I enjoy this kind of gamble, so I prefer going up to check myself. Today, there was a maid waiting outside as usual, indicating no one was inside.

"Is there no one inside?"
"Yes, Your Highness. Would you like to bathe?"
"I'll go in now."

I slipped inside, leaving the maid who opened the door behind me.

Due to the hot water flowing from the bath 24 hours a day, I could feel the hot steam and humidity on my skin from the changing room.

"Whew... this is the best."

Imagining soaking in the hot water, I took off my clothes one by one and arranged them neatly.

I opened the sliding door, which should be transparent glass but was clouded with steam, making it difficult to see inside.

An even hotter wave of steam than in the changing room hit me, and while smelling the faint scent of bath salts from the water, I began washing myself.

You must always wash before entering the bath. Otherwise, Lala would scold me.

After scrubbing every inch with a small washcloth in my delicate hands and rinsing off, I entered the bath.

The bathtub was large enough for thirty people, with statues carved from marble.

It was exactly what you'd imagine a wealthy person's bathroom to look like. At first, I thought it might be excessive, but looking at it now, it's actually quite stylish and creates a nice atmosphere, so I've come to like it.

And this water that flows endlessly... Really, did they put something in it? If they haven't added some kind of elixir, I can't understand why it relieves fatigue so effectively.

"Ah... this is heaven."

I feel like humming. This is truly paradise...

After soaking for about 20 minutes, I heard some commotion outside. Well, no one would come in while I'm here. It must be noise from downstairs.

Afterward, afraid someone might enter, I quickly finished washing and went out.

***

"Sister."
"Huh? Why are you here?"
"Why? I came to visit..."

When I visited the Zikheart mansion in the Royal Capital after a long time, I found our family's second daughter, Elena, looking at flowers in the garden, so I went over and held her hand.

She didn't notice my presence until I approached and took her hand. My little sister is hopeless as a first-class swordswoman.

"I'm more into magic, you know?"
"Ow, that hurts!"

Elena pinched and stretched my cheek, only letting go after giving a small chuckle. That really hurts, you know.

While I was rubbing my cheek with a tearful expression, my older sister came out carrying a large bag. She must have seen my little sister stretching my cheek.

"How many times do I have to tell you not to touch your little brother's cheeks?"
"If he's cute, I can pinch him a little, can't I?"
"Sigh... How many people do you think have lost their hands for doing that in history?"
"....."

There have been countless people who lost their heads and hands for patting a royal's head. Of course, it wouldn't happen with my own sister, but since my little sister is almost an adult, I don't think it's good for her to stretch an unrelated man's cheeks! I didn't even do anything wrong!

"O-okay. I won't do it anymore."

She gently stroked my cheek while saying she wouldn't do it again, but I couldn't believe her. I must have been pinched by my little sister hundreds of times in the past year.

I stuck out my tongue at her and hid behind my big sister who was carrying luggage.

"Yook, you shouldn't tease your little sister either, right?"
"But I wasn't teasing her this time. I just held her hand because I saw her."
"Hmm, now that you mention it, I still don't know why she pinched you."

My big sister looked at my little sister with sharp eyes. My little sister couldn't answer and just blushed.

"W-well... his cheeks looked so cute..."
"If that's the case, you could just gently stroke them, there's no need to pinch, right?"
"I said I'm sorry already..."

Only after hearing a proper apology from my little sister did I come out from behind my big sister.

"Next time, if you do it, pinch gently."

Though it hurt, I didn't dislike the affection itself, so I said quietly with a blush.

*

The reason my big sister came out with luggage is because father also came to the Royal Palace, and she's here to receive training as a lord.

Apparently, she'll live in the Royal Palace for about a year, learning and taking tests. If she passes, she'll succeed the title.

It seems this system was created to prevent foolish nobles' daughters from ruining their territories, but I think my big sister could pass right now if she wanted.

"I don't know about that. I don't even know how I'll learn to be a lord."
"But sister, you're good at everything."
"Yook, being a lord is about practical experience. It has nothing to do with studying, you know?"
"Hmm... I don't know."

For the people of a territory to live well, doesn't the lord need to be smart first?

I learned that being kind-hearted isn't always good enough... Mother ran things with an iron fist, but the people never complained and followed her.

"That's because of Mother's charisma. It's a bit difficult for me to imitate."
"Is that so?"
"You'll understand when you get older, Yook."

My big sister, stroking my head with a tense face, looked a bit anxious.

Perhaps she's feeling pressure at the thought of studying in the Royal Palace for a year.

For me, it's already home so I don't feel much about it, but for my big sister, it seems impossible to shake off the perception that it's the heart of the Kritias Kingdom.

"There are only family members in the Royal Palace anyway, right?"
"...Is that so?"
"Just me, my wives, Miss Adel, Miss Rain, Mom and Dad, Silfi, and the maids."
"Hmm, thinking about it that way does make me feel a bit more comfortable."

Except for Miss Adel, she's already met everyone and can have friendly conversations with most of them.

Parents, wives, and Silfi are just family, and Miss Adel and Miss Rain are in-laws. There's nothing to worry about.

"We're almost there."

My big sister, who flinched slightly, seemed oddly cute. Come to think of it, my big sister hasn't changed at all in the past year.

"Sister? Don't tell me your growth has already stopped?"
"What? Now that you mention it, I don't think I've grown taller recently..."

My big sister's face turned pale. It's certain that my growth will stop at 13, but since I'm a boy and don't practice martial arts, it doesn't matter.

But my big sister is none other than the Sword King. If the Sword King's growth stops at 15...

"That's a big problem..."

It seems like quite a serious issue.

Ch.112 - Big Sister Also Arrives (2) Part 1 - End
"Is it a big deal?"
"If I don't grow taller, I can't expect any further development..."

The development she was referring to wasn't about height, but about swordsmanship. For my eldest sister, this was probably the most important issue.

"Have you had a health checkup recently?"
"No... I haven't had one in about a year."

Then there's a real possibility her growth has stopped. The age when growth stops can decrease at any time, but strangely, it never increases.

That's why elves regularly get health checkups and try their best to grow as much as possible while they still can.

In my case, I get checkups almost weekly, so I've somewhat accepted and given up on the fact that my growth will stop at age 13.

For reference, both Lillie and Maron are said to stop growing around age 15, and Yuris around 16. That's why they're desperately trying to increase their height and frame before that fateful day arrives.

"What was the estimated age when you last had a checkup?"
"I think it was 18? Around that."

So she has at least three years left. They say such a large reduction in time doesn't happen very often.

But "not very often" doesn't mean "never." It does happen occasionally, and I know that at the academy, elves often shed tears after health checkups.

"Well, we should get you a health checkup first when we reach the palace."

It seems my eldest sister will face one of the most important days of her life as soon as we arrive at the palace.

***

"Fortunately, your growth hasn't stopped yet."

My eldest sister came to my room to tell me herself. She said her height was growing so minimally that she hadn't noticed, but her body was still steadily developing.

"So what age do they estimate now?"
"They say 17. I need to exercise more diligently from now on."
"There are many places to exercise in the palace..."

There's a training ground and an underground practice room. These two places, frequently used by Lillie and Maron, are spacious enough for sword training, spear practice, and even magic training.

Above all, they're protected by Demon God-level magic that prevents them from being destroyed no matter how wild the training gets.

I heard that Christina cast those spells in the past. Come to think of it, I haven't seen Christina lately.

My eldest sister, being the academy student council president, only had 30 minutes after dinner for exercise.

Right. Now I remember. At the beginning of school, a bad person disguised as my eldest sister delivered a book that Lala had made for me. I heard my eldest sister was exercising at that time.

"Would you like to exercise with me, Yook?"
"Umm..."

I don't want to, but it feels awkward to say so. My eldest sister is suggesting it for my own good.

Instead of speaking, I just shook my head gently.

"I thought so. It's fine, you can do it with Silfia."
"Sorry."
"I should be the one apologizing for asking a boy to exercise with me."

Then she softly stroked my cheek. I always enjoy this touch.

"But Silfia probably won't want to exercise either, right?"

She likes reading books, but doesn't seem to particularly enjoy swordsmanship. Not that she dislikes it, but she probably doesn't feel the need to do it with my eldest sister.

With a nine-year age gap, my eldest sister is something of a symbol of fear for Silfia. And my eldest sister is extremely strict with Silfia too...

"That's why I need to make her do it."
"Don't force her too much... Poor Silfia."

"That's all because you spoil her, Yook. Men should be more careful about such things."

Suddenly the arrow flew at me. All I could do was nod in response to my eldest sister's stern admonishment.

"How fortunate I am to have such an obedient little brother..."

Sighing as she stroked my head, my eldest sister looked somewhat tired.

She overlapped with our mother somehow. She was the spitting image of our mother thinking about Silfia and my younger sisters.

"Do you think I can do well?"
"You mean as a lord?"
"Yes... considering my age and all..."
"You would have had to do it eventually anyway, so it's good to learn early."

From the moment mother designated my eldest sister as her successor, inheriting the title was inevitable.

Rather, isn't it better to start learning now and gradually improve? I don't know what a lord's duties entail, but don't they say that learning young leads to mastery later in life?

I've heard that if one starts learning at the age of a thousand or two thousand, it might be more difficult because the mind becomes rigid.

"Elves are the exception."
"Really?"
"Far from becoming rigid, our minds actually absorb information faster."
"Hmm..."

I can't understand this with my common sense. So I tilted my head with a puzzled expression, and my eldest sister stroked my head once more.

"You're still young, Yook, so you don't need to know."

Are there things I don't need to know? I just nodded vaguely and lay down using my eldest sister's thigh, who was sitting on the bed, as a pillow.

Now that I think of it as my personal pillow, I'm about to close my eyes, feeling like I could fall asleep at any moment.

"I'll wake you up for dinner, so take a nap."
"Okay... sleep well too, big sis..."
"I won't be sleeping... so you sleep well."

Lulled by her hand patting my stomach, I fell asleep.

*

Since then, my eldest sister has been spending more than 16 hours a day on lordship lessons, and the rest of her time eating, bathing, or training—a very intense schedule.

I once followed her to observe a lordship lesson, and the atmosphere was no joke.

There were countless things to learn, and the lessons that continued into the night were truly bordering on madness.

For the first time, I thought it was good that I was born as the "eldest son" rather than the "eldest daughter."

I was truly grateful that I couldn't become a lord... truly grateful.

And one day, I became curious about what kind of face my eldest sister was making while studying, so I headed to the classroom where her lesson was taking place.

It was a classroom on the third floor of the palace, a large room with square glass walls. I heard it had a magic mirror structure where you could see inside from outside, but not outside from inside. Why would they need something like that when it's not a police station? It's quite a distracting room because of the glass shining from all sides.

Only I, Lillie, Maron, Silfia, and my eldest sister were allowed to enter this place without permission. It was a room created specifically for concentrated study, designed to prevent any disturbances.

In the center, I could see my eldest sister studying at a desk and an education supervisor earnestly explaining something in front of her.

"Huh?"

Looking closely now, Silfia was also there, scribbling something down.
Why is Silfia there?

She's not doodling or reading a book. She was writing at a pace similar to my eldest sister's.

"Your big sister persuaded her, and she couldn't refuse, she says."
"Whoa, you startled me..."

I was surprised when someone suddenly grabbed my shoulder. Turning around, I saw mother smiling brightly.

Then, as she always did, she picked me up for a hug and watched the two studying beyond the glass.

"It's refreshing to see Silfia studying something other than books."
"I feel the same way."

How little must she study? Just reading books isn't everything.

"Yook is studying hard now too."

Mother stretched my cheek. Not painfully like my younger sister would, but just enough to stretch it like rice cake, then release it, and repeat.

"So is Silfia also taking lordship lessons?"
"Yes, because Silfia will also become the lord of a territory someday."
"Silfia...?"

To be honest, I couldn't imagine it. Silfia as a lord? Would her people starve to death because she only reads books and doesn't attend to her duties?

As I tilted my head with a look of disbelief, mother laughed out loud. She seemed to have immediately understood what I was thinking from my expression.

"Despite appearances, Silfia is a child who follows through once she commits. Please believe in her."
"Hmm..."

Even if you tell me to believe in a little sister who whines and clings to her brother every day... It's cute, but as a lord, well, I'm not so sure.

"Would you like to try taking a lesson too, Yook?"
"I've already tried, so I'll pass..."

I jumped out of mother's arms and headed for the elevator. This bait was definitely not leading in a good direction. I needed to escape immediately.

"Why not? This mother will take it with you, Yook..."
"I... I have something urgent to do..."

I ran with tapping footsteps toward the elevator at the end of the third floor.
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I yawned deeply.

No matter how many times I experience the first day of school, I never get used to it. Every time, I've nearly been late from oversleeping, and there were days when I actually was late.

Remembering how Hye-jin would scold me with puffed cheeks on those occasions, I made sure to wake up early this morning.

Since this year marks my final year at the academy, this is the last first day of school I'll experience.

Yawning, I slowly made my way down to the dining hall where Lillie, Maron, and Yuris were drinking coffee.

Yuris had already graduated two years ago, so it seems she's currently learning the ropes from Alice.

"Morning..."
"You're awake? How unusual for you to be up so early."
"I could already picture Hye-jin making a fuss if I overslept again."

Lillie gave me a wry smile as I stretched and took a seat. Usually, Lala would come to wake me up, but today I woke up much earlier than her usual wake-up call.

"What would you like to eat, Your Highness?"
"Some small bread, salad, and a cup of hot milk, please."
"Yes, Your Highness."

The maid smiled brightly and headed toward the kitchen. For reference, I still can't properly eat meat, so all I eat are plant-based proteins and vegetables. I eat eggs occasionally, but I don't particularly enjoy them.

"Eating only vegetables every day is why your height..."
"Shh! Don't say that, Maron!"

Lillie tried to stop Maron, but her words had already lodged themselves firmly in my ears and were now floating around in my head.

My growth stopped exactly at age 13, and I barely maintain a height of 142-143cm, which is below average for my age. Maron knows this is a trauma of mine, yet she still brought it up...

The two of them stopped growing at 15 years old, reaching about 154cm, so they seem to find comfort in being taller than me. But they're still shorties themselves.

"You just thought something mean, didn't you?"
"No, I didn't."

Ignoring Maron, who had somehow learned to read my thoughts just by looking at my expression, I started eating the food the maid had brought.

"By the way, is Silfia still sleeping?"
"She already finished breakfast and is doing her morning training."
"Hmm..."

Silfia transformed from a bookworm into someone obsessed with swordsmanship. Despite being only 14 years old, she's reached master-level swordsmanship and is receiving a lot of attention. And not just any attention—she's being regarded as a potential monster who might reach the level of Sword Emperor.

Because of that, she dedicates every spare moment to swordsmanship, and it seems Mother has recognized her dedication and is personally helping with her training.

"She's almost at our level now."

Lillie put down her cup with a slightly bitter expression.

Both Lillie and Maron had each attempted to advance to Sword King once, but unfortunately failed.

The Sword King who served as the examiner was apparently quite strict, pointing out various issues but providing them with understandable reasons for their failure.

They seem to be working hard to address those shortcomings, but it doesn't appear entirely pleasant to be caught up to by a younger sister.

"Not just Silfia, but that child too..."

Maron cut herself off mid-sentence. The "child" she was about to mention was approaching, her footsteps audible.

The two of them recognized those small, nimble footsteps and would often tease me, calling it prophecy whenever that child appeared. In reality, it wasn't prophecy or anything—they just had good hearing.

"Good morning, Brother."
"Did you sleep well, Erica?"

She bowed politely upon seeing me, then slowly approached and nestled into my arms.

Whether she was being polite or just wanted to be pampered, I wasn't sure what she was trying to do. This is Erica Zikheart, born seven years ago and now seven years old—the youngest daughter of our household.

"Erica is already seven..."

I reminisced about the past while stroking Erica's hair.

From the commotion when Mother suddenly became pregnant, to how Silfia started reducing her childish behavior and began balancing studies with swordsmanship after getting a younger sister.

How her older sister doted on her like a daughter... She was just a baby until recently.

"Brother, you're drooling."

Erica pulled a few tissues from the table and wiped around my mouth. She's already learned to take care of others.

"Erica has always been good at taking care of people..."
"I think it's Your Highness who's been raised by her instead."
"Isn't that a bit harsh to say about your husband?"

When I expressed my dissatisfaction to the two of them, Erica gently patted my head.

Somehow, the feeling of her small hand, delicate as a fern, felt pleasant and made my chest feel warm.

"See?"

I couldn't even argue back and quietly lowered my head.

It seems to be true. I was being taken care of by my younger sister.

***

Nevertheless, the fact that Erica is my younger sister remains unchanged.

Even on the way to the car from the palace, she wouldn't let go of my hand.

And Silfia watching from the side with a wry smile came as a shock to me. It wasn't long ago that Silfia was the one who wouldn't let go of my hand...

"Erica, why are you holding onto brother's hand?"

Before getting into the car, Silfia knelt down to match Erica's eye level and asked while stroking her head.

Erica hesitated to speak while looking at me, but she couldn't resist her sister's urging.

"...I'm afraid Brother might trip and fall if I don't hold his hand."

Erica's expression showed a wry smile as she repeated exactly what Lala used to say when I was younger.

So she wasn't holding my hand because she liked me...

Even if my mental age is lower, she's still my sister who's eight years younger than me...
Being taken care of by such a young sister is a bit shocking.

"Brother?"

As I hung my head and sighed, Silfia called out to me. She's already taller than me and exudes a womanly charm. Suddenly, she started patting my head.

"Erica just worries a lot, so don't feel too down."
"I-I'm not..."

I stared at the ground with a flushed face while Silfia continued patting my head to her satisfaction.

*

"Make sure you don't get lost, okay?"
"I'll be fine, don't worry about me."

We parted ways with Erica in front of the Crescent building. She'll receive her student ID and uniform before heading to the entrance ceremony. She looked really cute looking around trying to find her way.

I wanted to hold her hand and take her there myself, but we needed to head to the main hall first and take our seats in the returning students' section.

"Then I'll be going ahead as well."
"Huh? Where are you going, Silfia?"

Silfia, who had been sticking close behind me, stepped back and bowed her head.

"I've been appointed as the vice president of the student council this year, so I need to go prepare some things first."
"Do your best, Silfia."
"Yes, sister."

With that, Silfia walked away at a very brisk pace. The student council room is close by, so she'll arrive quickly if she runs.

Speaking of which, Silfia is the vice president? This is news to me.

"Silfia is this year's vice president?"
"You didn't know?"
"No, I didn't. Did you two know?"
"We were part of the student council last year, so of course we knew."
"Why didn't anyone tell me?"
"...We thought you knew."

Is it normal to know these things?
The student council doesn't hold elections but directly selects their successors, so only those involved would know, right?

"Silfia said she already told Alice, Lala, Mother, and Father..."
"......"

It seems I was the only one who didn't know. Why didn't she tell me?

"Who knows? Anyway, we should head to the main hall now."

Maron urged with a shrug of her shoulders. Come to think of it, ninth-graders are quite busy organizing the returning students.

The two of them started walking quickly, but I walked slowly.

The only person who might scold me would be Hye-jin, and even then, it wouldn't be real scolding but more like playful nagging.

Sigh... The air is really clear today, probably because it rained yesterday. The campus, decorated with trees and grass, almost gives the illusion of being in a forest.

"What do they call it again? Phytoncide?"

The fragrance released by plants is also very good nourishment for elves. Perhaps that's why the slight stuffiness I felt until just now seems to have completely disappeared.

Walking slowly, I eventually saw the main hall, and for some reason, returning students were gathered in clusters at the entrance.

From the looks of it, students from second to ninth grade were gathered, and Lillie and Maron were also lingering around, unable to enter.

The two had subtle expressions on their faces, but I didn't mind and slowly walked up to stand in front of them.

"What's going on? Why aren't you going in?"
"Your Highness, look at this."
"Huh?"

The place Silfia pointed to was the entrance door. There was something like a large poster hanging there.
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"Entrance ceremony canceled...?"

It wasn't just a notice board, but an official announcement with the dean's seal.
It stated that due to certain circumstances, the main auditorium couldn't be used, so current students should return to their classrooms while new students should wait outside.

"I called Silfia, but even she didn't know about this."
"Hmm... I wonder if something happened."

The cancellation of the entrance ceremony was the first such case since I had enrolled, so it was confusing.
Not just for me, but apparently for all the other students standing here as well.

Among them, I could see some students heading to their classrooms one by one,
suggesting that some didn't really care about the situation.

"Let's go to our classroom too."
"Yeah, Hye-jin is an instructor, so she should know what's going on."

She left early today saying she had something to do.
I wonder if it's related to this.

***

"Your Highness, it's been a while."
"Indeed it has. Did you have a good visit to your homeland?"
"Thanks to you, I saw it vibrant and peaceful, which has filled me with motivation."
"That's good to hear."

A male student who transferred in during our first year.
This was Gid, my only friend.

Our relationship had gradually improved to the point where
we not only greeted each other but also ate together almost every day.

"How have you been, Your Highness?"
"Oh, you know, living the same life as always."

I gave him a bitter smile.
I couldn't exactly tell him that I'd stayed up late fighting sleep because I hated the start of the semester.

"By the way, did you see the notice posted in front of the main auditorium?"
"I did. It's causing quite a stir in the classroom."

When I looked around as he suggested,
it was more than just a stir.

They were creating rumors upon rumors, even making up ghost stories.
Truly befitting the senior class.

Those rumors and ghost stories would soon spread to the lower grades,
causing a commotion for a while.

"Well, not holding the entrance ceremony is unprecedented."
"Sigh... why did it have to be this year... on my sister's enrollment day..."
"Come to think of it, you mentioned having another sister, right?"
"Yes, though she's only seven years old."
"That's such a cute age."

Erica is indeed cute.
When she clings to me with her childlike yet not-so-childlike affection,
it really is...

"I can already hear the instructor's footsteps. I'll excuse myself first."
"Alright. Would you like to have lunch together later?"
"Anytime."

He smiled brightly and sat down in his seat.
I don't particularly enjoy seeing a man smile, but still.

Instead of her usual plodding footsteps,
Hye-jin burst through the door with a slight run,
cleared her throat, and closed the front door.

"It's been a while, everyone."

Hye-jin greeted the students as she entered.
She was sweating slightly, suggesting she'd been rushing around.

"Phew... I'm sure you were all surprised by the cancellation of today's entrance ceremony.
The ceremony is scheduled to be held about a week from now."
"Instructor, has something happened?"

A classmate raised their hand to ask.
Hye-jin nodded, caught her breath, and continued.

"Last night, there was a small fire in the main auditorium.
The investigators are currently looking into it, so we can't use it temporarily."

The students began murmuring among themselves.
There was a chemistry lab above the auditorium, so fires occasionally broke out, but
it seemed unnatural for a fire to occur at night without a known cause.

"Because of this, all classes that were scheduled to be held in the main auditorium have been canceled and replaced with self-study periods.
Everyone understand?"

All the Class A students responded loudly to Hye-jin's statement.
Hye-jin, now fully embodying the role of an instructor,
had become an impressive woman who made me want to unconsciously act spoiled around her.
Well, she was always impressive.

After taking attendance and leaving the room,
I sat quietly watching the students heading to their respective classes.

"Aren't you going to class, Your Highness?"
"I have a free period. What about you two?"

From fourth year, classes become self-directed,
so I'm only taking the minimum credits needed to graduate.

Partly because my body gets tired from even slight movement,
and partly because I just want to pass time sleeping in the dormitory.

"We need to go to our swordsmanship class."

The two of them gave me a look that seemed to say, "Why ask such obvious questions?"
Having only served as vice president of the student council, they seem determined to properly enjoy their final year.

These two invest most of their time in swordsmanship.
I wonder why they invest so much time in swordsmanship when they're not even going to become adventurers.
That's already beyond the realm of hobby and into obsession.

I yawned widely and stretched.
Having slept late, I felt so sleep-deprived that my eyes could close at any moment.

"I think I'll go take a nap in the dormitory."
"After sleeping until just now..."
"Why don't you come to swordsmanship class with us?"

Maron suddenly invited me.
I hadn't even registered for the class, so could I really attend?
Isn't that called auditing?

"Is that allowed?"
"The instructor said we could bring anyone if we could convince them to come."
"Me specifically?"
"No, of course not."

"Then I'll pass."
"Tsk... Your Highness, you haven't changed a bit since you were young."
"And you, Maron, are still as cute as a hamster, now as then."
"Eek!! I told you not to call me a hamster!"

Maron puffed her cheeks like a hamster.
Doesn't she realize how cute she is?

"Anyway, I'm going."
"Come down before lunch!"

Lillie approached and began fixing my slightly disheveled necktie.
Looking at us like this, we seem like newlyweds.
Though we're actually an 8-year married couple.

***

"So, were traces of mana found...?"
"No, no traces of mana were detected.
Besides traces of ethanol, there's nothing significant."

The dean's face wrinkled as she received the report on the second floor of the main auditorium.
Her gaze, now distorted with concern, was fixed on the floor.

Or more precisely, on the chemistry lab supervisor who was prostrating herself on the floor.

"What a disgrace on the first day of enrollment..."

The dean groaned, holding her head in her hands.
A simple fire caused by improperly stored ethanol lamps had forced them to postpone the entrance ceremony for a week.

Yet she couldn't blame the supervisor kneeling before her.
The woman was known for being almost obsessively meticulous about cleaning up and locking doors.

"We need to investigate further, but for now, should we inform the students of this, Dean?"

Another instructor standing beside her offered a suggestion.
The dean stroked her chin in thought, but unable to come up with a suitable approach,
she let out a deep sigh.

"Do you really think that's the best course of action?"
"Strange rumors are already spreading, it seems."
"Sigh... where do they even come from..."

No one knew exactly who started them, but
whenever something like this happened, there were always senior students
who tried to scare new students and lower classmen with rumors and ghost stories.

The instructors were quite troubled by this, unable to determine
whether these were spread with some ulterior motive or just as pranks.

"Then let's make an appropriate announcement."
"Yes, Dean."

The instructor bowed respectfully and left.
After she departed, the dean rose from the desk where she had been sitting.

"You can get up now, Instructor. I believe in you,
so I know you wouldn't do something like this."
"Dean... thank you..."

They had been colleagues for hundreds of years.
How could she not trust her?

The dean patted her shoulder to comfort her and
then left the room.

Left alone, the woman
quietly bowed her head and sniffled.

***

After all classes ended, I headed to the first-year building
and waited for Erica at the entrance.

On entrance ceremony days, classes usually end early and students head to their dormitories,
but since there was no ceremony today, they seemed to have moved up the schedule and started with classes.

Full classes from the very first day—what an unfortunate class... no, an unfortunate cohort.

"Brother."
"Erica, how were your classes?"
"They were fun. I wish they could stay at this level."
"It'll probably be similar until third year."

Ignoring my sister's desire to take the easy way out,
we walked hand in hand to the academy entrance.

Silfia, who's only a year younger than me, is so focused on books that I'm a bit worried about leaving her alone,
so I have her live in the royal palace instead of the dormitory.
I didn't want Erica to be the only one living in the dormitory either.

So after my hard work,
Erica was also able to live in the royal palace instead of the dormitory.

"I think it's fortunate too. If I weren't at the palace, I'd be worried about you, Brother... um..."
"...Erica?"

It wasn't something that should come from my little sister's mouth,
but I gently stroked her head because she was just so cute.
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After dinner, the sadness of returning to school washed over me, so I went out to the backyard for a walk and some exercise.

It was a somewhat ambiguous activity—running quickly for a bit, then walking slowly, then repeating—but for someone with low stamina and a weak body like me, it wasn't a bad workout.

While running back and forth from the back door to the garden, I heard Alice and Lala chatting in the garden.

The two of them, having completely reconciled their relationship, had been spending much more time talking together lately.

I suppose it's natural for sisters to be so close. Seeing how awkward they had been with each other for a while, compared to now, I almost let out a bitter smile.

I wondered what they were talking about. Suddenly curious about their conversation topic, I went behind them and tapped their shoulders.

Now that I was reasonably tall, I could reach their shoulders, though they were still a bit high for me, and I could even pat their heads.

The latter required me to stand on my tiptoes and for them to bend down slightly, though.

"Are you two out for a walk as well?"
"Yes, we were just about to go in and wash up," Alice replied.
"Would you like to join us, Yook?" Lala asked.

They now casually invited me to bathe together. I nodded slightly.

"Why not?"

At first, bathing together was quite embarrassing, but now it's not. Rather, I'm scared of how desensitized I'm becoming as time passes.

"Come here."

Noticing that I was sweating from running earlier, Lala took out a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped my forehead.

Whether I age or not, Lala still seems to see me as a child.

"Ah... the cute Yook will be an adult next year already."
"Elves come of age at 19, you know."
"Still, according to kingdom law, the legal adult age is 16, so you'll be an adult."

She patted my head with a nostalgic expression. Lala has been by my side since the moment I was born, so I suppose it's natural for her to feel this way.

"I'd be happier if you said such things after I actually become an adult."

This time, I truly gave a bitter smile and started walking ahead of them.

"How was your first day back as a ninth-grader?" Alice, who had been quiet, asked me.

Ninth grade...

"I was excited about not having to go to the academy next year, but also exhausted from the fatigue that hit me first thing in the morning."
"From what I heard, you went to take a nap because there were no classes?"
"Ugh..."

It seems Lillie and Maron, or perhaps Silfia or Erica, had already tattled on me. This is why I can never keep secrets.

"In the end, you only attended one hour of class, didn't you?"
"Mmm..."
"Sister, stop teasing him. Yook's face is turning red, and he looks like he's about to cry."
"N-no matter what, I wouldn't cry."

How old am I to be shedding tears just because my wives teased me?

"Then is this sweat?" Alice asked, running her finger along my nape.
"Hnngh..."

A moan escaped automatically as she caressed my neck with her finger.

Then she put her finger, moistened with my sweat, into her mouth and looked at me with seductive eyes.

"Y-you shouldn't touch there."
"Not even between husband and wife?"
"N-not now. Later, in the bedroom..."

I blushed slightly from embarrassment.
The two of them probably thought my behavior and expression were natural. After all, men are supposed to be easily embarrassed.

But rather than feeling embarrassed, I felt a certain pleasure from the atmosphere. That's why I was actually embarrassed about my blushing face.

"A-anyway, let's go wash up. Since we're at it, let's call Lili, Maron, Hye-jin, and Yuris too."
"What about Mother?"
"Mom will probably bathe with Dad."

I politely declined because I was now embarrassed to show my body to my mother.

***

"Phew..."

After washing up and returning to my room, I dried my hair once more with a towel handed to me by a maid.

I fluffed and wiped my hair with the fluffy towel to remove most of the moisture, then dried it with a hot hair dryer.

Personally, I preferred letting it dry naturally, but today "she" was visiting my room, so I dried it quickly.

After neatly drying my hair, I called for the maids waiting outside. When I was younger it wasn't an issue, but these days if I tried to change clothes myself, the maids and Lala would foam at the mouth, so I had no choice but to call them regularly.

Returning to my natural state as I let the white robe drop, I put on men's underwear—briefs and a tank top. Though I'd been wearing them for about six years, I still couldn't get used to the upper undergarment made of thin silk.

Then they dressed me in white clothes, buttoned and zipped me up, and the maids bowed their heads and left.

At first, showing my naked body or being seen taking off my underwear was quite bothersome, but after Hye-jin told me that even in her previous world, European noble servants would remove and dress female nobles' undergarments, it started to bother me less.

"Time... about three minutes left."

I sat on the bed, then lay down spread-eagle.

I'm looking forward to seeing her after so long. Though circumstances make it difficult to meet often—we only see each other occasionally—she's still family. I have a strong desire to be with her as much as possible.

And then, the appointed time arrived. To clarify, though I say "appointed," we didn't actually make an appointment.

One day, I found a letter on my desk saying she would come at this time today, and that was all.

As I was recalling that day, a strong wind blew and the window flew open. She had teleported here using wind-attribute magic.

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

Wearing a dress that seemed somewhat revealing, she was "Christina von Zikheart," the ancestor of our family.

It's been about five years since we last met...
Before she could embrace me, I approached first and hugged her warmly.

She flinched as if surprised, but soon began stroking my head.

"Did you miss this old granny so much?"
"Christina, I've told you you're not a grandmother."

Though she looks about the same age as me, she always refers to herself as an old woman, creating an incredible disconnect. I shook my head, telling her to stop because I really disliked it.

"If you dislike it, I'll stop."
"You already knew..."

I sat on the bed with puffed cheeks. Seeing my sulking face, Christina gave a wry smile and approached me.

Then, sitting on the bed, she gently stroked my head.

"Did you miss me that much?"
"Of course. You suddenly disappeared saying you wouldn't be able to see me for a while, and then you just left a letter..."

As I listed my complaints, she began to look extremely apologetic, almost on the verge of tears.

"I-I'm sorry... I was too busy..."
"..."
"B-but, I think I can soon let you see the grandmother you've been wanting to meet. I've somehow managed to silence those Round Table fellows."
"Really!?"

Can she really make it happen? Mother has been wanting to see her too, and I've always wanted to meet my grandmother at least once.

I heard she's over 10,000 years old now... Mother will be meeting her after thousands of years.

"And now that I'm free from my duties, I can visit about three times a week like before."
"Can't you just live with us?"
"I-I would like to... but it seems difficult for now."

Christina lowered her head, looking quite disappointed. I gently patted her head.

"But it will be possible someday, right? Then I'll wait patiently."
"Yes... someday, I promise to be by your side."

Our relationship had grown quite affectionate. Family members should indeed be close.

"Now that you're no longer busy, have my older sisters passed their tests?"
"Hmm... your sisters are truly exceptional and managing their territories well, so you needn't worry. Especially your eldest sister, Irina—her competence is remarkable."

She mentioned my eldest sister's name with a rare look of admiration. It seems she's showing abilities that satisfy even "Christina." My eldest sister is only 23 years old...

"At such a young age, she's already commanding the territory's nobles... You probably don't realize. Yes, this old gra—no..."
"Should I call you Christina sister instead?"
"That would be wonderful! Call me that! Then your sister will explain everything in detail, so listen carefully."

With a happy face, she began listing my eldest sister's achievements one by one. Christina reminded me of Maron when she receives praise.

I'll call Christina my hamster sister.
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"Hamster Sis."
"Hmm?"
"It's nothing."

When I called her Hamster Sis, Christina was smiling for some reason.
It was certainly a cute nickname, but probably a bit much for someone her age.

"Have you met your younger sisters?"
"Not yet. I was planning to visit Silfia and Erica after spending time with you.
By the way, how is Erica doing?"
"She turned seven this year and entered the academy."
"Oh... already? Time feels like it's passing incredibly fast."

I suppose it would.
For Christina, who has lived for countless years, five years
probably feels like about five days to me.

"Speaking of which, it seems your collection has grown quite a bit."

Christina turned her head this way and that,
examining my collections.

For reference, my collection had become so grand
that I had construction done to combine it with the empty room next door,
making it more than twice as large now.

Even so, you might wonder how big smartphone boxes can really be,
but to me, this is a major matter.

Preserving them so they don't break down over time.
And showing off the collection to my future descendants.
That's my goal.

"Would you like to take a look?"
"I'd love to."

Since I could no longer be carried in her arms,
I separated from Christina and held her hand.

Seeing Christina so happy to hold my hand
rather than looking at the collection
made me feel quite good as well.

***

"Yaaawn..."

It hadn't even been 20 minutes since Christina left to meet my younger sister,
but I was starting to feel sleepy.

Is this some kind of post-school opening syndrome?
Even though I slept all day, I still feel tired. My mood, which had been lifted
from meeting Christina until just now, has crashed.
I think I'll go to sleep now.
I got up to turn off the lights.

Just then, someone knocked on the door from outside.
Knock, knock, knock. Three times in total.
It was the knock the maids used when they had business.

"Your Highness, Lady Hye-jin is here."

Hye-jin at this hour? What's this about?
Does she have something to tell me?

"Let her in."

No sooner had I finished speaking than the door opened
and Hye-jin entered.

She was holding a paper bag in her hand
and had quite a mischievous expression.

"What... what's going on?"
"Your Highness, come over here quickly."

Although I felt a bit suspicious,
what man could refuse his wife's call?
I went over and sat next to her on the bed.

"Try this on."
"What is it?"

She rustled through the paper bag, took out some clothes,
and held them out to me.

Seeing the contents, I seriously began to question
her mental state, wondering why she would give me such a thing.

Occasionally, Hye-jin would dress me in feminine clothes
and take pictures, but this time it was feminine to an incomprehensible degree.
No, these were simply women's clothes.

"...This looks like a skirt...?"
"That's right, a skirt."
"....."
"I recently went to a transmigrator meeting, and a clothing maker
gave me this to try on."
"........"
"But it's a bit much for me to wear,
so I came to have Your Highness try it on."

It was a tennis skirt, which in my previous life was made as women's tennis wear
but became popular because it was strangely pretty,
along with a top with lace.

"S-such things should be worn by my wife Hye-jin to please me!!"

I blurted out my honest feelings without a single incorrect word.
I don't want to wear that; I want to see Hye-jin wearing it.

But for her to suddenly hand it to me and ask me to try it on.
This is trampling on a man's pride.

"What's the big deal? I'll wear it too if
you try it on first, okay?"
"Urgh...."

It wasn't a bad condition.
Although there was the condition that I had to wear it,
I really wanted to see Hye-jin in that outfit.

And later, I wanted to have Alice, Lala,
Yuris, Lillie, and Maron wear it too.

"If... if I wear that, will you give it to me?"
"Oh my, you like it."
"I... I do like it. I'd like to have others wear it later too..."
"Then I'll add one more condition."
"What?"

I couldn't help but be wary.
A wife trying to dress her husband in women's clothes
and now adding another condition—
I couldn't imagine what she was planning.

"Give me 30 minutes of photo time. With poses of my choosing."
"Ugh...."
"And I'm planning to make you do some really sexy poses."
"Y-you shouldn't do that to a minor!"
"The poses may be sexy, but there's no legal issue, so don't worry."

She smiled brightly at me,
and I couldn't refuse her.
Although I wanted to decline, I also wanted to dress her up.

Wait a minute...

"I'll add a condition too. Give me 30 minutes of photo time as well. Including the right to choose poses."
"Hmm..."
"Hye-jin is already an adult, so... you know?"
"A counterattack from here...."

I smirked as I watched Hye-jin's expression of defeat.
It seems not doing it isn't an option.

"Fine. I'll accept any pose."
"You'll regret it."
"I think Your Highness will be the one with regrets."

I accepted her continued provocations.

*

"Hye-jin, strike a pose."
"Nngh..."

After I finished my photo session first and gave the outfit to Hye-jin,
I couldn't help but smirk as she boldly undressed and put it on.

Despite having multiple wives,
I hadn't been able to satisfy my desires,
and now she was challenging me.

She had demanded some rather hard poses from me,
but they were nothing compared to what I was making her do now.

"Bend over more!"

Click, click.

The sound of the flash filled the room.

Hye-jin had photographed me with her phone,
but I wasn't satisfied with phone camera quality,
so I borrowed a professional camera from my mother.

All the settings were already in place,
so I just needed to take the pictures.

"Haa... haa..."

Seeing her kneeling with the skirt held up in her mouth,
I began to feel a rising excitement.

And something like sadism?
I started wanting to torment her more.

"Next, hmm..."

I put down the camera and approached her.
Normally, touching a model's body would be a breach of etiquette,
but since the model was my wife, that rule didn't apply to me.

"Ah!"
"Bend over more. I can't see well."

I made her stand up, then guided her into a pose with her waist bent and her bottom sticking out.
For reference, she was wearing bottoms, but no top.

"Why are you embarrassed? We've already seen everything there is to see."
"T-there's a difference between doing it in the bathroom and doing it outside!"
"I don't see what's different."

If I could have my way, I'd strip her completely and take nude photos,
but I wasn't that malicious.
Though I could do it if I wanted to.

"I'll just take a few more shots."
"Nngh..."
"Don't look at me like that! You started this."
"I... I know!"

Her puffed cheeks and embarrassed expression were really cute.
How can she maintain such cuteness no matter her age?
Whew... my sadistic tendencies are starting to emerge...

"Phew... why is it so hot?"

Maybe from excitement, I was starting to sweat profusely.
My neck area was damp, and my back was covered in sweat.
And I had just taken a bath earlier.

"Hye-jin."
"..."
"Shall we stop and go wash up?"
"..."
"What's this? Are you upset?"
"I'm... I'm not upset."

Even though I suggested washing up, she was still in the pose with her bottom sticking out,
which showed she was quite upset.

Unlike the women of this world, Hye-jin, being from the other world,
often got upset like this even when she started things herself.

I gave a wry smile, approached her,
and handed her the bra and top.

"Come on, get dressed and let's go wash up. Can't you see I'm sweating?"

Only then did she accept the clothes I offered
and begin to put them back on.

She placed the bra in front, and slowly reached her hands behind her back
to fasten the hooks, but perhaps due to holding the poses so diligently,
she was trembling slightly, and couldn't secure the hooks.

I took her hand and had her sit on the bed, then
went behind her and fastened the bra hooks.
Then, I came down from the bed and took her hand again.

"Let's go."
"...Okay."

And that's how the first day of ninth grade ended.
One year left...
One year until freedom...

***

"What? The residents of Yuris's territory...?"
"It couldn't be helped. I tried to intervene and make an effort,
but it had already progressed beyond the point where anything could be done."

Christina, Serena,
and Alice were sitting in the reception room.

After visiting Silfia and Erica, Christina was informing the two about the job performance abilities of Serena's daughters
when she brought up a very serious matter.

"It seemed too contrived, so I investigated... Since it was a territory showing such signs,
don't worry about it too much."
"Still... why would such a thing..."

Serena held her head in her hands.
The news Christina had delivered was very shocking.

She was being informed that all the residents of her fourth daughter, Yuris Zikheart's territory,
had migrated to other territories.

Ch.117 - Territory Collapse
Normally, territorial residents have freedom of movement, but not freedom in choosing their residence.

Or rather, to be more precise, they're free to choose, but there are significant penalties for doing so.

When changing one's residence, there's a penalty that prevents additional changes for 10 years, plus a residence change fee amounting to several gold coins.

For most residents, changing their official residence doesn't mean much. Even without changing it, they can buy houses in other regions and travel the world for decades without facing any disadvantages.

However, for a lord, it's a serious problem. All residents pay taxes to the lord of their official residence, and the lord uses those taxes to pay the royal family and develop their territory. If a territory has no residents, it's dissolved, and the lord loses their title.

"But how is that possible? The residence change fee isn't small change, and you're saying they agreed to pay it for all the migrants?"

"Sigh... That's why I did some investigating."

Christina pulled a letter envelope from between her breasts. She handed it to Serena, who hastily opened it to check the contents. Her face turned to a mixture of confusion and disbelief.

"That worm of a woman... It seems she's been planning this since the moment you stepped down as lord, Mother."

The harsh words came not from Serena but from Alice. This was because the name written there was Jonjak, someone who held a personal grudge against Alice.

Serena could only wear a dejected expression. She felt she couldn't face her daughter.

Her daughter was only 19 years old and had just begun establishing herself as a lord, but now the territory faced dissolution because of their problems.

No, at the point where there were zero residents, the territory's dissolution was already confirmed.

She would maintain her title as countess, but the territory would be dissolved, making her a noble in name only.

The important thing was that she had nowhere to go.

The Zikheart Duchy was already being well managed by her eldest daughter Irina, and her other older sisters were each active as lords in their own territories. There was no place for her to fit in.

Additionally, since her parents lived in the royal palace in the capital, she had absolutely nowhere to turn to.

"Don't worry about that issue. We can bring her to the royal palace."
"Even so..."
"Even if I didn't suggest it, Yook would do everything possible to bring her there. You know how much he adores his sisters and brothers."

Considering how he had behaved toward his family until now, this was only natural.

Keeping his eldest sister at the royal palace, bringing his mother and younger sister to the palace... He didn't just care deeply for his family; he was almost too attached.

"Sigh..."

Serena let out a deep sigh, conveying both apology and relief.

Although she had raised her daughter strictly because she was her daughter, her love for her child was greater than anyone's. Now that the territory and lordship were inevitably lost, she only wished for her daughter to live comfortably without unnecessary hardship.

***

When I woke up in the morning, my mother was sitting in a chair beside my bed, stroking my hair. Rain, Alice, and Lala were standing behind her.
What's going on?

"Why is everyone gathered here so early in the morning?"

I rubbed my eyes slightly and sat up, leaning against the bed. The heater was on, but Lala must have opened the door for ventilation, as cold air was coming in, so I pulled the blanket all the way up to cover myself.

"We came because we have something urgent to tell Yook."
"...Seeing how you all came together, it must be very urgent?"

Everyone brought chairs and sat down, and my mother began to speak.

"It seems there's a problem with Yuris's territory."
"My younger sister's territory? What on earth..."

Yuris... my younger sister's territory is a very small fishing village. I heard it has fewer than 1,000 households. What problem could have occurred in such a peaceful place?

"All the residents have transferred their official residences to other territories."
"Their residences... all of them?!"
"Yes, so as of midnight today, Yuris has lost her title as lord."

How could this be possible? People living in a rural village couldn't possibly afford the transfer fee of several gold coins. That would be equivalent to tens of millions of won, simply put.

"It's difficult to explain the details now... but it seems Yuris has nowhere to go at the moment."

I suppose so.

"For now, I'll invite my younger sister to the royal palace, and we'll think about the rest later."
"Y-yes..."
"Mom?"
"Could you perhaps call Yuris and tell her to come to the royal palace?"

Ah, I get it now.
Mother seems to be in a situation where it's difficult for her to speak directly.
Seeing Alice with a similar expression, it must be related to both of them.
It's probably connected to politics.

I just nodded and picked up my phone, pressing the speed dial for my younger sister.

*

"So, come to the royal palace tomorrow. Got it?"
"Got it. Don't stay up late worrying about me."
"You know it's scarier when you act so nonchalant?"

I was eating, bathing, and resting at a quiet hotel when Yook called. I thought Mother would have already informed him, but I didn't expect her to tell Yook too.

Mother seems to feel quite sorry, but I don't really care much.

It was a crumbling territory to begin with, abandoned even before I took office, with residents being taken away to various places.

On top of that, the soil quality must have been poor as crop production was at rock bottom. It seemed like a territory no one would want to take.

But by chance, I received it and was burdened with troublesome duties.

Rather than farming, the residents used this territory as a bedroom community, commuting to jobs in the larger neighboring territory, so tax collection wasn't very substantial either.

The neighboring grand lord simply destroyed a territory that had no dreams or hopes to begin with.

"I'm not pretending to be calm; I really am fine. You know my personality, right?"
"Well, that's true, but..."
"Actually, it's better this way since I can live with you in the royal palace."
"You're really okay with this?"
"Ah! I said I'm fine!"

I shouted loudly. Though I couldn't see him through the phone, I could almost picture Yook covering his ears tightly to avoid the noise.

"I'll come up tomorrow, so just open the door for me, Your Highness Prince Consort."
"Suddenly using formal speech..."

With a loud "Hang up!" the call ended.
The call was over.
I lay spread-eagle on the bed and closed my eyes.

Normally, I would still be sitting in a chair handling administrative work, and far from bathing, I would have collapsed into sleep and gone a day or two without washing.

What about food?
Being in the countryside, there were plenty of vegetables, but it was somewhat difficult to find suitable ham or meat to go with them.

In comparison, the taste of the ham sandwich I ordered through hotel service earlier was exquisite. I smacked my lips again recalling that flavor.

"Still... it's a bit lonely..."

The meat and cheese were excellent, but I feel like the vegetables and fruits I ate in the territory were fresher and more flavorful.

It's not just nostalgia; they were definitely of better quality.

"Still, I lasted three years... Good job, well done!"

I stretched out while lying down and pulled a pillow under my head. I'm thinking of taking a good nap for the first time in a long while. After I wake up, I'll call Yook again and tell him I'm bored...

*

"Mom, don't worry too much. My younger sister doesn't seem bothered at all."
"Really?"
"Remember the day before she left for her territory?"
"I could never forget that..."

I recall my sister's face, all scrunched up with a deathly expression, as if she really didn't want to go to the territory.

Looking at that, she genuinely seemed annoyed, and it was sincere enough that even I, who finds everything bothersome, could recognize it.

'She doesn't particularly want to take on the duties of a lord.'

That was the conclusion I reached. And through the phone call just now, I confirmed again that my conclusion was correct.

"Sigh... That aside, since she's lost her position as lord, she won't be able to get married..."
"Why can't she marry?"
"It's like a stigma... 'How can she keep a husband when she couldn't even keep her residents?' That sort of thing."

If that's the case, there's nothing to be done. My poor younger sister might have to live as a single person for life.

But she became a lord at just 16 and held on for three years; couldn't they forgive her for that much?

"Well, with no husband and no children, the noble pension that comes out every year is more than enough for her to live alone comfortably, so there's no need to feel sorry for her."
"Does it provide that much?"
"It's at least 2 gold coins per month."

A countess gets a monthly salary of 2,000+ gold coins...?
She really doesn't need to work at all.

Ch.118 - Territory Collapse (2)
I stood in front of the door with my arms crossed, waiting for my little sister to arrive at the royal palace.

Standing with one leg crossed over the other and arms folded made me look quite rebellious, but I was so furious that nobody dared approach me.

While I'd been waiting anxiously, I became angry after hearing her slightly slurred phone call, suggesting she'd been drinking.

Of course, I had somewhat expected that my little sister was struggling, even though she tried not to show it. I wasn't angry about her drinking itself.

What bothered me was that she tried to hide her feelings from me and pretended everything was fine. She always told me family shouldn't keep secrets from each other, yet she tried to hide everything from her little brother until the end.

Could she even imagine how I felt when I heard she had called Silfia and cried loudly? She should have just been honest with me.

"When is she coming..."

I kept pacing back and forth, pointlessly tapping my foot against the innocent stone bridge of the royal palace.

Mother saw me and gave a bitter smile before coming over to hold my hand. Father also stroked my head and spoke.

"Don't be too hard on her."
"She opened up to Silfi but hid everything from me."
"Yuris is a woman. There are things she wants to hide from men."

Father spoke in a soothing tone. It seemed my parents understood her situation.

"Ah, she's arriving now."

In the direction Lillie pointed, a green taxi was entering. Compared to the orange taxis of the Royal Capital, I could immediately tell this one came from outside.

The taxi stopped at the palace entrance, and two women stepped out.

One was my little sister, who was deliberately avoiding my eyes, and beside her stood an unfamiliar woman in a maid's uniform. My little sister saw Alice standing nearby and knelt to greet her.

"I sincerely apologize, Your Majesty. Due to my incompetence, I failed to protect the territory."
"It's alright, please raise your head. That territory was bound to fall eventually. It's not your fault for becoming the lord midway."

After hearing Alice's words, my little sister raised her head and then bowed to my parents.

"Mother, I apologize."
"That's enough. As Her Majesty said, it was unavoidable."
"Yes."

After finishing her conversation with our parents, she approached me with a sulky expression, as if something was bothering her.

"I'm sorry."
"Sigh... just this once."
"Thanks."

Seeing my little sister apologize sincerely, my anger and frustration that had been about to explode suddenly subsided.

After all, she must be having a harder time than me, so there was no need for me to upset her further.

"Just don't do it again. We're family."
"...Yeah."
"Good. Who's this person with you?"

After forgiving my sister, I turned my attention to the maid everyone was looking at. Judging by her pointed ears, she was an elf. Why did my little sister bring an elf maid?

"She's the maid who took care of me. I brought her along because she had nowhere else to go."
"I see. Hello, I'm sorry if our sister has caused you any trouble."

When I bowed deeply to her, the maid became flustered and bowed even deeper. She seemed like a very innocent person.

"N-no! Someone like me doesn't deserve such respect from you."
"Someone like you? I don't want to hear such words from a fellow kin."

Unless we were in Yggdrasil, elves were a minority race in the outside world. I didn't want to hear such self-deprecation from one of my kin.

"Lala, please take good care of her."
"Yes, I will."

Lala, who essentially served as the head maid, nodded in agreement. How could we not care for someone who had looked after my little sister and accompanied her here?

As my wives and parents headed inside, and Lala and the maid were gathering the luggage, I went over to chat with them.

"Master Yook, why aren't you going inside?"
"I want to get to know this sister better."
"Is that so? Then shall we ask for her name?"

Lala smiled brightly as she stroked my head. It seemed she wanted to get to know her too.

"May I ask your name?"
"I am Kalse, Your Royal Highness."
"And your family name?"
"As a commoner, I have no family name."
"That's a beautiful name."

Kalse...
It was both easy to pronounce and pretty. A name I wanted to keep saying.

"May I call you Kalse?"
"O-of course, Your Highness."
"How old are you, Kalse?"

When I asked her age, she didn't answer immediately but looked at Lala.

She appeared to be around 16 or 17, but her inner self might be different. But why did she look at Lala?

"I turned 16 this year."

My guess wasn't far off. It seemed her appearance matched her age.

"You're quite young. When did you meet our sister?"
"Um... I'm not sure if I should say..."
"It's fine, please tell me."

She turned quickly to look at Lala, who leaned in to hear what she had to say first. I wondered if there was something she couldn't talk about.

"It's okay. His Highness won't judge you for such things."
"Is that so..."

After hesitating a bit, she approached me and slowly began to explain.

"I first met Lady Yuris... Lady Yuris in the Hellenia Duchy. I was captured by a desert tribe and was about to be sold as a sex slave to a perverted count when Lady Yuris saved me."
"I... I'm sorry for bringing it up."
"N-no, it's fine."

I knew there were still countries with slavery and was aware of what went on, but I never imagined female sex slaves existed... What were they planning to make her do...

"Lady Yuris happened to be there and bought me, saving me."
"I had no idea such a thing happened."
"Afterward, I became a maid and served her until now. When the territory fell, she told me to come with her since I had nowhere else to go."

They must be very close to each other, both my little sister and Kalse.

It seemed Kalse had been taking care of my little sister, as there probably weren't proper servants in that small territory...

"Please continue to take care of our sister."
"On the contrary, I should be the one asking for your favor."

For some reason, I felt a strong sense of affinity toward this person. I wasn't sure what kind of affinity it was, though.

***

Lala and Yuris entered what was originally a guest room, now nicely furnished with various furniture and electronic appliances.

"Thank you, Lala."
"It's nothing. Please call me anytime you need something."

Although Lala held a high position as the Royal Prince's attendant, the two had been close since childhood and easily transcended the barriers of status.

"Please rest well. Kalse, why aren't you coming in?"
"I... I..."
"Kalse is your personal maid, not a palace maid, right?"

Lala's point was valid. She was a guest brought by Yuris with Alice's permission, not a maid of the royal palace.

"Kalse, come in."
"M-mistress..."
"It's fine, I said."

As Lala was about to leave after seeing the two getting along, she stopped in her tracks. Silfia and Erica were walking together from the opposite direction. They must have been coming to see their sister.

"Sister-in-law, has our sister arrived?"
"Yes, go on in."
"Lala sister-in-law, thank you for your hard work today."

Erica bowed her head politely. Seeing this sister-in-law who was usually stiff with everyone except her brother acting so cute, Lala unconsciously patted Erica's head.

"Go on in."

After Lala showed the two in, she walked down the corridor heading somewhere. The two sisters, who had watched her until she disappeared, went inside and finally faced their sister after a long time.

"Sister, it's been a while."
"Hello."
"You came...? This is a bit embarrassing."

Having lost all her subjects and essentially becoming dependent on her younger brother, Yuris felt ashamed of her situation and didn't want to show this side of herself to her younger sisters.

But how could that be up to her? She would have to live with them for a while, though she wasn't sure for how long.

"You've both grown so much..."
"It's been three years."
"Especially you, Eri... The last time I saw you, you were just a child who wouldn't let go of your brother's hand..."
"I was only four years old then."
"That's right. I heard you enrolled in the Academy this year? But you're living in the royal palace instead of the dormitory?"
"My brother wanted it that way."

Yuris gave a bitter smile. When Silfia enrolled, he had been worried and didn't want to leave her alone, so he had her live in the royal palace. It seemed he was doing the same with Erica out of concern.

Even though they were probably more mature than him mentally, he still worried about his younger sisters as their brother. Despite being his older sister, Yuris felt guilty for causing him worry.

Ch.119 - Incidents And Accidents
As usual, I rubbed my eyes and stepped outside.

Like any other day, the wind was blowing outside making it look cold, and Lala, who had come to wake me, wore a bitter smile.

"Hmm?"

No, looking now, things were a bit different from usual.

Beside Lillie and Maron who were practicing swordsmanship in shorts and t-shirts, my little sister and Kalse were also there.

Shorts and t-shirts in this weather? Do women not feel the cold? Looking closer, both my little sister and Kalse were wearing something like leggings—sleek clothes that accentuated their figures.

Standing in front of a teenage boy's room dressed like that—if this wasn't a strategy to torment me, what else could it be?

Should I go out too?
I'm not particularly interested in my little sister, but I'd like to get a proper look at Kalse's figure. Yesterday I couldn't see properly because of her maid uniform.

Ah, but it's too cold...
Maybe I should just stay inside.

"Aren't you going to eat? What are you doing here?"
"Look over there. See?"

Lala, who had finished tidying up the bed, approached me, so I pointed toward them. Seeing the scene, she gave a slight bitter smile.

"I told them to come eat, but they're still out there."
"Who? My little sister?"
"No, all of them out there."

Lala shouted, "If you don't come eat right now, I'll ban you from exercising!"
For reference, Lala is the type of woman who actually follows through on her threats. There's no concept of joking with her. If she says she'll take my phone, she will. If she says she won't let me sleep, she won't.

Lillie, Maron, and even my little sister knew this well, so they obediently opened the door and came inside. Only Kalse looked confused by their behavior.

By the way, it's really cold.
I'm not sure if I should go outside in this weather.

"That's right. You'll need to dress warmly today."
"No, if you make me wear more layers than yesterday, I'll have to roll around instead of walk."

Mother and Lala seemed determined as they made me wear several layers of clothes and a thick, heavy coat before sending me outside. Being short, it was hard to move my legs, and my arms couldn't move because of all the layered clothes.

"You're up?"

Lillie and Maron approached, wiping away their sweat with towels.

Though they were sweating, they looked incredibly warm. The hot air around them was almost visible.

"Sorry for asking again, but aren't you cold?"
"A little bit. But less cold than your sister and Kalse."

In the direction Maron pointed, I could see my little sister and Kalse wearing thin, form-fitting clothes.

Kalse has an amazing figure too...
She has the slender build I like with moderately sized breasts—a body I'd like to touch.

"Yook, don't tell me you're interested in Kalse? How many wives do you have already..."
"Ah... well..."

Caught off guard by my little sister's sudden attack, I couldn't refute and just turned my face away, blushing. This was practically the same as confessing.

"I understand. No matter how many wives a man has, men are just like that..."
"What are you talking about, you old maid who's never even been married?"

My little sister has hardly had any marriage proposals. And after the territory collapse incident, her marriage prospects were completely blocked.

I never expected her to tease me about romance issues, so I attacked strongly.

"I-I'm not an old maid! I've had relationships before!"
"Maybe when you were at the academy. Did you know Aria called recently saying she's getting married?"
"A-Aria is...?"

My third sister had called me first to tell me she was getting married. They say love changes people, and her personality had definitely changed.

Was my eldest sister shocked to hear about the marriage? Well, with only a year's age difference between them, I can understand such feelings.

"At this rate, won't Silfia get married first? If not a noble, how about marrying a commoner?"
"Ugh..."

Suggesting she should have a love marriage since she couldn't have an arranged one, my little sister couldn't refute. She could only give a bitter smile.

"Well, I'm not uninterested..."

I looked at Kalse's body again. It might not be good behavior for a married man to look at women other than his wives, but...

Didn't I already declare at age seven that I would become trash? It's too late to worry about it now.

"Sigh..."
"Don't sigh and go eat your meal. You might be late today."
"O-okay, stop pushing me."

With Lala urging me, I had no choice but to head to the dining hall. The women went in a different direction, perhaps to take a bath.

***

"What is this again..."

When I returned to the classroom after arriving at the academy, the interior was a complete mess.

There were burn marks, sword cuts, and the blackboard was covered with profanity.

Other students from the same class were looking around, and some went into the changing room at the back of the classroom.

There were also personal lockers there, so there was a possibility of theft.

"The other classrooms are in the same state."
"All of them are like this?"
"Yes, from Class A to Class F, all of them."
"How should we investigate this?"

I sighed and went out to the hallway to check the CCTV. Originally, there were no cameras in the classrooms for student privacy, so only the hallways would have been recorded.

But someone had melted the CCTV with some kind of magic and created this mess, so they probably had already taken countermeasures.

"The instructors probably don't know yet, right?"
"Probably. Instructor Hye-jin didn't seem to know either."
"It's annoying, but I should call Alice."

This Crescent Academy is 'royal.' It's an educational institution directly operated by Queen Alice, the head of the royal family. To put it in this state... it could be considered terrorism.

Just then, Maron, who had checked the changing room, slowly walked over.

I didn't have much in the changing room except for a few silver coins, so I didn't lose anything significant, but I wasn't sure about the other students.

"How was it?"
"As expected, all the doors were open, and only expensive, small items were missing."
"Money and what else..."
"Things like jewelry."

This is giving me a headache. Why does this academy never stop having incidents?

The fact that the personal lockers were open means someone picked each one of them.

They should be locked with a system that recognizes individual mana patterns, so breaking into them would be impossible without someone extraordinary being involved.

"What do you think? Is this incident just a smokescreen?"

At my question, Lillie began to ponder deeply.

"The previous fire and this incident... something seems off."
"In what way?"
"The main hall, the grade building... even if security isn't strict, instructors and soldiers should be patrolling regularly."

Soldiers refer to commoners who joined the military through recruitment, different from the commoner students at the military academy. Commoners enter the military academy from their third year at the academy, while nobles who wish to become officers enter after graduating from the academy.

Anyway, there are quite a lot of them, so at night, many people patrol and stand guard, making it ridiculous that something like this could happen.

The culprit could only be an instructor, student, or other related person—who would have the guts to do something like this?

"And these sword marks..."

Lillie knelt down and lightly traced the marks left by a sword. Does a sword genius feel something special?

"No... I just think whoever did it had good control over both hands."
"...I see..."

Well, there's no way to know for sure. This isn't a fantasy novel after all.

Meanwhile, more and more students were gathering in the hallway, unable to enter the classroom. Even if they went in, it wasn't in a state where they could study.

"So where do we study now?"
"I wonder... there probably aren't any empty classrooms..."

As students stared blankly at the damaged classroom, instructors began arriving one by one to assess the situation.

It seems some students had already informed their homeroom teachers about the situation.

"Your Highness, please return to the dormitory for now."
"Why?"

Hye-jin rushed over and pushed me toward the dormitory, saying I should wait there and come out when there's an announcement later.

"Can I stay with Lili and Maron?"
"Yes, both of you should go to the dormitory and wait as well."

As we were pushed outside, a woman holding a large staff entered the classroom.

I feel like I've seen that woman somewhere before...
I can't remember...
Especially that staff...

Ch.120 - Incidents And Accidents (2)
"Don't you think we've seen that person somewhere before?"

I arrived at Lillie's dormitory and lay down on the bed. It smelled like sunshine, as if it had been dried in the sun not long ago.

Personally, I prefer when it has Lillie's scent all over it. Like her room in the royal palace.

When I said this out loud, both of them stared at me, wondering what nonsense I was suddenly talking about.

"He's a famous person, isn't he? Master Flize, the restoration magic expert."
"A Magic Emperor? That person?"

A Magic Emperor is one of the great mages who reign above Demon King-level mages. True to their reputation, only two exist, and they lead extremely busy lives.

They're also incredibly expensive. I've heard the fee for summoning one is measured in salt currency units. Simply put, that's in the hundreds of millions.

"Then he must be restoring the classroom."
"We need to continue classes even if they can't catch the culprit right away."
"Did either of you lose anything?"

I only lost a few silver coins, so I couldn't say I lost much, but other students often left their wallets and other belongings there.

"I lost two small silver coins I kept as emergency money."
"Me too..."

It seems none of us lost anything significant. That's fortunate at least.

"It's not so fortunate for everyone... I heard one student lost a family heirloom from their parents..."

Apparently, someone had absentmindedly left a pendant from their mother in their personal locker in the changing room, and unfortunately, it was stolen. What terrible luck... how pitiful.

"Do you think they'll be able to catch the thief?"
"Probably not. Once the classroom restoration is complete, everything will return to normal without a trace."
"For a thief... this was an incredibly clever scheme."

If they had only broken into the lockers, they could have been tracked by the evidence left behind. But by turning the entire 9th grade wing into a complete mess, they created a situation where we couldn't have classes unless restoration was done.

A method that forces the academy to destroy evidence without the thief having to worry about it... truly chilling.

"What happened to the thieves they caught before?"
"All involved parties were expelled and faced criminal charges."

There had been similar incidents before, but those culprits were all caught on CCTV. They were commoners who apparently stole because they needed money.

I heard that the victims refused to settle or show leniency, and even submitted petitions demanding severe punishment. As a result, the thieves received prison sentences and are still in jail as far as I know.

"To do something like this after seeing what happened to others... I don't know if that's brave or stupid."
"There's no such thing as a brave thief. It's just self-justification."

Maron spoke firmly. It seems my wife, Saintess Maron, is quite strict about theft. Usually, aren't clergy the ones who say that if you ask God for forgiveness, God will forgive you?

"The Divine Iris forgives sins only after death. Your Highness should also be careful not to commit any sins."
"Y-yes..."

After giving me a warning that wasn't quite a warning, Lillie patted my head, which was truly frightening.

***

"I wonder what point in time they restored it to?"
"Who knows... but wow, it's incredibly clean."

When we returned to the restored classroom, I couldn't help but be impressed. It was much cleaner than the classroom we remembered.

Since the items themselves hadn't changed, it was obvious at a glance that they had turned back time quite far.

"Come on, everyone, take your seats."

The instructors called from outside as they entered. The noisy 9th grade wing quickly fell silent, and nothing could be heard except the instructors' footsteps.

"Since we've lost time today, class will be extended accordingly. Please keep that in mind as we begin."
"W-what did you say...?"

For a moment, I stood up abruptly to look around, making sure I hadn't misheard. The faces of my classmates showed slight annoyance, confirming that I had understood correctly.

"Your Highness? Do you have something to say?"

Hye-jin looked at me with a bitter smile. She must have already anticipated my dramatic reaction, unlike the students who lived in the dormitories.

"N-no, Instructor... haha..."

I quietly sat back down with a forced smile.

Does this mean I'll be getting back to the palace late too? I thought this was going to be great, but I never imagined stepping on such a terrible landmine.

Not only did they trash our precious classroom, but they're destroying my time too? If I ever find the culprit, I'll make them kneel and kowtow. Otherwise, it's just too unfair.

*

"And so, the Ishaburg Empire faced its demise..."

As students kept glancing at their watches, Hye-jin began looking at the clock on the far wall. We had already gone well past the expected class time, and students from other classes were leaving, having finished their lessons.

Hye-jin is great, but she has a tendency to want to finish what she's teaching once she gets passionate about it, so she occasionally runs over class time.

By coincidence, today was one of those days, and it was only now, at 7:30 PM, that she finally checked the clock.

"That's all for today. Have a good weekend."

She neatly gathered her books and attendance register on the desk, then opened the front door and left. I gathered my strength, feeling like I might faint at any moment, and organized my books and writing materials before standing up.

"That's too much..."

Even though she's my wife, this is too much. In a normal situation, I would have thought, "She's being especially enthusiastic today," and considered it acceptable.

But why did it have to be today of all days? Has she figured out how to torment me?

"Your Highness, let's get you home to rest."
"Or would you like to stay at the dormitory just for tonight?"

The two of them seemed a bit worried and took my hands. Truthfully, I was so tired that I was on the verge of regressing to childhood, and their hand-holding helped me endure a little. Being 15 years old with a low mental age is really tough.

"No... let's go to the palace."
"Please tell us if you're too tired."
"Don't worry. I'm just more tired than usual today."

This was my first time having classes until 7 PM. Plus, Christina came over last night, so I went to bed late.

These things piled up, making my physical condition poor. If I had known this would happen, I should have just put my head down and slept.

"But tomorrow is the weekend..."
"Do you have something good planned?"
"Something good? Yes, it's the day the auction for that item begins."
"Ah... that."

Lillie gave a wry smile. Since the only thing I ever buy at auctions is smartphones, she must be tired of hearing about it by now.

I'm determined to win this particular item, so I'm already thinking of it as mine and looking forward to it.

"But that one is quite interesting. Who would have thought of using a meteorite to make the frame?"
"Right? That's what I call true modern art."

I was starting to get tired of premium limited editions wrapped in gold and studded with diamonds, so when they announced they were selling one made from carved meteorite, I was incredibly excited.

But then the company making those phones suddenly went bankrupt, leaving only a few prototypes.

The CEO went bankrupt too, and the lending bank that discovered the smartphones during debt collection realized their high value and put them up for auction.

"So I need to get a good night's sleep. I have to bid all day tomorrow."
"I see. Then you should sleep at the palace."
"Yes, yes."
"We should get going soon, then. It's already almost 8 o'clock."

Looking at the clock, I was startled and quickly gathered my bag. The two of them must be tired too—I've been thinking only of myself.

***

"How did it go?"
"Well, there are ways to handle these things."

After returning to the palace and telling Alice about what happened today, it seems she's already identified the culprit.

"The Magic Emperor visited today, right? Someone of that level can easily identify a person from their traces."
"Ohhh... So who's the culprit? Can you tell me?"
"That... I'm afraid not."

Well, that's to be expected. This is confidential investigation information, so she can't reveal it even to her husband.

"I understand. Then go get some rest. Alice, you should rest too. You don't need to stay in the office now that your work is done."
"I still have some reports to receive."
"Well, if that's the case..."

Alice gently patted my head and called Lala to take me away.

Lately, it seems she's increasing her workload again, which worries me a bit... Even a queen needs to rest. I hope she becomes a queen who knows when to work hard but also when to take breaks.

*

"How far does Jonjak intend to test me?"
"Your Majesty, this is a challenge to the royal family."
"Perhaps it would be best to summon Lord Jonjak to the palace first."
"Let's do that. First, summon Jonjak to the palace. We'll proceed with the rest afterward."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After watching one of her ministers bow and return to his place, Alice began reading the report she had placed on her desk again. The former queen Adel and her mother-in-law Serena were still present.

"It seems she's firmly decided to make an enemy of the royal family."
"Mother thinks so too. When I was on the throne, Jonjak was a wise woman."
"That Jonjak no longer exists, Mother Queen. All that remains is a ghost trapped in past glory."

They had let it go when she destroyed her family's territory. After all, it had been happening since before Yuris became the lord, so they said it was just a coincidence.

But now that Alice learned Jonjak was behind the chaos at the academy, she could no longer leave her alone.

"Let's see this through to the end, Lady Jonjak."

Alice tore up the report in her hand and smiled menacingly.

Ch.121 - First Year Guidance
The classroom was peaceful.

A week had passed since the classroom terror incident, and nothing major had happened since. The peace was making me strangely uneasy.

The only notable events were a microphone malfunction during the entrance ceremony and a first-year cadet falling into the reservoir.

Though unintentional, as one of the main troublemakers, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was bound to happen soon.

Come to think of it, I've definitely been causing fewer incidents as I've gotten older. Perhaps that's evidence I've matured somewhat?

"Your Highness, aren't you taking notes?"
"Oh, I was just lost in thought."

Since ninth grade exams come early, we need to study consistently. Missing notes means not knowing what to focus on when studying for exams later. Missing even one thing is equivalent to causing a major incident.

Scratch, scratch, scratch.

The sound of pencils and pens racing across paper echoed through the quiet classroom. The studious atmosphere was so established that even students who usually preferred playing were studying on their own.

"And the Chancellor Kanbell of Isburk... This will be on the exam, so mark it with two stars."

I'm not sure if other classes are taught similarly, but Hye-jin's teaching style resembled that of a cram school instructor—very familiar to me. Like something I'd seen in online lectures.

Even with the studious atmosphere, there were still students who chatted occasionally.

They probably thought no one could hear them, but in this huge lecture hall, even the sound of an ant walking was amplified.

"You there, save the chitchat for after class."
"S-sorry."

The two students who received the warning bowed their heads and started taking notes. Hye-jin really suits the teaching profession.

"Before we end today, I have an announcement."

Hye-jin, who had been writing on the blackboard with a book in hand, removed her glasses and tossed the chalk onto the ledge.

She dusted the chalk powder from her hands and took out a handkerchief from her pocket to wipe them.

Hye-jin carries two handkerchiefs. Actually, it's a common trait among all my wives.

One is for herself, and one is for wiping me. Even though I carry my own handkerchief, they still bring an extra one just in case.

She put the handkerchief back in her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper from her chest.

"As you know, starting next week, the ninth-grade students will begin mentoring first-year cadets in swordsmanship and magic through the mentor-mentee system."

So the time has finally come.
The students, who had been quietly listening, nodded in response.

"I believe you're all familiar with this since you experienced it as first-years with your seniors, but this will be an important time not only for the first-year cadets but also for you ninth-graders."

Teaching others and receiving good evaluations helps secure better employment opportunities.

This is especially important for those planning to join the royal army or noble private forces. Despite being an evaluation of teaching young children, there are few other opportunities for new graduates to demonstrate leadership abilities. It's not an exaggeration to say this is almost the only measure of one's command capabilities.

If you had to choose between two people with similar academic records and combat abilities, but one had superior leadership skills, which would you select as an army officer? Obviously the former.

"Mentees will be assigned randomly and fairly. The pairings will be posted in front of 'Crescent Hall' on Monday, so please check there."

When asked whether the mentees' abilities would be taken into consideration, she replied that was also part of a commander's luck before leaving the classroom.

That makes sense.
It ultimately comes down to luck.

And it's not just about having a smart mentee who follows instructions well. You need to perform well yourself to create synergy and receive a good evaluation.

"Well, the answer is obvious this time..."
"At least the random assignment seems fair..."
"What do you mean?"

The two students looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders, giving me a "You still don't know?" expression.

"To get the highest score in the mentor-mentee program, your mentee needs to be Erica."
"Hmm, that's true."

It's not favoritism just because she's my little sister.
It's simply because her talent is so overwhelming that even I have to acknowledge it.

Erica is a genius who received gifted education directly from our mother.
Just like my eldest sister.
In fact, there was even talk that she might reach the realm of Sword King before my eldest sister.

"So I guess my chances of getting first place aren't completely zero."
"Well... if Your Highness became Erica's mentee..."
"As a mentor though..."

They started worrying that Erica's performance might actually decrease.
It's true that I haven't even mastered basic swordsmanship and can only use intermediate-level magic, but I do have the title of "big brother."

Silfia and Erica absolutely follow what I say.
I don't know why, but they do.
Since my wives and sisters don't, I think there must be something special about the "big brother" title.

So if Erica gets a good score, it becomes my score too.

"Honestly, I'd prefer if Your Highness became Erica's mentee... or rather, mentor."
"Why's that?"
"Then we might not lose the first and second place positions."
"......"

So they're saying rather than having a top student become Erica's mentor and potentially score high enough to affect their rankings, it would be better if I got a high score and moved up to the upper-middle ranks.

For reference, these two have alternated between first and second place for all nine years without ever losing those positions.

Even if they don't score well in this mentor-mentee program, it probably wouldn't be enough to change who gets first and second place.

"Maybe. But if one of us becomes Erica's mentor, the score gap might widen enough to determine who gets first and second place."
"I see. You two want to keep your close competition going?"
"Yes, we'd rather not have such a large score differential..."

I couldn't help but smile.
I don't know what promise these two made nine years ago, but given they're betting on first and second place, it must be important.

Since it's a competition between women, as a man, there's nothing I can do but watch.

"But the probability of me being paired with Erica out of nearly 390 students..."

Isn't it 1/390?
While that's much higher than the chance of winning a limited-edition smartphone, still...

Probabilities in this world are unreliable.
Either you win or you don't.
It's just fifty-fifty.

I gave a bitter smile as I listened to the two getting ahead of themselves.

***

"I wonder if Christina came and manipulated this somehow?"

I looked around, wondering if Christina might be watching me with a satisfied smile from somewhere in the distance.

Monday morning, as soon as we arrived at the academy and headed to Crescent Hall, we pushed through the large crowd to check the mentor-mentee pairings.

By some unknown probability, I had become Erica's mentor.

"Brother..."

As I stood there dumbfounded by the result, Erica approached and took my hand.

"Are you my mentor, Brother?"
"Yes... it seems so."
"I'm so glad."

I'm not sure what she was glad about, but Erica smiled brightly. How long has it been since I've seen such a smile?
I bent my knees to meet her eye level.

Erica, who had been holding her skirt and looking up at me, smiled slightly when she saw my face lowered to her height.

"Erica, did you say anything to Mother about this?"
"No, I didn't."
"What about Alice?"
"I didn't say anything to my sisters-in-law either."

So Erica isn't the culprit?
Well, I doubt there will ever come a day when this child simply tells her sisters-in-law what she wants.

The only people who could manipulate this without using official power would be Father and Christina.
Father wouldn't have done this...

"Hmm... what about Christina?"
"The ancestor is a bit scary, so it's hard to approach her."

So there's someone even Erica is afraid of.
I scratched my head slightly and took Erica's hand.

"I'm not sure if I have anything to teach you, but let's do our best for a while."
"Yes, Brother."

Erica smiled brightly and rubbed her cheek against my arm.
I wonder what's about to happen.
I just hope things stay quiet for a while.

Ch.122 - First Year Guidance (2)
"Hmm..."

I sit watching Erica swing her sword in the training ground.
While becoming her mentor was nice, I had absolutely no idea what I should be doing.

I consulted with my mother and Alice, and they told me that simply letting Erica practice her swordsmanship freely might be best for her.

In other words, they were telling me to stay put because my meddling would only give Erica a headache.

Whoosh.

Every time she swings with proper form, there's a sound of wind followed by a delayed explosive noise.

Her swings were so beautiful and clean that I doubted she was really just 7 years old.

"I couldn't do that even if I practiced my whole life..."

Since I still couldn't balance the strength between my left and right sides properly, her level was completely beyond my imagination.

Still, I had to do something to get a grade, so I picked up a wooden sword, went next to Erica, and gave it a light swing.

While each of Erica's swings sounded like a bomb going off, mine just made a sound like leaves rustling in the breeze.

"Brother, if you hold it like that, your wrist will hurt."

After elegantly sheathing her sword, she came over to me and extended her small hand to correct my posture.

"Try swinging like this."

I nodded and repeated the swinging motion.

Huh?
My stance seems a bit more stable than before.
Is it just my imagination?

When I looked at Erica, she had a confident expression.

"It feels better now, doesn't it?"
"Y-yeah... It definitely feels better than before...?"

The sound changed from weak whooshes to something more substantial, making it feel like someone else was swinging the sword.
It reminded me of the sound my older sisters made when they practiced swordsmanship when I was young.

Erica looked at me with a satisfied expression before drawing her sword again and resuming her practice.
...At this rate, I'm the mentee and Erica is the mentor.

This won't do.
Magic should be more important than swordsmanship for Erica right now.

"Eri, how far can you use magic?"
"Um..."

She hesitated for a moment.
Whenever Eri has something troubling her or starts to worry, she has a habit of grabbing the hem of her skirt while thinking, so I could tell immediately.

"Up to advanced magic..."
"...Really?"
"Father taught me."

He didn't teach me because it was too dangerous.
It seems Mother and Father are determined to raise Erica as a monster.
I'll have to confront them about this later.

But that's not what's important right now.

"What am I supposed to teach her...?"

I stood in place, looking up at the sky while muttering slightly.
I was too embarrassed as her brother to say it out loud.

***

"So you were the 'only one' who submitted a blank paper among all the mentor-mentee pairs?"
"Yes..."

In the end, after submitting a blank activity record for the first day, Erica and I were called to the faculty office.

Hye-jin, our homeroom instructor, sighed while looking at her computer screen.
That sigh wasn't blaming us, but rather lamenting this strangely tangled situation.

"I opposed it at first too. It wouldn't be good for either of you.
But changing something that was randomly decided wouldn't be right either..."

She tapped her desk with her finger, then checked if anyone was around before closing the door.

"So what should I do..."
"For now, just show that you're teaching something and record it.
You can't do nothing at all."
"Sigh... That's true, but..."

Having my little sister as my mentee is comfortable in one way, but it's giving me a headache in another.

"Brother, please don't worry too much."
"Haah... I'm sorry, Eri. Your brother has nothing to teach you."

I placed my hand on Erica's head and gently stroked it.
I felt really sorry.

But she didn't seem to mind, as she smiled brightly.

"Just having you beside me is good enough."
"Your Highness, please don't worry too much. The mentee's performance doesn't affect their grades."
"Well... that's a relief."

Ruining my own grades is enough.
Hearing that Erica's grades wouldn't be affected made me feel somewhat relieved.

"What? Were you worried about Eri's grades?"
"What else would I be worried about?"

I turned my face away, feeling a bit embarrassed.
My grades don't matter as long as I don't fail, but Erica's goal is to be the top student for all nine years.

If I messed that up for her, I'd never be able to face her again.

"Well, mentor-mentee relationships work best when both sides are motivated, so they're usually difficult to manage. Don't worry too much and take it easy."
"Is it okay for you as an instructor to say that?"

I gave a wry smile.
Then, Erica went to meet with her homeroom instructor for some consultation, and after watching her leave, I went to have lunch.

***

"Brother, what was it like when you were a mentee?"
"Me?"

Silfia spoke to me during the meal.

"My eldest sister was my mentor."
"Big sister was?"
"Yeah. Now that I think about it, it is a bit strange."

It feels too convenient somehow.
The probability of me being paired with my eldest sister back then shouldn't have been that high.

And now, the probability of being paired with Erica this time...
It's an impossibly low chance.

"Someone definitely tampered with this... but I don't know who..."

I have three suspects in mind:
Alice, Mother, and Christina.

Hye-jin is an instructor, but she dislikes this kind of manipulation, so the probability of her being the culprit is very low.
From her reaction earlier, she seemed unaware of it too.

While I was thinking about this, Silfia's curiosity was about something else.

"How did big sister manage to get good scores as your mentor?"
"Ah... now that you mention it, that's true."

I know my eldest sister received good grades for the mentor-mentee program.
But how was that possible when I was the mentee?

When I was a first-year, I could barely swing a sword in swordsmanship class, and in magic, I could only just form a single mana core.

On top of that, though it's not included now, my midterm exam scores were barely enough to avoid failing.

"I guess I'll have to ask big sister."
"Hmm... I'm not sure if you'll be able to do what she did, even if you hear it."
"What do you take this brother for?"

It seems our close-in-age sister underestimates me.
Although I may be short and only good at collecting smartphones, I should be able to follow good advice if I receive it.
...I think.

I took out my phone from my pocket and dialed the number.
The reason the recent call log shows yesterday evening is because my eldest sister, despite being a lord with territorial duties, tries to take my calls every day.

When I clicked the call button, a very short connection tone started ringing.
After about two rings, I heard a sound from the microphone, and soon my eldest sister's voice came through.

"Hello? Big sis?"
- Calling at this hour? What's the occasion?
"Well, you know, you were my mentor in first year."
- That's right. I remember.
"How many points did you get back then?"
- Hmm... It wasn't perfect, but I got a pretty good score."

It seems she did get a good grade after all.
So I have no choice but to hear her tips.

"I'm doing the mentor-mentee thing now too, but my partner is Erica."
- Hmm... So you're calling to ask if I have any tips?
"Are you upset, sis?"
- Not at all. But if I give you tips, what will you do for your sister in return?
"Ugh..."

Now a proper lord, she's setting conditions for her little brother.
Since I asked first, I'm not in a position to complain, but isn't this too much?

"Once."
- Come on, just once? You can come quickly using the royal warp magic circle anyway.
"Hmm... Alright, twice. No more than that."
- Tsk....

What I offered my eldest sister isn't much.
It's just the number of visits to the Zikheart Duchy.

Normally, it would take quite some time to get there, but recently Christina installed a transfer magic circle that allows round trips in just 5 seconds.

However, only I can pass through it.
It's to prevent misuse, they say.
By the way, it also connects to Christina's room.
A magic circle design full of personal interest, anyone can see that.

Still, she knew how close my eldest sister and I are, so she also made a path to the Zikheart Duchy.
That's really something to be thankful for.

- Well, the issue is that you're worse than Eri in everything... um...
"You can just say it. It's true that I'm not good."
- Ahem... Anyway, since that's the problem, why don't you just let Eri practice swordsmanship and magic freely?
"But then I'll have nothing to write in the journal."
- Not true. Just write down what Eri practiced that day in the journal.
And say it was done under your guidance."
"Hmm... Is that really okay?"

Isn't that like saying you raised a student who improved through self-study?
No, it's not even at that level.
It's just that.

- The mentor-mentee class is more about how the mentee absorbs what they're taught rather than the teaching itself. Growth depends on the mentee's determination."
"Hmm... I see."

I nodded.
The mentor teaches, and the mentee absorbs.

Since it's ultimately the mentee who grows, what matters is how sincerely the mentee follows the guidance.

"Wait, are you basically telling me to neglect—"
- I'm busy, so I'll hang up now.

Click...

I stood still in my spot, listening to the call disconnect.
In the end, there wasn't much of a tip at all.

Ch.123 - Alice's Operation
The mentor-mentee issue was somewhat resolved, and I had a bit of free time now.
I almost ended up with a "dumb and dumber" situation instead of a mentor-mentee relationship.

Since the others weren't giving much instruction either and were acting similarly to what my older sister had suggested, I also just gave Erica simple tasks like warm-up exercises or sword swinging practice.

Despite these simple assignments, Erica's skills steadily improved, which led the instructors to develop some strange misconceptions.

"Your Highness might have a talent for command and instruction."
"If that's the case, it's almost a shame you were born male."

That was what the instructors were discussing when I stopped by the dining hall to eat.

Hye-jin just gave a wry smile in response, neither refuting nor joining in the conversation.

If people could become stronger just from simple guidance like doing warm-up exercises, running around the training grounds, or swinging a sword, this world would be overflowing with monsters.

Where did such thoughts even come from?

"It's all because Erica is exceptional."

Lillie, who had been instructing her own mentee until just now, sat down beside me.

She had been teaching quite seriously and was sweating from the effort.

I took out a handkerchief from my pocket and gently wiped the back of her neck.

"Thank you," she said.

Seeing her smile with slightly flushed cheeks, I smiled back.

"How's your mentee doing, Lili?"
"Well... she's below average, but she's not lacking in motivation either. A typical case of someone who hasn't found the right 'teacher' yet."
"I see... I guess it can't be helped with commoners."

Even though Alice has been implementing various policies, she can't oversee every corner of the kingdom.

It's quite unfortunate to see students who only begin to develop their talents after coming to the academy.

"Your Highness is truly a kind person."
"Am I?"
"Of course."

I felt embarrassed by the sudden compliment.
Instead of looking at Lillie, I smiled while watching Erica and Lillie's mentee practicing swordsmanship in front of us.

***

"Did something happen today?"
"It's nothing, Yook. You don't need to worry about it."

When I returned to the palace, my mother embraced me as usual, but she seemed dejected.

The palace seemed unusually noisy today...
Did someone visit?

"Sigh..."

Seeing her continuously sighing, it was clear something had happened.
It's frustrating when she doesn't tell me what's going on.

"If you won't tell me, I'm leaving."
"Ah..."

When I broke free from my mother's embrace and jumped down, she reached out, asking me not to go.

But seeing that she still wasn't willing to speak, it seemed she had no intention of telling me. I walked toward the door of her room.

"A-alright. I'll tell you."

Realizing I was genuinely about to leave, my mother grabbed my sleeve and sighed.
She always does this even though she ends up telling me anyway.

"Yurie... you know that your younger sister's territory wasn't completely dissolved, right?"
"Yes. Since my sister, who was the lord, is now in the royal palace."
"The plan to relocate the people from that territory began almost ten years ago."

Then my mother started explaining past events one by one.

Originally, with the goal of increasing their population, the Jonjak family began drawing people away from various territories.
However, Alice tried to prohibit this practice as soon as she ascended to the throne.

The lords didn't strongly oppose it.
They didn't know if their own territories would be targeted, and there was no real reason to take so many people anyway.

But one person strongly opposed it.
That was Jonjak.

Jonjak, apart from my older sister who is the Vassal Grand Duke of Zikheart and my mother who holds a royal duke title, holds the highest rank in the Kritias Kingdom.

It's a title bestowed upon a family that made great contributions during the founding of the kingdom, though it's closer to an honorary title with no real power.

However, this Jonjak acquired territory and gradually began to amass power, eventually absorbing all the other Jonjak families.

When I say "absorbing," it might be hard to understand—they simply killed everyone through Territory Wars.

After inflating their territory and population that way, they began accumulating wealth and started buying people from other territories.

"Couldn't the royal family stop this?"
"No. Since relocating from a territory carried its own risks, it was considered a right that deserved respect."
"Hmm..."

There was no way to stop people who paid heavy taxes to relocate. Using these methods, the Jonjak family increased their population and territory, then tried various ways to pressure the royal family.

"I'm not sure if you remember, Yook, but do you recall the publishing company that was absorbed by the royal family after writing a book based on Rain?"
"Of course. I believe the transmigrators are now managing it diligently."

After Hye-jin took over all authority, it became a workplace for powerless transmigrators.
Not all transmigrators had skills specialized in swordsmanship or magic, so it became a beacon of hope for those who were struggling to adapt.

"That publishing company's first president was also from the Jonjak family.
Well, at the time of its establishment, it was smaller than a hole-in-the-wall shop."

It seems they dabbled in various businesses after moving money around.
Pretty impressive.
Looks like someone who knows how to diversify investments.

"In the end, Alice couldn't stop them from taking people and had to reluctantly leave it to their discretion.
So the only option left was to increase the taxes required for territory relocation..."

Since Jonjak was apparently wealthy, they didn't seem to mind much.
It's hard to believe they'd pay what amounts to tens of millions of won, but considering the taxes that would be paid by each person who relocates, I can understand why it might not be a bad choice.

"And today, Alice summoned Jonjak..."
"...Don't tell me."
"It wasn't very productive. The way they carefully tread the line during conversation shows that age isn't just a number..."

It seems they're looking down on Alice because of her youth.
Plus, they've already made the queen back down once because of them, so it would be strange if they didn't underestimate her.

"Then having Adel step in... wouldn't work, would it?"

Adel is generally believed to be dead, and the elves think she's at Yggdrasil.
While a select few know she's in the royal palace, it wouldn't be good to reveal her for such an incident.

"The first Jonjak is actually older than the former queen."
"R-really? How old are they?"
"The founder is still alive today."

From what I heard, they seem to be one of the elves who have been living outside for a long time, like the lord of Frisia.
So they've lived at least 300,000 years...

Wait.
Come to think of it, I know someone who wouldn't bat an eye at living that long.

Someone who can be seen in myths and has officially lived for nearly 50 million years—our ancestor.

"Should we call Christina?"
"Hmm... our ancestor might get very angry if she hears about this..."

Judging by her expression, it doesn't seem like a good choice.

Well, Christina isn't Doraemon.
It might be rude to rely on her too much.

...No, that's not right.
I get called over about three times a week to be hugged like a body pillow, so asking for this much should be fine, right?

The last time I asked Christina for a favor was during the swordsmanship tournament in my first year.
It should be okay to ask for one favor by now.

"I'll just ask Christina about it."
"Hmm..."

My mother thought for a moment, then nodded.
This is something the eldest son should step up to resolve.

*

"No. Don't do it."
"What?"

When I went to Alice and said the same thing, she seemed to have a different opinion from my mother.

She already looked somewhat heated when I entered, but now she seemed on the verge of exploding.

"I'll finish that woman myself. Yook, please don't do anything and just stay put."
"Uh..."
"Understood? You're a husband who listens well to his wife, right?"

I wonder what kind of wife admonishes her husband like this, but I had no choice but to nod.

Alice seems to have already worked out her own method.
If I try to step in and solve it, it might hurt her pride as a woman.

"Since it's come to this, I'm going to make her stay locked up in Yggdrasil for the rest of her life."
"Hmm... I don't think she'll go."
"No, she will. I'll make sure she can't bear not to go."

Alice crossed her legs as she sat, grinning wickedly.
I just hope there won't be any bloodshed.

Ch.124 - Alice's Operation (2)
"Hey, have you all heard?"
"Of course, it seems Her Majesty is going to uproot them this time."
"Hmph, it's about time they stopped. They kept messing with the royal family, tsk tsk..."

The high officials were gathered in the royal chamber, conversing with one another.
They had assembled early in the morning at the Queen's summons
and were waiting for the Queen to enter the chamber.

Their conversation was, naturally, about the Jonjak lord.
Recently, she had been attracting subjects with her overflowing cash,
and public opinion about her was quite poor.

Even though she was receiving relocation fees equivalent to a year's worth of taxes,
the continuous reduction in taxpaying subjects meant that they too
would suffer losses in the future.

Nevertheless, everyone had gathered at the Queen's call, who said she had something to say
about Jonjak who continued to poach subjects until the end.

"What does the Count think?"
"Well... judging from Her Majesty's behavior so far..."
"Indeed... will it be territory division?"
"Come now, there are rumors that Jonjak slashed all the academy classrooms. Would that be the end of it?"
"That... hasn't been officially confirmed yet."
"Both of you, stop it! You'll alarm everyone! That matter is still under investigation!"

At Duke Rain's reprimand, the Count and Marquis fell silent.
The fact that Jonjak had tampered with the academy classrooms
was still a secret that hadn't been made public.

Alice had said it was a good card to play,
so she had imposed defense duties on the academy cadets and hadn't made it a controversial issue yet.

If the fact that Jonjak did it spread and reached Jonjak's ears,
it would be like losing an important card.

And when the chamber suddenly fell silent,
the sound of clicking heels echoed throughout.

"Her Majesty the Queen has arrived."
"Her Highness has arrived."

Queen Alice and Serena, the former Vassal Grand Duke and current Palace Duchess,
were entering the chamber.

As Alice ascended to the throne and took her seat,
Serena sat down on the luxurious chair prepared beside the officials standing in a row.

Currently, only the Queen, the Palace Duchess,
and two scribes were allowed to sit in the royal chamber.

"We inquire if Your Majesty wishes to open the doors."
"I am fine. However, it seems Mother is not feeling well."

With her arms on the armrests, tapping her forehead with her fingers,
Serena looked unwell to anyone who saw her.

"My headaches haven't improved because of Jonjak's behavior."
"........."

The officials could only bow their heads.
When the nation's hero spoke like that, it was difficult to even make excuses.

And she wasn't just any hero.
She was the kind of person they had only seen in fairy tales and plays when they were young.

"We... we apologize, Your Highness."
"No. It's not your fault."

Serena waved her hand, telling them not to worry.
Nevertheless, Alice seemed a bit concerned and spoke to her.

"Wouldn't it be better if you retired for today?"
"No, Your Majesty. How could I miss a royal chamber meeting?"
"Since you're already here, perhaps an early departure?"
"I'm fine, so please proceed with the meeting, Your Majesty."
"Well... if Mother insists."

Although it seemed a bit odd for the Queen to act this way toward her mother-in-law,
they expressed no complaints.

And that was because she was Serena Zikheart.
There was no other reason.
Everything was resolved solely because she was Serena Zikheart.

"Ahem. The reason I called this chamber meeting is none other than..."

She picked up the tablet PC placed beside her and began looking at statistics.
It showed the number of subjects Jonjak had taken over the past 50 years
and the number of territories that had collapsed.

"12,000 subjects taken, 22 territories collapsed..."
"Your Majesty, another small territory with 3,000 people collapsed yesterday."
"Sigh... again?"

She sighed, put the tablet PC back in its place,
and showed signs of trying to endure a headache.

"And that's not all. As some of you may already know,
it has been revealed that Jonjak is also the one who recently terrorized all the classrooms in the academy."

When Alice announced that Jonjak was the culprit,
the chamber was suddenly engulfed in a tumultuous atmosphere.

Terrorism against a royal institution...
That's treason.
It's an act of civil rebellion.

"So, I intend to uproot Jonjak this time."
"But... how could that be as easy as you say...?"

Rain stepped forward and spoke with a concerned voice.
If the Queen were to back down again like last time after facing resistance,
then nothing could be done.

And now is different from the early days of her reign.
Alice has gained some experience as a queen, and if she wants to continue,
she absolutely cannot wear the dishonorable medal of defeat against Jonjak.

"I know you all are concerned as well.
But what can we do? If we don't act, the country seems about to split."

Then Alice sighed.
If Jonjak is left as is, she might ask to be promoted from Jonjak to Vassal Grand Duke.
If that happens, the large territory she holds would become a duchy,
and essentially, a chunk of territory would break off.

Knowing this, the officials didn't say anything.
Although she was sighing, the Queen's expression suggested
that she had some kind of solution.

***

"Still, just in case."
"Don't worry."

I'm lying on Christina's bed, being hugged like a body pillow.
I learned that if you want to ask for a favor, there should be give and take.

Since Christina didn't particularly want anything material,
the only thing I could give was this.
It's not like we're at some entertainment establishment.

The reason I visited Christina's house today is because of Jonjak.
Alice told me to just stay put, but don't we need insurance for unforeseen circumstances?

From what I hear, Alice seems to want to uproot Jonjak this time,
but if she fails, there will be a tremendous backlash.

What is a husband's role?
Isn't a husband someone who supports his wife's activities and assists her?

"This is absolutely secret from Alice?"
"Yes, yes, I understand."

Nestled comfortably against her chest, having my head stroked,
I felt at ease.

Even if something happens to Alice,
Christina will somehow take care of it.

"Seeing Jonjak do such things, I wonder if this country is nearing its end."
"Christina..."
"I-I'm sorry."

Did she forget that I'm the Queen's husband?
Suddenly clicking her tongue about the nation's downfall, I was about to get upset with Christina.

Doesn't Christina have any memories of the Kritias Kingdom?

"No. When I established Yggdrasil,
there wasn't even a concept of a nation, let alone an elven nation."
"Ah, that's right."

When Christina disappeared from the world,
the Kritias Kingdom itself didn't exist.
I had forgotten that.

"Compared to the kingdom, the Zikheart family is thousands, tens of thousands of times older.
Take pride in that."
"Of course. I'm your descendant after all."

Who wouldn't take pride in such lineage?
It's a bloodline that has continued for over 50 million years.

"Speaking of descendants, what is your sister Yuris doing?"
"She's helping Mother and Alice."
"I see."

After pondering for a moment,
she suddenly slapped her thigh and stood up.

"Come to think of it, hasn't Jonjak destroyed the territory of my descendant?"
"Well, that's not wrong."
"Which means..."

Christina raised a finger
and pointed at herself.
For a moment, not knowing what she was about to do,
I tilted my head in confusion.

"Isn't that a challenge against me?"
"...That's not wrong either."
"Good, good. I now have a reason to kidnap her to Yggdrasil."

It felt like an extreme sophistry,
but it might actually be better if Christina takes the lead.

I'm not sure what Alice and Mother are planning,
but it's clear they're about to cross a dangerous bridge.

"This won't do. Let's go to the royal palace right now."
"Now?"
"Yes, get up quickly."

Finally released from Christina's embrace,
I got up from the bed.

As I stood up, Christina tidied my clothes a bit,
grinned, and pushed me into the teleportation magic circle.

Just a moment ago, I was in Christina's house in Yggdrasil,
but when I opened my eyes, I had instantly arrived in my room at the royal palace.
It's amazing no matter how many times I see it.

"Then I'll be off, so rest."
"Take care."

I waved my arm casually to see her off
and lay down on the bed.

Ch.125 - Christina's Intrusion
"Did Your Majesty hear anything?"
"I don't know... Alice just told me to stay put."

When I was soaking in the bath with Lillie and Maron, the two of them asked if Alice had told me anything.

I thought she was keeping it secret only from me, but it seemed she was keeping it from these two as well. How strange.

"Don't worry. It'll be resolved well."
"Will it really... I've heard that Jonjak is quite a dangerous person..."

From what I've heard, to maintain her power, she doesn't have biological children and only increases her influence through adoption.

In other words, she's ignoring one of the elves' greatest purposes: the prosperity of descendants. In comparison, my mother and father had six daughters and one son, so shouldn't they receive some kind of medal in elven society?

"...Does Your Majesty want that medal too?"
"What are you saying, you little rascal."

I flicked Lillie's forehead as she came beside me and hugged me. Embarrassed by her own words, Lillie submerged herself so her mouth wasn't visible.

Then bubbles rose to the surface, and her face turned as red as a radish. How much cuter is she trying to be?

"Even if Lillie doesn't want to give it, won't you get it someday?"
"...Maybe."

With six wives, if I have just one child with each of them, that's six children.

Of course, it wouldn't be as easy as it sounds. Elves generally don't have children easily. My mother and father were just unusual.

"Well, putting that aside... huh?"

I heard quiet voices talking outside. It seemed Lala, Hye-jin, and Yuris were chatting while undressing.

Yuris had become close with Lala and Hye-jin at some point, and now they were almost best friends.

Even I, her husband, don't know what brought them together.

"Lala and Hye-jin were already close..."
"I really don't know how Yuris became close with them."
"You two don't know either?"
"Yuris often spent time alone. Of course, not anymore."

That's right.
Yuris, being my cousin, was anxious and apologetic about inserting herself among my wives.

If she were still like that, I would have been frustrated, but fortunately, she now gets along well with everyone and they support each other.

"Should I ask when they come in?"
"Is that okay? Won't it just create unnecessary trouble?"
"Oh, what's the harm?"

I'm her husband, after all. Won't she tell me?

***

"Enter!"

At Queen Alice's call, two maids opened the doors from both sides. Standing outside was "Agnes Jonjak," the only Jonjak in the Kritias Kingdom.

The reason this lord was summoned to the royal palace was none other than her recent actions of extracting people from other territories.

"Your Majesty, I hope you have been in excellent health."

Jonjak knelt very respectfully and greeted her.

It was a much more formal and dignified greeting than what nobles typically used when paying respects to her. Certainly not words that should come from a Jonjak's mouth.

"I've been well, thanks to you."
"I am overwhelmed by your grace."

Of course, Alice had spoken sarcastically, but Jonjak, despite knowing this, politely thanked her.

"The reason I called you today is simple. Recently, it seems your business has been the subject of much gossip, so I summoned you."
"By my business, do you mean my company?"

Of course, she wouldn't remain silent. Since Alice had mentioned "business," she asked if she was referring to the "company" she operated, which carried an implicit meaning.

In other words, she didn't think there was anything wrong with her practice of extracting people from territories, and she had no intention of officially acknowledging it.

Alice almost lost her composure hearing those words. There's a limit to shamelessness. To think someone this brazen holds the position of Jonjak before the queen.

"Jonjak... I called you to my private chambers today to have an honest discussion."
"I am well aware of that."
"Then shouldn't you acknowledge what you must for us to have a proper conversation?"
"I apologize, but I don't understand what you mean..."

Jonjak persisted to the end. Admitting anything would bring her no benefit, and if things went wrong, her position as a lord might be jeopardized.

Moreover, the fact that she was summoned to the private chambers indicated that this time, Alice was serious and determined.

"So that's how you want to play it..."

A vein popped on Alice's forehead.
In front of her husband, she would often threaten to slaughter or banish someone, asserting her authority as queen.

Still, given Jonjak's status, if she were to say she would resolve the matter now, Alice was willing to forgive her.

But instead, Jonjak refused to acknowledge anything, asking what Alice was talking about.

With her anger about to explode, Alice asked one last time.

"Do you really not know why you were summoned here?"
"No, I have nothing to be ashamed of in my life."
"Ha... haha... hahahaha"

Alice, who had been standing with a vein popping on her forehead, sat down with a thud and burst into unrestrained laughter.

Her explosive anger had cooled in an instant.

Why?
The reason was simple.

She had been suppressing her anger to the point of nearly collapsing from high blood pressure in order to maintain her dignity as queen. But now, she was about to let go of the dignity she had worked so hard to preserve.

"Guards."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

In response to Alice's call, a high-ranking knight standing nearby answered. They were quite famous swordsmen, but today they were present as royal guards employed by Alice.

"Behead that woman."
"I shall obey your command."

And the knights standing nearby drew their sharp swords.

***

"Nothing bad will happen, right?"
"Come on, don't worry! What more could she do than kill her?"
"That's exactly the problem!"

Lala was fidgeting nervously while stroking my head. We couldn't go inside, so we were watching Alice from a room with CCTV.

"Why? Shouldn't she be killed?"
"Even if Jonjak did such things, she's still the lord of the largest territory! If that woman dies, there won't be anyone to take care of the territory until a new Jonjak is appointed!"
"Alice will handle that. It'll be divided anyway."
"Uh... hmm..."

Lala was about to say something but ultimately didn't.

Her face reddened slightly as she just clung to my sleeve.

"Are you calmer now? Lords are just replaceable figures anyway."
"That's... true. But it sounds strange coming from you, Yook."

I thought I was speaking politically and nobly as the queen's husband, but Lala didn't seem to like it.

"Okay, I won't talk like that."
"Phew..."

Lala still seemed worried about Alice, as she continued watching the CCTV screen for a while afterward.

"Lala, let's go have lunch."
"...Okay."

Lala kept watching the screen until the last moment before finally being led outside by my hand.

*

While walking around the palace after eating, I noticed young girls freely moving about here and there.

They seemed to be around my age or slightly younger, and it looked like maids were escorting them in groups. Who are they?

"There seem to be a lot of unfamiliar girls today."
"I heard they decided to recruit some human children as maids."
"Huh? Humans, not elves?"

Alice extremely dislikes having other races around me. She seems to find it physiologically unpleasant.

That's why all the maids were elves, and my mother also had elven maids when we were at the duchy mansion.

But what's changed with Alice? Humans...

"Alice must have her reasons?"

I don't have any particular opinion about maids. As long as she doesn't suddenly bring in men and say, "Wouldn't it be good to have same-sex maids too?" while dressing men in maid uniforms.

Actually, I was once asked if I needed a butler, not a maid, but I firmly declined. With Lala doing everything for me, why would I need someone of the same gender?

"Your Majesty seems to particularly dislike men. Don't most men prefer to be with other men?"
"That's for other men. I prefer women over men. What about you, Maron?"
"Well... I don't know. You're the only man I know, Your Majesty."

Maron smiled like a hamster. I didn't realize how good it would feel to hear her say I'm the only one. I shouldn't leave Maron alone in the room today.

Ch.126 - Christina's Intrusion (2)
"Cut off that wench's head."
"I shall obey your command, Your Majesty."

The knights drew sharp swords from their waists and approached Agnes Jonjak.

"Y-Your Majesty!?"
"Why are you so surprised? Isn't this what you expected when you came here?"

Alice looked at her with an expression suggesting she was the one who should be confused.

"Ah, I almost forgot something."

Alice reached into her pocket and pulled something out.
It was a round, flat gold coin.
Not the paper currency commonly used, but an actual gold coin made of pure gold.

"Use this for your journey to the afterlife."
"Your Majesty! You cannot do this!"

Unable to simply sit and accept death,
Jonjak rose from her seat.

However, she couldn't use magic to escape either.
That would be a clear criminal act.

In the end, unable to flee or avoid her fate,
she was seized by maids approaching from behind, shackles placed on her legs
and handcuffs on her wrists.

Pushed down by two knights, the fallen Jonjak saw before her eyes
only the gold coin worth '10 billion points' sitting there.

"You should have behaved more appropriately. Did you think I would remain idle while watching your family's territory collapse?"
"Your Majesty... please..."
"So you still want to live, I see."

Alice rose from her throne and descended the steps.
Hearing the sound of her shoes on the stairs, the court officials kept their heads bowed.
This had already been agreed upon with them.

'If Jonjak refuses to acknowledge and repent for her actions until the end, she will be summarily executed.'

Of course, this was an unconventional execution by modern standards.
Executing a noble, especially a Jonjak, without trial by royal authority was extraordinary.

But they all knew.
Jonjak would never change or transform.

She would never even acknowledge what she had done.
Noble status is a privilege earned by protecting citizens and territorial residents.

Someone who wouldn't take responsibility for their actions was no longer a noble.
When the queen declared she would execute her, Jonjak had already ceased being a noble in the eyes of the court officials.

Looking at Jonjak, who lay prostrate and weeping,
Alice stomped on her head.

"Then farewell."
"Uhuhuhu..."

Having realized it was impossible to persuade the queen,
Jonjak quietly closed her eyes and wept.

Only then did regret for opposing the queen and for her own actions wash over her like a storm,
but it was too late for that to matter.

Two knights with cold swords approached from the sides
and raised their blades high.

Then, following the queen's hand gesture,
the two put strength into their swords and slowly brought them down.

*

"...?"

Having given up everything and closed her eyes, Jonjak
couldn't understand why she was still alive.

Surely the knights beside her had struck at her neck,
yet she felt nothing.

She slowly opened her eyes.
Glancing around, she saw the court officials standing with wide eyes,
as if they couldn't understand what had happened either.

"My, my... who would have thought Jonjak was hiding such a skill."
"I don't think that's it. Look at her expression."

Of course, Jonjak also had no idea what had happened.
She had only been waiting for death, but the knights' swords
were being blocked by something like an opaque shield.

For reference, the two knights employed by Alice were Sword Kings.
There were very few in this world who could block their swords.

"Stop."

At the voice that seemed to come from nowhere, the maids and several guards knelt down.

The court officials, not understanding why they suddenly behaved this way,
were simply bewildered.

Alice felt the same.
The owner of the voice was the most sacred and fearsome being in this world.
One of the three elves sent down by God as rulers and administrators,
and the one at the very top of her husband's bloodline.
The one once praised as an Elder: "Christina von Zikheart."

"Alice, stop this."
"A-Ancestor..."

No sooner had those words ended than all the windows in the audience chamber opened, and a gust of wind mixed with leaves blew in.
In an instant, a red-haired elf appeared, stepping on Jonjak's back.

"I hear this woman has been quite troublesome."
"D-Did you perhaps hear from Yook...?"
"No. I just happened to hear about it moments ago."

Since she had coincidentally heard it from Yook, it wasn't a lie.
Alice dismissed her suspicions about her husband
and lowered her eyes again.

"Yes, I was about to execute Jonjak."
"Then, may I take her with me?"
"What? Why would you want to take such a woman...?"

Alice no longer had any respect for her.
Though Christina had stopped it, in Alice's heart, Jonjak was already dead.

"It's been over seven years since one of Yggdrasil's administrators entered eternal rest. Since things have come to this, I intend to use her as a slave for the rest of her life in my place... no, for Yggdrasil."
"That... sounds good."

It would be a hell where she would work endlessly, unable to die even if she wanted to.
It might seem preferable to have one's head cut off by Alice's order.

Alice was momentarily pleased at the thought of inflicting such suffering,
but one problem arose.

"Is it alright to give such authority to someone like her?"
"That can be resolved with magic tools, so don't worry."
"I... I see."

Magic tools created by Christina.
Before someone who could freely produce items bordering on curses of eternal obedience,
nothing was impossible.

"Then take her. I'm actually satisfied that I don't have to dispose of the body."
"I'm also pleased that I'll be able to live in the royal palace from now on."
"Yes, that's killing two birds with one stone... Wait, what?"
"Well then, I'll see you again soon."

As soon as Alice expressed confusion, Christina chose to flee,
using teleportation magic to escape.

Unable to question her before she vanished,
Alice stood there staring out the window.

"Sigh... I'll conclude today's audience chamber meeting with this."

Setting aside Christina's coming to the royal palace, too many things had happened at once,
so Alice, with a headache coming on, canceled the meeting and headed to her room.

***

I thought I was going to die with my head cut off,
but luckily I survived.

This person whom the queen called ancestor must be Christina von Zikheart.
She said something about what she'd do with me,
but she did save me from death.
So I expressed my gratitude.

"Th-thank you for saving my life."
"What? Gratitude?"

For a moment she looked at me with an expression that seemed to say "What kind of woman is this?"
and then burst into laughter.

I just expressed gratitude for saving my life, so why is she laughing?
For a moment, I almost frowned in displeasure but held back.

"From your perspective, it might seem like I saved you.
I was mistaken."
"What do you...?"
"You will be handling administrative work in my place from now on.
The period is indefinite, but I guarantee one meal per day and three hours of sleep."

I was so dumbfounded I couldn't speak.

One meal a day? I might somehow endure that.
But only three hours of sleep per day?

I'm tired even when I sleep seven hours a day.
There's no way I could endure with only three hours.

"Don't worry. When you get there, you'll find dozens of people who have endured in similar conditions for hundreds of years."
"N-No..."
"You should have been prepared for this much when you committed treason against the queen."
"I-I'd rather..."

Words I never imagined would come from my mouth.
Words I never thought I'd utter in thousands of years of living.

"I'd rather... you kill me."

Of course, it wasn't sincere.
She wouldn't let me go, but I hoped to evoke some sympathy
that might get me at least one meal and three hours of sleep.

But the words from her mouth
were completely different from what I had imagined.

"My, didn't I tell you not to worry? I won't kill you. Instead, you might beg to be killed like just now,
but if you die, it would be inconvenient for me, so..."

She reached into her skirt pocket
and pulled something out.
It was an extremely ornate earring imbued with magical formulas.

"This is for that child..."

Saying that wasn't it, she rummaged through her pocket again
and pulled out a dull black earring.

"Wear this."
"I-I refuse."
"Do you think you can defy my orders?"
"S-Stop it...!! Kyaaaah!!"

The last thing my eyes captured was
the sight of her piercing my ear with the pin attached to the black earring
and the tremendous flow of blood that followed.

Ch.127 - Kalse's Day
If I had to choose between a busy day and a boring day, which would I pick?

I'd choose a boring day without a moment's hesitation. A day where no one criticizes me for doing nothing, where I can just smile and think, "Today's fine to take it easy." That kind of day.

By chance, this weekend turned out to be one where my wives were busy while I had nothing to do—two days of being the idle husband.

Alice apparently had a court meeting, and Lala kicked me out to deep-clean my room. Lillie and Maron were always busy studying on weekends, and Hye-jin and Yuris were planning to spar with Kalse at the training grounds.

From what I heard, Kalse was excellent with swordsmanship but had no talent for magic, so Hye-jin's theoretical knowledge and Yuris's talent would help train her.

Yuris was only 17, but she was a genius with Mage-level abilities... no, she was a monster of a magician.

If there was one flaw, it was that despite her talent, she was weak at teaching others. She'd say you just need to "get the feel for it," but who knows what that even means?

In contrast, Hye-jin, who could no longer use magic herself but was thorough with theory and worked as an instructor, was probably the best teacher around since teaching was her livelihood.

When I went to the training grounds, I saw three people in extremely cold-looking tight clothes training in magic in a corner.

Meanwhile, I approached them slowly with my hands in the pockets of my thick padded jacket.

"Hello, Kalse."

When I greeted her with a bright smile, she bowed her head in response. As she did, her reasonably large chest bounced.

"Hello, Your Highness."
"It's cold out here. You should go inside."

Hye-jin came over and properly arranged the muffler I had carelessly draped around my neck.

"Why did you even wear this if you weren't going to tie it properly?"
"I'd have to know how to tie it first."
"That's why I keep telling you to call the maids."
"They looked busy."

I smiled brightly again, and Hye-jin gave me a resigned smile. Yuris pulled out a slightly warm heat pack from somewhere—I don't know where she got it—and placed it in my hand.

"Warm, right?"
"Isn't this yours, Noona?"
"I'm not cold, so it's fine."

Yuris, apparently concerned about me, gave me a heat pack, patted my head, and then went back to Kalse to continue giving her instructions.

"Maybe I should learn magic seriously too."
"Your Highness, you got stuck at extracting your second mana core, right?"
"Hmm... you had to poke at that sore spot."

As Hye-jin said, my magical growth completely stopped after extracting one mana core.

Extracting another mana core feels like trying to move a hand that doesn't exist, so without properly grasping that sensation, expecting additional growth seems impossible.

"If only I could use magic, I'd give you private lessons."
"Please... Hye-jin, just stay still..."
"You know you only act this way with me, right?"
"Well, Hye-jin, you're more unstable than I am, so what can I do?"

Hye-jin used to wear a machine that generated mana on her clothes, but now it's surgically implanted in her body, allowing her to move quite freely.

Plus, with the R-grade magic stone I gave her, she won't need to replace it for nearly 50,000 years, and if she doesn't use intermediate or higher magic, she can use magic a few times a day without issue.

However, there was an incident that made me forbid her from using magic. Hye-jin once used more mana than her generation capacity allowed, resulting in a mana overload that left her unconscious for a month.

When I rushed her to a large hospital after she suddenly collapsed, the doctor shook his head and suggested I prepare myself mentally. For the next month, I stayed in her hospital room, living through what felt like a tragedy.

After a month, when Alice suggested we should start preparing to let Hye-jin go, I embraced her one last time and channeled mana into her body. Suddenly, she woke up. When I injected mana into her empty body, she simply opened her eyes and got up.

Whether by fate or necessity, Hye-jin, who couldn't survive without mana, was able to maintain her life thanks to me, the only one who could supply her with mana.

Anyway, after that day, I completely banned Hye-jin from using magic and strongly warned her that if she used magic again without permission, we would divorce. Since then, she hasn't used magic again. It's still a horrifying thought.

"Anyway, don't even think about using magic."
"I know, I know. You're such a patriarchal husband."

Hye-jin smiled brightly while using a word that couldn't exist in this world.
That's just like her—complaining but secretly happy about it.

*

"Noona, Kalse! Let's go eat lunch!"
"Is it that time already?"

Yuris looked at the watch on her wrist. She was still wearing the watch I bought her when I made some money from stocks.

It was heartwarming to see her still using it, but I wish someone would tell her that women shouldn't wear just one accessory.

I handed towels to the two who were sweating profusely in this cold weather.

"Whew... it feels refreshing to sweat in cool weather."
"Cool... oh."

While watching Yuris dry her hair, I noticed Little Noona walking dejectedly behind her.

Little Noona was helping Alice with her work, and she seemed quite exhausted, occasionally wandering around the palace looking like that.

"I'll go to my master now."
"Kalse, why don't you bring Little Noona along and have a meal together?"
"Would... would that be okay?"

Well, Little Noona does look a bit tired.
What Kalse is worried about is probably that if she's not by her side, Little Noona might skip meals and sleep during mealtime.

But with me, Hye-jin, and Yuris there, she won't be able to skip eating.

"I'll go get her."

I slowly approached Little Noona, who was crossing the training grounds with a sigh.

***

"How many mana cores can you extract, Kalse?"
"I can barely manage five."
"Wow..."

After finishing our meal, we're sitting on a bench chatting with Kalse. For some reason, Hye-jin and Yuris made room for us and took Little Noona away, so with nothing else to do, Kalse and I are sitting on a bench in the back garden having this conversation.

"I heard Your Highness can only extract one..."
"That's right... I wish I could extract at least three."

Each additional mana core means being able to use that many more spells simultaneously. Since most intermediate magic and above requires mixing two spells to enhance effectiveness, not being able to extract more than one core essentially makes magical growth impossible.

In that sense, it's painfully unfortunate that due to my past life memories, I'm congenitally unable to extract a second mana core.

"If you don't mind, I could teach you."
"Really? But I have a congenital difficulty extracting multiple cores."
"I think I can help with that too."
"How...? Even Yuris couldn't solve it..."

Could this 16-year-old Kalse have a solution to a problem that neither my father nor mother nor anyone else could solve?

"Your Highness has such high mana that you can't control the output."
"Hmm... I've heard that before."
"If you can't control the output, then you can lower your mana to a level where control isn't necessary."

Kalse stated it very simply, but is such a method really possible?

Mana is innate—it neither increases nor decreases. I've known since childhood that I was born with overwhelming mana that I couldn't control. I've tried various things, but I never thought of the concept of lowering my mana.

"There's a way to temporarily lower your mana. Using that method, you can get a feel for mana control, then gradually increase your output while practicing until you get used to it."

Speaking as if she had experienced it herself, Kalse began talking with the feeling of someone who had been through this before.

"Did you practice that way too, Kalse?"
"Yes. After I learned I was born with high mana, I trained like that."

As she closed her eyes and seemed to recall the past—a past before being sold to Little Noona as a slave, which she probably wouldn't want to remember.

Still, hearing that there's a method, I find myself feeling hopeful about magic again, something I had already given up on.

"Then, could you teach me magic?"
"Of course."

Looking at Kalse's bright smile, I don't know why my face flushed.

Except that the warm, fuzzy feeling I had when I first saw her was once again blooming deep in my heart.

Ch.128 - Kalse's Day (2)
"What are you doing?"

My wives had taken me away earlier, but my little sister, who suddenly appeared in the back garden, saw me creating a mana core. She tilted her head curiously and sat down beside me.

Kalse had gone to her room to get something—we must have missed each other on the way.

"Kalse said she'd teach me magic."
"Why is my little brother so obsessed with magic? It's not like men can't get married if they can't use magic."
"It's frustrating being the only one who can't use it."

Men don't really need to learn magic unless they become adventurers. After all, with insufficient mana and physical strength, becoming a noble's private soldier is impossible. Moreover, as a member of the royal family, I have even less reason to learn magic.

But in this fantasy world, not being able to use magic like everyone else gave me a tremendous inferiority complex.

My goal is to develop at least two mana cores so I can learn intermediate magic. That would be good enough for me.

"You're unusual. You have exceptionally high mana, but you can't utilize it."
"What about you, sis?"
"I'm not as good as our older sisters, but I'm above average."

Despite lacking the notoriety of our eldest sister Irina and second sister Elena with their genius abilities, my youngest sister Yuris's skills are also outstanding. Well, her reputation did completely tank after the Jonjak incident...

Will the day ever come when sister Yuris can get married? She doesn't seem particularly interested anyway...

"Will you... be able to get married?"
"...Mother and Father have given up."
"Did I touch a sore spot?"

It seems Mother and Father have given up now. Well, isn't it fine if she doesn't get married? Just living in the palace with our parents and me wouldn't be so bad.

"Never mind me... but Kalse needs to get married..."
"Kalse?"
"I wonder if there are any good men out there?"
"......"

What's this?
For some reason, I suddenly felt anger rising toward my little sister.

She didn't say anything strange, so why am I reacting this way?

"I'm just kidding."
"About what?"
"Why are you suddenly so serious? It's my fault."

My little sister ruffled my hair firmly, then dusted off her bottom and stood up.

Wait, what exactly was the joke?
She should at least explain before leaving.

"Well, I need to get back to work. Study hard."
"Yeah... you work hard too."

I gave a bitter smile and waved slightly as I watched my sister walk away.

***

"Did you wait long?"
"Not really."

It took her about 20 minutes to go and come back, which was quite a while, but as a student, I couldn't really complain about her being late. She probably had some conversation with my little sister.

"First, please put these on your arms."

Kalse handed me something with both hands.
It was a pair of silver rings that resembled handcuffs.

"These are..."
"I was late because I went to get these."
"These are those mana-sealing cuffs, right?"
"Yes, they can adjust the mana sealing percentage. I've set them to 10% maximum output."
"Do I wear them like this?"

I never thought I'd wear something like this, but it didn't feel bad.

They were a bit cold, and my hands felt heavy. It was kind of interesting feeling this weight without actually holding anything.

"Now try to create a mana core in that state."

Following Kalse's instructions, I brought my heavy hands together and began to concentrate.

Slowly, mana began to gather, and I could feel it compressing more easily than usual, progressing quickly.

"...Just reducing the mana..."
"Feels strange, right? Now instead of creating two mana cores, try to split one into two with that mindset."
"How... how do I..."
"Well..."

Kalse came behind me, held both my arms, and began to gather mana.
I closed my eyes obediently and tried to catch that mana, meditating to control it.

At that moment, I felt something soft pressing from behind, causing the mana I had barely managed to concentrate to scatter.

"I'll... try again."

Once more, I began to channel mana in sync with her waves.

Despite using only 10% of my usual mana, I focused on the idea of splitting a mana core that had grown three times larger than normal.
But something went wrong, and the mana core burst like a popping bubble.
Feeling a bit stressed, I decided to keep trying until I succeeded.

After repeating this process 15 times, the mana core, which had been trembling like water droplets with surface tension, made a heavy sound and split in two.

"Now close your eyes and concentrate again. Compress the divided mana slowly, just like the other mana core."
"Phew..."

My joy was short-lived as I concentrated again to compress the separated mana.

"Ah..."

But something went wrong, and the mana that was about to form a core scattered. Suddenly feeling exhausted, I collapsed onto the dirt.

It wasn't just mana depletion—I felt a surge of frustration knowing I had been just one step away from completing the mana core.

"Haah..."
"For your first day, even managing to split the core is really impressive."
"Is that so? I'm glad to hear you say that."

Kalse knelt beside me to comfort me.
Indeed, achieving this much in one day was a first in my combined 45 years of existence across two lives.

Still, I couldn't help feeling disappointed.
My head kept drooping automatically.

"Don't worry. I'll help you practice every day."
"Really? But what about your work..."
"It's fine, thanks to His Majesty and Her Highness being considerate."

With Alice's permission, she's essentially my little sister's personal maid, but my little sister is so busy that she's only in her room when sleeping.

So Kalse, having nothing to do, ends up cleaning the back garden or being my mother's conversation partner.
When did she get close to my mother?

"So why don't you rest for today?"
"You're right. I should take a bath soon... ah..."
"What's wrong?"

Kalse tilted her head and asked what was wrong.
I was getting a headache just thinking about how Lala would scold me for dirtying my white clothes when I collapsed on the ground.

"I sigh automatically when I think about getting scolded by Lala."
"Is the Royal Prince's Highness quite strict?"
"No... not really... or maybe she is?"

Lala, who has been with me since I was a baby, has always been particularly strict with me.

As I sighed again and tried to dust off the dirt on my clothes, Kalse approached me, took out a handkerchief, and began wiping my dirty hands.

"Or would you like me to wash your clothes?"
"What? That would be too much... you've already taught me magic."
"I'm doing it because I want to, so don't worry. I've had too little to do lately."
"Hmm..."

In the end, I couldn't refuse.
I quietly accepted her kindness and headed to the bathroom.

***

After washing myself properly, I entered the bath.
Indeed, soaking in water made all the anxiety and frustration that had been filling my head disappear at once.
Is this what they call relieving fatigue?

"Phew..."

By the way, successfully separating part of the mana from a mana core in just one day seems to be quite an exceptional achievement.

Apparently, neither Mother nor Alice managed to split a mana core on their first day of learning.
Well, they both started learning magic around age three, so it's not fair to compare them to me at fifteen, right?

"Your Highness, Kalse is here."
"Kalse? Oh, that's right..."

Kalse had offered to wash my clothes, but my clothes were in the changing room.

She couldn't enter the bathroom while I was bathing, and it would be awkward to tell the maid that she came to collect my clothes.

The maids in our palace are under Lala's management, so I never know when they might report to Lala.

As I was floating my feet in the bathtub, unable to do anything about the situation, I heard Kalse's voice.

"I've come to collect His Highness's clothes and deliver fresh ones."
"I see. Please wait a moment."

The maid seemed to accept this and entered the changing room to collect my dirt-stained clothes and hand them to Kalse.
After receiving the clothes from Kalse, the maid bowed and sent her away.

"Your Highness, I'll prepare new clothes for you."
"Thank you."

Phew...
A sigh escaped automatically.
Kalse seems to be very perceptive as well.

Ch.129 - Kalse's Day (3)
After washing up, I didn't head straight to my room but instead went to the laundry room near my younger sister's room.

Sure enough, Kalse was there, hand-washing the clothes I had soiled.

Actually, it looked like she had finished washing them, but she was staring blankly at her fingers.

"Kalse? Are you hand-washing clothes?"
"Ah... oh? Y-you're already done bathing?"

Anyone could see she had just finished hand-washing with ice-cold water and was now looking at her trembling fingers. She looked like a mistreated Cinderella.

"Don't tell me you're hand-washing them because you were trying to do it secretly?"

I approached her and took her hands, which looked cold. Her hands, which had been snow-white until just a while ago, now had a bluish tint and felt stiff, as if she might have frostbite.

Her face turned red when I suddenly took her hands, but she didn't pull away, so I guess she didn't mind.

"This won't do. Follow me."
"Y-Your Highness?"
"Even for a woman, you know your hands are in danger right now, don't you?"
"Well... this was the temperature I always used during my slave days... Come to think of it, my hands do feel a bit itchy."

I smacked my forehead audibly. That's a classic symptom of frostbite.

I handed her the heat pack I had in my pocket. I didn't realize the one my younger sister had given me earlier would come in handy like this. Good thing I kept it.

"Does it feel a bit warmer?"
"I think I can feel something."
"Phew... at least your nerves aren't dead. How long were you washing for?"
"About an hour, maybe?"

So she took my clothes and had her hands in freezing water for an hour. In this weather, no less.

Even though it's March, the temperature outside fluctuates around -20°C in this insane weather.

I took her to Yuris's room. Yuris, with her master-level abilities, can use healing magic that can regenerate even missing body parts, and she regularly uses her magic on high-ranking nobles who visit the palace.

"Is my sister inside?"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Please call her for me."

I asked the maid waiting outside Yuris's room to summon her. Yuris, who seemed a bit drowsy and tired, appeared surprised to see me.

"Your Highness, is something wrong?"
"Sister, look at this."

I showed Kalse's hands to Yuris. The hands that had been bluish earlier had improved somewhat, showing signs of blood circulation with a slight reddish tint, but they still couldn't be considered completely fine.

"Frostbite? It doesn't look too serious though."
"Can you treat it?"
"Of course. Please come in."

I pushed Kalse, who somehow looked apologetic, into Yuris's room.

Yuris's room, decorated with swords and staffs, felt unfamiliar as it had been quite a while since I'd been there. I usually didn't have the opportunity to visit since Yuris always came to my room... No, this isn't the time for such thoughts.

"Kalse, please hold out your hands."
"Yes..."

Yuris took Kalse's outstretched hands and began to draw out her Mana Core.

With magical skills that made her seem far older than seventeen, she simultaneously drew out 25 Mana Cores and converted them all to healing attributes.

"Your body might suddenly hurt, but you'll need to endure it."
"I-I understand."
"I don't think it will hurt too much... though this is my first time treating frostbite."

Most people Yuris had treated before had missing body parts. When treating them, as soon as she infused her mana, they would let out beast-like death cries before fainting. Well, considering they were getting body parts back, it was probably pain worth enduring once.

"Then I'll begin."
"Ugh..."

Yuris's mana began flowing into Kalse's body.

From the moment the magic was used, Kalse started trembling slightly, and cold sweat began to pour down, but she didn't scream like those who had missing body parts treated.

If it had been hypothermia instead of frostbite, Kalse would have already fainted.

Still, it seemed quite painful, as sweat was pouring down like a flood. Her thin clothes became soaked and started to become see-through. Yuris was also sweating profusely, having used a considerable amount of mana.

"It's done. Can you try moving your fingers?"
"...They move well."

With a brighter face than when I first found her, Kalse confirmed her hands moved well and began thanking Yuris with all her might.

"Thank you, Your Highness."
"It's nothing. Feel free to come anytime if you have any issues."

Yuris stretched as if she had completed a task. Then, noticing the damp clothes, she lightly touched Kalse's body as if she had just thought of something.

"Since we're like this, would you like to take a bath together? Your Highness, would you like to join us?"
"I just bathed earlier."
"Yet you're covered in sweat?"

At Yuris's observation, I touched my neck and forehead. Without realizing it, cold sweat had soaked my clothes, and I was even giving off a slightly sour smell.

"Shall the three of us bathe together?"
"I-I-I..."

Kalse was stammering, clearly flustered. Well, it would be somewhat awkward when Yuris suggests bathing together with her husband.

Actually, I might be more flustered than Kalse. Even as her husband, I don't quite understand what Yuris is thinking.

Is it okay for me, her husband, to show my body to another woman? If the situation were reversed, I'd kill any man who saw Yuris's body.

"What will you do, Your Highness?"
"Well... I'm fine with it..."
"Then let's go, Kalse."

Kalse, unable to hide her flustered expression until the end, was dragged away by Yuris.

***

"Well, isn't it fine?"
"It's been eight years since Yuris, so I thought it would be about time."
"What a coincidence... or maybe not."

Lala, Maron, and Lillie each made a comment. Sitting across from them were Alice, Lala, and Lee Hye-jin.

Once a week, they secretly gathered to discuss various topics, with the largest proportion of their conversations being about their husband, Yook.

Sure enough, the main reason for their gathering this time was also related to Yook.

"From the first day, his gaze felt a bit different."
"How should I put it... like how he looks at Sister Lala?"
"Me?"
"I heard from His Highness before. That Sister Lala was his first love."

Lala blushed at Lillie's words. Having taken care of him since childhood and being attached to him 24 hours a day, it was somewhat natural that he would consider her his first love.

"I heard he liked black hair..."
"That makes sense for His Highness."

Hye-jin, who also had black hair, picked up the cup she had placed on the table and took a sip.

In the world where Yook had lived, black hair was the standard regardless of race, so it was most familiar to him. In the lord's mansion of the Zikheart Duchy, where there were no transmigrators, Lala was the only one with black hair.

"But what did he see in Kalse to fall for her?"
"Her appearance, perhaps?"

The women nodded automatically at Alice's simple and clear answer. From a distance, Kalse looked quite similar to Lala, just with different hair color.

"But His Highness isn't making any moves, surprisingly."
"Maybe he feels guilty towards us..."

Despite not having increased the number of women by his own will, he felt apologetic to his wives. How could he say he wanted to add another woman by his own choice?

Even with Yuris, though he had said he would make her his wife of his own will, it was actually Yuris who had approached him, so it felt somewhat different from the current situation.

"Then shouldn't Yuris step up here?"
"Me? How? Can I do it?"
"Somehow get the two of them together in one place, and drag them to the bath or something?"
"Would that work so easily..."

Yuris hung her head, seemingly lacking confidence. Among them, Kalse was already confirmed as a wife, so they didn't feel bad about showing their husband's body to her.

But how their husband would take it was a completely different matter.

"I think it'll be fine because Yook is a bit naughty."
"As expected of the nanny..."

Alice clapped her hands in admiration as she looked at Lala, who had confirmed that their husband was a pervert.

"I also think Yuris should handle this matter."
"Y-Your Majesty... I understand... I'll make sure to succeed."

Yook, who couldn't even imagine what schemes his wives were plotting to connect him with another woman, was currently heading to the bath after finishing training with Kalse.

Ch.130 - Kalse's Day (4)
"Phew..."

After finishing my bath, I came to my room and gulped down a glass of cold milk. I had originally planned to chat more with Kalse after washing up, but Yuris took her away, so I had no choice but to return to my room.

"Still... she had a beautiful body."

Though I'm used to bathing with my wives and naturally seeing women's bodies, the stimulation from experiencing something different was quite intense.

Is this the sexual desire of a man who's gone through puberty?
Or is it just that my past life self was a pervert, and that's carried over?
I'm not really sure myself.

*

"Your Highness, the Royal Prince has arrived."
"Yaaawn... Show him in."

I ended up yawning because I was tired.
Come to think of it, was today supposed to be the night I sleep with Lala?
I don't think it was.

When the maid opened the door, Lala slowly entered from outside.
Unlike usual, she wore an expressionless face,
making me wonder if she was angry, which caused my face to stiffen as well.

Could it be that she found out about Kalse washing my clothes?
There's a high possibility she figured it out when I mentioned hand-washing with cold water...

"Yook? Is something wrong? You don't look well."
"L-Lala... what about you? Is something wrong?"
"Me? Hmm..."

Lala put her finger to her chin and struck a thinking pose.
When she makes that gesture, she's genuinely deep in thought,
so it's not something she does when she's angry.

"Today, apart from the apprentice maids causing trouble, there wasn't much to speak of?"
"Th-that's a relief."

As I nodded in relief and patted Lala's head,
she smiled brightly, seemingly in a good mood.
Someone this cute can be terrifying when angry.

"Sigh..."
"?"

When I sighed, she tilted her head in confusion and sat on the bed.
As always, I sat down next to her and looked at her face.

Indeed.
Just like usual, she closed her eyes, blushed, and urged me for a kiss. I gently caressed her cheek.
Then, I brought my small lips to her moist, cherry-colored ones.

"Smooch..."

Lala seemed to want a sweet, intense deep kiss, as she slightly inserted her tongue and began tasting the inside of my mouth.
Recently, Lala's kissing skills have improved considerably.

Well, considering we sometimes kiss for up to two hours at a time, it's natural that her skills would improve.
After long sessions, my lips hurt and my lower body gets damp, which is quite troublesome.

"Phew..."
"Mmm... Yook..."

Since she had explored my saliva until her lips and mouth were completely dry,
I pushed her shoulders with both hands to create some distance.

At the same time, a silver bridge formed between our lips,
which stretched and eventually broke, unable to withstand the surface tension.

"Lala, you kiss too intensely."
"Isn't that a good thing?"
"Hmm..."

I gave a wry smile as I saw Lala puckering her lips again, still unsatisfied.

*

"By the way, what brings you here today?"

I just realized that today was supposed to be Alice's turn, not Lala's.
Seeing that Alice hadn't shown up at the scheduled time,
it seems that sister-complex Alice had given her time to Lala.

"How do you feel about Kalse?"

First Yuris, now this—what's with my wives today?
One encourages her husband to bathe with another woman, another asks how I feel about her.
Well, I'm already trash for having bathed with her and seen everything.

"She's cute? Pretty?"
"You're always so honest, Yook."

I tilted my head in confusion as Lala praised me by patting my head,
despite me calling another woman cute and pretty.

"We've been talking among ourselves."
"About what?"
"About how our husband might be interested in Kalse."
"Ahem..."

I guess it showed.
To be honest, I've been strangely drawn to Kalse since we first met.

Part of it was because my older sister brought her,
but should I say it was because of her beauty?
The main reason was probably that she looks very similar to Lala.

"Does she look that similar to others too?"
"Yes, if we dyed Kalse's hair black, even Adel might not recognize her."
"But Her Majesty would still know, right?"

I'm not so sure.
I recently witnessed Adel calling Kalse "Lala" after only seeing her profile.

But Adel won't say anything because I bought her a smartphone on the condition that she keeps it a secret for life.

"Why are you suddenly smiling?"
"It's nothing. So?"
"Since it's obvious she'll eventually become your wife anyway,
we're asking you to just do it soon so we can all be at ease."

That's a direct hit to my heart.
For a moment, my heart actually hurt.
First Yuris, now this—aren't they being too straightforward?

"B-but we don't know how Kalse feels about it."
"For someone saying that, you've already gone into the bath with her?
I heard you were staring at her lower body so intensely while washing that you could've drilled a hole through it..."
"W-who said such..."
"Who else? Yuris did."

Isn't it normal to look at someone's legs?
To think she would tattle on me like this...!
And she's the one who suggested it in the first place!

"I'm not scolding you, so don't worry."
"Ugh..."
"Would you like to see my legs?"
"...Later."

I can't do such indecent things while the sun is still up.

***

"Kalse, what do you want to do?"
"M-mistress... I... um..."

After hearing that Yook had helped treat Kalse when her hand was in a dangerous situation,
I came to her room and spoke to her directly.

I had always thought I would need to find Kalse a husband someday,
but I was worried because of her slave background, and the thought of her being far away made my heart ache.

But when I confirmed that my only little brother, Yook, had feelings for her,
I was so happy I almost jumped for joy.
If this child were to marry my little brother, we wouldn't have to part ways.

"Don't worry, just tell me what you want."
"I..."

Seeing her hesitate to speak while suddenly blushing, I let out a sigh of relief.
It seems she doesn't dislike the idea.

"Someone like His Highness... I think I would be happy to marry him..."
"Ah... that's a relief..."
"But... how could someone like me..."
"You don't need to worry about that. The husband you'll be marrying is quite a high-ranking person."

How high would the position of the husband of the queen of a hegemonic nation be?
To be honest, even I find it hard to gauge.

"W-will it be okay?"
"You know they're all good people, right?"
"That's... yes..."

Lillie and Maron have become sparring partners,
and she even has tea with Yuris, Lala, and Hye-jin.
It seems Queen Alice occasionally asks for her political opinions too.

And the decision to take this child as a wife
was actually the wives' own idea.

In fact, Yook's opinion doesn't seem to matter much...
Except for Lala and Yuris, the others were political marriages anyway.

"Actually, the wives have already approved."
"What?!"
"And Yook seems to like you too, so hurry up and decide."

After contemplating for a while, she nodded with a face that looked like she might cry.

"You're not nodding because you dislike it, right?"
"No... I don't..."
"If you do, tell me right now."
"It's... true..."

Then, she started shedding tears one by one
and eventually sat down.
I approached Kalse and patted her shoulder.

"I told you not to worry."
"But... I'm deceiving everyone..."
"Deceiving what? There's a difference between not saying something and telling a lie."

Seeing her continue to sniffle and show tears,
I scratched my head.

Before, when she said she had something to tell me
and confessed while crying that she was sorry for deceiving me, I still don't understand what she thought she was deceiving me about.

"We don't even know if other transmigrators exist besides you, so how would anyone know?
If it were something that should naturally be disclosed, there would be some kind of transmigrator community or something.
And you were a woman in your past life too, right?"
"Yes..."
"If you were a man but said you were a woman, that would be different, but what was it again? A world where men and women were reversed?"

From what I heard, the standard of living and civilization wasn't that different.
It seems it was a world of a single human race.

I heard that she died once in the same world as Hye-jin
and was reborn.

"It might not be a bad idea to consult with Hye-jin. It might also be good to open up about being a transmigrator while you're at it."
"I suppose so..."
"So stop crying. Your husband will love you just fine."
"Hiccup..."

I handed Kalse some water from the refrigerator as she started hiccupping while crying.

I gave a slight wry smile as I watched her twist open the plastic bottle cap and gulp it down in one go.

By the way, about past lives...
Yook has always liked girls his own age, but if you add her past life age,
she's around thirty... that should be fine, right?
Hye-jin is also in her late 30s...

Ch.131 - Reincarnator
"Miss Hye-jin, do you have a moment?"
"Me?"

It was Yuris, her sister-in-law, who stopped Hye-jin as she was heading to her room after dinner.
For some reason, Kalse was standing beside her, trembling like a condemned prisoner awaiting execution.
Seeing this, Hye-jin immediately knew something interesting was about to happen.

"Of course. Shall we go to my room?"
"Thank you. Kalse, come on."
"Yes... my lady."

When they arrived at Hye-jin's room, the waiting maids bowed their heads. After noticing the two people behind her, they addressed Hye-jin again.

"My lady, I'll bring tea and refreshments."
"Please do. Come in, both of you."

For Hye-jin, the Prince Consort's wife, and Yuris, daughter of the former Vassal Grand Duke of Zikheart, such treatment was normal and expected. But for Kalse, a commoner and former maid, it was still uncomfortable and burdensome.

Kalse's eyes widened when she entered Hye-jin's room. Her own mistress, Yuris, had few hobbies, so there wasn't much in her room.

But Hye-jin's room contained a large collection of items like pistols and swords that resembled those from movies in her previous life.

In this world, firearms weren't very popular and were typically carried by common men with little mana for self-defense. Consequently, guns weren't popular among women, and there was even a culture of looking down on them. This made Kalse feel a connection to someone from her own world.

"Are you interested in pistols, Kalse?"
"Yes... I actually like firearms..."
"Finally, someone with a similar hobby..."

Since her husband was obsessed with smartphones, and her fellow wives mostly collected swords and staffs, Hye-jin rarely met anyone outside the internet who shared her interest in firearms.

Even then, they were mostly commoners, making it difficult to arrange meetups. And even if possible, those internet friends were mostly men.

She never imagined finding someone of the same gender, who might become a companion, sharing the same hobby.

"What kind do you like best?"
"Well, I..."

The two women suddenly began discussing guns, words pouring out like machine gun fire.

Yuris was both happy and a little sad seeing Kalse like this for the first time.

"Hye-jin?"

Yuris cleared her throat, interrupting the conversation and calming the two women. She then stroked Kalse's head, who was rarely this excited about her hobby.

"I'm sorry. I got carried away..."
"Yook isn't interested in guns?"
"His Majesty isn't interested in collecting anything besides smartphones... Please, sit down."

Just then, a maid entered with tea and snacks, so Yuris and Kalse took their seats. Hye-jin sat across from them.

The maid placed cups in front of each of them and a basket of snacks in the center.

The tea was steeped very strong, perhaps to Hye-jin's taste, with an aroma detectable from afar.

The snacks resembled cookies, though they looked rather plain—not what one would expect to be served in a royal household.

"What did you want to see me about today?"

Hye-jin, who had grown to dislike beating around the bush, asked directly.

Yuris also didn't want to be indirect, so she decided to speak plainly.

"Actually..."
"My lady."

Kalse interrupted Yuris as she was about to speak. Seeing Yuris's questioning look, Kalse shook her head with her eyes closed, causing Yuris to sigh deeply.

"You want to tell her yourself?"
"This is my business."
"Haa... alright."

What was this girl planning to do when she'd been trembling just moments ago?
Still, seeing the change in Kalse's expression, Yuris nodded in agreement.

"Phew..."

Kalse closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Having gathered her courage, she began to speak.

"Lady Hye-jin."
"Yes, go ahead."
"Actually... I'm a transmigrator."
"...What?"

***

"What's this all about?"
"You'll understand when we get there!"

I was doing my usual evening walk in the back garden after dinner when suddenly Hye-jin grabbed my arm and started pulling me toward my room. She wouldn't explain anything, just saying I'd understand when we got there. Couldn't she just tell me what this was about?

"Hurry, come in. Everyone, please take a break."
"Yes, my lady."

At Hye-jin's command, the maids went to the waiting room next to my chamber. They wouldn't enter my room unless called.

How strange. Hye-jin never sent the maids away, even during intimate moments. What could she be planning that was so...

"Oh? Miss Kalse?"

When I entered the room, I found nothing unusual except for Kalse. The room had blackout curtains drawn and only dim candlelight on the table. The atmosphere felt strangely intimate.

Looking closer, I noticed Kalse was wearing thin white clothes. They looked like the nightwear Lillie and Maron wore before bed.

"Please sit down."
"O-okay..."

As I was staring at Kalse, Hye-jin urged me to sit, so I pulled out a chair and sat down.

A glass of cold milk was placed where I sat. The maids had left it there, knowing my habit of drinking milk after exercising and bathing.

"So what's this about? I want to take a bath."
"Miss Kalse, may I tell him?"
"What?! You mean... tell His Majesty directly?"
"Don't worry. His Majesty will be your greatest ally."
"I don't understand what that means..."

Kalse tilted her head in confusion. That expression was really cute. So adorable I wanted to pinch her cheeks.

"Your Majesty, this isn't a joke, so please listen carefully."
"I said I would, didn't I?"
"Miss Kalse..."

Hye-jin looked at her, so I did too. For some reason, her face was flushed and she was looking down. Now I was the one tilting my head in confusion.

Could it be that she doesn't want to marry me? Is that why she consulted with Hye-jin? That would really hurt my feelings.

"Miss Kalse... is a transmigrator."
"Huh?"
"And she lived in the same era on Earth as we did."

I was as surprised as when I first learned Hye-jin was from another world eight years ago. I'd met several transferees before, but never imagined meeting another transmigrator like myself. She seemed equally surprised, looking at me with wide eyes.

"Miss Kalse is a transmigrator?"
"C-could it be, Your Majesty, you too...?"
"Come to think of it, you also couldn't extract more than two mana cores and had to train... so that's why..."

People native to this world who naturally understand magic have no reason for such training. Transferees also receive special knowledge when they arrive, so they don't need to learn either.

But here was someone besides me who had the same concerns and trained the same way. Why hadn't I realized this before?

"As Hye-jin said, I'm also a transmigrator."
"Which... which country were you from?"
"Hye-jin and I are from Korea."
"I was Japanese..."
"Oh..."

For some reason, I let out an exclamation. I'd heard of Japanese transferees but never met one.

A very small number of people were from Europe and America, and the only Koreans were Hye-jin and myself. Most others were from different worlds or different time periods.

"Didn't you say the tofu shop owner was Japanese?"
"Yes, though he seems to be from a bit earlier time period."
"At least you'll have someone you can communicate with."
"Are there many Japanese people here?"
"We know one person, and I think I've seen two in the transmigrator community."

Of course, they're from different time periods, but not so different that they couldn't communicate.

"What year were you... um..."

I was about to ask when she died, but the words wouldn't come out. Even though it happened over sixteen years ago, I realized that's not something you ask casually.

"For me, it was 2021."

Still, she answered kindly. 2021... a world four years after my death. Honestly, I was curious about what had happened, but I decided not to ask since it might bring up unpleasant memories for her.

"Mine was 2017... Ah, Hye-jin's was 2019."
"Well, our timelines are completely different. I've been here for almost 30 years, while Your Majesty has only been here for 15."
"Auntie."
"What did you just call me?"
"Nothing."

I made a joke to help Kalse relax, and her expression seemed to soften a bit.

Now I can start asking her some questions.

Ch.132 - Reincarnator (2)
"How many people know that Miss Kalse is a transmigrator?"
"Only Master, Miss Hye-jin, and Your Highness."

So not many people know after all.
If there's a variable, it's probably just that my little sister knows.

"When did little sister find out?"
"That... it's a bit embarrassing..."
"If it's difficult to talk about, you don't have to."

I also have a few things too embarrassing to tell others.
Just thinking about them makes my face flush red and makes me want to kick my blankets off.
Even with someone who's going to be my husband, there are things you'd want to keep secret.

"Ah... that's not it... Actually, I accidentally blurted it out while drunk..."
"I see... When was that?"
"Not too long ago..."
"Come to think of it, Miss Kalse was already an adult, right?"

In the Kritias Kingdom, sixteen is the legal age of adulthood.
Just like Earth, they have 12 months and 365 days in a year,
but because it's a world with social classes and where women mature mentally faster, the standard for adulthood is different.

For example, even excluding her past life memories,
Miss Kalse is sixteen, so she has the mental age equivalent to a 34-year-old human.
Well, being an elf, she'd still be treated like a child even if she were nearly a thousand years old.

"Only women maturing mentally faster seems really unfair to me."
"I think the difference in treatment between men and women is too much, don't you?"
"That can't be helped."
"I suppose you can only think this can't be helped either..."

Hye-jin smiled brightly as she patted my head.
I was enjoying her pats when I realized it was a trap,
so I shook my head from side to side to escape her patting.

"That aside, is that the only reason Miss Kalse came here?"
"Yes. I wanted to tell you that I'm a transmigrator..."
"And the reason you're telling me this, should I take it as you agreeing to marry me?"

I didn't want to drag this out, so I asked directly.
Didn't I declare I'd become trash back when I was just seven years old?

"To be honest, I have no intention of letting Miss Kalse go."
"W-What?!"

I picked up my chair and sat down next to her.
The scent of fabric softener from her white pajamas and the shampoo fragrance from her hair made me feel like I might collapse at any moment.

"Then I'll be going now."
"See you tomorrow."
"Don't be too rough on the first night."

Of course, she's talking about kissing and such.
Hye-jin knows how hard it can be the next day if I'm too rough,
since I made it difficult for her to get up the day after our first time.

*Click*

When the door closed, I carried my chair over to her side.
Even though only one person had left, the atmosphere in the room seemed to change.
Should I say it became a bit more... sensual?
Plus, Miss Kalse was wearing pajamas, which made the mood lean even more in that direction.

"Miss Kalse."
"Yes!"

I almost burst out laughing.
Maybe she was nervous, but her sudden loud response brightened the mood a bit.

"Why are you so tense?"
"Ah..."
"May I touch you?"
"Umm..."

Of course, I touched her shoulder even before asking.
Miss Kalse's shoulder was both soft and firm,
probably due to her experience working as a maid.

As I touched her shoulder, Miss Kalse's face grew redder.
I wonder what she thought I was going to touch.
I was just touching her shoulder for a bit of skinship.

"Miss Kalse, you're quite firm. Do you exercise separately?"
"N-No..."
"I see..."
"Haah..."

Slowly moving down from her shoulder, I lightly grabbed her chest.
Since she didn't seem to dislike it, I guess it was okay.

"You don't mind me touching you, right? Just think of it as simple skinship."
"O-Okay..."
"We're going to be married, so I'm doing this because you're too stiff.
I'm not a pervert."

If my other wives had heard that, they would have burst out laughing at how ridiculous it sounded,
but Miss Kalse sitting next to me nodded with a serious face.

Then I put down my hand that had been fondling her chest
and gently stroked her head.

"When did your memories return, Miss Kalse?"
"I've been aware since birth..."
"Mine suddenly came back when I was three... I wonder if it's different because I'm male."

And so, the two transmigrators chatted for a long time.
Miss Kalse seemed to relax both mentally and physically as time went on.
Her trembling and stuttering disappeared, and she began to smile occasionally while answering my questions.

"It must have been hard for you. I knew there was slavery in that country, but..."
"Compared to now, it was like hell."

I felt chills listening to her story.
They didn't treat people properly, just made them work.
One piece of bread for a meal, and if you collapsed from malnutrition, they'd whip you back to your feet.

"And then... when Master realized I was an elf, she bought me."
"Little sister..."
"And then, coming to the Kritias Kingdom... while working as Master's maid..."
"In a way, we met thanks to Jonjak, didn't we?"
"Y-Yes, we did."

She turned her head away, seemingly embarrassed again.
I held her chin, making her look at me, telling her not to run away.
Startled, she didn't know what to do, and I stroked her cheek while looking at her expression.

"Miss Kalse is really cute. Even though you're older than me."
"Y-Yes, I am..."
"Can I call you Kalse noona?"
"Yes..."
"Kalse noona. May I kiss you?"

At this point, with her marriage approval already given, it's not infidelity.
Whether I kiss her or touch her chest.

Similarly, seeing her response of just blushing intensely and nodding,
I slowly brought my lips to hers.

*

"Sigh... Our son is already getting married for the seventh time."
"Usually people have three at most."

From early morning, I'm sitting between Mother and Father, having both my cheeks stroked.
It seems Hye-jin has already told them everything that happened yesterday.
Damn... I shouldn't have sent her away first...

Father was stroking my cheek with a slightly awkward smile.
As a fellow man, he seems to find it a bit strange too.

"And until morning..."
"Kalse didn't come out? That means they slept together, right?"
"That's right. My goodness, growing up so fast..."
"I don't know what you're talking about, but nothing like that happened, 'Your Majesties.'"

When I addressed Mother and Father with the extreme honorific,
they started shaking me, telling me not to call them that.

This is the best solution when the two of them start teasing me.
A method only I can use, and it works.

And finally, I give them Maron's squirrel-like stare.
A look that shows I'm upset and want them to comfort me.

"I'm going now."
"O-Okay, it's about time, go ahead."
"Brush your teeth before bed."
"I'm not a child anymore, right? According to you two, I'm an adult who's been married seven times?"
"To parents, their child is always a child, no matter how many years pass."

When Mother, who has lived for 2,000 years, says this,
my head nods automatically.
Then she smiled brightly and stroked my head.

"We'll understand even if Yook wants to get married more in the future."
"Yook seems to have a thing for women."
"No, I don't!"
"What do you mean, no?"
"I heard from Lillie before that you did such things to her chest..."
"Aaaagh!"

I tried to cover my ears with my hands,
but Mother and Father each grabbed one and wouldn't let go.

In the end, I was only released from my seat after hearing from my parents
about all the skinship I had with my wives.

***

"And then? And then?"
"His Highness... then kissed me..."
"So our prince has quite a romantic side to him."

Lillie, Maron, Yuris, and Kalse were gathered, chatting with each other.
Inevitably, the conversation turned to what had happened between the husband and Kalse last night.

Kalse was a bit embarrassed, but seeing the other wives chatting happily,
she reluctantly joined in, though now she too was enjoying the conversation.

"Has His Highness always been like that?"
"You have no idea. He's been that way since we first met."
"I liked that about him... so I told Mother..."
"Come to think of it, Maron, you said you fell for him at first sight."
"I'm not the only one, right, Sister Yuris?"
"I... yes... I did too. It's a bit embarrassing to have fallen for my cousin, though."
"Hey, what's embarrassing about that?"

Lillie patted Yuris's shoulder, telling her not to feel down, and smiled brightly.
Having been family for almost nine years now, there was no pretense between them.
To strangers, they would look like blood sisters with different hair colors.

"By the way... does Her Majesty also..."
"You mean Sister Alice?"
"All I know is that Sister Alice had her eye on His Highness even before he was born."
"S-Sister..."
"Oh, Alice gave us permission to call her that. It was hard for us at first too,
but as time passed, it just rolled off our tongues."
"Now it almost feels uncomfortable to call her 'Your Majesty.'"

Lillie laughed as she said something close to a joke.

As she said, Alice is very generous to her family.
No, it's beyond generous.
Except for her younger sister Lala, she consistently speaks politely and shows respect to the other wives.

They don't know why they receive such treatment,
but in accordance with how she treats them, they tend to take a step back for her, the legal wife.
Making Alice and Lala the central figures in everything.

Since it was something everyone agreed on and accepted as natural,
their relationship has never been strained.

And they also unconsciously noticed her efforts,
so they quietly pretend not to know.
Why make things awkward by bringing it up?

And so they continued their conversation until before dawn the next day,
then slept in the same bed, only waking up late in the afternoon.

Ch.133 - Manifestation
"Just a little more...!! Try compressing it a bit more!"

Following Kalse's instructions, I put in more effort to compress my mana.
It seems impossible after all.
The mana separates, but further compression feels completely out of reach.

It's like trying to play two Tekken games simultaneously with one hand.
Using both hands to play one game is easy, but when you have to control two games with one hand each, you lose focus and your control falls apart.

"Don't overthink it."
"That's easier said than done..."
"Let's pause for a moment."

Since Kalse told me to stop, I ceased my mana output.
The mana core slowly disappeared from view, and the uncompressed mana that had gathered dissipated with the breeze.

"Phew..."
"Here you go."
"Thank you."

I wiped my head with the towel Kalse handed me and sat down on the bench.
The backyard, which had now completely transformed into our practice area, had become a place where no one else approached besides us.

They probably thought it looked pathetic.
Me, unable to break free from low-level magic, struggling so hard.

"Why can't I do it..."

I sighed heavily and hung my head.
After learning that Kalse was a transmigrator, I had finally found a method and worked tirelessly, but there was no progress.
I couldn't advance beyond the point where my mana separated, which Kalse had helped me achieve before.
The compression simply wouldn't happen.

"Let's try changing our approach."
"Is there another method?"
"I think Your Highness is making it too complicated."
"But... it really is too difficult."

I don't know about women, but men have poorer mana technique and lower mana compatibility.

Perhaps the reason there are so few men in this world has something to do with mana—maybe men are just inherently bad with magic.

A man's seed often withers before it can even implant due to the mother's mana, or even if conception occurs, the mana easily causes miscarriages.
All because of poor compatibility with mana.
My current struggle with magical growth probably stems from the same issue.

"That might be one reason, but it's not absolute. Your father is the Demon King, isn't he?"
"That's true..."

The Demon King isn't the king of demons, but rather a king-class magician.
My father is the only male magician in all of myth and history to reach the king class.
If I train diligently for about 2,000 years, maybe I could use saint-class magic, if not king-class.

"The son of the Demon King can't possibly lack talent. Cheer up."
"For someone with that logic, I can't even use basic swordsmanship despite my mother being the Sword God."
"....."

At least with swordsmanship, I'm not bitter thinking that my eldest sister, Silfia, and Erica borrowed all the talent.
I'm actually proud of them.

"I'd be satisfied if I could use intermediate magic before I die."
"You're not going to die."
"Then teach me every day."

It was an embarrassingly obvious proposal asking her to stay by my side and teach me magic for life—I wonder if she understood?
Ah, judging by her blushing face, she did.

"Aren't you going to answer?"
"I'm... too embarrassed..."
"Come on, it's just the two of us here."
"Eek!"

I grabbed her shoulders and embraced her tightly.
Her soft chest acted as a cushion, allowing her head to rest comfortably against my chest as I stroked her hair.

"Noona, shall we practice one more time before going to wash up?"
"To...together..."
"Of course together."

With Hye-jin and Lala too, naturally.

***

"Huh...? Oh!!"

The second sphere that had separated but wouldn't compress earlier was now gradually getting smaller.

Rather than dispersing and shrinking, it was slowly compressing into a single point.
The deepening color was proof of this.

"Did it... work?"

I grabbed the floating sphere in my hand and held it up to the sunlight.
No light passed through—it was absorbed by the sphere, maintaining an opaque, dark appearance that anyone would recognize as a water-attribute mana core.

"It worked!!"
"Congratulations! Kyaa!"

Overwhelmed with joy, I hugged Kalse tightly.
After all that effort with no results, she helped me produce a second mana core in such a short time.
It's been a while since I felt such emotion.

It reminded me of when I couldn't produce even one mana core, and Lillie and Maron helped me somehow manage it.

"Are you that happy?"
"Of course I am!"
"Still, you won't be able to use intermediate magic right away."
"I know. You'll continue teaching me, right?"

As I nuzzled my face against her chest, she smiled contentedly and began stroking my head.
It seems Kalse has grown somewhat accustomed to this now.

"Shall we finish for today and go wash up?"
"Can't you teach me a little more?"
"No. We agreed to stop here today."
"Alright..."

I couldn't help feeling disappointed.
After all, my magic had finally taken a step forward after eight years of stagnation.

Once you create a mana core, it's like you've completely mastered the process, so as long as you don't panic, you can easily produce two more cores.
I could have moved on to the next step...
But Kalse refused, taking my hand and leading me somewhere.

"Where are we going?"
"To where Lala and Hye-jin are. They said they were going to bathe, remember?"
"Right... You're not embarrassed anymore?"
"I am embarrassed, but you've already seen everything. Quite clearly."
"We're married, so it doesn't matter."

I did stare quite closely, but since we're married, it's fine.
What exactly I saw remains a secret, though.

"Hm?"

Something yellow appeared in my vision, so I rubbed my eyes.
At first, I thought some dust had gotten in, so I rubbed a bit more, but it wouldn't go away, causing me to stop in my tracks.

"Just a moment."

I used my free hand to rub my eyes.
Despite this, the yellow dot didn't disappear but grew larger and began to emit light.

"Could it be a skill manifestation?"
"A skill? Aren't those only obtainable by those born with them or transmigrators?"
"I'm a transmigrator, but I've had mine since birth, you know?"
"...Why didn't I have one?"
"I don't remember exactly, but I think when I reached out to grab the yellow dot, information about the skill and how to use it flowed into my mind."
"Like this?"

Following her example, I closed my eyes tightly and snatched the glowing yellow dot with my hand.

"How is it?"
"Hmm..."

When she asked, I opened my eyes wide.
I hesitated a bit, worried that my expectations would be dashed, but it seemed I was of the same kind after all.

The yellow light that wouldn't disappear no matter how much I rubbed my eyes had vanished without a trace.

"But why is it appearing only now?"
"I have a feeling it might be because you succeeded in creating two mana cores."
"So achieving a goal created a skill..."
"That's just my theory, though."

Seeing Kalse's wry smile, I beamed back at her.
Then I closed my eyes tightly again and concentrated.

I wonder what kind of ability I'll get, after being given talent with neither magic nor swordsmanship until now.
Honestly, I'm a bit excited.

"Hmm......"
"It won't come right away; you'll have to wait a bit."
"Ah."

It seems the ability won't be granted immediately.

***

"Really?"
"Hehe... I'm about to become a skill holder too."
"A skill... I wish I had one that could enhance my swordsmanship or magic."
"Come to think of it, Lillie and Maron have appraisal skills, right?"
"They can only use them a few times a day."
"There are limitations..."

Those two are innate skill holders, born with their skills.
Maron's is for weapons and armor, while Lillie's is for magic stones and grimoires.

"Skills are generally beneficial, right?"
"Sometimes completely useless skills appear, but they're better than nothing."
"For example?"
"Like knowing the location of your belongings... or emotion magic..."
"Lala was born with emotion magic..."

Appraisal skills and emotion magic are different.
Appraisal skills evaluate objects, while emotion magic deals with people's feelings.
For Lala, who now appears bright and cheerful, emotion magic is a useless skill.

"There are also skills that can detect the saltiness or sweetness of food."
"That's really useless..."

In an advanced world, such things are meaningless.
Tools can do all that.

"I'm suddenly getting anxious... I hope I get something good."
"What kind of skill would you like?"
"Hmm..."

What ability would be fun to have by myself?
Maybe a skill that creates objects?
That would be fun to play with for a lifetime.

"A creator-type skill? Char does have such a skill."
"So it's not impossible?"

I smiled brightly.
The expectation and excitement of knowing it wasn't an impossible dream showed on my face.

*

I thought I wouldn't be able to sleep due to anticipation, but I woke up refreshed after sprawling out.

This is better anyway.
Isn't it more enjoyable to check after a good night's sleep rather than waiting endlessly?

"Let's see! The skill is..........Crea....tive!"

I read each letter appearing in my mind.
I had wished for a skill to create objects, and it seems the goddess granted my wish.
Could this be a blessing bestowed upon me as the husband of the Saintess?

As happy as I was, I needed to check the skill. I closed my eyes deeply again and slowly read the name and content of the skill.

"Skill........Creation....... and.......Imbuement.......?"

Is imbuement about infusing magic stones with mana or something like that?
But what is skill creation?

Ch.134 - Manifestation (2)
The news that I had developed a skill spread to my wives in an instant.
Thinking about how it spread, I suspect Kalse told my younger sister, who then told one of my wives, or perhaps she told my mother or father.

Actually, I had planned to keep it secret until I could properly use the skill, so I felt a bit disappointed that word about what kind of skill it was had already spread.

And, at Alice's summons, all our royal family members gathered in one place.
It had been a while since Rain and Adel joined us, and they were now chatting with each other.

Is developing a skill really such a big deal?
I don't even know how to use it yet.

"Isn't Your Majesty's skill mana imbuing?" asked Maron.
"Maron, that wasn't a skill."

Skills can be easily identified through detailed examinations.
However, despite being treated like a treasure and receiving health checkups and detailed examinations once a week since birth, I don't recall ever hearing that I had developed a skill.

"Then how did Your Majesty possess such power?"
"Who knows?"

Millie and Maron tilted their heads in confusion.
Come to think of it, I did have one ability that seemed so overpowered it could be mistaken for a skill.

"But what exactly is Skill Creation?"
"I wonder?"

I tilted my head and answered Hye-jin, which made my mother and Lala smile bitterly.
Their eyes seemed to say, "How could you not know?"

"We'll have to experiment when Alice arrives. I haven't tried anything yet."

I have no idea either.
I prayed for a creation-type skill, and now I have a skill that seems like it can create skills.

Then, a thought occurred to me.
What if this really is an ability to create and bestow skills?

My value in this world would increase even more.
Even now, I create an R-grade magic stone once a week and send it to Yggdrasil.

Well, thanks to that, I get to meet Christina often, which I enjoy.

"Lillie, do you have any magic stones with you?"
"Just a moment."

Lillie took out a magic stone from her Invisible Inventory.
It seems that what used to be a Weapon Inventory that could only store weapons has now been integrated into just "Inventory."

"Why do you suddenly need a magic stone?"
"I'm wondering if my skills got consolidated too."

Although it wasn't a particularly interesting ability, it would be troublesome if this skill suddenly disappeared.
Especially for Yggdrasil.

I took the magic stone Lillie handed me and channeled my mana into it.
Thanks to being able to draw from 'two' mana cores now, I'm not sure if the efficiency has improved, but the speed at which I infuse mana has become much faster.

I placed the R-grade magic stone, which instantly turned rainbow-colored, into the hands of Erica, who was standing nearby looking sleepy.

"This should go to our little sister."

Of course, it was a prank to see Erica's confused expression, not knowing what was happening.
But I felt a bit deflated when she didn't seem particularly surprised and just put it in her pocket.

"No one gets surprised by that kind of thing anymore."

Alice, who appeared behind me and patted my head, sat down in a chair and tapped the seat next to her, indicating I should sit there.

Following our queen's command, everyone sat down, and I took my place beside Alice.

"The reason I've called everyone here today is because of the news that Yook has developed a skill."
"But is it really true and not a misunderstanding? I've never heard of a skill manifesting at age 15..."

Hye-jin asked Alice.
A misunderstanding? That's harsh.
As if I would bother everyone with such a misunderstanding.

"I also thought it might be a misunderstanding at first."
"That's mean."
"Ahem... Anyway, the examination results confirmed that a skill has indeed manifested, and as Yook said, it's called 'Skill Creation and Imbuement,' though we don't understand what it means."

I glared at Hye-jin like a squirrel.
My expression conveyed protest at being treated like I was mistaken, but Hye-jin just smiled brightly as if nothing was wrong.

"So is the skill usable now?"
"What do you think, Yook?"
"I think it's possible. But I'm not sure what to experiment with."

Skills make possible what magic cannot, but similarly, what magic can do cannot be implemented as skills.

For example, magic cannot appraise objects, and skills cannot shoot fire or create water.

"How about turning water into a beverage?"
"Since we don't know if created skills can be deleted, let's make something beneficial."
"Hmm..."

I can't think of anything simple...
What do I need?

Come to think of it, I don't necessarily have to create skills only for myself.
The "imbuement" part suggests I can give them to others, right?

"Hye-jin, come here."
"Me?"

Hye-jin approached with a puzzled face after being suddenly called.
I stood up, had her sit in the chair, and began to think carefully.

The first skill I want to create with this ability is mana generation.

It's a basic ability that all living beings in this world possess, but creating mana through magic is impossible.

And Hye-jin was uniquely lacking this function in this world, making it my top priority problem to solve.

"What are you trying to do..."
"Be quiet."

After silencing Hye-jin, I began to concentrate deeply.
Skill Creation is an ability that creates skills through my concentration alone, but if that concentration is disrupted, the skill becomes completely useless.

"Hmm..."

I started imagining mana flowing from nature slowly entering the body.

The mana possessed by living beings comes from some unexplained "something" that flows through the body, but since that's impossible for her, I imagined it being directly absorbed from outside.

What started as mere imagination of automatic mana absorption began to feel like it was actually happening throughout my body.

The design seemed to include a mechanism for releasing excess mana well before reaching the body's limit.

"Your Majesty's mana wavelength seems to have changed a bit."
"A bit? It's—mmph!"
"Shh!"

Lala covered Lillie and Maron's mouths.
I almost reacted too, but thanks to Lara handling it well, I was able to maintain my concentration until the end.

"Phew..."

The enormous mana gradually began to stabilize.
I released some of it appropriately since it had accumulated to what seemed like hundreds of times my normal amount.

"I suddenly feel incredibly refreshed."
"Dense mana is a source of vitality for elves."

It didn't feel particularly good to me, like I'd just passed gas, but the dense mana seemed to have revitalized the women who had been drowsy from the morning.

Even Erica, who had been standing half-asleep until just now, was smiling brightly, apparently feeling good.

"Did it work?"
"I think so. I've always had a lot of mana, but this..."
"What exactly did you create?"
"A skill to absorb external mana."
"...Could it be..."

Hye-jin blinked her eyes.
She seemed to understand that I had created the skill for her.

Before she could speak, I approached her and placed my hand on her head.
Then I began imagining transferring a shining yellow orb from my mind to Hye-jin, whether it existed or not.
This is how skills are bestowed.

While creation took a long time, bestowing the skill didn't take long.
Maybe 15 seconds at most?

"Oh... I can feel mana coming from Sister Hye-jin now."

At Maron's words, Hye-jin collapsed to the floor.
For a moment, thinking there might be side effects from the skill, I crouched down in alarm and began examining her face.

But she wasn't clutching her chest or showing signs of pain; instead, she was shedding tears that were hard to tell whether from joy or sorrow.

***

After Lillie and Maron took Hye-jin away, everyone remaining seemed to be holding their heads as if they had headaches.

"Yook always manages to surprise me."
"Ahem..."
"Sigh... Well, making this public won't cause any problems..."

Alice, who now worried not about what might happen to me but what might happen because of me, began to stroke my cheek as I sat quietly.

"Our husband is truly a blessing."
"You said that eight years ago too. Please say something different."
"There aren't really any suitable alternative words."

I smiled at Alice's response and stood up from the chair.
Then I closed my eyes to create another skill.

"You're making another one? What are you trying to make this time?"
"Rejection Response Removal for Others' Mana... just came up with the name."

Now that I've fixed Hye-jin, I should fix my mother-in-law next.
After that, my mother.

Ch.135 - Manifestation (3)
"Adel, please come over here."
"Uh..."

Adel scratched her head as she approached me.
She's my mother-in-law who, like Hye-jin, suffers from a mana-related illness.

Wind Demon Disease, an extremely rare congenital and incurable condition.
In some ways, I think her condition is worse than Hye-jin's.

"Please come sit here."
"Is... is it really okay?"

Anyone present would have noticed that her "is it okay" wasn't asking about safety,
but rather if it was okay for her to hope.

"Don't worry. I'll heal you."
"That's not what I'm worried about..."
"My mother-in-law worries too much."

I pressed down on her shoulders to seat her in the chair
and closed my eyes just like before.

Wind Demon Disease...
I wasn't sure what to think about this time,
so I pondered for a moment. But I had seen Adel's adverse reactions to mana before,
so I began imagining that scene.
I mixed in thoughts of removing that rejection response, healing her body with recovery magic.

Unlike with Hye-jin, where I had to include the concept of mana absorption which took considerable time,
this skill formed surprisingly quickly.

However, since I didn't have any rejection response to others' mana,
I had no way to test it.
So I decided to bestow it directly on Adel.
I placed my hand on her head and imagined handing her a yellow orb.

After about 15 seconds,
Adel's body began to glow.

It was a completely different reaction from Hye-jin's,
which startled me.

"A-Adel!"

I almost rushed to embrace her, but Alice stopped me,
hugging me and pulling me away.
Apparently, Alice knew what this phenomenon was.

"A-Alice... Adel is...!"
"It's okay. That's not dangerous—it's beneficial."
"W-what is it...?"
"Remember when I taught you about imbuing objects with magic?"
"The magic used on hairpins, right?"
"Normally when mana resonates with other mana, it emits a green light,
but when someone who has 'never' been influenced by another's mana experiences it, they emit a yellow light.
Her Majesty is emitting yellow light because she's never carried another person's mana before."

I nodded at Alice's explanation.
I don't remember it, but they say I also emitted yellow light when I first received healing magic as a child.

I was so startled because I thought something bad was happening...
What a relief...

Adel continued to glow for quite some time before gradually calming down.
Then Lala approached, took one of Adel's hands,
and used healing magic.

"How does it feel?"
"........."
"Adel?"
"...I feel... nothing..."

Normally, Adel's body would have started showing adverse reactions
the moment healing magic was used, but there was no reaction.
Not only that, but thanks to the high-grade healing magic,
the dark circles under her eyes and blemishes had completely disappeared.

"I... feel... nothing..."

Like Hye-jin, Adel began to shed tears.
I knew from history books how much she had suffered from Wind Demon Disease
and how close she had come to death,
so I could somewhat understand her joy.

"Alice, shouldn't we escort Adel to her room?"
"Yes, we'll go ahead then."

Alice came over and kissed me on the cheek.
I could feel her deep love in that kiss, more affectionate than usual.

"Thank you for saving my mother."

After whispering that, she supported Adel and left the room.
Seeing this, Lala also approached me and bowed.

Then, like Alice had done, she kissed my forehead,
gave me a slight smile, and followed the other two.

"Let's see... next is..."

Since Mother isn't urgently ill, I can deal with her later.
Now I want to create a skill for myself.

"You shouldn't do anything strange, okay?"
"I'll make something reasonably good."

Kalse and Yuris cautioned me not to do anything weird.
Of course, I won't do anything strange.

What I want...
is simply...

"A height-increasing skill!"
"Sigh..."

Yuris placed her hand on her forehead as if she'd expected this.
She seemed to be enduring an oncoming headache.

"Height won't work. We don't know how many centimeters you might grow."
"Couldn't I just specify that?"

I could just specify growing to 170cm.
With great expectations, I gently closed my eyes.
And I began imagining myself growing to 170cm.

...It's taking longer than usual.
The skill should have shown signs of forming a while ago,
but there wasn't even a hint of mana gathering.

"What's wrong?"
"The skill isn't forming."
"Could it be that two skills is the limit?"
"I don't think... that's it."

When I try to gather mana while thinking of something else, I can sense a skill trying to form.
But when I imagine physical characteristics, not only does mana not gather,
I feel like my strength is draining away.

"It seems height-related skills aren't possible."
"Your Highness is cute just as you are now."

After Erica's declaration and Kalse's attack,
I fell to my knees.
Growing taller seems to be an impossible dream.

*

In the end, after various experiments,
I discovered that I couldn't create skills that affect my own body.
And there were more limitations than I expected.

For example, I could create a teleportation skill,
but I would need magical knowledge to activate it.

In Hye-jin and Adel's cases, the knowledge required was simple and already familiar,
so creating and bestowing those skills was possible.

"If that's the case... then skills lose their biggest advantage..."

Skills exist because they can do what magic cannot,
but I can only create skills that magic could already accomplish.

I wonder if absorbing natural mana is also possible with magic.
It might be one of the lost magical arts.

*

"Hye-jin~"
"You're here?"
"Were you practicing magic?"

Since Hye-jin hadn't used magic in almost five years,
she was practicing as a form of rehabilitation.

Now able to absorb natural mana,
she's apparently become powerful enough to earn the title of Demon King with just a bit more training.

After all, absorbing natural mana
means having unlimited magical power.

No matter how abnormally large my mana reserves are,
compared to all the mana in nature, mine is like a 10-won coin floating in space.

"I can finally teach Your Highness magic now."
"I'm already a '2-core' magician, you know?"
"I can produce 50 cores."

After I struggled to manifest two mana cores, Hye-jin instantly produced 50 cores.
Then she began freely manipulating them, making them larger and smaller at will.

"Y-you're... better than I thought."
"Not 'thought,' you should say 'imagined.'"
"Ugh..."

I took another hit.
Will the day ever come when I can win against Hye-jin verbally?

"Anyway! Hurry up and teach me magic!"
"Could we have the first lesson at the academy?"

Hye-jin asked for permission like a wife making a difficult request to a patriarchal husband.
Anyone watching would think I'm the bad guy.

"Only if it's during one of my classes."
"Of course. Don't worry."

She hugged me happily and rubbed her cheek against mine.
Is teaching magic lessons really that exciting?
I smiled and gently stroked her hair.

***

I pondered deeply.
Can skills only be bestowed upon people?

Imbuing magic allows one to place usable magic into items
to make them convenient to use.

Apparently, the original forms of household items like lights and gas stoves
were magical tools created with imbuing magic.

For example, fire magic was imbued into gas stoves,
and light magic into lamps to turn them on.

So I thought:
Couldn't skills also be imbued into objects?

I imagined a tool that anyone could use with magic and knowledge,
though impossible to implement with a single spell.
A watering can.

Creating hundreds of water streams with magic is impossible,
but generating water and using a tool to create hundreds of streams is easily possible,
so it could be made into a skill.

I imagined and created a skill for spraying liquid,
then imbued it into an empty plastic bottle.

I went outside, filled the bottle with water, and tightly closed the lid,
confirming that not a single drop would leak out.

"Activate."

I said "activate" out loud, but that wasn't necessary.
Unless a specific trigger is created, magical tools respond to thought alone.

When I imagined activating the skill,
hundreds of water streams began flowing from the bottle.
Looks like I've acquired an amazing skill.

Ch.136 - Practice
"Is Your Majesty still sleeping?"
"Yes, my lady."
"I'll go in and wake him up. Please go prepare for breakfast."

I was already awake but lying down because I was too lazy to get up when I heard Lillie's voice outside.

Usually only Lala came to my room this early in the morning. It seems Lala must be sleeping in, so Lillie came instead.

"Your Majesty, it's time to get up."
"Ugh... I want to graduate soon."
"Once you graduate, you'll be able to sleep to your heart's content."
"Let's sleep a bit more together, Lili."
"Uh..."

I pulled Lillie's hand and made her lie down on the soft bed.
Maron was already sleeping beside me, so now there were three of us on the bed, but since it was large enough for ten people, it wasn't cramped at all.

"Y-you need to get up now..."
"It's fine, it's fine. Big brother will rub your tummy."
"Ah...! Y-Your Majesty? I'm not Erica..."

I must have been confused in my sleepy state.
It was Erica, not Lillie, who would whine about stomach aches.

Whenever Erica complained about stomach pain, I would rub her belly. When I touched Lillie's stomach, those memories must have resurfaced, causing me to blurt out nonsense.

"But it feels good, right?"
"Mmm..."
"Your body stays warm when your stomach is warm."
"That's what I told you before..."

So Lillie's weakness was her stomach.
After rubbing it a little, I could feel her breathing becoming faster and her body getting warmer.

"Lili's stomach is so soft. I want to keep touching it."
"T-then you can touch it later tonight, but please let me go now."
"Whyyy?"
"What do you mean why? It's already time for you to go to the Academy! Today is a very busy day..."

Lillie was pouting despite having enjoyed it herself.
Finding her expression adorable, I patted her head.

"Aren't you going to wake Maron?"
"Ah! Maron!"

Just now noticing Maron's presence, Lillie crawled over to the bed and started shaking Maron to wake her up.

"Maron! If we delay any longer, we'll be late!"
"L-late?"

Like the model students they were, Maron opened her eyes at the mention of being late and suddenly started taking off her clothes and underwear.

Then, she went to the closet, opened it, and began rummaging through it.
She must think this is her room.

"Yaaawn... Maron, this is my room."

Maron, who had been making a sad face wondering why her clothes weren't there, looked at me sitting on the bed yawning and seemed to realize this wasn't her room.

Well, I suppose the rooms in the royal palace all have similar layouts, so it's easy to get confused—unless you're looking at the expanded back section where I keep my smartphones.
But Maron in the morning seems to be in worse shape than me.

"Then I'll go change clothes and come back."
"You should put your clothes on before leaving!"
"R-right..."

When Lillie stopped her, Maron looked down to check her state and scratched her head.

By now, she's no longer embarrassed about showing her body,
but she blushed at her own foolish behavior as she started picking up and putting on her underwear one by one.

***

"It seems unusually chaotic today, probably because of the practical training."
"It's because everyone can finally see how their skills measure up in the real world."

Today is the day when our graduating class goes to the Adventurer's Guild for field training.
We're supposed to accept requests like adventurers do, and we'll be evaluated on how well we complete them. Academy evaluators will secretly follow the students.

Of course, while it's partly to check our grades, it can also be seen as a safety measure for the students' protection.

As for me, I've been exempted from this practical training.
It's partly because my magic, swordsmanship, and physical abilities shine at the bottom of the graduating class, but mainly because Alice took preemptive measures to ensure I'd only be observing, probably worried something might go wrong.
Our queen is always overprotective.

"You two are acting separately?"
"It would be difficult to be evaluated if we stayed together."

They seem to have taken the advice of the instructors who recommended they not stay together, as it would be hard to divide the evaluation between the two students competing for first and second place in the graduating class.

"I know you're both excellent, but please don't get hurt by overdoing it."
"Don't worry. We won't do anything to make Your Majesty sad."
"Actually, it might be better for us to concentrate if Your Majesty would just sit quietly and wait..."
"That would be too boring. I'll be with Hye-jin... I mean, Instructor Lee, so don't worry."
"If that's the case..."

Not only is Hye-jin with me, but there are also the Erendark sisters who protect me 24 hours a day.
I didn't know before, but apparently many of the current Erendark leaders are Sword Kings and Demon Kings in terms of skill.

With those people and Hye-jin, a Demon King-level magician, by my side, there's nothing to fear.
Even if something happens, Hye-jin and I can escape using the teleportation magic from the hairpin Christina gave me.

"Don't worry."
"I know. It seems foolish for us to worry."

I patted the heads of Lillie and Maron as they smiled bitterly.
At the same time, the loud voices of instructors could be heard from outside, and all the students began rushing out.

*

"Oh... this is my first time at the Guild."
"It's probably the first time for most people."
"Have you been here before, Lili?"
"I came once with my mother."
"With your mom?"

Why does my mother take my future daughter-in-law out but not me?
If she's going to take someone, she should take me too.

"Just to be clear, we didn't come for fun, but for work."
"I know, I was just joking."

Of course, my mother wouldn't have come here for fun.
The reason a Sword God visits the Guild would be for designated hunts.

I heard that those of her rank receive various benefits and priorities but must complete Guild-designated requests once a year or so.

"As I explained earlier, please accept requests with the letter R in front of them.
These are requests exclusively for Academy students, created by the evaluators."

All the students except me headed toward the bulletin board where the requests were posted.
I was curious and wanted to go see too, but Hye-jin firmly held my hand and shook her head, so I had no choice but to stay seated.

"I'll let you see after all the students have left. I can't let Your Majesty go because you'll likely get involved in something strange again."
"What... what did I ever do..."
"Remember when you went out for an event and got into a fight with some thugs and got hit?"
"T-that... wasn't my fault..."
"And after that, you were almost dragged away by some nasty rapists."
"Umm..."

As she listed each case where I nearly got involved in heinous crimes while wandering alone, I had nothing to say and just lowered my head.

"By the way, don't you need to go evaluate, Hye-jin?"
"I was originally assigned to Your Majesty."
"I see..."

I guess Hye-jin also got a break because I'm not participating.
Alice must have pulled some strings behind the scenes.

"Now that I think about it, if I'm excluded from the practical training, how will I be graded?"
"What do you think?"
"Um... average score?"
"There would be an uproar if we gave you half credit without even taking the test."
"Then my score will be..."
"Just barely above failing."
"Then maybe I should just take the practical..."

After all the studying I did to improve my grades, it seems unfair that I'll receive a score just above failing because I was forced to miss the practical.
Could there be anything more unjust?

While we were talking, all the students had left for their practical training, and only a few instructors remained, chatting before walking toward us.

"What are your plans after this, Instructor Lee?"
"I was thinking of taking a walk with His Majesty."
"My, a date during class hours."

They laughed among themselves and then headed outside.
I wonder what those instructors find so amusing.
Every time they see Hye-jin and me sitting together, they laugh and chat. Old maids, all of them.

"Shall we head out as well?"
"First, please let me look at those."

Grabbing Hye-jin's arm as she was about to leave, I approached the bulletin board.

There were various requests posted, with some marked with the letter R at the front. I could also see designated requests for silver and gold adventurers.
It was my first time seeing something like this, so it was quite fascinating.

"What level is a gold adventurer?"
"They're what you'd call veterans. Above them, there are only platinum and diamond ranks."
"The ranking system seems like a pyramid."
"It's rude to say that."
"Then what rank is my mother?"

I wonder if my mother is diamond rank?
That would be the highest rank, after all.

"Your mother doesn't have a rank. She simply enjoys benefits and privileges independently."
"Huh... are there many people like that?"
"Currently, only Christina and your mother maintain such benefits."
"I see..."

So in the end, there are only two such people.
What kind of family do we come from anyway...

Ch.137 - Practice (2)
"Where would you like to go first?"
"I heard there's a park around here. Should we start there?"

It was almost impossible to go on an outdoor date like today, so I wanted to try one of the date spots others had recommended.

Since I usually had dates with my wives in our room, the back garden, or the training grounds, I was starting to get tired of the same locations.

"It might be a bit crowded at this hour... Is that okay?"
"It's fine."

I must look like a kid who's afraid of people.
I'm not particularly afraid of people, nor do I dislike them.
I just don't like crowded places much.

"For someone who says that... in the recent group assignment..."
"That's because Hye-jin separated me from Lili and Maron..."
"Your Highness, as a man, you shouldn't be shy but confident."
"Hye-jin... that phrase doesn't work in this world..."

That's something you say to women.
When used on men, it's not likely to be received well.

Hye-jin has been here longer than me,
yet she's adapting worse than I am.

"Kalse seems to be adapting better."
"Isn't there a difference between a Transmigrator and a reincarnator?"
"The base is the same coming from over there, so what would be different?"

We continued our conversation, treating what would be serious trouble if others heard as mere jokes, and headed outside.
I should ask Kalse what she thinks about this later.

***

"Phew..."

After sheathing her sword, Lillie surveyed the fallen monsters around her.

The quest she had chosen was of the highest rank,
and likewise, required defeating the highest-level monsters.

This was the type of quest typically undertaken by "Bronze" rank adventurers—
those classified as experienced adventurers in society—
who would form "parties" to complete such tasks.

But Lillie was different.
Despite it being a quest meant for a party,
she had single-handedly vanquished the monsters in an instant.

For a 15-year-old girl with almost no practical experience, despite being a swordswoman of master level,
she had accomplished something utterly unimaginable.

"9th grade student Lillie, you pass."
"Thank you."

The person who appeared before her was an evaluator from the Academy.
Though they followed their subjects without leaving any trace,
Lillie seemed to have been aware of her presence and was waiting for her.

"My lady, you possess extraordinary talent."
"You flatter me."
"What do you think? Would you consider becoming an instructor at the Academy after graduation?"
"I..."

Lillie hesitated for a moment.
She was about to decline, saying it would be difficult as the wife of the Prince Consort,
but then she realized that her homeroom instructor, Instructor Hye-jin, was also her husband's wife.

And having begun to enjoy teaching others,
she felt somewhat reluctant to outright refuse the instructor position.

Moreover, being recognized by an evaluator meant
receiving acknowledgment from an employee of the largest educational institution in the Kritias Kingdom, the hegemonic nation.

"May I think about it?"
"Please take your time and give me your answer before graduation."

After making a polite bow, the evaluator disappeared.
Once she was gone, Lillie left the forest,
came to the road, and sat down on a bench.

She opened a cold drink she had prepared earlier,
took a sip, and fell into deep thought.

"An instructor... I wonder what His Highness would think..."

Since it wasn't something she wanted badly enough to beg on her knees if her husband refused,
she automatically thought of him.

"He's probably on a date with Hye-jin unni right now."

She couldn't help but smile wryly as she imagined him happily running along, tripping and hurting his knee,
and Hye-jin helping him up and casting a healing spell.
Though it hadn't happened, somehow it seemed like it could.

"Sigh... I should head back now."

The practical training wasn't over yet, as she still needed to return to the guild
and present evidence of the monster subjugation.

***

It feels like it's been ages since I last walked down a street.

In this advanced era, just my being outside
would cause reporters to rush over asking all sorts of questions, and by tomorrow morning,
my face would be plastered all over the morning news, so I'd been refraining from going out.

But thanks to the mask and sunglasses Hye-jin prepared,
no one recognized me, allowing me to enjoy a proper date for the first time in a long while.

"That's Your Highness's fate, what can you do?"
"And isn't it also fate that you became my wife, Hye-jin?"
"So you have to take responsibility until the end?"
"Of course. Even if you grew to dislike me and tried to run away, I'd chase you to the ends of the earth."

I made a promise to my wives.
I told them I'd love them for life, so they shouldn't think about running away from me.

That's why I completed the legal marriage when I was just seven,
to make sure they couldn't escape from the beginning.

"By the way, it seems some students have already finished their practical training?"
"The faster cadets should be finishing around now..."
"Look over there, there are already several of them hanging around."

Hye-jin looked where I was pointing and tilted her head in confusion.
There were several students wearing white cadet uniforms, presumably from our Academy,
admiring the fish in the park's lake.

"I'm sure they were told to wait at the guild after finishing their training..."
"Is it okay for us to be out like this?"
"Your Highness has a day off from teaching, and I'm off duty today."

So Hye-jin is on her day off and came out to date me.
As for me, I have a day off from teaching.
Does that mean I was dragged out here?

"I'll sit here, so go ahead."
"Well... I think there won't be any problems with Erendark around, but you need to behave."
"I said I will. How old do you think I am?"
"Actual age 15, physical age 13, mental age 10, and..."

I covered her mouth before she could reveal all my secrets.
Seeming to realize what she was about to say,
she scratched her head slightly and headed toward the students who were straying.

And I sat quietly on the park bench and took out my smartphone.
I thought I might text Alice and Lala to see what they were up to.

"Excuse me..."

While I was looking at my phone, someone spoke to me.
Given that they were addressing me, it was likely either a passing reporter
or someone trying to offer some strange bribe.

So I looked up with an unwelcoming expression, only to find
it wasn't a reporter or a bribe-offering lady,
but an ordinary, cute older girl standing there.

"You're Prince Yook, aren't you?"
"Huh? Yes... that's right."

I was surprised because I didn't expect a commoner to approach me.
Then, the girl held out a large candy to me.
It was a lollipop, the kind typically sold at park entrances.

"Please have this!"
"Oh... thank you."

Judging by the lollipop vendor right next to us,
she must have bought it specifically for me.

After handing it to me, she seemed embarrassed and fled so quickly
that the girl who had been in front of me just a moment ago was nowhere to be seen.

"But why candy...?"

I unwrapped it and put it in my mouth, tasting it while
tilting my head in confusion, wondering why she gave me such candy.

And that wasn't the end of it.
As I sat there eating the candy, several more girls kept coming by
to give me candies or snacks.
Among them were even some elves and nobles.

And before I knew it, the pile had grown to an amount I could hardly manage,
when Hye-jin returned after finishing guiding the cadets back to the evaluators.

Of course, the first thing she noticed was me licking a large lollipop
and the pile of snacks and gifts placed beside me.

"Your Highness? What is all this?"
"I don't know either... People just kept giving me things while I was sitting here..."

I held the candy in one hand and shook my head in confusion, not understanding what was happening.
But when Hye-jin saw this,
she suddenly came over and hugged me.

"H-Hye-jin? What's wrong?"
"Do you realize how cute you look right now, Your Highness?"
"I... I don't know..."

Then she took out her phone from her pocket and took several pictures of me.
Not satisfied with the angle, she took several more,
checked for good ones in her album, nodded,
and showed me one of the photos.

In it was an adorable image of what anyone would see as an innocent child
holding a large candy.

Ch.138 - Practice (3)
"But isn't it better than having the citizens dislike you?"
"Of course it is."

Rather than being disliked, having people come visit like today and giving them candy makes me feel good too.
Compared to being kidnapped or raped, hasn't it become much safer?

"Still, these snacks... there are quite a lot of them."

I followed her gaze to where she was looking.

Chocolates, candies, cookies, non-melting ice cream, and more...
There was enough that it probably cost a month's salary for an ordinary commoner.

"I'll call the palace and have them moved to our room."
"I wonder if we can eat all of this."
"If you eat all this, you'll turn into a pig. Oink oink."
"Elves don't gain weight."
"That's such an unfair race, seriously."

Hye-jin's lips pouted as she complained about the unfairness.
To humans, transmigrators who don't age throughout their lifetime despite not being elves would seem even more unfair.
I took Hye-jin's hand as she started chattering about various things.

"Where would you like to go next?"
"Hmm... the arcade?"
"How did you know there was an arcade around here?"
"I looked it up yesterday."

I couldn't help but smile at the fact that she had already researched places for our date.

***

After finishing our outdoor date, which we hadn't enjoyed in a long time, we returned to the guild.
Although Hye-jin had taken the day off, she was in charge of supervising Class A, so she needed to take care of the cadets who had finished their practical training.

The reason this class is called a "practical" is because while it's an exam that grades performance, this "practical" also serves as the cadets' first graduation test.

If they don't pass today's practical, the subsequent graduation tests will be delayed one after another, and the longer they're delayed, the more penalties will be applied to their scores.

Well, since the grading methods for men and women are quite different, the guys probably won't fail, but apparently some women do fail occasionally.

One of them was my third sister, Aria Zikheart.
I heard Mother scolded her quite severely for that.

"So everyone here now has passed?"
"Yes. Even if they failed a quest, they can go back out if they have enough time."

Most of the cadets sitting in the corner of the guild were women, and I could see Lillie and Maron among them.

They had long scarves wrapped around their necks, and Lillie, apparently tired, was leaning on Maron's shoulder with her eyes closed.

"I'm going to go see those two."
"Don't go far, stay here."
"Where would I go when I'm with you two?"

Before leaving, I thought, I'd probably be tied up with that scarf and unable to leave anyway.
With that thought, I gave a wry smile, and Hye-jin stretched, yawned once, and headed toward where the instructors were gathered.

"Did you do well, Maron?"
"It was so easy that I suddenly felt all my tension drain away."
"So that's why you're sitting here. And Lili found it so boring she fell asleep?"

I sat down next to Lillie and put my arm around her shoulder.
When I gently poked the cheek of Lillie, who was sleeping soundly, she shifted her head from Maron's shoulder to mine, as if talking in her sleep, and started breathing steadily again.

She seemed to be sleeping even more comfortably than when she was leaning on Maron, which almost made me laugh.

"Looks like Lili prefers her husband's shoulder too."
"Isn't it the same for you, Maron?"
"Of course it is."

Nodding in agreement, she came and sat next to me.
Then, just like Lillie, she leaned on my shoulder and slightly closed her eyes.

"We have to stay here for five more hours, so I'm going to take a nap too."
"Isn't the floor too cold?"
"This is all part of the experience..."

Her voice gradually grew quieter until I could hear her breathing.
She acted tough saying it was so easy she could yawn, but this being her first real-world experience, she must have been incredibly nervous.

I can somewhat understand why leaning on my shoulder, as vast as the Pacific Ocean, would help relieve that tension.

*

After lending my shoulder for about an hour, it felt like it was about to be crushed to death, so I carefully moved their heads to rest against each other and slipped away.

Using their weak husband as a pillow like that—
Tonight, I'll use both of them as my pillows instead.

With nothing else to do, I decided to look around the guild interior like the other cadets were doing.
The interior of the Royal Capital Guild also served as a museum displaying ancient artifacts, so along with the Royal Capital Museum, it housed various items and was considered a holy site for history buffs.

While the Royal Capital Museum classified items by era or stored "national treasures" such as seized items or those used by kings, the items kept in the Royal Capital Guild were weapons and armor used by famous adventurers throughout history.

I thought there might not be anything worth seeing since Lillie and Maron fell asleep in front of them, but that didn't seem to be the case.
Apparently, there were several noteworthy items even in Mother's collection.

"Well, I wouldn't know anything just by looking at them."

I can only think of them as shiny, pretty swords.
What makes them valuable or special...
The only thing I can distinguish is a smartphone.

Just then, someone approached beside me and began looking at the items while nodding.
Since they weren't wearing a cadet uniform, they looked like an ordinary adventurer.

"Young master, what do you feel from this sword?"

The eyes of the person who suddenly spoke to me looked somewhat hazy.
What do I feel from the sword...
It just looks like a pretty sword to me.

"Pardon...?"
"Do you not feel anything?"
"Well..."

Since it was quite suspicious to suddenly be asked what I felt from a weapon, I decided to escape from there.

A fear that I might get involved in another strange incident sent shivers through my body.

"Haha... I don't really know. Well then..."

Since it would be rude not to say goodbye to someone who had spoken to me, I gave a brief farewell and left the place.

Even after I had walked quite far away, she was still just staring at the sword, nodding thoughtfully, without moving at all.

"Your Highness, what's wrong?"
"Oh! You startled me."

As I was walking while looking back, Hye-jin approached, tilting her head and asking what was wrong.

Unlike that person, she really scared me.
I almost had a heart attack.

"That... that person over there suddenly spoke to me."
"Where?"
"That person standing in front of the sword."

When I pointed in that direction, Hye-jin tilted her head again in confusion.
Reluctantly, I led her back to where the sword was, but the person I had just seen was nowhere to be found.

"Where did they go?"
"Did someone offer you candy to follow them or something?"
"No, it's not like that. They suddenly asked me if I felt anything while looking at this sword."
"Hmm..."

Hye-jin stared intently at the sword, then made an expression suggesting she didn't understand what I meant either.

Then, she crouched down to my eye level and started patting my head.

"You could just say you were spacing out."
"No, it's true!"
"I was watching from the front, and there was nobody there."
"That... that can't be..."

Then who was the person I just saw?
It's not like I saw a ghost...

"What were they wearing?"
"They were about 170cm tall, wearing clothes mixed with brown and green... and... um... also..."

Even though they were right in front of me just now, I can't remember their attire clearly.

Were they wearing a leather belt?
I think they were wearing gloves too...

"I can't remember well..."

I grabbed the hem of my clothes and hung my head low.
Suddenly, I felt the impression of that person being erased from my mind, leaving me unable to think about anything.

"Hye-jin, do you think I've caught some kind of illness?"
"Are you really suddenly unable to remember?"
"Yes..."

Now I was starting to forget whether the person who spoke to me was a man or a woman.
It wasn't a gradual loss of memory—the fact that my memories were disappearing minute by minute filled me with terror.

"Then please answer my questions. Where did Your Highness grow up in your previous life?"
"Busan Metropolitan City, Republic of Korea..."
"Then what is your current mother's name?"
"Serena Zikheart."
"What is your eldest sister's name?"
"Irina Zikheart."
"What is the name of your wife who is also the queen?"
"Alice Kritias..."
"What did we eat at the park earlier?"
"Candy."

I answered all of Hye-jin's questions that continued for several minutes, and they were all correct without a single mistake.

However, even the question that the person I just met had asked me was disappearing from my memory, making it difficult to recall.

"Hye-jin, do you remember what that person said to me earlier?"
"...Come to think of it, I can't remember either."

Even Hye-jin, who wouldn't normally forget something she had heard once, couldn't remember, and her face filled with bewilderment.

Ch.139 - Practice (4)
"You too, Hye-jin?"
"Yes, I can't remember what His Highness said at all."

It seems the problem isn't just with me—both of us have had our memories erased somehow.

"Let's get out of here first."
"W-wait a moment..."

Sensing something strange about the atmosphere, Hye-jin grabbed my wrist and started leading me away from the museum area.

My wrist hurt a bit, but seeing Hye-jin's serious expression, I couldn't bring myself to ask her to let go because it hurt. So I let her drag me all the way.

"I think we were enchanted by something strange. Don't go near that area from now on."
"O-okay... I probably won't have much reason to visit the Adventurer's Guild again anyway."
"Then I need to go attend to other matters. Please stay with Lillie and Maron, understood?"

Hye-jin crouched down to meet my eye level and gently stroked my cheek.

Some boys and girls who saw this suddenly blushed, and a few started looking envious.

"Alright, take care."

I waved goodbye to Hye-jin as she left, then headed toward where Lillie and Maron were dozing.

The two who had been sleeping quietly until just a moment ago were now awake, polishing their swords and removing the thick clothes they had been wearing.

"Are you awake?"
"Yes, I'm sorry for falling asleep."
"Did you look around by yourself, Your Highness?"
"Hmm? I was alone at first, but then I saw Hye-jin and went with her..."

Come to think of it, I did meet Hye-jin and go somewhere with her, but why did we go there? I can't quite remember.

"You went around with Instructor Hye-jin?"
"Y-yeah."
"I don't think that's true..."

Maron approached me and placed her hands on my wrist and chest, beginning to check my pulse and heartbeat.

"Your Highness's pulse and heartbeat speed up tremendously whenever you lie."
"I'm not lying."
"Indeed, it seems you're not lying this time."

My wives are becoming increasingly frightening as they start detecting my lies through my physical rhythms.

Even Alice and Lala sometimes hug me and check the pulse at the back of my neck to determine if I'm lying. Am I not trusted that much?

"It's because Your Highness always tries to hide things when something happens, so we worry."
"Ugh..."
"Something did happen this time too, right?"
"Well... I honestly can't remember."

The two looked at me with puzzled expressions as if I was talking nonsense, and I lowered my head, having nothing to say.

Still, they seemed to understand that this time I wasn't lying but speaking sincerely.

"You're not just trying to gloss over something that's difficult to talk about, are you?"
"No... but if you think it's strange, ask Hye-jin about it."
"Alright. You're not feeling sick or anything, are you?"
"It's not just me—Hye-jin seems to have forgotten too."

Still concerned, they took me to a secluded corner and sat me down, beginning to treat me like a child who needed comforting.

These days, they feel more like older sisters than peers.

*

"Three failed to complete..."

In our A-class, a total of three students failed to complete the mission. As expected, none were male students—they were female students who had completed their requests but failed to return to the guild within the time limit.

"Don't worry. Even if you're a day late, you won't be disqualified."
"Th-thank you..."

The three bowed their heads gratefully at Hye-jin's reassurance. It made sense—Hye-jin would have to come to the guild for an extra day to supervise these three, so from their perspective, they might feel uncomfortable and apologetic.

"No need to thank me. It's my duty as an instructor."

Of course, for Hye-jin, who had taken leave but came to work to supervise the students, it probably wasn't a major inconvenience. Besides, she had been watching over these students for nine years already—she would naturally take care of them.

"Now we'll return to the academy."

It felt like an elementary school teacher leading her students out, but despite appearances, our students were all 15 years old.

Hye-jin had a tendency to take exceptional care of her students, which is why she showed such behavior, but this wasn't the norm.

"The three of you can go straight to the royal palace."
"Alright. Will you be late today?"
"Probably. Don't delay your meal waiting for me—everyone should eat first."

Worried about me until the end, she left for the academy with her students. She seemed concerned about the memory loss incident earlier, but if it had happened to me alone, I would have been too scared to eat. But Hye-jin had the same experience, hadn't she?

"Let's get going too."
"What's for dinner tonight, I wonder?"

Maron was rubbing her stomach, apparently hungry. Our Saintess surprisingly eats quite a lot.

***

"At the Adventurer's Guild?"
"Yes, it was so unnatural that I suspect our memories were erased."

Having returned to the royal palace immediately after work, Hye-jin was reporting today's incident to Queen Alice.

She was reporting about the inexplicable memory loss that had occurred earlier that day. While her young husband might occasionally forget things, the fact that even she herself had forgotten what she had heard suggested this was no simple matter.

"So what do you remember now?"
"I don't even remember why we were standing there..."
"This doesn't seem like a simple matter."

Alice sighed and closed her eyes, beginning to think.

"It seems there might be an issue with one of the relics stored at the Adventurer's Guild."
"A relic...?"
"In the past, there were many weapons with skills attached to them."
"So there could be weapons with memory erasure magic?"
"Rather than could be, there are already several in the royal vault."

Memory erasure abilities are classified as skills rather than magic, so artifacts created in the mythical era still remain.

The reason such items were released into the market and possessed by adventurers is unclear, but if you consider that weapons naturally change hands over time, it's not that unnatural.

Still, as society advanced, "memory erasure" could be misused in harmful ways, so most such items were recovered by governments or royal families. However, they couldn't touch those stored or owned by the Adventurer's Guild.

This is because the Adventurer's Guild is a transnational organization that operates with extraterritorial rights in each country, making it untouchable even by a queen of high authority.

"I should try to negotiate the recovery of memory erasure relics this time."
"So the royal family will also have to..."
"Yes, we'll have to release a few items inevitably."

Of course, the negotiation table does exist. The wealth of Alice, head of the Kritias Kingdom's royal family, is immense.

Especially in recent years, the royal treasury's wealth had multiplied with mysterious high-grade magic stones of unknown origin. The wealth that had already ranked first in the world for thousands of years had now increased dozens of times over.

Not only that, the "national treasure" class items passed down from ancestors were also things the guild desperately wanted, so there was plenty of room for negotiation.

"But one question remains: how did the skill activate when no one touched the weapon?"
"Aren't all items stored in the guild kept in transparent cases?"
"That's exactly what's puzzling me."

The valuables are strictly stored to prevent handling. If someone had touched them or opened a door, all doors in the guild would have locked, and the guild's confidentiality unit would have mobilized to protect the relics.

As Alice and Hye-jin pondered deeply, Hye-jin smiled slightly and said something half-jokingly:

"Maybe it responded to His Highness's mana?"

Though it was almost a joke, Alice took it seriously and nodded in agreement.

"Hmm... it might have responded to Yook, who has the ability to create and imbue skills."
"R-really? Could that be it?"
"No one knows for sure. Not until we find that object and appraise it."

Alice sighed, saying all of this was just speculation, and nothing was certain yet.

"Then I'll be going now."
"You must be troubled—please get some rest."
"Will Your Majesty go to His Highness?"
"Yes, I'm worried he might be having strange thoughts."

More than anything, the queen was concerned that her husband might be brooding with some strange ideas.

Ch.140 - Negotiation
"Memory erasure skill..."
"It seems the Adventurer's Guild has something like that."

When Alice hugged me and stroked my head, I thought something difficult had happened, but it seemed she came to reassure me.

Coincidentally, today was my night with Alice, so I planned to stay close to her all night. I clung to her tightly, embracing her.

"Why would the Guild have something like that?"
"Because the Guild is untouchable."
"Hmm..."

Wouldn't it be dangerous if misused? Personally, I think abilities like memory erasure are truly dangerous. Depending on how it's used, it could enable crimes worse than murder or rape.

"Does the Guild know what it is?"
"I'm not sure. Seeing such an item on display, they probably don't."
"They won't just cooperate with us, will they?"

When I looked at Alice with concern, she stroked my cheek, telling me not to worry.

"If they want something, we can give it to them."

I'm old enough now not to think of life so simply. Even in a one-to-one exchange, wouldn't we be creating a debt with the Guild? That would obviously have enormous consequences, whether in the future or present.

"Or we could just take it and erase their memories afterward?"

When I said this ridiculous thing with a bright smile, Alice did say, "We could just take it," but she wasn't serious and shook her head.

"That would mean going to war with the Guild, so we'll refrain this time."
"..."

Our Queen has more aggressive tendencies than one might think. I'm really glad I was born in this gender-reversed world. Otherwise, I might have spent my life in captivity.

***

"Kalse."

When I came to Kalse's room to play with her, for some reason she was having tea with my younger sister.

For reference, Kalse used to share a room with my younger sister, but now she has her own private room.

"Why are you here, sis?"
"Why shouldn't I be with my maid?"
"She's not your maid anymore. She's my wife."
"She's been my maid for a long time, so she's still my maid."

My younger sister is quite bold to call the Prince Consort's wife a maid. Well, all the women in our family have that kind of courage.

"I wanted to practice magic with Kalse..."
"No. I'm first."
"Tsk..."

Being an older sister, is it right to monopolize your younger brother's wife? With no choice, I waved goodbye to Kalse and went outside.

Silfia seems busy today...
I wonder what Erica is doing?

So I headed to Erica's room, but there were no maids waiting, and with several lights turned off, it seemed she wasn't there, so I headed to the training grounds.

When Erica wasn't in her room, she was either in my room or at the training grounds, so she would probably be there.

"Erica~"

An older brother asking his little sister to play with him on the weekend. My past life's sensibilities wanted to stop me, but my reason couldn't hold on.

"Brother."

Similarly, Erica didn't seem to mind as she smiled brightly and ran into my arms.

Seeing Erica smile brightly more often recently has been making me feel good. She wasn't a child who smiled like this before.

"Were you practicing with Lillie?"
"Big sister was helping me with my form."

That's right.
Come to think of it, Erica started smiling when my seventh wife arrived, didn't she?

After turning seven and getting proper permission to practice in the training grounds, Lillie, Maron, and mother began training her directly.

How much must she love wielding a sword for my little sister to change this much?

"What brings Your Highness here at this hour? Perhaps you've developed an interest in sword practice..."
"No way. I was just looking to chat with my little sister."

I understand that Maron and Lillie want to pull me into their hobby, but I'm fragile, so I wish they'd spare me from swordsmanship.

Even the instructors, except for Hye-jin, understand this, so why won't my wives?

"Anyone can get better with practice."
"But I still haven't moved beyond the beginner level?"
"Well... that's..."

Seeing Lillie's troubled expression made me feel even more pathetic.

At that moment, Erica stroked my head and whispered softly.

"You can do it."
"You're the only one who understands me, Erica."

After being comforted by my little sister for the first time in a while, I went up to the room with Lillie and Erica.

*

"A memory erasure skill? I didn't know such a thing existed."
"I'm hearing about it for the first time too."

Lillie picked up the cup on the table and took a sip of hot tea.

I was going to ask if she knew anything about it, but it seems Lillie had never heard of such a skill either.

"Something like that wouldn't be circulating in the market."
"Right?"
"If it were... I don't even want to imagine."

She crossed her arms, drank her hot tea, and then stroked Erica's head as she sat on my lap.

To Erica, Lillie is like a real older sister... no, she has an even closer relationship than with her actual sisters whom she's rarely seen.

"So is that why Sister Alice went to the Guild?"
"She probably just left."
"When the Queen herself visits, the Guild will have to show proper respect."

The Queen rarely leaves the palace. With Alice personally going to the Guild, they wouldn't be able to handle the aftermath if the matter wasn't resolved. This must be the good solution she mentioned yesterday.

"New sister."
"Yes? What is it?"
"I understand everything else, but why is new sister trying to retrieve a weapon with the memory erasure skill?"
"Because it could be misused?"
"That's not what I mean. This time, brother didn't lose any important memories, just a brief period. I don't understand why you'd go as far as negotiating with the Guild to retrieve the weapon."
"That's a good point."

Lillie nodded at Erica's sharp observation. Come to think of it, I don't understand why Alice is overreacting about the memory erasure skill either. Through verification, it was determined that I lost about five minutes of memory inside the Adventurer's Guild museum—memories I didn't need in life.

"Maybe she's simply worried about a dangerous item being out there? She is the Queen, after all."
"Would the Queen leave the palace for something like that?"
"No... I guess not..."

Not convinced by her own answer, she began to think deeply. Thinking things through multiple times is one of Lillie's strengths.

"Why don't we just ask her when she returns?"
"Would that be okay?"
"It's not like we can't ask. Your Highness will come with us, right?"
"Huh? Oh... alright."

I suddenly became a shield, but what wouldn't I do for my wife and little sister? I nodded appropriately and took a sip of the orange juice on the table.

"Your Highness really loves orange juice. It seems you always drink either milk or orange juice."
"I don't really like tea."

I honestly can't tell much about the flavor or taste. The royal family must be supplied with the highest quality goods in the world.

Kalse, who was Japanese in her past life, and Hye-jin, a former Korean and current Kritias citizen, apparently enjoy the deep taste of green tea and drink it often.

"But isn't seven a bit young for tea?"

I pointed this out as I watched Erica holding her cup with both hands. Tea contains a lot of caffeine, so it's probably best not to drink it at a young age.

"As I've told you before, female elves can drink it without problems."

Lillie smiled wryly, saying she'd mentioned this several times, and picked up her teacup again. Noticing she had finished it all, she rang the small bell placed nearby.

"You called, my lady?"
"Another cup of black tea, please."

After kindly and gently ordering more tea, she rested her head on my shoulder. This is something Lillie often does when she's tired or wants to create a certain mood.

"...Should I leave you two alone?"
"It's fine. Erica, come here too."

Smiling sweetly, she gestured for Erica, who was sitting on my lap, to get closer to me, encouraging her to lie down comfortably.

Erica looked at me hesitantly, but when I indicated it was okay, she suddenly turned around and started cuddling against me.

Both Silfia and Erica—is cuddling really that nice?

"Being in Your Highness's arms makes me feel at ease."
"Really?"

When I asked Erica, she nodded.

Is this what they call it? The feeling of relying on a man, or finding comfort in a broad chest?

"It's like your abundant mana makes my head and heart feel clear."
"Huh?"
"And you're soft and fluffy with a nice texture."

I guess I was mistaken. Maybe they just like the feeling of hugging something like a doll. It's a bit shocking.

Ch.141 - Negotiation (2)
A black sedan appeared in front of the guild building, escorted by the royal guard and knights.

Since it was the time when adventurers were accepting quests, both inside and outside the guild were bustling with activity, and everyone's attention turned to the sudden appearance of the car and the formation of guards.

Someone who appeared to be a high-ranking general stepped out first and opened the door of the black sedan while being guarded.

The person who emerged was Alice Kritias, the Queen of the Kritias Kingdom.

In that moment, all the adventurers present, passing citizens, and guild employees watching from outside immediately knelt down.

Simultaneously, someone from inside the adventurers' guild rushed out shouting loudly.

"Y-Your Majesty! What brings you to this humble place?"

It was the branch manager of the Kritias Royal Capital Guild. Not only was she the adventurers' guild branch manager, but she was also a former adventurer who had amassed great wealth through various business ventures. Having once been a noble herself, she knew exactly what etiquette was required when the Queen personally visited.

"It's been a while, Branch Manager. Have you been well?"
"I-I have been doing fine without any troubles, Your Majesty. I hope Your Majesty has been in good health and prosperity."
"I have been well too."

In truth, the proper etiquette toward royalty in the Kritias Kingdom normally begins with such extreme formality.

When Yook walks around town, people taking pictures of him or giving him candy is inappropriate behavior, treating him more like a child idol than royalty. Of course, while such actions border on disrespect, neither the Queen nor Yook himself seem inclined to punish such behavior, so it doesn't appear to be a major concern.

"Then... please come in."
"Mm."

Alice nodded and entered the adventurers' guild. The branch manager tried to lead her to the reception room upstairs, but Alice sat down at a nearby table, leaving the manager with no choice but to stand beside her and wait for her to speak.

After tapping her fingers on the table for a while without saying anything, Alice finally addressed the branch manager who was standing awkwardly before her.

"What are you doing? Please, sit down as well."
"I-I apologize."

Since sitting without the monarch's permission would be considered disrespectful, she couldn't sit until given permission. Finally receiving it, she placed herself on the wooden chair.

"May I... ask what brings Your Majesty to our guild today?"
"Ah, it's nothing special. As usual, I'm here to retrieve weapons imbued with memory erasure skills."

Just then, a pointy-eared elf appeared beside them with a tray holding two cups, which she placed in front of the Queen and the branch manager.

"Erdia, it's been a while."
"I hope Your Majesty has been well."
"I'm always comfortable, so there's nothing to worry about. Yook has been missing you greatly. Have you considered returning to the palace?"

Erdia was one of the maids who had taken care of Yook since his time in the Zikheart Duchy. She was among the maids who had followed Lala when she moved to the royal capital.

However, about two years ago, she quit being a maid and started working as a receptionist at the adventurers' guild. Remembering that her husband was uncomfortable being served by unfamiliar maids rather than the one who had cared for him for so long, and that he had mentioned wanting to see Erdia, the Queen addressed her.

"If Your Majesty would grant permission, I would love to serve Your Majesty and His Highness at the palace once again."
"Really? I'm so glad I came to the guild today."

Alice's face was filled with surprise. She had made similar offers before, but Erdia had politely declined, citing her parents' illness. She had expected another rejection this time as well.

In truth, the reason she had quit her position as a palace maid was to take care of her adoptive parents who had raised her. She was originally from the royal capital before moving to the Zikheart Duchy to find work.

"Actually, thanks to His Highness's heavenly grace, my mother has recovered."
"That's wonderful news, but what do you mean by my husband's help?"
"Well... His Highness told me to keep it a secret..."

This was something that would eventually need to be revealed to the Queen anyway, so Erdia confessed everything.

In fact, after learning about her mother's illness, Yook had paid for her hospital bills, surgery costs, and even living expenses for the maid who had cared for him since childhood. He had also arranged for her to be admitted to a hospital wing normally reserved for nobles and above, which had helped her recover her health.

"When I offered to do the same, you refused."
"I-I apologize."
"I'm just joking. I'm not scolding you. But I'm surprised my husband was taking care of such matters."

Alice smiled, finding it unexpected. It must have been difficult for him to let go of a maid who had cared for him since childhood. He might have even shed tears when he heard she was quitting.

"I'll send someone to your home tomorrow, so prepare and wait."
"I am deeply grateful for your kindness."

After showing her extreme courtesy and heading elsewhere with her tray, Alice watched Erdia leave, smiled once, and then addressed the fidgeting branch manager.

"I apologize, our chat went on too long."
"N-not at all, Your Majesty."
"Then let me get back to the main point. I came to retrieve weapons imbued with memory erasure skills that are in this guild."
"As I mentioned before, guild property cannot be removed arbitrarily..."
"Don't you have full authority over this guild? Surely you have the right to manage even a single displayed weapon?"
"...Did you say displayed weapons? Among the displayed weapons, there aren't any..."
"Do you think I came all this way to make a joke?"
"Th-that's not what I meant..."

The branch manager, bowing her head at the Queen's displeasure, took out her phone and began issuing instructions for a re-appraisal of all displayed weapons.

"Of course, I intend to retrieve not only the displayed items but also all those stored in the warehouse."
"If that happens, our guild headquarters will suffer enormous financial losses."
"I know, which is why I have a proposal for you."

Casting the spell "Invisible Inventory," she grabbed an elegant pouch that appeared in mid-air. Without even opening it, she extended it to the branch manager sitting across from her.

"I think this should be sufficient."

Taking the pouch, the branch manager felt the contents. She could feel two spherical objects and, assuming they were simply two Adamant Blooms, she began to untie the pouch to examine the contents.

"Two Adamant Blooms... that's not quite enough................!!"
"Who said they were Adamant Blooms?"

The branch manager was shocked when she saw the contents. Inside were not Adamant Blooms worth 100 billion points each, but two SSS-grade mana stones.

"I think these two should be enough, don't you agree?"
"Th-these are...!"
"As you're thinking, they're SSS-grade mana stones. I've been told their quality is lower than Drakaras but still reaches Absolute grade."
"I knew the royal family possessed mana stones of unclear origin in large quantities... but I never imagined you would offer something like this."

She took out appraisal-skilled glasses from her pocket and began examining the mana stones.

If she could obtain two such valuable mana stones, she wouldn't mind giving away weapons with memory erasure skills.

If these mana stones were put up for auction, the funds available to the guild would increase thousands, no, tens of thousands of times more than the average value for the past 10,000 years.

"Now that the royal family has shown its sincerity, I hope the guild will show its sincerity as well."
"...Understood."

The branch manager nodded, putting the mana stones back in the pouch and tucking it into her chest.

"I will contact guilds in each world to gather all items related to memory erasure in one place and send them to the royal palace."
"Good, I'm returning with a very satisfactory result after a long time."
"We are the ones who are extremely grateful to obtain such a satisfactory result for the first time."

As the branch manager bowed very politely, her face somehow exuded the aura of a merchant.

Alice sensed this atmosphere but since how the branch manager used the mana stones that had already left her possession was beyond her control, she could only give a wry smile as she stood up.

"Then I'll be heading back now. I'll just see Erdia's face one last time before I leave."
"She will be delighted."

With that, Alice headed toward Erdia, who was accepting quest applications from adventurers at the guild desk, with the branch manager following behind her.

Ch.142 - Negotiation (3)
"By the way, who is this Erdia person?"
"Now that I think about it, Kalse wouldn't know. She's the maid who took care of Yook since he was little."

Lala began explaining with a bright smile while sipping her tea.
The reason Erdia, a former maid, was mentioned to Kalse was because Alice, the older sister, had first shared the news with her younger sister Lala during this gathering.

Everyone except Kalse was happy about it since they all knew Erdia, but Kalse, who had only recently arrived at the royal palace, didn't know her.

"Wasn't Lala Your Highness's nanny?"
"The eldest son of the Vassal Grand Duke, the future Prince Consort Yook, had many people attending to him."
"I see..."
"Erdia was mainly responsible for helping His Highness change clothes and bathe."
"I see... His Highness must have been sad when she left."
"Well, it was quite difficult to console him when he cried all night."

Maron picked up her tea from the table as she recalled that memory.
At the same time, Lee Hye-jin also took a sip of her tea.

Today was the day of their weekly gathering called "Wives' Tea Time."
It was actually named by their husband, and they simply continued to call it that.

"His Highness really is quite sentimental."
"Seeing how he dotes on his younger sisters Silfia and Erica, he truly cares deeply about those around him."
"Not just that, he's surprisingly meticulous in some ways... I used to think he was just childish."
"In other ways, he still seems quite young."
"Mmm... he's still quite clingy and whiny, which is really adorable."

Alice rarely nodded in agreement with such statements.
Due to differences in status, she usually let Lala do the talking, but it seemed she wanted to agree with that particular comment.

***

"I hope you've been well, Your Highness."
"Erdia!"

As soon as I heard the news from Alice, I rushed out and went to the entrance.
Sure enough, there was Erdia, holding two rectangular bags and waiting for me with a bright smile.

"It's been so long. I was really disappointed when I went to the guild last time and you were off duty..."
"Thanks to Your Highness's kindness, my mother has recovered."
"That's wonderful news!"

If I recall correctly, her adoptive parents were human.
They must be quite elderly, as I remember Erdia often worrying about her parents since she was young.

Since my mother and Lala knew about this,
they often gave her time off to visit home.

"About your return to the royal palace..."
"I made an unreasonable request to Her Majesty because I wanted to serve Your Highness again."
"Unreasonable? Not at all! Lala, little sister, and Silfia will be delighted!"

It's not just me.
My little sister was also close with Erdia, and Silfia, despite their age difference, was practically her friend.
To Lala, she was both a colleague and a friend, and to Erica, she was like an older sister.

"Is your mother completely better now?"
"Yes, thanks to Your Highness covering all the hospitalization and surgery costs..."
"Didn't I tell you not to think of it as a loan? I was just repaying a debt I owed."
"Your Highness..."

After giving Erdia one last smile,
I withdrew so she could go to her room.
It wouldn't be right to keep her here any longer.

"Come to think of it, those weapons with memory erasure skills are supposed to arrive today."

Perhaps I could go to the training grounds to take a look?
I'm curious to see what kind of item stole my memories.

*

"Your Highness? Why are you here?"

When I headed to the training grounds, Lillie von Spitzberg was directing guards and knights to move various weapons.

I heard that they had been gathered from all over the world and sent to the royal palace,
so there would be an enormous quantity...

Could all those items in those boxes be weapons related to memory erasure skills?
If such a large number of these items were released into the market, this world would surely end.
Now I understand why Alice wants to gather and seal them all away.

"I was curious about which weapon ate my memories. Is it still here?"
"Well... about that... they all arrived mixed together, so it's difficult to identify specific ones. I was just about to go find Erdia. Did she go to her room?"
"Huh? Yeah..."

All mixed up?
The guild wouldn't have sent them carelessly.

Perhaps they got mixed up during unloading after arriving at the palace?
That would explain why Lillie looks somewhat guilty.

By the way, why is Lillie handling this task?
Is Alice busy?

"Then I'll go find Erdia."
"See you later."

After waving her off, I approached the guards who were moving the items.

Or rather, I tried to approach them.

"Where do you think you're going?"

The woman who grabbed me by the armpits and lifted me up was Adel.

"Hello, mother-in-law."
"Oh my, are you upset because I picked you up?"
"Hmph."

I appreciate that she treats me preciously,
but I've asked her to treat me like a real son-in-law rather than a child despite my age.
Yet she always plays these kinds of pranks.

When I get upset, she actually seems to like it,
so after struggling with how to respond, I've settled on just showing my displeasure.

"Every time I see Yook, I really wish I had a son."
"Why don't you just adopt me as your son?"
"You're already my son, but I still want a biological son too."

But as for Adel's husband...
that is, my father-in-law, I understand he has already passed away.

Female elves generally cannot remarry,
so this is probably a dream she'll never fulfill.
Thinking about it that way, I feel sorry for Adel.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Nothing. I was just wondering why your husband passed away so early."
"Him? Well, he..."

She quietly recalled her husband,
and perhaps remembering something amusing,
suddenly smiled and patted my head.

"He was a kind and gentle person like you, Yook. I think he found it difficult to endure living for too long."
"I see... I hope I didn't bring up painful memories."
"I think about him every day, so don't worry too much.
Besides, he was much older than me."
"Really? That's the first time I've heard about this..."

From what she told me, if he were alive today, he would be about 10,000 years old.
That means he was almost 9,970 years old?

"Still... it's sad that he couldn't see his daughters grow up..."
"I find that truly regrettable as well.
I don't know what was so urgent..."

For elves who can live forever, 10,000 years is objectively and subjectively a very young age.

While I can't understand my father-in-law's mind,
I can understand Adel's regret at not being able to show him their daughters' growth.

"I think I'll have tea time with my daughters today."
"Enjoy yourselves."
"I'm going to invite Serena, and you too, Yook."
"Why me..."
"You don't have anything else to do, right? Since it's come to this, please join us all night."

What a predicament.
It seems one slip of the tongue means she won't let me sleep tonight.

I had forgotten.
Adel is Lala's mother, after all.

***

"So, this is it."

Alice held up the sword that had been placed before her.

Though very simple in appearance, the weapon clearly had a skill imbued in it and was presumed to be the one that had stolen Yook's memories.

"The activation condition is set to absorb surrounding mana."
"Then as expected..."
"This weapon activated automatically."

Weapons that automatically activated skills in response to mana were actually quite common,
so there was nothing particularly special about it.

However, she still questioned why anyone would create a weapon that automatically activated a memory erasure skill.

"What could it have been used for?"
"Probably... kidnapping or something similar..."
"That's likely correct. Place it in a room, and when someone approaches, their mana triggers the memory erasure magic automatically, making it easier to kidnap them while they're disoriented..."

There was no other explanation for such a weapon.
Whoever the adventurer was who possessed this weapon must have been scum.
Alice began to feel anger at the existence of such bastards in this world,
and Lee Hye-jin, standing nearby, gave a bitter smile as she observed the queen.

"What about the status of the other weapons?"
"The rest all operate by having mana infused into them to activate."
"So except for this one, everything is as expected... I understand."

With permission to withdraw, Hye-jin bowed and left the office.
Then Alice rose from her chair and began to cast the Invincible Inventory spell.

"This needs to be sealed away forever."

Though she regretted giving up one slot in her inventory,
she judged it better to carry such a weapon herself rather than store it in a warehouse.

Ch.143 - After Bathing, Milk
"Huff... huff..."
"Your Highness! Don't you think you should stop now?"
"Just a little more."

Even though Maron urged me to stop with a genuinely worried expression, I shook my head and continued running hard.

The main reason I'm exercising is because I've gained a bit of weight recently and started feeling heavier.

Though my appearance hasn't changed and my health isn't worse, somehow what I felt was serious enough to make me start exercising.

In my previous life, I was on the heavier side.
Somewhere between overweight and approaching obesity?
So I know very well how much obesity affects the body.

"I think Your Highness would look fine with a bit of chubbiness..."
"I don't want that!"
"Brother, you're so stubborn."

At some point, Silfia had joined Lillie and was watching me run.
Then one by one, others came outside, saw me exercising, and started running alongside me.
Finally, Kalse came out holding Erica's hand.

Kalse, who has now completely bonded with the family,
has truly become one of us.

"Lady Lillie, why is His Highness running?"
"All I heard was that he's trying to diet."
"Is there even anything left if he loses weight..."
"That's what I've been saying, but he won't listen."

Lillie sighed and eventually entered the training ground and started running too.
As soon as Erica saw this, she let go of Kalse's hand and began running at a quick pace.
Only Kalse remained standing there, staring blankly at us.

*

"Phew..."

I accepted the towel and sports drink Lala handed me.

I quickly wiped my damp body and gulped down the already half-opened sports drink.
It felt refreshingly cool, as if I could feel the liquid spreading throughout my body, replenishing the moisture lost through sweat.

"This is why exercise is important."
"Yet until yesterday, all you did was walk..."

Lillie, who always recommends sword training, pouted her lips.
Meanwhile, Yuris, seemingly frustrated with how I was drying my hair,
took the towel and briskly dried my hair for me.

"Thank you."
"No need to thank me."

She gave me an affectionate kiss on the forehead and went inside first.
Yuris was busy with work and had made time to come out, so she needed to return.

After watching Yuris go inside, I jogged in place.
I wanted to experience if my body felt even slightly lighter than before.

"It does feel a bit better than earlier..."

I guess fat doesn't disappear all at once.
I thought I had run quite a bit, but there wasn't much difference, which was a bit disappointing.

"You don't have any fat to lose in the first place..."
"Being in your 30kg range at 15 years old—that's probably just you, Your Highness."

Lillie and Maron smiled and came over to touch my body here and there.
They used to be so shy about it, but now they touch me without batting an eye.
Well... I'm not in a position to complain since I touch them all over too.

"Look. Where is there any fat to lose that you're torturing yourself like this?"
"That's right, how about building muscle instead?"
"That might... not suit me, right?"
"True, muscles don't really suit men."

Since all men are typically thin,
building muscle might make people look at me strangely.
There might even be news about the Prince Consort building muscles like a woman.

At some point, Erica came to my side, grabbed my sleeve, and lowered her head. I gently stroked her hair.
I was a bit curious about what my little sisters thought about me building muscle.

"Silfia and Erica, what do you think about your brother building muscle?"
"It doesn't suit you at all, Brother."

Silfia shook her head, saying it absolutely wouldn't suit me.
Then I stroked Erica's hair again to hear her answer.

"It doesn't suit you."

She answered simply and clearly, then lowered her head again.
Sensing a somewhat displeased atmosphere from her,
I smiled and said I had no intention of building muscle.

Only then did the dark mood around Erica disappear,
and she smiled brightly before running back into the palace.
Does she dislike the idea of me building muscle that much?

***

While I was exhausted and headed to the bathroom, my wives and sisters seemed fired up
and started exercising in the training ground.

Erica and Silfia were swinging swords at each other,
while Lillie and Maron began sparring with real swords.

Lala and Kalse appeared to be practicing magic,
though they weren't using their mana cores, so it wasn't typical magic practice.

So in the end, I entered the bathroom alone,
and since no one would be using it in the middle of the day, I had the large bath all to myself.

"Ahh... the hot water feels so refreshing..."

Soaking a tired body in hot water is the best for recovery.
No, even just splashing it on seems to wash away all the fatigue from my body.

"Your Highness, it's Erdia."
"Oh, come in."

Until two years ago, whenever I bathed alone, Erdia would always scrub my back or wash my body.
Of course, after I grew up a bit, having a woman wash me was somewhat embarrassing,
but I've become accustomed to the notion that it's not shameful for a servant to wash or change the clothes of their master.
That's just how this class-based society works.

Erdia entered wearing something like a white swimsuit.
Is she going to wash me after all this time?

"It's been so long since I've seen you like this."

It was a sight I hadn't seen in two years, so it filled me with nostalgia.
But now that I think I'll be able to see it occasionally again,
I feel oddly happy.

She kneels beside the chair, waiting,
as I get out of the bath and sit down.

"Your Highness has grown so much."
"Grown? What growth? My physical development stopped at 13, so not much has changed."
"Sometimes, mental growth feels more significant than physical growth."

She smiled brightly and began gently washing my back.
It was a touch I had received since childhood,
so despite the two-year gap, it still felt gentle and kind.

"How about you, Erdia? Do you feel like you've grown a lot?"
"Compared to Your Highness, I'm much older, so I don't think I feel it as much."
"Come on, you're not that old."

From my memory, Erdia isn't even fifty yet.
For humans, she would be considered a full-grown woman,
but from an elf's perspective, she's still like a newborn baby.

"Did you meet my mother?"
"Yes."
"What did she say?"
"She said she was happy I returned."

My mother was incredibly kind to her people.
When Erdia said she was quitting as a maid, mother pondered over it for a very long time.

Palace maids had to live and eat in the palace,
so Erdia, who needed to care for her parents, couldn't stay in the palace.

This was more like a rule established by Alice,
but if mother had asked for an exception, Alice would have agreed.
Alice knew Erdia's situation well and felt sorry for her.

But mother ultimately didn't do that.
For Alice, Erdia, and me.

Alice didn't have to break her own command,
Erdia could focus on caring for her parents,
and I learned the feeling of saying goodbye to someone.

Well, I felt something similar with Hye-jin,
but it was different.

Back then, I was living like a shut-in, and I almost made a terrible choice
thinking I couldn't maintain my sanity after sending Hye-jin away.
Fortunately, she woke up thanks to the mana I infused into her,
so that choice was avoided, sparing everyone from grief.

When I parted with Erdia, I was just very sad.
After crying for about three days, I felt better,
especially since I knew it wasn't like I'd never see her again.

Thinking about it, Alice's words were spot on.
Who knew she'd return after just two years?

"Your Highness? Could you turn to face me?"
"Yes."

As I turned to face her, she began meticulously washing me all over.

*

"Do you still drink banana milk?"
"Yes, banana milk please."

After bathing and sitting in a robe, Erdia took out banana milk from the refrigerator in the bathroom changing room.

Regular milk is good too, but drinking banana milk after a bath is a tradition,
so my hand automatically reaches for it.

"Erdia, have one too."
"How could I..."
"It's fine. All the maids standing over there drink one without fail."

Since Alice gave permission to drink it,
the maids don't hesitate to enjoy the milk.

If Erdia, who just washed me and bathed with me, doesn't drink milk,
wouldn't that break the bathroom rules?

"Then... I'll enjoy it."

She picked up a bottle of milk, twisted it open,
and with the distinctive sound of a bottle being opened, Erdia began drinking the milk.

Indeed, milk after a bath is the best!

Ch.144 - Mother-in-law
"Christina, it tickles."
"Hah... How do you manage to stay so cute even as you grow older?"

As soon as Christina, who had dragged Agnes away, visited me after a long time, she lay down on the bed and embraced me.

By now, I was so used to it that it felt like part of my daily routine. I was even feeling contentment just being held in her arms, so I gently patted Christina's back as she stroked mine.

"Have you finished handing over everything to Agnes who was dragged away?"
"Yes, at first she tried to refuse vehemently, but I disciplined her with a rod on my way back."
"That sounds a bit scary."

To sacrifice Agnes as an offering just to free herself—how terrifying. I had thought that Agnes deserved to suffer for the rest of her life, but now that I hear about it, I feel a bit sorry for her...

"So are you completely done with work now?"
"Yes, from now on I plan to spend time with all of you."
"I'm fine with that..."

I wonder what my wives and family will think about this.

"Don't worry, I've already discussed it with them... Come to think of it, I smell an unfamiliar woman on you."
"Unfamiliar woman? Oh, are you talking about Kalse?"
"Kalse? Don't tell me you've added another wife?"
"That's how it turned out."

When I said that, she gave a wry smile and pinched my cheek, stretching it out. It didn't hurt, just pulled a little, so I just smiled brightly without showing any pain.

"A kid who isn't even an adult yet has seven wives."
"Uwaaah."

Seeing my smile, she started pinching harder. But since I didn't show any pain and kept smiling cheerfully, she hugged me tightly again and stroked my head.

"I forgot to tell you something."
"What is it?"
"This big sister has pulled some strings so you can meet your grandmother."
"Ah... you mean my maternal grandmother, right?"

Here, maternal grandmother refers to my mother's mother. Since genders are reversed in this world, the concepts of paternal and maternal families are also switched.

"Yes, normally it would be impossible, but your achievements are so great that even the Round Table has agreed to allow it."
"I can meet her without any restrictions, right?"
"Yes, I'll have a transfer magic circle installed that connects to your room."

I was so moved that I buried my face in Christina's soft chest. She had made the impossible possible just for me.

It's also proof that Christina truly loves me, which makes me so happy.

"Are you that pleased?"
"Of course! I've never met her before."

The only news I'd heard recently was that Adel had helped support her when she came out of Yggdrasil when I was seven years old.

My mother, my sisters, and even my younger sisters had all mentioned wanting to meet grandmother at least once.

Especially seeing my mother longing for grandmother feels like watching a sad movie that makes you want to cry.

"I didn't know you'd be this happy about it. I should have arranged it sooner..."
"Don't say that."

Unable to bear seeing Christina feeling sorry for something she'd done for me, I gently caressed her cheek.

"Christina, you've broken even your own rules to make me happy."
"...I suppose so."

She gave a bitter smile as she recalled a distant past so long ago she could barely remember it. As she smiled bitterly, I beamed back at her.

"So when will I be able to meet her?"
"Hmm... you'll have to wait at least a month."
"A whole month?"
"The second and third times are easy, but the first time is always the hardest."

Is that so?
I know that the first time is easy for me, but the second and third times get even easier.

"So keep it a secret for now."
"Alright, thank you so much."
"It's nothing. I'd do anything for you."

If I asked her to bring me the stars or the moon here, she might bring something like a moon stone like Alice did, so I just smiled brightly.

***

"N-nice to meet you for the first time."
"Hmm..."

Kalse, who was greeting Christina for the first time, stood frozen in place.

Finding this amusing, Christina walked around her, examining her thoroughly, and suddenly started poking Kalse's body.

"Do you know who I am?"
"Y-you are our ancestor!"
"No."

I wonder why she's setting up the atmosphere so dramatically. The other wives, except for Kalse, were just smiling awkwardly.

"I am this child's ancestor."
"Christina, isn't that the same thing...?"
"Yook, be quiet. From now on, don't address me as an ancestor, but as this child's ancestor."

Everyone tilted their heads at this unusual request for treatment that none of us had ever heard of before.

Even the perceptive Lala tilted her head, not understanding what Christina wanted to say, but Kalse thought for a moment, nodded, and opened her mouth.

"M-mother-in-law?"
"Hahaha, you'll be very good at social life."

Seemingly satisfied, she patted Kalse's shoulder with her palm and approached the wives standing behind.

"What do you all think?"
"Mother-in-law."
"That's right, that's right..."

She laughed loudly with great satisfaction and left the reception hall. I'm not sure where she was going, but she would be staying in the royal palace now, so she wouldn't go far.

"Your ancestor is quite fun."
"Only when Yook is around."

Alice sighed and sat down in a chair. At the same time, everyone sat down, and my little sister, mother, Adel, and Rain entered from outside.

"Erdia was looking for Yook earlier. Would you like to go see her?"
"Erdia?"
"I heard she wanted to make you a snack after a long time..."
"Then I'll go check on her."

I was a bit curious about what they were going to talk about, but if they started discussing boring topics, it would be hard for me to leave.

So I was given an excuse to slip away, and there was no reason not to take it.

"I'll take Silfia and Erica with me."

The two of them should be studying at this time, so I'll go up to the third floor.

***

After Yook left and everyone took their seats, Alice finally opened her mouth to speak.

"The first agenda item is that our ancestor has confirmed she will stay in the royal palace."
"That's not surprising, as she had been indicating this for nine years already."

Serena chuckled at the queen's words. It was truly fascinating how the woman who had maintained the title of strongest since coming down to earth by the grace of the Iris deity showed such an unusual obsession with her descendant, "Yook."

No one had imagined she would break even the rules of Yggdrasil that she herself had established to return to the outside world.

Well, since everyone except Kalse already knew about this, the first agenda item was quickly passed over.

"The second agenda item is... about Yook..."
"Is there a problem?"
"Not exactly a problem... but it seems his mental growth is notably faster than other boys his age..."
"Indeed, I've noticed that as well."

His mother, Serena, nodded in agreement.

For those who didn't know Yook was a transmigrator, they could only tilt their heads at his clearly accelerated mental growth. The mental development of male elves is slower than humans, and at the age of 15, by human standards, their mental age would typically be around 11 to 12 years old.

This is considered a racial characteristic of long-lived elves. It's common knowledge among all races that female elves, with their high affinity for mana, develop mentally faster, while male elves, with lower affinity, develop more slowly.

"But it's not something to worry about too much, is it?"
"Well, the areas where we notice his faster mental growth are in things like his consideration for others."
"Then it's not something we need to worry about, right?"

For some reason, Kalse and Hye-jin seemed eager to end this agenda item quickly. Though Alice didn't understand why they were acting this way, it wasn't a major issue, so she quickly concluded the item and moved on to the weekly women's meeting time.

Incidentally, Silfia and Erica also participated in these meetings, but today they had to miss it due to their studies.

His father avoided these meetings, finding it uncomfortable to be surrounded by women, so essentially, these were meetings that excluded only Yook.

***

"This is delicious!"
"It's a dish I learned from my family."

The snack she prepared for me was bread with melted cheese pressed onto buttered bread and toasted until crispy, along with a smoothie made from fizzy cider mixed with plain yogurt.

The snack, full of dairy products and perfectly suited to my taste, disappeared in the blink of an eye.

"Brother, have this too."
"Don't worry about oppa, Erica. You eat it."

I won't eat any more because I'll gain weight. And Erica should eat well because it would be good for her to gain a little more weight. That's not something you should give to your brother.

Ch.145 - Mother-in-Law (2)
"I heard Your Majesty has been exercising. Are you really trying to lose weight?"
"Yes, I've been feeling a bit heavier lately."
"Excuse me for a moment."

Erdia put her hands under my armpits, lifted me up and down, then nodded before setting me back in my chair.

"I don't notice much difference."
"The weight might be the same, but something feels different."

Though my weight hasn't changed, I can clearly feel something in my body has become heavier.

I know painfully well this is the sensation that occurs when muscle decreases slightly and fat increases.

As evidence, after moving my body a bit recently, that heavy feeling disappeared, and my body felt much lighter.

"Would you like one more then? Elves have a harder time gaining weight anyway, so it's fine."
"Hmm... alright, just one more please."

I decided to accept another one since I'd feel bad refusing what Erdia had worked hard to make, and seeing her happy made me feel good too.

"Brother."
"Yes?"
"If you're that concerned, would you like to swing swords with me?"
"My arms would hurt too much. I don't want to."

I shook my head at Silfia's suggestion.

Silfia and Erica swing their swords thousands of times daily and run dozens of laps around the training grounds.

If I tried to keep up with their exercise routine, not only my fat but also my muscles might completely evaporate.

***

Since Christina gave me permission, I immediately ran to my mother to tell her the news.

My mother, who had been wondering what her son who suddenly came to her room would say, stroked my head as if I was saying something nonsensical.

But that didn't last long.
When I mentioned Grandmother, she seemed to understand and asked again.

"What did you just say?"
"Christina said she'll let us meet Grandmother."
"Gr-Grandmother...?"
"Mother's mother?"

I recently heard from Hye-jin and Kalse that the family had been discussing my mental development.

They seemed worried that my mental growth might be a bit accelerated because my recent behavior had been impressively mature.

I thought this level of maturity would be fine for a 15-year-old, but apparently my mental age is actually lower, so acting too grown-up might deepen misunderstandings.

So this time, I chose to act younger than my expected mental age to balance things out.

"How... Once someone enters Yggdrasil, they can't leave..."
"I asked for it."
"You did...?"
"I said I wanted to meet her, and if Grandmother was okay with it, I asked if we could keep meeting from now on."
"And...?"
"I only heard that Grandmother was happy about it."

She said if Grandmother had refused, the meeting wouldn't have happened.
Just as Mother misses Grandmother, Grandmother has been missing Mother too.
In fact, wanting to come out of Yggdrasil itself seems to be one of the main reasons.

"When did she say we could meet?"
"She said tomorrow would be possible."
"Then I should call your sisters right away."

Mother quickly got up to find her phone.
She's probably trying to contact my older sisters.

"It's okay. Christina said she'll install a teleportation magic circle in my room so we can meet Grandmother whenever we want."
"Is... is that so? Even coming from my son, it's hard to believe. Whew... whew..."

Mother seemed a bit excited, taking deep breaths in and out repeatedly.
She said it had been years since she last saw her mother.
I get depressed if I don't see my parents for even a day, so I can't imagine how Mother must feel.

"For now, how about we just introduce the family members in the palace when we meet her soon?"
"That would be better. Mother would be overwhelmed seeing too many daughters at once..."

I found something that really doesn't suit her.
Mother calling her "Mother" so formally just doesn't seem to fit, you know?

"Then I'll leave now. Sleep well. Dad, you sleep well too."
"Brush your teeth, wash up, and don't eat candy before bed, okay?"
"Yes."

I've been hearing this for over 12 years now, so they don't need to say it anymore, but it seems my father worries about his son quite a bit.

*

"Mother..."
"It's been a long time, Serena."

When Christina gathered us together, a young woman with red hair descended from behind her.
She looked very young, about 17 years old in appearance, but she must be my grandmother—an elderly elf who has lived in this world for over 10,000 years.

As I expected, my mother, looking like she might cry any moment, approached and took her hands.

"Have you been well?"
"What do you take your mother for?"
"It's been so long since I've seen you, so please forgive me for asking."
"I see... How many years has it been..."

She caressed my mother's cheek with a look that suggested tears might fall at any moment.

No matter how far apart they've been or how long they haven't seen each other, they still longed for each other and must have dreamed of a day like this.

After finishing greetings with my father, both my mother and grandmother turned toward me.
For some reason, Christina was standing beside me holding my hand, but I still couldn't help feeling nervous—my whole body seemed to be trembling.

"This is our eldest son, Yook Zikheart Kritias, our fifth daughter Silfia Zikheart, and sixth daughter Erica Zikheart."

Following my mother's introduction, I bowed my head.
Not knowing how to properly greet her, I just bowed, but I wonder if this is the right way?

"Mother?"
"I'm sorry. I'm just so moved..."

For some reason, Grandmother suddenly started crying.
She didn't cry when reuniting with my mother after so long, but seeing me made her tear up, which startled me so much I hiccupped.

"Hic..."
"I-I'm sorry, did I startle you?"
"N-no. It's nice to meet you, Grandmother."
"Hmm... I don't really like that word 'grandmother.' I'd prefer if you called me Seltria."

Both Christina and Grandmother—why do they ask to be called by name rather than "grandmother"?

Of course, looking at her appearance, she doesn't look like a grandmother at all, so I do feel a bit awkward calling her that.

"Ms. Seltria?"
"You add 'Ms.' when asked to use someone's name, I see."
"I can't just call Christina by her name. The same goes for you, Great-grandmother. Hic."

Perhaps feeling sorry that I kept hiccupping, Grandmother suddenly embraced me and started patting my back.
Anyone would see this as someone patting a baby's back.

"Though I never had a son, having a grandson seems to have fulfilled that longing."

She hugged me with one arm while pinching Silfia and Erica's cheeks, thoroughly enjoying her time with her grandchildren.

Then, after putting me down, she hugged Silfia and Erica as well, chatting with her granddaughters about various things, and asked them to call her Seltria too.

"Mother, that would be improper."
"Hmm... is that so?"

I was a bit surprised to see how different she was from Christina, who could be described as the embodiment of favoritism.
I guess ancestors and grandmothers are indeed different.

Similarly, after putting Silfia and Erica down, Grandmother looked at my wives standing behind.
By the way, my second sister is away on business assigned by Alice.

"You're Alice, correct? It's been a while."
"It's been a long time, Lady Seltria."
"Come to think of it, my grandson's wife is the current queen, isn't she?"

As if she just remembered, she nodded and began looking at the faces of my wives standing behind.

"I heard the news, but you have more wives than I expected.
Ah, I'm not criticizing, so don't worry."
"Ugh... hic..."

The hiccups that had stopped came back again.

***

"Ancestor, thank you so much for today."
"It was nothing. I just granted my grandson's wish."
"But because of this, you'll have to return various things to the Round Table Council..."

After seeing her daughter, son-in-law, grandchildren, and granddaughters-in-law, Seltria returned to Yggdrasil and bowed her head to Christina.

She hadn't told Yook, but as a condition for this meeting, she had to cede some authority to the Round Table Council, slightly diminishing her position.

"All I gave them was the authority to host festivals."
"But that includes the right to host the Yggdrasil Creation Festival..."
"Come now, I said it's fine."
"...I understand."

Knowing she would get angry if pressed further, Christina simply nodded.

Even so, Seltria continued bowing her head in farewell until Christina was out of sight.

Ch.146 - Assignment
After finishing at the academy and returning to the royal palace, I was taking a walk in the back garden with Lillie and Maron after dinner when I noticed my sisters gathered in one place, trembling.

My younger sister was clutching her phone tightly, Silfia was holding her shoulder, and Erica was shaking like a squirrel.

"She's... coming..."
"S-Sister, let me answer it."
"Silfi, do you want to see our sister get beaten to death by our eldest sister?"
"That's not it..."

I wasn't sure what was happening, but it seemed like some problem had erupted among my sisters.

"We'll go ask them," Lillie said.
"Wait, let's listen a bit more," Maron replied.

I knew my sisters communicated actively with each other, but they never shared the details with me and acted like some secret society, which made me curious. This was perfect timing.

"H-Hello? Eldest sister?"
- !@$#@#$@@#$@#4
"It's not like we wanted to do this...!"
- !@$@^&&@$%#@~#!@#
"R-Right! We couldn't do it because we were with Yook!"
- !!@$!!$@!@?

I wasn't sure why my name came up, but were they being interrogated for doing something wrong?

"S-Sister, I said I was wrong, okay? Sister?!"
"What did she say?"
"..........We're in big trouble... she's coming tomorrow..."

My younger sister's words startled Silfia and Erica.
By "coming," did she mean our eldest sister was coming to the royal palace?
If so, I should go meet her tomorrow.

"Should we go out now?" Lillie asked.
"Huh?"

Before I could say anything, Lillie and Maron went outside and slowly approached the three.

The dejected trio didn't even notice Lillie approaching until she tapped their shoulders, which finally got their attention.

"Eek...!"
"New sister-in-law, what's wrong?"
"Lili! Where... where is Yook?"
"His Highness? He's right over there..."

After confirming where I was, my younger sister and sisters ran quickly to me and clung to me.

Erica hugged me tightly as usual, trembling, and strangely, Silfia also hugged me like a child, shaking.

"What's wrong? I heard something about our eldest sister earlier."
"We're... in big trouble."
"Why exactly?"
"A-Actually..."

From what the three told me, it seemed our eldest sister had given them assignments.

My younger sister, regardless of the reason, had earned the miserable title of lord of an abandoned territory, essentially splashing ink on the Zikheart family name, so as a form of reflection, she was given a political assignment.

Silfia and Erica were also given their own assignments, but they were apparently too difficult, and none of them completed them.
Wait, what kind of assignments would be too difficult for these three?

"S-So..."
"So that's why my name, as your only brother, came up?"
"Our eldest sister adores you more than anyone."
"Brother..."

Sigh...
How could I ignore them when they were looking at me with those eyes?
I've received their protection before too.

I picked up Erica, who was hugging my legs, by putting my hands under her armpits, and sat on the nearest bench.

As I stroked Erica's hair, I sighed at the sight of Silfia and my younger sister who quickly stood in front of me.

"So how exactly can I help?"
"Our eldest sister is coming to the royal palace tomorrow."
"I heard that."
"When she comes tomorrow, please back us up."
"Hmm..."
"Brother... please..."

Seeing my sisters acting cute and clingy today made my heart warm.

I had nothing to lose, so maybe I could help them this once?

"But wouldn't she forgive you just this once?"
"F-Forgive?! Our eldest sister is absolutely not that kind of person!"
"Hmm?"

Silfia suddenly answered loudly.
She came closer to me, put her face near mine, and stared at me with empty eyes.

"You don't seem to understand, brother. The eldest sister who deals with you and the eldest sister who deals with us are completely different! If we say one wrong word, we get dragged to the mountains and..."
"Silfi, that's enough."
"I-I'm sorry."

Silfia, regaining her senses at my younger sister's intervention, collapsed onto the soft grass.

"Brother, our eldest sister is really scary."
"Eri, are you scared of our eldest sister too?"
"She's nice when she's being nice, but when she gets angry, she's terrifying."

I felt sorry for Erica, who nodded while nestled in my arms.
Does our eldest sister get angry even at this child who's only 7 years old?
Well, her mental age is over 15, but still.

"Alright. Your big brother will shield you this time."
"Thank you."

Erica kissed me on the cheek and then snuggled back against my chest.

How many men in this world could refuse the request of such an adorable little sister?

"By the way, what kind of assignments is our eldest sister giving to a sister young enough to be her daughter?"
"She's not old enough to be a mother, she's only 23."
"That would be too young even for a human."

The two of them sighed in relief while objecting to my words.
Whatever the case, they should know they survived thanks to Erica.

"Our eldest sister is coming tomorrow, right?"
"Yes, we'll probably need to go pick her up."
"I guess so."

It takes less than a minute to go back and forth anyway.
All thanks to the transfer magic circle that Christina installed.

By the way, I heard recently that installing transfer magic circles costs money per meter.
So installing transfer magic circles is something only royalty or those of equivalent high status do, and even then, it's usually just to create an escape route.

But when I think about how mine connects to places over 300km away like the Zikheart Duchy, or even 500-1000km away where my younger sisters are lords, I can't help but laugh.

Just how amazing is Christina?

***

"Yook, are you here?"
"Sorry, were you still working?"

When I entered my eldest sister's office through the transfer circle, I saw her working in a neat, stylish suit.

When Mother is working hard, she also wears a suit.
If you put them side by side, wouldn't they look like sisters?
Their appearances don't show much age difference anyway.

"I'm almost done, so sit and wait. Is someone out there?"
"Yes, Your Highness."

A maid who was waiting outside entered the office.
After seeing me and bowing her head in greeting, she went back outside.

Knowing that I only drink orange juice, she just left immediately.

"Didn't I tell you to visit more often?"
"You're busy, so meeting once or twice a week is enough."
"Hmm... I guess your sister's feelings don't matter."

My eldest sister, pouting her lips, suddenly stood up from her seat and sat next to me.

Then she gently stroked my cheek, smiled, and looked at me with the same gentle eyes as always.

"Sister, can I ask you something?"
"What is it?"
"Do you hit or scold Erica too?"
"W-What are you talking about?"
"Well, when I mention you to Erica, she seems a bit scared.
I understand you're educating your siblings, but Erica is still young, isn't she?"

From what I heard from Silfia, with all that talk about mountains, it sounds like you take them far away to discipline them or something, they're that scared.

Of course, I can understand it with Silfia or my younger sisters because of the age difference, but there's a 16-year age gap with Erica, isn't there?

"So, you understand? Don't say anything to Erica."
"I-I understand. I'm sorry."
"Well, there's no need to apologize."

I gently stroked my eldest sister's hair to tell her not to worry too much.
It was hard to imagine that this gentle sister would be scary to everyone but me, but she's still my sister.

"So what kind of assignments did you give them?"
"Well..."

From what my eldest sister told me, she gave Erica an assignment related to constitutional law.
The volume was quite substantial, requiring daily work throughout the given period.

"150 A4 pages per week...? Eldest sister, you know Erica attends the academy, right?"
"Of course I know..."
"I wondered why she was cooped up in her room, so that's why... and I didn't even know and every day..."

Did I make things harder for them?
I feel so sorry for Silfia and Erica.

"It really was because of me that they couldn't do it..."
"I didn't account for the Yook variable either."
"Why am I a variable... it's your fault, sister."
"I-I'm sorry."

This is actually kind of fun.

***

"S-Sister!? Really? You're reducing the assignments?"
"I'm doing it thanks to Yook."
"We're... saved..."

After coming to the royal palace, my eldest sister said she would reduce the assignments for my younger sister and sisters, then went to see Mother and Father.

Seeing them sigh in genuine relief made me want to laugh.

"Well, that's good."
"Now I think I can have some personal time."

Silfia was so moved that she hugged me tightly.
Something soft was pressing against my back.

Ch.147 - Fundraising
"Huh? Isn't that Eri standing over there?"

On the way to the dining hall, young students were holding something like banners and conducting what appeared to be an event.

But why was Erica there with them?

Unable to contain my curiosity, I approached to see what was happening.

"Fundraising?"
"It seems Eri's classmate is very ill."

From what I could gather, they were raising money for a friend suffering from something similar to leukemia.

"Brother."

Erica, who had spotted me approaching from a distance, left the line and came toward me.

She was expressionless as usual, but somehow looked a bit downcast.

Seeing her like that, I gave a slight bitter smile and gently caressed her cheek.

"Eri, you should have told me about this."
"I didn't want to burden you with personal matters..."

As usual, she gripped the hem of her skirt and hung her head low. I patted her head gently.

"Is this a close friend?"
"My first friend at the academy."
"I'm proud of you, really proud."

They were trying to raise funds on their own without telling me, my sisters, or our parents. She was so adorable and admirable that I could just eat her up.

"I'll give you my card. Pay for your friend's hospital bills and buy something delicious with the other kids who were fundraising with you."
"Is that really okay...?"
"Of course it is. But wait, can students other than you leave school grounds? If not, buy something tasty inside."
"Thank you."

She bowed her head politely and went back to her friends who were holding the banner.

The children, who had been watching Erica approach seriously, showed their joy with tears of relief.

"What kind of disease is Palanquin Disease?"
"It's similar to Wind Demon Disease. While Wind Demon Disease causes rejection of others' mana, Palanquin Disease causes rejection of one's own mana."
"That sounds much more serious."
"It can't be cured, but the progression can be slowed."

This world really has all sorts of diseases. I've heard there's even a disease where your body gradually turns to mana stone starting from the extremities—was it called mana stone disease?

"Come to think of it, there are quite a lot of fundraising events these days."
"Lady Alice has been supporting the notable ones..."
"But there are many meaningless fundraisers too."

I can understand fundraising for sick people or charitable causes, but occasionally you see fundraisers for groups with strange ideologies asking for support.

Of course, these aren't inside the academy, but you can see them just by taking a short drive through the Royal Capital.

"People seem to think too lightly of money."
"Oh... as expected of Maron, who ranks among the wealthy."

Since childhood, I've been seriously taught about the value of money by my sisters and mother, so I don't have habits of wastefulness.

I know that Silfia and Erica received even stricter education in this regard.

Just look at Erica's admirable effort to raise money for her friend's treatment without asking our parents for help.

"Speaking of which, Your Highness buys smartphones every week that you don't even use..."
"Maron, that's enough!"

Lillie covered Maron's mouth.

It seemed like Maron was attacking me, but I decided to pretend I didn't hear it.

I wonder why our Saintess buys things like swords and staffs?

I'm collecting, not wasting. In the future, I plan to create a museum with my smartphone collection to inspire children with dreams and hope.

***

"Fundraising... donations... charity..."
"What are you pondering so carefully?"
"Christina, you've run a country before, right?"
"Ahem... I'll have you know I was the founding monarch of Yggdrasil."

She answered proudly, puffing out her chest. Though all that did was emphasize how small it was.

"Want to touch?"
"No thanks."
"Tch... Anyway, what are you curious about?"
"I was wondering how rulers view fundraising and donations."
"Hmm... I suppose judgment differs depending on whether they're used for public or private interests."
"Public interest would be..."
"It includes what's commonly thought of as public good, as well as things that help others."
"Isn't that private interest?"
"Private interest refers to fulfilling one's own benefit."

So it seems that raising money for someone's hospital bills or using funds to rescue animals falls under public interest. Then giving my card to Erica today would also count as public interest.

"Then what's private interest?"
"Private interest is when private companies or organizations raise funds to realize benefits for their own group."
"What about when private companies raise funds for public use?"
"If the donations are used fairly for public benefit, that could be considered public interest. If the company's subjective interests are involved, it couldn't be considered public interest."
"Hmm... it's quite complicated."
"Of course, what I've said so far is just my subjective view as a monarch, not a universal perspective."

The perspective of someone who lived long and was a ruler is indeed different.

"Then what do you think about taxes on public versus private interests?"
"Private interests should be taxed, while public interests shouldn't be taxed—that's 'common sense.'"
"I've heard there are places where that's not the case."

I know of a world where donations made for public benefit were taxed, and those taxes were even higher than the donations themselves.

*

"Brother, here's your card."
"Thanks. How's your friend doing?"
"She's receiving good treatment, all thanks to you."

Having used the money where needed, Erica came to my room with the card. She bowed her head to express her gratitude. She's really too cute.

"Did your friend get sick suddenly?"
"Yes, she suddenly felt unwell last week, and when she went to the hospital, she was diagnosed with Palanquin Disease."
"That's almost at disaster level..."

In Adel's case, her Wind Demon Disease was congenital, so perhaps it's less unfair in a way.

Having a rare disease appear suddenly seems like such a heartbreaking thing.

"Is your friend human?"
"No, she's a demon race."
"A demon with Palanquin Disease..."

With Wind Demon Disease, one's own mana isn't affected at all. There's the huge penalty of not being able to accept others' mana, but still.

However, with Palanquin Disease, one has an adverse reaction to their own mana, which makes it a truly troublesome illness.

Like dialysis for bad kidneys, they need to extract their own mana daily...

"Is your friend very tight-lipped?"
"Tight-lipped?"

Erica thought for a moment and then nodded. If she says someone is very tight-lipped, then they must be.

"Eri, do you remember what skill I have?"
"Your skill... Skill Creation and Imbuement... oh..."

Having realized something, Erica started staring at me intently. She had figured out that I could treat her friend.

"What would work best..."

Not finding anything suitable, I took a pretty-looking stone from a potted plant in the room. I took out a fire attribute mana core, drilled a round hole in it, and shaped it so it could be worn as a necklace with just a string added.

"I'm going to imbue a skill into this now. As long as your friend wears this necklace, she shouldn't have any problems in her life."
"Yes."
"But Silfi also knows well that this only works if your friend keeps the necklace a secret, right?"
"I know. If it gets out, both you and my friend will be in trouble."
"Right, and since Eri is smarter than your brother, I think you can persuade your friend well."

Since it needs to be kept secret, I can't go and persuade her myself. And if the demon is from our country, aren't most of them nobility?

If I went to see her myself, there might be troublesome news about me gaining another wife or something, so I have to hope Erica handles it well.

***

"Sigh..."
"Alice is sighing... what's wrong?"
"Do you know Instructor Dayback?"
"Dayback?"

I don't know who that is since it's the first time I've heard the name. Given the title of instructor, they must be from the academy or military school. Did they cause some trouble?

"Well, Dayback's eldest daughter had an incurable disease."
"Oh my..."

Tsk tsk... poor thing... an incurable disease...

"But suddenly, the incurable disease was cured, and the medical community is in an uproar."
"An incurable disease suddenly cured? How is that possi—"

Wait a minute...
Come to think of it, didn't I make such an item and give it to Erica?

"My husband would certainly know about this."
"Wh-what do you mean..."
"I know at least that the payment for that child's treatment was made in my husband's name."
"Uh..."

It seems she knows everything—that I lent my card to Erica and gave her the stone imbued with the skill.

Ch.148 - Fundraising (2)
"Um... about that?"

I tried to make excuses, but Alice kept her eyes closed, continuing her sad act.

"To think you'd be after a seven-year-old girl..."
"No, that's not it at all!"

In an instant, she'd turned me into a pervert lusting after a child eight years younger than me. And this was my wife!

"Listen, that child is Eri's friend...!"
"So you're saying you're lusting after your little sister's friend?"
"No, why do you keep twisting it like that?!"
"I didn't raise you to be like this, Yook."
"But..."

I was raised by my mother, father, and Lala... Though without Alice, I might already be dead, so rather than "raised," perhaps "saved" would be more accurate.

After teasing me for quite a while, Alice suddenly burst out laughing.

"I'm just joking. Of course Eri told me everything that happened."
"Hey!"

Having fallen for Alice's prank again, I puffed out my lips like a hamster and radiated an atmosphere as sharp as a hedgehog's quills.

Playing pranks while knowing the truth is one of Alice's habits. I don't hate it, but when it goes too deep, it gives me a headache because I start genuinely wondering if I've done something wrong.

"I heard that if you'd given that stone with the imbued skill even a little later, she would have died."

I was startled for a moment. I thought it wasn't supposed to be that serious?

"D-died? Isn't it a disease that doesn't kill that quickly?"
"They only discovered it recently, but apparently it had been progressing for quite some time."
"Phew... Eri would have been devastated."

I can hardly imagine what it would be like to have your first friend die from illness. Though, to be fair, part of the reason is that I don't have any friends myself.

"So you knew about the stone with the skill too?"
"How could I not know what my husband is doing?"
"Tsk... to think you'd invade my privacy like this."
"Don't worry, I respect your privacy just fine. Eri came to me for advice while sobbing, that's how I know."

From what I gather, after receiving the stone from me and giving it to her friend, she went to Alice for advice. Giving the stone to her friend before seeking advice was a good choice.

"Actually, having such national treasure-level items circulating outside isn't good."
"Can't you forgive me since I'm your national treasure-level husband?"
"No. Your phone purchase permission is revoked for a week."
"What?!"

I got down on my knees to beg forgiveness from Alice who was trying to take away my life's joy, but she shook her head firmly.

This was the first time she'd scolded me so severely, which caught me off guard. But considering the trouble I'd caused, ending with just this punishment was fortunate in a way. Besides, I could secretly ask Christina, Adel, or Rain to buy me one later, so I accepted reality and left the room.

***

"How did it go?"
"I took an extremely firm stance, so he won't be giving items to anyone outside the family anymore."
"Sigh... and here I was worrying about how to comfort him."

After Yook left, Serena, Adel, Lala, and the other adults entered Alice's room one after another.

"I'll secretly buy him a smartphone later, pretending it's a gift."
"Thank you, Mother."
"Well, His Highness seemed to be thinking along those lines already."

Lala added with a chuckle at Serena's words. When Yook left, his eyes were already full of such intentions, and he knew well that no one would refuse his request.

"What about the magical tool he gave to Eri's friend?"
"We can't take it back since she would die without it."
"Well, as long as word doesn't spread about what kind of item it is, it's no different from an ordinary stone."

Since the effect was simply "not resisting one's own mana," there was no potential for misuse, and few people knew the stone was a magical tool in the first place.

"Come to think of it, Yook doesn't seem interested in using his skill much."

Despite having a skill so overpowered it could break the world's balance, Yook didn't see much merit in his "Skill Creation and Imbuement" ability.

So far, he had only used it four times: for his parents, mother-in-law, wife, and once for his sister's friend.

"Perhaps he unconsciously understands the danger of his skill?"
"That might be true. It seems he can even delete skills he's created at will."
"It's truly a skill with nothing to fear."
"Well, the problem is that it's only harmless in his hands."

Alice smiled bitterly. What was the goddess thinking, giving her husband such an absurd skill? The ability to imbue objects with mana was already an unfair power, but on top of that, the ability to create "skills"?

Still, Alice shuddered to think what might have happened if someone other than her husband—another noble or someone from abroad—had such a skill, so in many ways, she considered it fortunate.

"So we're just leaving that child alone for now?"
"For the time being. We'll have to retrieve it after she dies."
"She's a demon race, right? Her lifespan should be around 200 years."

Demons do have quite long lifespans. Of course, that's long compared to humans—they can't compare to elves, which is the catch.

Everyone present was an elf, so a mere 200 years was nothing to them.

Of course, Queen Alice and Prince Consort Lala were still only in their early thirties.

"More importantly, what about the sudden disappearance of an incurable disease?"
"It will inevitably be concluded as a misdiagnosis by the hospital."
"The doctors will be pitied."
"..."

At Lala's comment, even Alice could only nod.

***

"Thank you so much!"

While I was spending time on a bench rarely visited by academy students, Erica approached me with someone I'd never seen before. And suddenly, they bowed their heads in gratitude.

"Eri, is this the one?"
"Yes, brother. She was discharged from the hospital today and came to thank you."

Coming to express gratitude immediately after being discharged—she certainly has the manners befitting Erica's friend.

"Please raise your head. Are you feeling better now?"
"It's... all thanks to Your Highness's grace."
"I'm glad. Please continue to be good friends with Eri."

When I smiled brightly, Eri's friend, whose face had somehow turned red, lowered her head again. My smile is pretty powerful, I guess. I understand.

"Aren't you two supposed to be in class right now?"

Looking at the clock on my phone, I tilted my head slightly, as first-years should be in the middle of classes at this hour.

I might be on a break and hanging out in a secluded place, but do first-years have time to play around?

"There are no classes today."
"First-years get days like that?"
"Just today."
"Hmm... I see."

Even in my time, classes would be canceled for an hour or so if something came up with the instructor.

I don't think Erica would skip classes. She's such a diligent child.

"Do you want to stay with your brother?"
"I'd like to, but I have another class soon, so I need to go."
"Alright, study hard."
"You too, brother."

This exchange, where the little sister worries about her big brother rather than the other way around, is perfectly normal in our household, but it seemed confusing to her demon friend. Despite appearances, Erica's mental age is much higher than mine.

*

"With nothing to do, maybe I'll test my skill..."

To be honest, I feel a vague fear about using this skill. What if an item I create incorrectly somehow breaks the world?

But since I can also delete skills I've created, I wonder if anything that serious could really happen.

All the skills I've created and imbued so far automatically come to mind, and I can remotely delete them if I want, so even if the imbued object gets lost or stolen, it can't be misused.

"Sigh..."

Now I can imbue skills into even a single grain of sand, so I tried imbuing each grain in a handful of sand. The skill I imbued was "Orbital Movement," making them fly in whatever direction I think of.

"Ah..."

But how could I control thousands or tens of thousands of grains simultaneously? The number I can control at once equals the number of my mana cores, so I can only control two grains of sand.

"In that case, bigger is better."

I deleted all the skills I'd imbued in the sand grains and instead imbued a stone the size of my palm with a skill.

Watching the stone fly through the air reminds me of the magical beast egg I picked up when I was seven. I should pet its head when I get home later.

Ch.149 - Dragon And Thorough Inspection
"Hey, you're a lizard."
"Keeng... keeng...!"
"Why is a lizard crying 'keeng keeng'?"
"Keeeng..."

When he first hatched, we had a pretty bad relationship, but now he treats me with the familiarity of siblings who get along well enough.
Probably, considering my relationship with Lala,
he must think he needs to maintain some kind of relationship with me.

So, this level of teasing
doesn't make him sulk or ignore me anymore.

But the thing is, he doesn't cry like a dragon at all,
more like a hamster or squirrel.
How old are you anyway!

"What's up with you, are you going to tattle to mom again?"
"Keeng! Keeeng."

No, I thought he wouldn't get upset,
but he's completely sulking and even sticking his tongue out at me.

His body may have grown, but he's still a baby at heart.
He flapped his wings and flew out the window, saying he'd tell on me to his mom.

Lala should be outside hanging my laundry right now.
She's going to scold me again for making him cry.

"Yaaawn... I think I'll take a nap."

Lala's bed always smells like sunshine, which is nice.
How does she do that?
I wish she'd tell me her secret.

"Mmm..."

I was going to lie down to sleep, but as soon as I did, I fell asleep immediately.
This body of mine hasn't changed a bit.
It just does whatever it wants.

***

"Mmm... what is it, what?"
"Kyuuung."

He slapped my cheeks with his wings and made crying noises
to wake me up, so I had no choice but to get up.

It was a common occurrence for him to leave the room when sulking, then return when bored and wake me up,
so it had become just part of our normal routine.

"Yungyung, I told you not to wake daddy when he's sleeping!"
"Kyung..."

Looking dejected as if to say he didn't want to wake me up either,
Yungyung sat on my shoulder and tapped my cheek with his wing.

"Lala and Alice?"
"Kyuuung..."
"Alright, let's go down together."

I was a bit surprised because they had never sent Yungyung to call me before,
they usually sent a maid.
No matter how smart Yungyung is, he's still just a magical beast.

Or maybe the maids were too busy to come,
or they didn't know where I was?

When I'm in the palace, Erendark also rests, so they can roughly know my location
but not my exact whereabouts.

With Yungyung perched on my shoulder, I left Lala's room and took the elevator up to the next floor.
The air pressure suddenly increased, making his ears itch, and he started rubbing them with his wings.
I gave a wry smile, and in an instant, we arrived at the fourth floor.

When I headed to Alice's office,
there was a maid standing in front.
If there's a maid here, it probably isn't anything urgent, right?

"Your Highness, you've arrived."
"Please let Alice know I'm here."
"Yes, Your Highness."

The maid greeted me politely
and gently knocked on the office door.

"Your Majesty, His Highness has arrived."
"Let him in."

With Alice's permission, the maid pushed open the heavy door for me, and I entered.
Inside, Alice and Lala were drinking tea together.

"You're here?"

Alice and Lala smiled wryly as they watched Yungyung sitting on my shoulder, opening his mouth wide in a yawn.

"Why did you send Yungyung on an errand... is something wrong?"
"Nothing special, I just called you because I thought you two might have fought again."
"We didn't fight?"

What would I have to fight with this little guy about?
I just played with him a little.
I'm his dad, so I was just being affectionate.

"That's not what Yungyung says."
"Come on, he always does this! He did it last time too."

I urged Yungyung, who was sitting on my shoulder tilting his head,
to tell the truth.

Of course, being a magical beast, he couldn't speak,
but could only communicate simply through something like telepathy.

"He says you teased him by calling him a lizard?"
"I-I wasn't teasing him, I was just being affectionate because he's cute."
"That's what teasing is. If Lili and Maron called you a tiny hamster,
would that be affection?"
"Th-those insolent... ugh..."

I see, when those two call me hamster-like,
it's more about teasing than affection.

"Yungyung, you shouldn't immediately fly to your moms to tattle just because dad teased you a little."
"Kyuuung..."
"You need to speak properly, okay?"
"...Kyung."

Anyone could see he was nodding his head in agreement,
the picture of an obedient son.
A side he never shows to me.

Then he spread his wings and flew from my shoulder
to perch on Alice's, where he started rubbing his face against hers.

"Wow... he never rubs his face against me."
"That's because you should have treated him better."
"I can confidently say I treat him better than anyone else!"

I was the one who found him in the first place.
If anything, he betrayed me and stuck to Lala, switching owners.

"Oh right, I didn't actually call you because of Yungyung."
"I figured."
"Actually, I was thinking of doing a thorough medical examination this afternoon."
"Don't we do that every week?"

Alice conducts thorough examinations every week to check every part of my body for my health.

"That's with magic, isn't it? This time I want to do a proper medical examination like they do in hospitals."
"Umm... so that means drawing blood and..."
"We'll do endoscopies too."
"Eek!"

I immediately put my hands on my backside.
When it comes to endoscopies, there are two types: upper and lower.

Having experienced both in my previous life,
I know how annoying and scary they can be.

"D-don't we not need to do endoscopies?"
"Better safe than sorry. And this time, everyone will be doing it together, so don't worry."
"Ugh..."

I grabbed the hem of my clothes and hung my head in front of the two of them.
I don't even have anything wrong with me...

***

"Something feels missing."
"It's the skirt that feels missing. Yook, you actually look quite good in a skirt."
"A skirt looking good on a man?!"

I grabbed Lala's sleeve and shook it, saying that's unacceptable,
and she patted my head.

All of our royal family members were standing there wearing the same white clothes.
By the way, Christina was there too.

"Doesn't Christina not need to get examined?"
"I was advised that since we're all experiencing this, I might as well join in."
"By Alice?"

I don't know what she's thinking,
but if Alice says so, that must be it.

Even if Christina is the triple crown holder of strength, invincibility, and supremacy,
a thorough examination might discover something wrong.

"Adel, Rain, Seltria, Mom, I think it's not a bad idea to properly check for any problems this time."

Grandmother, mother-in-law, and mother are quite old,
so it's about time to start worrying about their health.

Especially since their ages would shatter human common sense:
Grandmother is over 10,000 years old, Adel is over 5,000, and Rain and mother are over 2,000.

"Are you not worried about me?"
"Somehow I feel like you won't have any health issues, Christina."
"That's nice to hear, but also a bit bitter."

As the primordial elf with an age exceeding 50 million years,
how could she have any health issues?
Unless someone deliberately caused them.

"I'm more worried about Yook, actually."

Father sighed deeply, concerned about me.
He's always worried, but seems even more so now that we're doing thorough examinations.

"Father, there's no need to worry."
"But Your Majesty, you must have a reason for doing this."
"Not really? I don't have any major reason... magic is good, but to keep official records,
we need a doctor's examination notes..."
"I see..."

It seems that to keep my medical records, we need official documentation written by a doctor.
Not just simple examinations done with magic or skills, but handwritten records.

"Yook, you go in first."
"Me first?"

I gulped.
The first part of the thorough examination was measuring height and weight.

When I opened the door and entered, there was an InBody measurement machine in front,
and just like usual, I stepped onto the machine and grabbed the handles.
I didn't forget to place my thumbs on the circular pads.

"Please over 140, please over 140, please over 140"

The measuring bar tapped my head and went back up.
It was just a moment, but it felt like I had waited an hour.

Then, I stepped off the InBody machine
and checked the results.

".....141.....I grew......"

Though it was very slight, I felt great satisfaction at seeing the change.
It seems the timing of my growth stopping was a bit later than expected,
resulting in a tiny change.

"Oh my, you grew by 1 centimeter."

Lala noticed too and looked a bit surprised.
It's unheard of for an elf whose growth has ended to experience a change in height.

"But this much is within the margin of error, so you don't need to be so happy..."
"Hahaha! You always teased me for being 139cm, and now that I'm over 140cm, you say that!?"
"No... it's just 1 centimeter... oh..."

J-just 1 centimeter...?
Even if it's Lala, I can't forgive such insensitivity about height.

Ch.150 - Dragon And Thorough Inspection (2)
"Would you like to make a bet?"
"What kind of bet?"

When I suggested a bet, Lala smiled sweetly.
Perhaps because she was wearing different clothes than usual, she looked more alluring and cute.
I was reminded once again what a truly adorable and beautiful person she was.

I composed myself, clearing my reddening face and steadying my voice before stating my conditions.
Seeing this, Lala tilted her head slightly and then smiled brightly again.

"If you measure over 141cm one more time, how about granting me one wish?"
"Hmm... and if it doesn't, then you'll grant me a wish, Yook?"
"Yes, isn't that fair?"

In truth, it wasn't a fair condition at all.
The InBody machine in front of me was quite precise,
completely different from the crude machines used at the academy.

In that sense, it was a bet with guaranteed victory,
so far from fair, I'd be lucky not to be arrested for an unfair contract.

I swallowed hard and watched Lala's expression.
If she accepted this bet, wouldn't she have trouble sleeping at night for a while?

When I smiled mischievously, Lala returned a faint smile.

"No thank you~"
"Tch..."
"When you smile like that, I know you're up to something."

But the ever-perceptive Lala wasn't about to fall for my tricks.

"Come on, go ahead and get your examination."
"Alright..."

I had personally wanted to find out Lala's height and weight,
but since she was urging me, I had no choice but to step forward.

*

"This will sting a little."
"Ugh..."

I felt the sensation of the cold needle piercing the vein in my arm.
Whether at a hospital drawing blood or at the royal palace for a detailed examination,
it seems I dislike this feeling equally no matter where I am.

As the needle pierced my vein and blood formed,
they connected several tubes to draw my blood.

While at hospitals it was just a general blood test, this time it was a comprehensive examination,
so the amount of blood they took was more than I expected.

"Are you feeling dizzy or unwell?"
"I feel a bit dazed."

Of course, the doctor only asked but
didn't actually do anything about it.

Isn't this the unwritten rule of dentists and doctors?
The reason they ask if it hurts isn't to make it less painful,
but just to acknowledge, "Ah, it hurts," that's all.

"Please let me know immediately if you experience any anemia symptoms."
"I understand. But what are the symptoms of anemia?"
"Fatigue, weakness, or dizziness—just let me know if you feel any of these."

So, my feeling powerless and tired every morning
must be due to congenital anemia.

"Doctor, you must be a 'master physician.'"
"Your Highness doesn't have anemia symptoms, so there's no need to worry."

Even though I hadn't spoken aloud,
the doctor nodded as if he could read my expression and knew what I was going to say.

"Please apply pressure for five minutes to stop the bleeding, then proceed to the next examination."
"Is there more?"
"Vision test, intraocular pressure check, and endoscopy remain."
"Endoscopy..."

I frowned as I got up from the chair and sat in the waiting area to stop the bleeding.
From what I've heard, they insert something like a large stick into your rectum,
and even with sedation, how could that not hurt?

Just imagining it made my backside ache,
and I wasn't sure if I could endure it.

***

"Yungyung, come here."
"Kyuuung."

Two days after completing all my comprehensive examinations.
Today is the health checkup day for Yungyung, our first daughter.

Of course, Yungyung, being a dragon, probably won't get sick,
but what if something happened?

Hoping she would live a long and healthy life,
I asked Alice about getting her a health checkup.

Alice smiled warmly and agreed,
and since my wives were busy, I, who had proposed this idea, took Yungyung to her health examination.

Of course, "taking her" just meant going to the medical room on the first floor
and showing her to the visiting magical doctor.

"Hello."
"It's an honor to meet Your Highness for the first time."

After receiving the magical doctor's greeting, I placed Yungyung,
who had been sitting on my head, onto the desk.

Yungyung, who had been still like a small figurine,
cutely tilted her head.

"How old is she now?"
"Since her birthday hasn't passed yet, she's 7 years old."

Was she born after winter break started?
Anyway, it was around that time, so she's still 7.
That makes her the same age as Erica.

"Hmm... I've seen monster dragons often, but this is my first time seeing a magical beast dragon."
"Everyone says the same thing."

The difference between magical beasts and monsters is their ferocity.

Dragons classified as monsters are vicious and violent,
making them impossible to tame, but Yungyung has a gentle personality like a dog or cat,
and can even communicate through telepathy, so anyone would classify her as a magical beast.

The doctor slowly reached out his hand and stroked Yungyung's head.
Enjoying the gentle touch, she rubbed her face against his hand and started making "kyuuung" sounds.

It was a bit annoying that she showed this side to someone she just met today
when she never showed it to me,
but I'm not petty enough to get upset over something like this,
so I took a deep breath and sighed.

"She really takes well to people."
"She can use telepathy like other magical beasts."
"Haha, is that so? She seems quite intelligent."

Is this what it feels like when your child gets praised?
As Yungyung received compliments, somehow my mood improved as well.

"Now, let's start by measuring her weight."
"Please take good care of her."

The doctor, who had been quite tense at first,
was now smiling brightly as he lifted Yungyung.

Indeed, it seems the saying that cute creatures can soften one's heart
isn't just nonsense.

"By the way, I have a question."
"Yes, please ask anything."
"How long do dragons usually live?"
"Well... drakes without wings live about a thousand years, but winged dragons live over ten thousand years... according to academic knowledge."
"So will Yungyung live a long time too?"
"Seeing that she's still a baby at 7 years old, she'll probably live very long."

I breathed a sigh of relief at the doctor's assurance.
So the dragon lifespan I knew about was for wingless drakes.

Just like with my wives, I now found it hard to imagine life without Yungyung,
so thinking that I could spend my whole life with her made me feel good.

"But isn't it strange that she's not growing much?"
"Long-lived species typically don't grow quickly."
"But isn't rapid early growth common?"

Even elves grow until they're 15-20 years old,
and then their growth stops.
Shouldn't dragons also grow quickly in their early years to survive in nature?

"Dragons are fierce but social creatures, so the young are protected by their mothers when small."
"I see."

After measuring Yungyung's height and weight,
the doctor took out a small syringe,
and I held Yungyung, who was sitting and tilting her head curiously.

"Yungyung, just bear with the pain for a moment."
"Kyuung."

I wasn't sure where one would find a vein on a baby lizard like this,
but I covered Yungyung's eyes.

At the same time, the doctor wiped an area with an alcohol swab, inserted the needle,
and red blood began to fill the cylinder.

"Yungyung, does it hurt?"
"Kyuung?"

Seeing Yungyung tilting her head and grooming herself as if to say it didn't hurt,
I was momentarily shocked.

What was I like when I had blood drawn at age 7?
I remember whining and refusing to have it done.

***

The results of our family's comprehensive examinations were unremarkable.

Adel, whose health had improved recently, had lost quite a bit of weight from exercising too intensely,
and Hye-jin had also lost some weight from mana control practice,
but everyone else was healthy.

Besides Hye-jin, they were all elves anyway,
so there was no reason for them to be in poor health.

"So how much weight did you lose?"
"You shouldn't ask a woman that."
"Come on, this isn't Korea."
"I think I lost about 5kg..."
"Wait, what kind of exercise are you doing to lose that much?"
"Swordsmanship and such..."

Hye-jin smiled awkwardly.

Since she didn't have mana before, she couldn't enhance her body
and didn't train in swordsmanship, but now she could do it as much as she wanted.

It seems her daily sword training had caused her to lose a lot of weight.

"If you're going to exercise from now on, make sure you eat plenty too."
"I will. But you're not against it?"
"With Lillie and Maron both loving swordsmanship, how could I stop you?"

I gave a wry smile.
In this world, I'd probably be seduced into swordsmanship myself
before I could stop the women from training.

Ch.151 - New Maid
"Sister?"
"Hmm? Oh, sorry."
"What were you thinking about?"

Lala shook Alice, who was spacing out at her desk in the office.

Only then did Alice come back to her senses, yawning widely and stretching in her seat.

"Don't tell me you were napping?"
"I just took a little afternoon nap for once."
"That's unusual. You actually taking a nap."

Alice always claimed to be busy, even cutting back on sleep to work. For her to take a nap was more than rare, so Lala was a bit surprised.

"Anyway, what's up?"
"Nothing major, just about the maid assignment for Yook's bedroom."

Recently, one maid had left due to personal matters, leaving a vacancy in the consort's quarters.

That's why Lala, who also served as the head maid, came to request the queen's approval to assign a new maid to the consort's quarters.

Alice pulled out a tablet from her drawer and checked the roster. It contained a list of newly hired maids and those assigned to other rooms.

"We're already short-staffed, so there's no place we can pull from."
"What should we do then?"

Maids didn't work every day but operated on a rotation system. That's why they employed quite a number of maids, though not all were present at the same time.

"Didn't some human children receive training recently? Assign one of them."
"Yes, but sister."
"Hmm?"
"Why did you suddenly hire human maids?"

Lala couldn't understand it. Alice had never employed anyone but elves as maids, yet suddenly she brought in several young human girls and had them trained as maids.

"I called them humans then, but they're actually transmigrators with nowhere to go."
"Transmigrators...?"

Lala shook her head in disbelief. Transmigrators typically crossed over to this world with high mana levels, abilities, and skills, so they usually took jobs requiring significant mana usage rather than becoming maids.

However, Lala couldn't sense high mana levels—not even average levels—from these girls, making it difficult to believe her sister's words immediately.

"Apparently, there have been quite a few transmigrators coming to this world without any special abilities lately. Those children are the same."
"If that's true... it's serious."
"I know... It seems to be quite a headache for the Iris Holy Nation too."

Not many countries implemented humanitarian policies for transmigrators. At most, only the Kritias Kingdom, Atlas Kingdom, Iris Holy Nation, and Athena Federation did so.

Most countries neglected transmigrators, and in some extreme cases, they were enslaved, subjected to terrible treatment, or used as weapons—actions completely devoid of human rights.

"But what happens to those without any power?"
"Good treatment... is unimaginable."
"I heard one child was culled after they discovered she had no abilities."
"Sigh... This must never reach Hye-jin's ears."

The information about transmigrators being culled like livestock for being "useless" was one of the secrets Alice had obtained.

In today's world with advanced media and active journalism, rumors about people being culled would mean absolute ruin for any country involved.

"I'm planning to give them maid training, have them work in the palace for a while, then help them find other employment through the Transmigrator Support Center."
"So you're helping them build experience."
"With experience as my husband's maid, they could work for any noble who wants them."

It was a somewhat strange answer coming from Alice as Yook's wife.

Information about Yook was extremely valuable to nobles—his hobbies, interests, preferences—these were details nobles would do anything to obtain.

The reason was simple: they wanted to send Yook suitable gifts to make a good impression or somehow arrange for their daughters to become close to him.

Though it probably wouldn't have much effect on Yook, who already had seven wives.

"Then I'll assign just one maid."
"Yes, please do that. What's Yook doing now?"
"He went to bathe with Yungyung, and then they seem to have gone to the back garden... Their relationship seems to have improved lately."
"That's good. I was a bit worried when they were fighting."

Growing up with a gentle dragon is an incredible thing. Plus, Yook was the one who found Yungyung in the first place. They must be connected by fate somehow.

"But why does it follow him around?"
"Well... I think it must be related to Ragnarok."

Alice's theory was this: When the Iris deity sent the two races down to earth, the Dragonica were not originally in human form. The reason Christina, one of the primordial elves, had never even seen a Dragonica was because they came to earth in egg form and remained dormant.

And the one chosen by Ragnarok, the sacred relic of the Dragonica, would awaken the Dragonica and fulfill the prophecy.

"If that's the case, the prophecy makes sense."
"What prophecy? About the goddess's reincarnation and the priestess?"

According to a prophecy secretly passed down among elves, the chosen priestess who awakens the Dragonica will take the goddess's reincarnation as a companion and bring light to the world.

Setting aside bringing light to the world, Alice suspected that Yook, with his eyes lighting up while collecting smartphones, might be the goddess's reincarnation mentioned in the prophecy.

"Then I'll handle the assignment."
"Yes, please do."
"And if you're going to nap, do it in bed. It's bad for your back."
"I got it, I got it."

After scolding her hopeless sister, Lala left with a bright smile. Watching her sister go, Alice chuckled, stretched once more, and resumed reading the report on her desk.

"A coincidence... huh..."

The situation didn't seem coincidental at all, but the people involved just laughed it off while only third parties like her worried about it, which made Alice laugh.

***

"Miss Kalse."

While I was on a date disguised as magic practice with Miss Kalse, Lala appeared in the back garden.

The two of them look so alike that you'd think they were sisters if you put them side by side. Even more than Alice, who's actually Lala's real sister.

"Yes, Lady Lala."

Despite being told many times that she could speak casually, Miss Kalse, who had even knelt and begged to be given orders due to the clear difference in status, still insisted on formal speech.

Come to think of it, Lala is currently first in line to the throne as the Royal Prince. Suddenly it makes sense why Kalse is so formal.

"Would you like to come with me to pick up the new maids?"
"Maids... you say?"

Is it because Miss Kalse used to be a maid? When Lala said she was taking Kalse to pick up maids, it somehow seemed fitting.

"I'll explain the reason later. Yook, please go to your room with Yungyung and wait."
"Yungyung? Yungyung isn't here right now."
"Oh my, where did that child go?"

Where would she be?
Our daughter is probably still soaking comfortably in the bath.

Until recently, I had to drag her into the bathroom, but now she's become like an old lady. If she doesn't bathe every day, she whines like a puppy, deliberately waking up from sleep to do so.

The funny thing is, even though she's already showered, whenever the mothers go to take a bath, she follows them in. I don't even know how many times a day she bathes.

Surely not seven times a day?
I should ask my wives about this sometime.

"Then please go up alone and wait."
"Okay."
"I left banana milk on the table, so drink it and brush your teeth."
"I got it."

I'm not a child anymore, so she doesn't need to remind me to brush my teeth.

Then she took Miss Kalse's hand and went inside. I wonder what this is about.

"I don't know. I should go get Yungyung."

By the way, how long should I keep calling her Yungyung? Isn't it about time I gave her a proper name?

"Yungyung is... a dragon... no, I don't necessarily need to give her an animal-like name."

While pondering what name to give her, I climbed the stairs.

*

"P-pleased to meet you for the first time."
"Hello."

I wondered where Lala was taking Miss Kalse, and it turns out she brought the new maid who would be assigned here.

For some reason, she looked familiar, and judging by her appearance, she seemed quite young. Her ears were short, so she wasn't an elf, and I couldn't sense much mana from her, which immediately told me she was human.

"By the way, where is Erdia?"
"Today is her day off, so she went to her family home."
"I see..."

I told her to visit her mother on her days off. I guess today was her day off.

"Is the new maid human?"
"About that... actually... she's a transmigrator."
"What?! Huh?"

A transmigrator with almost no perceptible mana? Is Lala making an out-of-season April Fool's joke?

Ch.152 - First And Second Place
"It's true. Anyway, please treat me well."
"Of course."

Being friendly with maids is one of my mottos. We'll be spending a lot of time together, so getting along benefits us both.

After Lala and Kalse took the maid outside, I sprawled out on the bed once I was alone.

"So she's not completely without mana after all."

When I first brought her, I thought I might need to create and imbue a mana generation skill like I did for Hye-jin, but it seems that won't be necessary.

But what's going on here? I've never seen a transmigrator with such tiny amounts of mana before.

"Bringing her here without explanation and not giving her any power..."

That goddess is running the ultimate black company. She really should reflect on her actions.

Even in those depressing light novels, protagonists get some kind of power when they're sent to another world, whether they're cooked alive or not.

"I wonder if Hye-jin knows..."

Hye-jin cares deeply about her fellow transmigrators. If she doesn't know, I should probably tell her...

***

"Huh? What's this..."

While I was sitting on a bench in the back garden enjoying the sunshine, Ragnarok—the sword that always follows Lala—was floating in front of me.

Though it has no eyes and isn't alive, somehow I felt like it was staring at me intently. I reached out my hand toward the sword.

As expected, unlike the blue sword, Ragnarok doesn't restrict who can touch it, so it simply remained still when I grasped it.

"Hmm... the sword is light and comfortable to hold."

Wasn't this the sword the goddess used to kill the gods of other worlds? I guess the goddess was a gear collector. To be fair, you do need good equipment if you're going to slice up other gods.

"What are you doing there?"
"Oh, Lady Seltria."

The elderly lady who takes a sunlit stroll at this time every day approached me after noticing me holding the sword.

"This thing was floating in front of me, as if it had something to say."
"Now that I look at it, that's the sword that follows Lala around."

When Lady Seltria first came to the royal palace, she was a bit surprised to see two strange swords and a lizard following behind her grandson's wife.

It was a bit funny that her surprise was actually due to envy.

"Would you like to hold it?"
"Is that all right?"
"Why not? It should be fine."

I handed it to her, assuring her it was okay.

Is it because she's a woman too? When she took the sword, something about her aura seemed to change.

Mother told me that grandmother was known as the Sword Deity of the previous generation. Women really are something else.

"Hmm..."

She raised the sword, examining the blade several times before shaking her head.

"It's not a blade suitable for actual combat. But why does this sword follow Lala around?"
"It's called Ragnarok, a sacred relic of Dragonica."
"What?! That's the legendary Ragnarok?"
"Yes, it originally belonged to my wife... no, Lala is also my wife, so I shouldn't say it like that. Anyway, it used to be with Lili, but since it follows Lala around, she had no choice but to take it."

If I remember correctly, Lala exchanged it for Adel's sword that she was carrying.

"But why does Ragnarok follow Lala?"
"I don't know either. Maybe it has something to do with Yungyung?"

Since Dragonica is said to be the dragon race, perhaps it's related to Yungyung, who looks like a lizard but is actually a dragon. Alice was researching that for quite a while. I should ask her about it next time.

I took Ragnarok back from grandmother and set it down in the air.

Being a floating sword, it didn't fall but circled around me briefly before heading toward Lala, who was hanging laundry.

There, the blue sword was handing Lala pieces of laundry one by one, and now Ragnarok also picked up a piece and started handing it to her.

Seeing that scene really makes me...
How should I put it...

On one hand, I wonder what kind of swords these are, and on the other, what kind of person is Lala to be using swords like this?

"All of Yook's wives are quite unique."
"Haha... ha..."

I could only respond with a bitter laugh.

*

"Your Highness, it's time for your bath."
"I'll be right there."

Hearing the voice of the transmigrator maid who started work today, I bid farewell to grandmother and entered the palace.

Unlike the plain maid uniform she wore earlier, she was now dressed in a royal maid uniform, looking every bit like a well-trained, excellent maid.

"By the way, what's your name, miss?"
"I'm Kim Eun-hye."

As expected, a Korean-style name...
I don't know if there are Kims in China, but she's probably Korean.

"Eun-hye... that's a pretty name."
"You honor me."
"I heard you came from the same place as Hye-jin."
"Yes, I'm from the same country as Her Majesty."
"I see..."

My guess wasn't wrong, it seems.

Actually, I wanted to ask more questions, but I didn't want to bring up memories that might make her sad.

Hye-jin and Kalse have completely settled in, so they don't mind talking about Korea or Japan, but this person might be different.

"I'll go take my bath now."
"Yes, Your Highness."

I entered the bathroom, leaving her bowing behind me.

***

"Your Highness, how was it?"
"I think I'll barely manage to graduate."
"That's good to hear."

With not much time left until academy completion, we ninth-graders had to take the big event of midterm and final exams combined.

Since the completion schedule is a few months ahead of the closing ceremony, ninth-graders have to take twice the exams at once.

"But wasn't that last problem too difficult?"
"You mean the Bagradia formula? That wasn't particularly..."
"Tsk... that's just because you're smart, Lili."

Lili and Maron are confirmed as the top and second-ranked students, with excellent grades and intelligence that can't be compared to my mediocre performance.

"By the way, I heard that Erica is currently the top student in first year."
"Yeah, I heard that too. My sister is really smart."

Both Silfia and Erica...
It seems a bit unfair that my younger sisters are so intelligent while skipping over me, their brother in the middle.
Not that I'm jealous or anything.

"I wish Your Highness would remain as you are now."
"That's good news. That wish will probably come true."

I'm not even growing taller, so what else would change? My mentality will probably stay the same too.

"No, that's not what I meant."
"Then what?"
"I mean stay cute like this forever."
"That's the same thing!"

Finding it amusing to tease me, Maron ran off laughing.
Sometimes I wonder if Maron is really a Saintess or just a beautiful fairy.
After all, is teasing people and running away something a Saintess would do?

"Oh, and did you hear about that? The Hero story."
"You mean the Hero I accidentally created? He's in the same class as Erica."

Since the Hero, who was born when I accidentally turned a practice sword into a holy sword, is a citizen of the Kritias Kingdom, he's being educated at Crescent Academy in Kritias.
Though he does get the special privilege of taking additional religious classes.

Actually, I don't consider that a privilege. Having to take extra classes alone seems more like unfair discrimination than a privilege.

"They say that Hero is ranked second in his class."
"Really? Is it a girl or a boy?"
"A boy, they say."
"Wow... he must be studying really hard."

Even though there are no elves besides Erica, there are various demon and beast races. To be second place ahead of all of them?

That's nearly impossible.
I've heard talk about him being the hope of humanity or something, but he must really be that exceptional.

"So they decided to do that thing this time."
"Ah, you two did that too, right? Pinning badges on the top students."

It's our academy's tradition.
The first-year top and second-ranked students pin graduation badges on the ninth-year top and second-ranked students.

Since Lillie was the top student in first year, she pinned a badge on her older sister, and Maron pinned one on the second-ranked senior.

"I wonder who will receive a badge from Erica."
"Well, even if I don't get the top spot, I won't feel too bad about it."
"Because if Lili isn't first, Maron will be?"
"Yes."

I remember they even made a bet about who would be first and second...
Lillie seems to have reached a state of acceptance.
Maron also seems to think it's fine if Lillie gets the top spot.

"Is there any chance you could both be first?"
"If our scores were exactly the same, I suppose that could happen. But the instructors probably wouldn't allow that..."
"No, since you two have consistently received top scores, there's a chance your scores could be identical."
"If that happened... it would make me happier than having separate first and second places."

Lillie nodded and smiled wryly.
Of course, she probably doesn't want to give up the top title at all.
At the same time, she might also want to let Maron have it.

Is this what female friendship is like?
It's really admirable.

Ch.153 - First And Second Place (2)
After the midterm and final exams, what do you think students would do?
Would they spend their remaining time freely like high school seniors after college entrance exams?

No.
In fact, for 9th graders who've finished their exams, the semester is just beginning.

The graduation exam still remains.
Actually, that's not quite right.
Since we've already completed the first practical graduation exam, it's fair to say it has already begun.

The first practical exam was about applying the swordsmanship and magic we've learned at the academy in real situations to get a feel for them.

In our class, out of 390 students, everyone passed the practical exam except for one person.

For reference, that one person was me, the odd one out.
In my case, I passed with the minimum score due to safety concerns and other reasons.

"That's why they're calling us a legendary class."
"Because of me?"
"No, because not a single person failed..."
"Now that you mention it, that's true..."

There are a few students repeating the year who will graduate with our class,
but not a single student from our original class is repeating.
Whether it's because everyone is exceptional or there's some behind-the-scenes manipulation, I can't say.

"What classes do we have today?"
"Um, Adventure Studies and Water Magic."

Water Magic is quite difficult, so not many students take it.
Probably fewer than ten people attend.

"I should go to Adventure Studies. What about you, Lillie?"
"I only need to attend Adventure Studies too."
"And Maron is taking Water Magic, right?"
"Yes, so I'll go ahead first."

Maron gave me a hug and started walking away quickly,
smiling brightly and waving her hand.

"Shall we go too?"
"Yes."

I'm not the type to get nervous about graduation exams,
but Lillie seems tense because of her valedictorian title.

After sighing and finishing my mental preparation, I walked forward.

***

"Yook Zikheart Kritias, you've passed."
"What's my score?"
"You barely made it. 55 points."
"Phew..."

The graduation exam is graded on an absolute scale, and you need to score above 50 points.
That means I was just two questions away from having to retake the exam.

"What happened to Your Highness who used to study so diligently..."
"I did study hard, you know?"

Looking at the scores of the students who have already passed and left,
they're all between 60 and 70 points.

The fact that I got 55 points proves that the exam itself was difficult,
not that I didn't study or wasn't capable.

"Lillie will probably get a similar score."
"We'll see about that."

Lillie smiled as she submitted her answer sheet to the instructor,
her face full of confidence.

And when the instructor finished calculating her score
and returned her answer sheet, she smiled again.

"Lillie Kritias, you've passed."
"Thank you for your hard work. By the way, what's my score?"
"You didn't make a single mistake. 100 points."

My mouth nearly fell open.
100 points... is that even possible?

Question 12 was clearly designed to prevent perfect scores.
She got that right?

"How about that?"
"Amazing... What was the answer to question 12?"

I took the answer sheet and read it slowly.
It was an essay question that required the exact answer the instructor wanted.
What could the answer be?

"...I never would have thought of that."
"Really? It was covered in class."

It was a question about A-rank labyrinths,
and I was surprised by the answer I hadn't even considered, and even more surprised that it was correct.

"A-anyway, shall we head out? Maron is probably waiting for us."
"Aren't you going to praise me?"

Lillie pouted and lowered her head, asking me to pat it.

I reluctantly patted her head in front of the instructor and went outside.
It's the last day anyway, so we won't be seeing the instructor again.

*

"Sigh... I feel relieved anyway."
"Maron..."

Maron made a mistake and lost points on one question.
So she got 95 points.

In my opinion, that's still a monstrous score,
but since Lillie got 100 points, there's a 5-point difference.

No one knows how significant this difference will be when determining the valedictorian and salutatorian,
but Maron said she's already accepted defeat to Lillie.

"We don't know yet, right?"
"Your Highness, 5 points is a huge difference. Especially in the graduation exam."
"Hmm... is it that big?"
"I hate to say this, but... yes, it's quite significant."

Lillie is patting Maron's head to comfort her.
They looked like friends earlier, but now they seem more like an older and younger sister.

"Don't think too hard about it. You never know what might happen."
"Do you think so...?"
"If I had my way, I'd want both of you to be valedictorians."

If that happened, would the valedictorian still be a valedictorian?
Thinking about that made me smile for some reason.

Since there were no classes after the exams, we headed to the main gate to go home.

Thinking that I won't be able to see this gate much longer
makes me feel a bit nostalgic.

"Soon I won't have to go to school anymore... I'll sleep in every day..."
"I don't think Lala would allow that..."
"Hehe... Lillie, you don't know about the agreement I made with Lala."

After graduation, I'm going to shut myself in the palace and live quietly.
Going outside occasionally for fresh air, trips, and exhibitions.

The perfect life of a house husband...
That's the life I want.

"Is that so?"
"You two are going to military academy, right? That'll be tough."
"No?"
"Huh?"
"We're exempt from military academy."
"Why?"

Exempt from military academy?
That's something I've only heard about for my eldest sister, not anyone else.

My eldest sister was exempted from military service to learn about governing her territory after suddenly inheriting her title,
but these two are my wives and can't receive territories as nobles, right?

"Alice recently added our names to the Royal Registry."
"What...?"

The Royal Registry is where the names of royalty are recorded,
officially establishing their status as members of the royal family.

Even if you're born as a king's son or daughter,
if your name isn't in the Royal Registry, you're not considered royalty.

I never imagined Alice would add their names to the Registry,
even though she gets along well with my wives.

For reference, all royals listed in the Registry
are exempt from military service.

"So what will you two do instead?"
"Hmm... I guess we'll learn about politics after the wedding?"
"R-right...?"

We agreed to hold the wedding after I graduate.
That means it's not far off.

Learning politics, huh...
Yuris has already been learning politics from Alice for two years
and has taken on an official position.

I wonder what Kalse is planning to do...
Hye-jin said she's quitting her job as an instructor and moving to the Royal Knights.

"I wonder how the wedding will be organized..."

I suddenly became curious.
Since I have seven wives, will we all get married together?
Or will Alice have a separate ceremony and the rest together?
Or will everyone have individual ceremonies?

"Well, you should definitely have separate ceremonies with Alice and Lala."
"Lala too?"
"She's a Royal Prince, isn't she? She's first in line for the throne until Alice's child is born."

I see...
Lala is a Royal Prince.

It seems like organizing the weddings is going to give me a headache.

***

"Yes, I even added Yungyung to the registry."
"What on earth..."

If the Yungyung she's talking about is the one playing on my head right now,
then our lizard daughter has become royalty.

Is that even possible?
I wish Adel would have stopped her.
Alice is doing something strange!

"I'm just kidding."
"Hey!"

Alice, who found teasing me amusing, started laughing and gently patted my head.

"So why did you call me here?"
"Right, remember the moonstone I gave to Yook before?"
"Moonstone?"

Is she talking about that moonstone that Lala brought me when I was seven?
I asked her to bring me the moon when she asked what I wanted, and she actually brought it.

"In a way, it was the first gift I gave to Yook, right?"
"Yes?"
"I was thinking of making decorative items from that stone and giving them out at the wedding."
"Hmm... I don't mind."

The moonstone is just a rock from the planet called the moon,
but she wants to make decorations from it?

I'm not sure if it would be valuable or pretty enough.

"I'm not sure if others would be satisfied..."
"You think it's a bit strange?"
"Well, it's just a rock, isn't it?"
"Hmm... it's not just any rock..."

Alice thought deeply and seemed to have a good idea
as her eyes widened.

"What if we make frames from the moonstone and decorate them with jewels or gold and silver?"
"That would look really antique and beautiful."

Since this is a fantasy world, jewelry with a strong fantasy feel would be nice.
She's probably going to make earrings, right?

In this world, couples don't exchange rings;
they exchange earrings.

"Then I'll go in that direction."
"I'm looking forward to it. It sounds beautiful."
"You can look forward to it. I have something else to give you as a gift too, Yook."

If Alice says I can look forward to it...
I wonder what she's planning to give me?

Ch.154 - Graduation
Following Lillie and Maron, Ina ascended to the stage at the Chancellor's call. The grand hall erupted in chaos with applause and whistles, while camera flashes popped from the gathered media and reporters.

Crescent Academy was the largest in the Kritias Kingdom—or more precisely, the largest in the world—which meant the top and second-ranked graduates attracted significant attention. This year was particularly noteworthy since both were wives of the Prince Consort, making them a hot topic.

"Congratulations, sister-in-law," Erica said.
"Thank you, Erica."

Erica pinned the graduation badge on Lillie's chest as she stood on the elevated stage. Meanwhile, Maron was receiving her badge from her former mentee who she had once mentored.

In the end, by a very small margin, Lillie earned the honor of valedictorian while Maron became salutatorian. Maron had already somewhat resigned herself to this outcome and sincerely congratulated Lillie, but Lillie seemed to feel quite apologetic about it.

"Erica, you need to work hard and definitely secure the top spot, okay?"
"Yes, I'll do my best."

After offering final words of encouragement, Lillie descended from the stage, bowed respectfully to the Chancellor, and returned to her seat. Maron followed, greeting the Chancellor before returning to her seat with a sigh.

"So you managed to secure second place, at least."
"Come on, there's such a huge difference between second and third place..."

The third-place student was Ina, an elf noble like us. The gap between Maron and Ina's scores was so significant, yet she was worried about such things...

"I was looking forward to graduation so much, but now that it's here, I feel a bit sad."
"Would you like to repeat a year then?"
"D-don't say such things..."

Repeat a year? How could she say such a terrible thing to her husband!

Just thinking about being able to sleep in until 11 o'clock starting tomorrow made me so excited!

My comment about feeling sad was just empty words of gratitude toward the academy that had taken care of me for so long!

Absolutely! Never!

"But the other students don't seem particularly happy."
"That's because everyone except us is going to military academy."
"Right... it's mandatory..."

Nobles were commissioned as officers, while commoners had already been attending military academy since their third year, receiving training alongside their studies. I was exempt from the beginning, and these two were exempt because their names were on the royal heir registry... I feel a bit guilty about that.

"Speaking of which, I'm planning to sleep in tomorrow."
"You, Lillie? Come on... only people who normally sleep in can actually sleep in..."

Lillie, who wakes up at 6 AM every morning to exercise and shower, says she's going to sleep in? I think that's absolutely impossible.

Lazy behavior should be done by lazy people. How can someone who's clearly a morning person sleep in?

"I've slept in once before."
"Really?"
"It was a while ago... about four years ago? I woke up about 30 minutes late and my whole day's schedule got a bit messed up."

I remember that. She woke up slightly late on a weekend and completely rearranged her entire day's schedule. It was a weekend, so she wasn't even late for academy, but she made such a fuss about it.

"What are you going to do, Maron?"
"Alice said she would build a cathedral for me within the palace grounds."
"As expected of the Saintess."

It seems Maron has found what she wants to do. She'll learn politics from Alice, and when she's done, she'll spend time praying at the cathedral... Won't she play with me?

*

I visited the dormitory one last time.

Originally, I was supposed to spend nine years here, but due to various incidents, Alice had taken me to the royal palace. Well, thanks to that, I was able to enjoy academy life more comfortably, safely, and enjoyably.

"I only took naps here every day..."

Since I loved sleeping, having a place where I could take a nap after lunch was really nice.

I think that's one of the reasons why I was able to graduate without repeating a year—I didn't fall asleep during classes and my grades weren't bad.

"Sigh..."

Although I had already removed all my belongings and the room was empty, the bed still remained.

I'm not sure if the next freshman will use it or if it will be replaced, but if a new student does use it, I hope they use it well.

"Let me lie down one last time..."

I hadn't originally planned to lie down, but thinking about saying goodbye, I decided to lie down one last time.

The bed wasn't particularly soft, but it served its purpose well. Without blankets or pillows, it was uncomfortable, but I was still grateful for it.

*

"To think Yook would graduate so quickly."
"It's not like I graduated early or anything."
"I'm just happy that my son graduated without repeating a single year."

As soon as the graduation ceremony ended, my mother embraced me and stroked my head. From what I heard, she considered it nearly miraculous that I had completed my academy life smoothly. I almost felt offended, but it seems she had been worried about whether I, with my weak constitution, would be able to adapt well among the other students.

"I had Lillie and Maron with me."
"That's true. We've incurred a debt to those two that we can never repay in our lifetime."
"A debt to your own daughter..."

Daughters-in-law are daughters. It might be burdensome for the two of them if my mother says she's indebted to them, so I think just expressing gratitude would be enough.

"Have you decided what you want to do, Yook?"
"No, not yet."

At first, I thought about becoming a magic item craftsman, but Christina and Alice discouraged me, so I gave up. They seemed to think that if I mass-produced such items, it could lead to significant dangers, so I decided to refrain.

"You're still young, so you can take your time to think about it."
"Hmm... but Silfia is already preparing for what she wants to do."

In Silfia's case, after graduation, instead of going to military academy, she will directly receive a territory adjacent to the royal capital.

It's so close that there's a coffee shop in the village that's half in the royal capital and half in her territory.

"Being a lord and being the Prince Consort are different. Yook, no one will say anything even if you just stay idle, so don't worry."
"Tsk..."

My mother's comment that she'd prefer if I just stayed put sent a sharp pain through my chest, but I suppose even I would prefer a son like me to remain idle as a jobless person rather than doing something strange.

It's not like I don't have money, after all.

"Still, after the wedding, I should do something resembling work."
"Is it something like male pride?"
"If I don't do anything, I'll be too bored. Fun activities are more enjoyable when you're tired from work."

Of course, my mother has been living in a semi-jobless state for nearly eight years. She spends every day going on trips with my father or taking walks in the backyard, enjoying a fun retirement.

Wait, is "retirement" the right word? She's only 2,000 years old, so it might be a bit early to call it retirement.

"I think I'll just live leisurely with Hye-jin for a while."
"That sounds good too."

My mother stroked my head, saying I could live however I wanted. I'll soon be an adult, but if I couldn't receive my mother's gentle touch every day, it would be too difficult.

***

"What kind of accessory do you like, Yook?"
"Hmm... I prefer rings."

In this world, there's no culture of exchanging rings during marriage. Instead, they give earrings or hairpins.

I already have three hairpins in my hair, so it's at capacity. I'd prefer earrings or rings instead of more hairpins.

"Earrings might be heavy, so I'll get you a ring."
"Thank you. What about Hye-jin?"
"She said she's going with a ring too. So I'm thinking of doing the same."

Alice seems to be asking around, suggesting that since we're doing this, we might as well all go with rings.

It seems everyone nodded in agreement when they heard that Hye-jin and I chose rings.

"But why rings specifically? There are necklaces too, right?"
"This is my necklace."

I showed her the necklace I received when Hye-jin proposed to me.

The ring was too large for my finger, so I had it made into a necklace.

"With a ring on your finger, you can see it anytime."
"That's true..."
"Don't you like it?"
"No, it's not that I don't like it..."

Alice put me down from her embrace and used magic to create two perfectly fitting rings.

She put one on my finger and one on her own, then interlaced our fingers.

"Isn't it uncomfortable?"
"Then we can do it the other way."

I held Alice's hand with my other hand, the one without the ring. When I took the initiative, Alice's face turned red.

"Are you embarrassed?"
"N-no, I'm not."
"You definitely are."

I gently stroked Alice's head and gave her a light kiss on the lips.

"Why are you still so cute no matter how old you get, Alice?"
"C-cute... ah..."

I slowly pushed her down onto the bed. I was planning to go to bed late tonight anyway, but it seems I'll be going to bed even later.

Ch.155 - Wedding Ceremony (End)
Quite some time had passed since graduation.

Has it already been about 4 months?
I was enjoying the unemployed life, not going to the academy and sleeping in late.

But even that gets boring after a while.
Being in the royal palace every day was tedious and dull...
It reminded me of when I was confined to the lord's mansion in the Zikheart Duchy until I was 5.

"Still, it was worse back then without phones or TV."

Since my father believed it wasn't good to expose me to media from a young age,
my room had nothing but books.

Well, despite that,
I did sneak into other rooms to use computers or watch TV, so it wasn't that bad.

Of course, I was the only one lazing around like this.

Lillie and Maron were learning politics and social studies from Alice, working on political matters alongside my older sister.

And Hye-jin had planned to quit the academy but didn't.
She still had things she wanted to do, and it seemed she wanted to stay with Erica until she graduated.

Apparently, she became Erica's instructor after the previous one disappeared for personal reasons.
It's quite touching how much she cares for my little sister.

Then there's Kalse.
She's learning the head maid duties that Lala had been handling.

Of course, she's doing it not as a maid but as a manager who wants to take care of us in the royal palace,
and she also wants to resume her duties as my older sister's personal maid.
She says my sister would die without her.

"Why does my older sister torment my wife?"
"Before she was your wife, she was my maid, you know?"

Whenever Kalse comes up in conversation, she gets irritated about this topic.
She really doesn't hold back when talking to the Queen's Prince Consort...

"Don't bother her too much since Kalse must be busy with wedding preparations."
"You're really protective of your wife."
"Of course I should be."
"Hmph."

Ah, she's sulking.
As my older sister gets older, she seems to get offended more easily.

Seeing her like that, I feel strangely apologetic even though I didn't do anything wrong.
Even after living in a Gender Reversal world for 15 years,
some things never change, it seems.

***

"I've finished making the rings for everyone."
"That's a relief, finishing within the deadline."
"Phew... I thought we were in trouble."

Our rings are being made from precious moonstone.
However, since there aren't many craftsmen who can work with moonstone,
Alice, after much deliberation, decided to entrust the job to a first-class accessory craftsman.

But that craftsman collapsed from a brain disorder just before the deadline and was hospitalized.
Alice and my wives were in an uproar.

Because the craftsman hadn't even started making the rings,
let alone finishing them.

With the wedding right around the corner and not even a glimpse of the rings,
how could Alice not have a headache?

She immediately canceled the commission and entrusted it to another craftsman,
and they finally arrived today.

"You're not going to show us what they look like, are you?"
"That's the fun of waiting until the day."

I smiled at Alice's response, thinking I knew it would be like this.
Come to think of it, didn't Alice say she prepared another gift that I would like?
Is she planning to show that on the day too?

"Hehe, curious? Are you curious what it is? But I'm not telling you."
"I didn't expect you to."

Alice is the type who says she'll tell you on the day, but means at 11:59 PM.
You absolutely cannot let your guard down with her.

"By the way, how many people will attend the wedding?"
"Hmm... most of the domestic nobles? Plus the king and some nobles from the Atlas Republic..."
"How many people would that be?"
"Well... probably in the tens of thousands?"

With that many people, it's more like a festival than a wedding, isn't it?
Might as well make it a festival while we're at it.

***

"Haah...."
"Your Majesty, why are you sighing?"

I turned around at Lillie's voice.
There stood Lillie in a white wedding dress with a veil over her head.

"I'm just nervous... aren't you nervous, Lili?"
"My heart feels like it's going to burst."
"Huh?"
"Is this what feeling nervous and embarrassed is like?"

Looking at her now, I could see her body trembling slightly.
It was surprising to see Lillie trembling like this for the first time.

Even Lillie, who always acted confidently, feels embarrassment
and nervousness too.

"Why am I the first one..."
"You don't like being first?"
"No, that's not it, I just feel like everyone's focusing on me."

Of course everyone's focusing on you—it's the Queen's wedding.
It would be problematic if they weren't.

"It makes sense for the Grand Duke's daughter to go first, doesn't it?"
"By that logic, shouldn't Alice go first?"
"No, Alice is the Queen."

The Queen always appears last.
So after Kalse, then Lala, and then Alice.
That's how the entrance order was decided.

"Phew...."
"Would you like me to hug you?"
"Please hug me."

As expected, Lillie spread her arms wide, asking me to hug her.
I smiled and approached her, embracing her tightly.

I can feel her heart pounding all the way over here.
She might need to take some heart medicine at this rate.

"Your Majesty, it's time to prepare."
"Understood. Let's go now."

Hearing the maid's words, Lillie pulled away from me.
Then she gracefully bowed to me.

It reminded me of Lillie on the day of the entrance ceremony.

"Then I'll go ahead and wait for you, Your Majesty."
"Okay, see you later."

She approached gently, kissed me on the cheek,
and left, holding both sides of her dress.

"Phew..."

Following her, Maron, Hye-jin, Yuris, and Kalse went outside,
and it seems Lala and Alice are leaving in order as well.
Actually, since the entrance rooms are different, I couldn't see anyone leaving except Lillie.

"I guess it's almost my turn..."

The majestic sound that had been playing until just now stopped.
It seems Alice's entrance has ended.

And finally, as it was time for me to enter,
Erdia walked over.

"Your Majesty, it's time for you to enter."
"Phew... I'm nervous."
"I never imagined I would see Your Majesty getting married."
"Indeed. I never imagined I would get married before you, Erdia."

Erdia, who has taken care of me since I was young, must have mixed feelings.
Plus, Lala, who took care of me alongside her, is marrying me.
In a way, she might be feeling something watching her workplace colleague get married.

"You should get married soon too, Erdia."
"I don't have a man."
"If you don't get married within a hundred years, come to me. I'll treat you well."
"Really?"
"What?"

Wait, are we going in this direction again?
And on my wedding day?

*

"It's over, it's finally over..."

The wedding is done.
Apart from Alice crying in the middle, everything went well,
and everyone was satisfied.

It was a bit tough putting the ring on each person's finger,
but it's a once-in-a-lifetime event—how could I not put the rings on myself?

"Shy Yook was cute, but confident Yook was handsome too."
"Huh...? Did you just call me handsome?"

This was the first time Lala called me handsome.
She had never used that word for me before, saying it was a word used for women
and didn't suit a Prince.

Looking at it this way, Lala is really matriarchal.

"No? You must have misheard."
"Come on, I didn't mishear anything."

She started denying it because she knew I liked it.
I smiled at that and sat down on the bed where everyone was sitting.

"By the way, you said you had something to tell us?"
"Yes, something I must tell everyone."
"Did you suddenly call us to say something embarrassing like 'I love you'?"

Is that embarrassing?
I think it's a sweet expression of affection from a husband to his wives.

"I want to reveal my secret to all of you."
"A secret? I think I know most of the secrets you've been keeping..."

"Like how you bought more phones 5 years ago without telling anyone,
or how you scared Erica while she was sleeping 6 years ago, made her cry, and ran away... and..."
"Not those."
"No? Then..."

I covered Lala's mouth as she started exposing my secrets one by one.
At this rate, even the things I've truly kept secret would be revealed,
causing a disaster.

"What I've really kept secret isn't those embarrassing things.
Actually, I'm from the same place as Hye-jin..."

And so, I revealed to my wives what I had kept secret for 15 years.

At first, I was afraid whether it was okay to tell them,
but seeing everyone's serious faces as they listened, I sighed in relief.

They all said they had thought something was a bit strange,
but assured me nothing would change, comforting me.

And they thanked me for having the courage to tell them, patting my head.

Even if you try to live a new life with a new body, name, and life, excluding memories of your past life,
is there really meaning in hiding it even from your companions?

I think that's not a fresh start in a new world, but rather no different from the past life you so desperately wanted to escape.
It's not a restart in a new world, but like inserting a 100-won coin to continue where you left off.

However, with this opportunity to confess everything, I could start anew.
Although it's a bit late after 15 years,
I'm starting over now.

No, let's restart.
A restart in this Gender Reversal world.

The End.

Ch.BONUS - Afterword
Hello dear readers.

I'm AriaR, who has been serializing "Restarting in a Gender Reversal World" from October 2nd last year until yesterday.

Actually, this work isn't my first creation but my second one.

"Restarting in a Gender Reversal World" began from a novel I wrote called "The Knight's Tale of Kritias Kingdom," which is still sealed away on my computer with about 180,000 characters.

To be honest, it's written at a level that would be embarrassing to share publicly, so maybe... I'll upload it after polishing it up and adding more content?

For now, just know that "such a novel exists."

The story is about a Prince Consort who marries the Queen and gets commissioned as a junior officer in the knights' order. The protagonist's name is also Yook, and many of the heroines' names overlap too, like Alice, Lala, Lillie... and so on. There are other heroines like Roxy, Rea, and Mina as well.

Anyway... enough with the tangent...

I never originally planned to write web novels. I spent about three months enjoying works on Novelpia as a reader.

The ones I enjoyed were novels by Mulangmalang and various works tagged with Gender Reversal. In particular, I enjoyed works by authors like Kkangnamoo, Justa, and Berchamp.

But while reading those works, I suddenly realized something.

"I want to try writing a Gender Reversal story too."

Yes...
And that's how my first published work, "Restarting in a Gender Reversal World," came to be.

When I first started serializing, I didn't know if the content would suit Novelpia readers' tastes. So I included scenes like Yook committing suicide in the subway in his previous life, thinking it wasn't that bad.

But many readers didn't like it. However, by the time I realized this, the story had progressed too far to change it. So I'd like to apologize to readers who felt uncomfortable with that part.

Sigh... Thinking about concluding this work that I've been posting daily... 3 episodes a day from October to November... gives me mixed feelings.

Is this what it feels like to send your child off to marriage? It's not like I'm sending it away or deleting it, but it feels like I'll never see it again.

Nevertheless, I'll continue my activities as an author.

Although I concluded it at chapter 155, now that I have one completed work, can I call myself a "web novelist" wherever I go?

I currently have two ongoing series: "I Became the Husband of an Idol in a Gender Reversal World" and "I Was Chosen as the Saintess's Husband," both growing quickly thanks to all your support.

The Idol Husband story is about to exceed 6,000 favorites, and the Saintess's Husband, despite only having 23 chapters so far, is on the verge of reaching 3,000 favorites.

I believe this was all possible because of readers who followed along with "Restarting in a Gender Reversal World," believing in me and coming along for the journey.

I sincerely thank all readers who have loved "Restarting in a Gender Reversal World" until now, and I extend my heartfelt gratitude to readers who will continue to love my works in the future.

Going forward, I'll write works that can serve as a small resting place when you're tired and weary.
Thank you.

Sincerely,
AriaR

Ch.156 - Side Story: 5 Years Later
What exactly is marriage?
Not the dictionary definition, but rather how much impact this contract called marriage has on one's life.

For me, marriage didn't bring major changes to my life.
Strangely, everything remained mostly the same, with the only difference being my nighttime relationships with my wives.

Beyond that, my life hasn't changed much.
That's why I've been enjoying stable and happy days.

After graduating from the academy and finishing the wedding ceremony, I spent time lazing around the castle to my heart's content.
I lived such a disorderly lifestyle that it was hard to believe I was a legal adult.

Today, as I was planning to waste another day in similar fashion, someone suddenly flung open my door and entered my room.
There aren't many people who can barge into my room without warning.

"Oh? You're not sleeping today?"

The only Royal Prince of this kingdom and my wife.
And still insisting on being my maid, Lala entered the room with a bright smile.

Lala cleans my room every day.
There's not much to clean in my room anyway, but I've been thinking that she should gradually move away from being a maid.

It's not that being a maid is bad.
But it feels a bit strange to think that one of my wives is a maid.

And that maid happens to be the queen's only younger sister.
Naturally, wouldn't that give anyone an odd feeling?

"You came earlier than usual today."

I sat on the bed, yawned widely, and stretched.
Having such a small body makes me naturally interested in things like stretching and yoga.

I've been consistently stimulating my body to help it grow.
I stretch like this more than a hundred times a day.

"I forgot to empty the trash can yesterday~♬"

Lala headed toward the trash can, smiling as if she enjoyed cleaning.
However, since I hadn't thrown anything away, she tilted her head in confusion at the empty trash can.

"Did another maid come by?"
"No? Why?"
"There's no trash in the trash can."
"Well, that's because I didn't throw anything away."

Today isn't collection management day, so there's no tissue waste or anything.
When I'm in my room, I rarely produce trash.

"Then do you have any laundry?"
"No..."

She took everything yesterday for washing.
It seems Lala doesn't have much to do.

"Why don't you take a break too, Lala?"
"I am taking a break."

How is this taking a break?
Anyone looking at Lala would think she's the eldest daughter preparing to help her parents with housework.

"Come on, just take a nap with me."

I reached out and grabbed Lala's wrist.
Then I pulled her onto my bed.

Lala seemed a bit flustered by my sudden action.
We're married, so there's nothing to be surprised or embarrassed about.

"It's too late to be shy now, isn't it? We've already done everything."
"Y-you shouldn't say things like that."
"Why not?"
"Because Yook is a man."

By the way, Lala, who always used to call me "Lord Yook," started calling me without the honorific.
At first, she refused to do so even when I asked her to, but something changed in her mind, and after about two years, she started calling me just by my name.

People really do change as they grow older.
However, while her way of speaking has changed, her perception seems to remain the same.

"Come on, what's wrong with a man saying such things?"

I've grown accustomed to this isekai sensibility... or more precisely, the sensibility of this gender-reversed world.
It's almost taboo for men to speak so directly about such embarrassing things to women in this world.

But we're married...
And we're alone, right?

We're both adults anyway.
So there's no problem with me putting my hand on Lala's thigh or groin, or kneading her breast with my other hand.

"I'm not a 7 or 15-year-old kid anymore, you know?"
"Hueeng..."

However, Lala still seems to lack some resistance to such stimulation.
She can't seem to gather her thoughts, perhaps because it tickles.

Since it's not nighttime, I don't intend to go too deep.
But I can't help wanting to tease her a little, can I?

*

After playing around with Lala since daytime and taking a nap, it was already evening when I woke up.
After washing my face in the bathroom, I headed to the dining hall, where Alice was waiting for us with a somewhat lewd look in her eyes.

"You two always get along so well."
"W-what are you suddenly talking about?"

It was an unexpected comment, but I stammered because I felt caught.
Could Alice have installed surveillance cameras in my room?

That can't be possible.

"It's nothing~ I'm just envious of Lala~"
"There's no way you'd envy me, sister. You saw us, didn't you?"
"No? I didn't see anything."

She definitely saw.
I can easily see through Alice's lies.

She has a secret that only she doesn't know about.
Alice has a habit of twitching her ears when she lies.

Naturally, Lala, who knows this, blushed slightly.
She probably wanted to punch her immature sister in the solar plexus, but she couldn't do that to the queen.

"I'll deal with you later..."
"Come on, I really didn't see anything."
"Liar."

In the end, Lala got upset.
These two always fight like this and then make up, over and over.

I should just leave them be this time too, right?
If I get involved, it might create a strange atmosphere.

But she couldn't have seen what we were doing.
Most likely, she came to the door, just listened to what Lala and I were doing, and left.

"But why aren't the others coming?"

It's been about 20 minutes since we arrived at the dining hall, but no one else has shown up.

Lillie, Maron... Hye-jin and Kalse... Lady Yuris...
Silfia, Erica...

And our parents and Christina too.
Usually, we all eat together like a big family.

"Hye-jin and Lillie said they'd eat at the training ground, and I think Kalse and Maron mentioned something about receiving education."
"Yuris and Silfia are out. Erica might still be sleeping in her room."

When I expressed my doubt, the two of them shared what they knew.
It seems important for the queen and her maid to be aware of everything.

"Come to think of it, our parents said they were going to visit the Zikheart Territory... Big sister and little sister went with them too."
"So, it's just the three of us eating today?"
"We should wake Erica up."

Erica is already 13 years old, so she tries to be independent and I'm not too worried about her.
But as her brother, I still want to take care of her.

When I think of Silfia when she was young, I can't help it.
Silfia was a child who would read books without eating.

"It's okay. I've instructed the maids to make sure she eats."
"Hmm... if that's the case..."

Then I guess it's fine if we eat by ourselves.
There's no need to wake up my sleeping sister.

***

After finishing dinner, I entered the bathroom to wash up.

Because of what happened earlier, Alice and Lala disappeared to have a private conversation, and I had to remain silent even when Alice reached out for help.
Lala can be quite scary when she's angry.

I should just enjoy a leisurely bath.
There's probably no bathhouse as inviting as ours, with steam billowing from the entrance.

"Hmm-hmm-hmm~♬"

I'm even humming unconsciously.
At first, the hot water stings, but once you get used to it, nothing feels better.

Plus, it helps with fatigue recovery.
When I lived on Earth, I thought the effects of hot springs were all superstition, but in this world, you can really feel the benefits, making me a true believer.

My skin seems to be improving too.
It's a bit disappointing that I don't have any masculine features, but maybe it's better to give up on looking manly altogether.

After removing my clothes layer by layer, I went inside.
I thought no one was there, but I sensed someone's presence.

"Your Highness~"
"Lili? And Maron is with you too."

The two of them were supposed to be busy elsewhere.
Why are they here together?

"We finished early and came to take a bath."
"Did you eat?"
"Yes, we did."

Well, that's fine then.
I slowly approached the two and stroked their bellies.

Hmm, they did eat.
The slight bulge suggests they had more than two bowls.

"What about you, Your Highness? Did you eat? You probably just had pumpkin salad again, right?"
"No, I had a piece of bread today too."
"That's unusual. For someone with such a small appetite to eat so much."

Maron reached out and stroked my belly.
Is she thinking the same thing I was?

"You definitely ate a lot."
"You can tell from that?"
"Of course. I am the Saintess after all."
"What does that have to do with anything..."

Sometimes I wonder if Maron is really a Saintess.
Could she actually be impersonating one?

Ch.157 - Side Story: The Golden Osmanthus Tree, Somewhat Grown
After graduating from the academy, I found a hobby during my long period of unemployment.
That hobby was tending to the golden osmanthus tree inside the royal palace.

Some might say it's an old man's hobby, but judging something without trying it yourself is truly a poor attitude.
If you were to tend trees with me, you'd discover the true joy in it.

Recently, I've been having frequent conversations about this with Christina, who shares my hobby.
She also enjoys tending to bonsai trees in her room.

My ancestor's hobby is bonsai cultivation.
It somehow feels both fitting and unfitting at the same time.

"You're only twenty years old, yet your hobby is growing trees... As your wife, that's a difficult reality to accept."

Alice lamented as she watched me diligently tending to trees with Christina.
To the Queen, it seemed a bit sad that her younger husband had such a hobby.

Come on, what's wrong with tending trees!
Isn't it the perfect hobby to pair with smartphone collecting?

"This is all because of you, sister."
"What did I do to deserve that?"

It seems Lala also thinks my hobby is a bit strange.
She scolds Alice, blaming her for everything, then comes over to pat my head.

These two never go a day without fighting.
I can't tell anymore if they're real sisters or sworn enemies.

"Instead of standing there, come join us and have fun tending to the trees."
"Indeed. Leaving your husband alone and hanging back—you're no different from men, despite being women."

Christina chimed in to support me.
Subtly provoking them with that tone... as expected of an ancestor who has lived for ages.

Alice and Lala's eyes flashed as they headed toward the garden shed.
Naturally, the maids attending them followed along.

...The sight of Her Majesty the Queen and Her Highness the Royal Prince running to the garden shed was... how should I put it?
It brings tears to my eyes seeing them trying so hard to earn points with Christina.

Though I'd love to help them, they don't want that, so I should stay put.

"Now, let's continue trimming."
"Yes. This branch is pretty, so I think we can leave it as is."

The tree we've been tending to is a golden osmanthus.
It's the same golden osmanthus tree my mother planted in Zikheart Territory when I was born.

I brought it here about seven years ago, and it's growing wonderfully.

"Child, isn't it fascinating how trees grow?"
"Trees?"
"Yes. In just seven short years, it's grown this much."

Hmm... I think Christina's sense of time might be a bit off.
Can we really say it's grown a lot when it's less than 20cm taller in seven years?

"Don't elves consider 3cm of growth in seven years to be significant?"
"Humans grow up to 50cm in seven years."
"So? Are you human rather than elf?"
"No, I'm your descendant, Christina."
"Yes, my adorable descendant."

How many generations apart are we?
Even counting about 2,000 years per generation, the age gap is too vast to imagine.

Whew.
Christina is really too old.

"Did you just think something terribly rude?"
"No, I was just thinking how nice it would be if the golden osmanthus grew more vigorously."
"Hmm, I heard this tree was planted when you were born. But it's already much taller than you."
"...Let's not talk about height..."
"Ahem... I apologize."

When will I ever be free from the stress of being short?
Why did my growth stop before I even turned 15?

It's psychologically exhausting since Lillie and Maron are both taller than me.
Even without mentioning my wives, my younger sisters Silfia and Erica are taller than me.

"Isn't there some medicine or magic to grow taller...?"
"I think I've heard of something... but it was about a hundred thousand years ago, so I'm not sure."
"So there is something?"
"Well~♬"

Christina started tending to another tree, neither confirming nor denying.
What's this, is it a secret she's keeping from me?

While Christina and I were chatting, Alice and Lala came running toward us with scissors.
The two of them made a noisy entrance, bumping into each other as they approached.

"Ancestor! I brought scissors!"
"I brought some too, Ancestor."

Now that I look, the scissors Alice is holding are from the back garden shed.

Ah, I just realized we only have three pairs of scissors.
It seems Alice ran all the way to the back garden to get them.

"Good job. However, they're no longer needed."
"What?"
"We've already finished trimming. Child, let's go inside now."
"Oh..."

Christina grabbed my hand with a bright smile.
I had no choice but to be dragged into the palace by her.

"And please put away those scissors."

Our ancestor is quite something, ordering people around and playing tricks...
Bossing around the Queen and Royal Prince of this country.

***

While I tend to the large trees in the garden, Christina, as I mentioned earlier, takes care of bonsai trees.
Her room is filled with them, some so expensive it's hard to even imagine their worth.

In the center of her room sits an important bonsai.
It's enclosed in an unbreakable cage from all sides, with a special lamp providing sunlight for the plant to grow well.

I've heard it's a branch from the World Tree brought from Yggdrasil.
Normally, removal is absolutely prohibited and private ownership impossible, but she somehow persuaded and manipulated the elders to get it.

And now she's growing it as a bonsai.
The very idea of privatizing the World Tree gives me a headache.

The World Tree is inseparable from elves.
It's a gift from the Goddess and is strictly managed.

But indeed, perhaps because it's part of the World Tree,
just approaching it seems to clear my mind and relieve fatigue.

There are many elderly people in Yggdrasil, so it's essential there.
But I wonder if this tree has any ability to make one think more like an adult?

Suddenly, I remembered receiving a surprise gift when I was 15.
How surprised I was by that gift.

I still keep the gift well-preserved in a nitrogen cage...
But I wish they wouldn't appear in the middle of the night to give gifts and then disappear.

Are you listening?
Elders of Yggdrasil.

So, why am I in Christina's room?
It's because Christina said she wanted to give me a bonsai.

Bonsai... Personally, while I like large trees, I also appreciate small bonsai.
There's something intriguing about miniature trees.

They're cute, aren't they?
The way they capture the majesty of enormous trees in miniature form.

In my previous life on Earth, there was a bonsai known as the "Three Great Shoguns."
That bonsai was about 500 years old, according to various community posts.

If I tend to one for about 500 years, could I create a beautiful bonsai too?

Oh, and I've learned that bonsai isn't limited to specific types of trees.
Apparently, all kinds of trees from various places can become bonsai.

Bonsai trees are created by inhibiting their growth.
So if given the right environment, they can grow large again.

Trees are truly fascinating.
Maybe that's why I love them so much.

"Brother, this one..."
"Oh, it's a golden osmanthus tree."

Erica, who was looking around with me, pointed to one of the bonsai.
It was a golden osmanthus bonsai identical to the one I've been diligently caring for.

Wow... it looks different as a bonsai.
The golden osmanthus has beautiful orange flowers, and this one has a few blooming as well.

"Pretty, isn't it? Golden osmanthus is truly beautiful."
"A man who likes flowers..."
"Don't you like them, Erica?"
"I do..."

Of course she does.
How could my sister dislike flowers?

As her brother, I've given her so many flowers since she was young.
It was easy to get flowers at the academy, so I shared them generously.

Everyone liked them.
I think that's when I started taking an interest in plants.

*

About 30 minutes later.
Christina came in with a beaming smile.

"Did you wait long?"
"Not at all. I was so engrossed in looking around that I lost track of time."
"Greetings, Ancestor."
"Hello, Erica. You're cute today as well."

Christina, who dotes on 13-year-old Erica.
Strangely, she's very gentle with her descendants.

"But what bonsai did you say you'd give me..."
"Hehe, isn't your elven coming-of-age ceremony soon? I called you here to give you a gift for the occasion."
"Ah, that's right, elves have a separate coming-of-age ceremony."

I already had a coming-of-age ceremony at 15, but that was based on human standards in the Kritias Kingdom.
As an elf, I'll have another formal ceremony at 20.

"So I've been diligently tending to this one to give to you on that day."
"A golden osmanthus...."

What she offered me was the golden osmanthus tree I saw earlier.
A cute little thing with shy flower buds just starting to bloom.

Receiving a golden osmanthus at birth, and another at my coming-of-age ceremony...
When I think about it that way, it feels touching and emotional.

Ch.158 - Side Story: The Goal Is To Let The Maid Wives Rest.
I have two maids.
Well, technically, I have over a hundred maids, but only two I can call my personal maids.

The first is Lala, who has taken care of me since I was born.
Though Lala insists on being my maid, she's actually the Royal Prince of this kingdom.

A Royal Prince refers to the king's siblings.
In this country with only two members of the royal family, that's an incredibly high status.

She works as a maid by choice, and somehow along the way, she became my wife about five years ago.

She's completely reconciled with her sister Alice, with whom she previously had a strained relationship. Just watching the two of them talk brings a smile to my face.
Sisters really should get along well.

The second is Kalse.
I first met Kalse when I was 15; she was my second sister's maid.

My second sister lost her position as a lord after losing subjects to another territory, and somehow we ended up living together in the Royal Capital.
Now she lives in Zikheart Territory, assisting my eldest sister.

For the record, I kept Kalse.
I feel bad for my little sister, but Kalse is already my woman.

So I snatched her up quickly.

She was already mine, but I had to act fast or I might have lost her.
If you ask who I almost lost her to... I don't really have an answer...

Anyway! Kalse has officially and legally been my wife for two years now.
So that's how I ended up with two maid wives.

Why am I talking about this now?
The problem is that both of them work too hard without taking breaks.

"Hmm..."
"What have you been pondering about?"
"If you keep worrying like that, you won't grow taller."

Lillie and Maron, who had been vigorously swinging their swords, are now resting in my room.
Lillie sits on my left, wiping away sweat, while Maron does the same on my right.

I'd like to pinch Maron's cheeks in revenge, but I'll let it slide today.
Actually, mental stress really does hinder growth.

"I'm trying to figure out how to get Lala and Kalse to take a break."
"Umm..."
"That's definitely a difficult challenge."
"Right?"

Even these two, who graduated at the top and second of their academy class, can't come up with a proper answer.
Well, that's because those two aren't really doing proper maid work.

They're only maids for "me."
So they only do things related to me.

For example, cleaning my room?
Or taking care of me in various ways.

But they don't seem to consider these tasks as actual work.
So if I suggest they take a day off, they don't particularly like the idea.

"Sister Lala considers taking care of Your Highness her life's joy."
"Kalse is probably the same. I can understand it with Sister Lala, but Kalse has been a maid from the beginning. I don't think you need to worry too much about her."
"Well, I'm grateful, but..."
"Then wouldn't it be best to just leave them be?"

The simplest and most obvious solution.
Lillie and Maron offered the most practical answer.

But is that really okay?
They're not children anymore but adults.

"Perhaps you're concerned that they're still taking care of you like a child even though you're a full adult?"
"That's cute."

As always, Lillie seems to see right through to the depths of my heart.
How can she guess exactly what I'm thinking without missing a thing?

Maron is already stroking my cheek.

"T-that's not it."
"Sure it isn't~"

Then Lillie started stroking my stomach.
You might wonder why she's suddenly stroking my stomach, but I once rubbed her stomach when she had a stomachache, and now she strangely keeps targeting this area.

For reference, a man's lower abdomen...
So I'm feeling strangely more stimulated.

"Your Highness is just as cute now as when you were young."
"No, I've changed!"

I was clearly asking for advice, but somehow it turned into this atmosphere.
Now that they're adults, they're both trying to devour me without hesitation.

Sexually.

*

Consulting with Lillie and Maron was pointless.
They seem to think it's fine to leave things be if the maids themselves are happy, but as their husband, I completely disagree!

Who could possibly help me with my concerns?

Queen Alice?
Or perhaps my mother?

Since Lala wouldn't listen to Alice, my mother might be the better choice.
The two of them get along well.

Once I've made up my mind, I should act immediately.
I headed straight to the main building where my mother stays.

The reason I chose my mother:
She's the sword instructor for both Alice and Lala.

It makes sense that my mother, who holds the title of Sword God, would teach members of the royal family.
It seems all sorts of things happened in the past.

From dark stories to heartwarming ones.
To be honest, there were so many depressing events that I'd rather not talk about the old days.

Anyway, if Mother, as their teacher, says something, even Lala would accept it.
With that thought, I knocked on my mother's door.

But I could hear voices conversing inside.
Who could it be?

"Is someone in there?"
"Yes, Your Highness. The Royal Prince is already visiting."

Huh...
I never imagined Lala would be here.

What should I do?
Maybe I should just leave for today.

I can't exactly go in there and say, "Mother, please help Lala take some rest!" when the person in question is right there.
There's no way I could do that with the subject herself present.

"Who's at the door?"
"Your son has arrived, my lady."

Wait, now that I look at her, this maid is the one from the Zikheart Duchy mansion.
I thought she looked familiar, but it's actually her.

"My son?"
"Yook?"

As soon as I heard my mother's voice, the door swung open wide.
Strangely, whenever I visit, my mother opens the door regardless of status.

This must be what they call being a son-obsessed parent.
I've never seen anyone as devoted to their son as my mother.

My mother immediately embraced me.
I do enjoy being hugged by her, but it's a bit embarrassing to show this side of me in front of my wife.

"What brings my son here~ Did you miss your mother?"
"I was just walking around and thought I'd stop by."

It's better to say I was just passing by rather than admitting I came with a specific purpose.
Only visiting my mother when I need something wouldn't be filial.

"I see you were with Lala?"

Lala was waving slightly from behind, sipping tea.
The maid uniform she always wears seems to suit her especially well today.

A maid drinking tea...
That's somehow nice.

"Today is our tea day. Yook, please come in."
"I'm fine..."
"Really? Then I should invite my daughters-in-law for tea instead."
"You already have a daughter-in-law inside."

Lala is Mother's daughter-in-law too.
It seems she still thinks of Lala more as her disciple than her daughter-in-law.

That makes sense considering my mother is over 2,000 years old...
Thirteen years probably doesn't feel like much to her.

"Lala seems embarrassed?"
"There was nothing embarrassing about what you just said."

As my mother pointed out, Lala's face had turned red.
Lillie and Maron also get embarrassed when Mother calls them daughters-in-law.

***

Next, I decided to visit Kalse.
Earlier, Lillie and Maron mentioned they would be training with her.

They've become sword buddies.
I understand why they're happy—they've gained another friend their own age.

"Oh."

Coming to the training grounds, I see there are more people than I expected today.
Even the quiet Yuris is joining in.

Yuris, who specializes in magic, using a sword?
That's a rare sight indeed.

"They look like they're getting along..."

Silfia is taking care of the youngest, Erica.
Lillie and Maron have been swinging their swords while staring at each other, probably engaged in some kind of bet.

I feel a bit left out.
Not that I mind much, since I'm not particularly interested in swinging swords or using magic.

I quietly walked to the steps of the training ground and sat down.
I must have been so quiet that no one noticed me, as they all continued with their activities.

"Another day is passing without me doing anything."

Come to think of it, both Lala and Kalse spend their time doing what they want when they're not taking care of me.
Maybe I shouldn't interfere by suggesting they should rest.

If anything, they seem to be enjoying life more than I am.
I probably need to find my own aptitude, either in swordsmanship or magic.

Yes, since I'm living in a fantasy world, what's the point of just growing trees and collecting smartphones?
I've already succeeded in creating four Mana Cores, so I should aim higher.

Five Mana Cores...
Yes, let's work toward creating five.

Ch.159 - Side Story: Nostalgically Being Carried By Father
# What is a Mana Core?
It's the basic device for mana that's essential for using magic in this world.

It's simple if you think about it—it's the foundation of all magic.
A mage's power is determined by how many mana cores they can use simultaneously.

In my case, before I felt the wall and gave up, I could produce up to 3 cores.
Considering that people with no magical talent can only create one or none at all, I'm not completely untalented.

But... even that talent is relative...
They say it's only natural for me, born an elf, to create 3 mana cores.

Well, Lillie could use more than 5 despite being a swordswoman.
Maron can use 7, and sister Yuris can produce more than 10.

"Sigh... I feel like an ordinary person who fell among a bunch of talented people..."

No, I am ordinary, that's correct.
I was never considered a prodigy since childhood.

My older sister was a prodigy...
No, she was in the realm of genius.

Anyway, practicing magic is more important right now.
No matter how much I've neglected magic training, maintaining 3 mana cores is as easy as eating cold porridge.

I closed my eyes and slowly concentrated mana in my hand.
Imagining blue mana gathering and gradually forming into a bead...

"Done."

First mana core complete.
In actual combat, you need to bring out as many usable cores as possible simultaneously, but since I'm training now, it's important to bring them out one by one.

With each additional mana core, it becomes harder to control, like gaining an extra arm or leg.

"And the second... third..."

I continued extracting cores as I usually practiced.
The first bead split into two, and then a bit of power separated from those two to complete the third.

This much isn't difficult at all.
I was able to create 3 cores when I was 7 years old.

Phew... next I need to create one more room.
The attack spell I want to use requires at least 4 rooms.

Fire magic, wind magic, wind magic, earth magic.
It's a fusion spell that activates these 4 types of magic.

I closed my eyes again and concentrated.
Thinking of the existing mana cores as clay, trying to take small pieces from them to form a new mana core...

Whoosh—

"Ah."

Seems the fourth is still too much for me.
I tried to separate small pieces, but all 3 mana cores disappeared simultaneously.

This is what made me taste failure and give up before.
I suddenly remember now.

It's bitter.
Like stuffing chicory or lemon in my mouth.

"Should I just practice swordsmanship instead...?"

They say swordsmen these days can aim high with just 3 mana cores.
At least enough for advanced swordsmanship...

"No. I should just keep practicing extracting mana cores."

What swordsmanship?
Even subjectively, I have less talent for swordsmanship than magic.

Underestimating swordsmanship would be a big mistake.

*

I woke up to the chirping of birds.
Strangely, I wasn't sleeping in bed but on the floor, drooling in deep sleep.

I must have used up all my mana during training last night and fallen asleep right there.

"Seems no one came last night."

Come to think of it, my wives were gathering to do something.
I can't quite remember what it was.

I got up from the cold, uncomfortable floor and stretched.
Maybe it's because I'm getting older, but I think I hear creaking sounds.

Is this really a body in its 20s?
Though it doesn't matter since I only look about 15 years old.

"Hehe... but I'm feeling good now that I'm finally starting to see a path."

Stretching, I approached the window and pulled the curtains wide open.
Basking in the hot sunlight, I savored last night's achievement once more.

That's right.
I maintained the fourth mana core for about 10 minutes—something I couldn't do despite all my efforts 5 years ago.

To truly claim I've unlocked the fourth core, I'd need to maintain it for 24 hours, but I got so excited about finally making progress that I used up all my mana and fell asleep on the floor before reaching the bed.

"But how do I progress from here?"

I don't think I can easily control it yet.
I'm not sure what to do next.

Hmm... should I just ask for help?
From Father or... Maron or sister Yuris...

Nothing ventured, nothing gained, so maybe I'll go ask.
Starting with Father.

I wonder what Father is doing.
While walking with that thought, I arrived at the garden where Father stays.

Peeking in slightly, I saw him sitting at the table, drinking tea as always.
Even to me, his son, Father is the very definition of a beautiful man.

Even as an elf myself, I think elves are an overpowered race.
Living an almost eternal life while looking 15-20 years old?

"Father~ Do you have a moment?"

Somehow, asking Father to teach me magic feels a bit embarrassing.
But I need his help to break through to 4 mana cores.

Hearing my voice, Father blinked twice and looked at his watch.
He must be checking if it's already time for my evening greeting to him and Mother.

"Oh? What brings my son here at this hour? Besides, didn't I tell you to call me Daddy?"
"I'm already twenty years old..."

At this age, I should call him Father.
If I call him Daddy, my wives might laugh at me.

"Can't be helped. I'll let it slide today. So? What brings you here?"
"I came to ask you to teach me magic... Demon King."

Yes, my father is a Demon King-level mage.
For reference, the "demon" in Demon King here refers to mana, not evil.

Think of it as King of Mana.

Father looked quite surprised when I asked him to teach me magic.
Contrary to how he always taught me the importance of magic.

"It's not that—I just never expected Yook to come asking me to teach magic. Didn't you completely give up?"
"Actually, I succeeded in bringing out my 4th mana core!!"
"Ohhh..."

Father genuinely applauded with admiration.
He seems truly happy about his son's growth.

Hehe... I can't help but smile too.

"Actually, Daddy also succeeded in increasing his mana cores."
"Really? How many..."
"Now I can bring out 130 without any difficulty. Isn't Daddy amazing? Aren't you proud?"
"......"

Damn.
He increased by just a few cores in a few years.

Bragging about being able to bring out 4 cores in front of Father.
I can't show my face to him now.

They say having an extremely talented father makes life hard for the children...
I never imagined those common drama plots would become my reality.

"Come on, get up. Daddy will teach you personally."

Still, Father extended his hand to me.
With a smile.

Right... what does Father's excellence have to do with me?
I just didn't inherit his talent properly!!

...That's all.
Damn.

***

"Relax your right hand... then quickly inject from there."
"Uh..."
"That was close. Want to try once more?"

Father asking if I want to try just one more time, saying I'm almost there.
But if I continue, I'll run out of mana and fall asleep right here, so I shook my head.

"Let's stop here for today."
"Shall we continue tomorrow then?"
"Yes, please help me tomorrow."

Thanks to Father, I was able to maintain the 4th mana core for quite a while today.
In actual combat, you use mana cores immediately so maintaining them long isn't necessary, but for stability, I need to master the method of long-term maintenance.

"I'll be going now. Good night."
"It's only 7 PM?"
"What? It's only that time?"
"This won't do. Daddy will carry you back."

Father chuckled and got up to approach me.
Then he carried me on his back, holding me tight so I wouldn't fall.

Normally I would have said I'm fine, but I'm too tired to make it back to my room.
If I fell asleep outside in this weather, I might freeze to death—there's no worse way to go.

Still, it feels nice to be on Father's back after so long.
It's been almost 5 years.

I never thought I'd be carried on Father's back at twenty...
Being like this reminds me of my childhood, which is somewhat pleasant.

"Do you feel that way too, Yook? I'm also reminded of when my son was little."
"Objectively speaking, what was I like as a child?"
"Hmm... a good kid who didn't cause much trouble? Though you did seem a bit too interested in women."
"......"

It seems Father isn't on my side.
I didn't chase after women—they just somehow accumulated.
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