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Sex slaves are valued according to their grade.

Age, appearance, body type, figure.
Even whether they are virgins or not.

Every single element they possess as a woman is judged to determine the value of that sex slave.
I was a sex slave who held the highest value among them.

Yet why is it that my master, having paid such an expensive price, doesn't use me for sexual release?

Typo is not allowed I hate it was created by nim.
Thank you.


Ch.0 - Sold To Customer Number 16
"Yes! Sold! The winning bidder is guest number 16!"

The loud voice hammering my ears now sounds like a distant buzz.

What am I doing here? I was definitely trying to die earlier, so why am I in this place?

"Get up!"

Two sturdy men grab my arms and pull me upward. My wobbly legs move precariously, barely able to take a step, and one of the men watching this barks at me, "Can't you walk straight?"

They must know. That I'm not unable to walk properly, but rather refusing to move according to their will.

"Just—!"

But my body, which had been refusing to move as they wanted, flinches at that single word and begins to walk according to their intentions. From the moment I was captured by these people. No, from the moment I was sold to them, the choker around my neck has instilled a streak of fear in my heart.

Slave.
Because of that mark engraved on me since the moment I was sold, which never leaves me.

"Welcome, hehe."

After being dragged along for quite some time, I finally come face to face with the masked person who bought me in some room.
I could tell instinctively.
That this person is the one who purchased me.

"Is the merchandise... her?"
"Yes, that's correct."
"What a corrupt world. To think they'd capture such young ones."

And you're the shameless bastard who bought this young woman.
Probably quite wealthy.
...Since you could afford to buy me at the highest price in this auction.

"Well, she's decent enough to be considered a woman for your enjoyment, isn't she?"
It doesn't bother me anymore.
The fact that I've completely thrown away my humanity and been valued solely by money.
I'm only worried about what horrible things I'll have to endure now.

"And she's a virgin, no less."
"...Tsk."

Well, what could be worse than death?
...This world was that kind of world anyway.

"Thank you so much, sir!"

The slave trader was experienced.
He never lost the smile on his face, as if he didn't want to upset the customer at all.
Even if the customer was insulting him.
Of course, just like after the previous two auctions ended, he would probably talk behind the backs of these customers who looked down on him.

"I'll take her."

But before I could dwell on these thoughts, I heard the sound of a money pouch being placed on the table.
And then, for the first time, he turned his gaze toward me.
He reached for my neck and touched the jewel on the choker, reaffirming his ownership in the choker.

Because now this masked man is my master.
Not those bastards beside me who seemed disappointed they couldn't have their way with me.

"Follow me."

But as if his business was done, the man carelessly tossed those words at me and turned around.
He seemed confident that even if I tried to run away, he could catch me somehow.

.......Fuck.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and follow."

But I wasn't given the luxury to think. As soon as that man turned to leave, I heard an unfamiliar voice from behind, as if pushing my back.

Trudge.
I moved my feet, following behind him as he walked ahead.

Ch.1 - Slaves Are Like Objects
The carriage trembled as it moved over the uneven ground. Even as I stared at the floor, my body swayed slightly with the carriage's movements.

The strength in my carefully folded hands was gradually fading. The posture I had been forced to maintain to please my master was slowly relaxing.

Silence.
The person who bought me seemed completely uninterested in me, staring blankly out the window. I occasionally glanced at him to gauge his mood before slowly lowering my head again.

After being captured by the slave trader, my overworked body was already complaining about fatigue just from sitting in this luxury carriage. As a slave who had just been sold, I shouldn't fall asleep in front of him, but...

I was slowly drifting off.

Yet I couldn't fully sleep. Just as I was about to doze off, the carriage jolted violently, startling me awake. My body remembered the beatings I'd received for the slightest displeasure.

*Could it be...*

I woke with a start and hurriedly checked my master's reaction. Raising my gaze slightly to observe him, he seemed to be acting as if I didn't exist.

Though we were in the same carriage, it felt as if there was an invisible wall between us.

Because I was a slave.
A fresh product just sold, still warm from the market.
He should have at least touched me out of curiosity, but...

He was acting as if he had no interest in me whatsoever, even though I was dressed in what could barely be called underwear—covering only the essential parts to "maximize marketability."

*Did he not notice?*

Perhaps this was fortunate for me.
A master showing interest in a slave rarely meant anything good.
A slave is property bought with money, and naturally, the master has full rights to dispose of it as he wishes.

To me, with memories of living in the modern world, this was absurd and disgusting.
And even in this world...

...I was no longer a person but property.
Whether he decided to take me right here in this carriage or kill me, he had every right to do with me as he pleased.
And because of the slave mark branded on me, I had to comply with whatever he did to me.

Thinking about this made me instantly depressed.
Being treated as an object rather than a human made me wish I were dead.

I had already died once in my previous life, and I'd rather find peace again than live like this.

"Haah..."

The moment I had that thought, my heart dropped as I heard my master sigh.
It was as if he had read my mind.

I felt an irrational fear that he might have sensed that the expensive property he'd just purchased was losing its self-worth.
But he was still looking out the window.

*Thank goodness.*

I felt relieved seeing him like that.
Whatever he was thinking about, it didn't seem related to me.

But even so, I couldn't forget my current situation.
I was a slave.
Literally something my master could handle however he wanted...

Not a person, but an object.

Being relieved and letting my guard down were clearly different matters.
Even if my master wasn't paying attention to me, I always had to behave in a way that wouldn't displease him.
In this carriage that I wasn't even used to sitting in comfortably, I still sat formally with my hands neatly placed on my thighs.

When I was captured by the slave trader, there was one thing I learned painfully well.
Although sex slaves were technically illegal in the empire...
The moment a girl with nothing was captured by a slave trader, her life was over.

When was it?
Even though they didn't touch my face since it affected my market value, there was a time when I was beaten, healed, beaten again, and healed again for over half a day.
Remembering that, my lower lip instinctively tightened.

*...Damn it.*

All I could do was submit to the fate given to me.
Once the choker was placed around my neck and the brand marked on my shoulder, all my resistance was taken away.

To the point where I couldn't even choose to die.

"Don't bite your lip."

At that moment, I was startled by my master's voice and raised my head. He was looking at me.
So he wasn't completely uninterested in me after all.

*Then earlier too...*

Hearing his words, I suddenly remembered dozing off earlier.
And then it occurred to me.
He must have noticed me nodding off briefly.
He even noticed me biting my lip while my head was slightly bowed.

When I released my lip, I felt a slight numbness, as if it had been about to bleed.

"If you damage your own value, I won't let it slide."
"...Yes. I'm sorry."

And that was our first conversation.
If you could even call it a conversation—just a brief exchange before silence fell again.

"There's no need to apologize."

My master, having said what he wanted to say, withdrew his gaze from me and began looking out the window again.
The wind blew through the open window, brushing against the hair of the man who was now my master.
His reddish-brown hair, tied in a ponytail, swayed gently in the breeze.

"..."

After that, I saw him sitting with his legs crossed arrogantly, as if I were not even a minor obstacle to him.
He looked like someone living in a different world from me, a slave, dressed in an elegant uniform that wasn't flashy but clearly high-quality.

This person was my master.
His relaxed appearance.
His seemingly cold impression that contrasted with his demeanor.

...And the person who had spent a fortune to purchase me, a sex slave, to fulfill his dark desires.

"...!"

I realized I had been entranced by him.
Perhaps I was captivated by the mystery behind his modest appearance, the unpredictability of his character.
I didn't even notice that my master had felt my gaze and was looking back at me.

"I-I'm sorry!"

Only when our eyes met did I realize what I had done.
I had just broken one of the absolute rules—that a slave should never look at their master without permission.

"What are you sorry for?"

It was one of the basic virtues of being a slave.
Never to meet the master's gaze without permission.
The ridiculous notion that a mere slave shouldn't dare to stand as an equal and make eye contact with their master... Such nonsense.
But in this world, discrimination based on social status was real.

No matter how absurd it seemed, this was how this world worked.
Because of this, on the day I defied the slave trader who captured me...
I was beaten nearly to death for that very reason, just once.

"For... for looking at your face without permission, Master..."
"Be quiet."

My body flinched.
Fear swept over me as I realized I had broken a slave rule from the very beginning, and my entire body tensed up.
The traces of violence, though not visible as external wounds, remained as internal scars.

Making me tremble with fear.

"I-I'm sorry."

My voice shook.
I could feel my master's gaze directed straight at me.
Perhaps a slap would come flying at any moment.

My eyes squeezed shut.
My heartbeat quickened, and goosebumps rose all over my body as fear overwhelmed me.

Clunk—
The carriage stopped, and a man's voice from outside echoed into the carriage: "Young Master, you need to disembark."

"Get out."

My body flinched again at his voice.
His flat tone was terrifying in this moment.

"What—don't just—"

I couldn't even hear my master's words properly as fear of another beating enveloped my entire body.

A hand approached.
He was probably going to hit me.

This body had something special about it.
For some reason, my senses were much more sensitive than in my previous life. Even with my eyes closed, I could feel when a hand approached and how close it was.
And now...
Those sensitive senses were alerting me that my master's hand was coming closer.

"Haah—"

Once again, I heard my master sigh.
I could feel his hand approaching at close range, and my fear intensified.
My hands trembled as the pain etched into my body seemed to remind me of that sensation again.

"Raise your head."

Did he know?
What state I was in right now?

His hand approached from below my chin and lifted my face.
His emotionless eyes were looking directly into mine.
When his hand left my chin and moved up to my head, I instinctively squeezed my eyes shut.

His surprisingly large hand rested on top of my head.
Without any force, almost as if he were petting me.

"Open your eyes."

My master's command reached my ears.
My heart was still pounding wildly, but...
As I slowly opened my eyes at his command, the first thing I saw were his eyes, showing not a trace of anger.

"You don't need to apologize just for looking at me."

And only then did I properly hear my master's voice.
The unbelievable content of his words slowly registered in my stunned mind.

It contrasted sharply with all those times I had been beaten just for making eye contact.
My brain felt paralyzed.

"Do you understand?"

As if my throat was paralyzed, no voice came out.
I wanted to say something, but my stiffened body could only manage to move my lips slightly.

"You don't need to answer. But I won't wait long."

With that, my master rose and left the carriage first.
What was this all about?
As I sat there dumbfounded, trying to understand what had just happened, an angry male voice called from outside: "What are you doing? Get out!"

Ch.2 - Slaves Are Like Objects (2)
I barely had time to gather my thoughts before getting out of the carriage. My body reacted first to the harsh voice coming from outside.

"Ugh."

As I stepped out of the carriage, the sunlight stung my eyes. When I shielded them, I felt the knight's cold gaze fixed on me—a look of reproach, as if asking how a slave dared to make their master wait.

"M-Master..."

After getting out of the carriage, my master stood still, watching me. That somewhat warm attitude I'd felt earlier was nowhere to be found. My body trembled at his expressionless gaze.

The fleeting thought that he might be a kind person was already fading. Of course. What could someone like me expect...

"Sir Orn."
"Yes, Young Master."

I heard my master's voice. In that moment, I recalled what slave traders often told us—that if we didn't learn properly, we'd be discarded.

Why did I remember that? I certainly didn't want to.

"It seems it's going to get cold soon."
"Pardon?"

The words from my master's mouth seemed to confuse the knight. Though I didn't know where we lived, it didn't match the mild temperature of the capital. My master was even properly dressed in a coat.

"I'm rather tired of this coat."

With that, he began unbuttoning his coat. Wondering what he was doing, I watched as he took it off and slowly approached me.

"Put it on."
"What...?"
"First earlier and now again. Do you intend to make your master repeat himself?"

He confused me with his incomprehensible words. I was dumbfounded by the coat—clearly something a slave like me could never hope to touch in my lifetime. I cautiously extended both hands and somehow received the coat, but my hands holding this garment—far above my station and worn by my master until just now—were trembling.

"Clothes are meant to be worn, not held. I assume you know such basic common sense."

But even that was momentary, as my body began responding again to my master's sharp gaze. The coat I had just thought was beyond my station—I was now carefully draping it around myself, being extremely cautious not to let it drag on the ground or get damaged.

"Fortunately, it seems you've learned that much common sense."

However, I couldn't prevent it from dragging. Without lifting the middle part, the bottom hem was barely touching the ground. But when I did lift it, slight wrinkles formed on the previously immaculate coat.

"Young Master?"
"What is it?"
"Surely you're not giving that coat to a slave?"

Then came the incredulous voice of the knight called Orn, who had been watching everything. My hands froze while buttoning the coat.

"I simply grew tired of it."
"What are you saying? Didn't Madam give you this coat because she said you always wear such dull clothes?"
"That's precisely why I'm tired of it. It was never to my taste to begin with."
"No, and what master in the world gives their own clothes to their slave?"
"Be quiet."

With their conversation going back and forth, I couldn't manage to button the coat. There seemed to be sparks flying between my master and the knight named Orn. Learning that the coat wasn't purchased by my master but was a gift from his mother to her son...

That fact made me feel even more burdened about wearing it.

"What's the big deal about putting one of my garments on my property? Besides..."

My master's hand moved toward me. The partially closed coat was suddenly pulled aside by his hand—the first time he'd touched my body apart from briefly touching my chin earlier. In the process, my chest brushed against his hand and trembled, but all I could do was shrink back slightly.

"If I bring her into the estate looking like this, she'll surely fall ill before she can serve her purpose. You know better than anyone how much it cost to purchase this child."

With that, under my master's steady gaze, I accepted the coat. Orn seemed somehow persuaded, though his eyes still reflected bewilderment.

"But that coat is..."
"It's merely being recycled. It would be a shame to throw away a gift from my mother. I'm just using her as a coat hanger until we arrive."

Anyone with basic knowledge of this world would know this was nonsense. What nobleman would give his own clothes to a slave? There was even a saying among slaves that the finest clothes they'd ever wear might be those they had on when sold to nobility.

"I understand."

The knight's resolve, which had seemed unbreakable, weakened somewhat at his lord's firm attitude. But perhaps not toward the cause of his lord's behavior? My body flinched at the knight's somehow frightening gaze.

He was the scary knight who had just been scolding me. There might have been a time when I would have fought against injustice, but that was all in the past now.

My body and mind, tamed by slave traders, taught me to slightly bow my head and carefully watch the expressions of frightening people. His gaze, which had been looking me up and down as if to devour me, was only withdrawn when a hand was extended toward him.

"Go buy this with these."
"Are you sure this is enough? You won't get anything good with this amount."
"It doesn't matter. I'll just throw it away when we get home anyway, so don't worry about it. I'll wait here."

Orn nodded at my master's words. But perhaps displeased that a mere slave was wearing his master's fine coat, he couldn't easily take his leave. Finally, my master had to admonish him.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and go."
"...Understood. I'll be back shortly."

The knight named Orn looked at the two silver coins, sighed softly, and turned away. He seemed unable to understand his lord's actions. Truthfully, I couldn't understand my master's behavior either.

"What are you staring at?"

I lowered my head again at my master's voice. Apart from not understanding his actions, I had simply been looking at him when he spoke.

"M-Master..."

But regardless, there were things I had to say. Words I had been forced to say to slave traders when eating garbage that barely qualified as food. But now...

"...Thank you."

Perhaps with a bit of sincerity mixed in.

"What are you thanking me for?"
"Pardon?"
"I asked why you're thanking me."

My master's expressionless face turned toward me. Was a slave not supposed to say even this? When receiving "education" from those bastards, we were told to always express gratitude when the master did anything for us.

"For the coat... for giving it to me."

So even when my master spoke like that, a slave must respond this way. Slave traders had a system of "refunds," and I had seen several times what happened to slaves who were returned.

"This is originally your coat, Master."

Suddenly, my master sighed while looking at me. Did I say something wrong? I only thanked him...

"It seems you've forgotten everything I said when talking to Orn earlier."

Right. This is what slaves are. Even though we're educated to express gratitude when masters do something for us, we're beings who can't freely say "thank you" for fear of offending the master's mood.

"I-I heard everything..."
"And yet you still thank me?"
"Yes..."

I hung my head low. If the first time could be excused as a first offense, upsetting the master's mood twice would surely be unforgivable.

"The North is cold."

Honestly, I thought I would be hit this time—until my master suddenly mentioned the North.

"I won't repeat myself this time. Raise your head."

My body flinched. Did he want me to raise my head because it would be difficult to slap my cheek if I kept it lowered?

"When people converse, making eye contact is basic etiquette."

Contrary to my expectations, my master mentioned etiquette and gently held my chin, making our eyes meet.

"However, you are a slave—specifically, my personal sex slave. While basic etiquette is as I just described, it would be disrespectful to your master if a slave makes eye contact with anyone of commoner status or higher."
"...What?"
"Therefore, look at me directly when speaking with me, but when conversing with others, even briefly, look at their chest or solar plexus. Understood?"

He guided the situation in a completely different direction than I expected, speaking not about my attitude as a slave but as a subordinate. As if he expected me to fulfill some role other than that of a sex slave.

"...Yes. I will do so."
"Then I'll release your chin, and you look at me directly."

A small question bloomed in a corner of my mind. What did my master want from me? Beyond simply satisfying his desires, did he want me to appear somewhat like a regular commoner rather than a slave?

"Good. From now on, look at me directly like that when conversing with me."
"Yes. I understand."

If not that, then...

"Young Master, I've returned."

My thoughts were interrupted by the knight's voice. Had he run at full speed to quickly fulfill his lord's command? While he had maintained a perfectly composed posture earlier, now there was a slight trembling visible in that composed stance.

"You returned quite quickly. Well done."
"Let's head back soon. And you."

But even so, perhaps still intent on preventing my escape? Standing behind me, he gave me a stern look, saying, "This time, move quickly without dawdling."

"Let's depart."

But that was brief. As I turned around, only my master stood before me. Following his words, I slowly began walking toward the Warp Gate visible in the distance.

Ch.3 - Slaves Are Like Objects (3)
Orn looked at the girl walking in front of him.
Wearing a coat that would cost a fortune—completely beyond her station. He walked forward, staring at the back of her black-haired head.

He didn't like the sex slave before him.
They had entered the slave market to arrest illegal slave traders operating openly.
Today's purpose wasn't to make arrests, but to gather intelligence before the actual operation, but...

Participating in the slave auction was part of the plan.
He had prepared money, of course, and since the slave market operated somewhat illegally, he had also prepared a mask.
He had even deliberately worn clothes he never usually wore.
Naturally, Orn himself wore a mask and disguise uniform he rarely wore.

All precautions to prevent anyone from discovering his affiliation.
If it became known that he and his lord were the Sword of the Empire—
the Aris family—this reconnaissance mission would be ruined.

*What exactly are you planning, Young Master?*

As thorough as their preparations had been, today's mission had been quite successful.
He had confirmed where bidders went to receive their slaves and had mapped out the market's internal structure in detail.
Part of the intelligence gathering included understanding how the slave market operated.
From this perspective alone, today had certainly been successful.

But the problem lay elsewhere.
The issue was that they had purchased the girl walking right in front of him.

The Aris family valued practicality above all.
When resources were invested, extracting maximum utility was considered important.
So the original plan was to buy the cheapest slave that somewhat matched the quality of their current attire.

For some reason, his lord had chosen this girl whose starting bid was on a completely different level.
It was a choice that contradicted the traditional Aris family values, an incomprehensible move.
They had spent several times the originally planned amount to buy this slave.

*Young Master, why did you do such a thing?*

Orn already had a headache thinking about what to report when they returned.
Although his young master had covered some of it with his personal funds,
the expenditure was still considerably excessive, which would surely lead to reprimands.

He would certainly be the one getting scolded.
With that thought, the slave walking ahead of him looked increasingly annoying.

*Sigh, be patient. It's not the girl's fault.*

In truth, the girl wasn't at fault at all.
Perhaps she had been captured illegally by slave traders and forced into slavery.
Ultimately, the nameless slave girl's only "crime" today was being chosen by his lord.

That's why he hadn't spoken to the slave at all unless necessary.
Earlier, he had intervened only because she was dawdling and wasting his lord's time.
Even that had been excessive.

After all, only the owner had the right to exert pressure on a slave.

"Ah."

At that moment, Orn stopped his train of thought at his lord's voice.

"Sir Orn."
"Yes, Young Master."
"I just remembered something I had forgotten."
"Please command me."

His lord had clearly called him because he had a task for him.
After a moment of thought, the one addressed as Young Master gave him a rather unexpected order.

"Make sure that slave doesn't run away."
"Are you going somewhere yourself?"
"Remember how I was running around earlier buying clothes to wear?"
"Knight Orn, I accept your command."
"It's not really a command, just a simple request. If the slave tries to escape, you don't need to chase after her."

And with that, an order not to pursue even if she escaped, despite how much money they had spent on her.
Orn tilted his head, confused by his lord's words.
But when he turned to look at the slave, Orn could understand why his lord had said such a thing.

"Hmm."

With her hands clasped together and her head slightly bowed, she looked like any other slave.
But the way she raised her head when her master looked at her suggested she wouldn't try to escape.

"Come to think of it, I need to give this child a name."

Perhaps this was consideration for him, allowing him to rest a bit before heading to the capital, as today had been a series of tense moments.
Though not stated directly.
Orn felt his loyalty surge again at the sight of his lord's subtle thoughtfulness.

"Orn."
"Yes."
"Did you happen to hear what this child's original name was from the slave trader?"

Orn briefly searched his memory at his lord's question.

"I did not hear it."
"I see."

Typically, slaves are named by their masters.
As a result, a slave's original name is often forgotten.
Of course, the slave herself might remember, but people rarely ask about it.

"Hey."
"Yes, Master."

Orn quietly observed the interaction between his lord and the slave.
The slave must have been listening to their conversation, as she immediately responded to her master's call.

"Do you remember what name you used to go by?"
"Uh......"

The slave's face filled with embarrassment.
Watching this, Orn thought his lord might have a peculiar hobby—
enjoying the sight of people becoming flustered.

"I'm, I'm sorry. I don't remember well......"

Just as Orn had expected, his lord sighed at the slave's response.
It was a question she could have answered with any name.
She probably didn't want to answer.

"I see."

His lord stepped forward, slightly passing by the slave.
The slave's shoulders trembled slightly.
She seemed worried that she might have displeased her master.

"Then think about it."
"Pardon?"
"I'm not talented at naming, so I might give you a name like Lee Seo-ha."

The slave seemed taken aback by what followed.
Unable to respond properly, her inability to control her expression made her look quite comical.

"Is that difficult?"
"...I will follow Master's command."
"Then I'll be back."

Only after she finally answered did his lord turn and begin walking somewhere.
At that moment, Orn sighed as he saw gloves and a mask emerge from his lord's pocket.

"Hey, slave."

Though his lord had said he'd be back shortly,
Orn suspected that what his master was going to do would take quite some time.

"Y-yes?"
"Do you see that bench over there?"

Perhaps startled by his sudden call, the slave responded with alarm, causing Orn to let out a small sigh.

"Go sit there."
"But, I......"
"It will take a while for my lord to return."

Orn spoke while looking in the direction his lord had disappeared.
By now, his lord had probably gone to punish the slave trader who had sold him this slave.

Though he didn't know why, when the Young Master put on gloves, it meant he intended to fight.
And the mask was the symbol of bidder number 16 from the slave auction earlier.

It wasn't a comprehensible action.
There was no need to go through the trouble of infiltrating alone to beat up a slave trader when they would eventually round them all up anyway.
His young master had shown too many incomprehensible behaviors today, but he let it slide.

*My lord has been too perfect until now.*

Convincing himself that even someone like his lord could have such moments occasionally, Orn walked toward the bench where the slave was sitting.

A heavy silence.
Approaching the bench, Orn observed the slave sitting on it.
Unlike her face when looking at his lord earlier, her face now seemed shadowed by something dark.

What circumstances might she have?
But he didn't ask.
Everyone has their circumstances, and he wasn't curious about a slave's situation anyway.
Once they returned to the castle, she would no longer be his concern.

"Sigh......"

A faint, small sigh came from the slave.
At that sound, Orn looked at the slave's appearance once more.

She looked so young—what could have happened to make her wear such an expression?

She clearly had the appearance of a woman.
Even though her black hair seemed slightly faded with meaning,
her blue eyes and well-balanced features were certainly enough to call her a striking beauty.
Of course, the harmony of those features made her look somewhat youthful, but that wasn't a flaw.

*I should report this to the Young Master.*

With that thought, Orn stood beside the slave, waiting for his lord.
Until the sun slowly set and twilight began to color the sky.
Then, thud.
Turning his head at the sound of something falling over, he saw the slave had fallen asleep and collapsed sideways on the bench.

Come to think of it, she had been slow to exit the carriage earlier too.
Well, with that delicate body, she must have endured quite harsh experiences, reaching the peak of exhaustion.

Normally, he would have woken her up.
But since the slave shouldn't come to harm, Orn stood quietly, guarding her.
Until his lord returned.

"How long has that child been asleep?"

After waiting for some time, his lord returned and immediately asked about the sleeping slave.
Orn truthfully answered, "She fell asleep not long after you left, Young Master."

"I see......"

In his lord's hands was a pair of shoes.
Come to think of it, had that slave been barefoot all this way?

"Take these."

Receiving the shoes from his lord, Orn watched quietly as he acted.
Orn followed slowly behind his lord, who supported the sleeping slave's back and knees and said, "Let's go."
All while questioning his lord's excessive attention toward a slave.

Ch.4 - Slaves Are Like Objects (4)
I've lived in the black zone all my life.
It was the same in my previous life, and it's the same in this one.
The only difference is that in this life, when my family was still alive...
I suppose there was a bit of color in the world then.

But that was only for a short while.

When was it?
How old was I after being reborn into this world?

I still remember that moment.
Because I belonged to the same family as someone who made a pact with a demon and tried to destroy the world.
The moment when imperial soldiers burned down our home and pointed weapons at my family and me to kill us.

"Live, you must live. You must...!"

And I remember the last words my mother spoke as she hid me.

When I began living in this female body, I learned something from my parents.
That there was a family whose bloodline was sentenced to be erased completely.
Because one of its members had made a contract with a demon and tried to devour the world.

So I was startled.
When my master asked for my name earlier, that memory flashed through my mind.

That's why I didn't answer.
The moment I spoke, I might have died right there.

It's not that I've never revealed my name before.
During my childhood as a fugitive.
While wandering from place to place, barely surviving, I once told my real name to a boy I met.
Not an alias, but my actual name.

"Wow, that's your name?"

I still remember what he said when I think about it.
That boy who had been calling me by a fake name. When I told him my real name, he complimented me, saying it was pretty.
Up to this point, it might seem like a beautiful memory.

If only he hadn't disappeared afterward, making me flee the village I had finally settled in due to the anxiety that I shouldn't have told him.

"I see..."

That's why I didn't say it...
Why did my master seem disappointed when I didn't tell him my name?
Slaves are supposed to use whatever name their masters give them.

"Then think about it and let me know."

That's what I thought.
That's why I was prepared to accept whatever name my master would give me.
Slaves are like objects.
Even people use names given by their parents, so how could an object name itself?

"Pardon?"

But my master's words were quite beyond common sense, and they made me very confused.
To think about what name I would use from now on...
It's essentially no different from saying, "I won't treat you as a slave."

"I'm not good at naming, so I might give you a name like Lee Seo-ha."

As a slave, even if he named me "sex toy," I should be grateful.
How should I react when someone says such things with an expressionless face?

"Is it difficult?"

However, even this statement that defied common sense was an absolute command from my master that I had to follow.
Though confused, I could only answer, "I will follow your command, Master."

And that was the last moment between my master and me today.
My exhausted body put me to sleep again, just as it had in the carriage.
In a state where I wouldn't know even if someone carried me away.

"..."

Perhaps I woke up briefly in between.
It felt like I was being carried by someone, my body supported at the back and behind the thighs.
And my body swayed slightly with someone's steps, as if heading somewhere.

But when I faintly opened my eyes, I decided to think of the situation as a dream.
The chances of meeting that boy again, with whom I had arbitrarily cut ties in childhood, were almost none.
Especially now, when I don't even know how many years have passed.

*      *     *

After falling asleep, how much time had passed?
A warm feeling from somewhere unknown.
I opened my eyes with a start, feeling something soft embracing me comfortably.

Everything felt strange.

The only warmth in my life had been the summer sun.
The only softness in my life had been the leg pillow this body's mother had given me.

It was now autumn turning into winter.
And with my mother no longer here, warmth and comfortable softness were things that couldn't exist for me.

"Huh...!"

I sat up with a start.
When did I fall asleep?

Since that day, the world has only given me coldness when it wasn't summer.
The best place I had to sleep was a makeshift bed of straw covered with cloth.
For someone like me who had to live cautiously, falling asleep carelessly was something that shouldn't happen.

"Where am I?"

Before I could fully gather my senses, my body reacted by looking around.
I tilted my head at the luxurious interior that was fundamentally different from the spaces I had lived in.

Then I became aware of my current situation.
That I had been sold at a slave market and become the personal slave of a noble youth.

"Haah..."

I sighed in relief that at least I hadn't been abandoned.
Though I didn't know why...
Looking back at my memories, even if it defied common sense, my current master had treated me well so far.

I was only curious about why I was sleeping here.
The warm temperature.
The furniture that wasn't flashy but looked antique and expensive.
And the four swords hanging on the wall that looked like masterpieces at first glance.

This was clearly a noble's room, but why was I sleeping in the bed of the room's owner?

"My clothes aren't even removed..."

Under the pulled-back blanket, I was still wearing the underwear I had on when I was sold.
The coat my master had put on me was gone, though.
One thing was certain: my master hadn't touched me while I was sleeping.

But my thoughts didn't linger long.
Realizing where I was lying, I moved my body first.
I couldn't stay in my master's bed.

I quickly got down, straightened the blanket and pillow, and turned around.
That's when I noticed my master sitting at the round table in the center of the room.

"Master...?"

As I approached, my master was sitting with his arms crossed and his head slightly bowed, without moving.
His breathing was regular but quiet, as if he were asleep.
Did he really let me sleep in his bed while he sat here?

"Why on earth..."

His actions, which I couldn't understand, raised that question again.
Come to think of it, this man who became my master was strange in some way.

He told me to look him in the eyes when talking to him.
He gave me his coat because I had no clothes, while he wore a cloak from who knows where.
And now, after telling me to choose my own name, he let me sleep...

It wasn't bad.
I just couldn't understand his actions that were so far beyond common sense.

Some might say I should be happy about being treated well.
After all, I'm a slave who can't say anything even if I'm played with like a toy and then killed.
But why, why...

Why did I question my master's actions?
A slave should just do as ordered and accept what is given.

"Mmm..."

That's when I heard a sound from my master, and I startled, stepping back from where I had approached.
But it seemed to be just a momentary stirring, as my master still didn't move from the chair.
Thinking he was still asleep, I was about to take a step forward when his head suddenly lifted.

"Ah...!"

Is this what it feels like when your heart might drop?
With my hand on my startled chest, trying to calm my legs that had given way, I felt my master's gaze turn toward me.

"Master?"
"You're awake."

He got up from his seat and approached me, asking why I was sitting like that.
As he silently placed his hand on my forehead, my heart raced, wondering if I had done something wrong.

"Did you sleep well last night?"
"Uh..."
"You should have. The Aris family doesn't compromise on bedding for comfortable sleep."

Did my master not notice my startled state?
After saying that, he poured himself some tea from a metal teapot on the table and took a light sip.

"Come here and sit down."

After taking a sip, my master tapped the chair and said that to me.
I got up and sat in the chair he indicated, and he said, "Pour yourself a cup," placing a tea set in front of me.

"Northern mornings are cold, so make sure to drink tea in the morning. Do you see the jam there?"
"Yes..."
"You don't need to add jam when it's warm, but in winter, always put a spoonful in your tea."

Then, as if demonstrating for me, he poured a cup of tea into the cup he had placed in front of me, added a spoonful of jam, and stirred it for me.

"This is what you'll be doing from now on."
"Ah..."

I carefully picked up the cup with both hands.
The warmth of the still-hot teacup was gradually calming my startled mind from the morning.
Taking a sip, I felt the slightly bitter taste mixed with the sweetness of the jam slowly relaxing my stiff body.

"In the morning, prepare tea and wake me up."

Then my master's voice, which hadn't been clear until now, became distinct.
The first task my master assigned to me.
To wake up a little earlier in the morning, make tea, and wake him up.

"Do you understand?"

I put down the teacup.
Was it because my frozen heart had melted?
Yesterday, my master had only seemed frightening, but why did he feel so close today?

"Yes. I will do so."

That's when it happened.
From outside, a woman's voice was heard saying, "Young Master. Excuse me, I'm here to prepare breakfast."

"It's already mealtime."

The door to the room opened.
I made eye contact with the woman who entered pulling a cart.

"Young Master. Who is this woman...?"
"She's a slave I bought during yesterday's operation."

At my master's words, the woman's eyes widened.

Ch.5 - Slaves Are Like Objects (5)
"S-slave?"
"Is there a problem?"
"No, I, well......"

I lowered my head slightly, avoiding the maid's eyes. The delicious food aroma filled the room, but I couldn't possibly feel at ease. My body trembled slightly under her incredulous gaze.

"No, sir. I'll prepare breakfast."

Despite everything, the woman's voice came through as she composed herself to answer—work was work after all. I remained seated since the master hadn't told me to rise. It was quite fascinating to watch someone replace the empty teacup space with food. How long had it been since I'd seen such a warm meal prepared before my eyes?

"I'll take my leave now. Please call if you need anything."

The maid finished her preparations and returned to the door with a bow. Was the master accustomed to all this? While I found everything fascinating, the master seemed to accept such treatment with indifference.

The master must have received such treatment since childhood, being a person of high status. But since it was all new to me, I stared blankly at the maid as she worked. Perhaps sensing my gaze, she briefly turned toward me, and our eyes met.

"....?"

But the eye contact lasted only a moment. Startled by the emotion in her eyes, I instinctively looked away and lowered my head slightly. The maid still seemed perplexed by me, with what seemed like inexplicable hostility mixed in.

"One moment, Leana."

So her name is Leana... But could the master not see the emotions in her eyes?

"Yes, Young Master."
"Do you have a maid uniform that would fit this child?"

He casually called her over and, looking at my current clothes, made an uncomfortable request without hesitation. For clothes, he could just throw me any slave-like garment... Why give me something as excessive as a maid uniform, which was too good for a slave?

"We do have some, but......"
"I'll speak with the Head Maid about it."
"Understood. I'll bring it when I return to clear the breakfast table."
"And today, please come about 20 minutes late to collect the dishes."

Yet the master seemed unwilling to abandon the idea of dressing me in a maid uniform. He must know that Leana, though not showing it outwardly, was uncomfortable...

"Understood."
"You must be busy. You may go."

The maid left and the door closed. Only then did the master sit down and say, "Eat," while serving me a few pieces of bread.

"M-master?"
"What is it?"
"Isn't this your meal......"
"You're the one who probably hasn't eaten properly."

The master's eyes shot toward me as if asking why I was refusing food. It was a simple breakfast of bread, stew, well-grilled sausages, and salad. But chunks of meat floated in the stew, and the sausages released a generous aroma of meat mixed with the scent of fire, revealing they were cooked by someone quite skilled.

At a glance, it was far too good for a slave. This meal was prepared for a noble young master—how could a slave eat such food?

"B-but I shouldn't......"
"Are you defying your master's orders?"

My body trembled at his words. He picked up one of the bread pieces he'd given me, dipped it in his stew, and held it out to me.

"Open your mouth."
"M-master......"
"If you don't want punishment for disobeying orders, hurry up."

But I simply couldn't open my mouth easily at the master's command. It was partly burdensome, but also because I didn't know his intentions, which made me more anxious. If I failed to meet the master's expectations, this happy moment might shatter.

Having him let me choose my own name was already too much—how could I possibly share his meal too?

"Haa."

But my behavior must have appeared to the master as refusing his order. At the sound of his sigh, my entire body froze. Being just a slave, I'd clearly angered him by not properly following instructions.

If he had just placed a bowl on the floor like a dog dish and filled it with any food I could eat like dog food, I would have happily eaten it...

"Master......."

I called to him cautiously in a shrinking voice. Even my question of why he was being so kind to me had somehow disappeared.

"Stand up."

My body reacted automatically to the master's hardened voice. Seeing me rise from my seat, the master also stood up, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me to the center of the room.

"Didn't I tell you yesterday? A slave is like an object."
"I-I'm sorry......."
"I am your master. I want to feed you, so why are you trying to refuse?"

The master's cold gaze seemed to pierce my heart. As I lowered my head, I could see my frail body trembling.

"Come here."

However, seeing me lower my head, the master—perhaps thinking that if I was going to look at something, I should look properly—pulled me to a full-length mirror hanging on one side of the room. Then he grabbed the rag that could barely be called clothing and pulled it down.

"...!"

My body flinched momentarily. Without warning, the slip came down, exposing my bare chest. In the mirror, a beautiful but weak-looking woman was staring back at me.

"Do you see yourself now?"
"Yes......."
"You may look pretty, but do you think you can satisfy me at night with such a pitiful body?"
"Ugh......."

My mouth closed involuntarily at the master's words as his fingertip pressed against my nipple. Already looking young for my age, my thin body appeared so fragile that it seemed like it might break if handled incorrectly. Despite being of marriageable age if I were a commoner, my youthful body gave the impression that it shouldn't be touched carelessly.

...Even my not-so-large breasts. The still-undeveloped nipples might pass as decorative, but thinking about the essence of a sex slave, I was failing miserably.

"If you understand, put that rag back on and sit down."

Having no choice, I brought my mouth to the bread the master offered. The bread, now moistened by the stew, began to wrap around my tongue. Had stew always been this delicious? That taste, with its delicate seasoning and perfect saltiness, might be unforgettable for a lifetime.

"Is it good?"
"...Yes."
"And yet you tried to refuse."

After the first bite, I honestly couldn't stop myself. Since my usual food intake had been forcibly reduced, I couldn't finish everything the master gave me, but after eating my fill of sausage too, my mood had risen so much that I'd forgotten the tense atmosphere from earlier.

"Thank you... for the meal......"

And the master was staring at me intently. Only after eating my fill did I begin to notice the master's gaze, which had gone unnoticed while I was focused on eating.

"Ah, M-master's meal......"
"Don't worry about me. If it's not enough, I can just have more brought from the kitchen."

Perhaps I had eaten more than expected. Looking at the empty plates on the table, I began to feel guilty. If it weren't for me, he wouldn't have had to deal with the inconvenience of going to the kitchen.

"Let me ask you once more. Will you still refuse when I give you something in the future?"
"...I don't think I could."
"It would have been easier if you'd done that from the start."

That's when it happened. Led by the master's hand, I rose from my seat and headed toward the bed where I had been sleeping until just now. Since he didn't seem like someone who would do such things in the morning, I was curious about what he was doing when the master once again brought his hand to my shoulder.

"I was busy yesterday and didn't pay attention, but I forgot something."

The shoulder strap was gently gripped in his hand. Come to think of it, I had fallen asleep yesterday.

"Do you know? If a slave is merchandise, this underwear is essentially the packaging."
"I know."
"Then you also know what I'm about to do."
"...I'm fine with it."

If he paid good money for merchandise, he would need to check if there was anything wrong with it. I was beginning to understand the meaning of what the master had said to Leana the maid earlier, asking her to return 20 minutes late. The master was now trying to do the inspection of his slave that he hadn't completed yesterday.

"Take it off yourself."

I was relieved to see the master speak kindly and release his hand from the shoulder strap. During my time captured by the slave trader, I had been treated far more harshly than this.

*Don't come near me. If you touch my body, I'll really kill you!*

I brought my hands to the shoulder straps. As I lowered both straps below my shoulders, they fell with a soft sound.

*Hey, you idiots! You can't even catch one woman like that?*
*B-brother, that woman's hand is bleeding...*
*She's not an ordinary woman. The way she handles a knife shows she's not common!*
*What does it matter! We need to catch her today to make up for our losses, don't you know?*

As the slip fell to the floor, my body, which had been briefly exposed earlier, revealed itself again before him.

*I'll kill all of you. I'll kill you!*
*Shut up. Someone gag that woman or do something about her!*

I brought my hands to my waist. To remove what still covered my body, I gripped the waistband of my underwear. With a soft rustle, it came off.

*Mmph-!*
*Brother, can't we really have our way with her?*
*Are you crazy? Do you want to die at the hands of the master? Do you know how important it is whether that woman is a virgin or not?*

With the strings untied, my completely naked body was revealed before him. But the master's task now was to check if there were any unhealed wounds on my body.

I positioned myself with my arms behind my back to make it easier for the master to examine my body. The master's hand slowly began to approach me. Perhaps, being a man, he might take me right here. With such thoughts, I tightly closed my eyes.

"Why are you trembling?"

The master's hand rested not on my chest, but on my shoulder. At that moment, I realized I had been trembling without knowing it.

And instantly, the trembling stopped.

Ch.6 - The Slave Is Like An Object (6)
"Master...?"
"Why are you trembling like that?"

He must have felt my trembling.
Master removed his hand that had briefly rested on my shoulder and carefully asked me.

"N-no reason. It's just..."

But I couldn't tell Master the truth.
Who would properly listen to what an object has to say?
Especially if it happened during the process of taming a person into slavery.

"It's alright."
"......"
"You can tell me the truth, would you like to share?"

I study Master's expression.
I wonder if I can really tell him, as I forcibly suppress my pounding heart while considering it.

Perhaps, if I hadn't lived those happy childhood days in this body, I might have told him.

"...I'm sorry."

But I simply couldn't bring myself to speak.
I had such moments too.
The time I spent with this body's family was the happiest time combining both my current and previous lives.
Back then, people were all kind to me, and I was loved by everyone as the village's darling.

"You really can't tell me."

But that moment only lasted while mother and father were alive.
Everything changed after the Imperial Army raided our village to kill my family.

"No, I'm sorry."

It was probably around that time that I stained these small, delicate hands with blood.
No matter how much people had treated me as their darling before.
There was no need to be considerate of a girl who had lost everything to the point of having no means of protection.

It happened at the mill.
When I went to retrieve the flour my mother had left with the mill owner Paul the day before the raid.
At that time, Paul tried to turn me away, saying my mother had left it, not me.

"I see..."

But even that didn't last long.
Seeing me, who had just shed the appearance of a child, Paul suddenly changed and made me an offer.
If I had nowhere to go, how about staying at his house and learning to work?
Then, he would protect me from the changed villagers.

But I could see it.
The desire lurking in his eyes.
That disgusting, vile, dog-like gaze that wanted to take me using food and shelter as bait.

Perhaps, if I didn't have memories of my previous life, I would have become the village's communal outlet for sexual desires.
That's why I did it.
I killed that lust-filled pig and fled the village.
I began living as a fugitive with nothing but my frail girl's body.

"I understand."

I lowered my head at Master's voice.
My hands seemed to clasp together on their own.
The air had grown cold.

"Turn around."

After silently examining various parts of my body—my chest and everywhere else—he spoke to me in a quiet voice.

My heart started pounding again, but for a different reason this time.
Originally, a slave must tell everything when the master commands.
But now, I had directly disobeyed his order to talk about my past.

"......"

That's why I feared Master.
Until just now, he had been rough with me when I refused to eat with him.
After all, a slave should never refuse an order.

*I'm scared...*

I could feel Master's hands touching my back, arms, and various parts of my buttocks.
They were hands checking if there were any defects in me as merchandise, but...

"Mmph..."

My slightly chilled body received even that small sensation intensely.
It might feel like tickling, or perhaps like a hand stimulating me.
...My body seemed to be becoming more sensitive bit by bit.

*I hate this feeling...*

My fingertips trembled.
Now that my face was hidden from Master, darkness seemed to creep in gradually.
It felt similar to the lust-related threats I had experienced while living as a fugitive.

"Put your clothes back on."

But I couldn't show it at all.
The reason I could be sold here was as a sex slave.
Fundamentally, I was sold to serve my master's sexual desires.

If I showed my dislike for it, I would be failing at the very purpose I was bought for.
I had to avoid that at all costs.

"Wait."

As I was about to pick up my underwear from the floor according to Master's words, his voice reached me.
Was there a part he hadn't checked earlier?

"Can you tell me what this scar mark is?"

I felt his touch precisely pressing on the burn mark just below the back of my neck.

"...!"

The reason I had no choice but to grow my hair.
Though inconvenient while on the run.
I had to grow my hair to cover that part that needed hiding.
For a moment, I almost struck his hand away.

I barely managed to hold back my reaction.

"It's... a burn mark from my childhood."
"From your childhood?"
"Yes."

That's when I felt Master's gaze change.
Until now, his eyes seemed curious about me as a slave.
But now, his expression showed strong doubt about me as a person.

"How did you get such a scar in your childhood?"
"Ugh...!"

I heard Master's voice asking while firmly gripping both my arms.
But what came out of my mouth was a groan.
He gripped so tightly that the pain in my arms momentarily prevented me from answering.

"I'm sorry. I should have endured it, but it hurt too much and I couldn't help it."
"No, I got too excited. It's my fault. Are your arms alright?"
"Yes. They're fine. It just hurt because you gripped them so tightly."

Was my groan so surprising?
Seeing Master hastily release my arms and examine where he had gripped made me feel sorry for him.

"Sit beside me."

Master spoke to me after I had put on my slip again.
Following his words, I carefully sat right next to him.
In the same place where I had slept last night, I carefully folded my hands and legs.

"I was too focused on my own thoughts."

A quiet voice came from Master.
In fact, it would be perfectly reasonable for a master to punish a slave who refuses to speak about their past when ordered.
Yet Master was saying he only thought of himself, and I was about to tell him it was alright.

"Everyone has a past they want to hide."

But at Master's words, I immediately closed my mouth.
At the word "person," I simply couldn't speak.
How could I say such things to someone who thought of me as a person, as if I were an object that couldn't resist no matter how the master treated me?

"Master, I..."
"If you're going to say 'a slave is like an object,' keep it to yourself."

Master's large hand wrapped around my head, pulling me into his embrace.
For a moment, startled and perplexed, my body flinched and tried to escape from him.
But restrained by his strength, which my weak force couldn't resist, I ended up forcibly embraced in his arms.

"Even you just now refused to talk about your past."
"M-Master..."
"You too have some circumstances that led you to be sold to me as a slave, but that doesn't change the fact that you are a person."

My two hands, which had been trying to push away his chest, slowly lowered.
Honestly, half of me wanted to break free.
But perhaps at this moment, the desire to stay in his warm embrace for a while was slightly stronger.

"That's why I asked you to think of your own name."

But with his next words, I immediately wanted to escape from his embrace.
I had forgotten about thinking of a name.

"I don't think of slaves as objects. Although ownership belongs to the master, I believe they are all people with their own personalities."

Master spoke gently in a kind voice, whether he knew my state or not.
Regardless of being a person or not, I couldn't even properly fulfill the task Master had given me yesterday out of consideration for my situation.

"So, have you thought of a name?"
"W-well..."
"I said it because I think of you as a person, surely you haven't failed to think of one?"

But Master was better at seeing through people's thoughts than I expected.
How could he ask so directly without giving me time?

"Surely you don't want to be called 'slave'?"

Of course not.
I barely swallowed the words that almost burst from my throat at Master's mischievous remark.
If Master chose to call me that, I would have no choice but to accept it.

"C-can I really choose my own name...?"
"Haven't I been saying since yesterday? I'm not good at naming."

That thought occurred to me.
Perhaps Master really was being kind to me without any malice.

"T-then..."

I quietly cleared my throat.
Master, eager to hear the result of the wait that had begun yesterday, began to listen attentively to my words while looking at me.
Honestly, it was a bit burdensome, but.
This too was something Master had permitted.

"Please call me Ei."

I carefully voiced my name to him.
Though it was an alias, not my real name.

"Ei, Ei..."

But Master's reaction was strange.
As if he sensed something from my name, he quietly murmured the name "Ei" that I had spoken, and for a while, absentmindedly.
He sat still with me in his arms, then asked me.

"Does the name Ei have any meaning?"
"P-pardon?"
"...Never mind."

Then Master released me from his embrace without waiting for my answer and looked at me.
After a moment, he reached out and gently took hold of the strap of my slip.

"M-Master?"
"While I was holding you, your chest kept showing through the gaps in your clothes."

Ah, so that's why...
As I let Master retie the straps of my slip, I felt the garment firmly press against my chest, which had seemed somewhat loose before.

In fact, the loosely tied straps that deliberately exposed my chest were a tactic of the slave traders.
Because I was a virgin.
It was one of their sales techniques with the hidden purpose of making the master take my virginity and prevent returns.
...Not many men could resist seeing a chest like mine.

"Let me tell you one thing in advance. Ei, you are my possession."

But Master's words, as he calmly tied the straps of my slip, ended there.
I tilted my head at his words, which stated something extremely obvious with unclear intent, but Master just stared blankly out the window.

Ch.7 - Only The Master Can Exercise Authority
"Young Master, have you finished your breakfast?"
"Yes. Come in and clear it away."

While the master was adjusting the robe he had tied back on, a maid's voice came from outside.
At his response, the door opened, and that maid named Leana entered the room pulling a cart.

"I've brought the maid uniform as you instructed earlier, but..."

At the same time, I felt Leana's gaze on me.
She seemed to be assessing whether the maid uniform would fit my fragile body that had only eaten enough to look pretty, not enough to be properly nourished.

"I brought a medium size, but it might still be a bit large."
"Hmm."

At Leana's words, the master looked at me.
A product created to be sold needs proper packaging to be properly covered.
I too was a product created to be sold to those who prefer someone who looks young yet pretty.

"But there's nothing we can do. If this is uncomfortable, you'd need to wear a small size, but the small size is for children."

However, I'm not completely a child.
Since my body could be perceived as feminine at a glance, children's clothes wouldn't suit me.

"I see."

The master listened to the maid's words, looked at me briefly, and nodded in agreement.
As I sat with my hands folded neatly, occasionally glancing at the two people.

"Ei."

I raised my head at the master's voice.

"Yes, Master."
"I'd like to look after you, but I'm too busy to do so."
"Pardon?"

But at the voice that followed, I tilted my head in confusion.
Surely he wasn't going to leave me with that maid.

"Master, where are you going?"
"I'd like to help you adjust to the castle, but I simply don't have time right now."

I recalled the cold look the maid had given me earlier.
Had he truly not noticed her wary gaze?

"You need to get familiar with the castle, don't you?"
"Master..."
"Ei. I understand you don't want to be separated from me, but I'm extremely busy, so it can't be helped."

But nothing would change just because I looked at him like this.
For whatever reason, the master had bought me from the slave market yesterday, so we could be together, but.

"Can you understand?"
"...Yes."
"Don't be too disheartened. We can be together again in the afternoon."

The master is an extremely busy person, so he might not be able to stay with me continuously like yesterday.
But for me right now, the only person I can rely on is the master.
The thought of being separated from him started to make my barely stabilized heart anxious again.

"Yes. I'll wait."
"Good. Then, Leana."
"Yes, Young Master."
"This child is called Ei."

But when the master says he has no choice, how could a slave tell him not to go?
All I could do was nod and agree with the master's words.

"Can you look after her for today, or at least this morning?"
"Am I to be a nanny now, Young Master?"
"It's a favor. I'm busy with slave market paperwork, and though I'd like to keep her with me, I can't."
"Sigh, I suppose I have no choice."

Leana loaded all the empty dishes onto the cart and let out a small sigh.
At a glance, it might seem disrespectful to her employer.
Nevertheless, I envied her a little.

"Just for the morning. I have work piling up in the afternoon."
"Thank you. Ei isn't a bad child, so she should be easy to be with."
"Don't worry about me, and please be careful on your way."

I wondered how close one would need to be to joke around with the master like that.

Perhaps it's a difference in status.
From the beginning, a maid is in a contractual relationship, not a master-servant one.
She is a commoner, fundamentally different from me, a slave by status.

"Hey. Ei, right?"
"Yes? Yes."
"Stop spacing out and change your clothes quickly. Unlike the capital, that flimsy outfit will get you frozen to death here."
"Ah..."

Come to think of it, I had seen snowflakes fluttering outside through the window earlier.
At the maid's words, I quickly got up and began putting on the maid uniform.
Since I didn't have proper underwear to wear, I kept on what I had been wearing when sold by the slave trader.
But as soon as I put on the maid uniform, I felt a gentle warmth enveloping my body.

*It's warm...*

The wide, flowing skirt that covered below the thighs.
Not short-sleeved, but covering the entire arms, plus thick stockings.
Of all the clothes I'd worn as a fallen noble who had lived as a fugitive for quite some time, this was the most appealing.
It was also the best outfit.

"If you're done dressing, shall we go now?"

While I was changing, she must have finished clearing the table, as she turned her gaze to me.
Considering the master's request to the maid earlier, he had essentially left me in this woman's care for the morning.

"Follow me closely. Unless you want to get lost in the castle and become a missing child."
"Yes!"

Even though she must have been annoyed at suddenly being given this unexpected task.
Earlier I was a bit scared because of her wary gaze, but that was only momentary.
Now that she wasn't showing signs of being in a bad mood, I thought she might not be a bad person after all.

"Your name is Ei?"
"Yes."
"Do you know who your master is?"

The sharp voice that immediately followed made that thought vanish.
She must definitely be in a bad mood.
Judging by the edge in her voice from the beginning, that seemed to be the case.

However, since I'm now the property of the Young Master she serves, she probably can't touch me carelessly.

"No, I don't know much."
"Then what about the family that rules the North?"
"That too, I don't really..."
"Ha, this is truly like being a nanny."

Seeing the irritation still evident in her tone, I thought that must be it.
Naturally, my voice was becoming smaller.
She didn't seem like a bad person, but I had no desire to get close to her.

"I didn't expect you to know absolutely nothing."

In truth, I wasn't completely ignorant of what the maid had just asked.
I am a woman from a fallen noble family.
While I might not know the latest imperial politics, I wasn't completely ignorant of how the empire functions.
I was just pretending not to know because I couldn't reveal it.

"Didn't the Young Master teach you anything?"
"No."
"Haah..."

The maid sighed deeply at my answer.
This made me feel a bit afraid.
What if she complained to the master that I was completely ignorant?

Higher nobles tend to dislike completely uneducated people.
Although the master had treated me well so far and didn't seem like a bad person.
Still, if something doesn't match his preferences, who knows how he might change.

Like if I'm too ignorant.

I hoped she wouldn't say anything strange.
I also thought that the current master was nearly the best kind of master.
With a master like this, I felt I could serve him for a lifetime.

"You, wait here for a moment."

After walking for some time with those words.
In front of a half-open wooden door.
Leana suddenly stopped, said that, and disappeared inside with the cart.

*...?*

I tilted my head in confusion for a moment, but hearing the clattering sounds from inside, I instinctively realized this was the kitchen and moved aside against the wall.
No one was walking around, but it just felt like the right thing to do.

From what I had seen following Leana.
This castle where I am now was too vast.
As a slave, I didn't dare stand in the center of the corridor.

"Good, you waited well."

After waiting for Leana for a while, she returned with her apron slightly wet and spoke to me.
I wondered where we would go next.
I was already feeling anxious about moving away from the master's room, so how far would we go?

"Follow me."

I wanted to ask but held back, quietly following behind Leana.
While trying to memorize the castle's structure, it felt like a maze and I was about to lose my bearings when.

"Come in."

Leana stopped in front of another wooden door, opened it, and spoke to me.
After hesitating briefly, I followed her words and stepped into the room, where I saw men's clothes extending from one end of the wall to the other.

"This is the Young Master's dressing room. Your master."

So all of this belongs to the master?
Just at a glance, there must be hundreds of outfits?

"Of course, he doesn't wear them all. These are just costumes passed down from generation to generation, accumulated here."

And why is she showing me this?
No matter how I look at it, this place seems unrelated to a slave.

"Um..."
"What?"
"Should I know about this?"
"Of course you should know this, shouldn't you?"
"But, I'm..."

Because I was sold as a sex slave.
But I couldn't say those words.
The moment I asked, Leana gave me a look of disbelief, as if she couldn't believe what she was hearing.

"I'm so dumbfounded. Of course you should know this..."
"My, our Leana seems quite upset about something."

But Leana's rebuke didn't continue.
It was interrupted by an unfamiliar woman's voice from behind.

"Hello? Are you that child?"
"You're here, Your Excellency. But why are you here..."
"Why wouldn't I be?"

And then, someone who had appeared without making any sound embraced me from behind.
Startled, I tried to escape from the embrace, but the arms holding me were surprisingly strong, making it impossible to break free.

"Shouldn't I come to see our adorable new recruit?"
"..."
"Especially since our Jin brought her from that market where he went to raid the slave traders."

Along with the woman's voice, auburn hair fell over my shoulder.
Along with words that seemed to know what had happened yesterday.
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I turned my head to see a woman with eyes the same color as my master's, her face close to mine.
I had no immunity to this kind of situation, so I tried to pull away from her embrace in embarrassment.
But true to her Northern warrior heritage—

"Has the rumor spread that quickly already?"
"Huh? There's no particular rumor going around."

Her strength was incomparably greater than mine, making it impossible to escape.

"And Leana, who keeps telling you to call me 'Your Excellency'?"
"Well, since I serve the Aris family, naturally..."
"Tsk, there's a much better title—'Unnie.' Right?"

Unlike her authoritative manner with me, Leana cleared her throat and avoided answering.
So it seems like someone high-ranking in the family is telling the maids to call her "Unnie."

"Anyway, we can talk about that later. What I'm curious about is..."
"Yes?"
"Why do you have this one with you?"
"Young Master asked me to look after her just for the morning."
"Theo did?"
"Yes."

The maid nodded in affirmation to the woman's question.
Then the woman gave me an ominous smile and said in a suddenly cheerful voice, "Hmm, is that so?"

"Then, can I take her with me?"
"Pardon?"
"I'm rather interested in our adorable new recruit."
"But the Young Master..."

As I listened to Leana, my anxiety began to spike rapidly.
If she truly disliked me, she would have handed me over to this woman immediately.
Yet her reluctance made me think that keeping me by her side was better than sending me with this woman.

"Why? Not allowed?"
"The Young Master wouldn't like it..."
"Even so, since I'm the one asking, he can't blame you."

I felt her fingertip poke my cheek as she held me in her arms.
"My, look how soft her cheeks are," she exclaimed admiringly, and my hands began to tremble.
I had no idea what this woman might do to me if I went with her.

"Um, excuse me..."

Rights over a slave belong solely to the master.
Whether giving orders, punishing disobedience,
Or even killing them if displeased.

No matter how human-like they appear, slaves are essentially objects belonging to their masters.
If the master decides something, everyone else must comply with the master's wishes.

"My master told me to stay with Lady Leana during the morning..."
"Oh, is that so?"
"You might outrank my master, but disobeying his orders would be..."
"Really? Hmm, what to do."

Despite saying this, my heart remained uneasy.
The woman before me seemed like someone who would get what she wanted regardless of what I said.
Moreover, judging by the atmosphere, she appeared to outrank my master...

"Your Excellency."
"Yes?"
"Perhaps you should let go. The Young Master entrusted her to me, and he would be troubled if you continue like this."
"Why? Aren't you curious too, Leana? Why that wooden block suddenly bought her?"

Leana rubbed her forehead as the woman still held me in her embrace with a smile.
Despite her gesture suggesting a headache, I wondered if she too was curious about why my master had bought me.

"Don't you think so too? There's no way he'd buy someone like her just for information gathering."
"That's true."
"Right?"

Only after saying that did the woman finally release me, and I breathed a momentary sigh of relief when I escaped her embrace.
The pressure I'd felt against the back of my head and chest disappeared, giving me a brief sense of liberation.

"Shall we go somewhere more comfortable together?"

Just as those ominous words reached my ears, the floor beneath me, her, and Leana suddenly began to glow.

"Huh?"

What followed was enough to bewilder me completely.
The light rising from the floor formed lines, creating a pattern on the ground.
It was what I'd only heard about—a magic circle—which enclosed the three of us and flashed brilliantly in an instant.

"Eek!"

Startled by the intense flash, I covered my eyes and collapsed to the ground.

"Oh my, are you alright?"

Whatever type it was, recalling the pattern drawn on the floor earlier, that phenomenon was clearly magic.
Though I wasn't completely unfamiliar with magic, this was probably the most intense magic I'd ever experienced.
After all, I had lived a life largely removed from magic.

"Oh my, are you alright?"

No, the truth is I kept my distance precisely because I had memories more intense than anyone else's.

"Y-yes?"
"Your Excellency, how could you suddenly use such powerful magic?"
"But I just used it the way I always do."
"You scared her. Really, what am I supposed to tell the Young Master..."

But I had no time for such thoughts as my startled heart was beating faster than usual.
I was so shocked that I only became aware of my surroundings when I heard the two of them bickering.

Gradually regaining my senses, I shook my head from side to side and looked up.
The first thing I saw was...

A large, brightly glowing crystal.
It was floating in the air, surrounded by numerous magic circles.

"Where are we?"

As I carefully stood up holding Leana's hand, I heard the auburn-haired woman ask, "Are you okay?"
I nodded, and she sighed in relief before flopping down onto a single-seat sofa.

"Both of you, sit wherever you're comfortable."
"Then, excuse me."

At her words, Leana sat down on an empty sofa and looked at me intently.
No matter how much she said to sit comfortably...
Being a slave, I felt self-conscious and remained standing before carefully perching on the edge of a sofa.

"You can sit comfortably."
"Is that really okay?"
"Of course. I brought you here because I have some questions to ask."

But before I could adjust my posture, her next words made my mind uncomfortable again even if my body was slightly more at ease.
I wanted to ask why she had brought me to a place with such a massive crystal just to ask questions.

"Did you do it with our Jin on your first day?"
"...Pardon?"

I was taken aback by the question.
Despite all the buildup, how could she ask such a meaningless question?

One thing was clear.
This woman before me.
Though she was family, she wasn't someone with the gravitas of my master.

*I wonder if that's just her personality.*

Finding it quite absurd, I hoped my thoughts weren't showing on my face.
Leana, who was poking my side, turned to me and desperately shook her head while looking at the woman.
It seemed like she was telling me not to do something, but I wasn't sure what she meant.

"Hmm, was my joke too much?"
"What do you take your nephew for?"
"Well, I've known Theo since he was little. I don't want our Aris lineage to end like this."
"Hmm..."

Leana seemed to agree with her words, letting out a contemplative sound.
But I wasn't paying attention to their conversation.

Just one word.
The name of my master that he hadn't told me yet—Theo.
I was fixated on that word alone, and only snapped back to reality when someone loudly called, "Ei!" from beside me.

"Y-yes?"
"So our new recruit's name is Ei?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Really? He gave you quite a normal name for his standards?"

...What kind of naming sense does our master have?
Hearing this, I suddenly understood why he had mentioned being considerate when naming me.

"Hmm, come to think of it, we haven't properly introduced ourselves. You said your name is Ei?"
"Yes."
"I'm Meina Aris. You know who I am, right?"
"...She probably doesn't."

As soon as I heard Leana's words, several stories my mother had told me began to surface in my mind.
A once-in-a-generation genius and the greatest mage of the century.
Suddenly, the woman who had seemed intimidating now gave me the feeling of seeing a celebrity.
Though only for a brief moment.

"She doesn't even know what Aris is."

I caught the surprise registering on her face at learning I knew absolutely nothing.
A heavy silence fell over the study.

"Are, are you serious?"
"Yes..."

But I had already admitted I didn't know what Aris was.
So I confirmed with a shrinking voice to her repeated question, slightly regretting what I had said to Leana earlier.

I should have pretended to know.

*

"Father, it's me."
"Come in."

The tall man with red hair cleared his throat briefly.
At his careful words, permission came from inside the ornately decorated wooden door.
Opening the door, he saw a middle-aged man wrestling with documents since morning.

"Are you busy?"
"Not too busy to receive a report from my heir."
"I see."
"Are you here about the slave market incident yesterday?"
"Yes."

Ei's master.
Theo Aris tensed as he faced his father.
Though his father wasn't usually strict with him, when handling official matters, he never showed favoritism just because Theo was his son.

"Tell me."
"I'll submit a detailed report soon, but their forces are larger than expected."
"How many?"
"At least twelve knight-level fighters."
"Hmm..."

Watching his father sink into thought, Theo swallowed.
He wondered what his father would say about yesterday's battle.

"I heard there was fighting at the slave market yesterday."
"Yes."
"Was that related to you?"
"I did get into a fight yesterday."

At the expected question, Theo let out a small sigh.
Now I'm going to get scolded.
The slave traders deserved it, but his actions yesterday were clearly inefficient.

"Why?"
"I didn't like their attitude."
"Weren't you hiding your identity?"
"But they probably knew I wasn't an ordinary commoner. The clothes I wore would be difficult even for barons or viscounts to afford."
"And they still treated you disrespectfully?"
"Yes."

Theo's heart was pounding.
He was certain he would be scolded for fighting unnecessarily.

"Hmm..."

But seeing his father's silence, he briefly hoped the matter might be overlooked.

"Theo."
"Yes, Father."
"Want to visit the training ground with your old man?"

I should have known.
Theo felt his brief hope shatter as he stepped aside.
Since being officially designated as the family heir, the only times his father invited him to the training ground were...

When he wanted to beat him up under the guise of sparring.

"I have some things to do..."
"So you're refusing your father who just wants to stretch his body a bit? You know there's no one else who can spar with me."
"Haha, let's go."

Following behind his father, Theo's voice lacked any enthusiasm.

Ch.9 - Only The Master Can Exercise Authority (3)
"Well, not all slave traders are the same."
"Pardon?"
"Not all slave traders target nobles. If their main customers are commoners, there's no need to teach slaves all those details, right?"

I recalled my memories for a moment.
When I was captured, I fought back fiercely, even killing two men who tried to seize me.
Even after being captured, I caused such a commotion that they probably didn't bother trying to educate me.
Normally, with that level of resistance, they would have killed me before capturing me, but...

"Though that doesn't mean there aren't perverts among the nobility."
"...Perhaps they thought the Young Master was a pervert when they saw him."
"Maybe so?"

In my case, I was beautiful, the right age, and a virgin.
They could sell me for a high price, and since they needed money urgently, they couldn't afford to kill me and had to sell me quickly.

So it made sense they didn't have time to educate me.
Not that I was particularly interested in clearing up any misunderstandings.

"Hey, don't be scared. He's not actually that kind of pervert."

Did Meina think I was frightened?
She suddenly waved her hands at me in the middle of our conversation.
Even if he really was a pervert, there wasn't much I could do about it in my position anyway.

"She doesn't seem concerned at all."
"That's good then."

Still, it wasn't bad.
She seemed to be taking my ignorance quite seriously.

"Anyway, you said you don't know about the Aris family?"
"That's right."
"Hmm, where should I begin explaining this?"

I felt a bit guilty about lying, but...

Watching Meina's contemplative expression, my feelings toward her began to shift in a positive direction.
At least she was giving serious thought to my situation.

In a way, from her perspective, it might not even be a lie.
What I knew might not be accurate, or I might only know a tiny fraction of the truth.
After all, stories about a family can never be as accurate as hearing them from a family member.

"But you've at least heard the name Aris before, right?"
"Yes."
"Good. Then we can start from there."

Especially from this woman Meina, who seemed to hold quite a high position within the Aris Grand Duchy.

"First of all, our Aris is one of the only families in the Empire to be called a Grand Duchy."

This was something I already knew, but...

"However, since we're located in a remote part of the North, not many people pay attention to us."
"Hmm..."
"We prefer to live quietly, with our main territory centered in that secluded northern region."

Come to think of it, there was something I was curious about.
I knew that Aris was one of the two Grand Duchies in the Empire.
In fact, while Aris hadn't done anything particularly notable during my time in this world, few people were unfamiliar with the name.

But despite being a Grand Duchy, their territory was located in the North.
Of course, it was at the center of the northern region.
This was simply because the area had been the territory of the Grand Duchy for a long time.
Looking at the Empire as a whole, though, it was positioned at the periphery.

"Our little cutie seems curious about something already?"
"Yes."

It was essentially the same as being neglected.
Especially considering that a Grand Duchy was second only to the Imperial family.
I nodded at Meina's question and continued.

"Shouldn't a family of Grand Duke status have their territory closer to the center of the Empire? The Raymond family's territory surrounds the imperial center, doesn't it?"

At that, Leana's eyes widened momentarily.
Perhaps she hadn't expected such a question.
Seeing her surprised expression, I briefly wondered if I'd asked something inappropriate.

"Oh, you're sharp! Even among nobles, few people wonder about that."

But looking at Meina's expression, that thought quickly vanished.
On the contrary, she seemed quite pleased with my question.

"You're right. While our Aris territory might look impressive on the surface, its location isn't exactly ideal."
"I was just curious. It seemed strange when I thought about it. After all, Aris is a Grand Duchy..."
"But you know, it's not really a big deal. We simply prefer to avoid the noise."

Avoiding noise, huh.
I recalled something my mother had said about the Aris family.
When explaining about Aris, she'd said they were eccentric and it was best to avoid getting involved with them.

*I guess now I can't stay away from them at all.*

Come to think of it, I've ended up in a position where I couldn't even follow my mother's advice.

"Besides, we're already considered stronger in terms of military might than even the pure Imperial family, so if we moved to the capital, they wouldn't leave us in peace."
"Ah..."
"That's the only reason. Rather than living with all those headaches, it's a hundred times better to rule like kings in this quiet place."

Just then, I noticed that Leana had somehow brought out refreshments and tea, placing them on the table.
Even a cup for me, a mere slave.

"Please enjoy while you talk, Your Excellency."
"Hehe, thank you."
"I'll enjoy it, thank you."

Watching her, another question came to mind.
Was the Aris family really content with just ruling the North?
The fact that refreshments were prepared even for a slave like me suggested that here, they cared for people regardless of status.

*Is this the atmosphere of the entire family?*

Though that still wouldn't explain my master's attitude yesterday...

"It was our ancestors' decision, after all."
"Hmm..."
"Actually, the Imperial family would prefer if we lived in the center of the capital even now. Because then they could keep the Empire's strongest military force close by."
"So you deliberately stay away."
"Exactly. Even now they call on us when they need military power, but if we moved to the capital, how annoying would they be? Ugh."

I tilted my head at Meina's words.
I hadn't realized their relationship with the Imperial family was this close.

"Then the 'strongest military force of the Empire'..."
"That's another name for our Aris family. Some people call us that."

Perhaps among these people, there might be someone who took my family away.
My family was considered traitors who nearly ruined the Empire.
There might be knights among the Aris family who participated in destroying my home.

"The Sword of the Empire."
"The Sword of the Empire... ah."
"Hehe, seems like you know something about this?"
"I've heard that the Empire's strongest sword sleeps in the North. I didn't know it referred to the Aris family."
"Really? In the current era, we don't do much, so people might not know exactly how powerful we are, but that name still remains, I see."

Meina seemed quite surprised by this.
Of course I would know—the Aris family was the one who destroyed my family before our downfall.

"Well, it's all ancient history now."

But I don't have any particular feelings toward them yet.
The downfall of my family happened long before I was born in this world, and I don't know if any of their knights were involved.

"Ancient history?"
"The need for strong military power only exists in unstable times, right?"
"I'm not sure. Isn't power better the more you accumulate it?"
"That's true too. But when it exceeds what can be controlled, someone will start to see it as a bomb."

I closed my mouth at Meina's words.
If I had power, I could have protected my family who first taught me the importance of family bonds.

"Oh dear, seems like I touched a sore spot."

I still remember that day when our home was ravaged by the Imperial troops.

"No, it's fine."

But all I could do now was smile.
For a girl who had lost everything and become a slave with no freedom over her own body.
There were no means left to protect herself.

"It's okay. These things happen."
"Your Excellency."
"Yes?"
"The Young Master will be returning soon."

I looked up at Leana's words.
My eyes fell on the analog clock hanging from the ceiling.

"Oh my, you're right!"

Perhaps she wanted to talk with me more, as Meina's voice carried considerable regret.
But contrary to her words, she stood up and said to me, "Come here."
Following Meina through the bookshelves, I saw a large door.

However, the level of technology in this research lab seemed higher than I expected.
Seeing the door open automatically, I wondered what exactly I was looking at.

"Hey."
"Yes?"
"Is it fascinating?"
"Um..."

Actually, I had seen automatically opening doors before.
Such memories were quite abundant from my previous life.
I just didn't expect to see such things in this world.

"You don't need to explain. You'll see plenty of these things while staying in this castle."
"Pardon?"
"Magic varies quite a bit depending on who uses it."

Just then, I felt Meina's hand resting on my head.
A brief pat.

"Come on, the Young Master will be waiting."
"Ah."

But it was only for a moment.
I carefully removed Meina's hand, bid her farewell, and quickly turned away.

"I'll see you later then."
"Take care~"

And so I happily made my way toward my master, the only person I could rely on here.
But my happy steps lasted only until I reached my master's room.

"Master...?"
"You're back."

My master appeared to have just bathed, wearing only a robe over his wet body, standing by the table brewing tea.
As if preparing for something intimate.
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I was momentarily flustered.

I had been told my master wasn't that kind of pervert, but here he was in his room looking like he was preparing for... that kind of thing.

Considering what I was sold here as, I suppose it might happen eventually.

"M-Master?"
"What's wrong?"

These kinds of things require mental preparation.
Of course, normally a slave's wishes wouldn't matter, but...
Someone who gives me the freedom to choose my own name rather than giving me one doesn't seem like the type to think that way.

"Did you catch a cold? Well, your outfit yesterday was certainly enough to catch one."
"N-no, it's just..."

I was even more confused.
Based on my master's character, I didn't expect him to suddenly do something like this.

It wasn't actually an abnormal situation.
If anything, leaving an expensive sex slave untouched might be considered abnormal.
What better outlet for a young man's urges than a slave whose life depends on his every word?

"Leana."
"Yes, Young Master."
"Did you take her outside?"
"Not outside the castle, but..."
"I see."

That's when it happened.
Leana sighed softly, as if she knew exactly what I was thinking.
My master didn't seem to notice as he quietly sipped his tea.

"But why are you bathing at this hour?"

Her voice from behind me grew slightly sharper, as if warning me not to have strange thoughts.
She was clearly displeased at the thought of my master trying to take me in broad daylight.

"I was just sparring with my father."
"I see."

With that, my master reached for the knot of his robe.
Thud.
The red robe fell to the floor, revealing his body.

"...!"

I turned my head away.
I had no interest in looking at a man's body, and my heart started racing at the thought of being taken by him.
Fear began to bloom inside me.

"Not what you're thinking."

At that moment, I heard Leana's voice from behind.
I turned around instinctively.
At the end of my gaze, I saw the door closing as if to say "good luck," pushing me further into fear.

"Hey, what's wrong?"

Well, I absolutely cannot do it with a man.
Because in my previous life...

I was a man.

"N-nothing."

But I had to endure it.
A slave is the master's property.

When does an object refuse to move as its owner wishes?
A computer that doesn't follow its owner's commands is treated as broken and discarded.

"Hmm. It would be troublesome if you're sick."

I heard my master's voice.
My heartbeat gradually accelerated with each step he took toward me, his robe still off.

"Meina definitely said the master wasn't that kind of person."

But when someone without clothes says things like "it would be troublesome if you're sick," what else could it mean?

"M-Master, I..."

Seeing his hand reaching toward me, I slightly lowered my head and closed my eyes.
I didn't want to be taken like this, but my life now depended on him.
I clasped my hands together and waited for his touch.

"I need to patrol the castle with you this afternoon."
"I'm not ready... What?"

His voice reached my ears.

"Why are you acting like this?"
"What are you going to do?"
"Castle patrol. Well, it's just patrol in name—I'm really just showing you the structure of Aris Castle."

His hand touched my forehead.
If it's a patrol, doesn't that mean going outside to check if anything's wrong with the castle?

"Ah..."
"Hmm. If you're really sick, tell me now. Aris is very cold even at this time."
"No, I'm fine. Let's go out quickly."

I wanted to hide in a mouse hole.
What was I thinking just because he took a bath?

"Do you want to see your master go out wearing only underwear?"
"Oh."
"That slave trader said he was just nasty in temperament, not mentally ill..."

My master, wearing only a shirt and pants, crossed his arms and stared at me.
I was mortified by my own assumptions, but right now, only my master and I were in this room.

"If you had any strange thoughts, you'd better put them aside."
"What?"
"Bringing you here was simply my whim."

And then I heard words that eliminated even the slightest possibility.

"Do you see those swords hanging on the wall?"

At my master's voice, I turned my gaze to the four swords hanging on one side of the wall.
They looked expensive at a glance, and when I answered "Yes," my master continued in an indifferent voice.

"A sword can be a weapon to cut people, but depending on how it's used, it can also be a decoration to fill an empty wall."
"I... I see..."
"Even though I bought you as a sex slave, I didn't necessarily buy you for that purpose."

That raised the question I had buried.
If that's the case, why did he buy me, someone with such an expensive price tag as a sex slave?
I'm just someone who has only ever killed people...

I'm definitely not a good person to keep around without a specific purpose.

"M-Master."
"Are you curious?"
"What?"
"I asked if you're curious about why I bought you."
"Yes."

When I gave an affirmative answer to my master's question, he smiled slightly.
At that moment, I noticed the snow-white coat draped over his arm.

Perhaps I shouldn't have done this.
Right now, I was in conversation with my master, and my master was demanding conversation from me.

"It might just be a simple whim."

In the moment my attention was stolen by the dazzlingly white coat, I failed to read the emotion that flashed in my master's eyes.

"I don't know why I bought you either."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. But does it matter why I bought you?"

My master's arm extended widely.
His arm, swung broadly through the air, naturally spread the coat to reveal its form.
Soon, the pure white color wrapped around my shoulders.

"You might think that being a slave means you're simply an object to your master."

In the moment my attention was drawn to the coat on my shoulders, one of my arms was grabbed and a hand was placed on my left chest.
And just like that.

"In this way, if I couldn't control my urges, I could use you."

I was pushed against the wall.
But I couldn't avoid his gaze.
Yesterday, what order did my master give me?

"But even though it's only been two days, how have I treated you?"

My master's hands left my chest and arm.
The numbness in my arm soon conveyed a slight pain to me.

However, I easily ignored such minor pain.

"You let me choose my own name."
"And?"
"You told me to look you in the eyes when we talk, like now."
"Does that really seem like the way one treats a slave?"
"No."

At that moment, a slight smile appeared on my master's face, which had shown no change in expression until now.
It was barely a smile, just the corners of his mouth turning up slightly.

But I could tell.
For my master, this smile now showed that he was quite pleased.

"But regardless of my attitude, you must remember that you are my property."
"Yes."
"My current attitude is simply my whim because I want to treat you this way."

Shing.
I noticed him putting a sword in its scabbard at his waist, briefly drawing it to check the blade.
Then, with a disciplined posture.

"But that doesn't mean your usefulness is limited to being a slave."

When he put the sword back in its scabbard, concealing the blade.

"If you truly insist on being a sex slave, I will treat you as such. I will violate you daily and show that image to everyone in the family, engraving what kind of existence you are in Aris."
"..."
"But if not, I will treat you accordingly, so take some time to think about what kind of existence you want to be."

My master's words caused great ripples in my heart.
At least it was clear that he hadn't bought me simply as a sex slave.
Even touching my chest was just an action based on necessity for him.

"Then why? Someone like me must have cost an enormous price."

It was puzzling.
If he wanted a subordinate who would thoroughly follow his orders, there are many slaves who could become more capable than me.
If he needed someone to share his thoughts with, there are people who have known him for a long time rather than a slave.

"The rights over a slave can only be exercised by the master."

My master passed by me and headed for the door.
As if not giving me time to think right now, he grabbed the doorknob and started staring at me.

I felt a sense of déjà vu.
Back then, that knight named Orn had shouted at me for not coming out quickly.

"Ah!"
"You, a mere slave, have a talent for keeping your master waiting."
"I-I'm sorry..."

My master's hand rested on my head.
I felt his hand gently stroking my black hair, which others avoided as ominous, saying it was like a darkly dyed abyss.

"My one second is probably worth incomparably more than your one second, but you don't need to be sorry for just that."
"T-then..."
"No, never mind. If you keep me waiting in the future, say you're sorry."

I hurriedly put my arms into the coat, buttoned it up, and followed my master.
How long had I been following behind him like that?

Soon, the massive door in the center of the inner castle came into view.
As my master approached, the sturdy iron door opened as if it had been waiting.

Through the open door, I could already see the castle covered in white snow.
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"Young Master, are you really going out with just that slave?"
"It's only a patrol within the castle grounds."
"But for you to personally conduct a patrol, Young Master?"
"I don't mind, so I hope you all will do your best in your respective positions."

The master continuously displayed an annoyed attitude toward his butler.
Aris was the dominant power controlling the entire North.
For someone to be called Young Master in such a family, he must be incredibly important.

"Are you really taking only that newly arrived maid with you?"
"There's nothing to worry about. I have the skills to protect myself."
"Sigh..."

In the end, it was the butler who conceded defeat.
From my perspective, it's nice that there's no one who can scold me, but...
Still, is it really okay to go out without guards like this?

"Please be careful, sir."

The butler's resigned voice reached my ears.
As the door opened, I could already feel the cold wind on my face through the gap.
Normally, people would use the small door at the bottom, but...

I suppose a master is still a master.
I began to see the entire massive door opening.

"Alec."
"Yes, Young Master."
"I'm certain I told you not to open the entire door when I go out."
"I-I'm sorry."
"Haa."

The master sighed softly, apparently displeased with the butler's actions.

"Remember this next time. It's wasteful to use wood meant for keeping the castle warm by opening that large door entirely."
"Yes. I'll be careful."
"Don't forget. Aris's principle is practicality."

Yet, even as he said this to the butler, the master walked proudly through the open door.
This too must be a privilege of his status as master, especially considering the cold winter.

"Ei, let's go."

The master's voice reached me as I stepped outside the castle for the first time, my attention captured by the snow.
I quickly moved my feet after watching the snow land on my raised hand and melt away.

"Yes, Master."
"Is this your first time seeing snow?"
"Yes."

Though the wind was mild, just a gentle breeze, perhaps it was the cold air that made my face feel slightly stinging.
I loosened my tied hair and brought it forward, but it only seemed to make the ticklish feeling worse.

"If you live in the North, you'll see it quite often except during what the South would consider midsummer."
"Does it snow that frequently?"
"I once overheard soldiers saying, 'When will this garbage stop falling?'"
"Garbage?"

For a moment, I couldn't help but smile.
Garbage, huh.
It made me think that people are somewhat the same everywhere, hearing that phrase I'd heard somewhere in my previous life.

"But it's so pretty..."
"I suppose it looks that way to a first-timer."

I let out an awkward laugh.
Following quietly behind him, we soon reached the main gate between the inner castle and the outside.

"The gate is open here."
"This isn't indoors, is it?"
"If you leave the gate open like this, can't anyone come in?"
"Does it look that way to you?"

The master paused and turned his gaze toward the open main gate.
Following his line of sight, I finally noticed two soldiers on top of the inner castle wall.
Looking down, I saw guards on duty, knights in uniform who seemed to have business there, and various people entering and leaving the castle on errands.

"Oh."
"Of course, as you said, Ei, leaving the gate open could create security issues."
"But it seems like there's no need to worry about it at this level."
"Right. No need to obsess over security. And..."

As I followed the master out of the inner castle, I began to see the scenery of an ordinary city, different from inside the castle.
After briefly marveling at my first glimpse of the Aris territory, we walked a little closer to the city. When I turned around following the master, I could see the inner castle where I had been until just now.

"Don't you think keeping the gate open like that gives more of an impression of unity with the territory?"

While my attention was momentarily captured by the imposing size of the castle, I understood what he meant when I looked back at the main gate after hearing his words.

Indeed, the Aris castle was quite large and intimidating, befitting the dominant power of the North.
But the wide-open castle gate, as if inviting anyone to enter, diluted that intimidating impression.
It gave the impression that they would always stand together with their territory.

"You're right."
Perhaps this too was a choice made for practicality.
Judging by what the master said earlier, since Aris prioritizes practicality above all else,
they might have thought giving an impression of togetherness was better than appearing intimidating.

"Let's move on then."

At the master's words, I turned around again and continued following him.
Meina had told me that Aris was the center of the North.
Indeed, as she said, seeing this thriving city despite the harsh environment of snow and cold somewhat calmed my mind.
The fear of the unknown that was Aris seemed to dilute a little.

"It really is worthy of being the center of the North."

Perhaps that's why those words escaped my mouth without thinking.
Despite what the master had told me before we left, for a slave, the master is absolute law.
My heart sank for a moment, wondering if I had misspoken.

"The center of the North. Where did you hear that?"

Hearing the master's calm voice, I quickly recalled what had happened that morning and spoke.

"I heard it from someone named Meina Aris."
"What?"
"This morning when you left me with the maid, that person came looking for us."

But was that the wrong thing to say?
Startled by the sudden agitation in the master's voice, I stopped walking.
He had already stopped and was looking down at me.

"Ei."
"Yes, Master..."
"You're saying Her Excellency came looking for you?"
"Yes."

Why was he so surprised?
Given that they share the Aris name, they must be family...

"What did you talk about?"
"Um..."
"I'm not scolding you. It's just..."

Perhaps the master and that person don't get along well.
Sensing his discomfort from his voice, I hesitated to speak, and the master continued with a small sigh.

"I'm just worried she might have said something strange."
"We only talked about Aris itself."
"Really?"
"And she seemed to know I was a slave."

I wondered what kind of "strange things" would make him react like that.
But the master had regained his composure and listened quietly to my story.
When I finished speaking, he let out a small sigh, "Huu."

"If perhaps... never mind."
"Did I do something wrong?"
"No, it's not your fault."

Then he turned around as if ready to continue on our way.
It was a relief that I hadn't done anything wrong, but why did he react that way?

"It's just that I'll be a bit tired."
"Ah..."
"Don't worry about it. It's my fault, not yours."

Before I could ask, the master ended the conversation there and started walking again.
From his current attitude, it seemed like he would answer if I asked why, but...

I didn't ask.
His face looked the same as usual, but his eyes were filled with concern.

"This way, Ei."

After walking for some time, when the previous incident had passed and I was once again captivated by the snow-white cityscape,
I snapped back to attention at the master's words and turned to see a high-end clothing shop.

"Master, this is..."

Surely not.
He must be here to buy clothes for himself.

"I just realized you don't have any clothes of your own."
"I'm fine with my maid uniform. The clothes I'm wearing now are good enough."

But nothing catches people off guard like the unexpected.
From the master's words, I instinctively felt this wasn't right.
Even from the exterior, it was clearly a shop for castle residents and members of the Aris family, not for commoners.

"Ei, it's quite cold, isn't it?"

The sun is high in the sky, though?
I shouldn't feel this way, but why did I find myself slightly resenting the master's nonchalant comment?

"Master..."
"Are you planning to keep me waiting again, Ei?"

Even though I'm a slave, he could give in a little.
Normally, I should be the one opening the door for the master to enter comfortably...
But as a mere slave, I couldn't win against the master who was holding the door handle to keep it from closing.

"Please go in first, Master."

As I took the door handle, the master finally turned and walked into the shop.
Following him inside, I heard the female owner's voice: "My, Young Master, what brings you here?"

"It's been a while, Madam Lawrence."
"Indeed it has. Have you been well, Young Master?"
"I've been fine."
"Hoho, you look it. But what brings you to our shop?"
"What other business would I have at a clothing store besides buying clothes?"

I quietly moved to a corner so as not to disturb their conversation.
Given the strange situation of a noble's son coming to buy clothes for a mere slave, I didn't want to attract attention.
...Though I'd eventually be called over since we were here for my clothes.

"My, this is unusual. For you to order clothes yourself."
"They're not for me."
"Oh? Then I'm curious who the fortunate person receiving clothes from you might be."
"Ei."

Speak of the devil.
How is it that my name is called right as I think about it?

"Yes, Mas-ter?"
"These clothes are for this child."
"What?"

And for the first time, I made eye contact with the shop owner.
Even though we were here for my clothes, her penetrating stare made me uncomfortable, and I was about to turn my head slightly when—

"Is this true, Young Master?"
"Why? Is there a problem?"
"Of course there is."

I heard something I couldn't ignore.

"You already have a fiancée, yet you've brought another woman here?"

I felt like I'd just heard something incredible.
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"Ah, fiancée."

The master's voice changed slightly.
His voice, which had been calm during their earlier greetings, now carried a hint of discomfort.

"You mean that arrangement my parents decided on their own?"
"Ah, I was just..."
"Madam. I understand you're concerned about me because you're friends with my mother."

The master released me and turned around.
His gaze shifted toward the display of fabrics that would be used to make clothing.

"Still, I'd appreciate some discretion."
"Yes."
"Though we call it an engagement, I haven't even held an engagement ceremony with her yet."

The atmosphere in the shop instantly became heavy.
With each word carrying weight in his voice, I felt my heart being pressed down as well.
Lawrence, who had been cheerfully greeting the master until just now, turned to me with an awkward smile.

"Um, Ei was your name, right?"
"Ah, yes."
"Would you come this way? Liam, could you prepare to take this customer's measurements?"

Just then.
A young boy who had been peeking through the long fabrics, apparently avoiding customers, spoke up in surprise.

"Yes, yes."
"Please hurry a bit. These are busy people, you know."

The peeking head quickly disappeared, and with only the three of us remaining, a heavy atmosphere began to settle.
This was the true face of the master who had been consistently kind to me.
With just a word, he could weigh down everyone except himself.

"This fabric would be good for the outer garment."

I heard the master's voice as he selected a glossy navy blue fabric.
But before I could turn my head toward him, Lawrence's voice saying, "Shall we go now?" made me turn my feet.

"Madam."
"Yes?"
"I intend to purchase underwear as well, so I'd like accurate measurements."

At that moment, heat rushed to my face.
Does this clothing shop even handle underwear?

And why is it so shameful to hear a man say he's preparing my underwear?

"Young Master?"
"What is it?"
"Isn't it disrespectful to the lady to ask for underwear preparations in her presence?"

Lawrence seemed to know him, as she pointed this out to the master.
Her voice was much more cautious, perhaps because of the earlier mention of the fiancée.
Noticing my slightly turned head, the master briefly shifted his gaze toward me.

"It doesn't matter."
"Pardon?"
"I wasn't going to mention this, but I have no choice. She is not a commoner but my possession."
"What?"
"She's a different kind of existence from ordinary people."

Did he think it was unavoidable?
To explain the current unusual situation, he finally brought up the topic of me.

"Ah..."
"A slave can only depend on their master for everything, can't they?"

The madam nodded as if she finally understood.
Perhaps she had misunderstood because the outermost thing I was wearing was the coat the master had given me.
It was too expensive a garment to simply overlook.

"That white coat she's wearing now is something I used to wear when I was younger."
"I see."
"Of course, if she were an ordinary lady, what I just said would be quite rude. But since she's my possession, who would question what I choose to dress her in?"

Just then.
From inside came the voice of that boy from earlier, "Boss, the measurement preparations are ready!"

"Liam, could you wait outside for a moment?"
"What? You usually leave this to me, don't you?"
"Today is a bit different."

At his words that he would take the measurements himself, the boy called Liam tilted his head in confusion.
But to make underwear, I would have to be completely undressed...

"Or perhaps it's time to teach our Liam some good things."
"P-pardon?"
"I'm joking. Please wait outside for a bit."

Then my wrist was grabbed.
As the madam led me by the wrist into a curtained room, I noticed a full-length mirror placed in the center of the hastily cleared space.

"So, Ei was your name, right?"
"Yes."
"Normally we don't go this far, but since your master ordered underwear as well, we have no choice."

As I turned my gaze, I saw the madam smiling.
She was already waiting with a measuring tape, so I carefully began to remove my clothes layer by layer.

*It's cold.*

When I was down to just my underwear.
The madam must have seen my scars, as I heard an "Oh my, oh my" from behind.

"Those slave traders, calling this thing underwear..."

It seemed she was looking at my underwear, not my scars.
Could she have found the scraps of fabric, focused only on arousing lust as merchandise with no concern for functionality, so distasteful?

"Miss Ei."
"Yes."
"Would you take off that garbage?"
"What?"

I stared blankly at the madam who casually said something so startling and then disappeared.
But only for a moment.
Seeing the different underwear in her hand, I finally began to understand.

"Change into this. Wearing that garbage will irritate your skin."

As I quietly changed into the clothes in her hand, I felt a definite comfort that was satisfying.
Slave traders are only eager to sell, not caring about individual slaves.
This slightly scratchy underwear was just another means to that end.

"You've been through a lot, haven't you..."

During the change, she must have finally noticed the faint scars on my body.
I changed and moved slightly while listening to the madam's voice filled with meaning.

"Comfortable, isn't it?"
"Yes, it's nice."
"Now let's take your measurements."

After throwing what I had been wearing into the trash, the madam approached me with her measuring tape.

* * *

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Did the madam say anything strange inside?"
"Strange?"

We left the clothing shop.
After we had walked some distance from the shop, I briefly recalled my memory at the master's question.

"No, she didn't say anything special."
"I see."
"But Master, I..."

In truth, I was more curious about the master's fiancée than about Lawrence.
As I hesitated, fidgeting nervously, a curious voice flowed from the master.

"What is it, Ei?"
"In the conversation with the madam earlier..."

But then I had this thought.
The master seemed displeased about the engagement earlier, so I wondered if asking about it would upset him.

But words once spoken cannot be taken back.
If I hadn't brought it up at all, it would be different, but I couldn't turn back now that I'd started.

"I heard about your fiancée."

When I finally spoke, carefully but directly, a small "Ah" escaped from the master.
His walking pace didn't change at all.
I couldn't see his face as he walked looking straight ahead, but I could feel his mood had soured, making my heart pound.

"I didn't mean to listen, but I was so curious..."

I immediately felt I had made a mistake.
Why did I bring up that topic when I knew it displeased him?

"The madam unnecessarily brought up useless talk..."
"I-I'm sorry. Please forget what I just asked."

The master was definitely uncomfortable.
No matter how curious I was, I should have kept quiet like the object I am, but my loose mouth was the problem.
I'm usually not this loose-lipped, but why today of all days?

"No. It's certainly something you might be curious about."

Yet the master seemed to understand me despite his discomfort.
After a short while, speaking in his usual calm voice, he continued walking while looking straight ahead.

"It's nothing special."
"Master..."
"As is common with families that have been close for generations, the elders of both families promised to marry their children to each other."

So it was a political marriage after all.

"Someone of your status must be quite important, right?"
"Huh. I deliberately didn't tell you, but I see you've heard it elsewhere."
"I wouldn't mind if you told me..."

When I spoke with a slight playfulness, the master let out a small sigh.
At that moment, before leaving the busy district, the master stopped at the last shop, bought a fur hat, and handed it to me.

"Wear this."
"What?"
"The snowfall has gotten heavier. You might catch a cold if you don't wear it."

I put on the fur hat and tied the string under my chin.
Seeing this, the master briefly stroked my head, then wrapped a hood around his own face.

"Are you curious about my engagement?"

After saying that, as we left the busy area and entered the residential district, I noticed the surroundings becoming quite quiet as the number of people decreased.
Perhaps what I understood as patrol had a different meaning.
Seeing him venture into such a quiet place rather than staying in the populated areas, I couldn't help but think that "patrol" might just be an excuse.

"A little."
"Not bad. I'm glad Ei has developed curiosity about me."

Though my curiosity about the engagement stemmed from different reasons...
Still, hearing him say that wasn't unpleasant.
As a sex slave, I was concerned about what might happen if I accidentally caught his fiancée's eye.

I asked out of a need to prepare for any potential harm.

"How much did His Excellency tell you about the Aris family?"
"Yes, Master."
"Good. Then you know our family is quite close to the imperial family."

But why did the master's words make me so uneasy?
Surely his fiancée couldn't be of imperial blood?

"It's only natural. The Aris family are founding contributors to the nation, and we've lived in loyalty to the imperial family all this time."
"Ah..."
"Since before the empire was established, my ancestors and the imperial ancestors worked together as comrades."

They say "what you fear comes true."
It seemed his fiancée indeed had imperial blood.
Given that they had been with the imperial family for quite some time, perhaps it was natural for this generation to also form a marital alliance with them.

"Naturally, the firstborn sons of the family continued to marry into the imperial family, and I too inherited that fate."
"Does that apply to you as well, Master?"
"Yes. Although I haven't formally held an engagement ceremony yet, I am set to be engaged to Princess Ariel, the First Imperial Princess."

Everything seemed to go dark before my eyes.
From what the master was saying, he might not have a deep relationship with his fiancée yet.
But those words meant the master was already essentially designated as the princess's partner.

"Of course, it's not the direction I wanted."
"Ah..."
"It must have been a boring story. Well, most arranged marriages are like this, I suppose."

As if showing me the darkness that had fallen over my vision, the snowfall, which had weakened slightly, was growing stronger again.
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"The snowfall has gotten stronger."

Theo stopped walking and gazed ahead for a moment.
The snowfall, which had seemed to settle briefly, intensified again, obscuring his vision.
When he turned his head, he saw Ei struggling to follow behind him—the slave he had impulsively purchased.

"The distance to the Northern Fortress isn't far, but..."

The problem was whether Ei would arrive at the fortress in her right mind.
Looking at her tilting her head in confusion at his sudden stop, Theo recalled someone from his past.

From his childhood.
A wandering girl he had met not through family connections, but by pure chance.

"Are you stupid?"

That child with whom he could share honest conversations that were impossible to have as the heir of the Aris family.

"No, it's not her."

But looking at Ei, Theo dismissed the thought.
He had briefly wondered if she might be that girl, but Ei was completely different from the child in his memory.
If that girl from his memory had grown up, she certainly wouldn't appear this timid.

"Haah..."

Theo let out a small sigh.
The snowfall, which had seemed to ease momentarily, was now even stronger than when they first set out, gradually consuming his field of vision.
He would be fine, but this was clearly a harsh environment for Ei, who had just begun living in the North.

"Ei, get on my back."

If she had to walk through this snow, she would surely collapse.
He'd spent quite a bit of money buying her, and he didn't want to see her ailing and groaning already.

"What?"
"Hurry!"

He shouted at her as she stupidly asked him to repeat himself.

*

"M-Master?"
"We don't have time to waste right now, so don't make me repeat myself."

When I responded in surprise to my master's voice, his sharp gaze turned toward me.
Sensing that he wasn't in the mood for any objections, I reached out my hands to him.

My hand was grabbed, and my body was suddenly pulled forward.
I quickly positioned myself on the back he offered, ending up being carried by him.

"M-Master?"
"We need to move quickly before the snow gets worse, so hold on tight."

I was conscious of my chest pressing against his back, wondering how I should hold on, but only for a moment.
After his announcement, I immediately felt an incredible burst of speed.

"Masteeeeer!"

A panicked cry escaped my lips, but whether deliberately ignoring me or not, my master continued rushing forward.
Perhaps he would have casually walked to the Northern Fortress for patrol even in this weather.
While carrying me like this might be consideration for me...

"It's too fast!"

Right now, I was too overwhelmed to think about such things.

"Phew..."

How long had I been carried on my master's back, eyes tightly shut, clutching his clothes?
While holding onto his clothes and being carried on his back, I heard him call, "Ei."

"Ei, open your eyes."
"Y-Yes?"

Since coming to this world, I couldn't remember when I had last felt such speed in this weak body.
When I opened my eyes, I finally saw that we were standing in front of a building next to a massive outer fortress gate.

"We've arrived. This is the Aris Northern Fortress Guard."
"Ah."
"Is it alright for you to get down now?"

I heard my master's concerned voice.
Though the snowfall had intensified to the point where it was difficult to see ahead,
I disliked the idea of others seeing me being carried on someone's back even more.

"Yes, I'm fine."

I'd rather get down, actually.
Carefully dismounting from my master's back and standing on the ground, he promptly opened the door to the Northern Fortress Guard as if he had been waiting for this.

"Let's go in quickly."

To prevent snow from entering the building,
I quickly followed my master inside and closed the door behind us.

"Haah."

Perhaps it was because we had finally reached shelter.
Although I had received my master's help, I still let out a sigh of relief at having somehow arrived.
But that relief was short-lived.

"Young Lord, you've arrived."

Startled by the voice from behind, I turned my head to see the knight who had frightened me before standing there.
Though he seemed to have no interest in me whatsoever...

"Orn."
"The snow outside is blowing fiercely. I was just considering whether to send out a search party."
"Do I look that weak to you?"
"Haha, of course not. I wouldn't have worried if you were alone, but you brought something else with you, didn't you?"

As he spoke, Orn's gaze turned toward me.
I flinched momentarily, remembering how he had intimidated me before, but he didn't seem particularly interested in me.

"She's my assistant."
"Young Lord, she is..."
"Shh."

My master stood beside Orn and placed a hand on his shoulder.
Was he trying to silence him about where I had been purchased from, since Orn had seen me from the beginning?

"If that's what I've decided, is there any need to add anything?"

At my master's slightly chilled voice, Orn swallowed his words.
After a moment, he conceded with, "Of course there's no need to add anything."

"Good thinking."
"You must be tired. Please come inside. I'll give you the work report in your office."
"Good."
"And also..."

Orn, who had taken out a small notebook from his pocket, was about to say something to his lord when he paused and looked at me.

"Her name is Ei."
"I see. Where should I escort Miss Ei?"
"Well, no need to take a room from any of the guards."
"Understood. Then..."
"Take her to my room. Rather than being alone in an unfamiliar place, she'll feel more at ease with someone she knows."

After saying this, my master walked past Orn and headed inside.
Orn silently watched his lord for a moment, then called out, "Hey, Duran!" summoning a subordinate.

"Escort her to the room where the Young Lord will be staying."
"Yes, Captain!"

He was a captain?
While I was momentarily stunned by his unexpectedly high position, I heard him address me carefully, "Um, Miss Ei."

"Ah, yes."
"I'll escort you this way. Please follow me."

Is Duran his first name or last name?
Following him as he led the way, we went up to the third floor and opened a door, revealing an elegantly furnished room.

"This is the room."
"Ah..."
"If there's anything you need, please come downstairs and let us know. Normally we would have prepared a separate room for you, but since the Young Lord instructed otherwise, I hope you'll understand."

He seemed concerned about putting a woman like me in the same room as a man.

"It's fine with me."

Responding to his apologetic tone, I entered the room and sat down on a sofa placed against one wall.
Duran carefully closed the door with a "Well then..."
Left alone in the room, I sat on the sofa and gazed at the swirling snow outside the window.

"I guess we won't be able to move from here today."

Looking at the bitingly cold scene outside, I sat there blankly before taking off my shoes and lying down on the sofa.
In the warm room, which seemed to have been heated in advance, drowsiness began to overtake me.
Slowly closing my eyes, I drifted off to sleep.

*

"Hmm, there don't seem to be any problems."

After reviewing Orn's report, Theo nodded as usual, appreciating the well-handled report.
Of course.
As the captain of the Northern Fortress Guard, one of the most dangerous regions in Aris territory, he wouldn't be lacking in such matters.

"Good work, Orn."
"How do you want to handle the field inspection?"
"Let's skip it. No need to trouble the soldiers unnecessarily. I'll send Alec when the weather improves, so prepare the warehouse."

Perhaps his abilities even surpassed those of the previous captain.
Theo organized the reports he had been reviewing, stood up from his seat, and moved to the window.
With the unrelenting snowfall, he thought of the personnel who would have to stand guard outside.

"Orn."
"Yes."
"It would be best to withdraw the external duty personnel."
"I'll see to it."
"Keep the Northern Fortress gate locked until tomorrow."
"Yes."

That should be enough consideration.
Judging by the snow, they would have to stay here at least until tomorrow.
Though nothing was likely to happen, even if something did, he was here and could handle most situations.

"I wonder what Ei is doing."

Having completed his inspection, which was the real purpose of his patrol despite what he had said, he finally began to think about the girl he had left in his room.
It usually took about an hour to receive the quarterly report.
By now, she was probably fast asleep from exhaustion.

"Young Lord."

Turning at the voice from behind, he saw a newly recruited knight standing there nervously, fidgeting.

"It's you."

Asarman Rubel, was it?

"Yes, Sir Rubel. What is it? Is Orn giving you a hard time?"
"N-No, that's not it..."

Theo closed his eyes briefly.
Asarman Rubel.
Though he was currently under Orn, he was also subordinate to someone else.

"Is this about the Princess?"

The woman who was to become his fiancée.
Ariel Maji Sunrise, the First Princess of the Sunrise Empire, whom he had known for a long time—a friend-like figure.

"Yes. The Princess sent a message recently saying she plans to visit Aris Castle soon."
"Hmm..."
"She said that even though you're going to be engaged, you're both being too indifferent to each other."

Hearing this, Theo briefly thought of Ei, who would be in his room right now.
If she found out he had brought in a sex slave, what would she say?

"I understand. I'll keep it in mind."
"And also."

Given her personality, she probably wouldn't make a big deal of it...
But women can be unpredictable in such matters, so he might need to consider a contingency plan.
If he could be certain that Ei wasn't the girl he knew, he could simply release her, but...

He hadn't gained that certainty yet.

"About that woman you call your assistant..."

As if his head wasn't throbbing enough already, why was the Princess's man mentioning Ei here?
Theo's eyelids narrowed slightly.
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"I just brought her along to use as a simple assistant."

Theo's voice had an added spoonful of discomfort.
If she came to work as an aide, she should just do her job well—why was she concerned about her superior's assistant?

"I see."

Asarman swallowed as he sensed the slight change in his voice.

Theo Aris.
The eldest son of the Aris Grand Duke's family, and a warrior with exceptional combat abilities even as an individual.

"You can tell the Princess if you want, but I'd prefer you don't misinterpret things."

If he were to ignite his anger and they ended up in a confrontation, Asarman knew he wouldn't even have bones left to pick up.
Besides, unlike what you'd expect from the Aris family heir, he was considered a perfect person.

"Misinterpret? I wouldn't dream of it..."
"I mean don't say anything that could be misunderstood. However you phrase it, how Her Highness takes it is up to her."

With those words, Theo turned to leave.
He noticed Asarman watching him tensely.

"Hahaha, of course how Her Highness takes it is up to her."
"......"

Looking at him, Theo recalled his relationship with the Princess.
Despite meeting frequently since childhood for various reasons, he and she were like oil and water.

"Please give my regards to Her Highness."

He didn't know why.
They seemed to get along well in childhood, but at some point, things changed.
Even though they were betrothed by their families, they maintained this strange dynamic.

"Young Master?"

How annoying.
Theo swallowed those words and ignored Asarman's call as he left the room.
Thinking about the distance they would need to travel tomorrow when the snow stopped, he naturally felt the need to rest soon.

*Is she sleeping?*

He headed to his room, thinking about the girl he had deliberately brought here.
The reason he brought Ei along for patrol and duty evaluation was because of the scrutiny she would face if left at the castle.

People.
Especially the servants wouldn't welcome her, who had seemingly dropped from the sky one day.
It was only natural.
No one would welcome someone who suddenly appeared in a position above them when everyone was striving to climb higher.

That was Ei's situation.
Not knowing the details, the servants would think of her as some parachute hire from somewhere.
Considering that Leina had worked for a long time and earned recognition before rising to the position of his assistant.

Ei would likely be even less welcome.
That's why he brought only Ei along, without any other guard knights.
Ei wasn't yet ready to be recognized by others.

"Haah."
What should he do with Ei?
Theo sighed as soon as he opened the door to the third floor.

*Aren't you being too defenseless, Ei...*

Ei was sleeping on the sofa, all crumpled up, looking completely vulnerable.
It wasn't that her clothes had ridden up or anything like that.
She had only taken off her shoes and fallen asleep with just her coat on.

But the very fact that she had fallen asleep alone in a place like this without anyone to rely on was the problem.
The Northern Fortress Guard was a place where anything could happen.
Of course, she might not know the dangers yet, but that's all the more reason to be careful.

"Ei."

Theo carefully called to his sleeping slave.
But she showed no reaction.

Despite him carrying her part of the way, the journey to the Northern Fortress must have been exhausting.
Even in good weather, it would take a full hour to walk that distance, and they had trudged through falling snow for quite some time.

"Ei, wake up. It's uncomfortable to sleep like that."

If it were him sleeping on the sofa, that would be one thing.
But he didn't want her, still too frail to live in the North, to sleep on a sofa like this.

"This won't do."

Theo slipped his arms under her back and knees and lifted her up.

"M-Master?"

Her voice, still drowsy with sleep, reached his ears.
Though startled awake, she wasn't fully conscious. Seeing this, Theo carefully laid her down on the bed.

"Ei, it's uncomfortable to sleep there."
"Ei......"
"Why are you wearing your coat? When you enter a room, you should take off your outer garments and hang them up."

At his instruction to get up and stretch out her arms, she hazily rose and lifted her arms. Theo felt an inexplicable cuteness in the gesture.
While he was taking off her coat and hanging it up, he couldn't help but smile at the sight of her staring blankly at him before shaking her head.

"Did you sleep well?"

His voice, somehow filled with affection, echoed through the room.

*

I shook my head to clear my foggy mind.
After a long time...
I couldn't believe that I, who had lived in constant vigilance, had dozed off twice.

"Did you sleep well?"

But that thought couldn't last long.
I flinched at the voice coming from beside me.
When I turned my gaze, I saw my master hanging up the coat I had been wearing, looking at me.

"Ah, Master."
"Yes."
"I, perhaps..."
"If you're asking if I saw you sleeping on the sofa, then yes."

I wondered how long he had been watching me.
The fact that I had shown him my sleeping face made me feel embarrassed.

"You looked cute."

Please don't say things like that...
While those words only echoed in my mind, I clasped my hands together.
If he had come in, he could have at least woken me up.

"Well, it's not bad to rest when you can."

My master, seemingly unaware of my inner thoughts,
took off his cloak and coat and hung them on a hook on the wall, then passed by me and sat down on the bed.
Come to think of it, I think I was sitting there earlier.

"We won't be able to move from here today anyway."
"Pardon?"
"Pull back the curtains over there."

Following my master's instruction, I went to the window and pulled back the firmly drawn curtains.
As if someone had cast a blizzard spell, swirling snow was visible outside the window.

"Ah......"
"Rest while you can. If the snow clears tomorrow, we'll have to walk quite a bit."

Following my master's gesture, I closed the curtains again and saw him lying down on the bed, covering himself with the blanket.
Seeing him like that, I sat down on the sofa, and he immediately closed his eyes while lying down, looking at the ceiling.

Is he going to sleep like that?
With someone else in the room.

"Ei."
"Yes, Master."
"Are you going to sleep too?"
"I think I probably will."

Having trudged through the snow, and being woken from sleep, my body was quite tired.
In truth, if things were normal, I wouldn't be this fatigued after my long life as a wanderer.
But my body, which had been overworked at the slave market, had apparently weakened more than I thought, adversely affecting me.

*I'm sleepy...*

My body slowly collapsed to the side.
The body that had been sitting gradually fell sideways, and before I knew it, I was lying on the sofa again.
Despite being awakened by my master's words earlier, my eyes were already trying to close again.

"Ei."

But that didn't last long.
At my master's voice, I quickly sat up and answered "Yes!" When I turned my head, I saw my master looking in my direction.

"Don't sleep uncomfortably on the sofa. Come over here."
"What?"
"Hurry."

The words that came from my master were very embarrassing to me.
Being pushed into the same room with him in a foreign place was one thing, but to actually come over and sleep next to him?

"You'll be cold sleeping like that over there."
"B-but sleeping in the same bed as you, Master..."

I was flustered.
From what Duran had said earlier, he must know that pushing a woman like me into his room would look strange.
How could he say such things?

"W-wouldn't it look strange if others noticed?"

I wasn't worried about being subjected to strange things by my master.
After all, he had said before that he didn't see me as just a sex slave.
But that was still the purpose for which I had been sold.

"Even the knight who guided me earlier seemed to find it strange that I was in this room..."

In truth, I was worried about my master, not myself.
For me, at worst, it would only reveal that I was his slave, not a commoner.
But my master was different from me.

I worried that he, who seemed like a good person with a good reputation among others, might ruin his image.
It might be presumptuous...
But since I had to live under his care from now on, I had a small wish that my master would be a good person.

"Don't worry. As long as I'm here, no one will enter this room without my permission."

But my master was speaking nonchalantly, telling me not to worry.
Well, that might be true normally.

But this is the Northern Fortress Guard.
Who doesn't know that such principles might be ignored if something happens?

"Master..."
"Come in quickly, my side is getting cold. Ah, are you worried I might ravish you here?"
"That's impossible. What did you buy me for in the first place..."
"Then what are you worried about? Presumptuous concerns will only harm your remaining life. Stop being stubborn and rest quickly."

In the end, my only choice was to move.
At his somewhat forceful words, I carefully got into bed, and I felt his arms wrap around me.
And the blanket he covered me with was so warm.

"Now, rest well, my cute assistant."
"Really..."

My master's voice reached my ears.
Then the room fell into silence, and soon only the sound of my master's quiet breathing filled my ears.

With his sleeping sounds as a lullaby, I slowly drifted off to sleep.
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I looked around and tilted my head in confusion.
The view of the capital city from the middle of a small mountain caught my eye.

"Huh?"

It was definitely a scene I'd seen before.
Not recently, but perhaps when I was wandering around, somehow surviving after losing my home, and ended up staying near the capital.

As I lowered my gaze, I saw myself as I was back then.
My body was female, but my clothes were like those of adventurers living rough.
I had a dagger strapped to my waist, stained with who knows how much blood.

This must be a dream.
Before falling asleep, I was definitely looking at the snow-covered Northern Fortress of Aris.

Yet what I was seeing now was a moment from my past.
My memory was telling me so.

"Ei."

Just then.
A voice called from behind, making me turn my head immediately.
It was definitely calling for me, but the voice sounded quite young.

"Huh?"

And there in my memory stood a red-haired boy.
Someone who probably wasn't that important to me back then.
But despite being a high noble's child, he had casually come all this way to meet me.

"You're not sleeping today?"

To be honest, I met him out of curiosity.

"What are you doing here, Eugene? At this hour?"
"What do you mean? Just came out for a stroll."

So his name was Eugene.
Back then, I didn't know his real name, just heard it was a childhood name.

"A stroll? All the way out here?"

This was definitely a dream.
Right now, I was moving according to my memories from back then, regardless of my current will.

"Well, it's a bit far, but nothing's too much trouble when I'm coming to see a pretty girl like you."
"Oh please, what are you saying? Pretty, yeah right."

I plopped down on the ground.

This boy called Eugene.
A boy who remained in a single moment of my life's memories, sat down beside me.
"Don't get too close," I told him as I took a ring from my pocket and held it out to him.

"Here."
"Wow, you really got it?"
"You asked me to get it. Something about a token of friendship."

It was just a silver ring with a tiny diamond set in the center, quite plain.
With no pattern at all, it looked completely unsuitable for this high noble boy.

"That's amazing. Since this isn't a women's ring, it must have been a bit awkward to buy."
"Awkward? Looking like this, the owner thought I was there to steal and was so suspicious of me."
"Pfft, really?"
"Yeah. So don't lose it. I barely resisted the urge to cut the owner's throat."

Still, I didn't feel bad about it.
How could I feel bad when he looked so happy?
I just wondered why such a plain ring made him so happy.

"So, can I ask now?"

He made me curious enough to ask about his intentions, which I normally wouldn't do unless necessary.

"Ask what?"
"Why you asked me to get this ring for you."
"Hmm."

Eugene paused for a moment at my question.
I'm sure he said something back then.

"It's a means to preserve memory, I guess."
"A means?"
"Human memory is both long and short, so without something like this, it might not last."

And I tilted my head at his words.
I didn't understand what he was trying to say.

"What? You want to remember me for a long time?"
"Well, I wonder."
"Hey. We're only here together by chance. Imagine when we're both grown up."

No.
Even if I understood, I would have found it quite ridiculous.

A girl who survived alone after her family was wiped out, branded as traitors.
And a noble boy studying at the Academy, training himself to become central to the Empire.
How could that possibly work?

"You'll become some important person living intensely in the center of the capital, and at best, I'll be wandering around as an adventurer. Isn't it just a useless memory?"

That's why I said those words.
At that moment, I couldn't humor his sheltered perspective.

"Hmm..."

Perhaps my experiences while wandering contributed significantly to those words.
Being a pretty girl with no one to rely on puts you in many bad situations.

Maybe I couldn't speak kindly even if I wanted to.

"Besides, getting involved with me won't do you any good."

To protect oneself, one inevitably has to get blood on their hands.
Especially as a descendant of traitors, wandering while hiding one's identity.

"Well, remembering and cherishing me is up to you, but it would be better to forget."

I casually spilled out words that could hurt.
With knowledge only I possessed about the relationship between nobility and a traitor's descendant, I verbally assaulted him one-sidedly.

Then I stood up.
Before he could say anything else, to leave this place.

"Ei!"

Eugene's voice called out to stop me.
Normally, I probably wouldn't have stopped.
Back then, I wanted to leave this place.

But why?
Why did I stop at that moment?

"...!"

However, I couldn't answer my own question.
As soon as he called out to me, I felt his arms embracing me from behind.

"Let go."
"I'm leaving tomorrow."

It was probably the first time.
Being embraced by a man other than my father.

"Let go and then we can talk."
"I wanted to remember you, the only person who could ease my heart."

Of course, he didn't know.
What reaction being held in a man's arms would provoke in me.

"I understand, so please let go and then we can talk."

My whole body was starting to crawl with goosebumps.
Eugene was small for a boy at that time, so his arms just wrapped around my body.
But for me, who had nearly been assaulted by men several times, he was still a man.

My body was trying to reject him.

"That's why I asked you to get the ring. Without doing something like this, you would have left without leaving anything behind."

Only after saying that did Eugene release me.
My fingertips were trembling.

But I didn't react to him embracing me from behind.
Normally, I might have instantly drawn my dagger and slit his throat.

However, one single fact.
The fact that during all our meetings, he never questioned me.
He just saw me as I was, and that alone held back my hand.

How long had it been?
Since I could look at someone without worrying about the fact that I had to hide being a traitor's descendant?

"Such useless talk..."
"Really?"

That must have been why.
His careful response left me speechless.

"Yeah."

After painfully spitting out words that might hurt him.
I turned away, afraid to see Eugene's expression.

"Ei."

My body flinched.
Unlike before, Eugene's voice sounded slightly deeper.

"Do you know why I called you pretty earlier?"
"...No."
"You might not realize it yourself, but whenever I came, you always smiled at me."

Did I really?

The truth is, I know.
I pretended I gave him time because I found it interesting that a high noble's son approached me.
But Eugene had already become someone precious to me.

"But I guess it was just me who felt that way."

But I could feel it.
His lowered voice was noticeably drained of energy.

"You were really precious to me..."

My body flinched at Eugene's words.
Only then did I realize.
Though it started out of curiosity, I didn't want to let go of this relationship that had become precious.

"Ei, today is my last time coming here."

Though I stood with my back to him, I quietly listened to his words.
I knew why.
Why he came to find me in broad daylight rather than after sunset.
And why he asked me to get the ring.

Today was his graduation from the elementary division of the Imperial Academy.
Eugene, who decided not to advance to the middle division, had to return to his family in the far North.

"...Well, I should go then."

Unable to bear the pronouncement of our relationship's end, I turned around.
What I saw was Eugene walking away, his back looking smaller than usual.
Even his red ponytail seemed to announce his lack of energy.

"Eugene!"

This time, I was the one who called him to stop.
Eugene paused for a moment, then turned toward me.
And I addressed what he had been most curious about.

"My name isn't Ei."

I revealed the truth.

"Ei, you..."
"My name is-."

And that's where the dream ended.
Just as I was about to say my real name, I woke up with a gasp.

*Why such a dream...*

Unlike before, only darkness surrounded the room.
Seeing only moonlight filtering through the darkness, I let out a sigh.

Why did that memory appear in my dream today of all days?

The last moment with Eugene, who was my most precious connection.

I gently moved my master's arm down and sat up.
How much time had passed?
Judging by the moonlight shining through the gap in the curtains, I realized I had been asleep for quite a while and softly exhaled.

It felt like I'd had a restless sleep.
But at the same time, I noticed something strange.
I usually wake up when my sleep is disturbed, so why was I able to sleep deeply despite such a dream?

*Ah.*

As soon as I turned my head, I knew the answer.
For some reason, it was because of this man, my master.

*Do I sleep better when I'm with someone?*

I smiled wryly.
What nonsense.
Even in my not-so-long life, I've spent half of it being wary of people, so I should have slept worse, not better.

"Ei."

Just then.
Apparently my master wasn't asleep, as his quiet voice reached my ears.

"Are you awake?"
"Yes, Master."
"I need to sleep more, so come back here."

Just when I thought I was getting away.
The fact that I had to be his obedient doll made me want to sigh, but.
Given my circumstances, I had to hold it in and return to his embrace.

It had been a long time since I felt how long the night could be.
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But I couldn't stay awake through the entire long night.
Sleep, which had seemed like it would never come, somehow drew me in as I lay warmly nestled in my Master's embrace.

By the time I realized just how long the northern nights were, I had already fallen into a deep slumber.
When I opened my eyes, soft light filtered through the curtains, illuminating the room as if it had never been dark.

*Tea...*

It must be early morning.
My Master was still asleep beside me, which confirmed it.

*Good, it's still here.*

I touched the teapot sitting on the nearby table among the tea set. It felt cold to my fingertips.
Back at the castle, maids would prepare everything in advance so one could easily enjoy tea, but...

This was the Northern Fortress Guard.
In this place, where the only staff were those who prepared breakfast for the guards,
if I wanted to prepare warm tea for my Master in the morning, I would have to do all the preparations myself that the maids usually handled.

*Will it be okay?*

I glanced briefly at my still-sleeping Master.
I could go down to the kitchen to get hot water, but
going alone to the kitchen in an unfamiliar place to fetch hot water seemed unreasonable.

So in the end, I would have to heat it myself...

*Master is still asleep...*

I closed my eyes for a moment.
I recalled memories from the past.
From when I still had something called a family.

*"Now, watch carefully how mommy does it and follow along. Understand?"*

When I opened my eyes, blue energy had gathered in my hand,
and I felt a slightly cool sensation, as if the air was caressing my hand.

It was mana—one of the pillars that maintained the world
and a resource essential for manifesting magic—gathered in my hand.

As I moved the mana according to my will, a small flame appeared at its tip.
Very slowly, so it wouldn't ignite all at once.
Yet with enough heat to warm the water.

My Master had told me to prepare tea for him to drink when he woke up in the morning.
The action to fulfill that command was now rising from my fingertips.
So that when he woke up, he could soothe himself with a warm cup of tea.

*Fortunately, the tea leaves are ready.*

I put the tea leaves in a tea bag and placed it in the teapot with the heated water.
To help it steep faster and keep the temperature from dropping,
I maintained the flame at my fingertips, waiting patiently for the tea to brew properly.

*Now.*

After waiting for what seemed like the right amount of time,
I removed the tea bag at the timing I knew, poured the brewed tea into a cup,
and just as I had seen at the castle on the first day, added a spoonful of jam to the teacup and stirred.

*This should do it.*

And as my Master had ordered,
I finished preparing the morning tea and turned toward him.

"Master, please wake up."

My Master, who had been sleeping soundly, slowly opened his eyes and sat up.
While he did so, I moved the teacup to the small bedside table so he could comfortably drink his tea.
He reached for the cup out of habit and took a sip.

My heart began to flutter anxiously.
All nobles wanted things tailored to their preferences, and the tea I had brewed surely wouldn't match his.
I had steeped it according to southern standards, after all.

It might not suit his taste.
He might scold me for not being able to do even this one thing properly.

But perhaps my Master wasn't so bad.

"Ei."
"Yes, Master."
"Tomorrow, steep it for one more minute. Understand?"

Honestly, I thought I would be scolded.
Contrary to my expectations, my heart calmed at the sound of his voice, which only mentioned how to improve.

"It seems you brewed it to southern standards, but the aroma is too weak."
"Yes. I'll remember that."

That's when it happened.
My Master's hand reached out to me and rested on my head.
As he gently patted my head, I stood there awkwardly for a moment.

"Would you like to draw the curtains?"
"Ah, yes. Just a moment."

At my Master's voice, I quickly turned and headed to the window to draw the curtains.

"Wow..."

The snowfall that had been swirling yesterday was nowhere to be seen. Instead, snow covered the entire fortress in pristine white, drawing an exclamation of admiration from me.

"The weather has improved."
"It's really beautiful, Master."

*If there were a kingdom of snow, this would surely be it,* I thought.
Was this why?
Why adventurers who had visited the North praised the winter scenery here so highly?

"But Ei."

However, I couldn't keep staring at the sight.
Just as I was about to lose myself in the breathtaking white spectacle under the clear blue sky,
my Master's hand drew the curtains closed again.

"No matter how beautiful the scenery, you shouldn't stare at it blankly like that."
"What? Why?"
"The snow covering the whole world in white is certainly beautiful, but if you let it captivate you too much, it's bad for your eyes."

Is this about snow blindness?
I definitely remember something like that from my past life.
But to hear it here, from my Master's lips?

"It's one of the common mistakes novice adventurers make when they see the North's white landscape."

As I stared at him blankly at this unexpected information, my Master continued speaking in a casual voice as he put on his outer garment.

"Every year, there are adventurers who lose their eyesight because they're so captivated by the North's magnificent scenery that they don't realize their eyes are being damaged."
"R-really? Then, am I..."

In my past life, I had only heard about it, not experienced it directly, so my Master's words made me increasingly anxious.
The way things looked right now did feel slightly strange.

Surely not?

"Of course, there's no need to worry. Just looking for that brief moment won't damage your eyes."
"Ah, Master..."
"Were you actually worried?"

I felt my Master's fingertip gently push against my forehead.
As I watched his back as he passed me and headed for the door, I realized it was time to leave and quickly put on the coat hanging on the wall.

"If eyes could be damaged from just that much exposure, I would have been blind long ago."
"You scared me..."
"I'm sorry if I frightened you."

When he opened the door, the guard building seemed quite bustling.
With the snow having stopped and it being morning, everyone seemed busy preparing for a proper day.
Of course, my Master and I were taking our time.

"Master, where are we going?"

As I followed behind my Master, I realized we had already left the building and were heading toward the fortress wall.
Was my Master planning to leave the fortress?
As we approached the gate, I asked, and his relaxed voice replied:

"Curious where we're going?"
"We're not departing right away, but you're heading toward the fortress..."
"You'll find out if you follow me."

Where on earth were we going?
Following silently behind my Master, who wouldn't tell me our destination, I realized we were entering the stairs inside the fortress wall.

*Wow, what stairs...*

Seeing the stairs running inside the wall column, I couldn't help but feel dismayed.
The Northern Fortress was already so tall, and the stairs following the wall column seemed to go on forever.

"Master, are we really climbing up there?"
"Why, do you think you can't make it?"
"N-no, that's not it..."
"Well, if you really don't think you can climb, I'll carry you on my back, so don't worry."

They say "what if" catches people very well.
Though I wanted to back away from those ridiculously high stairs,
it is a slave's fate to follow their master wherever they go.

"Shall we go then?"

In the end, my only choice was to follow my Master, whether I liked it or not.
Trying not to let my Master notice, I sighed quietly and extended my foot toward the stairs.
How long would it take to climb all the way up?

"Ei. Where are you going?"
"What?"
"Not there, this way."

But my Master's voice came from a different direction than the stairs.
When I turned my head, my Master was somehow standing near the middle of the wall column, not on the stairs.
As his hand rested on a round crystal nearby, a white magic circle began to glow from the floor.

"Master...?"
"Did you really think we would climb those stairs?"
"What?"
"With today's busy schedule, would we really climb all those high stairs?"

Then I realized one thing:
Following the earlier incident, I had been fooled by him again.

"M-Master..."
"Come here."

My fingertips felt like they were trembling.
Earlier he had teased me about eye damage, and now with the stairs...

"Actually, this device is normally only used by guards changing shifts. But we have no time today, so it can't be helped."

My Master seemed to find my reaction quite amusing, as he now had a smile on his lips.
I just didn't know better.
Why did I feel like such a fool?

"Now close your eyes, Ei."

My Master wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me into his embrace.
Following his instruction, I closed my eyes, and I felt a small current of air from the floor grow stronger and swirl around us for a moment.
When he said, "You may open your eyes," I did so to find myself at the top level of the wall column.

"Oh?"
"Young Lord Theo?"

Along with the soldiers monitoring from here.

"I'm not here on official business, so don't mind me."
"Understood, sir."

After saying this to the soldiers who had saluted him, my Master said, "Come this way, Ei," and led me.
When the firmly closed door opened, the first thing I saw was the long-stretching fortress wall.

"Come out here, Ei."

Did he have something he wanted to show me?
Since I was slightly upset from being teased twice by my Master,
I said, "Yes, Master," in a businesslike manner and moved my feet according to his words.

But my Master, perhaps finding even this sulking cute,
gently stroked my head as I followed behind him with my hands clasped.
Just as I was about to give him a meaningful look:

"Look over there."

Did he not even care that I was upset?
I wanted to say something to my Master who spoke so casually while looking outside the fortress.
Of course, considering my status, I couldn't.

"You mean over there?"
"Actually, I wanted to show you this."

Instead, I spoke stiffly, deliberately letting my Master hear as I turned my head.
What did he want to show me?

"Oh...?"
"Even in Aris, only a select few can see this view."

To be honest, I hadn't expected much.
I thought it would just be some snow-covered landscape.
I even thought, is this what he teased me for, just to show me this?

"Wow, this is..."

But that thought didn't last long.
What my Master showed me was:

The Inferat Mountain Range, the massive mountains guarding the northern border of the Sunrise Empire, completely covered in snow.
It was an overwhelming sight I had never seen before in all my time living in this world.
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"Young Master, are you sure it's alright not to have an escort?"
"Of course. Drawing personnel would obviously affect the Northern Fortress guard."
"No, sir. The remaining personnel would be more than enough to..."
"Don't be stubborn, Orn."

At his master's words, Orn let out a small sigh.
Despite being an important figure who would inherit the family, he looked quite frustrated seeing him move without guards.
But what could he do?
His master had already come all the way from the castle without escorts, bringing only me.

"Are you really sure it's safe without guards, just taking that slave?"
"We're still within the castle grounds, aren't we?"
"It's still dangerous. You know that Aris Castle was built several times larger than its original size due to northern defense issues."
"I didn't realize Aris security was that bad. I'll have to speak to Father about improving it."

With those words, his master turned away as if unbothered.
Orn watched him and pressed his forehead with his right hand as if he had a headache.
As I alternated looking between the two of them and tried to follow my master, I stopped at Orn's "Wait."

"Yes?"
"Ei... was it?"
"Yes..."

Perhaps it was because I remembered how he had intimidated me before.
Even though he was simply calling me, I felt my body flinch as I cautiously approached him.

"Take good care of the Young Master."

I feel like I should be the one being protected if anything happens.
But Orn stopped there and just stared at me, seemingly waiting for my response.

"Ah, yes."
"The road shouldn't be dangerous, but be careful just in case."

After giving him a careful greeting, I headed toward my master who was waiting at the main entrance of the guard building.
My master watched me, then said, "Let's get going now," and left the building first.
Before leaving, I briefly looked at Orn who was watching us, then quickly followed behind my master.

"The weather is nice today."

The snow that had been falling yesterday was completely gone, and a clear sky illuminated the world.
As I stepped on the accumulated snow, the crunching sound announced my movement.

A pure white world.
Curious about the snow I hadn't touched in who knows how long, I carefully bent my knees and grabbed a handful.

*It's cold.*

As I touched the snow and followed my master,
I recalled the overwhelming scenery of the snow-covered mountain range I had seen earlier from the fortress wall.
I wondered if it was because such views were rare even living in Aris.

"Master."

At my call, my master stopped walking and turned his gaze to me.

"Ei?"
"Can we see that thing I saw earlier in the Eastern Fortress too?"

I had a certain expectation based on stories I'd heard from adventurers during my wandering days.

"In the east? You mean that mountain range from earlier?"
"Yes."

After hearing my question, my master thought for a moment, then showed a slight smile.

"Really, Ei, why do you always ask such cute questions?"
"Pardon?"
"Nothing."

With that, my master started walking forward again.
Cute questions?
Is it wrong to ask about things I don't know?

"Unfortunately, you won't see such spectacular views at the Eastern Fortress."

As I followed him while he walked without answering my question, I soon heard my master's voice.
His words carried a meaning different from what I had expected.

"Unlike the Northern Fortress, which was built on high ground specifically to overlook the mountain range, the Eastern Fortress was constructed to properly defend the ravine."
"Hmm..."
"It's built to wrap around the middle of a mountain, making it ideal for defending against attackers coming through narrow passages, so you won't find the scenery you're hoping for."
"I see."

It was then.
I felt my master's hand touch my head, stroking the back of it once.
Why does he like patting my head so much?

"Are you disappointed?"
"Well..."

If anyone saw such a magnificent view of snow-covered mountains all at once, wouldn't they feel the same?
But being a slave, I swallowed the words I couldn't say and instead let out a small sigh. My master spoke as if telling me not to worry.

"Although it might not be as impressive as what we saw at the Northern Fortress, you'll have more opportunities to see such spectacular views as you accompany me."
"Really?"
"Yes. So don't be too disappointed. Someday when we have the chance to visit the Southern Fortress, I'll show you another magnificent view."

Hearing those words from my master, I felt my somewhat hardened heart melt a little.
I wondered what the Southern Fortress would look like.
But my good mood couldn't last long.

"By the way, Ei."
"Yes?"
"This morning while I was sleeping, I felt something strange."

At my master's sudden stop and question, I halted my steps and looked at him.
He had said something I couldn't ignore.

"Do you know if anyone came to the Northern Guard this morning?"
"Pardon?"
"While I was sleeping, the flow of mana fluctuated as if someone had used magic."

I thought I had controlled it quite delicately.
He felt that?

"From how faint it felt, it probably wasn't used inside the guard building."

Fortunately, it seemed he hadn't figured anything out.
Heating a teapot was just a small bit of everyday magic after all.
The problem was that in this world, very few people could use magic.
Even the simplest magic that helps with daily life is hard to find people who know how to use it.

"...Well, all I did after waking up this morning was make tea."
"I see."

My master nodded at my words.
I was worried he might have caught me using magic, but thankfully that wasn't the case.
Slaves have a restriction that prevents them from lying to their masters.

"Well, no one could have entered the room, so you wouldn't know anything."

If my master had directly asked if I was the one who used magic, I would have had to confirm it.
But if he didn't ask directly, I could avoid it like this.

"Is there any particular reason you're asking?"
"No. I might have just felt wrong, so don't worry about it. I just asked in case."

I nodded at my master's words.
Since he hadn't noticed, there was nothing more to worry about.
Thinking that I shouldn't use even a little magic from now on, I changed the subject.

"Master. By the way."
"What is it?"
"Last night, why did you hold me while sleeping?"

At my question, my master asked, "Are you curious?" and then reached his hand toward me as he walked.
But this time, his hand wasn't aimed at my head.

"...!"

It was my chest.

"Hugging you while sleeping is soft like a doll."
"Th-that's the reason?"
"Did you think there was another reason?"

Flicking his finger lightly, my master tapped my chest and spoke casually as if it was nothing.
Since that was the original purpose for buying me, it was an explanation I couldn't really argue with.

"I-I see..."

Why was there a hint of disappointment in my voice?

"I'm joking."
"What?"
"When I saw you sleeping yesterday, you were shivering slightly, probably because you were cold."

At that moment,
my master placed his hand on mine, which I had been keeping tightly closed due to the cold, as if it really had been a joke.

"While it's certainly warm enough by our Northern standards, it must have been cold for you."
"Uh..."
"That's why I told you to come in. Well, it kept me warm too."

I looked down at my hand held in my master's.
Unlike my master who wore gloves, my bare hands had turned pale white.

"Are you cold now, Ei?"
"What? Oh, no."
"But your hands are quite cold."
"Maybe because I'm not wearing gloves. But really, I'm not cold."

I'm wearing the hat he bought me yesterday, and I have a coat over my maid uniform.
How could I be cold?

"Still, the weather is nice today, so the journey should be pleasant."

My hand, held by my master, was pulled into his coat pocket.
The warmth I felt was melting even my heart.

*If I had met my master in a relationship other than master and slave...*

But I quickly shook my head.
What was I thinking, when I had survived by not easily trusting people?

It's true that my master is a good person, but I shouldn't reveal more of myself than that.
I must not forget what I've been through in this world as the daughter of a traitor's family.

Besides, my master already has a fiancée.
And he's even the eldest grandson of a Grand Duke's family.
To survive, I must not forget that I was sold as a sex slave.

*I've let my guard down too much.*

As a slave, I even asked why he hugged me while sleeping.
It was fortunate that we were in a hurry.
My master wouldn't have seen what expression I was making.

"That's true. The snow is getting less and less as we go."

I spoke while looking at the path where patches of brown earth were gradually becoming visible.
That was the end of our conversation.
Since we needed to visit the Eastern Fortress Guard and return to the Inner Castle today,
both my master and I knew there was truly no more time to spare.

But neither of us knew this.
That there would be someone stopping us.

"Ei, wait."

I stopped at my master's words.
Right in front of us, a magic circle with white mana lines was forming on the ground.
This was definitely...

*Spatial movement... magic?*

I tilted my head at the magic circle that looked exactly like the one Meina Aris had shown me.
The identical magic circle meant that the caster was at least someone connected to Meina Aris.
Why would such a person appear before us at this moment?

"Your Excellency?"
"Good timing! Hello? My cute nephew and pretty newcomer?"

The one who appeared from the magic circle was Meina Aris.
I wondered why someone who supposedly rarely left her laboratory was here.

Of course, it wouldn't be for a pleasant reason.

"What brings you here?"
"What else? I came to get you two. Well, more precisely, I came to get you, Theo."

As Meina's hand extended toward us, a magic circle appeared on the ground.
And then came the sound of Meina's sigh.

"Haah."
"Has someone come to the Inner Castle?"
"Yes. Why else would I come all the way here to get you?"

As I tilted my head at the spatial movement magic circle,
Meina's playful voice reached my ears: "Our Theo, you're going to have a hard time caught between two women."
What could that possibly mean?
The only certainty was that it wasn't meant in a good way.

"Your fiancée is in the Inner Castle right now, Theo."

Her words carried the meaning that the inevitable had finally arrived.
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"The Princess is here to see you?"
"Why, are you surprised by her sudden visit?"
"Well, it is a bit unexpected."

But my master's attitude seemed somewhat strange.

This was the Princess we were talking about.
And my master's fiancée was the First Princess, if I recalled correctly.
That meant the Emperor's eldest daughter had come to visit...

"My goodness. You should have paid a little more attention, Theo."

Why was my master talking about this as if it were nothing?

"She must have had a good reason to personally travel all the way from the capital."
"Everything will proceed as planned anyway."
"Still, you should have shown some concern. She is your fiancée, isn't she?"
"...We haven't held the engagement ceremony yet."

Meina's voice clearly conveyed her disapproval of my master's attitude.
Indeed, whether there was love or not, his fiancée was meant to be his future partner.
As a family elder, she seemed quite frustrated that he wasn't showing any concern at all.

"Is that why you bought the child beside you?"
"Your Excellency."
"What? Am I wrong? She's your sex slave."

Meina, who had been standing a few steps back, approached and moved behind me.
Then she embraced me from behind.

And suddenly began touching me all over.

"M-Meina?"
"Didn't you go out with her yesterday? Since she's your slave, you must have slept together too. Naturally, a man like you wouldn't have left such a pretty girl alone."
"W-where are you touching—ah!"
"Your Excellency, please stop."

But given my status, I couldn't resist and had to endure the situation.
My master began to quietly glare at Meina.

"You know very well that's not an effective way to tease me."
"Sigh, you're no fun..."

Seeing my master cross his arms and glare, Meina shook her head as if bored.
"You were quite cute when you were younger," she said regretfully, to which my master crossed his arms, said "Ei," and called for me.

"Yes, Master."
"That's enough. Come over here."
"Are we going back now?"
"Yes. There's nothing much to see in the Eastern Fortress anyway, so it wouldn't be bad to return from here."

I could sense a slight disappointment in my master's voice.
Even though I felt I shouldn't get too close to him...
This brief outing had been quite welcome to me, as it had been so long since I'd been able to go out like this.

"Your Excellency, then I'll—"
"But Theo, you'll have to leave Ei behind."

Just as I was thinking that a mere slave like me had no say in the decision when my master said we had to return,
I felt my wrist being grabbed and turned my gaze backward.

"What do you mean?"
"Exactly what I said. You need to leave her here for a while."
"......"

Seeing my master's confused expression, Meina let out a small sigh.
I couldn't understand why a possession wouldn't follow its owner.

"Ah really, our Theo. How can you be so clueless about women's feelings?"
"What does that have to do with anything......"
"Do you really not understand?"

My master fell silent at Meina's question.
He seemed to realize she had something to say, but didn't quite understand what...
Seeing this, Meina opened her mouth as if she had no choice.

"You really don't get it."
"Does this have something to do with the Princess?"
"That's right."

The only one who wouldn't understand her words right now was probably my master, who had never lived as a woman.

"Think about it, Theo. Have you contacted Ariel even once since you left the academy?"
"Well, I've had to visit the Imperial Family a few times..."
"Not as a representative of the Aris family, but as Theo Aris, Ariel Sunrise's fiancé."

I briefly recalled the conversation I'd heard yesterday while coming to the Northern Fortress Guard.
Though there had been talk about his fiancée, my master had spoken about Aris's past but hadn't said a single word about the fiancée herself.

"That's why you can't take Ei with you."
"Hmm......"

Given my master's personality, even if he couldn't shower her with compliments, he would have at least said something nice.
But considering there was no mention at all, their relationship probably wasn't very good.

"You might not understand, but that's how women are. Setting aside whether things are good or bad between you, you're still Ariel's betrothed, right?"
"Yes."
"Now imagine how your future fiancée would feel if you haven't contacted her since leaving the academy, and then suddenly appear with another woman."

If my master were to bring me along in this situation...

"Even if she didn't care before, the moment she sees you together, that girl's life would become miserable."
"......"
"That's how women are. It doesn't matter if Ei is your slave, your possession, or whether you love each other or not. The moment an impurity attaches to someone designated as her partner, who knows how she'll change."

At Meina's words, my master fell silent for a moment, seemingly in thought.
With this much explanation, he should understand what Meina was trying to say.

"I'm telling you this because you seem to care about this child a great deal. Of course, you're all grown up now, so if you insist on taking her, I won't stop you."

Having finished his thoughts, my master said, "I guess there's no choice."
Then he approached me, reached out his hand, and gently placed it on my cheek as he called my name.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"I'm sorry, but could you stay with Her Excellency?"

I wondered why he spoke as if he was quite sorry.
His eyes held regret that he couldn't take me with him.

"Even if we don't get along well, I wanted to introduce you as a good person, but my thinking was short-sighted."
"No, Master. I'm fine."
"Tsk, anyone would think we won't see each other for ten years."

Perhaps his behavior irritated her.
As soon as Meina's voice was heard from behind, my master removed his hand from my cheek.

"Then, I'll leave it to you. Aunt."
"You only call me aunt when you want something good from me."
"I trust you'll understand."
"Sigh, go and appease her well. She's going to be your fiancée after all, and she seems upset that you haven't contacted her once."
"I understand."

With those words, my master disappeared from before my eyes in a flash of light.
Meina had sent him directly to the Inner Castle using spatial magic.

"Ah, really, how can he be so clueless about others' feelings..."

At the same time, Meina sighed as she looked at the spot where my master had vanished.
Perhaps because I sympathized with her sigh,
I almost laughed, but quickly composed my expression and waited for her next words.

"Ei, don't you think so too?"
"Pardon?"
"You haven't been with him long, but you must know."

Indeed, as her sigh suggested, my master did have a tendency to not understand others' feelings well.
Even this morning, when he was teasing me, I was on the verge of getting upset.

"B-but I think Master is a good person."
"That's not what I asked, is it? I know Theo is a good kid."
"Um, well..."

Meina smiled as she asked this.
Seeing her clearly trying to tease me, I fidgeted with my fingers, unable to answer easily.
Even though I knew a slave shouldn't freely express their thoughts, she was deliberately probing for that very reason.

"Ha, so that's why Theo likes you."
"What?"
"Why do you respond so cutely to everything? Oh, I just want to bite you."

Then she hugged me, pressing my face against her monstrous flesh.
She did let go before I suffocated to death, though.

"Now, my cutie, shall we return to the castle with big sister?"

At Meina's gesture, a pure white magic circle appeared on the floor.

*

"Haah."

Theo slowly opened his eyes, feeling the spatial magic transportation complete.
The Inner Castle had received quite a bit of snow, and a thin white blanket welcomed him.
Of course, this welcome wasn't pleasing to him in his current uncomfortable state.

"Welcome back, Young Master."
"The Princess?"
"She's waiting in the reception room."

Standing at the main gate of the Inner Castle, Theo raised his head to look at the fortress.
Normally this would be a moment to gather his thoughts in the morning, but why did the castle's appearance not please him today of all days?

"Phew......"
"You should go see her right away. She's been asking for you since she arrived."

Perhaps it was because someone not particularly welcome to him was inside.
Probably in a room with tightly closed windows located in the center of the imposingly tall castle.
She would be in the reception room.

If she were to open that window and look down here,
She would probably be looking down on him.

"Tell her I'll be there shortly."
"You're not going right away?"
"...I think I need to prepare myself mentally."

At Theo's words, the new butler, though trembling, nodded and quickly ran off somewhere.
Probably to relay his message to the Princess.
It really was just a moment to collect his thoughts.

'I suppose it can't be helped.'

He let out a small sigh.
Theo, who had briefly closed his eyes, opened them and began walking into the castle.
He walked, acknowledging with slight nods those who saluted him, and climbed several flights of stairs.

The place clearly revealed itself as one meant for receiving distinguished guests.
Though it might seem modest by others' standards, by Aris's standards, the elaborately decorated door gave him a moment to collect himself.

Once he crossed this door, she would be sitting inside.

"Y-Young Master? You said you needed some time..."
"I just needed a moment to gather my thoughts."

Responding to Head Butler Nine's words, Theo reached out and grasped the handle of the reception room door.
As he applied pressure to the handle, the well-oiled door opened without even a scrape of metal against metal.
Through the open door appeared a platinum-blonde woman looking at the scenery outside the closed window.

"It's been a while, Princess."

To the First Princess of the Sunrise Empire,
Ariel Sunrise, Theo carefully offered his greeting.
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The Princess slowly turned her body away from the window she had been gazing out of. The sunlight streaming in from outside was hitting her platinum blonde hair, causing it to radiate around her.

"It's been a while, Theo."
"........"
A pair of black eyes, like obsidian, were shining as they looked at him.
Her platinum blonde hair, breaking the sunlight, seemed especially brilliant today.
Lips of a vivid color that he hadn't seen in who knows how long were moving toward him.

"I heard you were looking for me."

Perhaps it was because he hadn't seen her privately in quite some time.
Theo thought the Princess looked beautiful as he observed her.
Beautiful enough to make him wonder why she didn't refuse their arranged engagement.

"Our Theo is still as stiff as ever."

The Princess's voice echoed throughout the reception room.
On other days, when they met for official business, he hadn't paid much attention to her personally, so he hadn't noticed.
But like himself, who had grown unrecognizably over the past few years, he could feel that she too had changed a lot.

"Haven't we not seen each other for a very long time?"

Hearing her voice, which sounded somewhat regretful, Theo let out a sigh.
Her intention for visiting today was clear.
She clearly wanted to express her dissatisfaction with her fiancé who never showed her any interest.

Despite whether there was love or not, they were supposed to be companions who would spend their lives together.
How could he not show even a bit of interest?

"Is that so? I distinctly remember seeing you a couple of months ago..."
"That was for business purposes. Wasn't it?"
"...That's true."

But Theo deliberately pretended not to understand her intention.
His mind was filled with thoughts of ending this uncomfortable meeting as quickly as possible.
If he acknowledged her intentions, this awkward time might drag on endlessly.

"Still, I'm going to be your companion in the future. Is it okay to be so indifferent?"

Companion.
Theo quietly repeated that word to himself at the Princess's remark.
Did she know what that word meant while saying such things?

"I don't think I've ever been indifferent."
"Then why hasn't such a person contacted me personally even once in several years?"
"Was contact necessary for a life that's already been decided?"
"My, you're asking the obvious."

Ariel, who had risen from her seat, slowly approached the red-haired man who was like a wooden block.
Even when told to speak comfortably, he still spoke stiffly.
But it wasn't like he showed interest in her body either.

"Theo, you know what? No matter how uninterested someone might seem, that's not always what's inside."
"......."
"Still, when my fiancé doesn't contact me at all, I start to wonder if maybe he dislikes me."

Nevertheless, Ariel carefully embraced Theo with both arms.
She deliberately pressed her chest against Theo's firm body, making sure he could feel it.

"It hurts my pride as a woman. I wonder if I'm not attractive enough to receive personal contact from my fiancé."
"Princess, there are many eyes watching."
"So what? Is there anyone here who doesn't know you're my man?"

But despite the softness of a woman that he must surely feel, why was this man showing no reaction?
Ariel felt a corner of her heart slightly hurt.
She just wasn't showing it.

"Sigh, really......"

No.
Perhaps she was showing it slightly in the form of a sigh.

"Theo."
"Yes, Princess."
"Shall we go for a walk outside? I saw the garden covered in white frost when I came in, and it looked beautiful."

And Theo was watching all of this behavior from the Princess.
Honestly, this current behavior from the Princess was extremely perplexing to him.
Not only because of what had happened in the past.
During the time he hadn't contacted her once, she hadn't made any personal conversation either, so he thought she wasn't interested in him.

What was all this behavior she was showing him today?

"I'll guide you."

But no matter how much he tried to put up a wall to keep her from approaching him, his counterpart was the Princess.
In terms of status, she was even higher than himself, the eldest son of a Grand Duke's family.
So he answered the Princess's words and turned his body without waiting for a response.

"Let's go together."

Ariel quickly followed beside him and carefully took Theo's hand as he tried to go ahead.
She felt a bit of anxiety when she saw his body flinch and his gaze turn toward her.
But she was relieved that he didn't let go of her hand.

"This way, Princess."
"Okay."

At least his heart wasn't completely closed off yet.
Despite hearing his emotionless, stiff voice, the Princess followed his steps.

*

"You can open your eyes now, Ei."

At Meina's words, I slowly opened my eyes.
I had guessed from the warm feeling, but when I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was a bookshelf piled high with books.
"Did we come to the laboratory?"
"There's no better place to hide you."
"Hide me...?"

As Meina sat on the sofa, a table and teacup appeared beside her simultaneously.
When she said, "Sit down too," I carefully placed myself in the seat facing her, and my own teacup also appeared.

"What else? Hiding you from the Princess."
"Um......"
"You probably heard earlier, but Theo hasn't contacted the Princess personally even once in the past few years."

At some point, she had placed a teapot near me, and as Meina stared at me intently, I brought my fingertips to the teacup.
Then I glanced at Meina.
I was curious if she really wanted me to make the tea myself, rather than doing it herself.

"What?"
"Am I really making the tea?"
"Hmm, I wonder."
"What if I put poison in it?"

Meina smiled and said, "You?" with a chuckle.
It was actually nonsense.
If I had wanted to poison her, I wouldn't have said anything in the first place.

"Well, go ahead and try if you can."
"...As if I would."

I reached for the teapot.
I wondered if she had already heated the water with magic, but when I felt the cold teapot, I was about to get up to fetch hot water when—

"What? Are you really going to go all the way to the kitchen?"
"Well, boiled water is only in the kitchen, right?"
"That's true, but you don't need to go all the way to the kitchen, do you?"

With her chin resting on the table, Meina looked at me with drowsy eyes, and a streak of anxiety ran through me.
Her attitude suggested she knew something, so I kept my mouth shut.

"You warmed things up well this morning."
"........"
"What? Is there a problem?"

How did she know what had happened from such a distance?
When Meina said she had seen me using magic, I remained quiet.
Meina adjusted her posture and showed me a smile with the corners of her lips turned up.

"How did you know?"
"Know what?"
"It's a distance that would take hours to walk from here..."
"Hehe."

As she extended her hand forward, the teapot suddenly heated up, and soon steam began to rise from it.
At her words, "Now make the tea," I carefully steeped the tea and poured it into her cup.

"Why, curious?"
"...It would be a lie to say I'm not curious."
"Right, it would be a lie."

She had adjusted her posture and was looking at me quietly before making a gesture with her hand that had been extended forward, as if unfolding something in the air.
Then a transparent screen appeared in the air like a hologram.

"Do you know where this is?"

I was marveling at this sight I had never seen before.
At Meina's words, I looked more carefully once again.
Only then could I see that a room was being shown on the screen.

"The room where we stayed last night..."
"That's right. The guard post room where just the two of you were alone."

Until she made a gesture as if closing the screen, bringing her fingers together, and the screen floating in the air disappeared.
I couldn't keep up with this amazing technology and was speechless when I heard her voice saying, "Drink, the tea is getting cold."

"There are mana surveillance devices installed throughout the Aris Estate, both inside and outside. Even though it looks peaceful, that's just an illusion created by overwhelming force. This is one of the most dangerous places in the Empire."
"Then that fantasy-like thing just now...?"
"It's one of the functions of the surveillance device. Just detecting abnormal mana reactions wouldn't be enough, would it?"

Saying that, Meina turned her gaze toward the giant crystal in the center of the laboratory.
While numerous magic circles floating around the crystal emitted a soft light that captivated the eyes,
The sound of a teacup being put down firmly made me turn my gaze.

"Actually, I didn't watch because I wanted to."
"Then...?"
"When a mana reaction occurs in a place where it shouldn't happen, I can't help but look, right? Because something serious might have happened."

Meina said that and reached out to me.
She grabbed my cheek with her thumb and index finger and stretched it for a moment.

"Ow, that hurts."
"Well, the result was our cute Ei's magic show."

Not long after, she let go of my cheek and got up from her seat to pull a cart piled high with empty plates over to me.

"Ei, would you do me a favor?"
"What is this?"
"When you're cooped up in the lab, you naturally crave something sweet. If you take this to the Head Chef, he'll prepare something for you."

I got up from the sofa where I had been sitting comfortably.
Since she had caught me using magic, I needed time to think about how to act from now on.

"But I don't know the way well..."
"It wouldn't be bad for you to go to the kitchen alone this time."
"Alright. I'll be back soon."
"Then I'll leave it to you."

So I pulled Meina's cart out of the laboratory as if escaping and started walking toward the kitchen with the cart.
The sunlight coming in between the corridor windows felt especially bright today.
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Ariel slightly turned her gaze to the side.
Watching the man whose hand she was holding walk silently beside her, she parted her lips as if wanting to say something.

However, thinking that now wasn't the time to speak, she closed her mouth.
There were quite a few busy servants around, and this wasn't the place for the conversation she wanted to have.

"Which garden are you referring to, Your Highness?"

After walking for some time, Theo's voice brought her back to reality as the main gate of the Inner Castle came into view.

"Huh?"
"You said you wanted to go to the garden covered in frost. It snowed heavily yesterday, so probably all the gardens are covered in snow."
"Oh......"

Ariel stared at him blankly for a moment, unable to answer immediately.
She had simply thought the snow-covered garden looked pretty when they were entering Aris Castle.

"You don't have a specific garden in mind?"
"I just thought it looked pretty when we were coming in."
"I see."

That's why she couldn't answer his question right away.

"The one in the back......"

But understanding the hidden intention behind his question, Ariel recalled a garden she hadn't seen for a long time.
In Aris, where efficiency was paramount, it was the only place that defied that principle—a place managed by her aunt, who was also Theo's mother, the Duchess.

"Let's go to the garden she used to tend."
"......."
"I think that garden would be best for our conversation."

At Ariel's words, Theo thought of his mother.
In his childhood, she was the only one who deviated from the principle of efficiency that governed this place.
And because of that, she had given him many good memories.

"You need a quiet place?"

Theo asked again, recognizing her intention.
If she needed a quiet place, he knew better locations than the garden, which was now half-neglected without proper maintenance.

"Yes, but more than quietness, I want to be somewhere where I can feel the Duchess's presence."
"You seem to have something to say."
"Yes. So please."

It was then.
Watching Theo's hand slip away from hers, Ariel felt a pang in her heart.
But she couldn't ask him to hold her hand again.
What she had just said must have reminded him of his deceased mother.

"If it's that place, I don't need to guide you."

Ariel was about to walk ahead but just turned her head slightly, nodding to Theo who was glancing at her.
Indeed, if they were going to that garden, no guidance was necessary.
It was a garden she always visited whenever she came to Aris Castle as a child.

"Let's go."

At Theo's words, Ariel quietly began walking ahead of him.
If guidance were needed, it would make sense for her to follow Theo.
According to imperial protocol, unless escort protection is required, those of lower rank shouldn't walk ahead of those of higher rank.
Naturally, as a Princess, she should walk in front, but......

"Theo."
"Yes?"
"It's been so long since I've been here that I'm not sure of the way."

She didn't want to follow protocol now.
If this were a meeting between a Princess and a Young Lord on official business, it would be different.
But today, she had come as Ariel Sunrise to meet Theo Aris.

"I doubt you've forgotten."
"Why?"
"Because whenever you came to Aris Castle, you would shake off your guards and run straight to that garden first."

Faced with his accurate observation, Ariel was at a loss for words.
How did he manage to leave her no escape, saying only things that were so true?

"That's true."
"And yet you need guidance?"
"Even though I went there often as a child, now that I'm here, I'm not sure of the way."

But that argument only works when she admits it.
Theo watched her for a moment, then turned around saying, "Then I'll guide you," as if conceding.

"This way."
"Thank you."

However, he didn't respond to her thanks.

*     *     *

"What? Is this really the right place?"

Ariel couldn't hide her shock when she saw the end of the place Theo had guided her to.
The garden she remembered from her childhood was incredibly beautiful.

"Yes, it is."

Why was it so unkempt, with plants growing wildly?

"How could the maintenance be so..."
"Well, this garden deviates significantly from Aris's principles."

Aris is a family that pursues efficiency to the extreme.
Even when they were bold, reducing waste in unnecessary areas was crucial for survival in the harsh northern environment.
Of course, now that the northern development has progressed considerably, such extreme efficiency might not be necessary.

"If my mother hadn't been a Princess, this place wouldn't have existed at all."

The principle that had helped the Aris people survive in the past was still deeply ingrained in their hearts.

"Because it's a garden that replaced a training ground."

Theo's gaze flew toward Ariel as if asking if she was satisfied now.
Ariel began to understand why Theo had said he knew a quieter place.

"Is this why you didn't want to come here?"
"I won't deny it."

This wasn't what she had intended.
Ariel had thought the garden was still being maintained even after her death.
Since she was the Duchess, and also Ariel's aunt, which meant she was a Princess, Ariel naturally assumed it would be maintained.

"I didn't want to see a place filled with memories of my mother abandoned with time frozen since that day."

But faced with a situation completely opposite to what she expected, Ariel couldn't say anything.
While this garden held many memories for her, it must hold even more for Theo.

"Besides, my father came to hate this garden because it made him feel as if my mother was still alive."
"So, so that's why..."
"As a child, there was nothing I could do. I could only watch as this garden was neglected."

Why did she sense something restrained in Theo's voice?

"Your Highness."

The reason Ariel had visited the Aris Duchy today was to apologize to Theo for her past mistakes.
She had wanted to reminisce about their past memories in this well-maintained garden and resolve old feelings.

"Now that we're here, I'm curious."

But everything was wrong.
The garden was neglected, and his heart, which she thought might be slightly open...

"Clearly, the reason you wanted to see me today is because you have something to say."

Was more firmly closed than she had thought.

"May I hear what's on your mind?"

Until now, Theo, who had never properly looked at her, finally did, but...
The way he was looking at her now was not at all what she had hoped for.

His eyes seemed to accuse her of stirring up painful memories.
Before his reproachful gaze, Ariel suddenly felt like a defeated soldier.

"...I wanted to apologize for the things I said behind your back back then."

Seeing his reproachful gaze turn cold, Ariel couldn't say more.
In this situation, whatever she said wouldn't be properly heard.

"Ariel."

At that moment, startled by Theo calling her name, Ariel quickly raised her head to look at him.

"I won't say much."

And she regretted looking.

"You must be tired from your journey today, so rest here and return tomorrow."

He had called her by name for the first time, yet why was he looking away?

"Theo, wait...!"

Ariel tried to stop him from leaving.
Without realizing it, she had grabbed his wrist.
If only he would turn around now...

"Let go."

At his cold words, all Ariel could do was release him.

"You're the same now as you were back then, Ariel."

And that was the end of Theo's words.
After staring blankly at his retreating figure, she uttered a painful word and walked away like a broken person.
She just wanted to lie down and do nothing.

How long had she walked?
Before she knew it, she had entered the castle and was climbing the stairs.
When she came to her senses, she realized she was heading to the room where she always stayed when visiting Aris Castle as a child.

"Hah......"

I'm still the same...
Ariel laughed bitterly.
But even that bitter laugh couldn't last long.

Lost in self-loathing, she wasn't paying attention to her surroundings.
She collided with someone who suddenly appeared from around a blind corner.

"Kyaah!"
"Oh! Are you alright? Oh no..."

With the sound of dishes crashing, Ariel landed on her backside.
As if her mood wasn't bad enough already.

Ariel wasn't the type to take out her frustrations on others.
But given what she had just been through,
she raised her head irritably to see who it was, momentarily overcome with anger.

"Can't you watch where you're...?"

Just as she opened her mouth to vent her frustration,
Ariel couldn't continue when she saw the woman.

Had she ever seen someone whose appearance inspired such awe at first glance?
She was captivated by the striking beauty of the blue-eyed woman, whose looks were too exceptional for a maid's uniform.

Ch.21 - A Thorn In The Eye Is Nothing Special (11)
'What kind of maid is this, here?'

Ariel had that thought as she watched the maid who was making a fuss and reaching out her hand toward her. A woman with such exceptional beauty that she'd rarely seen even in the capital. It was absurd that someone like her was working as a maid here.

With looks like that, rather than being a maid here, she could have an easier life by catching a good man and setting herself up comfortably.

'Could it be...?'

As that thought crossed her mind, a person suddenly flashed through her head. The one who had just coldly rejected her. Why was Theo Aris, the heir to this family, coming to mind?

"Um..."

But Ariel's thoughts couldn't continue to their conclusion. Seeing the maid giving her strange looks when she didn't get up despite the offered hand, she finally rose to her feet.

"Are you alright?"

Unlike her earlier fussing, the maid now asked with a certain caution in her manner, which prompted Ariel to stand up quickly. She didn't want to receive strange misunderstandings from a mere maid.

"You."

Ariel called to her without taking the maid's outstretched hand. Standing before her with arms crossed, the unusually pretty maid had straightened her posture and was tilting her head curiously.

"Yes?"
"What's your name?"
"My name?"

The maid looked at Ariel as if wondering if she was ill. Judging by her clothes, she was clearly someone of high status, but her attire wasn't that of the Aris family, so she definitely wasn't from this household. Rather, according to the maid's memory, her clothing was closer to that of the imperial family.

'Could it be...'

It was also clear that she was moving freely around the Aris mansion without anyone accompanying her. While the maid herself had gotten lost and ended up in this corridor that was rarely visited except for cleaning, this woman had been walking purposefully, not showing any signs of wanting to change direction.

"Ei, it's Ei."
"Ei?"

This suggested someone with deep connections to the Aris family who visited this castle frequently.

"Ha, right. You wouldn't joke in this situation."

So the maid swallowed hard internally. If her deduction was correct, the woman standing before her was likely that woman.

The First Princess, Ariel Sunrise.

"Then, what were you doing here with those unsuitable items?"

The princess's cold voice echoed through the corridor.

*

'I never imagined I'd run into her like this.'

With the princess right in front of her, tension was naturally rising within her. For now, the princess seemed to be treating her as a simple maid, not knowing her true identity. But if she were to discover who she really was, she certainly wouldn't leave her be, and that was causing intense anxiety.

And not just simple tension. The kind of tension one feels when facing death.

"Well, that's..."
"If you don't tell me the truth, I'll leave what happens to your imagination."

The reason they had separated her from her master was clearly to keep her away from this woman. No woman would stand by quietly after hearing that her man, who wouldn't even look at her, had brought in a sex slave. And what if that woman happened to be the princess?

In the worst case, she could kill her on a whim and handle it as compensation without any problems.

"Actually, I got lost..."
"You got lost?"
"Yes. I haven't been here long. I was supposed to find the kitchen, but as I was wandering around..."
"Ha."

Meeting the princess here was already a problem, but there was an even bigger issue. That was the timing of this encounter.

This woman must have had some incident with her master. Because of that, she was likely in a very bad mood. If she felt that I was defying her in any way, she might cause me harm.

"What are you doing?"

So while I was extremely tense and watching her carefully, she suddenly blurted out those words, causing me to reflexively ask, "Pardon?"

"Are you going to just stand there like this?"
"What? Oh, right..."

Following the princess's gaze, I finally noticed the broken plate fragments scattered on the floor. I had been so shocked at hitting someone while pushing the cart that I hadn't paid attention. Realizing I had broken the plates Meina had entrusted to me, I felt my vision darken.

"Ah..."

Not only had someone who knew I was a slave discovered I could use magic, but I'd also managed to get on the bad side of the princess. Thinking about what might happen to me, even if it wouldn't be too severe because I had a master...

"Sigh, how annoying."

Tears threatened to well up at the thought of my difficult life.

"Hey, you."
"Y-yes?"
"You said your name was Ei."

But I couldn't cry. Whether slave or maid, the moment you show signs of feeling wronged in front of someone of higher status, you never know how much harder things might get. I had to suppress my emotions somehow.

"Step aside."
"Pardon?"
"If you don't move and get hurt, it's not my problem."

That's when I noticed blue energy gathering in the princess's hand.

Mana. I didn't know what she was planning, but she was about to use magic right in front of me.

"W-wait a moment!"

As I hurriedly stepped back behind her, a strong wind began to swirl through the corridor. The wind was so strong that it made my skirt and hair flutter, and I instinctively covered my eyes. The overturned cart rose with the flow of the wind, and the broken plate fragments neatly arranged themselves on top of it.

'Incredible...'

How much magic had the princess learned? I stood with my mouth open, staring blankly at her mana control. After she had gathered all the fallen plate fragments, her voice reached my ears.

"What are you doing, enjoying the show?"
"What? Oh, no."
"If you're done watching, follow me."

After briefly admiring how neatly the plate fragments were stacked on the cart, I responded with a "Yes!" to the princess's command to follow her and began walking behind her as she led me somewhere.

'If something happens... Meina will come, right?'

How could I, a mere slave, defy the princess's orders? Even though I felt uneasy following her without knowing where we were going, Meina was the only person I could think of since she was the one who sent me on this errand while saying I needed to be hidden.

'She should be able to see everything happening in the Inner Castle anyway.'

Though that was just a vague hope that she would somehow notice.

"Hey, you."
"Yes."
"Who do you serve?"

At that moment, I quickly looked up at the princess's voice, only to see her back as she continued walking forward.

"Pardon? Who do I serve...?"

But I couldn't answer the question that followed, only letting out a stupid "Um..." as I failed to grasp the intent of her question for a moment.

"I'm asking who you're currently serving. You're not just someone who does menial tasks, are you?"

Then I understood why she asked such a question. She had mistaken me for a maid, which wasn't far from the truth given the cart I was pushing and the maid's uniform I was wearing.

Now, how should I answer that question?

'Normally, the person I serve would be my master, but...'

If I answered that way, she would certainly be alarmed. For some reason, she seemed to have taken a strong dislike to me, and if I mentioned my master in front of her... something unimaginably bad might happen.

"M-Meina Aris, my lady."
"Hmm, really?"
"I was just on my way back from the kitchen to get some sweets for her, but I got lost because I don't know the way well."

So I tried to give an answer that wasn't entirely a lie. Hearing this, the princess's voice seemed slightly less harsh than before.

"She's not the type to let people into her research room."

Fortunately, she wasn't doubting my words, but rather seemed confused by Meina's behavior. For whatever reason, her attitude toward me seemed to have softened a bit, which was making me feel more at ease. As long as the outcome was good, that was all that mattered.

"Has that woman grown old too?"

...I'll pretend I didn't hear that.

"You, you said your name was Ei."

After walking for some time, the princess seemed to be searching for a path through the castle, moving here and there. Only when we reached a corridor with a large door leading to the kitchen did her voice reach my ears again, confirming my name.

"Yes."
"You know what that door is, right?"

Of course I did. It was the kitchen I had visited with Leana on my first day at this castle.

"Yes."
"Consider this repayment for snapping at you earlier."

Could it be that she brought me all the way here because she felt bad for being sharp with me without reason?

"You don't know who I am, do you?"
"Um..."
"Sigh, never mind. I'm not from this family, so it's understandable you wouldn't know."

It was quite an unexpected statement. I never thought she would bring me all the way here just because she felt bad for snapping at a mere maid without reason.

In fact, I had felt that way until I first heard Meina's story. When she said the princess wouldn't leave me alone if she saw me, I wondered what kind of crazy woman she was. Even if her man wasn't looking at her, would she really harm a sex slave just because that man had brought one in?

"Anyway, consider what happened earlier forgotten."
"Yes."

But seeing her actions now, she didn't seem like such a bad person. However, as I thought about this, a question arose. What exactly had she done to sour her relationship with my master?

"Just in case, don't get distracted and focus on your duties like you have been..."
"That's not something you should be saying, is it, Ariel?"

Just as I was wondering about this, a voice suddenly cut off the princess's words from behind. I turned my head, wondering what kind of crazy person would so easily interrupt the princess and say something that could be taken as provocative.

What I saw was none other than the person who had sent me on this errand.

Meina Aris.

Ch.22 - A Thorn In The Eye Is Nothing Special (12)
"Meina!"

It was none other than Meina who cut off the princess's words.
Could she ever be more welcome than at this moment?

"Professor, what brings you here?"
"What do you mean? This is my home. More importantly, why are you two together?"

Meina looked back and forth between me and the princess with curiosity.
Though I had the feeling she already knew everything.

"There were some matters to attend to."
"Really?"
"...What's that look supposed to mean?"
"Nothing at all."

Meina smiled at the princess's words.
Then she placed both arms on my shoulders, embracing me from behind as she continued speaking.

"So, Ariel, how was your time with Ei?"
"Why, our Ei is cute, isn't she?"
"Our Ei?"

At Meina's words, the princess momentarily showed an expression of disbelief.

"Yes. She's my disciple, why? Is there something wrong with calling her that?"

And the words that followed made me wear a dumbfounded expression.
Wait, who decided I was whose disciple?

"Not a maid, but a disciple?"
"Why, is there a problem with that?"

I never even thought about learning magic or anything like that.
"Hey, Mei—"
"Shh."

Just as I was about to object, Meina's index finger rested on my lips.
Since she was stronger than me and had me in an embrace from behind, my mouth was forcibly closed.

For some reason, I wasn't the only one surprised by Meina's claim about me being her disciple.
Princess Ariel.
Her face had gone beyond surprise to complete shock.

"Of course not. Professor, you're saying you're taking this nameless girl as your disciple over all those other students?"

Her urgent voice, different from before, was evidence of her shock.

"Well, those kids don't meet my standards."
"No, it's not about meeting standards or not. You know how many students you've rejected until now."

But Meina seemed not to understand Ariel's reaction, tilting her head behind me.
As if to say, what's the problem?

"Ariel."
"Yes."
"A student and a disciple are different things."
"I'm not saying this because I don't know that..."
"Well, as a professor, I should teach students who come to the academy."

Meina said this as she released me from her embrace and slowly approached Ariel.
Though I wanted to say something about this conversation continuing without my input, I could only observe as the situation had left my hands.
Standing in front of her, Meina gently placed her hand on Ariel's head.

"And you, Ariel, are one of my most outstanding students."
"Professor."
"But tell me, is it right to take someone as a disciple just because they have high status, good bloodline, and some talent?"

Meina said this while lightly brushing back her hair, then turned her gaze to look at me.
Suddenly feeling like an arrow was flying toward me, I shuddered.

"Are you saying that girl is different?"
"That's right. Unlike some people, Ei is someone who couldn't have political motives even if she wanted to."

As Meina turned and approached me, anxiety began to rise within me.
What was she taking out of her pocket?

"That's..."

I could see a round crystal-like orb in her hand.
And simultaneously, I had an overwhelming feeling that something would happen the moment it touched me.

"Meina, what is that?"

My voice was trembling.
But Meina, seemingly unaware of my anxiety, smiled at my nervous voice.

"It's okay. It won't hurt."
"You know saying that makes it scarier, right?"

As I stepped back instinctively from the approaching fear, a magic circle appeared on the floor and chains rose up to bind my body.
Unable to move at all, I carefully suggested, "H-how about we put that down and talk first?"

"Ariel, watch carefully. This is what it takes to be my disciple."

The princess nodded as if she knew what was in Meina's hand.
In my mind, at such a moment, I desperately wished for a master who would protect me.

- Those outside this barrier will see only illusions.

As a barrier spread around me, Meina, and Ariel,
I tightly closed my eyes the moment the crystal in Meina's hand touched my chest.

*

Ariel was dumbfounded listening to Meina's words.
She couldn't understand who this girl was that Meina was so protective of.

*Who exactly are you?*

Meina Aris was that kind of person.
If one were to name the historically strongest Archmages in the empire...
Even if not a mage, any citizen of the Rise Empire would have heard her name at least once.
She was one of the figures that came to mind when people thought of mages in the empire.

*What are you? What are you that your mana is so deep and pure?*

Naturally, she had wanted to become Meina's disciple, and those who had requested to become her disciples were numerous.
For someone walking the path of magic, if they could become Meina's disciple...
It was perhaps natural, since they could receive magic instruction on a completely different level than what they could learn competing at the academy or in the magic tower.

Because she was someone who had reached the pinnacle of spatial magic, enough to create the Warp Gate, considered one of the empire's greatest inventions.

"This is why I've taken this child as my disciple, Ariel."

And Ariel, as someone walking the path of magic, had also once requested to become Meina's disciple.
Not just as a student learning her magic at the academy.
But in a position where she could inherit everything from Meina.
There was a time when she had clung to her, saying she would give up everything as a princess.

And what words had she heard then?

*Princess Ariel. You seem to be mistaken about something, but you're not suited to be my disciple.*
*Is it because of my Sunrise surname?*
*Well, that's a reason, I suppose.*

What had Meina said then, touching her own hair?

*You're someone who can never dedicate everything to magic.*
*Then let's do this. If I can just become your disciple, I'll become Ariel Aris, not Ariel Sunrise.*
*...Can you take responsibility for those words?*
*You know better than anyone that I'm not someone who speaks carelessly, Professor.*

If she hadn't been one of the most trusted mages in the empire, she would have been arrested for treason for pushing her away with such statements.

*Of course I know.*
*But no matter how much the princess discards the imperial surname with her own hands, the blood flowing in your body is still that of the imperial family.*
*I'm sorry, but that's also a disqualification for me.*

Of course, it wasn't said with malice, but truly to inform her that she didn't meet her standards, so Ariel had let it go at the time.
But being rejected simply because imperial blood flowed in her body had been a tremendous shock to her then.
*It's not just you, Princess. Many students who have passed through me have been the same.*

Of course, she had tried to comfort her with such words, but they hadn't reached her ears at that time.
It was a situation where she had been rejected by someone close, almost like family, simply because of her bloodline.

Afterwards, her heart had been soothed by the testimonies of many students who had been rejected by Meina, not just herself.
She wasn't the only one who had been rejected.
Rather, she learned that she had heard the story relatively lightly because she was Theo's fiancée.

"...I can certainly see that now."

But now, Ariel was witnessing it with her own eyes.
The crystal that measured a person's mana was not only shining brightly but was about to crack—a spectacular sight.

"So that's the level of talent needed to become your disciple."

Ariel said this and turned away.
In front of someone with such overwhelming talent, what had she been babbling about?

"Is that really what you think?"

Hearing Meina's voice from behind, the princess stopped.
Turning to look back, she saw Meina with her arms crossed, looking at her, having already dispelled the illusion barrier.

She was starting to feel irritated.

"Do you think I rejected you, Ariel, simply because you lacked talent?"
"If not that, what reason would you have to reject me?"
"Of course there was one."

It was then.
As the light from the mana crystal faded, Ariel saw Meina catching Ei as she lost consciousness and collapsed.
It was probably due to the backlash of having her mana forcibly drawn out without consent.

Despite knowing the reason, seeing the two who truly looked like master and disciple, an inexplicable jealousy began to rise within her.

"Ariel, to me, you're more than just a student—you're like family."
"......"
"I've watched you since you were little, and you're going to be our Theo's partner, aren't you?"

It wasn't jealousy as a woman, but jealousy toward someone who had what she couldn't have.
Both magical talent and the position as Meina Aris's disciple—she envied that collapsed girl.
And now, just looking at her was making her irritated.

"And I don't want to bring someone who's like family into the dangerous position of being my disciple."
"...You're the master, yet you say it's dangerous?"
"Yes."

Even though Meina carefully laid Ei on the floor and came to embrace her, Ariel's heart wouldn't be soothed.

"In fact, the more one has and the more outstanding one is, the more dangerous enemies they have, Ariel."
"......"
"You think you're fine because you're a princess? No. The position of my disciple has nothing to do with being a princess or anything else."

Truly, she was an eyesore.

"Perhaps being a princess makes it even more dangerous."
"Meina."

Ariel's hands were already pushing Meina away.

"You saw it just now, didn't you? How enormous that child's mana reserve is?"
"Yes."
"Actually, as you know, I never intended to take a disciple."

At Ariel's movement, Meina released her and approached a nearby window, looking outside.
As if recalling some moment from the past.

"You know how many times I've rejected requests to take someone as my disciple?"
"Then why her?"
"Why indeed..."

Meina had to finally admit to Ariel's question.
Despite her noble words, when it came down to it, she was indeed selecting disciples based on talent.

"You're right, it seems I do select disciples based on talent after all."

Hearing those words, Ariel felt her fists clench.
So it was about talent difference after all.
Just as such thoughts were forming in her mind, Meina's voice reached her ears once more.

"But it's probably different from what you're thinking right now."

How do you know what I'm thinking to say that?
In her anger, Ariel was about to blurt out those words, but she had to close her mouth.

Because an inexplicable sadness had settled on Meina's face.
And from the words that followed, Ariel could tell that everything Meina had said until now was sincere.

"Simply because I was Meina Aris, I had to lose a disciple who was like my own child."

Ch.23 - The Great Archmage Wants To Take In A Slave
"You already had a disciple?"
"Yes. It's not like I've never taken a disciple before."

I was certain I'd heard that Meina Aris had never taken a disciple before.
Was I mistaken?

"Why wouldn't I want to train my successor? No matter how much people call me an Archmage or whatever, I'm still a Mage at heart."

No.
That was definitely the common knowledge.
After all, the official records at the Magic Tower in the Capital clearly stated she had never taken a disciple.

"Of course, in the Magic Tower's records, it would say I've never taken a disciple."
"......"
"To the outside world, they would have only known them as assistants I hired because I was short-handed."

But no matter how authoritative records might be, they can only document what the person in question chooses to reveal.

"But that's not true. The reason I didn't make it public was because I could only reveal my disciple once they were capable of protecting themselves."
"What do you mean......"
"Somehow, someone found out, and my disciple was brutally murdered simply for being my student."

Ariel remained silent, unable to find words in response to this revelation.
This person had never shown such sad eyes before.
Feeling like she had stirred up painful memories, Ariel couldn't say anything.

"They said it was revenge for something I'd done wrong. That child was like a son to me......"

Only after saying this did Meina let out a sigh. "Hah."
She had only meant to convince Ariel why she wanted to take Ei as her disciple.
Somehow, she ended up sharing a story from her past that she had never told anyone.

"Forget it, Ariel. Could you please forget what I just said?"

How could I forget after hearing something like that...
When Ariel looked at her with slightly reproachful eyes, Meina was already smiling at her.
Unlike her usual smile, this one seemed deeply tinged with sadness.

"Anyway, in the end, it's true that I'm selective about disciples based on talent."

Saying this, Meina held out the mana orb from earlier to Ariel.
Then Ariel could see it.
There were cracks in the orb, despite it being designed to withstand considerable amounts of mana.

"A child with this much talent is dangerous just by existing."

Though it seemed unbelievable.
As Ariel remained silent in the face of what had just happened, Meina's voice reached her again.

"Well, looks like I need to give an unplanned lesson. Ariel."
"Yes."
"What do you think would happen if someone with this talent became aware of it and went down the wrong path?"

At Meina's question, Ariel fell into thought.
What was the biggest incident caused by a Mage?
There was definitely something about it in Magic History class.

"About twenty-five years ago, a Mage made a contract with demons and opened a gate connecting to the demon realm."
"...Do you think that child could potentially do something like that?"
"If I don't take her in and she goes down the wrong path, I think it's entirely possible."

So she took her as a disciple to guide her before things went wrong?
Though her heart couldn't accept it, her mind understood the reasoning, and Ariel couldn't argue against it.

Actually, it wasn't a reason she truly understood.
Surely with that much talent, she would be discovered somewhere and called to an academy in the Capital.
There would be many professors wanting to teach her.
Perhaps some might even want to raise her beyond a student to a disciple.

If she absorbed that much magical knowledge, she could live comfortably for the rest of her life as an Imperial Palace Mage.
Why did Meina think she might flow into such a dangerous path?

"You probably can't understand right now. But there's already a precedent."
"...Are you talking about the true culprit of that incident twenty-five years ago?"
"That's right."

Honestly, even now, if anyone other than Meina had said this, she might have objected.
She let it pass only because it was Meina saying it.

"And this child has many wounds."

At Meina's gesture, a magic circle began to form on the floor where the sleeping Ei lay.

"That's why I want to take her as my disciple."

She's probably going to move her with spatial magic.
After all, she can't leave her sleeping on a floor like this.

But at what came next, Ariel had to interrupt her.

"Wait a moment."
"What?"
"Did you just say you want to take that child as your disciple?"

Didn't she say disciple earlier?
Shouldn't she say "took" rather than "want to take"?

"Ah."
"...Meina. Have you actually taken her as your disciple?"

At her question, Meina averted her gaze from Ariel with an embarrassed expression, as if caught.

"Well, she's 'going to be' my disciple, so isn't it fine to call her that?"
"...That means she's not your disciple yet."
"Oh my. Was I too emotional? I can't believe I made such a slip of the tongue here."

Watching her smile, Ariel let out a small sigh.
She felt quite foolish about her earlier reaction.
The child wasn't even a disciple yet, and she had been lost in her own delusions, saying who knows what.

"Anyway, Ariel. You should know. You can't be my disciple."
"...Yes."
"But remember this one thing."

A magic circle began to form on the floor where Meina stood.
As always.
Just as Ariel was about to say goodbye, thinking she was about to leave.

"When you said you wanted to be my disciple, when you said you would give up your position as Princess to do so, I was extremely happy."

Hearing those words, Ariel froze momentarily.

...If you were that happy, why didn't you take me as your disciple?
She's somehow irritating and annoying, but I can't hate her, really.
Those thoughts just kept circling in Ariel's mind.

*

"Yes, Your Excellency."

Meina turned her gaze to the slowly opening door.
Seeing the heir of the family who had come at her call, she guided him with a "Over here."

"Why did you call me—"
"Take her."
"Pardon?"
"It's fine, just take her. The Princess won't be leaving her room today."

Theo turned his gaze at Meina's words.
Only then could he see his slave lying asleep.

"What happened? She's not someone who would sleep at this hour."
"Something did happen."

What could have happened while she was away from him?
When he placed his hand on her sleeping cheek, he immediately turned to Meina, noticing that her usually warm cheek was slightly cold.

"Why?"
"...Is she sick?"
"No, it's not that. Just let her sleep, and she'll wake up on her own around dawn tomorrow."
"What exactly happened?"
"Hmm..."

She seemed to want to hide from her master that she could use magic, but should I tell him?
Meina looked at the sleeping Ei, briefly recalling one of the restrictions in the dark magic contract commonly placed on slaves.

The slave's restriction.
That they cannot lie to their master.

"She'll end up telling him soon anyway."

Having shown symptoms of mana depletion, with even her cheeks turning cold, to her master, Theo would inevitably ask what happened out of concern.
Then Ei would have no choice but to reveal that she had mana.
And that she was capable of mana sensitivity as well.

"Theo."
"Yes."
"How much do you know about this child?"
"Um..."

Theo Aris briefly searched his memories at his aunt's question.
Thinking about it, he had only focused on Ei's current state, but he didn't actually know anything about Ei as a person.
All he knew was that despite being quite thin, she was pretty.

"Why am I such trash?"

Even if he had bought her, she was still a person.
How could he only know that she had a pretty body?

"As I thought, she didn't tell you about herself."

Just as he was about to sink into self-loathing, Theo looked up at Meina's voice.
Did Meina know something?
Even I hadn't heard anything about Ei, so how did she know about her?
As questions began to rise within him.

"Theo, listen carefully and don't be surprised. Ei can use magic."

His questions about her vanished in an instant.

"...What?"
"She probably didn't want to tell you. After all, a slave who can use magic is very dangerous to their master, right?"

For a moment, he felt like his thought process had been cut off by this completely unexpected revelation.
Though he quickly regained his composure and looked directly at Meina again.

"So you're saying she—"
"You heard me correctly. I can hardly believe it myself, but I've confirmed it. Slaves are restricted from lying, so you can ask her when she wakes up."

At her words, he couldn't help but look down at Ei again.
What could she be so afraid of that she would hide something like this about herself?

"But be careful when you ask."
"...Is it because she's a child with many wounds?"
"You know well."
"Well, I don't know much either..."

Saying this, Theo moved to pick up the sleeping Ei.
Regardless of everything else, Ei was his slave that he had paid for.
Leaving her to sleep here would only inconvenience Meina.

"Actually, I don't really want to pry. If she's hiding something that could bring her tremendous benefit if revealed, there must be a reason for it."
"But you'll have to ask her once, Theo."
"Why?"

Before speaking, Meina took a small breath in and out.
Her decision would be quite surprising to Theo, so she needed a moment to prepare herself mentally before speaking.
Especially to him, who had seen Ariel rejected after saying she wanted to be Meina's disciple.

"Because I intend to take that child as my disciple."
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Theo's eyes wavered when he heard those words.
Meina Aris was famous for never taking disciples.
She would only hire assistants for pay when she was truly short-handed.

And even then, she would only view those assistants as employees in a contractual relationship receiving wages from her.
It was said she had never once taught anyone about magic.

"You're saying you'll take this child as your disciple?"
"Why? Even if she becomes my disciple, it doesn't change the fact that she's your property, does it?"
"......"
"Don't tell me you're afraid of losing the only person you can open your heart to?"

Theo closed his mouth at Meina's words, which seemed to peer into his innermost feelings.
Honestly, he wasn't sure if he considered Ei someone to whom he could open his heart.
But as she said, he did feel like he was about to lose someone precious.

"Hehe, don't worry about that. I don't have a hobby of stealing my nephew's precious people. And......"

Meina briefly recalled what had happened earlier.
After arbitrarily declaring Ei as her disciple, she had covered Ei's mouth when the girl tried to object.

"I think I've already gotten on her bad side a little."
"What exactly did you do?"
"Well, this and that?"

Besides, after telling her she wasn't sick, she had made Ei collapse from mana depletion, something the girl had never experienced before.
No matter how kind Ei was, Meina would likely receive at least a cold look from her.

"You didn't mention wanting to take her as your disciple until just now."
"That's true, but there's a clear difference between wanting to take someone as a disciple and actually doing it, isn't there?"

Theo wondered what she had done to Ei to make her say such things.
*Maybe she'll resent me now.
She came to this family solely because of me.*

"I understand for now."

He said this and then took the sleeping Ei into his arms.
It would be better to let her sleep on a bed in a room rather than on the sofa in the laboratory.

"Then, I'll leave her to you."
"Huh? You want me to move her?"
"...I don't want to run into the Princess while carrying this child in my arms."
"Well, I suppose it can't be helped."

As Meina made a certain gesture with her hand, Theo disappeared in a flash of light.
Then she settled herself on the sofa where Ei had been sleeping.

"Haah......"

Sighing deeply, Meina looked up, thinking about what to do next.
Looking at the numerous magic circles adorning the ceiling of the vast laboratory, she finally felt the weight of the declaration she had made.

*'The disciple of Archmage Meina Aris...'*

It was a title that even decent nobles—no, even members of the imperial family—couldn't obtain because of her refusals.
Fortunately, the two people who heard her decision weren't the type to have loose lips, but...

*'Just by saying those words, that child has become connected to me.'*

Meina recalled Theo's expression when he took Ei away.
His face clearly showed emotions of not wanting to lose someone who belonged to him.

In truth, that's what slaves were.
According to imperial law, in principle, only commoners who lost their status due to punishment could become slaves.
Slaves were treated like objects, used for various purposes beyond what they were originally sold for, and then discarded when they became useless due to death or illness.

And Ei, too, would have been destined to be used and discarded if not for Theo.

Unless a slave could learn high-level magic and free themselves—which was nearly impossible—
The magic cast on slaves was a vicious kind that bound their very lives to their masters for eternity.
Ei would have had to surrender herself without resistance in the face of such magic.

"Ei......"

Meina quietly repeated the name once more.
The child first appeared in this castle when Theo went on his last reconnaissance mission to the slave market.

When she first saw Ei, she thought it was understandable since Theo was a man after all.
At an age when his blood should be running hot, Theo had shown strangely no interest in women, making her worry if something was wrong with him.
So Ei was a slave brought in for that kind of purpose.

Naturally, at first, she was relieved thinking, "So our Theo is normal after all."
Of course, even though he had a fiancée.
As someone who had received heir education, it would have been burdensome to have such encounters with a fiancée without even being formally engaged.
She thought he had found a reasonable solution.

Of course, since Ei wasn't officially registered personnel of the castle but merely entered as Theo's property, there were some concerns.
No matter how much you brand a slave with a seal and restrict everything with dark magic, there are limits to what humans can create.

For instance, there's virtually no historical record of making a magic user into a slave, so there's no function to control the mana flowing through a slave's body.

*'Besides, a mage capable of creating such a thing wouldn't dabble in that kind of magic anyway.'*

Additionally, even though the Aris family had lived quietly, they hadn't avoided making enemies entirely.
So from the moment Ei first entered, Meina had been monitoring her using the surveillance system installed throughout the territory.

After Ei spent her first night in this castle.
That was why she met and talked with her.
To see if she had come to harm the Aris family.

Of course, her thoughts changed completely after seeing Ei use magic in the Northern Fortress Guard.
Even though magical tools had been distributed to some extent among the upper classes of the empire,
Those were just tools made according to predetermined manufacturing methods.

There are still few mages who can directly use magic.
No family would waste a mage in such a way, even for dangerous missions—this could be stated with certainty.

In this respect, Ei could indeed be considered a woman sold as a slave.
And since Theo treated her really well,
And Ei herself seemed to have a quite kind nature, Meina thought there was no cause for concern.

Instead, another factor was making her heart uneasy.

*'The mana control she showed at the Northern Fortress Guard, that was clearly...'*

No.
Meina shook her head from side to side.
The monster that tried to devour the world had its heart pierced by her own hands, and she had thoroughly burned the corpse.
Reports stated that all those who shared blood with that monster had been wiped out in the purge several years ago.

Reports submitted to the imperial family are meticulously reviewed, without even a single typo—they can't be written carelessly.
In other words, it could be said that there was not a single person who shared the same blood as the one who caused that incident 25 years ago.

*'But what if?'*

As Meina stretched out her hand, books flew from all over the laboratory and began to pile up on her research table.
They were all documents about the incident 25 years ago when a gate connecting to the demon realm opened,
About the perpetrator of that incident, and about the family to which the perpetrator belonged.

However, there was one thing she needed to check before that.
It was her own memory, recorded in the crystal located in the center of the laboratory to prevent loss due to wear.

*'I need to check once more.'*

Meina approached the crystal and touched it with her fingertips.
Blue energy flowed from the crystal and enveloped her, and Meina slowly closed her eyes, feeling that energy.

Soon, the laboratory became quiet.

*

"Mmm......"

A strangely warm feeling was enveloping me comfortably.
As I slowly opened my eyes, a dark room came into view.

*'This is...'*

It was a bit blurry since I could only rely on moonlight, but it was clearly the master's room.
That door I've seen most often since entering this castle.
The teapot turned upside down, indicating it was empty.
Everything matched the master's room that I knew.

*'Did I fall asleep?'*

As my tension eased upon recognizing where I was, I began to become aware of my state while I had been sleeping.
My body seemed to have rested sufficiently.
I felt more refreshed than ever, to the point where I couldn't sleep anymore.
My eyes, accustomed to the darkness, were showing me the scenery of the room more clearly than before.

*'...I want to get up.'*

And I could feel the master's embrace holding me from behind.
Why does the master like to hold me when sleeping at night?
Actually, I wouldn't dislike it either, so I can understand.

*'It's awkward to wake him up.'*

Judging by the moonlight entering the room, it must be the middle of the night.
After letting out a small sigh, I slowly closed my eyes in case I might fall asleep again.
It would be nice if I could fall back asleep like this until morning.

"...!"

It was at that moment, as I was trying to sleep.
The master must have been dreaming something, as his hand moved and suddenly started to wriggle between my arms.

"M-Master?"

Startled, I quickly called out to him, but there was still no response from behind me.
What kind of dream was he having?
I could only lie there, feeling his hand irresistibly reaching toward my chest.

*'Th-that place...'*

I was already without any outer garments like shirts, wearing only the nightgown given to maids and underwear.
And in this world, there are no pads in underwear.
They just add thicker fabric to prevent that part from protruding through clothes.

"Hngh...!"

When the master's hand squeezed my chest once, I quickly covered my mouth with both hands.
If I weren't a slave, I shouldn't stay still in this situation.
But considering my position as a sex slave that connects me and the master, I should rather suppress my moans so as not to wake him.

Still, since he was asleep, I thought it would end with just this fondling.
Even as my tips were occasionally pressed by the master's palm, I thought I just needed to cover my mouth well and not make any sound.
But when the master's hand twisted my tip.

"Hnnk-!"

I finally couldn't hold back my breath and the trembling of my body.
As my body froze, wondering if the master had woken up.

"...Ei?"

I heard the master's voice from behind me.
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"I'm sorry, Ei."

While I was sitting there awkwardly, I heard my master apologizing to me.
At the sound of his voice, I turned my head slightly to the side and saw him sitting at a distance from me.

"I-I'm fine."

Considering the purpose I was bought for, there was no need for an apology.
Who would blame someone for touching what belongs to them while half-asleep?
Especially since I was originally sold as a sex slave.

"After all, I was bought as a sex slave."

No matter what my master had said before, the fact that my purpose was to be a sex slave remained unchanged.
Even if my master were to touch my chest, undress me right there, and do as he pleased.
I'm in no position to resist and must accept whatever my master does.

*Though that doesn't mean I'm not ashamed of how I behaved.*

As I thought about it, I recalled how I couldn't hold back my moans in front of my master just now.
It could have been a natural reaction.
After paying such a high price, shouldn't he be able to touch my chest?

"So it's really okay."

After speaking, I moved closer to my master and pressed myself against his side.
When he turned his head toward me at the sensation of my presence, I carefully took his hand and looked up at him.

"This is normal, isn't it? Getting your money's worth when you've paid for something."
"Ei, don't you remember what I told you before?"
"Of course I remember."
"Then why say such things?"
"Is it strange? For a master to want to touch his slave's chest."

I deliberately make a joke to lighten his mood.
I hope this will make him feel better.

"Ei, do you have no self-respect?"
"I wonder?"

For some reason, his question after sighing at my joke makes me feel uncomfortable.
Why is he being so sensitive about a master touching his slave's chest? Isn't that his right?

"And that casual attitude is also a problem. Even though you know I have a woman who will be my fiancée..."
"Well, I'd like to ask why someone who knows that would buy me in the first place, but that would be disrespectful to you, wouldn't it?"

At that, my master burst out laughing.
Even though what I just said might have crossed a line, he simply laughed.

"Master?"
"What is it?"
"Um, about what I just said..."
"Are you worried I might be upset?"
When I closed my mouth after having my thoughts read so easily, my master found it cute and playfully pinched my cheek.
Then, as if wanting to have some tea before going back to sleep, he got up and went to the teapot.

"Don't worry about it."

Does my master want tea at this hour?
He picked up the teapot and said, "Ei, take this," as he handed it to me.

"Would you boil some water for tea?"

Naturally, there wouldn't be any hot water ready at this hour.
But I sensed that my master's purpose wasn't actually to drink tea.

"Uh..."
"I'm curious about the taste of tea at night."

Perhaps my master wants to see me use magic firsthand.
After all, nothing is more dangerous to a master than a slave who can use magic.

"Could I go get some hot water from the kitchen now?"
"There should be someone on duty. The castle doesn't completely sleep at night."

Meina probably couldn't let it go.
No matter how well she thinks of me, I'm not as precious as family.
Once she learned something she couldn't ignore, it would be natural for her to speak up.

"But wouldn't it be too dark to go now?"
"That's true."

Well, I have no choice.
Though I didn't want to show it, I reluctantly draw out mana through my fingertips.
A blue energy begins to glow softly in the dark room, gradually generating heat.
I slowly start warming the teapot in my hand.

But I can't keep holding it like this.
If I warm it while holding it, I'll surely get burned, so I place it where the tea set is kept.
Then I continue heating the water so my master can have his tea.

"Master, it's ready."

After brewing the tea and serving it to my master, he took a sip and quietly set the cup down.
He reached for the lamp on the side table, touching the red crystal embedded in front, and the lamp lit up, creating a soft ambiance.

"Ei."
"Yes."
"Pour yourself some too."
"Uh..."
"We've both had enough sleep, and I doubt we'd fall asleep again anyway."

Does my master have something he wants to talk about with me?
As he pulls up a chair and sits facing me, his expression suggests he has many things he wants to discuss.

"Rather than tossing and turning trying to sleep, this seems better."
"Hmm..."
"Ei, what do you think?"

He seems quite interested in learning about me, and there's no way for me to escape this.
As I reach out to pour my own cup of tea, my master nods with satisfaction.

"I definitely don't feel sleepy anymore."

Come to think of it, have I ever had such a serious conversation with my master before?
Even if I had, it wouldn't have been about me.

Because my bloodline is one that has been deemed unfit to exist in this world.
I must never reveal my identity.
Naturally, to hide myself, I refused to talk about myself.
And my kind master readily accepted my refusal.

"Neither do I."
"Didn't you only get a few hours of sleep, Master?"
"If I don't get enough sleep, I can just wake up a bit later tomorrow, so don't worry about it."

So he really didn't get much sleep.
And he's already such a busy person...

"I actually wasn't going to ask."

Just as I was about to ask if it was really okay for him to stay up talking with me instead of sleeping, my master's voice stopped me.
He seemed to have given this considerable thought.
His voice was cautious yet somehow heavy as he addressed me.

"Even though I'm your master, I thought you must have your circumstances."
"..."
"But now I can't help but ask."

Will he ask about what kind of person I am?
Or perhaps about who I used to be?
As I tensed up...

"Ei."
"Yes, Master."
"Did you know how to use magic all along?"

The narrower scope of the question than I expected made me feel suddenly relieved.
Could this be related to Meina?

"I'm not very good at it."
"Hmm."
"Just enough to help with daily life..."

But in this situation, what does it matter if it's related to Meina?
My master probably just wanted to know if I could use magic.

"Then, what I felt that day at the Northern Fortress Guard..."
"...Yes, that was me."
"I see."

My master fell silent for a moment, seemingly reflecting on what happened that day.
The reason I was able to avoid answering then was because my master only asked who had come to the Northern Fortress Guard.
If he had asked if I was the one who used magic, I would have had no choice but to tell the truth.

"I didn't know where the kitchen was in the Northern Fortress Guard, so..."
"I see."

And then my master was silent for a long time.
He must be contemplating how to deal with me.

*Is this the end?*

Seeing him like this, I slowly closed my eyes.
The person who first showed me what family means, who taught me the happiness of having a family.
My mother's dying wish in this world was for me to survive somehow, and I've tried my best to honor it.

*Mother, I might be joining you soon.*

No matter how kind a master is, he wouldn't want to keep a slave who can use magic.
Being able to use magic means potentially breaking free of control someday, making me a dangerous existence.

"Ei."

As if he had decided my fate, my master's voice made me open my eyes.
I don't know when he had gotten up.
I was slightly startled to see him right in front of me, my eyes widening.

"Why didn't you tell me?"

My master's arms pulled me into his embrace, and he asked me in a somewhat regretful tone.

"Well, it's dangerous."
"Dangerous..."
"A slave who can use magic is dangerous because they might someday break the life shackles placed on them."
"So you're saying you consider yourself dangerous?"

While in his embrace, I nodded, and a brief silence followed.
It's not wrong, actually.
The dark magic that enslaves people certainly has some protective measures built in.
But breaking it doesn't require the skill of an archmage.

"Well, I think differently."
"What?"
"If you had wanted to harm me, you would have had many opportunities already. For instance..."

My master, who had released me, picked up his teacup to show me, then drank all the tea in one gulp.
It was an action that couldn't be done without trust in the person who brewed the tea, and I was speechless.

"Even just now when you were brewing the tea, you could have poisoned me."
"Ah..."
"That's why those who keep slaves typically don't have slaves prepare what they eat."

My master's hand moved to the back of my collarbone.
To where my slave mark was engraved, his fingertip briefly touching the center of the mark.
Then a red thread of magic, proving that my life was in his hands...

"There's a flaw in the dark magic cast on slaves—if they can kill their master, they can become free."
"..."
"But you didn't do that."

The magic lingered at his fingertip before returning to my body.

"Ei."
"Yes, Master."
"Do you know why I brought you here?"

I shook my head at my master's question.
Come to think of it, it was something I had been curious about.
Why, among all the slaves, did my master bring me, the most expensive one?
And despite paying such a high price, why didn't he use me for my intended purpose?

"I would have been curious if I were you."
"...But I'm a slave. How can an object question its owner's intentions?"

When I answered like that before hearing the answer to the question buried in my heart, he quietly sighed and said, "I see."
From someone who had told me to find my own usefulness, that probably wasn't what he wanted to hear.

But that's not what's important now.

"I suppose."

Why did he bring me here?
This question that I've been wondering about since I first arrived at this castle is more important, so I wait patiently for my master to explain.

How long did I wait?

"You..."

After a brief wait, from my master's opened mouth came:

"You looked too much like a girl I knew when I was young."

His words created a great ripple in my heart, making my eyes widen.
Childhood.
I was reminded of a boy who had a significant impact on my life.
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"A woman from your childhood?"
"Yes."

At my master's words, I wondered why that child came to mind.
That boy who had added a bit of color to my life, second only to my family.

"That child also had black hair and blue eyes like you."
"Ah......"
"To be honest, the reason I've been treating you well all this time was because of that child."

But why?
Why is that child's face overlapping with my master's face as he speaks?

"I didn't want to be cruel to you because I thought you might be that girl."
"But why are you telling me this now......"
"Probably because I'm now certain that you're not that child."

Somehow, my master's voice lacked strength.
It must be because his expectations had been shattered.

He had spent his own money, bearing more expenses than necessary to buy a slave.
It was to save a girl he had met and liked in his childhood, but now he was certain I wasn't her.
How great his disappointment must be.

"That child was not someone who could use magic."

From my master's words, I could guess why he was finally sharing his thoughts with me.
Before, he had kept me by his side just in case.
But if I wasn't the person he knew, there was no reason to hide it anymore.

"Ei, since you can use magic, you must know that magic is something you need to be born with to some extent."

In this world, everyone is born with mana in their body.
Whether short or tall, man or woman, as long as they're human, the amount varies by individual.
But generally, people are born with mana.

"Yes......"
"And that child could use magic tools, but she couldn't cast magic."

However, just having mana doesn't mean you can use magic, otherwise mages wouldn't be such valuable talents.
Everyone has mana.
And if someone has little mana, they can draw it directly from nature through special tools.

"Ah. But I can use magic......"
"That's why I think you're not that child. You must know that the ability to use magic is determined by mana sensitivity."

But there's something more important for using magic.
It's how well the body can draw out mana.
The so-called mana sensitivity determines whether one can use magic or not.

To use magic, the body must respond to mana at a certain level.
So whether you can use magic or not is practically determined at birth.

"Anyway, since you can use magic, you must have received some education about it."
"Yes."

So that's why my master was certain I wasn't that child.

"Um, Master."
"What is it, Ei?"
"Well......."

Now the question was about my future.
Master didn't bring me here because he needed a sex slave.
He brought me here because he thought I was that girl from his childhood, paying such a high price.

"So what happens to me now?"
"Hmm?"
"Now that you've confirmed I'm not the girl you knew."
"That's right."

So what will happen to me now?

"Are you thinking of setting me free?"

Among a master's rights is the ability to free a slave and make them a commoner.
Of course, being freed as a commoner is just a term.
A slave with nothing but their body would soon die if freed.
It's basically a function to discard something that can no longer be used as a slave.

But he would use this function not to discard me, but to let me go since he had no reason to keep me anymore.
Truly to let me go, perhaps with some support so I could somehow survive.

"Hmm......"

If that happened, I would be parting ways with him......

*Would my life really improve if we parted?*

Although our first meeting started with a misunderstanding, I was satisfied with my current life.
For some reason, I had developed a feeling that I didn't want to part with him.

"Master?"

So I called out to him anxiously, but my master remained silent.
Perhaps he had never thought about what to do with me.
As I listened to his contemplative voice, my anxiety grew.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"What would you like to do?"

In the midst of this, perhaps he truly didn't know what to do.
I flinched at my master's voice and looked at him, seeing him quietly watching me, waiting for my answer.
His figure was illuminated by moonlight, with an extinguished lamp behind him.

"I......"
"Please speak freely, without feeling pressured."

Honestly, most slaves would want to escape their masters and regain freedom.
But having found such an incomparable master, that doesn't apply to me.

"If you ask to be released, I will gladly do so."

Rather, from my selfish perspective, I would prefer that my master not send me away.

"Of course, if you want to stay here, you can do that too."

At my master's words, I fell into contemplation.
His statement that I could continue to stay was quite appealing to me.

Wanting to continue a slave's life of my own will might sound crazy to some.
They might ask if I really enjoy a position where I could lose my life at my master's word.
But after losing my family and home to the Imperial Army, and experiencing a long, unhappy wandering life.

Rather, by my master's side.
Even if my chest gets touched while sleeping, staying here would be a happier life.

"What will you do?"

My master's voice urged me to answer again.

"I want to stay here."

In fact, the answer was already decided.
Even if my master changes later and treats me differently, it doesn't matter.
For someone like me who has survived through many situations, as long as I can stay alive.

"Master, can I really stay here?"

I don't mind losing my freedom.

"Of course. No."

My master's hand touched my cheek.

"I would like you to stay by my side."

And those words from my master were enough to deeply move my heart.
It felt like he understood my desire to stay here, even if it meant remaining a slave.

"But will you be alright with that?"
"Pardon?"
"A slave is not a person but an object. All your actions will be bound to me, and the only freedom you'll have is what I allow. Will that be okay?"

I nodded at my master's question as he brushed aside a strand of hair next to my cheek.
What does it matter if I'm treated like an object?
If I can avoid those aimless wandering days by staying with such a good master.

"I'd rather stay by your side even if it means that."

Because when I was captured by slave traders, I thought my life was completely over.
Those guys were incredibly tough.
Even though I killed four of my comrades, they somehow managed to capture and subdue me.
My spirit probably broke then.

"Will you keep me by your side if that's okay with you?"

I wondered if I should have fought to survive like this.

"Of course, Ei. I also thought I'd like you to stay by my side."

But Master, you're like a light that pulled me out of that cesspool.
I don't want to go back to wandering alone as a descendant of traitors.

I'd rather be a slave if it means staying by your side.

"Thank you."

I heard my master's final words.
When I came to my senses, I noticed his face had somehow drawn quite close.

"Um, Master...?"

When I quietly called to him, perhaps he realized how close we were.
In his eyes as he looked down at me.
There was a gaze as if he was seeing someone other than Ei.

Probably that woman.
The woman my master knew in his childhood.

*He must have liked her.*

That's when it happened.
As if about to kiss me, I felt my master's hand gently wrap around the back of my neck and head.
I moved my lips, about to ask if it was really okay to give his lips to someone like me.
But as his face drew closer, instead of asking that, I closed my eyes.

For the first time, someone else's warmth touched my lips.

*

"......"

After a long time.
Meina, who had been swimming in the sea of memories recorded while holding the crystal, slowly opened her eyes.
How much time had passed?
The laboratory, unlit and illuminated only by the light from the crystal, came into her view.

*It's already time...*

Normally, she would have been asleep by now for tomorrow.
She might still be awake if there was research to do.
But there was no particular reason to stay up in this sabbatical year.

*The report in my memory clearly stated that they had completely erased that family's bloodline.*

However, she needed to organize what she had seen in her memories recorded in the crystal.
After jotting down some simple notes on the blank board she had placed next to the crystal, she left the laboratory.

*I wonder if Ei is sleeping.*

Returning to her bedroom after acknowledging the salutes of patrolling soldiers with a simple gesture, she.
Thinking of the girl she had decided to take as her disciple, she let out a small sigh.

She had told Theo that she would wake up tomorrow morning.
But Meina herself didn't know exactly when Ei would wake up, as her forced sleep was a symptom of mana depletion.

*If she's awake, maybe I should go see her.*

Of course, if she was awake, there were things to discuss.
She drew out her mana to call up the surveillance system.
And created a virtual screen in front of her eyes to view Theo's room.

But she had to abandon the idea of going to see Ei.

*My goodness, what are those two doing?*

On the screen Meina saw, Theo was holding Ei in his arms.
They were sharing a deep kiss.
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"Oh my, oh my."

Theo, that boy.
Even though he acted like he had no interest in women, even with a pretty girl like Ariel in front of him.
What he's showing now is completely...

*Could he have been a normal man all along?*

Meina hurriedly turned off the screen, but she still felt as if the scene she had just witnessed was floating before her eyes.
Though it wasn't intentional, she felt sorry for both of them for having glimpsed such an intimate moment.
She would have to pretend she hadn't seen anything.

*And yet he was so indifferent toward Ariel.*

Perhaps Theo preferred women like Ei rather than Ariel.
Come to think of it, women like Ei probably never had a chance to get close to Theo.
Most of the women he knew, whether from childhood or now, were all nobles.
Most of them were like Ariel, adorned in splendor.

*So he definitely has a type, then.*

Meina smiled to herself as she thought about her nephew who had grown up so quickly, feeling both amazed and somehow finding it cute.
Ariel and Ei were both charming women, but their appeal was completely different.

Ei had black hair and blue eyes creating a mysterious synergy, with a vulnerability in her unique aura that made one want to protect her.
Ariel, befitting a Princess, appeared unapproachable in her splendor, yet beneath that was an inexplicable warmth.

*Sigh, our Theo. So that's why you chose Ei?*

She let out a small sigh as she recalled the price paid for Ei, which she had discovered from interrogating the slave trader.
Of course, Ariel was Theo's betrothed, but unless they had already held a formal engagement ceremony...
Right now, it was just an agreement between the families to match the two together.
If Ariel failed to capture Theo's heart, nothing was certain in the current situation.

*But what will you do? Your betrothed is Ariel.*

If Theo's arranged partner had been anyone other than the Princess, she might have given him freedom.
But considering that the Aris family had been connected to the imperial family for generations...
In the end, Theo couldn't be with Ei.

*Sigh...*

Meina was troubled.
She wondered if she should take Ei as her disciple.
She wanted to follow her heart, but her position as a member of the Aris family weighed on her mind.

If Theo had just been satisfying his desires with a sex slave, she wouldn't have had such concerns.
But the kiss she had witnessed was clearly one shared between a man and woman confirming their feelings for each other.

She didn't know how it had happened, but if she took Ei as her disciple, Ei would spend a lot of time with Theo.
And their feelings for each other would surely deepen.
If they couldn't be together because of the family elders' opposition, how great would their pain be?

*Should I just not take her in?*

Meina closed her eyes.
She briefly imagined Ei's future if she wasn't taken in by her and went down the wrong path.
It was clear she hadn't properly learned magic, yet her mana capacity was alarming. If she went down the wrong path...

*No, that can't happen.*

Meina shook her head.
The girl already had enough wounds.
With Ei's talent, she might cause a great calamity in the future.

Meina thought she must take her in and guide her on the right path.
Not only was her talent desirable, but it seemed necessary for the future.

But the problem was that Ei wouldn't lose anything by not becoming her disciple.
If Ei had requested to become her disciple first, she could have made it a condition that she stay away from Theo.
But now, she had to entice a girl who had no interest in learning magic.

*This is giving me a headache.*

Feeling her sleepiness fade away, Meina let out a long sigh.
The current situation, where nothing seemed to have an easy solution, was frustrating.

*

I slowly opened my eyes, feeling movement beside me.
Looking to the side, I saw my Master sleeping soundly, having let go of me at some point.

"Ah, why did I get caught up in the mood..."

My face flushed as I recalled what happened last night.
Why did I do that?
Why didn't I ask what his intentions were when he approached me, even though I knew?

*Master, you're mean...*

If I had just been serving my Master as a sex slave, I wouldn't have felt this embarrassed.
The Master would have simply been using his property for its intended purpose, and I would have just given my body to him for that purpose.

Yesterday, Master clearly saw me overlapping with that girl he saw in his childhood, if only briefly.
But because of what he said to me, it was unclear whether the kiss was really with me or with that girl from his childhood.

One thing was certain: he had shared that deep kiss with me as a woman, not as a slave.
I had no intention of giving myself to anyone.
Master had essentially taken me as a woman on his own accord.

*I should make some tea.*

I got up from the bed, quickly put on my maid uniform, and grabbed the teapot to get water for making tea.
Normally, Leana, the Master's personal maid, would have prepared everything in advance, but Master had assigned the morning tea-making duties to me.
Of course, even the preparation was now my responsibility.

*At least I remember the way.*

Perhaps thanks to the time I spent wandering around the castle yesterday after Meina's request, I could now walk through the corridors without getting lost and find my way to the kitchen.

"So you're the new girl, Ei."

...The intimidating kitchen man I was seeing for the first time was a bit scary.

"Be careful, it's hot."
"Yes, thank you."

After greeting the cook, I was on my way out of the kitchen.
In the distance, I saw brilliant platinum blonde hair reflecting in the window, and all the events from yesterday began to come back to me.
The person I'm serving is Meina Aris, and all that talk about being a disciple...

*Let's run away.*

My mind was filled with the thought that I needed to avoid her at all costs.
Why was that woman walking around the castle at such an early hour?

*She didn't say anything about meeting in the morning...*

But there was nothing I could do.
Since I was the one with the lower status, I would have to be the one to avoid her.

"Hey, you."

But why did fate make the Princess recognize me?

"Y-Yes?"
"Why are you pretending not to see me?"
"Well..."
"What's that, a teapot?"
"Yes."
"People from the North really do take their morning tea seriously."

I was secretly amazed at the Princess's eyesight.
She should have only been able to tell that there was a maid, yet somehow she recognized me.

"The North is cold."
"Hmm."
"I heard that since the body gets colder while sleeping than when awake, you need to drink something warm to heat up. Otherwise, it's easy to catch a cold."

Ariel crossed her arms and looked down at me, saying, "Is that so?"
I wished she would let me go now.
Otherwise, the water would cool, and I'd have to make my Master wait longer.

"Well, I should be going..."
"Then you're on your way to the Professor now, right?"
"Professor?"
"Your Master."

She's not my Master...
I wanted to correct Ariel and tell her the truth, but remembering how Meina had declared me her disciple yesterday and silenced me, I thought I should keep quiet.

"What are you doing? Aren't you going?"
"Pardon?"
"Surely you don't intend to delay your Master's daily routine?"

I tilted my head, not understanding Ariel's intentions.
What did my getting hot water and returning to Meina have to do with anything?

"Ah, no. I should go."

But just as I was answering, a terrible thought crossed my mind.

"Are you also going to see her...?"
"That's right."

There's a saying from my past life: "What you fear most comes true."

"I have something to discuss with the Professor."

I don't know who came up with that saying, but it certainly fit my current situation.
I felt a sense of impending doom.

"Since this is her sabbatical year and she's not doing any research, I don't think she'll be in her laboratory."
"Are you going directly to her bedroom?"
"Yes. Since you serve her, you must know where her bedroom is, right?"

Know where her bedroom is? What nonsense.
I'm not even a maid of this castle, let alone Meina's disciple.
I don't even know how to get to the laboratory, so of course I don't know where her bedroom is.

*I'm really in trouble now.*

And yet the Princess was telling me she had something to discuss with Meina and wanted me to guide her there.
I had just come to the kitchen to get water for tea for the Young Master.
Why was this happening to me?

"Then please guide me—"

But my inner cries didn't reach the Princess.
She naturally followed behind me and was about to order me to guide her.

"Even if you are the Princess, isn't it disrespectful to Your Excellency to visit like this?"

I don't believe in God.
Nevertheless, feeling truly doomed, I desperately prayed for someone to save me.
As I was inwardly begging for someone to get me out of there, a voice caught both my and the Princess's attention.

"Theo...?"

Following the voice, I saw a red-haired man leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, looking in our direction.
It was my Master, appearing like a deity sent to save me.
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But even if I was happy to meet my master here, I couldn't openly show it.
In front of the Princess, I was merely a maid serving Meina Aris.

"So this is where you were."
"...Young Master?"
"His Excellency entrusted you to me for a while."

My master uncrossed his arms and began approaching me.
The Princess made a confused expression beside him, then looked at me and said, "Theo, wait," stepping between us.

"You said she was entrusted to you?"
"She's called Ei, not 'she.'"
"That's not the important part right now—"
"I was supposed to receive her from His Excellency this morning, but she didn't come, so he asked me to find her."

My master fired off lies like a machine gun, seemingly unconcerned that he was speaking to the Princess, and continued walking toward me.
The Princess shouted "Hey!" at him, but—

"Haah......"

My master briefly touched the teapot I was holding and sighed.

"The tea has gone cold."
"Well, I could heat it with magic—no, that's not the point. Anyway, so you're keeping her with you?"
"Is there a problem with that?"

It didn't take long for the Princess's expression to fill with disbelief.
Perhaps she found it ridiculous that he was addressing me while she stood right there.

"Sigh. You really......"

But their relationship seemed more complicated than it appeared, as the Princess stopped there and closed her mouth.
Judging by status alone, it wouldn't be strange if the Princess made a scene here.

"If you still need to see His Excellency, I can guide you there."

Perhaps their relationship wasn't simply based on status, as the Princess sighed and followed behind.
My master glanced at her, said "Let's go," and began leading the way.
I followed behind the Princess, silencing even my footsteps.

*     *     *

"Here we are."

When my master arrived at Meina's bedroom and stepped aside, the Princess cautiously raised her hand toward the door.
It looked like she was about to knock, but...
Even for her, a professor was still a professor.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Could you open the door for me?"
"Pardon?"

Honestly, from my perspective, it was an absurd request.
After bringing someone all this way, she was too afraid to open the door herself and asked me to do it.

"Alright."

At least fortunately, even though she didn't like me, she didn't speak rudely to me.
When would I ever see a noble-blooded Princess stammering in front of a mere slave?

"Meina? Are you awake?"
"...Mmm?"

Following the Princess's instructions, I knocked carefully and asked, and from inside came Meina's voice, sounding drunk with sleep.
It didn't seem like a proper response.

"...Ei-ni?"

But I thought she would just answer, when suddenly the door slowly opened and Meina appeared wearing only a slip and underwear, rubbing her left eye.

"Mmm? So many visitors?"
"Ahem."

My master cleared his throat, apparently not expecting her to appear like that.
Meina, dressed more provocatively than when I first arrived at this castle after being sold to my master, opened the door and said, "Come in."
Following the Princess into the room, I saw it was filled with luxurious furniture.

*What an impressive bedroom library...*

Most impressive was that unlike my master who hung swords on his wall, Meina had a bookshelf filling an entire wall.
Indeed, she must be a renowned magician in the Empire, unless one was in a truly remote area.

"Your Excellency. Even though the castle is safe, wouldn't it be better to sleep properly dressed?"
"Hm? My room maintains an optimal temperature with magic, so why should I wear uncomfortable clothes to sleep?"
"Perhaps you could have at least put on a robe before opening the door......"

My master seemed displeased that Meina slept in just her underwear.
He leaned against the window, deliberately looking outside while scolding her.
Meina smiled mischievously, approached him, and spread her arms wide.

"Our Theo, were you surprised to see your noona so defenseless after so long?"
"Who's your noona? That's not the point—I'm telling you to put some clothes on—"
"Oh my. But I don't usually get out of bed at this hour."
"Embracing a man while wearing only underwear is certainly not a good—"
"Yes, yes, good boy. Then let me hug my nephew after so long?"

After preparing tea for three people, including Meina's portion, I was slowly approaching Meina's bookshelf.
It wasn't as extensive as her research lab filled with bookshelves, but I was curious about books being kept in a bedroom, a space meant for rest.

*This is...*

I couldn't help but be surprised at what books were on the shelf.
While Meina's research lab was filled with magic books for her studies, her bedroom bookshelf contained various rare books so valuable they were difficult to price.

"It's better not to touch those."

I was startled by a voice from behind and turned my head to see Meina smiling at me while embracing my master from behind.

"Ah."
"If even one page of those books gets torn, you might never leave Aris for the rest of your life."

I know that...
To survive as a wanderer, you need to be good at fighting, but you also need to know many things.
Among those things was the ability to recognize items like those on Meina's bookshelf—knowledge needed to immediately identify expensive items.

"Well, if you were my disciple, I might forgive you even if you ruined an entire book, not just a page."

But with her next words, I felt my heart sink.
That statement indirectly revealed that I wasn't Meina's disciple.

"Well."

But perhaps the Princess already knew.
Carefully sipping her tea, she seemed to notice my gaze and addressed me with somewhat pointed words.
Come to think of it, that lie wasn't even told by me but by Meina.

"But our Ei has no interest in learning magic, so she wouldn't want to be my disciple, right?"

Thinking about it now, I understood why Meina's voice sounded so annoying.
Meina released my master from her embrace, put on a robe hanging on the wall, and approached me, placing her hand on my left shoulder.
I felt soft flesh against my right shoulder and arm.

"This is truly an incredible opportunity."
"......"
"Ei, think about it. Why does Meina Aris, despite her reputation, have no disciples?"

Meina's voice resonated gently in my ear, as if whispering to me.

"Perhaps I've been waiting all this time to take you as my disciple?"
"I don't think that's quite right."
"Hehe, really?"

At that moment, Meina made a gesture with her free hand as if supporting something, and lightly summoned a book above her hand, offering it to me.

"Take it."
"...What is this?"
"Our Ei seems to know how to read, at least~"

It seemed like such a casual remark.
For a professor to behave this way—wearing only a robe over underwear—seemed inappropriate.
There was even misplaced aegyo mixed in.

But as if hypnotized by words that seemed to see right through me, by words that seemed to know exactly what level of education I had received, I couldn't help but accept the book Meina offered.

"Introduction to Magic, Basics...?"
"Someone like you, Ei, could probably master this kind of book in less than a month without my direct teaching."
"What kind of book is this?"
"What kind of book?"

Meina, finally letting go of me, conjured a flame above her hand to show me.
A simple action that could be done by gathering mana and burning it.
It was such a basic magical act that it barely qualified as magic.

"Let's say it's a book that helps you do at least this much with ease."

Just by seeing me heat a teapot, she had somehow assessed my magic level, and I couldn't help but feel a chill run down my spine.

"Well then, I assume my nephew and the cutie have finished their business."

Meina stretched her hand to the side.
As her robe disappeared, a robe similar to what she wore yesterday began to envelop her body.

"Now, what brings our precious student to see this professor so early in the morning?"

Watching her change clothes with magic, I was no longer surprised.
Meina sat in front of the Princess, lightly sipped the now-cold tea, then politely placed both hands on her thighs and began looking at Ariel.

The dignity she now displayed was so incongruous with the woman who had just been wearing revealing clothes and speaking with aegyo that it was bewildering.

"Oh, I was just..."
"It's alright, speak freely. Don't worry about it affecting your grades."
"That's not what I was worried about."

Well, they'll talk among themselves.
Thinking this, I was about to turn around to look at the books on the shelf before leaving when someone nudged me. I turned to see my master standing beside me.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"I think we should leave them to talk privately."

I'm a bit disappointed to leave now.
But how could I refuse when my master speaks?

"Understood."

I turned to leave despite my disappointment.
If she came so urgently this morning with something to discuss, it was probably not something to be shared with others.

*Well, this won't be my only opportunity.*

But just then, a voice made both my master and me stop in our tracks.

"Excuse me, could I borrow Ei from you?"

It was an unexpected request from the Princess.

My master and I both turned to look at the Princess simultaneously.

*

"...How annoying."

Leana, standing in front of Meina's bedroom, stomped the floor in irritation.

What was so special about a mere slave?
It had taken her so long and been so difficult to reach her current position.
Why was that woman constantly by the Young Master's side just because he had bought her?

*That wretched woman.*

Leana mentally cursed Ei as she began pulling her cart toward Theo's room to prepare breakfast.

She hadn't intentionally eavesdropped.
This was one of the corridors she frequently passed through while working.

But what could she do when she had already heard the slave's voice from inside the room?
Upon learning that the mere slave was in Meina's bedroom, her mind was filled with thoughts other than her master's breakfast.

How could she separate that woman from the Young Master?
How could she get rid of that woman?
Could all her efforts to reach this position be wasted because of that woman?
These thoughts were eating away at Leana's mind.

And though she didn't realize it herself, her private thoughts were connecting to another emotion.

*Just wait. Let's see how long you can keep smiling.*

Soon, the eavesdropper outside Meina's bedroom disappeared.
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"Huh? What did you say?"
"I mean exactly what I said. That girl, she's the professor's maid."

What did this princess eat last night?
I'm not some object she can just borrow whenever she wants.

"To be honest, I'm a bit jealous that she gets to be with that wicked professor's disciple."
"So, you need to see for yourself to believe it?"
"Yes."

Hearing her reason for bringing me along made this even more ridiculous.
I never said I wanted to be a disciple in the first place, yet Meina wants to take me as her student.

"Hmm. I wonder if what I showed with the mana measurement crystal wasn't enough."
"Magic power isn't everything, you know."
"True, but you know this—as long as someone has the minimum mana sensitivity to become a mage, they can grow from there."

When Meina suggested there was no need to verify, the princess made a dissatisfied expression.
But she didn't argue and quietly began to listen to what Meina had to say.

"Ei."
"Yes."

Perhaps to give them privacy.
At my Master's voice, I quietly left Meina's room and noticed the hallway was much brighter than before.
Normally, it would be this time of day after finishing breakfast.

"Breakfast is quite late today."
"Well, variables happen in daily life."

Master said casually as she walked toward her room.
As I followed behind her, I saw Leana approaching from a distance, having finished preparing breakfast.

"Ah, Leana."
"Young Master. I've completed breakfast preparations in your room, so you can go in and eat right away."
"Thank you as always."
"...It's nothing."

Leana greeted my Master and then turned her gaze toward me.
But the moment our eyes met, I felt a chill run down my spine.

*...What? Did I do something wrong?*

It was just for a moment.
But I could clearly feel it.
Her gaze contained an inexplicable killing intent.

It was strange.
Had I done anything since coming here to make enemies?
Probably not.
At most, the princess might be one, but even she didn't seem to see me as an enemy, so it was fair to say I had none...

"Ei, what's wrong?"
"Pardon?"
"Your expression doesn't look good. If Leana said something to you, you can tell me."
"It's nothing. I just felt a slight chill."

There was no need to tell Master about personal feelings.
While I'm bound to Master by the dark magic of a slave contract that maintains our trust,
Leana maintains her relationship with Master without such a contract.
Saying anything might only come back to hurt me.

"Master."
"What is it?"
"I'm hungry. Let's go have breakfast quickly."
"Alright, let's go."

Though it was my first time saying something like that, Master didn't seem to mind and smiled at me.

*     *     *

I lowered my gaze.
Through the window, I could see Master escorting the princess out.
Apparently, the princess hadn't come alone; three knights were following behind her.

*"Ei. Wait inside."*

I recalled what Master had said before going out to see the princess off.
Master had told the princess that Meina had entrusted me to her.
But perhaps thinking it wouldn't look good if we were seen together, Master had left me in the room while she went outside alone.

*"Meina..."*

This gave me time to think about various things.
The biggest concern was Meina Aris.
She wanted to take me as her disciple.

*"She thinks I have talent for magic?"*

I turned my gaze away from the princess to look out at the view of the estate below.
People moving about looked as small as ants, and I gradually became lost in thought.

*"But wouldn't the princess have more talent?"*

My main concern was how to respond to Meina's "Become my disciple" proposal.
Certainly, Meina's offer was an incredible opportunity.
Even before my life was ruined by being captured by slave traders, I had heard her name many times during my wandering days.
The glimpses of magic she had shown in this castle were truly worthy of the title Archmage.

*"Spatial movement, illusion barriers, book summoning—none of these were ordinary level spells."*

During my wandering days, I had met many mages.
I had posed as an adventurer and mercenary to make a living, taking on requests.
Often, I worked alongside mages to complete these requests.

Because of this, I could easily tell a mage's level of skill just by watching them cast spells.
Thanks to this, I had avoided wasting money several times by exposing frauds who claimed to be mages without any real skill.

That's why I could tell immediately upon seeing Meina's magic.
She was on a completely different level from any mage I had ever met.

The reason I was surprised by her spatial magic on the first day we met was because of this.
For someone like me who could see the flow of mana as energy, it was the first time seeing someone gather that much mana in an instant.
It was simply astonishing that a single person could wield magic of that caliber.

Just yesterday, the princess had performed the feat of gathering broken plate fragments onto a cart using just wind.
She was said to be an excellent student, but merely a student of Meina, not a disciple.
If she could reach that level through a standard curriculum as a student rather than a disciple...

If I became her disciple, I could learn much of what Meina knew.
I would no longer need to live as a wanderer or a slave.
Learning even a fraction of her knowledge would allow me to live comfortably as a mage anywhere.

*"But I can't."*

However, this was all based on the premise that I wasn't born with the blood of a traitor.
If I didn't have that lineage, I wouldn't be hesitating now.
Even I thought there would be no reason to refuse Meina's offer otherwise.

But if my family background were revealed, even my current life as a slave would end.
If my goal was simply to survive somehow,
there would be no better place than here at the Aris estate.

Of course, this was only true as long as my hidden truth remained hidden.

Guilt by association seems so unreasonable and unfair from the victim's perspective.
But this world can assign guilt even to innocent relatives simply because their family almost destroyed the world.

In the end, I was the one who needed to be careful.
Whether it was unfair or not, I was the one who had to survive in this world.

I remembered what my mother had told me in her final words, telling me to survive.
She said that even if I couldn't understand it then, even if I made an incredibly close friend someday,
I should never reveal our family name to anyone.

*"So that's what she meant."*

If it had been a moderate crime,
one that could end with a life sentence as a slave according to imperial law, I might have been able to make a deal with Meina.
But the sin tied to this blood couldn't end with slavery, so that was impossible.

*"I have no choice."*

In the end, my conclusion was that I had to refuse Meina's offer.
If I could just continue living as the slave Ei, that would be one thing.
But maintaining my current life was already precarious, and adding another relationship felt like it would make it impossible to keep hiding myself.

As the princess left the castle and disappeared into the distance, I turned away from the window and looked in the mirror.
A woman with looks too good to be a mere maid stared back at me, despite wearing a maid's uniform.

*"Ei."*

But my face, which usually smiled, now showed sadness instead of the expressionlessness I normally had when alone.
Perhaps I was crying because I had to push away someone who wanted to take me in.

The wind blew through the window I had opened for ventilation, brushing my hair as it entered the room.
The reflection in the mirror began to emit a rather dark atmosphere.

Perhaps it was because of the shadow contrasting with the ends of my hair that seemed to shine brightly like dying light.

The face of the girl with pitiful blue eyes looked much darker than usual.
As I was about to cover my face with my hands, wondering why I was crying,

I heard Master's footsteps approaching from outside the room and stopped.

*"She's coming."*

I reached out to close the window and lowered my head.
When I looked up at the mirror again, the sadness had vanished from Ei's face as if it had never been there.
I moved toward the door, and as it opened, Master appeared, having finished seeing the princess off.
I carefully greeted her with, "Welcome back."

"It was nothing."

Master seemed pleased with my greeting and smiled slightly as she picked up a coat hanging on the wall and put it on.
As I was about to ask where she was going,

"Ei. Do you remember when we visited Madam Lawrence's shop and ordered clothes for you?"
"Madam Lawrence... Ah, yes."
"I just got word that your clothes are ready."
"Clothes?"

At Master's voice, I quickly grabbed my outer garment and followed behind her.
Then I heard her say, "You've become more perceptive."

The door closed.
The mirror that had just shown a sad girl now only reflected the empty window.
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"Oh my, you came early."
"She's not a maid, so we can't keep her in a maid's uniform forever."

Lady Lawrence gestured toward the completed outfit as if she had been waiting for this moment. Following her gaze, my master and I turned to look at the clothes hanging on the mannequin. The first thing that greeted me was a deep purple coat, like the midnight sky.

*Is this really my outfit?*

But the coat wasn't the only piece. The dress underneath was made of thick fabric, likely considering the time I'd spend in the North. It was clear they hadn't measured my size for nothing.

*Is this the Master's taste?*

It clung to my body quite well, revealing my figure.

*The sleeves are designed strangely.*

What made it different from ordinary clothes was that while the dress revealed my collarbone, the sleeve ends had loops to secure around my middle fingers. The design covered both the neck and back completely.

*Could this be intentional design to hide my slave mark?*

When I looked away from the clothes, I noticed my master staring at me expressionlessly and Lady Lawrence waiting with a smile. Under their expectant gazes, I carefully removed the outfit from the mannequin and noticed black fabric.

*How fitting for the North.*

The black fabric was tights. The maid uniform had been thick, with stockings long enough to go under the skirt, but my new clothes would be thinner.

"I'll go change."

As I headed toward the back of the shop with the clothes, I noticed a boy fiddling with fabric. Sensing my presence, he turned around and asked, "Oh, are you changing?"

"Yes."
"Just a moment, I'll clear out for you."
"No, please continue what you're doing."

What was his name again? He must have heard about my identity, but he's still being considerate.

"You look busy."

Well, it doesn't really matter either way. Lady Lawrence had mentioned earlier that the boy should leave while I changed.

"I don't know if I look like some noble young lady to you, but I'm not, so don't worry about it."

With that, I began unbuttoning my clothes. As the fabric fell away one by one, I could feel the boy's gaze on my back. Though he looked barely ten years old, perhaps he was already curious about the opposite sex.

I put on the tights first, then the deep purple dress, buttoning it up at the neck. Then I placed the choker—which normally slaves would wear—with its jeweled center over the dress, wrapping the strings around the back of my neck into a ribbon.

*Ugh.*

A tingling sensation came from the brand on my shoulder. Though I could remove the choker freely thanks to my master's permission, it was still reacting to the brand on my body.

*Slave brand...*

Finally, I put on the coat and fastened the buttons. After tying the belt positioned just below my chest, I stood before the mirror and was amazed at the unfamiliar sight.

*I've never seen myself like this before.*

Of course, I used to wear clothes typical of adventurers, so this was entirely different.

Having finished dressing, I turned to leave and join my master waiting outside. But noticing an intense stare, I turned my head. Was the sight of me in just my underwear that stimulating?

"Shh."

I approached the boy, whose face had turned bright red, and placed my index finger on his lips. Ah, now I remembered his name.

"It's Liam, right?"
"Y-yes..."
"What you saw today stays between us. Understood?"

After Liam nodded, I came out to find both my master and Lady Lawrence looking at me. The lady clapped her hands saying, "It suits you perfectly," but my master seemed somewhat displeased.

"Lady."
"Yes, Young Master."
"Why is the neck covered?"

Apparently covering the neck wasn't my master's intention, as there was slight dissatisfaction in his voice. Even with the neck covered, the design itself wasn't bad.

"Well, our Ei isn't an ordinary person, is she?"
"You did this deliberately?"
"Of course. You and I wouldn't have bad intentions, but isn't it better than letting someone with ill intentions see the brand on Ei's shoulder?"

True, having fabric extend from the dress to cover the neck wasn't a common design. Small decorative fabric pieces serving as choker alternatives were one thing, but even in the North, dresses typically revealed the shoulders.

"Besides, covering the neck like this will help prevent colds, don't you think?"
"Hmm."
"Though it might be a bit warm when going to the South."

The sleeve design was unusual too. Normally sleeves end at the wrist, but these had loops to secure around the middle finger.

"You've done well."
"It's nothing. This small consideration is the least I can do for those who protect our territory."

It seemed to be a design that compromised with the fact that I was a slave. With loops around the middle fingers, it would prevent the fabric from rolling up and exposing gaps between my shoulders. It would help with warmth too.

"I'll send the remaining payment through Ei."
"Really? I'd prefer if you came yourself, what shall I do?"
"If you need a man, I know someone."
"Hoho, our Young Master has grown so much. How smoothly you respond now."

My master turned to leave. As I was about to follow him, I remembered what I was wearing and quickly turned back to thank the lady.

"Um, thank you."
"Not at all. The clothes found their rightful owner, so I'm the one who's pleased."

The lady seemed surprised to receive my thanks, but quickly smiled and waved at me.

"See you next time, pretty Ei."

I wish she wouldn't say things like that. "Pretty Ei," indeed. I had guessed my appearance was above average, but why did such comments make me feel so strange?

"Thank you—"
"Wait, just a moment!"

Just then, Liam's voice called from inside. The kid rushed out and grabbed my sleeve.

"I just realized, you're her, aren't you?"
"Huh?"
"The one who saved me when I almost died outside the castle."

What was he trying to say? One thing was certain—whatever he wanted to tell me wouldn't help my current situation.

"Liam."
"Yes?"
"Let's keep memories as just memories."

I leaned close to Liam and whispered in his ear.

"Like what you saw earlier, some things are better left as private memories."

To prevent him from saying anything reckless, I mentioned how I had changed clothes in front of him. His face turned red again as he nodded.

"Lady, I'll see you later."
"Hoho, looks like our Liam has completely fallen for Ei!"
"Oh, please."

I turned and left the shop after smoothly responding to the lady.

"A person's first woman is always special."

Though I certainly wasn't that woman.

"You took your time."

Had he been waiting for me? My master, standing a short distance from the shop, spoke as soon as I approached.

"I just had a little conversation."
"A conversation? Ei, you barely know the lady, don't you?"
"There's also a little boy named Liam in the shop."

My master gave me a look that seemed to ask what that had to do with anything.

"He'll probably never forget today for the rest of his life."

Young as he may be, he's still a male with that third leg between his thighs just awakening to the opposite sex. My master sighed and shook his head.

"Ei, you need to value yourself more."
"I'll keep that in mind, Master. But what exactly do you mean by—"
"You're my property that I paid dearly for, so don't let yourself be used by anyone without my permission."

I smiled slightly behind him as he walked ahead.
So this is what it feels like when someone feels possessive of me.

"I understand."
"Good."

I followed behind my master, impressed by the warmth of the outfit that covered most of my body.

*

"Is that really true?"
"Of course. When have you ever caught me lying?"

Meanwhile, in the castle's maid waiting room, five or six maids had gathered to listen to Leana's story. Recently, a mysterious girl had become the talk of the castle, and the maids were no exception.

In this context, when Leana, who had been the Young Master's dedicated maid, brought up the topic, everyone's attention was naturally drawn to her.

"Wow, she didn't look like that type."
"Well, I understand. She looks like she doesn't know anything."
"Even so, is she trying to steal your position, Leana?"
"She must have spread her legs eagerly. Well, the Young Master is a man after all."

Of course, the conversation wasn't heading in a positive direction.

"I'm quite curious about that story too."

Just then, the door to the waiting room opened, and a man in elegant clothing appeared.

"Ah."
"L-Lord Persian!"
"That girl who's been following the Young Master lately, her name is Ei, right?"
"Y-yes, that's correct."
"I'd like to hear that story in detail too, if I may join you."

It was Levan Persian, one of the retainers of the Aris family.
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The Heir of the Family.
The black-haired woman who followed Theo Aris around was quite the topic of conversation within Aris Castle.

Though she wore a maid's uniform, she hadn't gone through the proper hiring procedures to become a maid.
She was extremely beautiful, which might suggest a certain purpose, but seeing her properly dressed and walking around normally ruled that out.
And if one thought the young master had brought her in as a potential wife, he already had the First Princess designated as his future fiancée.

Perhaps it was because no one could determine why she was brought in that she became such a topic of discussion.
In the Aris family, which valued efficiency, having no purpose was as bad as being inefficient.
Moreover, she should at least have served some personal pleasure, but Ei showed no signs of even that purpose.

"Hmm."

Levan Persian let out a contemplative sound after hearing Leana's story.
Surely the young master must have had some intention in bringing her in.
Not knowing that intention wasn't a good sign for him.

"That's why we thought that woman was allowed into Aris Castle because she showed the young master some pleasure he hadn't known before."
"Well..."
"Honestly, don't you think so? The young master, who looks at even the beautiful princess like a stone, wouldn't suddenly bring in a woman for no reason."

Levan was an ambitious man.
Someday, he wanted to step over all the family retainers and position himself closest to the Family Head.
Since taking over the family itself was out of the question, if he was going to rise, being right next to the Family Head was the best position.

For someone like him, the news of a woman with unknown purpose and identity entering the castle wasn't good.
Variables could interfere at any time, and that woman was the very embodiment of a variable.

"Indeed, the young master is a man, so he might have such thoughts."
"Right?"
"But the young master isn't one to let emotions cloud his judgment. Especially since he's very aware of his position as the Aris family heir."

Leana had thought things might work out well since a retainer like Levan was listening to her.
But with his subsequent words, she began to feel frustrated, realizing things wouldn't be so simple.

"Of course, the young master is still young, so he might make mistakes due to emotions once in a while, but I don't think it would be because of a woman."

Levan, who seemed to agree with her opinion, had presented a different view.

"Then what do you think, Sir Persian...?"
"That woman might have some connection to the young master that we don't know about. The past can sometimes bind people more strongly than reason."

But while Levan said this outwardly, inwardly he thought an opportunity had presented itself.
Unlike the current Family Head, Theo Aris never showed any openings to the retainers.
As a result, the retainers were worried that their positions would weaken once he inherited the title.
He might even expel them as remnants of the previous generation.

"Leana."
"Yes, Sir Persian."
"Could you follow me for a moment? We should move to a quieter place."

At Levan's words, Leana hesitated internally for a moment.
Move to a quieter place?
She was on break now, but she had to go back to work soon as a maid.

"Uh..."
"If it's because of your duties, I'll speak to the Head Maid about it."

Levan said this while briefly glancing around.
The maid's waiting room might be quiet enough away from others' eyes.
But considering that Meina Aris was among the family members, this place wasn't quiet at all.

Though not widely known outside yet, it was said that Meina Aris had declared that nameless girl as her disciple.
This meant that the girl was favored by that woman, whom he absolutely didn't want to meet.
Since he didn't know what might have been done to the Surveillance System, it wasn't appropriate to talk here.

"Uh, alright."

Leana's voice was quite reluctant.
She had brought this up just to vent her frustration.
How did things end up like this?

"Then follow me."

As Levan went ahead, Leana looked back and forth between her colleagues before turning and carefully following him.
She was anxious about what he wanted to discuss that required calling her out.
But no matter how much of a lady's maid she was, a mere maid couldn't ignore a retainer's words.

Leana had no choice but to follow Levan.

*

"My, our Ei has become so pretty!"
"Eek!"

As soon as I entered the castle, a hand suddenly landed on my shoulder, making my heart sink.
Startled, I looked to the side to see Meina saying, "Oh my, did I startle you too much?"

"Y-you scared me."
"Aw, how cute. Were you that surprised?"

I almost lashed out by mistake.
Meina, completely unaware of my inner thoughts, found my surprise that adorable?

She smiled brightly, pulled me into her arms from behind.
Then she casually asked my master, "Can I borrow her for a bit?" and waited for his answer.

"Don't do anything strange."
"Come on, what strange things would I do?"
"Last time you called for her, she was unconscious when I found her."
"Ah, alright. I'll really send her back nicely this time."

Meina gathered mana in her right hand, which she extended forward from among the hands wrapped around my neck and shoulders.
I wondered where she was trying to take me again.

"Anyway, I'm just borrowing her for a moment."
"Please just return her safely."
"Don't worry. I really won't do anything this time."

At the same time, a magic circle appeared beneath me and Meina, and in an instant, I found myself in her laboratory, letting out a small sigh.
What kind of person treats another like an object?
Oh right, I am an object.

"By the way, Ei."
"Yes?"
"Where did this outfit come from?"

Meina led me to sit on the sofa and immediately showed interest in my new clothes.
Could this be why she called me?

"Huh?"
"Surely Theo, who looks at women like stones, couldn't have given it as a gift. And it's not a style I've seen within our Aris family."
"Actually, my master did give it to me as a gift..."

No, that's not it.
Recalling that every time she called me aside like this, there was always a reason.
This time too, there must be a reason important enough to call me separately.

"What? Really?"

The problem is that she's not the type to get straight to the point, and her actions are extremely casual.
The outward appearance isn't very trustworthy.

"I believe the master designed it himself. Some parts were adjusted by, um, was it Lady Lawrence? But mostly him."
"I see. It certainly doesn't look like a typical outfit."

Was it that surprising that my master gave me clothes as a gift?
Surprised by my words, Meina expressed her thoughts about the clothes in an intrigued voice.

"If Theo really made it freely without focusing on efficiency..."

As she touched various parts of the outfit, her hand moved toward inappropriate areas like my chest, so I looked up to find her smiling at me.

"Our Ei has quite a chest, doesn't she?"
"D-don't touch me..."
"My, are you refusing to be touched by someone higher than your master?"
"I-I don't belong to you, Meina."

But as a mere slave, I couldn't actively refuse her touch.
So while I said not to touch me, I couldn't grab her wrist or take any action.
Just then, Meina removed her hand from me without any regret and summoned a book, which she handed to me.

"Good. I really like that behavior."
"Combat Magic Basics...?"
"Just like you did with me just now, if anyone touches you, resist unconditionally. As you said, you're our precious Theo's possession, right?"

As I took the book in confusion, Meina nodded and casually told me, "That's for you to keep."
I was curious why she was teaching me combat magic.
But even seeing my questioning look, she didn't reveal her intentions and just smiled.

"Learning what's in that book will help you quite a bit when you need to resist."
"What's your intention in giving me this...?"
"Why, don't you like it? If not, give it back to me."
"N-no, I'll gratefully accept the book."

Was this some kind of warning that someone might touch me soon?
I might as well accept it since there's no harm in having it.

"You see, I really hate actions that try to break cute things."

If only she hadn't said that last part.

"I'm not cute though."
"Hm? I wasn't particularly talking about you, Ei... Wait, could it be?"

Meina's hand suddenly landed on my head.
It was a head I had only allowed my master to touch, but as I flailed trying to grab Meina's hand that had landed there arbitrarily.
Unfortunately, with my strength, I couldn't overcome her as she physically pinned down both my arms.

"Have you been thinking of yourself as cute all this time?"
"N-no, I haven't!"
"Hehe. When people feel called out, their denials become stronger than usual."

In the end, I had to endure her forced petting.
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But it wasn't just Meina's petting that I received.

Since it was a book I received from her, I should at least show some sincerity by reading it. However, I found myself captivated by the pleasure of absorbing knowledge about a world I hadn't known before.

Despite the fact that I wasn't yet her disciple—I wasn't even her student—Meina would unfailingly give me simple explanations whenever I showed particular interest in something.

"So even if it's a concentration of mana, once it takes physical form, it follows natural laws?"
"Yes."
"That's fascinating..."
"While magic may be the cause of creation, the resulting product is still a natural substance. Haven't you used magic before?"
"I've never thought about it that deeply when using magic..."

Perhaps if I had formally become her disciple, I could have received even deeper teachings.

"I'm surprised. With your talent, you might have met me as a student at the Academy someday."
"Am I really that good?"
"Of course. Why else would I want you as my disciple?"

I could feel Meina's fingertips playing with my hair.
But that moment was brief.
As if it was time to send me away, Meina released me from her embrace.

"Should I go now?"
"Yes. If I keep you too long, Theo won't be very happy. Why? Sad to leave?"
"What? Oh, that's..."
"Hehe, I'm just teasing. Well then, shall we send our Ei back to Theo's room?"

As I stood up at Meina's words, a magic circle began to form beneath me.
Then a question began to form in my mind.
What kind of magic had earned Meina Aris the title of Archmage?

"Um, Meina."
"Yes?"
"What's your specialty in magic?"
"Are you investigating me before even making me your master?"
"I just suddenly got curious."

My question seemed to please her, and I scratched the back of my head as Meina smiled playfully. But instead of answering:

"Ei."
"Yes?"

She suddenly adjusted her posture and called my name in a serious voice.

"This isn't certain yet, but I think there might be someone in the castle who doesn't like you."
"What?"
"I know you're not the type to make enemies, but as they say, you can know ten fathoms of water but not one fathom of the human heart."

I nodded and listened carefully to her words, and Meina let out a small sigh.
As the overseer of the surveillance system installed throughout the territory, did she know something I didn't?

"It would be best if nothing happens, but just in case, make sure you develop the strength to protect yourself."
"Is that why you gave me this book?"
"That's right. I'd like to teach you magic to escape, but you're not at that level yet, so there's nothing I can do."

I wondered why Meina was taking such good care of me.
I was just a simple slave.

"Meina."
"Yes?"
"I'm really curious... ah, never mind."

But asking someone who takes such good care of me about their intentions would be quite rude.
If she had ignored me before suddenly starting to care for me, that would be different.
But Meina had shown me goodwill from the beginning and had been treating me well all along.

"What is it? You can ask if you're curious."
"It's nothing. Just an unnecessary question."
"Really? Seeing you hide something makes me, as a scholar, extremely curious about what that question might be."

One thing was certain: seeing her take care of me even though I hadn't yet declared I would become her disciple...

My resolve to refuse becoming her disciple in order to hide myself was beginning to waver.

"Well, I should get going now."
"Alright. Take care."

With a wave of Meina's hand, light shone from beneath me, and my surroundings instantly changed to my master's bedroom.
I was momentarily amazed by Meina's magic that could freely change not only her own location but others' as well.

"You're back."

I saw my master wearing only a robe, as if he had just taken a shower.

"Master?"
"What is it?"
"Am I finally going to be violated?"
"I don't know what nonsense you're talking about. If you have nothing to do, you might as well look in a mirror."
"What?"

Following my master's words, I moved to the mirror and saw my slightly flushed face reflected in it.

"You must have had something good happen."
"Uh..."
"It's fine. You don't need to tell me. If you enjoyed yourself, that's a good thing."

I clearly hadn't done anything special, so why did I look so happy?
I thought about it for a moment, but couldn't come up with any reason.

"You look troubled."
"Ah, I guess I am a bit."
"Ei, when you have a lot on your mind, sometimes moving your body and working up a sweat can help organize your thoughts."

I noticed that my master was now wearing a lightweight combat uniform instead of his usual family formal attire.
It had almost no decorative elements or flowing parts, resembling a plain black suit, and I was momentarily distracted thinking, "Did he have something like this?" when:

"It's time for training. Would you like to join me?"
"Oh, but..."

Tempted by my master's voice, I scratched the back of my head while looking at my current clothes.

"In these clothes..."
"Hmm, I see."

My master nodded in agreement as he looked at what I was wearing.
While my current outfit might be suitable for everyday wear, it was certainly impractical for training.

"Or perhaps Master likes to see what's underneath when my skirt flutters as I move..."
"Hmm. That certainly wouldn't be bad, but it would be uncomfortable for you to move in. Follow me."

My master, now seemingly more comfortable with me, lightly responded to my joke, and I quickly followed behind him.
As he walked toward where his clothes would be stored, he casually spoke to me.

"I should have some training clothes from when I was younger that would fit you."
"Um, do I need to wear them?"
"If you want to work up a sweat, it would be better to change. I did focus on practicality, but wouldn't it be a shame if your new clothes got dirty?"

I nodded at my master's words.
Indeed, as he said, it would be sad if the new clothes I was wearing for the first time today got dirty.

"Of course, I didn't just have one set made. The next time I go to pay, there will be two or three more sets ready."
"That's so much..."
"Someone once told me that buying a female slave is exactly like playing dress-up."

Hmm.
So he wants to use me like a doll and try various outfits on me.
Surprisingly, that kind of preference...

"Don't misunderstand. I was just curious what it would feel like."
"Of course, Master."

As long as the clothes aren't too strange, I'm fine with it.
I followed behind him, keeping these unspoken thoughts to myself.

*

"Excuse me, Lord Persian."
"What is it?"
"Isn't this the Warp Gate?"
"Is there a problem?"

Leana began to feel uneasy as she watched Levan walking ahead.
Just how far were they going that they had reached the Warp Gate, which was only used for external travel?

"Ah, Lord Persian."
"I'd like it opened to the capital. I have some personal business."
"Will the lady behind you be accompanying you as well?"

Watching him nod casually at the employee's question, Leana grew even more anxious.
It was natural to feel this way when she had no idea why they were going to the capital.

"When you said a quiet place, I thought we were just going somewhere outside the castle..."
"Well, that would normally be the assumption."

This was making Leana think she shouldn't get too deeply involved with Levan.

"But I can't explain here. For now, I'd appreciate if you'd quietly follow me."

It was a reasonable question for someone who would spend most of their time in the Aris territory.
While the Aris territory in the northern frontier might not leave a strong impression on the Empire's citizens, when examined carefully, it was by no means a small domain.
Simply put, there were already plenty of quiet places within the Aris territory.

"Ah, I understand."

But this only applied when the conversation didn't go against the Aris family.
In fact, the Aris territory, located at the northern border, was a very dangerous place.
In the past, before the castle walls were fully built, many people frequently died due to delayed communications within the territory.

However, this problem was perfectly solved by the genius Meina Aris.
Saying that if delayed communication was the issue, then they should create a system where things could be handled without communication, she installed a surveillance system throughout the territory that allowed support to be sent where needed without having to communicate.

"He doesn't even know about the surveillance network covering the entire territory."

The problem was that only Meina Aris knew exactly how this surveillance network operated, making the Aris territory unsuitable for their conversation.
The capital, where Meina Aris's influence might not reach, would be safer for what he wanted to discuss.

"There's no need to feel burdened. I'm really just taking you there because I want to talk with you."

It was natural that Leana wouldn't know about this, even if she held a relatively high position among the maids, unless she was at least at the level of Head Maid.
For this reason, it was important to use her but not let her become too deeply involved with him.

"But the capital..."
"Is it about money? I'll cover the expenses, so you don't need to worry about that."

Levan said this and moved toward the gate.
Leana, sensing that he didn't want her to say anything more, quietly followed.
No matter how much he needed a quiet place, why go all the way to the capital?

"He doesn't seem interested in me."

It must be that slave girl he's interested in.
Unable to understand Levan's intentions but unable to ask in the current situation, she inwardly let out a small sigh.
The two of them then entrusted themselves to the open Warp Gate.
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"This looks like a good place."

At Levan's words as they sat in a tea shop specializing in desserts, Leana briefly looked around. The interior seemed far too nice for someone like her, a mere maid, making her feel uncomfortable.

"Um, this place..."
"Ah, don't worry about it. Just order whatever you want to eat or drink."
"No, it's not that..."

We're alone in a private room, just the two of us. That's what's bothering me.
Leana swallowed those words and carefully observed Levan's demeanor. Fortunately, he didn't seem particularly interested in her.

"Or is it the fact that you're in the Capital that makes you uncomfortable?"
"Yes. To be honest, coming all the way here to talk..."
"That's understandable. The Capital isn't an easy place to visit from Aris Territory."

And as Leana had thought, Levan had no particular feelings toward her. He was only interested in information she might have as Theo's maid—things others wouldn't know.

"Leana, was it?"
"Yes, Leana Melian, sir."
"Well, Leana, you're probably wondering why I brought you here. There are plenty of quiet places in Aris too."

Leana flinched momentarily, realizing he had read her thoughts. She worried he might have detected her other concerns as well—like whether he had brought her to this private space with ulterior motives.

"But I can assure you, there are no truly quiet places in Aris Territory."
"Pardon?"
"Well, I suppose a mere maid wouldn't know about such things."

A mere maid.
Leana felt slightly hurt by Levan's condescending words. Not all maids were the same, so how could he look down on her like that?

"The entire Aris Territory has a surveillance network installed for potential emergencies."

But that thought quickly vanished. At Levan's next words, Leana momentarily doubted her own ears.

"What?"
"Exactly as I said. The Aris Territory has a surveillance system installed that can monitor the entire territory."
"Is that even possible? I know how vast Aris Territory is."
"Possible indeed. Aris family has that person, after all."

Leana thought of Meina Aris. Was that carefree woman truly capable of such an incredible feat?

"That's impossible..."
"That person excels at making the impossible possible. Even the Warp Gate we just used is her creation."

Aris Territory might be called a territory, but it functioned essentially as a duchy. The central imperial court had offered to separate it as an official duchy, but Aris had refused, remaining nominally under imperial control.

In that context, installing a surveillance system across the entire territory seemed utterly implausible. It was practically equivalent to monitoring an entire duchy.

"That's why discussing such matters in Aris Territory isn't appropriate. You never know who might be listening."
"Oh, then I..."
"That level of gossip should be fine. It's not like you've insulted the Aris family. But you should be careful in the future."

While Leana was still dazed by this unbelievable revelation, Levan cleared his throat to bring her attention back to the matter at hand.

"Anyway, returning to the main topic, I'm curious about just one thing."
"About that slave?"
"...What did you say?"

At that moment, just as Levan was about to ask Leana if he had heard correctly, they were interrupted by someone outside saying, "Your desserts have arrived."

"Come in."

Levan, deciding to continue their conversation after eating, began reconsidering what to ask. He had never imagined that the black-haired woman accompanying the heir could be a slave.

*

"Um, Master."
"What is it?"
"Is this right?"

My voice trembled. Standing in a training ground the size of a sports field with only my master and me, I couldn't help but question if we were in the right place.
My master looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"Is there a problem?"
"I was wondering if I might have come to the wrong training ground."
"Well, this is indeed the training ground I use exclusively."

Is this the prestige of a Grand Duke's heir? A training ground large enough for an entire order of knights, yet he uses it all by himself?

"I suppose it might seem strange to you—having such a spacious training ground provided to a single person."
"It is, isn't it?"
"But there's nothing strange about it. This training ground originally belonged to my father, and I simply inherited it."

So the conclusion is that you use this enormous training ground all by yourself.
I suppose this is fitting for a family renowned for their military prowess.

"Since it's time, let's end the small talk here."

This must be routine for my master. While I stood there dumbfounded, he had already started warming up and began jogging lightly around the training ground.

*Am I allowed to use this place too?*

As I watched my master, I debated whether I should follow him. Using this training ground might be normal for him, but for me, this was clearly a place reserved only for my master. Even if I was with him, as a slave, I couldn't freely use a place designated only for my master.

"Hey."

As I was pondering this, my master's voice drew my attention. He had already completed a lap, and beads of sweat were forming on his forehead.

"I thought you came out to train together."
"Well, I..."
"Is this place intimidating you? If you prefer, we can move to a public training ground."
"No, this is fine."
"Or perhaps you didn't train regularly before?"

At my master's last question, which sounded somewhat disappointed, I briefly recalled my life before being captured by the slave trader, and my past life as a man.

Not training regularly?
No, if I hadn't trained, I wouldn't have survived all that time.

"No, that's not it..."
"Of course, you can't use this place alone, but when you're with me, feel free to use it as you wish."
"Then I'll..."

I only stopped training when I was captured by the slave trader and lost my freedom. Physical training had been part of my daily routine. I couldn't have survived otherwise.

"You'd better keep up. Unlike me, you're not very tall, so your stride will be shorter."
"Yes!"

With that, I began moving my feet, following behind my master who was already running ahead. When I was held by the slave trader, my feet were often bound to prevent escape.

*How long has it been?*

Following my master, freely moving both my feet, I felt a sense of freedom that had been denied to me, and my mood naturally improved.

But that didn't last long.

"Haa, ah..."

My master was too fast to keep up with. Despite my best efforts to follow him, the distance between us gradually increased, and my tired body simply couldn't keep pace. Eventually, when sweat had soaked my entire body, I gave up trying to follow him and collapsed on the spot.

*I used to be a good runner.*

My body, after being captive for so long, had weakened considerably. The body that had once sustained me through years of wandering had deteriorated to the point where I wouldn't survive long if I returned to that lifestyle.

Perhaps my master was displeased with my condition. After finishing his lap, he returned to me, sighed softly at my collapsed form, and sat down beside me.

"Oh my."

He uttered just those words, then moved my hair aside to reveal my forehead.

"Your stamina is weaker than I expected."
"Yes, it seems so..."
"I'll have to bring you out here every day from now on."

After saying that, I felt a heavy pressure on my stomach. Looking down, I saw my master's head using my stomach as a pillow, taking up most of my field of vision. It made breathing slightly difficult.

"Ei."
"Yes."

But I couldn't tell my master not to use my stomach as a pillow.

"Can you tell me what you were so worried about before we came out?"

He would probably move if I asked, but I'm a slave. If my master wants to use me as a pillow, that's what I must allow.

"..."

I fell silent at my master's question, trying to remember. I had been worried about something before we started running, but now I couldn't recall what it was.

"Don't tell me you've forgotten."
"It seems I have."

What was I thinking about earlier? It was something quite important to me.

"Ah, I remember now."

As I absentmindedly stroked my master's hair, the thought came back to me, and I sat up. My master, not expecting my sudden movement, was forced to roll to the side. As he held his neck, now using my thigh as a pillow, I quickly said, "I remembered."

"I was worried about becoming Meina's disciple."
"Didn't you say you had no interest in learning magic?"
"Did I...?"

My master seemed interested in what I'd brought up. He sat up, adjusting his position, while I nervously played with my hair as I continued.

"But lately, I've been having second thoughts about that."

My master responded with a thoughtful hum, his expression pensive.
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After hearing my answer, Master sat with his arms crossed, looking at me with a contemplative expression.
I wonder if Master really doesn't want me to become Meina's disciple?
Perhaps he's not too keen on the idea.

After all, even while saying he would free me, he still wanted to keep me.

If he truly intended to let me go, wouldn't he have done so already?
Without asking me if I would stay by his side, like last time.
If he had, I might have become Meina's disciple just to remain in this good household.

"Master?"

But since this is his training time, I can't just leave him like this.
I appreciate his attention and kindness toward me.
But I don't want to take away his precious time.

"Huh? Oh. Ei."
"What are you thinking about so deeply?"
"Nothing."
"Isn't this your training time?"

I deliberately call Master by his name to wake him from his thoughts.

"You're right. It is training time. However..."

Master seemed to regain his focus, but he showed no sign of getting up.
He remained seated, watching me.
When I tried to stand, Master grabbed my sleeve and made me sit back down.

"Spending a day like this, just sitting and talking, isn't so bad."
"Pardon?"
"What, don't you like talking with me?"
"N-no, of course not. I do."

Truthfully, sitting on the sandy training ground is uncomfortable for my bottom.
There are even some pebbles underneath me.

"Actually, I really hate when people interrupt my time."
"Um, well..."
"But strangely, I don't mind at all spending this time with you."

Doesn't he find sitting on this sand uncomfortable?
Rather, he seems content just sitting here looking at me, with no intention of getting up.

"Are you really okay with this?"
"Of course, if my father saw me, he'd scold me for wasting time with a woman."

Now he's even lying down completely.
As I move closer to Master, who's now sprawled out looking at the sky, he speaks in a dreamy voice.

"But I'm human too. I can't always live solely as the family heir, can I?"
"Pardon?"
"I'm still young, and sometimes I want to break free a little."

I looked at his face for a moment after hearing those words.
The word "break free" coming from someone who lives so meticulously as a family heir—someone praised for being flawless—was jarring.

"You find it strange to hear me say such things."
"W-well..."
"I understand."

Master said that, then slowly got up.
Following his lead, I stood up too, and he looked around as if searching for someone.

"Leana isn't coming."

Perhaps the maid usually brings him water around this time.
Taking a small breath as Master looked around, I called to him carefully.

"Master."

"Yes?"
"If I might be of help..."

Oh, that came out strangely.
Seeing Master's questioning look, I carefully gathered mana in my cupped hands to create water.
Of course, Master didn't drink from my hands.

"Or would you wait a moment? I'll quickly fetch some from the kitchen."
"That would be better."

Master turned away, saying he would wait on a bench visible in the distance.
While I was impressed that a personal maid would handle such tasks on schedule, I hurried toward the kitchen, thinking I should quickly quench his thirst.

"Thank you."
"But why are you coming today, Ei?"

I figured the cleanest water would come from the kitchen.
But because of that, I had to endure strange looks from the chef.
"Pardon?"
"Usually Leana comes around this time. It's strange."
"I'm not sure. Master was just thirsty."
"Really? You weren't assigned to handle this task at this time?"
"No."

It was indeed strange, as the chef pointed out.
The personal maid who knew Master's schedule inside and out wouldn't miss her timing.
Today, I realized I hadn't seen her around the castle.

"Has Aman seen Leana today?"
"Hmm? You're right. Leana hasn't been around today."
"Really? I haven't seen her since morning either."

So I wasn't the only one who noticed.
If she were on vacation, Master would certainly know.
But he seemed unaware of her whereabouts too.

"Anyway, thank you."

Just as I was about to hurry back to the training ground with the water, I spotted a woman rushing toward us from a distance, as if she had forgotten something.

"Leana?"
"Haa, you...?"

Why was she in casual clothes? Where had she been?

"Master said he was thirsty, so I..."
"Is that water you're getting for him?"
"Yes."

Realizing she was late, she pressed her forehead momentarily.

"Give it to me."
"What?"
"You look like you've been rolling around in the training ground with the young master. Do you think it's good for his health to have water brought by someone so dirty?"

Why was she speaking to me like this when she was the one who was late?
She should be thanking me for doing her job.

"Ah."

Since what she said wasn't entirely wrong, I had no choice.
Taking the cart from me, Leana walked ahead without looking back.
I sighed quietly and had no choice but to follow her.

Fortunately, she didn't say a word while I followed behind.

"Leana."

Of course, having missed Master's schedule, Leana had to face his scolding.

"Yes?"
"You're quite late today."
"I apologize."
"Did you go out somewhere?"

I noticed Leana's shoulders flinch at those words.
Master seemed to say it casually, but it clearly put significant pressure on Leana.

"If you need time off, tell the Head Maid. You've worked hard, so she won't object."
"I will do so."

Remembering the killing intent she had shown toward me before, I couldn't help feeling uneasy.
It must have taken extraordinary effort to reach her position.
I was very curious about what had happened to make her miss Master's schedule today.

But I couldn't ask her directly.

"Let's go in."

After drinking the water, Master seemed to want to end the training earlier than usual.
As I followed Master, leaving Leana behind to clean up, I felt a sharp gaze on my back.
But fundamentally, I was a slave, not a maid.
I didn't think I needed to help with what was essentially her job.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Leana doesn't seem to be looking at you kindly."

Until Master spoke.
Startled by his words, I stopped walking. We had already entered the castle grounds, and there were servants passing by, so I couldn't easily respond.

"So you've noticed it too."
"Yes."
"I wish everyone could get along well, but why can't people do that?"

Master's regretful tone made me feel guilty, and I lowered my head.
From Leana's perspective, I might indeed be annoying.
She came to Master's side after tremendous effort, while I simply stayed close to him because he brought me here.

"Leana is meticulous and thorough, but she also has a lot of pride in herself."
"..."
"Of course, you needn't worry. Harming you would be equivalent to harming me."

I wish that were true...
But I don't think that's the case, Master.

I recognized the look Leana had given me.
It was the look of someone about to cause trouble.
I'd experienced it many times throughout my life.

In contrast, Master, despite living in the dangerous northern region, was fundamentally someone destined to be a family heir.
As the future leader of the massive Aris family, he had likely lived a more stable life than an unstable one.

"I'm not so sure."
"You seem to think differently."
"...To some extent, yes."
"I see."

Because he was fundamentally different from me, what I would worry about, he likely wouldn't.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"If an unexpected situation arises, act according to your own judgment."

Though judging by these words, he wasn't completely dismissing my concerns.

"I understand."
"I feel sticky from the sweat."

That was the end of Master's words.
Leana would soon prepare a change of clothes for him.
At the fork before entering the room, it was time for Master and me to part ways briefly.

That is, if it had been late at night.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"If you use the public bath now, there will be many eyes watching."

I had to stop at his next words.

"I'll wait, so go in first and wash up."
"N-no, I..."
"Shh."

Why is he suddenly like this?

"Are you going to disobey my order?"
"...Alright."

*      *      *

And trouble broke out that night.
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"I'll turn off the light, Master."
"Yes. Sleep well."

Huff.
With a small breath, I blew out the oil lamp, and the room instantly plunged into darkness.
By the moonlight, I briefly glanced at the small bed placed in the corner of the room.

It was the bed my master had prepared for me.
Though it wasn't as large as my master's bed, which could fit three people.
Having my own place in the heir's room was something that made me feel genuinely good.

"Master."
"Yes, Ei?"
"Thank you for taking me to training earlier."

If I were following my usual pattern, I should lie down in my bed and try to sleep after turning off the lamp.
But I had something I needed to do, so unfortunately, I couldn't go to sleep right away.

I needed to go to Meina and tell her what was on my mind.
After thanking my master, I slipped out of his room before even hearing his response.

When was it that I received the offer to become Meina's disciple?
After long deliberation.
But my heart had already decided that I would become Meina's disciple.

Today.
With the intention of sharing my long-held thoughts with her, I was now heading to Meina's bedroom.
She said she goes to bed earlier this year since she doesn't have separate research to do.

*Would it be rude to visit her now?*

She's probably trying to sleep in her bedroom right now.
Obviously, visiting her at this hour would be quite rude.
Even if I were a princess rather than a slave, it would be quite discourteous, let alone being a slave.

But despite that, I wanted to see her now.
I know it's the time to wrap up the day, but...
During the day when many people were walking around the castle, I couldn't bring myself to go see her.

How could a mere slave become the disciple of an Archmage?
I wouldn't do this, but...
Learning magic is essentially the same as saying a slave could remove their master's binding and escape.
From a master's perspective, it would never be a welcome development.

And judging by the princess's reaction when Meina declared me as her disciple.
Becoming Meina's disciple would clearly cause no small political ripples.

Come to think of it, it was strange that a mage of her caliber didn't have a disciple.
Unless Meina had lied to me about not having a disciple.
Given how she had treated me so far, and the princess's reaction, that couldn't be a lie.

It was burdensome.
If I had power, it might be different.
Being a slave, I didn't want to get involved in various matters just because I was an Archmage's disciple.
That's why I was deliberately heading to Meina at this hour when I wouldn't be noticed by others.

"......"

When I had moved some distance from my master's room.
I stopped walking and carefully checked for any presence behind me.

I had been sensing someone's presence since leaving the room.
At first, I thought our paths just happened to be the same, but.
Since I could still feel the same presence, I momentarily stopped.

There are six intersections between my master's room and Meina's bedroom.
Unless our destinations were exactly the same, we would typically only pass through three or four intersections together.
The movement of whoever was following me was highly suspicious.
One of those intersections was in a corridor that wasn't commonly used.

Plus, it's a time when even the servants aren't around much.
If Leana had been ordered by the master to go straight to Meina, she might have taken this route.
The problem is that Leana should have finished work by now.
If my master had business with Meina at this hour, he probably would have sent me.

*Someone is following me.*

In other words, I was being tailed by someone.

*Have I done anything to warrant being followed?*

If someone were to ask me that, I could confidently say no.
For fear of causing harm to my master, I had been careful with all my actions when meeting others.

But as they say, you can know ten fathoms of water, but not one fathom of the human heart.
Despite being so careful, it seemed someone had a grudge against me.

*Could it be Leana...?*

She crossed my mind at that moment, but I shook my head.
She wasn't the type to have someone followed.
So, in this Aris Castle, known as the Sword of the Empire.

Who could possibly want to have me followed?

*They're openly provoking me.*

I had stopped briefly to think, but perhaps whoever was following me thought I had noticed the tail.
Before, they at least tried to hide their presence, but now.
They were following me without even trying to conceal their presence anymore.

"......"

If that's the case, the best option might be to lose them.
It would be best if I could catch them and find out who sent them, then root out the source.
But I don't have the strength or authority for that right now, so I thought this was the best option for now.

"...!"

The method was to pretend to walk and then suddenly run.
Usually, untrained people take a moment to react when their target suddenly starts running.
So I ran quickly, but.

Their reaction was faster than I expected.
Seemingly no longer feeling the need to maintain distance, their footsteps were getting closer and closer.

"Meina! Meina!"

Fortunately, I reached Meina's bedroom first, which was a relief.
The problem was, as luck would have it.
Despite arriving first, Meina wasn't in her bedroom.

"Little one. Seems the person you want isn't here?"

Meina is someone who hates having her time interrupted more than anything.
This extends to the location of her research lab and bedroom, and while it might be different if Meina were in the room.
Now that Meina wasn't here, I had essentially cornered myself.

"You startled me by suddenly running. Usually, people show signs before they run, but you didn't."
"......"
"Little one. Be good, okay? Fortunately, I was ordered to bring you back unharmed."

This area doesn't get patrolled much.
And it's none other than Meina Aris's room.
The door didn't react when I touched it since I'm registered to enter the research lab.
If someone else touched it, they'd be struck by lightning due to the defensive magic, which is why Meina's room is a lower priority for patrols.

"Do you know who I am?"
"Of course I do. You're speaking like a noble just because you found a good master."

I felt my heel hit the wall as I backed up.
Seeing this, the person in front of me seemed to be confident of victory.

"If you get hurt, it'll be troublesome for me. So let's go quietly, okay?"
"It's obvious something bad will happen if I go with you, so why would I go quietly?"
"Sigh. I was trying not to touch you because I might kill you if I hit wrong."

Despite saying this, I could feel cold sweat running down my back.
If I were still in my wandering days when my body was somewhat trained, it might be different.
With a body weakened from being captured by slave traders, tortured, and forcibly indoctrinated with slave knowledge, I wasn't confident I could overpower the person in front of me.

*Physical Enhancement.*

Drawing out the mana within my body to enhance my weak body's performance enough to overcome this person and escape.
The mana residing throughout my body is converted into vitality, allowing my body to perform beyond its natural capabilities.

"You won't go quietly, will you, kid!"

I dodge the person's right hand coming first, and deliver a solid blow to their exposed chin, landing an effective hit.
While doing so, I also ignite a flame from my hand.

"Argh!"

The impact of the blow to the chin, combined with the high heat from the flame, scorched the person's chin.
The problem was that my weakened body couldn't withstand the recoil from the strike, causing tremendous pain in my hand.

"You, you bitch...!"
"Mallok."

Perhaps they hadn't expected to be hit by me.
Just as the person in front of me was about to lunge at me while cursing.

I heard another man's voice from behind.

"Huh, Jack. Where have you been?"
"Tracking Meina Aris's location is an important mission."

Realizing there were two of them, not just one, I was pondering what to do when.
A knife flew from somewhere and hit my shoulder, causing a burning pain to start spreading.

"...!"

I barely managed to hold back a scream by gritting my teeth.
Was there poison on the dagger thrown at my shoulder?
Starting from my arm, my body rapidly stopped responding, and my body, which had been barely holding up, soon collapsed to the side.
With only my eyes open.

"The client said not to harm her."
"This much is acceptable. It's less of a loss than not being able to take her at all."

As I watched them approach me blankly, I began to breathe heavily, reminded of that memory.

"You bitch!"
"...!"

The last thing I remember was the intense pain in my solar plexus from a kick by the one whose chin I had hit.

*

Theo, who had been lying as if dead, slowly opened his eyes.
It was because he still couldn't hear the soft breathing sounds that should be audible when someone is asleep.

*When did Ei leave?*

After lighting the small lamp that she had blown out before leaving the room, Theo slowly got up from his bed.
Had she thanked him for taking her to training?
She was probably heading to Meina now.

*Is she being held up by Your Excellency?*

With her first disciple, perhaps she was being held up receiving affection from her.
If she stays up late being detained by Meina, she'll struggle with drowsiness tomorrow.
Deciding he had no choice but to go get her, he left the room.

At this hour, she would be in her bedroom.
Certain that Meina was still up playing with Ei as her toy, Theo headed straight to Meina's bedroom.

"Your Excellency, it's Theo."

But contrary to Theo's expectations, something was off.
When he knocked on her door and spoke, perhaps she was too lazy to come out.
The door opened by itself, and the room, which he expected to be lit, was shrouded in pitch-black darkness.

"My nephew, what's the matter?"
"Is Ei here by any chance?"
"Ei? Our cutie didn't come here..."
"Don't joke around."
"I'm not joking. She really didn't come..."

Had Meina been sleeping?
Hearing her voice drowsy with sleep, Theo felt cold sweat running down his spine.

Ei had clearly left the room saying she was going to Meina.
If she hadn't gone to Meina, where on earth had she gone?

"Meina."
"...What?"
"Can you check if Ei is currently within the castle?"

Hearing Theo's serious tone, Meina quickly got up and hurriedly began searching the castle thoroughly using the surveillance network.
Surely nothing had happened.
But contrary to his hopes, she had to say those words.

"It seems Ei isn't in the castle?"

The cute girl that Meina so desperately wanted as her disciple was now nowhere to be seen in the castle, even with the surveillance system.
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When Meina said that, Theo immediately turned around.
Ei was definitely not the type to leave the castle on her own.
If Ei had left her room to go to Meina, but still hadn't returned and wasn't in the castle now...

Something must have happened.

"Theo."
"Yes."
"Where are you going?"
"Shouldn't I recapture an escaped slave?"
"...Do you have any idea where she might be?"

Theo nodded at Meina's question.
When something happens, there are inevitably warning signs beforehand.
Usually, those signs start with individuals who could become variables.

*Leana.*

He recalled the woman whose gaze toward Ei had been unsettling.
And Ei's disappearance was surely influenced significantly by her.
Normally, Theo wasn't the type to concern himself with maids.
He believed matters concerning maids should be entirely delegated to the Head Maid.

"You don't need to go yourself."
"Your Excellency."
"Ei is important to me too."

At Meina's gesture, numerous rectangular, semi-transparent screens began to appear in her bedroom.
One of the masterpieces of her magical technology.
The surveillance system installed throughout the territory was revealing part of itself.

"......"
"Let's search together. Who should we look for first?"

Theo stared at Meina with an expressionless face.
Though he rarely had the opportunity to see her true capabilities since she usually didn't involve herself in ordinary matters.
His reaction was rather dry, having witnessed how outrageous her actions could be when she decided to take action.

"You know that the Aris Estate has a system that can monitor the entire territory, right?"
"Yes."
"There's no need to go in person. No, moving around would actually waste more time."

But internally, Theo was quite surprised.
He knew there was a surveillance network throughout the territory to detect any incidents.
But he hadn't realized it was at this level—where one could directly observe everything happening throughout the entire territory.

"Then, please check if Leana Erin is currently at her home."
"...Did I hear you correctly?"
"If you heard about my personal maid, then you heard correctly."

However, right now, how much Meina could see with the surveillance system wasn't important.
Finding Ei was the top priority.
Realizing this, Theo quietly watched what Meina was doing.

"Alright."

Though doubting her ears, Meina followed Theo's words and began checking if Leana was at home.
She sifted through numerous screens until she found the one she wanted.
Even for Meina, it took some time since she didn't have all the servants' residences memorized.

"Found her."
"Is she at home?"
"Yes. Why, should we deal with her first?"
"Yes."

If she wanted to find something, she could.
The Aris Estate was divided into sections according to purpose.
The places where castle servants would live were predictable.

Seeing Theo who had already changed his clothes, Meina raised her hand and began summoning a spatial magic circle to transport him.
She couldn't accompany him to interrogate Leana because she needed to check if Ei was still within the Aris Estate.

"I'll leave Leana to you. I'll check further if Ei is still in the castle."
"Understood. It won't take long."
"Good."

Theo saw the spatial magic circle glowing beneath him and turned away from Meina.
After he disappeared in a flash of light, Meina crossed her arms and began searching through the various screens floating in the air.
She checked even abandoned lots within the territory that she normally wouldn't bother with.
While she was scanning to see if Ei was still in the castle...

Theo, who had arrived directly in front of Leana's house, suppressed his emotions and carefully knocked on the door of her residence.
Since she was still his employee by contract, Theo maintained maximum courtesy.
Of course, if he discovered she was involved in Ei's abduction, that courtesy would end immediately.

"W-who is it...?"

After knocking again when there was no response, a sleepy voice finally reached Theo's ears through the door.

"Leana, it's me."
"What...?"
"If you don't open it, I might break it down, so you'd better open the door quickly."
"W-what? J-just a moment!"

Perhaps she had been sleeping.
But what Leana was doing wasn't important to him.

Whether she was involved in Ei's disappearance or not, Ei was already gone.
It was clear that this incident started with her.
Because of this, Theo had already used up all his patience during that brief moment while waiting for Leana to come out.

"Ah, ahh!"

Though she had asked him to wait because she was in her nightclothes.
Seeing the door instantly shattered, Leana fell backward in shock.

Actually, Leana had thought someone was playing a prank.
What reason would the Young Master have to visit a servant's house at this hour?
She had been ready to report to security if someone was impersonating the Young Master.

But seeing the door destroyed, Leana could truly understand the saying that assumptions can kill.
She couldn't imagine why her master would have such a murderous expression.
Seeing the heir of the family holding a sword large enough for most people to wield with two hands in just one hand, Leana had to take a shocked breath.

"Leana Erin."
"Y-yes, Young Master."
"Did my words sound like a joke?"

Something had definitely happened.
Otherwise, how could the Young Master, who rarely showed his emotions, have such a murderous expression?

"N-no. I just didn't expect the Young Master at this hour..."

Leana tried to explain why she hadn't opened the door.
But she had to stop under her master's gaze.
She instinctively knew that if she continued explaining why she hadn't opened the door immediately, the currently calm Young Master would not remain so.

"Leana."
"Y-yes?"
"I think you're well aware that someone with a direct title has the authority to rule like a god within their territory."

Even now, hearing Theo's voice made her heart tremble.
"And as the officially recognized heir of the family, I share part of that authority."
"I-I know."
"If you want to keep your life, you should answer my questions very well, and I think you understand that."

Her heart was racing madly.
The fear of possibly dying was overwhelming her entire body.

"I remember you arrived late to my training session today."
"Y-yes."
"And you were wearing casual clothes instead of your maid uniform during work hours, as if you had gone out."

From Theo's continued words, Leana could guess why he was so angry.
Who had she met today while wearing casual clothes? Levan Persian had asked her something.
Desperate to survive this moment, Leana's mind began working more fiercely than ever.

"Who did you meet during that time out?"
"L-Levan Persian, sir!"
"Sir Persian?"
"Y-yes. That's right."

Unable to even think of lying to him, Leana was reporting her memories exactly as they were.

"What did you talk about with him?"
"He asked me about your slave."
"Is that all?"
"What?"

However, when Leana missed Theo's words and unconsciously questioned him back.
The sword Theo was holding flew toward her with a speed too fast for her to react.

"Kyaak-!"

When Leana screamed and collapsed to the side.
An enormous sound of furniture breaking echoed through the house, followed by the sound of a display cabinet collapsing.

"It would be better for you not to ask me to repeat myself. The only reason I'm keeping you alive is because I don't think it's time for summary execution yet."
"I-I'm sorry."
"If you understand, I'll ask once more. Did you really only talk about Ei with Levan?"
"Yes..."

By now, Leana was trembling in extreme fear, even her breathing shaking.
The thought that one more wrong word could truly kill her was eating away at her.
In this situation, Theo opened his mouth like pronouncing a sentence, squeezing out his last patience.

"I'll ask for the last time. Did you tell Levan that Ei is my slave?"
"That..."

And the conversation with Leana ended there.
Theo no longer had the patience to wait for Leana to answer.
He grabbed her neck and knocked her unconscious, then saw a magic circle forming on the floor and grabbed both her and his sword.

"Did you find anything?"

Nodding to Meina who had summoned him, he relayed everything he had heard from Leana.

"Levan Persian..."
"As you know from the reports I've submitted, he's under investigation for suspected connections with illegal slave traders."
"I've searched the entire territory but couldn't find Ei."
"She's probably already left the territory. The vassals know well that there's a surveillance network throughout the territory."

Theo pointed to one of the many brightly glowing screens floating in the air.
Pointing to the screen showing the warp gate mainly used when heading to the capital, he spoke.

"I know several places he might go. If we check the warp gate usage history, we can find him quickly."
"Good, let's go."

Then Meina's bedroom fell into silence, with only the slumped Leana remaining.

Ch.37 - The Great Archmage Wants To Take In A Slave (15)
My body was shaking at irregular intervals.

It felt like I was bound somewhere, with something restricting my wrists.

I tried to move to figure out what was happening, but something seemed to be pulling me back, making it impossible to move. Slowly, I began to open my eyes.

"......."

I was trapped in a dark place. Had I been dragged into the light?

When I opened my eyelids slightly, the flood of light made me want to shield my eyes, but all I could do was lower my head.

"You're awake."

At my movement, they must have noticed I was conscious.

Hearing the voice from in front of me, I tried to clear my head and look up to see who was there.

Just like before.
A palm flew toward me, striking my cheek hard.

"Ugh......"

A burning pain spread across my cheek.
But as if they wanted to cause me even more pain, they grabbed and twisted my shoulder where I'd been cut by a knife.
The sudden surge of agony made me involuntarily let out a groan.

"Haaugh...!"
"Yes, that's the sound."

My heart sank with dread.
A voice I desperately wanted to forget but couldn't was reaching my ears.

"The sound you'd make when caught off guard, even though you endured most torture without a sound."
"You, you......"

When I raised my gaze, there was a face I never wanted to see again.
Though he was the one who had allowed me to meet my master, he had also inflicted hell-like suffering upon me. That bastard was looking at me again.

"How are you here?"
"Hehe. That's the wrong question. Shouldn't you be asking why you're here instead of me?"
"You already sold me. Why are you doing this to me again?"
"You? What other reason would there be besides money? You've been with me long enough to know that."
"Cut the crap. I'm already a slave you sold for your damn money. Who doesn't know that even a slave trader can't break a master-slave contract without the master's consent?"

I spat curses at him that I would never have uttered in front of my master.
Having already kidnapped and sold me once, the bastard's dirty scheme to manipulate the contract and sell me again made my blood boil.

"Haha, yes, that's common knowledge."

I knew I shouldn't be acting this way while captured. In a situation where I had no advantages, such defiance would only make things worse.

But despite knowing this, perhaps my trauma from him was more severe than I thought.
The moment I saw his filthy face, my rationality—which had remained intact even when receiving hostile glances from Leana—had somehow become clouded simply because he was standing before me.

"Well, since it's you, I'll tell you something special."

His hand gripped my chin.
Though I deliberately tried to avoid meeting his eyes, he forcibly turned my face toward his.
Then, he told me something I never wanted to hear.

"The master-slave binding that restricts slaves is only terrifying from the slave's perspective. For a sufficiently skilled mage, it's actually nothing."
"You...!"
"In other words, with enough money, I can change the designated master of your slave mark as I please."

Then, as if discarding me, he roughly pushed my chin back and released me.
My jaw hurt from his grip, and I instinctively tried to rub it with my hand, but this only made me realize I was bound.
Unable to relieve the pain, I had to endure it raw.

However, seeing one glimmer of hope in his words, the pain in my jaw seemed somewhat bearable.
If his goal was to make me a new slave and sell me again, then until he spent money to bring a mage, he couldn't easily touch me beyond physical abuse.

That's why he so casually struck my face.
Since he couldn't sell me right away, there was no need to follow the rules for maintaining a slave's market value.

"So you should look forward to it. Before, I had to sell you as a virgin because I needed money quickly, but this time will be different."
"You're going to touch me?"
"As expected, you're different from other women—your brain actually works, which I like. How you understand two things when I only say one."

The slave trader looked at me with a lewd smile.
Then he rummaged through his pocket, pulled out a small knife, and held it in front of me.
Having seen this slave trader bastard many times before, I realized what he was about to do and warned him, "You'll regret this."

"My current master isn't someone to be trifled with."
"I thought you seemed to have something to rely on. Is your master some extraordinary person?"
"Yes. So if you let me go now, I'll put in a good word with my master to spare your life."

Yet the slave trader seemed to find my warning amusing.
Seeing him bring the knife toward my collarbone, my expression involuntarily hardened.
But then—

"It would be better not to touch her now."

At the sound of another person's voice, the slave trader's knife tip stopped abruptly.

"You're here."
"I see you've handled things properly."
"Of course! When I think about the losses I've suffered because of this woman...!"

When I turned my gaze, there was an unfamiliar face sitting there.
Probably a man in league with this slave trader bastard.
There was one problem though.

His clothes were a very familiar style that I'd seen somewhere before.

"When he loses his temper, even I can't guarantee how he'll act."
"I-is that so?"
"You, of all people, should know his combat prowess well, considering your entire merchant group wasn't destroyed by that girl's master."

So that's it.
That's why he was grinding his teeth at me like that?
No wonder he was being more hostile toward me than before.

"Master..."

I recalled the first day, when my master left me with Orn and headed somewhere.
Since my master thought I was the woman he knew from his childhood, he must have considerable hostility toward the man who sold me into slavery.

"Anyway, there's nothing good that will come from touching her."
"Sigh."
"Looking at her body, you should be able to tell. That woman is different from other slaves."

The man's gaze turned toward me.
Not exactly at me, but scanning my body up and down as he spoke, his eyes mixed with lust.

"If you're really curious, you could feel her breasts to understand."

Crazy bastard.
No wonder he was looking at me with those lust-filled eyes.

"Hehe, should I? Though I've already touched these breasts many times, I wonder if they'll feel any different."
"They probably will feel different from before. You should know why better than anyone, having sold so many slaves yourself."

The bastard's hand started moving toward the clasp of my coat at the collarbone.
Even though he must have heard that man say it would be better not to touch me, he still put his hands on my clothes.
I turned my gaze away.

Being tied up, there was nothing I could do right now.
I tried hard not to recall those memories, but the feeling of buttons being undone one by one kept bringing back those times.

"Master..."

To erase what had been like a trauma, I desperately thought of my master.
Though it seemed unlikely that someone of such high status would come all this way to rescue a mere slave like me, somehow I felt that my master would come to save me.

Without realizing it, I had placed my hope in him.

"It's getting noisy upstairs."

Just as the slave trader's hand touched my bare skin, the man wearing Aris-style clothing rose from his seat.
A feeling of "could it be?" welled up inside me.
The noise upstairs meant something unexpected had happened.

"L-Lord Persian!"

At that moment, what had appeared to be a simple wall slid open, revealing a large, rather disheveled man.

"What's happening?"
"Young Lord, the Aris Young Lord has attacked! You must escape quickly!"
"What? That's absurd—"

They say if you wish for something desperately enough, it might come true.
For some reason, a tear streamed down my face at the news that my master had come.

"That's not all! Behind the Aris Young Lord, the Aris Marquis is also—!"

But suddenly, the large man's eyes rolled back, and his body trembled before collapsing.
Could it be my master?
Had my master really come to save me?

"Levan Persian. And Martin Zenual."

Behind the fallen giant, a man was walking in with a sword in hand.
Why did the distinctive reddish-brown hair of House Aris seem so welcome to me now?

"Ah......"
"A-Aris Young Lord?"
"I'm certain I warned you. If you continued with these kinds of activities, I wouldn't let it slide."

My master.
The heir to the Aris Grand Duchy, Theo Aris, spoke with a voice that contained an overwhelming power that dominated everyone.

"D-don't come any closer!"

At that moment, I felt a blade against my throat, and the slave trader's voice reached my ears.
Was he trying to use me as a hostage to stop my master?

"My, are you using my disciple as a hostage?"
"What? Disciple?"

But even that wouldn't go as they planned.
At the sound of a woman's voice—one of the most renowned in the Empire—Martin seemed to decide it was all or nothing.
He tightened his grip on the knife, ready to cut my throat.

By all rights, my life should have ended there.

"Not a hostage situation but attempted murder?"

But his knife was blocked by a barrier created by Meina Aris.
Seeing no blood spray, Martin backed away in fear, releasing me.
Meina Aris was suddenly standing in front of me, looking down at me.

"Ei, what do you think?"
"M-Meina..."
"Ahem."

Unlike her usually relaxed gaze, her eyes were now burning with anger.
I froze at the thought that a person's demeanor could change so drastically.

"You should call me Master, Ei."

At Meina's words, my body flinched momentarily.
She knew it too.
That I had accepted her as my master.

I took a small breath in and out.
Though it felt awkward to call her by that title for the first time, the desire to address her that way didn't take long to move me.

"I thought I was going to die, Master."
"Is that so? Then since he almost killed you, that man should die, right?"

With Meina's words, magical power began to glow in her hand.
Soon, the screams of the man who had held a knife to my throat echoed throughout the room.

Ch.38 - The Slave Wishes To Be By The Master's Side
Meina's mana was causing the air to tremble.
The man called Levan Persian and the slave trader were shaking.

Click.
Blue chains of light extended from the floor, wrapping around the two men.

"M-Marquis! Please hear me out!"

The man called Levan Persian spoke urgently.
What was he so afraid of?

"I told you that you would regret it."

I quietly addressed him, the one who had ignored my warning earlier and allowed others to touch me.
From my now-reversed perspective, I looked down at the two men.
I slowly walked toward the slave trader.

"Your name was Martin, wasn't it?"

What an unimpressive name.
As I recalled the name his master had just mentioned, the slave trader responded with a harsh curse, "Y-you bitch!"

"Ei."
"It's okay."

In truth, my vision was still shaky.
The unpleasant experiences I had suffered at his hands were still eating away at me.
My fist, clenched tightly to strike him, was still trembling.

Naturally, it had only been a few days, not months, since I was sold by him.
It would be strange if I had already overcome the trauma.

"The only reason I had to kneel before this bastard was because he was registered as my master."

But now I have a truly impressive person as my master, not this garbage in front of me.
The only thing that changed was who my master was,
yet that single fact gave me so much strength.

"Ei."

At that moment,
a hand rested on my shoulder. I turned to see my master standing beside me.

"I'll do it."
"...What?"
"If you do it, it will only be revenge. I don't want to see you become the same as that man."

After saying that, my master pushed me back and approached the slave trader, raising his sword.
Did the slave trader see something in my master?
He wore a surprised expression, saying, "Y-you are..."

"You remember me, don't you?"
"N-number sixteen?"
"Don't call me by a number. It makes me feel like I'm still your slave, and that puts me in a very bad mood."

Number 16 was the bidding number my master had been assigned when he bought me at the slave market.

"A-are you the Young Lord of Aris?"
"Why do you ask?"
"...If I had known you were the Young Lord of Aris, I would never have sold that woman in the first place. No, I would have gathered all the forces around and killed you!"

Had the slave trader only now recognized who my master was?
Meeting my master's gaze, he wore an expression of defeat as he spat out words of resentment.
My master began speaking to the slave trader without emotion, as if pronouncing a sentence.

"In the Empire, slavery is strictly a system implemented only through legal punishment.
This is rigorously enforced by His Majesty's decree, but you have continuously committed crimes as an illegal slave trader."

With those words, my master raised his sword with both hands, as if to behead the slave trader.
The slave trader, seemingly disagreeing that beheading was an appropriate punishment, began to lose his composure, shouting, "Y-you crazy bastard!"
But under Meina's magical chains, he could take no action.

"In this process, you kidnapped, tortured, and brainwashed numerous innocent victims, causing tremendous harm to the Empire's precious citizens."
"Don't make me laugh! They would have died anyway if left alone! What's wrong with selling them to noble houses?"
"You are also charged with causing casualties among numerous personnel attempting to arrest you, illegally obtaining profits, and committing substantial tax evasion in the process."

With only his free mouth, shouting in rage was all he could do.

Had the slave trader completely lost his mind now?
Seeing the bound man's screams filling the room and assaulting our ears, my master let out a small sigh.

What happened next was instantaneous.
He kicked the slave trader's face with the sole of his lightly armored boot.
It took less than three seconds to knock down the slave trader and forcibly silence him by covering his mouth with his foot, which I found impressive.

"Therefore, as the Emperor's proxy with full authority to eradicate illegal slave traders, I, as the representative of the Grand Duke of Aris, hereby sentence you, Martin Zenual, to death, effective immediately."

My master's final words reached my ears.

Perhaps Meina didn't want me to see my master carrying out the sentence as executioner.
As my master raised his sword high again, Meina grabbed me from behind and forcibly turned me around.
She held me in her arms and gripped the back of my head, preventing me from seeing the moment my master's sword came down.

"Your criminal proceeds will be confiscated by the national treasury and used to aid victims who have suffered at the hands of illegal slave traders like you.
And your head will be displayed in the Empire's capital square, serving as a warning message to those who engage in illegal slave trading.
This is the sentence that Theo Aris, representative of the Grand Duke of Aris, imposes on Martin Zenual."

Were these words spoken after carrying out the sentence?
Or before executing it?
After finishing his statement, my master passed by Meina and me, leaving the room.
As I watched him go, I heard Meina's voice, who was still holding me tightly in her arms.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Why don't you go to Theo? Don't look back."
"Alright."
"Good. I'm counting on you."
"I have something to discuss with that traitor from the family."

As I left Meina's embrace and exited the room, I saw my master walking ahead, wiping blood from his sword.
At the same time, the devastated scene—broken furniture, shattered objects, and fallen people everywhere—
revealed to me how fiercely my master had fought to rescue me.

Not a single piece of furniture remained intact.

"Master..."

As I took in the scene of intense battle while following my master, we had already made our way outside the mansion.
In the distance, I could see dawn breaking.
The shortest night I had ever experienced had already passed.

"Ei."

Hearing my master's voice, I raised my head that had been half-lowered.
At that moment, he pulled me tightly into his arms.
Though surprised by his sudden action, simply being held in his embrace
allowed me to understand his feelings, so I remained quietly in his arms without saying anything.

"Theo. I know my disciple is pretty, but I'd appreciate it if you'd refrain from such blatant embracing."
"Even if you say that, Ei is still my property."
"Oh my, I could break that slave contract if I wanted to. What do you think about that?"

Had she finished her business inside?
Turning my head at the teasing voice, I saw Meina emerging, dragging Levan Persian bound in magical chains.

"Even without the slave contract, the fact that I purchased Ei with money doesn't change."
"Is that so? Then perhaps our Theo might also be punished for illegal slave trading."
"...Perhaps you're right."

My master let out a small sigh.
Still in his embrace, I looked up at him. He glanced at my face, smiled slightly, and stroked my head.

"Our business is done, so let's head back now."
"Finally, something pleasant to hear."

"For someone like me who enjoys staying cooped up in a room, going out is pure torture."
Hearing Meina yawn and speak from behind us,
my master said, "Of course," and led me toward the magic circle Meina had created.

*     *     *

Several days had passed since I was kidnapped and rescued.
Opening my eyes to the morning sunlight, the first thing I saw was still my master lying directly on the bed, and
the first thing my hand touched was the teapot, cold because there was no hot water.

"Mmm..."

As I got up, I noticed there were no clothes on my master's clothes rack, where well-pressed garments should have been prepared.
Shaking my head to clear my mind, I took off my nightclothes and put on the clothes my master had bought for me.
Then, I placed the teapot on the cart in the corner of the room and left, pulling it behind me.

This was a change that had occurred after my kidnapping incident.
Originally, Leana had been my master's personal maid, but
since she was the root cause of my kidnapping, she had been banished and was no longer allowed to set foot in the Aris territory.

The relationship between a personal maid and her master required absolute trust.
Breaking that trust and harming her master's property was the main reason for her banishment.
Of course, there seemed to be more to the story behind the scenes...

"Thank you."

After receiving my master's freshly laundered clothes and getting hot water from the kitchen, I quickly returned to his room.
So as not to disrupt my master's daily routine,
I carefully hung the clothes on the rack and prepared tea before the water cooled, requiring extra attention to detail.

This was originally the personal maid's job, but
what could I do when that position was vacant due to her banishment?

"Master, please wake up."

Only after completing all preparations could I wake my master.
Hearing my voice, he opened his eyes, let out a small sigh, and asked me, "Are you up?"

"Yes."
"I told you not to do this in the morning."
"But if I don't do it, it will disrupt your morning routine."

Hearing my words, my master sighed softly.
He must be frustrated by my unchanging behavior despite what he had said a few days ago.

"That's my problem for depending on a personal maid, not yours."
"No, it's my problem too. You are my master, after all."
"Sigh, Ei."

My master shook his head and got up.
Yet he would still drink the tea I had prepared and wear the clothes I had readied.

"I appreciate your thoughtfulness, but how many times do I have to tell you this isn't your job?"
"Please don't say that. Would you wait a moment while I prepare your breakfast?"
"You really don't listen to your master, do you?"

My master sighed softly at my stubbornness.
I gave him a small bow and then left the room with the cart, heading to the kitchen.

In truth, my current behavior was a kind of protest directed at my master.
On the day I was kidnapped, he had said to me:

'Ei, I will set you free.'

But due to reasons that required hiding my true identity, I naturally refused.
Since then, the relationship between my master and me had been in this state.
Him trying to push me away, and me clinging to him like a leech.

My steps toward the kitchen were somehow calm.

Ch.39 - The Slave Desires To Be By The Master's Side (2)
"Young Master, excuse me. I'm Shane, here to clear the dishes."
"Come in."

The door opened.
Unlike Leana who had short hair, a brown-haired maid with long hair carefully pulled a cart into the room.

"Have you finished your meal?"
"Yes. Please take care of it."
"Understood, sir."

To fill Leana's empty position.
Until a new personal maid is selected, various maids will probably take turns like this.
While I remained seated, my master was making brief preparations to leave.

"Then, I'll take my leave."
"Thank you for your work."
"Thank you, sir."

Did she really come just to clear the dishes?
It didn't take long for the maid named Shane to leave the room.
After she left, an awkward silence filled the room with just the two of us, until I spoke first.

"Master."
"...Yes."
"Today is the day of the final sentencing for that man, Levan Persian, isn't it?"
"You remember well."

Whether my master would also participate in the final trial as an investigator, he took a sword hanging on the wall and attached it to his waist.
It must be ceremonial rather than for combat.
After all, my master's weapon isn't a one-handed sword, but a large sword meant to be wielded with both hands.

"Master, are you alright?"
"Why wouldn't I be? I'm simply following orders."
"Politically as well?"

That day, the incident where I was kidnapped apparently had a significant impact on the family.
Starting with the betrayal of an insider, there were numerous issues to address.

Rather than a maid feeling inferior to her master's possession.
If it were just a matter of betraying the master's trust, that might actually be fortunate.

After all, a maid who betrays trust can simply be expelled.
A slave trader can simply be killed.

But the problem was that a retainer was involved with an illegal slave trader.
The fact that a retainer was deeply involved in illegal activities wasn't something the family could overlook.
Especially since it happened in the Aris family, known as the Sword and Shield of the Empire, with deep trust from the imperial family.

"Hmm."
"...And I know. I know that you're taking a hit because of me right now."

I also heard from Meina that my master suffered damage because of this incident.
In truth, the fact that he brought in a sex slave wasn't a major issue in itself.
After all, the Empire partially permits slavery in certain specific cases as a form of punishment that completely deprives freedom.
Therefore, if necessary, there was even a system where one could purchase slaves from the only Slave Management Office in the capital.

If my master had acquired me through legal channels, it wouldn't have been much of an issue.

But the problem was that my master purchased me from an illegal slave trader.
While there was justification that dealing with an illegal slave trader was part of an investigation,
The fact that what he purchased was me, who had been the highest-priced item at the auction...

"His Excellency told you unnecessary things."
"I don't mind. I'm happier having been sold here anyway."

If I hadn't been sold here, I couldn't have lived properly anywhere because of this cursed bloodline.
I can't express how good it is to have a new identity as "Ei," the Grand Duke's sex slave.
Of course, this is also thanks to having a good master...

*I was lucky.*

Anyway, from my perspective, getting a new identity is a good thing.

But my master couldn't avoid taking a hit.
There were also some rumors circulating because he brought in a sex slave despite having a fiancée.
More precisely, the rumors were directed at the Princess rather than my master.

"Ei."
"Yes."
"Honestly, I don't understand. Why do you refuse freedom so strongly?"

Our eyes met.
Why do I refuse freedom so strongly?

"It's not as good as you might think."

Freedom is certainly a good right, but it also comes with heavy responsibilities.
Especially for someone like me, who shares blood with someone who nearly destroyed the world.

"That's why I like how things are now."
"I can't understand."

My master sighed softly as he looked at me.
Normally, a slave would quickly accept the offer to regain their lost freedom.
But I refused and insisted on staying by my master's side.
From my master's perspective, who wants to give me freedom, it might be frustrating.

"You're saying you prefer being in a position where you must die if I order you to?"
"Master, are you going to kill me?"
"Of course I wouldn't now, but no one knows if I might change in the future."

But does my master know?
People who say such things never actually do them.

"If such a moment comes, I can break this slave binding myself."
"So you've become the disciple of an Archmage, is that it?"
"Of course. Wouldn't Meina teach me the release spell first when I reach that level?"

My master nodded in agreement after hearing my words, saying, "That's true."
However, even if I say this, my master will still want to terminate my slave contract.

"You're truly stubborn."

That's how I survived.
I followed behind him, keeping to myself words I couldn't say to my master.
Of course, today my master was heading somewhere a slave like me couldn't accompany him, so I couldn't stay with him like this.

"Master."
"Speak."
"Can't you keep me?"

As I said this, I gently grabbed his arm.

"I know you're not doing it because you're a good person. But you know what being a sex slave means, don't you?"
"......"
"And you also know that a slave contract isn't as powerful a binding as you might think."

Did he feel me grabbing his arm?
My master stopped walking and turned his head to look at me.

"Please don't feel burdened, and I'd like you to think of me as someone who can truly stay by your side when you're struggling."

During this conversation, I wonder what my master was thinking.
Since his expression remained unchanged, I couldn't say for certain.

"You say that, but why don't you listen to me?"
"Pardon?"
"If you ask whether a slave can be a true friend, I don't think so. Of course, you wouldn't be like that, Ei, but the slave contract will certainly influence your subconscious."

I could somewhat understand why my master wanted to break my slave contract.
But I had no intention of giving up my position as his slave.

"I should go now."
"Take care."
"I will. See you later."

He stroked the back of my head once and turned away.
Standing at the corridor junction, I watched my master's retreating figure before heading to the bedroom instead of Meina's laboratory.

*Would she be awake?*

I slowly walked down the corridor, which was brightly lit, quite different from the night.
I passed by two soldiers on patrol with spears, evidence of the recent bloodshed.
Arriving at Meina's bedroom, I carefully knocked on the door.
Then, the lock clicked open and the door began to open by itself.

*She's not up yet.*

Entering the room, despite sunlight filtering through the thin curtains,
The bulging blanket on the bed indicated someone was still in it.

"Meina, are you sleeping?"
"Mmm......"
"You need to get up. The sun is already high in the sky."
"You should call me Master, Ei......"
"Ah, yes, Master. Anyway, please get up quickly."

Sighing softly, I approached Meina slowly.
Perhaps she was waiting for this moment.

Like a monster extending its hand.
A hand suddenly shot out from under the blanket, grabbed me, and pulled me onto the bed.
Before I could react, I was dragged onto the bed with my shoes still on, and when I came to my senses, I found myself in Meina's arms.

"No, I want to sleep more......"
"But you said you'd teach me the introduction to Magitech today."
"Ei, can't you sleep more too, and we'll do it later tonight?"

Meina's voice, clearly showing she had just woken up, was heard again.
Despite the sun being so high, she was that reluctant to get up.

"I sleep well at night, so I'm not sleepy."
"Ugh. If I knew you'd be this annoying, I wouldn't have taken you as my disciple......"
"Even if you say that, everyone in the castle already seems to know."

People who used to pay no attention to me are now very cautious around me.
As Meina sat up, the curtains opened wide and the room immediately brightened.
The candles on the wall all lit up at once, signaling to me that her day had begun.

"Ei."
"Yes?"

At the same time, a book was pulled from the bookshelf and flew toward me.
I naturally caught it in midair, and by then, she had already gotten up and was stretching while speaking to me.

"Take good care of that."
"Ah, yes."
"I'll wash up and change clothes, so would you go to the laboratory first?"
"Alright. I'll get up then."

This had become a daily morning routine since I became her disciple.
And cleaning up the messy laboratory when I arrived first had somehow become my job too.

*I keep telling her to clear her plates.*

As soon as I entered the laboratory, I sighed softly seeing the empty plates on the giant table in front of the crystal.
Without looking, I was certain books would be scattered on the floor instead of being properly shelved.

But before organizing books, I needed to prepare snacks for Meina to eat while in the laboratory.
On my first day after becoming her disciple,
When I entered her laboratory and saw a cart piled high with empty plates, our first conversation was:

*'Ei, we have a big problem.'
'What? Why?'
'There are no snacks on my snack cart.'
'...Is that a big problem?'
'It's a huge problem for me. I can't live without sweets for even a day.'*

Something like that.
Anyway, I loaded the empty plates onto the cart and left her laboratory again.
I don't particularly like sweets, so I don't understand, but that's how Meina is.

As I headed to the kitchen by the shortest route,
Unlike usual, I noticed servants gathered near the dining hall entrance by the kitchen.
At this time, the servants should have already finished breakfast, so there was no reason for them to be in the dining hall.

*What's going on?*

Standing on tiptoe to look inside the dining hall, I saw a tall woman with reddish-brown hair and a small boy sitting in the center of the dining hall.
Since reddish-brown hair is practically the symbol of the Aris family in this castle,
Those people must also bear the Aris name.

"Hey, Ei."

I was curiously looking at them, thinking that my master had other children.
Just as I was about to turn my head at the head chef's voice from behind, saying "Yes?"

"Did you say Ei?"

At that moment, I felt everyone's gaze turn toward me.
No.
What's going on? Why is everyone looking at me?

"W-why is everyone..."
"Well, you're the topic of conversation between those two right now."

I had a feeling that another headache-inducing situation was about to unfold.
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"Anyway, did you come to get His Excellency's snacks again today?"
"Yes, please."
"Wait just a moment. I'll prepare them right away."

The head chef said that to me, then took my cart and went into the kitchen.
Even though he showed little interest in me as he left, the others still couldn't take their eyes off me, sending uncomfortable stares my way.

"What's going on? Why is everyone gathered here?"

At least until the head butler, whom I rarely crossed paths with, appeared.

"Unless you all have something particularly important to do here, please return to your duties. It doesn't look good to be crowding around like this."

I watched blankly as the head butler skillfully dispersed the servants, then tilted my head in confusion as he approached me.
I wondered what business the person in charge of household management could have with me.

*Ah.*

I found the answer quickly.
The two people talking inside were discussing me.
Even if it wasn't those two, I suspected someone from the Aris family would be looking for me.

Though probably not Meina Aris.

"Nice to meet you, Miss Ei."
"Hello, Head Butler Nine."
"Oh? You know my name?"
"Of course, you're in charge of managing everything in the castle..."

His white hair and the wrinkles on his face spoke of his age.
Was he surprised that I knew his name?

"But why me?"
"Oh, nothing special. The Family Head has been concerned, so I was personally curious."

What?
Who's been concerned about me?

"To be precise, he's more concerned about His Excellency the Marquis's disciple than about Miss Ei herself."
"Um, how should I take that?"
"Oh, you needn't worry about anything. You've simply become the disciple of a special person."

Fortunately, judging by the butler's tone, the Family Head didn't seem to view me negatively.
I've never directly met the Family Head yet, so I don't know what he thinks.
If he had negative thoughts about me, I would have noticed some hint of it from this old butler.

"Hah, really. Sometimes I just can't understand my brother."

I was startled by a voice from behind. I stepped aside and turned to see two people walking out after finishing their meal.
I wondered what their relationship was to my master.

"Well, Theo is a man too, so he might make mistakes once in a while."
"What are you saying? Has our brother ever made a mistake in his life? That machine-like person?"

The woman must be my master's sister.
One thing was certain—I knew less about my master than I thought.

I only knew he was the heir to the Duke's family, that he treated me well, and that he was considered nearly perfect in public.
When I thought about it, that was all I knew.
That, and his relationship with his fiancée, the Princess, wasn't very good.

"Hmm. Just one thing, right?"
"What?"
"Not entering the middle school at the academy?"

That's why the conversation between these two people was more valuable to me than any other information.
My master rarely told me anything about himself.

Of course, outwardly, I had stepped aside so as not to get in their way.
Like any ordinary servant.
I slightly bowed my head to avoid blocking the path of the master's family, trying not to draw their attention.

"Wait."
"Leo, what is it?"
"You there, I don't recognize your face."

I flinched at the young boy's voice.
I was trying to stay quiet to avoid drawing attention.
Why is he interested in me?

"Head Butler Nine."
"Yes, Young Master."
"Who is this? She wasn't here when I visited last time."

The boy's gaze turned to me.
Unlike my master who was at least a head taller than me, this boy was slightly shorter than me, but still carried himself with a similar aura to my master, clearly bearing the blood of the Aris family.

"This is the disciple of His Excellency that you two were just discussing."

Now that he'd asked directly, the head butler couldn't avoid answering as a servant.

"Her?"
"Yes."
"The Marquis took her as a disciple? The same person who refused even Ariel?"

The woman called this kid Leo earlier.
Why is he staring at my face so intently?

"Ei."

Just then, I heard the head chef's voice from behind. When I turned around, I saw the cart piled high with Meina's favorite snacks.

"This should last Her Excellency quite a while."
"Ah, thank you, Head Chef. Oh, there's chocolate too?"
"We received some high-quality ingredients recently. I thought I'd show off my skills a bit."

Meina would be so happy to see that sweet chocolate.
...Honestly, I was feeling a bit greedy myself.

"Hmm. It's quite sweet."

Suddenly, a hand reached into the cart and a piece of chocolate disappeared in an instant.
I stared at the boy in front of me with a dumbfounded expression.
Leo looked back at me as if to say "what are you looking at?"

"Anyway, you, come to the Aris private training ground later. You know where it is, right?"

But he didn't stop there. My mood was gradually sinking as I watched him ordering me around.
I had a feeling something troublesome was about to happen.

"I need to verify for myself whether you're qualified to be that person's disciple."

Did I look unworthy of being Meina's disciple in Leo's eyes?
First the Princess, now him—why were they so obsessed with Meina's disciple position?

But I couldn't act rashly now.
My master was already in a difficult situation because of me.
Creating more problems would only make things worse for him, even if only slightly.

Especially if those problems involved someone of Aris blood.

"Leo."
"What, don't try to stop me, Sis."
"Do you think His Excellency would have taken her as a disciple without any thought?"
"Ha. Do you think I'm saying this without knowing that?"
"Or are you still harboring feelings about what happened back then?"

This was extremely disrespectful.
Not just to me, but to my master Meina Aris.
I don't know what made him say it, but the boy's words essentially ignored the fact that Meina had already conducted her own evaluation.

"Of course not."
"Really? That's how it looks to me."
"...Tch."
"My, are you just going to leave? Shouldn't you apologize to the child you've insulted, Leo?"

I was starting to feel the desire to accept his so-called verification.
His "verification" would surely be a duel.
There's no more efficient way to draw out magical knowledge than a duel.

"Besides, this child doesn't seem to have been a disciple for very long."

At his sister's words, Leo quickly shut his mouth.
Right before Meina's voice came from behind me.

"My, our Theana is so well-informed about castle affairs even while staying at the Imperial Palace."

I felt the soft pressure of flesh against the back of my head as Meina embraced me from behind, resting her arms on my shoulders.

"It's been a while, Your Excellency."
"Yes. It's been a while for our Leo too, hasn't it?"
"...Hello."

The boy's voice had suddenly become stiff.

"By the way, our Leo seems quite curious about Ei? Well, it's hard to find such a pretty girl even in the capital, isn't it?"
"That's not it."
"Hehe, don't be sulky. So, would you like to personally verify Ei's abilities?"

She saw everything.
She must have been watching the situation through the surveillance system.
When I didn't return with her snacks for a while.

"No, ma'am."
"I'm asking sincerely, not to scold you. If you want, I can arrange it. What do you say, want to try?"

Meina's gaze turned to me.
Was she so pleased to have found interesting entertainment?
Without looking, I knew her eyes would be gleaming with mischief.

"Don't worry about Ei's opinion. If her master says do it, she must, right Ei?"
"Yes."
"Ei is fine with it, so what will you do, Leo?"

Meina's voice urged the boy to answer again.
Why was she so eager to see me fight this kid?

Actually, I welcomed it.
I was feeling the urge to personally correct the boy's rude attitude.

"You said she hasn't been your disciple for long."
"That's right. Probably even less time than you think."
"She might get hurt badly. Is that okay?"
"Hmm, I wonder."

I felt Meina's finger poking my cheek.
When I tilted my head to the side, her finger followed my cheek.
With my cheek still pressed, I heard Leo's answer.

"Fine. Now I'm curious too. Let's see if she truly deserves to be the Marquis's disciple."
"Hehe. You'd better not underestimate her. No matter what, Ei won't lose to you."

"Right, Ei?" Meina whispered softly in my ear.
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"But it's not possible right now, is it?"

Meina said that while chewing on snacks from the cart and looking at Leo.
Maybe the little one was also disappointed that he couldn't face me right away.

"Today is when we decide on Levan Persian's punishment, so we'll have to fight after that's over."

The guy's fierce gaze turned toward me.
Perhaps his pride was hurt after being overshadowed by someone he'd never seen or heard of before.

"Aren't you coming with us, Elder?"
"Oh my? What use would I be there? I just helped Theo capture him, but Theo did all the actual work."
"Won't you serve as a witness?"
"What is there to witness? I've already told Carlyle everything I did."
"...Actually, Father specifically asked me to bring you."

But being upset was still being upset.
Leo seemed to be someone who strictly separated personal and professional matters. He had already wiped all traces of displeasure from his face.
Like Theo, he spoke to Meina with an emotionless expression.

"Really? I wonder what that guy wants. He usually leaves me alone when I say I'm not going."
"It's only natural given the magnitude of this case. A retainer betrayed the family's trust."
"Sigh. It's annoying, but I guess I have to go this time."

Meina placed her hand on my head as I silently watched their conversation.
She put a cookie in my mouth with an "Ah," and smiled with satisfaction as she watched me chew.

"Ei, could you take my snacks to the lab and tidy up the place for me?"
"Yes. Just don't touch the research table, right?"
"That's right. I'll leave it to you then."

With those words, Meina walked past Leo and his sister.
The two siblings briefly looked at me before quickly turning to follow Meina.
Watching them leave, I finished filling the empty snack cart and headed back to Meina's laboratory.

*

"Marchioness Meina Aris has arrived!"

When Meina entered the central meeting hall, the head butler's voice, who was in charge of the proceedings, echoed loudly.
Five retainers, the Knight Commander, and Theo stood up. Meina let out a small sigh.
Only after she took her designated seat did everyone sit down.

Meina felt the stares as she entered.
In this place filled almost entirely with men, gazes were directed at her, who outwardly appeared to be a young woman.
She ignored them and headed to her seat without showing any reaction.

"It's been a while, Noona."
"What do you mean 'a while'? Why did you call me here for something so annoying?"
"Well, you are the family's only mage. How could I not invite you?"
"Damn it..."

Of course, those stares quickly disappeared once Meina took her seat.
Instead, as she deliberately spoke curtly to her brother,
Family Head Carlyle smiled slightly at Meina, who was still cold toward him.

She says it's annoying, but she came anyway.
She knows how important today's meeting is.

"I'm glad you came after all."
"How could I not when you sent your nephew to escort me here?"
"If only you attended family meetings regularly."
"Sigh, really..."

Meanwhile, Meina sighed softly as she watched the Family Head smoothly deflect her grumbling.
How did that once-rude kid grow up to be so slick?

"Couldn't you be half as much like your son?"
"Leo?"
"Not him, I mean Theo. People should become more dignified with age, not more childish."

Meina briefly recalled when her sister-in-law was still alive.
If she were still here, she would have reminded her husband to maintain his dignity as Family Head whenever he acted frivolously.

"Family Head."

At that moment,
At the head butler's prompt, Carlyle cleared his throat and spoke in a solemn voice.

"Is everyone present?"

He's been the Family Head for quite some time after all.
Hearing his voice suddenly turn grave, Meina crossed her arms and sank deeper into her chair.

"Family Head, we've brought Levan Persian."
"Bring him in."

When Carlyle gestured toward the empty space in the center of the meeting hall, the doors at the back opened.
Theo frowned as he saw Levan Persian, who looked like a beggar, appear through the doorway.
He still felt his anger twist inside him when he remembered what Ei had suffered because of that man.

"Seat him."

This wasn't really how an heir should behave in an official setting.
But Carlyle chose to ignore his son's expression rather than point it out.
His son wouldn't show such emotion without good reason.

"Ugh..."

Levan groaned as he was dragged in.
The other retainers frowned at his appearance, which looked more like a beggar than a retainer.
There was no sympathy in their eyes.
Because of one man's actions, none of them had been able to rest easy for days.

"Levan Persian."

Levan raised his head at the Family Head's voice.
He had to take a deep breath.
Just days ago, he had been at eye level with this man in his office, but now the same person sat much higher than him.
Levan felt tremendous pressure.

"F-Family Head."
"Have you been well?"

After all, he had witnessed Theo Aris personally carrying out an execution.
Despite the presence of others, Theo had executed the sentence without emotion, acting as the Emperor's proxy.
Because of this, Theo Aris remained a figure of terror to him.

And how many troops had been at that villa?
At least fifty, conservatively.
When Theo had single-handedly broken through a force that no individual could possibly penetrate and opened the underground room door,
The sight of him entering covered in blood was terrifying beyond imagination.

"Ah, sorry. My mistake. Judging by your appearance, it would be difficult to say you've been well."

With such incredible combat prowess and
A man who could control Theo Aris—someone with the iron will to carry out executions without regard for others' opinions—was now standing above him.

"F-Family Head. I've been wronged."

Nevertheless, Levan opened his mouth to make one final plea to the Family Head.
His death was likely already decided.
But even if he had to die, his only thought was to somehow harm Theo Aris, who had brought about his downfall.

"Wronged?"
"Yes. I never knew he was a slave trader. I was merely deceived by that slave trader, who is already dead, when he said there was another way to serve the family."

He couldn't harm Meina Aris.
Nominally, she had only assisted in the arrest at Theo Aris's request.
Besides, she had little interest in family politics, so she had never been a target of Levan's attention.

But Theo Aris was different.
He had one weakness that could be exploited.
He had purchased an excessively expensive sex slave, beyond what was necessary for the investigation.

"But the young master arrested me, claiming I was involved with illegal slave traders, and even imprisoned me in the dungeon. Family Head, you know that the Persian family has served the Aris family for generations."
"Hmm."

He also disliked Theo's attitude.
One moment he openly showed distrust toward the retainers,
Then he subjected Levan to that insane torture just because he tried to harm a mere slave.

"I truly have been wronged, Family Head."

Carlyle looked down at Levan, deep in thought.
He had no intention of showing mercy.
He was merely considering the appropriate level of punishment.

"Family Head, there's more."
"Speak."

The nerve of this man, still trying to talk his way out when everything's already exposed.
Carlyle thought this while looking at Levan, but decided to listen a bit more without showing his feelings.
He was too curious about what Levan might say in this finished situation.

"Do you remember when Young Master Theo infiltrated the slave market and participated in the auction process to learn more about it?"
"I do."

He had given direct orders to his son after carefully considering Meina's information.

"Are you aware that the amount reported for the slave purchase differs from the actual amount?"

At this unexpected statement, Carlyle glanced at his son.
As he recalled, the report clearly stated that the estimated budget had been used.
"I am not."
"At that time, the young master reported to you that he spent the estimated amount. But this was fabricated."
"Hmm."
"From what I know, the actual amount spent by Young Master Theo was approximately four times what was reported."

Carlyle pondered for a moment.
The family ledger, which passes through multiple hands, cannot be falsified as long as he lives.

Even if his son used family funds and then replaced them with his personal money to balance the final amount,
Both the actual expenditure and the replacement amount would be recorded as withdrawal and deposit records.
This was certain, as not even his son could falsify these records while Carlyle lived.

"Then let me ask you this. How did you, Persian, know that my son falsified his report?"

So Carlyle asked Levan.
The illegal slave trade investigation was commissioned by imperial decree, so even the head butler didn't know the full details.
Naturally, a mere retainer like Levan Persian couldn't possibly know the internal specifics.
Of course, Levan didn't know all the details of the investigation.
He only knew Ei's sale price because he had heard it from the slave trader when calculating profits.

"Don't I organize and submit reports to you, Family Head?"

Carlyle fell into thought at Levan's words.
If he had opened the report, that would be a problem in itself.

Although Levan Persian managed internal affairs,
He hadn't been given authority to access reports that went to the imperial court after Carlyle's review.

"I see."

Of course, Levan hadn't committed the brazen act of unauthorized report access.
He couldn't afford to create problems within the family.
Serving the Aris family in his father's position to preserve his life, how could he dare read reports sent directly to the Family Head?
Especially classified reports.

"Then am I to understand that you accessed the report without authorization?"

Levan was quite confused by the Family Head's question.
Why would someone who knows the limits of my authority ask such a thing?

"N-No! How could I commit such an act?"
"Then I must ask. How do you know that Theo falsified his report?"
"What?"
"It would be best to speak now. Otherwise, the family's sword may be directed at your neck."

This is absurd, to suggest I saw the report...
But just as Levan was about to explain how he knew this fact,
He finally realized he had been checkmated.

If he admitted hearing the purchase amount from the slave trader, he would be confessing his involvement with illegal slave traders to the Family Head.

"Feltern, draw your sword."

As Levan hesitated to speak, the Family Head gave an order.
When the middle-aged knight called Feltern drew his sword, Levan immediately turned pale.

"F-Family Head!"
"Levan Persian. I was listening to your story because I was curious what you would say. But you persist in lying until the end."
"N-No! Everything I said is the truth—"
"No one can falsify the family ledger as long as I live. This applies to Theo as well. Even if he used family funds and then replaced them with his personal money, all of this would be recorded."

Knight Commander Feltern, who had been silently listening from behind, slowly stepped forward.
As Levan heard his footsteps, he screamed, "No, no! That's not true!"
Meanwhile, Carlyle continued speaking calmly.

"And I know you didn't read the report for the imperial court. To be precise, you wouldn't have the nerve."
"F-Family Head?"
"Then, where did you hear this information?"

Feltern's sword was raised as if to strike Levan's neck.
Threads created by Meina's magic bound Levan, preventing him from moving.

"Leila. Take Leo outside."

At the same time, since Leo was still a young boy who shouldn't witness an execution, Carlyle sent his younger son out with his daughter.

"If you had admitted to illegally sharing profits with the slave trader and acknowledged your role in allowing illegal intruders into the family, I had planned to end this with exile. But you rejected my small consideration."
"F-Fuck this! After all my service to this family, you're throwing me away? Fuck!"

Leila took Leo and left the meeting room.
The door closed with a thud.

Swish—
As Feltern's sword swung down, blood splattered on his armor.

"How unfortunate."

That was the end of Carlyle's words.
As if everything was finished, he was about to leave but paused to look at Meina.

"Marchioness Aris."
"Yes?"
"Could you summon your disciple to my office?"

Meina was momentarily taken aback by this unexpected request.
This was something she hadn't anticipated.

"Ei?"
"So that's the child's name. I ask this as a personal favor out of curiosity."
"...Alright. But it can't be right away. The child needs time to prepare."
"I've taken that into account. Thank you for your help."

As a family member, she couldn't refuse an official request from the Family Head.
Meina reluctantly nodded.
Watching Carlyle leave, she fell into deep thought.

Ch.42 - The Slave Desires To Be By The Master's Side (5)
"Your Excellency, may I enter to clean up?"
"Ah, don't mind me."
"Understood, then excuse me."

Meina, still seated, lowered her gaze.
She watched as servants entered the conference room to clean up the fallen corpse and the blood splattered across the meeting hall. Suddenly noticing the scent of blood spreading through the room, she rose from her seat.

*Ah, the smell of blood.*

Being in a place where the scent of blood lingered wasn't to her taste.
"Please take care on your way out," said the butler as Meina was about to walk to her room, but she stopped in her tracks. Having sat in a room where the smell of blood was spreading, her clothes must have absorbed some of the odor.

*I should wash up first.*

Meina opened the surveillance system and searched through the screens to find the maid assigned to her somewhere in the castle. Though nominally assigned to her, Meina rarely called for her, so she was probably supervising other maids somewhere.

"Huh?"

After summoning her with magic, she briefly called the name of the maid who looked around in confusion.

"Shane."
"Oh, Your Excellency! I was worried you might have forgotten about me."
"Prepare the bath and some clothes for me."
"Of course. I'll have everything ready right away."

Watching Shane hurry away with quick steps, Meina thought of Ei.
What might she be doing now?

*

"Haah."

She sighed as she sat on the sofa.
Fortunately, it wasn't as messy as the first time she had to organize it, with books scattered everywhere.
Still, given how spacious the laboratory was, cleaning the entire place was exhausting.

Her eyes naturally drifted to the snacks prepared for Meina.
Though she wasn't usually fond of sweet foods, she hadn't eaten anything since breakfast and was starting to feel hungry.

*Maybe I'll have a little.*

Even that breakfast hadn't been much.

Meina probably wouldn't mind if she had a little bit.
Still, there was something uncomfortable about helping herself to her master's things.
But as they say, when you're hungry, your eyes wander.

*Maybe just one?*

She reached out and took a piece of chocolate protected by a cooling spell.
The cold sweetness spreading in her mouth gave her a sense of relief from fatigue.

*Is this why Meina likes sweet things?*

The sweetness filling her mouth improved her mood.
She reached for the table and picked up one of the books Meina had suggested she read when she had time.
Since she would be facing Leo later in the afternoon, she chose one about combat.

In truth, she was troubled by what Meina had said.
Though she had become an Archmage's disciple, it had only been a few days, so she wasn't particularly skilled at magic yet.

If she had properly started learning magic after becoming Meina's disciple, it might have been different.
But Meina, under the pretext of getting closer to her, had postponed teaching her magic and instead focused on taking her around the castle.

*That lunch we had on the central garden bench was amazing...*

Of course, it wasn't that she hadn't learned anything at all; she had learned a little.
Unfortunately, none of it was combat magic.
Her interest was more in Magitech than combat.

"Hmm. So in combat, the speed of execution is more important than accuracy?"

Looking at the theory in a book not authored by Meina Aris, she briefly recalled the magic Meina had shown her.
But she couldn't make a direct comparison to the theory.
Even during the recent incident, her master had done all the fighting, while Meina had only arrested and brought in Levan.
Besides that, she had mostly just used spatial movement and checked the surveillance system.

*I don't have anything to compare it to.*

She looked at the book and raised her left hand, gathering mana above it.
She condensed the mana to create three ice fragments, then tilted her head at the theory in the book.
She couldn't understand why execution speed was emphasized for such simple creations made by just condensing mana.

*Well, that's probably how conventional mages do it.*

According to this basic introductory book, Leo Aris—was that his name?—that kid probably used magic similar to what was described here.

*I should memorize this.*

Knowing your enemy increases your chances of winning.
Especially for someone like her with limited magical skills, every little detail could determine the outcome.
While she was absorbed in the book:

"Ah, you startled me!"

Her heart jumped at the sudden appearance of a screen beside the book.
When had it arrived?
Had the sentencing of Levan Persian already concluded?

She looked at the screen floating in front of the laboratory door and quickly headed to the entrance.

"Master!"

When she opened the door, a welcome face was there.
It was somewhat strange.
Despite seeing this face every day, spending so much time together, why was she always so happy to see it?

"Have you been well?"
"Yes, nothing special has happened to me..."
"I'll come in for a moment."
"Oh, please do."

She stepped aside, and her master slowly entered the laboratory.
Perhaps the sentencing process had been psychologically taxing.
Others might not notice, but unlike this morning, there was a subtle fatigue on her master's face.

"Is the sentencing over?"

Her master nodded at her question.

"Father ordered his execution."
"So it ended that way."
"Actually, it seems Father didn't initially intend to execute him, but he kept saying strange things, which added to his offense."

So that's how it went.
Well, he didn't seem like the type to readily admit his wrongdoing.

"You've had a hard time, Master."

Her master's hand reached for her head.
Feeling his hand stroke her hair, she sat quietly before turning around and leaning her back against him, using his body as a backrest.
Her master flinched slightly at her action, surprised, but soon embraced her with both arms, holding her close.

"May I hold you for a moment?"

Hearing those words, she couldn't help but smile.
She was the one being held, yet her master was asking her permission.

"In what sense?"
"...There's no strange meaning, so I'd appreciate if you didn't tease me."
"Huh? I was just asking if you were holding me because you're tired, Master, could it be...?"

A small sigh came from behind her.
Perhaps he didn't even have the energy to play along with her teasing.
While being held in his arms, she felt his hand stroking her head, and she reached for the table.

"Are you doing this on purpose?"
"Well, it's not so much on purpose as it is that you're a man too, Master."
"I'd like you to remember that I have a fiancée."
"Of course. I always remember that."

She picked up the book she had been reading earlier, and she could feel her master's gaze also turning to the book.
It seemed less like interest in the content and more like he was just looking for something to focus on because he was tired.

"Ei, you went through something big a few days ago."
"But you came to save me, Master."
"When a slave runs away, it's natural for the master to look for them. I didn't save you; I just went to find something I lost."
"Really? I was happy thinking you came to save me."

She turned a page.
The first thing that greeted her was a phrase common to all basic magic books: all magic begins with the formula conceived by the caster.
Since mana is invisible, magic is created by moving mana according to predetermined formulas.

"I hope you don't misunderstand. Ultimately, the goal was to save you."
"So it was like that after all?"
"Do I really need to say it out loud?"
"I don't necessarily need you to, but I'd be happy if you did."

She heard her master exhale beside her.
Her body tingled. Though it wasn't his intention, his breath directly touched her ear.

"Really, Ei, you're too good at manipulating people's hearts."
"Am I?"
"I wish you knew that even Ariel doesn't talk to me this way."

She chuckled at her master's words.
By now, the content of the book wasn't registering anymore.
Though she remembered she needed to study somewhat for her upcoming match with the kid named Leo, her hand wasn't turning the pages. Instead, she was feeling the warmth of her master's hand resting on the back of hers.

"I'll keep that in mind."

She felt her master's hand subtly move to her chin.
This seemed to be heading in a similar direction as before.

Well, her master was a man too, so he could use the body of a girl he bought with money, right?
Not that she was embarrassed by her master's direct gaze.

She turned her gaze slightly, but her master's hand caught her chin again, forcing her to look at him.
If it had been without feeling, like "Oh, I'm just being taken advantage of again," it might have been different.
But because it was a good person doing this to her, it made her feel somehow embarrassed and wanting to avoid it.

"Well, well, look at you two."

But that didn't last long.
Startled, she turned to see Meina leaning against the bookshelf, watching them with an amused expression.

"Why stop? It was just getting interesting."
"Ahem..."
"I sent our Ei to clean the laboratory, and here she is, having a romantic moment~"
"It's not romantic!"
"No? What I just saw looked like lovers about to kiss."

At the teasing voice, she quickly escaped from her master's embrace and distanced herself.
Her heart was racing, not knowing what Meina might say next.
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My face burned hot.
I quickly escaped from my master's embrace and put some distance between us at the teasing voice.

"Our Ei was sent to the laboratory to clean, but here she is having a romance~."
"It's not a romance!"
"Really? What I just saw looked like lovers about to kiss?"

Meina settled herself squarely between me and my master, looking at me as if I were cute. She really has a talent for teasing people.

"Well, since our Ei is a sex slave, I suppose there's nothing to say if her master does whatever he wants."

She looked at both me and my master once, then said "Hmm," briefly showing signs of contemplation.

"The Ei I know is not a sex slave, but an Archmage's disciple."
"But my master bought me with money..."
"Oh, so nowadays people buy their potential lovers with money? Kids these days are so strange."

I fidgeted with both hands at Meina's words.
Then suddenly, I noticed my master's body that had warmly embraced me.
Being held in those arms wasn't so bad, actually.

*Ah, what am I thinking?*

I tapped my cheeks with both hands to snap out of it.
This wasn't the time for such thoughts.
I recalled what happened with that arrogant kid before Meina went into the meeting.

"Meina, what about the duel? Should I go now?"
"Well, about that, Ei."

But Meina's words seemed a bit strange.
I thought I could just go fight right away now that the meeting was over, but that didn't seem to be the case.

"The duel with Leo isn't the issue right now."
"What?"
"Ei, you know who Carlyle Aris is, right?"
"Isn't he the Grand Duke?"

I wondered why the Aris Family Head's name came up here.
When I looked at her with wide eyes, she sighed "Ah, really!" in frustration and lowered her head.

"Yes. He wants to see you."

I let out a small sigh as my anxiety became reality.
If only I weren't the child of a treasonous family, I wouldn't have thought much of it.

*Surely he couldn't recognize me?*

I briefly turned my gaze to the mirror beside the bookshelf.
A woman with black hair and blue eyes—what I'd been seeing since I realized I had reincarnated into this world—stared back at me.

"But there's no need to worry. He just heard I took on a disciple and was curious about it."
"But I've only been your disciple for a few days."
"That's probably why he's more curious. He doesn't know who you are, unless he somehow recognizes you."

In truth, no one could identify me as a child of a treasonous family just by my appearance.
For some reason, I didn't have the star-shaped pupils that I should have had if I carried my family's bloodline.

"I guess that's true..."
"Why, are you afraid of Carlyle? Despite his looks, he's not a scary person."
"...?"

I wondered what he looked like for her to say "despite his looks."
I shifted my gaze from Meina to my master for a moment.
Judging by my master's appearance, his father probably wouldn't look too intimidating.

"Are we going right now?"
"Well, it would be nice if we could postpone it a bit, but unfortunately, it seems Carlyle's patience isn't going to last very long this time."

After saying that, Meina rose from her seat.
As if we were really going right away, white lines extended from her hand and drew a magic circle on the floor.
I took her outstretched hand and stood up, stepping onto the magic circle as she looked down at me.

"If we use this magic now, we'll go straight to Carlyle's office. Is that okay?"
"I'll have to see him eventually anyway."

The head of a family that values efficiency wouldn't wait for long anyway.
However...

"Theo, don't you have something to discuss with your father too?"
"...I'll go later."
"Going with Ei now would be better for you, you know?"

Does my master not want to see his father right now?
I'm curious about what was discussed in the meeting, but the atmosphere suggests I shouldn't ask, so I kept my mouth shut.
There were probably quite a few uncomfortable topics discussed.

"Theo? No matter how strange Levan's words might have seemed, the fact remains that you tampered with the ledger, right?"
"...That's correct."
"Carlyle won't just let that slide."

Ledger tampering.
Could that be because of me?

"Master, did you tamper with the ledger because of me...?"
"It's not like that. I swear I never actually tampered with the ledger itself."
"But it's true you didn't write it properly in the report."
"Haa."

So it really was because of me.

My master reluctantly got up at Meina's words.
Perhaps he calculated that he'd get scolded less if he wasn't alone with his father, but with someone else.
After all, the Grand Duke is his father.

"Good idea."

As my master stepped into the magic circle, light rose from the floor and instantly enveloped the three of us.
And when the light that transported us to the Grand Duke's office disappeared...

"You've arrived."

A heavy male voice I'd never heard before reached my ears.

*That person is the Aris Grand Duke, Carlyle Aris...*

When I looked up, a man who appeared even larger than my master was looking out the window.
Even though my master wasn't short by any means...
Standing before the Grand Duke, I had the illusion that he looked small.

"Carlyle, I brought Ei as you wanted."

To be honest, I was quite scared.
My master still had the refined air of a noble's son.
The Grand Duke, on the contrary, exuded the aura of a general who would lead the front lines in battle.

"You came too."
"Yes, Father."
"Good. I was planning to call for you anyway."

When the Grand Duke turned around, the scar running from his cheek down to his jaw caught my eye.
The Sword of the Empire.
I was already overwhelmed by the appearance befitting the master of House Aris.

"Come now, don't just stand there. Let's all sit somewhere comfortable."

Meina grabbed my wrist and pulled me beside her, gently embracing me.
As expected of a sofa in the Family Head's office...
Despite having unexpected guests, I couldn't help but be drawn to the soft, comfortable sofa that enveloped my body. Just then...

"So this is the child."

The Grand Duke's voice reached my ears once more.

I felt my heart sink.
He was clearly talking about me.
I wondered why he called me "the child."

"Theo."

But before I could read his intentions, the Grand Duke called my master and slowly walked toward him.
Why did my heart grow more anxious as the distance between them shortened?
It felt like the calm before a storm, as if something was about to happen.

"Do you know what you did wrong?"
"...Yes."
"Then I suppose it's alright if I hit you once."

The sound of my master being slapped reached my ears.

"M-Master!"

A powerful sound that could echo throughout the office was heard.
At the same time, seeing my master fall backward and roll once, I instinctively rushed to him and hurriedly examined his face.
The slap was so hard.

"B-Blood from your nose..."
"...I'm fine, Ei. This is just punishment for my wrongdoing."

Seeing his cheek turning bright red from a single blow and a trickle of blood flowing from his nose, I whipped my head around to look at the Grand Duke.
No matter what my master had done wrong...
The fact that someone had struck a person dear to me was making me act in ways I normally wouldn't.

"Hey, that was too hard."
"Huff."

However, even after hitting my master so hard, was the Grand Duke still not satisfied?
He looked down at me as I embraced my master, then turned and sat down in the single sofa located in the center of the office.

"Noona would know that I've already shown a lot of restraint."
"That might be how it looks to you and Theo, but this is Ei's first time seeing this."
"If you put it that way, I have nothing to say."

As I supported my master who was trying to get up while shaking his head, I felt a gaze from behind.
He said he was curious about what kind of person I was—was that true?
Feeling that gaze still fixed on me, I finally realized what I had just done.

*Oh.*

From the perspective of the Family Head and father, it was a reasonable punishment by his standards.
Yet I, a mere slave, had defied him.

"Ei, was it?"

The moment I heard my name, my body froze.
Though clearly without any hostility, simply asking me a question...
Perhaps the previous incident had left such a strong impression that even this simple question about my name filled me with fear.

"...Yes."

But no matter how afraid I was of him, I couldn't not answer.
Even if the Grand Duke wasn't my master, he was my master's father.

Yet why did I not want to look at him anymore?

"I'd like you to spare me some time."
"M-Me?"
"Yes. Just the two of us, without these two."

But contrary to my wishes, the Grand Duke's words were incredibly harsh to me.
From his perspective, he probably had something he wanted to say.
But I was so afraid of him.

"What? Hey Carlyle, what are you planning to say to her?"
"Why don't you ask the child directly?"

My survival instinct was whispering to me to stay away from him if possible.
But how could a slave refuse the Grand Duke's words?

"Is it difficult?"
"...No. I will follow Your Excellency's words."
"Noona, I have something I wish to discuss with this child alone. Could you please leave us for a moment?"

Meina showed signs of wanting to protest against the Grand Duke, but then rose from her seat as if she had no choice.
My master looked at me with concerned eyes, then turned away at Meina's "Let's go."

"Carlyle."
"Yes, Noona."
"I don't know what you're going to say, but don't lay a hand on that child. She's my first disciple in who knows how long."
"Don't worry."

After the two reluctantly left at the Grand Duke's words...
The master of House Aris and a mere sex slave.
With just the two of us remaining in the office, as I clasped my hands tightly together...

"Ei."

The Grand Duke's voice reached me again.

"What exactly is your relationship with Theo?"

Even though he already knew, he was asking a question I didn't want to answer.
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How should I answer to make sure rumors spread that I answered well?
The reason my master was hit by the Grand Duke earlier was probably because he deceived him.
My master had falsified reports to hide the fact that he brought me here.

"...We have a master-slave relationship."

Since the Grand Duke seems to know most of it anyway, there's no point in trying to deceive him for my master's sake.
After hearing my words, the Grand Duke closed his eyes and appeared to be lost in thought for a moment.
I wonder what he means by showing me such an expression.

"Judging by your appearance, you're not an ordinary slave."
"No."

His words, spoken with his eyes still closed, implied that there was no use in trying to hide anything.
With my current appearance, saying I wasn't for ordinary purposes pointed to only one specific purpose.

"Still, my master is..."
"I know. That boy isn't the type to touch you."

The Grand Duke opened his eyes after saying that.
His words, interrupting me, contained firm belief in his son.
It was a bit funny coming after he had so fiercely slapped him earlier.

"Still, I'm surprised. That boy, who seemed uninterested in others, brought you here even at the risk of being scolded by his father."

Being a father indeed, he seemed amused by his son's impulsive action.

"I heard you went through a terrible ordeal recently."

Then he sighed softly, bringing up the kidnapping incident from a few days ago.

"No, it wasn't that terrible—"
"No need to downplay it. I know what happened through the reports."

He was truly intimidating.
How could he create such an atmosphere, as if he knew everything without being told?
It felt like if I said one wrong thing, he would explode with anger.

Fortunately, he didn't seem to have any clue about my origins.

"The accomplice who helped kidnap you, Levan Persian, has been executed by the Commander of the Knights, so you needn't worry about him."
"Ah..."
"I don't know if this gives you any comfort, but it can't hurt to know."

He seemed deliberately not to mention Leana.
Perhaps he considered a maid beneath his notice?
Or maybe because she wasn't directly involved in the kidnapping.

After all, Leana wasn't present at the scene when I was kidnapped.

But somehow I felt the conversation was circling around something.
The Grand Duke surely didn't call me here to discuss these matters.
Why was he bringing up these other topics?

"Thank you."
"You seem less concerned than I expected."
"Well, even if it wasn't my master, they would have been dealt with by my Master anyway."
"You could have been harmed. Doesn't that concern you?"
"I simply trusted my master."

Was he deliberately changing the subject?
Not bringing up the main topic but changing the subject to see how I would react.

"Grand Duke."

When there was a momentary pause in the conversation, I spoke up, and the Grand Duke's gaze, which had been fixed straight ahead, turned toward me.

"If I may be so bold to ask, did you truly send away my master and my teacher just to have a conversation with me?"

My fingertips trembled.
I knew my master wasn't someone who would harm me.
And Meina had approached me first to talk.

I was acutely aware of how difficult it was to speak freely unless someone of high status approached first.

"What do you think?"
"...May I speak honestly?"
"Yes."
"It seems like you have another purpose, but the conversation keeps circling around it."

At that moment, after hearing my answer, the Grand Duke suddenly burst into laughter loud enough to shake the office.
I flinched in surprise, freezing up, but he quickly said, "Ah, there's nothing to fear," in a reassuring tone.

"It's amusing to see a slave, the lowest status, express their thoughts so freely."
"If I've offended you..."
"Not at all. In this family, most people take a long time to speak their minds simply because they fear me."

The Grand Duke said this as he stood up.
Then he reached for something at his desk, grasped it, and returned to place a metal object carefully in front of me.

"This is the crest symbolizing membership in the Aris family."
"What?"
"To be precise, it's a crest that only those bearing the Aris name can receive."

For a moment, I wondered if I had misheard.
Presenting me with a crest that only those with the Aris name could use meant he was offering to give me the Aris name.
The Grand Duke was now holding out such a significant crest to me.

"Break your slave contract with Theo and join the Aris family."
"G-Grand Duke?"
"As the head of the family, I will bestow the Aris name upon you."

Making an offer that would sound absurd to an ordinary person.

"May I ask your intention?"
"Hmm. Would you understand if I said I'm recruiting talent that might shake the Empire before others do?"
"But I haven't accomplished anything yet."

Could it be that he trusts Meina's judgment rather than me?

"Then do you intend to betray the trust of the master who believed in you?"

As I thought.

"No."
"That's enough then."

The Family Head's gaze turns to me, asking what I'll do now.
The future.
For that alone, the Family Head chose to invest the Aris name, something not easily given to just anyone.

But if I receive the Aris name, the bond between my master and me won't be as strong as before.
Moreover, if political issues arise later in our relationship...

"Grand Duke."
"Speak."
"Could you give me some time to think about it?"

And if I handle it poorly then.
I might lose my master.

"Indeed. It's not a decision to be made immediately."

Fortunately, the Grand Duke nodded in understanding.
But considering what kind of family head he is.
That time probably won't be very long.

"Very well."

The Family Head then stood up.
However, he didn't take back the crest.

"Keep that."
"Grand Duke?"
"If you have it, and if it becomes known in the family that you possess that crest, incidents like the last one won't happen. No, rather than being Ei, the mysterious woman who suddenly started accompanying the heir, you'll receive the same treatment as a family member."

It was overwhelming.
Even though I had become Meina's disciple, why would he go this far for me?
Especially when I hadn't even decided to accept the Aris name.

*I should accept it for now.*

But I didn't have a good reason to refuse.
In the end, I reluctantly picked up the crest and clutched it in both hands. The Grand Duke nodded and looked up.

"Sister, I know you're watching. You can come get her now."

At that moment, magic circles appeared beneath me and around me, and the light emitted from the circle beneath me engulfed me.
Meina had used magic to transport me directly from the Family Head's office to her laboratory.

"M-Meina?"
"You should call me Master, Ei."
"Where's my master?"
"I sent Theo to my father."

Meina said this as she turned off the screen showing the Family Head's office and led me to the sofa.
Then, looking at the crest tightly clutched in my hand.

"So it went to you after all."

She took my hand to peek at it, then sighed as if she had expected it.

"You knew?"
"Yes."

Was she thinking of the disciple she once had?

"He wouldn't want to see it again. The sight of me falling apart after losing a disciple I had taken in."
"Ah..."

Come to think of it, Meina had lost a disciple who was like a son to her, simply because he was her disciple.
Perhaps this crest the Grand Duke gave me was a minimal safety measure to prevent history from repeating itself.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Study hard and train yourself so that you won't need that crest."

When I was embraced by her, I heard Meina's voice in my ear, as if she was looking at something far beyond me.
And then, what I had only understood intellectually began to be felt vaguely in my heart.

That the relationship between master and disciple is comparable to that between parent and child.

"Yes."

That was the only answer I could give.

*

Meanwhile, Theo Aris was waiting for his father, who was looking out the distant window, to speak.
His cheek still stung from the earlier slap, and he could taste blood in his mouth.

But he had no complaints.
He had lied to his father who showed such firm belief in him as to make him his heir.

*This is the second time, isn't it?*

Theo briefly recalled the past.
It was at a time when the decision of who would be the heir between him and Leo had not yet been made.
Back then, he had insisted on taking heir lessons instead of advancing to the middle school of the academy.
What had he said to his father who insisted on the Imperial Academy course essential for nobles of the Empire?

*'The academy is too boring.'*

In truth, he just didn't want to go to the academy because of something that had happened between him and Ariel.
That was probably the first time.
The first time the obedient child had lied.

"Theo."

After waiting behind his father for some time, Theo responded to his father's voice with, "Yes, Father."

"Is your cheek alright?"
"It was a deserved punishment, so I have no complaints."
"No, I'm asking if the cheek I hit earlier is okay."
"I can taste blood, so I probably won't be able to eat dinner properly tonight."
"Seeing you joke, I guess you deserved it."

*I'm enduring it because it's me, but I definitely don't think I deserved it.*
Theo swallowed those words, keeping his hands behind his back, and waited for his father's next words.
Noticing that the crest that had always been on his father's desk was gone.

"Theo. From now on, you will be excluded from the slave market investigation mission."
"I understand. I'll compile and submit the data."

That crest probably went to Ei.
With his mother gone, Leo couldn't have a younger sibling.
The only person in the family worthy of receiving the crest was that child who had become Meina's disciple.

"She's a bold and strong-willed child."
"Are you talking about Ei?"
"Yes. So I have a favor to ask of you."

I wonder what kind of favor it could be.
As the Family Head, if it's a request related to his son's mere slave, there could only be one.

"Let her go."

As expected.
Theo felt a throbbing in his head at his father's words.
If he said he would release her, but she insisted on staying by his side, how would his father take it?

"Father. About that."
"What, is it difficult? You don't seem particularly interested in women anyway, so you don't need one separately, right?"
"...I am still a man."
"Says the boy who has such a cold relationship with Ariel. When I was your age, with your mother..."
"You've already told me this story. The child's magical talent is too valuable to waste as a slave. However..."

Carlyle began to look at his son with puzzled eyes.
What's the problem then?
Who would refuse to give freedom back to a slave?

"She says she'd rather remain a sex slave and not to even mention terminating the slave contract."
"..."
"I was surprised too, Father."

Faced with this completely unexpected statement, Carlyle was at a loss for words, and silence fell over the office.
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Carlyle looked at his son as if what he was saying made no sense. He thought that no one in the world would refuse an offer to regain their freedom.

"Are you truly serious?"
"Yes, Father."
"Well, I never would have imagined this."

But it was quite surprising to hear that someone would actually make such an unlikely choice a reality. Choosing not to abandon slave status meant they had judged that their situation as a free person would not be better than their current one.

"What about forcing them to give up their slave status?"
"Even then, they might still follow me, insisting on remaining a slave."

Granting the Aris family name would only be possible after ending the slave contract with his son. But he couldn't forcibly terminate the slave contract either. Meina wouldn't stand by and watch something so cruel being forced upon her disciple. Besides, nothing was more unpredictable than what happens when someone obsessed with something abnormal loses the object of their obsession.

"It seems their life outside, before being sold as a slave, was worse than their current situation."
"Hmm."
"All I know is that the child wandered from place to place without settling anywhere, before being captured by a slave trader and sold to me."
"So they hide their past from you as well."
"Yes, that's right."

Carlyle fell into thought. Why would someone be so fixated on remaining a slave—the lowest status—even rejecting the opportunity to become nobility?

Being a slave meant such a status. As a form of punishment, it was a sentence given at minimum for treason, forcing one to live without being treated as a human for their entire life. Moreover, everyone in the Empire knew under what circumstances slave status was imposed, and Ei would be no exception if they were a citizen of the Empire.

This was true even for illegally sold slaves. For most people, how someone became a slave wasn't an important matter. To others, only the fact that they were a slave mattered.

And Ei surely knew this fact. They were perceptive enough to see through conversation deflections and sharp enough to ask about the main topic directly.

"The child says they would offer their body to me whenever I want. They won't give up easily."
"That's not an easy thing for a woman to say."
"They said it without any hesitation. Honestly, even I was surprised."

Yet for some reason, Ei was obsessively attached to that position, almost to the point of madness. So much so that they were willing to sacrifice their own value for the mere position of a slave.

"They seem to have suffered many wounds throughout their life."
"Hmm."
"I think the cause might be a combination of everything they experienced before coming to our family."

Giving up on oneself is not an easy thing. Only someone who has absolutely no affection for themselves and would be ready to throw away their life at any moment could do such a thing.

"Did you hear any details about what kind of life they lived?"
"No."
"So they didn't tell even you."

They appeared to be just old enough to enter the academy's high school division, yet what kind of life had they lived? In truth, most people wouldn't even be curious about such things. Whether a slave lived or died after serving their purpose wouldn't matter to them. The Aris family had never even had a reason to keep slaves in the first place.

"Perhaps their current slave status is a means of saying goodbye to their past."
"You think so?"
"Not completely at the moment. Despite being in a position where you could kill them at any time, they trust you considerably."

But the problem was that this person was Meina's disciple. Carlyle still remembered how his sister had lived like a broken person for nearly three years after losing her previous disciple.

That's why he had given the crest. He didn't want to see his sister, who had barely emerged from the shadows, collapse completely after losing another disciple. This was also why he had offered to give the family name. If they became an Aris, no one would dare touch them without being prepared to make an enemy of the entire Aris family.

Of course, this would only be possible if they were freed from slave status. The Empire's law clearly stated that nobility and slavery could not coexist. And Ei was a slave owned by Theo Aris.

In the current situation, there was no way to bestow the family name.

"The fortunate thing is that they seem to be swayed by emotional attachments."

Carlyle briefly recalled Ei's expression when they had watched Theo being struck by him. Despite knowing the man before them was the master of Aris, they had looked at him with bloodshot eyes. His son should have seen that face.

"Emotional attachments..."

Theo reflected on the behaviors Ei had shown toward him. It did feel like the distance between them was gradually narrowing, beyond a simple master-slave relationship. Perhaps the decision to become Meina's disciple was also motivated by the emotional bond formed with Meina.

"Indeed..."
"Do you have any ideas?"
"Originally, the child refused to become Your Lordship's disciple. As you said, Father, perhaps emotional attachment might be the way to win over their heart."

Theo also recalled a small incident that had occurred when they were leaving Lawrence's dress shop. Ei, who would normally have followed him out immediately, had been slightly delayed because of a little boy named Liam.

"Father, may I be excused now?"
"Go ahead."
"Thank you. I'll take my leave then."

Theo gave his father a light bow before leaving the office. Ei would be with Meina now, so they wouldn't be disturbed.

*I should hurry back.*

Thinking that perhaps that little boy named Liam might provide some clues, Theo headed toward Lawrence's shop.

*

"Welcome! Oh my, Young Master! What brings you here?"

When Theo entered the shop, Lawrence, who had been sitting at a sewing machine inside, greeted him warmly. She had just been finishing up Ei's clothes and had sent someone to the castle moments ago. Could the news have reached him already?

"My goodness. How did you know the lady's clothes were finished? I was just about to send someone to the castle—"
"Madam, might I see a child named Liam?"

However, from his next words, Lawrence could tell that Theo had come for a reason other than the clothes. After all, he had no reason to look for Liam instead of her.

"Pardon? Liam is inside right now, but..."

As she suspected, the completion of Ei's clothes wasn't important to Theo right now. He had deliberately avoided asking about Ei's past that they wanted to keep hidden, and had lived without showing interest in it.

But now, a suspicion was stirring in his heart. What exactly had Ei experienced that made them want to hide their past even from him, their master?

"Madam, I apologize for interrupting your work, but I need to borrow him briefly."
"Young Master, wait a moment!"

He thought he might be able to find out. The thought that he might learn more about Ei was causing a great disturbance in his heart, evident in his hurried movements.

"He's inside, but the child is a bit sick..."

But reality wasn't so accommodating.

"What?"
"He caught a cold. We've given him medicine, but it will take some more time before he improves."

He had come to ask about Ei, but why did the boy have to be sick now of all times?

"Is that true?"
"This morning when he woke up, he suddenly had a high fever. If you need him, could you perhaps come back next week instead of today?"
"Oh, no."

This was unfortunate. If he waited until next week, the urgent feeling he had now might disappear.

"Is something wrong? Did our child do something wrong?"
"No, nothing like that. I just had something I was curious about, and thought the child might provide some clues."
"Ah, that's a relief. I was worried something had happened..."

Was his seeking the child such a heart-dropping matter for the madam? Watching her sigh in relief, Theo realized he had made a mistake. As the family heir, he should have acted in a way that wouldn't cause misunderstandings.

*Anyone would have thought something was wrong from my behavior just now.*

With a small sigh, he said to the madam, "I'm sorry for alarming you," and turned to leave. With Liam being sick, there was no reason for him to stay at the shop now.

"Oh, Young Master. Are you leaving now? I had just sent someone to the castle as Ei's clothes were about to be finished."
"Then Ei will probably be here soon. I'm not in a position to look at the clothes right now—"

Wait a minute. What did she say? She sent someone to the castle?

"Madam, did you just say you sent someone to the castle?"
"Yes. Is there a problem?"
"Then may I ask a favor? If Ei comes, could you not tell them that I'm here right now?"
"That's not difficult, but is there a reason?"
"Shh."

At her question, Theo shook his head. Gesturing for her not to ask any more, the madam nodded in understanding.

"It's a personal reason. Please."
"Well, alright. The outermost room with the mirror might be used as a changing room, so you can hide in the second room with the door inside."
"Thank you."

If Ei knew he was here now, they would certainly find it strange. Just seeing their master unexpectedly here would make Ei suspect that he had discovered the connection between them and Liam. So he couldn't be discovered yet, and Theo quickly hid himself.

"Oh my, Ei! You're here?"

Not long after he had hidden, he could hear the madam's voice welcoming Ei who had entered the shop.
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Theo covered his mouth and nose with his hand.
As luck would have it, he was hiding in a storage room for dress fabrics, with a ventilation duct in the door that made it risky for any sound to escape. And he could see outside too.

Had the madam deliberately hidden him in such a place?
No, that couldn't be it.
She probably just chose this room because it was the quickest hiding spot available.

*The problem is that I can see the changing area perfectly.*

The one fortunate thing was that as long as he didn't make any noise, there seemed to be no risk of being discovered.
Who would think someone would be hiding in a storage closet like this?

"—......"

He could hear what sounded like a conversation between Ei and the madam outside.
If only they wouldn't come in here.
This storage room was so packed with fabrics that there wasn't even space to turn around.

"Sigh. Where on earth did Master go?"

But contrary to his wishes, Ei was stepping into the room.
Perhaps to take her measurements?
Indeed, unlike her previously skinny frame, Ei now had just the right amount of flesh on her body.
Maybe the clothes measured before wouldn't fit her anymore.

Of course, he had anticipated this possibility.
Just in case, he had ordered the clothes with enough room to accommodate an increase of an inch or two.

The problem was that he hadn't told Ei about this.

*Ei.*

Theo silently called out to her as she prepared to change clothes beyond the door.
He hoped she wouldn't change clothes in front of him just to check her size.
He had no interest in hiding in a room and peeping at a woman changing through a ventilation duct.

"I hope the clothes fit."

He could hear Ei's voice, having removed only her coat, seemingly debating whether to take off her navy blue dress.
He wished she would leave quickly so he wouldn't have to hide much longer.

*So you're going to change, Ei.*

Contrary to his hopes, he inwardly sighed as he saw her untying the string at her waist.
If Ei were truly his slave, he might have simply appreciated her body.
After all, who could criticize a master for looking at his own property?

But lately, Theo had been vaguely sensing that Ei was drifting away from him.
His father told him to terminate the slave contract, saying she was Meina's disciple.
Meina treated Ei almost like her own daughter.

Despite their master-slave relationship...
Ei was no longer someone he could do with as he pleased.
Of course, since he still technically owned her, he could if he really wanted to.
But the aftermath would be considerable.

Now Ei was a slave only in name, essentially equivalent to a young lady of the Aris family.
How could he peep at such a woman changing clothes?

*I should at least close my eyes.*

So Theo closed his eyes.
He couldn't help hearing, but at least this way he wouldn't be peeping, which might make him feel less guilty toward Ei.

But there was a problem.
The simple sound of fabric rustling now felt incredibly stimulating to him.
Just the sound of cloth brushing against something and falling.
Thinking that it was the sound of Ei undressing made it somehow so provocative.

It was strange.
Living with Ei all this time, he had seen her change clothes more than once or twice.
But back then, he had been quick to look away without any interest.

Why did he want to see her now, despite having seen her many times before?

"Haa."

But that wouldn't be right.
If Ei were truly a slave, it might be different, but she was a slave only in name and was about to enter noble society.
Though it had started with him, she had already somewhat left his hands.

So he shouldn't be disrespectful.

With that thought, Theo kept his eyes closed, waiting for Ei to finish changing.
Had she finished checking her size?
After hearing Ei sigh, there was no sound for a while, so thinking she had finally finished, he opened his eyes.

But what entered Theo's vision was a completely unexpected situation.
Whatever Ei was contemplating...
She was standing there in just her underwear, holding clothes as if pondering something, and Theo almost coughed in surprise.

He barely managed to hold it in.

The problem was that no matter how much he wanted to look away, Ei's undressed body kept drawing his gaze.
He had certainly seen her body once before, without a stitch of clothing.
It had been under the pretext of examining her for defects as a sex slave.

But contrary to what one might expect, even seeing a woman's naked body then had evoked no thoughts at all.
She had been completely emaciated, looking like she might collapse if touched, with burn scars on the back of her neck.
Instead, he had only thought about making her fit to serve as a proper person.

And now Ei had completely transformed from that time.
Perhaps it was the result of feeding her well, letting her rest well, and taking good care of her.

Her once meager chest had now swelled slightly, making her current underwear look a bit tight.
Her arms and legs now made him want to touch them.
And her buttocks, which had found an appropriate size no less impressive than her chest, completed her body line.

But that wasn't all that had changed about Ei.
Perhaps it was because the mysterious charm she had from the first time he saw her had deepened.
Ei was exuding an atmosphere that seemed difficult to approach yet made one want to draw near.

If Meina saw her like this, she might worry about someone taking her away.

*What am I thinking right now?*

And it was at that moment that Theo became aware of his own thoughts.
When Ei put back on the clothes she had been wearing to leave and tied the string at her waist.
Theo placed one hand on his forehead and inwardly let out a small sigh.

His training had been insufficient.
As the heir to his family, he shouldn't be swayed by such things that might bring shame to his family.
And as someone with a fiancée, he shouldn't be having such thoughts about another woman.
Why had he thought such things?

"Phew."

Only after Ei left could Theo exhale the breath he had been holding.
When he heard Ei and the madam exchanging greetings in the distance, and the shop door opening and closing, he was finally able to come out.

"Young Master, are you alright?"
"Don't worry about me. Anyway, thank you for granting my request."
"Young Master, just a moment—!"

As payment for granting his request, Theo carefully placed two gold coins next to the sewing machine and quickly left the shop.
Behind him, he could hear the madam calling out to him in surprise at seeing the gold coins.
But he ignored her and headed toward the castle, taking a slightly longer route to avoid the path Ei might have taken.

*It's gotten quite cold.*

He tried to think of something else as he walked, reflecting that winter would soon be over.
Winter's cold is harsh, but when it deepens, it begins to fade, and before you know it, winter has retreated.
But that thought was brief.

"Oh, Master."

Looking up at the familiar female voice, he saw Ei holding a paper bag with clothes, looking at him.
Had she stopped at the garden on her way back to the castle?

"What are you doing here, Ei?"
"Me? Lawrence Madam sent someone saying my clothes were ready, so I was on my way back."
"Is that so?"
"Since you weren't around, they came to me instead."
"I suppose our paths crossed. They must have come while I was briefly out."

As he entered the castle, Ei followed behind, chattering away, and Theo raised his hand.
She was saying things like how she'd gained a little weight so the clothes might not fit.
Ei stopped talking at her master's raised hand.

"Master?"

His raised hand merely stroked her head a couple of times.

"Master, why so suddenly?"

He wasn't the type to suddenly stroke someone's head without reason.
But Theo said nothing.
He just stroked Ei's head and then quietly walked ahead.

"Ei."

After walking for some time, Theo stopped in front of his room and called out to Ei.

"Yes?"
"What if I were to order you to fulfill your duties as a slave right now?"

What on earth had happened?
Ei tilted her head at her master's words.
He wasn't the type to ask such things, yet suddenly he was asking her this.

"Um, if Master orders it..."
"Would you fulfill your duty?"
"I suppose I would have to. Since it's Master's order."

After saying that, Theo entered his room and closed the door without waiting for Ei's answer.
Ei looked at the closed door before she could enter and tilted her head, wondering what was going on.

She couldn't ask what was wrong because he wasn't the type of person who would answer such questions.

*What's going on...*

But Ei didn't know.
What had happened at the dress shop today.
And what seed had been planted in her master's heart because of it.

Seeing that the doorknob didn't move when she grabbed it, Ei thought perhaps her master needed time alone too.
Even if he didn't tell me, something must have happened.

Could it be something that happened with the Family Head?
I hope it doesn't take too long.

Ei swallowed her unspoken wish and turned to head toward Meina's laboratory.

Ch.47 - The Slave Desires To Be By The Master's Side (10)
"Phew."

Theo, standing alone in the room, drained the entire teapot in one go and sighed.
Why had he asked her such a thing?
Ei would fulfill her duties whenever he commanded her to.

*Why are you acting like this, Theo Aris?*

He had once told Ei to find her own value, yet now he was asking about her duties as a slave.
Even now, Ei was doing well finding her own value, so why had he asked such a thing?

Theo decided he needed some fresh air and opened the window.
The biting winter wind rushed into the room, scraping against his face as it passed.
But his heart remained unsettled.

*This must be because Ei is too beautiful.*

Since being selected as his family's heir, he hadn't shown interest in anyone else.
Human relationships were often tiresome and created troublesome situations that hindered his growth as an heir.
And then there was Ariel...

*Ei is your slave in name only; she's already left your hands.*

In fact, Ei's recent kidnapping had essentially been an attack aimed at him.
At that time, Ei's only connections to the Aris family were being Meina's disciple and his slave.
Just those two things.
And she had been kidnapped for the latter reason.

*You need to let her go, Theo Aris.*

Even though he had purchased her as a slave with money.
Even though Ei herself pledged unlimited loyalty to him.

Theo could feel it himself.
That he needed to let Ei go now.
But how?
Why did he suddenly not want to let her go?
He had been telling Ei he would break the slave contract, so why was he now having such contradictory thoughts?

*How annoying.*

Theo gritted his teeth.
He was irritated at himself for being particularly swayed by unnecessary emotions today.
He grabbed the sword hanging on the wall with agitation and rushed out of the room, heading straight for the training ground.

The best way to calm his mind was to move his body until he couldn't think of anything else.
Until he felt completely exhausted.

But the entire way to the training ground, only one person occupied his thoughts.

Ei.
His sex slave.

*

*Why is Master acting like that?*

On my way to Meina's laboratory, I sat down on a chair placed in a corner of the corridor and thought about my master.
Did something happen to him today?
His attitude seemed somewhat different from usual.

"Sigh."

I let out a sigh.
I hope I didn't do something wrong.
He's not the type to treat me differently for minor mistakes.

"Ei?"
"Huh, eek!"

While I was seriously wondering if I had done something wrong, a woman's voice came from beside me. I turned my head and was startled to see Meina sitting next to me, causing me to fall off the chair and land on my bottom.

"Why are you so surprised?"
"When someone appears like that while I'm thinking, it would be strange not to be surprised."
"Really? How cute."
"By the way, when did you get here? I didn't notice you coming at all."

After dusting off my bottom and sitting back on the chair, a magic circle appeared on the floor and transported Meina and me to the sofa in the center of the laboratory.
The hard bench I had been sitting on suddenly changed to a soft sofa.

"I came to get you because you weren't coming."
"Were you watching me?"
"Of course. This master is very interested in you, Ei. I'd like to carry you around in my pocket, but you don't fit in there."

A table with tea and snacks was summoned in front of me, instantly creating a tea time atmosphere.

"That's scary in its own way."
"Why?"
"Because I feel like you might actually put me in your pocket someday."
"So?"

Meina laughed at my words.
Then suddenly, she spread her arms and pulled me into her embrace, and began touching various parts of my body.

"M-Meina?"
"Hey, you should call me Master."
"W-why are you suddenly touching me like this?"
"Shouldn't a master know how much her disciple has grown?"

It was nonsense.
No matter if she was my master and we were the same gender, randomly touching someone else's body like this was clearly harassment.
...Though as a slave, I couldn't say anything unless my owner objected.

"Master."
"What?"
"You didn't do this to your previous disciple, did you?"
"My goodness. I wouldn't do this to a male disciple, no matter what."

I could only sigh as Meina's hands kneaded my arms.
How could someone supposedly the second greatest mage in the Empire spout such sophistry so casually?

"So it's okay because we're both women?"
"Of course. Why are you asking something so obvious?"
"...It's not obvious at all."
"Hmm. By the way, Theo seems to have taken good care of you. You definitely look healthier than when I first met you."

Meina seemed uninterested in my thoughts as she continued kneading here and there while saying such things.

"So, Ei. Why were you sitting there instead of coming to me?"

She seemed to have quickly lost interest in touching my body.

"Well, Master asked me something strange."
"Something strange?"
"He went out somewhere today, and when he came back, he suddenly asked if I could fulfill my duties as a slave."
"What's wrong with that?"
"Isn't it strange that someone who normally wouldn't ask such things suddenly asked something so obvious?"
"Hmm."

Meina tilted her head and hummed at my question.
Her expression suggested she didn't see why asking that would be a problem.

"He said he would free me from being a slave and told me to find my own value, so I thought it was strange that he would ask something like that."
"So?"
"It feels like something happened. As they say, every effect has a cause."

Meina placed her hand on my head.
I let out a small sigh as I felt her hand gently stroking my hair.

"Honestly, I'm a bit worried."
"Hehe. Really?"

At her voice, I thought of my master alone in his room.
Why had he refused to let me in when he knew I had nowhere else to sleep but outside his room?

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"I'm just curious, but how do you feel about Theo?"
"My master?"
"Yes. I'm not asking with any particular meaning, I'm just curious."

I fell into thought at Meina's question.
She had known my master much longer than I had, so perhaps she saw something I didn't.

"Do you have some idea why he asked that?"
"Hmm. What do you think, Ei?"
"You're not the type of master who would ask something like that without reason."
"Really? Being trusted by my disciple isn't so bad."

When I pouted at her playful evasion, she pinched my lips between her thumb and index finger with a "There, there."
She let go when I said "I'm sorry" while unable to open my mouth properly.

"Actually, I don't know either."
"What?"
"I'm not Theo. How would I know what's in his mind?"

Meina's words carried a completely different meaning than I had expected.
She had always acted as if she could read my mind completely, so I had hoped...

"You look disappointed."
"Maybe a little."
"But our Ei is kind, so you can understand, right?"

Perhaps she was deliberately hiding something from me.
It must be a lie that she couldn't see anything at all.

"Yes."
"There really is no one like our Ei."

As I ate the snack she held to my lips, I felt Meina's hand stroking my head.
Then she released me from her embrace and asked, "Why don't you go see your master?"

"My master?"
"Yes. Why don't you ask him again if he's really going to break the slave contract?"
"I think he really will."
"I wonder? I don't think so, at least not right now."

I tilted my head as she shrugged her shoulders at me.
Did Meina also want me to end the slave contract?
Or did she have something else in mind when she said that?

"Do you really think so?"
"Trust me. If you ask him now, the answer will be quite different."

In any case, Meina wasn't someone who would lie to me.
She must have something she was certain about.

"Theo is at the training ground now, not in his room, so you should look for him there."
"His personal training ground?"
"Yes."
"He was in his room earlier."
"He could have left in the meantime."

As I got up and walked toward the laboratory entrance, I turned slightly toward Meina.
She put down her teacup and waved at me, telling me to take care.

With a slight bow, I left the laboratory and began walking toward my master's training ground.
Outside the window, snow was falling lightly.

*

"Pfft. One is clueless, and the other is busy denying his own feelings, what fools."

After I left the laboratory, Meina, sitting alone, muttered to herself with a smile.
Others might find this combination maddening, but she was simply enjoying having an interesting spectacle in her otherwise boring life.
It had happened when she had nothing to research and no motivation to do so.
And it involved her disciple, whom she considered like a daughter, and her nephew.

"But what will our Theo do? Ei seems completely oblivious."

The problem was that the woman had no thoughts about the man.
And the man was already engaged, yet found himself drawn to someone else.

"Ah, it's difficult, so difficult."

Human relationships are indeed complicated and difficult.
It would be nice if answers popped up clearly like in magic.

Meina put her legs up on the sofa and stretched out.
Numerous magic circles floating on the laboratory ceiling caught her eye.
They were the achievements of her lifetime.
Looking at those magical formulas that contained her life's work, Meina softly muttered:

"But it's quite entertaining, so do your best, kids."

On the screen floating above her, Theo was shown drenched in sweat, sword in hand, training despite the falling snow.
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Following Meina's directions to the training ground, I found my master was indeed there. But something seemed off about the damage to the training ground. The usually well-maintained area was now marked with sword scars everywhere, presumably left by my master.

"Master?"

This isn't training—he's pushing himself too hard.

"Ah, it's Ei."
"What's going on? What are all these marks...?"
"My mind was just a bit cluttered, that's all."

No, that can't be right. The marks on this sturdy training ground are no joke—they're about half a centimeter deep. It would take extraordinary force to cause that kind of damage. Just because his mind was cluttered?

"I'm sorry, I must have worried you."
"Master."
"Nothing serious happened, really. I was just annoyed with myself."

Sweat was pouring down my master's forehead. His voice trembled slightly. To damage the training ground this much, he must have exerted tremendous force.

In fact, his hands were visibly shaking. Something was definitely wrong. Otherwise, why would his hands tremble like this?

"Is that why you're pushing yourself so hard?"
"......."
"Master, your hands are shaking. How much did you push yourself to reach this state?"
"Ei."

I was probably overstepping my bounds at that moment. A mere slave worrying about her master so presumptuously. An object should simply do as its master commands.

That's probably why my master called me with a sigh. Because a slave was acting beyond her station.

"I'm, I'm sorry."
That must be why I flinched when my master called me in that low voice.

"I understand what you're worried about."

My master removed his gloves and reached for my head. As I felt his hand gently stroking downward, I was suddenly pulled into his embrace.

"I'm sorry for making you worry."

In truth, there was no need for my master to apologize. Why would a master apologize to a slave? If anything, he should have scolded me for bothering him so presumptuously.

"Master...?"
"I momentarily forgot what you are. What your existence means."

But that wasn't the only puzzling thing. Following his apology, my master's cryptic words made me tilt my head in confusion. He forgot what I am?

"It was never something you needed to worry about in the first place."

And that's where my master's words ended. Nearly twice my weight, he lost consciousness and collapsed right there.

"M-Master?"

He fell while still holding me, and his tremendous weight began crushing me. I managed to push him aside and free myself, but the problem was what to do next. With my meager physical abilities, it was impossible to move someone as large as my master.

"Master Meina, please help me."

I thought Meina might be watching me, so I called out to her. Light appeared beside me, and Meina materialized with a sigh.

"Haah, Ei."
"Please help me. I can't move Master by myself..."

Despite her sigh, she was covering her mouth, trying to hold back laughter.

"Did you ask what I told you to ask?"
"No, I couldn't."
"Oh dear. If you had asked now, your master's judgment would have been clouded enough to give you the answer you wanted."

With a gesture from Meina, a magic circle appeared beneath my master. The destination was my master's room. The light from below transported my master and me to his room, and afterward, taking care of him was my responsibility.

I did ask the Head Maid for help, though.

* * *

After bringing my collapsed master to his room, I don't know how much time passed. Worried that something might happen to him, I anxiously kept watch by his side until I fell asleep.

I woke up to the feeling of someone touching my arm.

"Mmm..."

My master's hand was resting on my arm. I removed his calloused hand from my arm, got up, and stretched. Moonlight spreading through the room told me it was dark outside, and I noticed a lamp I hadn't paid attention to earlier was softly illuminating the room.

I stood up. My master's face in the moonlight looked somehow uncomfortable. Having exerted so much energy, he couldn't be resting comfortably.

*I hope you can sleep peacefully.*

Feeling grimy from not washing, I was about to head to the shower when I heard rustling behind me, followed by my master's voice calling, "Ei?" I quickly turned around.

"Master?"
"It is you, Ei."
"It's nighttime. Shouldn't you be sleeping more?"
"I've slept too much, so I'm not very sleepy."

Despite his words, my master looked somehow gaunt. He was probably trying not to show weakness due to his responsibility as the heir of his family. House Aris is a martial family, after all.

"Please lie down, Master."
"Are you giving orders to your master now?"
"Orders? Not at all. I'm just worried about you."

I tried to stop my master from getting up and make him lie back down on the bed. But he must have noticed the clothes I had prepared for myself.

"Were you going to take a shower?"
"Yes, but surely you're not planning to join me?"
"The public baths will only have cold water at this hour. But my private bathroom won't."

The northern winter is certainly harsh. Bathing in cold water in this weather could easily lead to catching a cold. My master probably just doesn't want to see me sick.

"B-but how could I..."
"If you bear the Aris name, you'll receive the treatment that only Aris family members enjoy."

And perhaps my master was secretly thinking he should free me.

"......."

But there's a world of difference between speculation and hearing it directly. Hearing again that my master wanted to terminate my slave contract made my heart sink.

"Go on."

Unfortunately, he didn't seem inclined to accommodate my feelings.

"Master."
"Speak."
"Do you really want to let me go?"

Why doesn't my master understand? The Aris name itself would only be a burden to someone like me—a person of unknown origin who became a slave after living as a wanderer.

"......."

That's why I asked the question prompted by what my master had just said. Since slavery is fundamentally a punishment, slaves naturally cannot bear a noble family name. This meant I would have to be freed from slavery to be incorporated into the Aris family.

"To receive the Aris name, I would need to be freed from slavery, right?"

My master was indicating that he was prepared to release me, even if it was to bestow the Aris name upon me.

"Are you really okay with letting me go?"

I put down my clothes and slowly approached my master. Then I leaned into his embrace, slowly burrowing into his arms and wrapping my arms around his body.

"Do you know why I want to maintain my slave status when others would refuse it?"

This was something I would never normally bring up. Keeping things about myself hidden was always in my best interest.

In that sense, my master was like rain during a drought for me. To someone who hadn't formed relationships with people for an extremely long time, my master treated me not just as a slave but gave me affection.

The truth is, I knew it. I had always craved someone's affection. I just couldn't reveal it because doing so would surely lead to my death.

"It's a relationship where betrayal is impossible. Because my life depends on your touch, Master."
"Ei."
"Of course, I know it's not good to entrust your life to someone else."

That's why I truly appreciated this relationship. Because my life was in his hands, even if my master might betray me, I could never betray him.

"But if you flip that around, it also means we're in a relationship where we absolutely cannot betray each other."

That's why I feared that if I were freed from slavery, we might not be able to see each other as purely as we do now.

"Master, if you don't like that, please don't let me go."

In response to my words, my master quietly embraced me and stroked the back of my head. I deliberately pressed my chest against his body, hoping that physically, at least, he wouldn't let me go.

"Ei."

After being in my master's embrace for who knows how long, I looked up at the sound of his voice from above my head. My master was looking down at me with a gentle smile.

"Do you really not want to be separated from me?"
"Yes."

It was a question not even worth considering. At my immediate response, my master looked at me silently for a moment before saying, "I see."

"I feel the same way."

My eyes widened at his next words. This was the same master who had just talked about letting me go, yet now he was saying he didn't want to be separated from me.

"I don't want to be separated from you either, Ei."
"Master, then you don't have to let me go."
"But I think you've already left my hands, Ei."

However, hearing my master's true feelings for the first time surprised me. Even though he could control me at will using the slave mark, he thought I had already escaped his grasp?

"Master...?"
"Ei, do you really think you're still in my grasp?"
"How could I not be...?"
"Being the disciple of one of the Empire's top Archmages, and having the opportunity to receive a Grand Ducal family name—do you really still think that way?"

I couldn't say anything in response to my master's words. Truly, as my master said, I was already too far outside the norm to be considered someone's slave.

"Master..."
"But Ei, knowing that, I still want to remain your master."

I could feel my master's arms tightening around me.

"To be honest, I want to have you all to myself."

His words surprised me so much that tears began to flow. If that's how he felt, why did he say he would let me go and make my heart ache? Why did he make me afraid by talking as if he would really release me?

"E-Ei?"
"Master, you're mean..."

I heard my master's confused voice, but the tears wouldn't stop. In the end, I broke down crying in his arms.
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"E-Ei, are you alright?"
"Hic..."

After crying in my master's arms, what followed was overwhelming embarrassment. I realized I must have looked like a child, crying and begging him not to leave.

"Ei?"

Since I didn't answer, my master's voice called out to me again. When I raised my head, I felt his hand wiping away my tears as he said, "Your eyes are swollen, Ei."

"D-don't look..."

I pushed his hand away and escaped from his embrace, heading toward my bed. I turned away so he couldn't see my face, and from behind me, I heard him call, "Ei."

"Come here."
"..."
"Are you planning to disobey your master's orders?"

I had no choice but to move when he reminded me it was his command to follow. When I sat beside him, he pulled me into his arms again, and I felt a small resentment toward him. Did he enjoy seeing me embarrassed so much?

"Master, you're really mean."
"Yes, I'm a bad person."
"...If you admit it so easily, where does that leave me?"

Why was he being so mischievous? My master guided me into his arms and flopped down on the bed. Was he planning to sleep with me like this?

"Master."
"Yes?"
"I don't mind you taking me to bed, but could I change my clothes first?"
"Go ahead."

With his permission, I left his embrace, took off my dress, and reached for clothes hanging on the wall above the bed. But I couldn't put on the nightgown right away.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Come here."
"W-wait..."
"No, come without getting dressed."

Since my master asked me to come to him undressed, I approached him, wondering why. He sat up and began examining my body up and down. Had he found something wrong with my body?

"Your underwear, isn't it uncomfortable?"
"What? Oh."
"When we fitted this, you were quite skinny, so I imagine it's uncomfortable now."

Then my master's hand reached for my bra. For a moment, my body flinched as the bra was pulled and my chest exposed, but I didn't show any further reaction to him.

"M-Master..."

Shame rose within me at the sudden exposure of my body. But my master's hands didn't stop there. When I had shown him my body before under the pretext of an examination, he seemed uninterested and focused only on my wounds. Now, it felt like he was taking interest in my body itself.

"Ah..."
"Your breasts seem to have grown a bit larger than before."

Previously, when he had touched my breasts while half-asleep, he had apologized. Now, his hands were resting on my exposed breasts as my bra was lowered. My traitorous body kept responding whenever my nipples touched his palms.

"That's enough. You can get dressed now."

He didn't just rest his hands there but kneaded as if checking the size. Of course, he didn't continue for long. My face must have been completely red by now.

"It's all thanks to you feeding me well, Master..."
"That's enough. Now lie down and let's sleep."

Thankfully, since it was nighttime, he probably didn't notice my flushed face. After adjusting my underwear and putting on my nightgown, I approached him and nestled in his arms. He brought his face close to mine, lightly touched his lips to mine, and said, "Sleep well."

"Good night, Master."

After that, there was no more conversation between us. Perhaps I was tired from watching over my master all day. Listening to his breathing, my eyes slowly closed.

Oh, I should have washed up.

* * *

When I opened my eyes in the morning, my master wasn't beside me. Instead, a maid named Shane was tidying the room and greeted me with, "Are you awake?"

"Who—oh, Shane."
"Did you sleep well?"
"Yes, I slept well, but where is the Young Master?"
"The Young Master should be with the Family Head now. I heard the Family Head asked for him as soon as he woke up."
"I see."

I got up from the bed. When I naturally started to make the bed, Shane's voice stopped me: "Oh, leave it. I'll take care of it."

"Pardon?"
"Yesterday, the Family Head personally ordered all the staff. He said Ei should be given the same treatment as members of the Aris family."
"...What?"
"You didn't know? I thought you would have."

What is this person saying? I haven't even agreed to take the Aris name, so what exactly did he tell them?

"Oh, really."

My head started throbbing. I changed my clothes, thinking I needed to check what exactly he had said.

"Then I'll leave the room to you."
"Yes, leave it to me."

I quickly left my master's room and hurried toward the Family Head's office. But there was no one in the office. Instead, I heard some commotion from somewhere, and when I headed to the corridor, I saw father and son standing side by side in the training ground.

"Even so, to destroy the training ground like that... good grief..."

As expected, he was going to get scolded. He had completely demolished a perfectly good training ground, so he was definitely going to hear about it.

"Ei."

Just then, Meina's voice came from behind me. When I turned around, I saw her letting out a small sigh.

"Master?"
"I need to talk to you. Would you come to my laboratory?"
"Talk about what?"
"Something important."

As if refusing to take no for an answer, a magic circle appeared beneath me. Then a light that didn't spread outward enveloped me. When the light disappeared, Meina's laboratory came into view.

"Sit down."

I sat down nervously, not knowing what she wanted to talk about. Meina ate a cookie from the table and sighed.

"What's the matter?"
"It's about your future arrangements."
"My arrangements?"

My eyes widened at this completely unexpected topic. Wasn't I supposed to just keep living in this castle? Am I being sold off somewhere else?

"I heard from Carlyle that Theo isn't attending the academy right now, right?"
"Yes."
"Well, Carlyle said that even though he skipped the middle school, he's going to send him to the high school division of the academy."
"...Really?"
"Yes."

Meina didn't seem pleased about it. She took a sip of tea and sighed.

"And it's not just Theo."
"Not just the Young Master?"
"Not just him—I also have to return to the academy."
"Eh? Why you, Meina?"
"This year was my sabbatical year, so I was taking a break. From next year, I have to go back to the academy to teach students."

"Ah, what a truly bothersome thing," she muttered, and I looked around for a moment. If her laboratory in the castle was this big, how large would her laboratory at the academy be?

"Anyway, that's why I'm concerned about your situation, Ei."
"Why?"
"I'm not sure whether to take you to the academy or leave you here in the castle."

Meina stood up. Then she summoned to the table a book I had finished reading and left in my room, and used magic to send it somewhere.

"So I'd like you to think seriously about it too, Ei. Going to the academy isn't as simple a matter as you might think."
"I understand."
"Good. That's all I wanted to talk about, so you can go now. Oh, and don't forget to take the next book to read on your way back."

With those words, Meina disappeared in a flash of light. My head suddenly felt complicated. Just as I was getting used to life in the castle, I might have to leave for somewhere else.

*Does the Young Master know he's going to the academy?*

He didn't say a word even last night. He's not the type to forget to mention something important just because he was distracted by a woman's body. Perhaps he doesn't even know that the Family Head plans to send him to the academy.

*I should go see the Young Master.*

I left the laboratory with the next books to read and some cookies I had secretly taken. The Young Master was with his father at the training ground earlier, but that was a while ago. Now I had a feeling he might be in the Family Head's office.

*Shane is gone.*

When I arrived at the Young Master's room and opened the door, I saw a neatly organized room. I wanted to ask him something, but when would he return?

Knock knock.
While I was sitting and trying to read a book I couldn't concentrate on, I heard someone knocking.

"Who is it?"
"Ah, Miss Ei."

When I opened the door at the old butler's voice, an unexpected figure came into view. The Family Head was standing in front of the Young Master's room, accompanied by the elderly butler.

"The Young Master isn't here..."
"That's fine. The Family Head came to see you, Miss Ei."

True to this family's efficiency-focused nature, he's coming to see me first thing in the morning. I stepped aside, and as the Family Head entered the room, he slowly looked around.

"So you sleep with my son."

Perhaps he saw my bed set up in one corner of the room. After that, he sat down. As I was wondering whether I should serve tea or what I should do, the Family Head said, "Sit," so I carefully sat down across from him.

"Have you thought about it?"
"About taking the Aris name?"
"Yes."

I looked at the Family Head for a moment as he suddenly brought up yesterday's conversation. Does he really have expectations for me? But I wouldn't be able to give him the answer he wanted.

"To take the family name, I would have to give up my slave status, right?"
"That's correct."
"Then I'm afraid it would be difficult for me to take the Aris name."

When I gave my answer, the room fell into silence.
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I wonder if the Family Head thought I would naturally take the Aris name.
Despite his usual habit of hiding emotions, he was visibly disappointed.

"May I ask your reason?"

Reason.
There's really nothing special about it.
It's just my selfish desire not to be separated from my master.

But if I said that directly, the Family Head might think strangely of me.
While it makes sense to me, logically speaking, giving up the right to become a free person doesn't make sense to others.
He would surely think I must have some ulterior motive.

"The Aris name is too much of an honor for someone like me."
"Too much of an honor?"
"Honestly, it's burdensome. For a mere slave like me to receive the name of a Grand Ducal family..."

A puzzled look appeared in the Family Head's eyes.
In the Empire, even just the Aris name—second only to the Imperial family—would have countless people willing to do anything to obtain it.
Yet here I was, refusing it.

"I'm not asking you to take on responsibilities as a family member, merely to accept the name. How is that burdensome?"
"Well, I am Meina Aris's disciple."
"Hmm, I don't understand."

The Family Head seemed to be expecting further explanation.
He probably couldn't understand, having never lived as a slave.
But this would apply even to commoners, not just slaves.

People don't mind when their own status rises, but they try to eliminate potential competitors early.
Especially someone who is both a disciple of an Archmage and bears the name of Aris, the second most powerful family in the Empire—that would make me an extremely powerful rival.

"Just being an Archmage's disciple might already bring me considerable scrutiny. But if it becomes known that my surname is also Aris, the nobles will certainly target me, knowing I'll likely become close to the Imperial family."
"Hmm."
"Perhaps it would be fine right now, but I fear the burden of having both positions before I've developed sufficient skills."

I lowered my gaze to the teacup the butler had served me.
As I quietly drank my tea, I heard the Family Head sigh softly.

"What a shame."

Was he really that disappointed that I wouldn't take the Aris name?
After sighing, the Family Head stood up and began walking away.

"If that is your wish, I won't force you any further."
"Your Grace?"
"However, I hope you'll have a different answer ready next year or the year after. My patience isn't particularly long, you see."

That was the end of the Family Head's words.
Only after he left did my tension release, leaving me drained.

"I did the right thing, didn't I...?"

I mumbled to myself as I lay on the bed.

* * *

After that day, my life began to flow regardless of my will.
Meina was serious about going to the Academy and began teaching me magic in earnest.
I was fully occupied learning magic according to her teachings.

My master was busy learning material she hadn't covered since she didn't attend the middle school section of the Academy, preparing before entering.
Naturally, my master and I became separated, with fewer opportunities to see each other.

Today was no exception.
After waking up and having breakfast, I would head to Meina's laboratory while my master received lessons from her private tutor in her room.

"Ei, are you here?"
"Yes."
"Do you remember the book I told you about yesterday?"
"Yes."
"Look through it, and if there's anything you don't understand, just ask me."
"Yes."

I walked around the spacious laboratory, finding the books Meina mentioned and using spatial magic to move them to my table.
This was a level I couldn't have imagined when I first became her disciple.
Since Meina Aris was an authority on spatial magic, the first theory I learned from her was the correlation between magic and space-time.
Thanks to that, I had reached a level where I could easily move objects over short distances.

"Next..."

Meina had instructed me to complete one book per day.
But knowing she expected more from me, I voluntarily tried to finish two books.

What surprised me was that no matter which book I read, Meina knew all the content thoroughly.
Every day after I finished reading, she would ask me one question that required a deep understanding of the book's central content.
Of course, there were other reasons why I could master the books quickly.

"Haah."

I let out a small sigh.
The book Meina had instructed me to read today was tucked away in a dusty corner of the laboratory, making it difficult to find.

Fortunately, I found the book and returned to my seat, though I was already feeling somewhat drained.
But I needed to summon my energy and finish another book today.
That was how I could repay Meina, who had accepted me as her disciple based solely on my potential.

"Ei, were you slacking off?"

Why is it that mentors always appear exactly when you're taking a short break?
Hearing her voice from beside me, I quickly denied it and sat up straight.

"Well, I came to see how our Ei was doing, and you looked like you were playing around."
"I really wasn't. That's a misunderstanding."
"Yes, yes. Well, even when our Ei seems to be playing, you always end up finishing everything I assign by evening."

I noticed the tired look under her eyes.
She had dark circles, suggesting that preparing to return to the Academy was keeping her quite busy.
When she was at the castle, she had seemed so relaxed, as if living a life of leisure.

"Master, you look tired."
"Why?"
"You have dark circles under your eyes."
"Really? I should take better care of my health so my disciple doesn't worry."
"Um, I need to read this book?"

I spoke as Meina approached, but my resistance was futile.
She sat down next to me on the sofa and pulled me into her embrace, book still in hand.
All I could do was let out a small sigh.

"You said this was my personal sofa, but I wondered why you bought one for two people."
"Oh? You're acting like you just realized."
"I thought you bought it so I could lie down and rest while reading sometimes."

I could feel Meina's softness pressing against the back of my head.
I wonder if she knows.
That sometimes her chest restricts my breathing.
Though it does make a good headrest like now.

"Let's see. About a week left, right?"
"Yes."
"Well, Ei, you'll be entering the Academy as my assistant."
"It's already been decided?"
"Well, the principle is that professors can bring whoever they want as their assistants."

I remembered the day I told Meina I wanted to go to the Academy, the same day I told the Family Head I wouldn't take the Aris name.
After hearing my intention, Meina had wanted to get me enrolled as a student.

But since I hadn't broken my slave contract, enrollment as a student unfortunately fell through.
So it seemed she had found this position of assistant instead.

"And as my assistant, you'll also serve as secretary during professor meetings and as a librarian for the Magic Department's library."
"Me?"
"Yes. Managing magical books requires magical knowledge, but unfortunately, none of the mages want to take on the librarian role."
"..."

Well, this was unexpected.
Managing books is such a hassle.
Taking meeting minutes is fine, but managing books doesn't suit my disposition.

"Ah, don't worry. I won't make you manage the books."
"Then what would a librarian do?"
"Well, it's not that you won't manage the books at all, but you'll be responsible for the magical security measures on each book and maintaining the management orbs installed throughout."

So in the end, I still have to manage something.
I gave Meina a sidelong glance, and she smiled while patting my head.

"I was wondering why you were making me read books focused on magitech..."
"Hehe. But Ei, you don't know how much my workload has decreased thanks to you."
"And mine has increased tremendously. I feel like I get called away from reading at least four times a day."
"You know how grateful I am, right? Here, say 'ah.'"

When I opened my mouth, a piece of chocolate slipped in, immediately wrapping around my tongue.
Meina seemed satisfied seeing me enjoy it, saying, "Oh, you eat so well," before releasing me from her embrace and standing up.

"Well, I have more work to do."
"Where are you going?"
"I need to go to the Capital to submit the final paperwork before returning. I probably won't be back until after dark."

Meina placed a chocolate chip cookie in my mouth and smiled at me.
She patted my head and said, "Well then, Ei, work hard today, okay?" before disappearing in a flash of light.

"Haah. My workload just increased."

What could I do when it had already been decided?
If it's not unreasonable, I should just do what my master tells me to.

*At least the library will have many books I haven't seen before.*

The Academy in the Capital is very large, so the Magic Department must be substantial as well.

In the end, all I could do was read books.
I resumed reading the book I had briefly set aside when Meina appeared.
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"Huh?"

When I turned my attention to the screen that appeared beside me, I saw a little kid standing in front of the door.
I reached out my finger and manipulated the screen with mana, causing the door to open with a click.
"Hey, are you in there!" Leo Aris's voice echoed loudly throughout the laboratory as he called for me noisily.

"Welcome, Young Master."

His consistently rude attitude was truly remarkable.
But unless I had taken the Aris family name, which I hadn't,
I was still Master Theo's slave, so I had to show him proper respect.

"Good, you're here."
"What brings you here today?"
"I want to borrow a book."
"Hmm, I wonder. I think I've already lent you all the books suitable for you, Young Master Leo."

I rose from my seat.
Leo seemed momentarily stung by my words and snapped, "What? Are you looking down on me?"

"Oh my, how could I?"
"Then hurry up and get me the next level book. His Excellency won't find it for me."
"Hmm, did you perhaps get permission from Master?"
"No. How could I get permission when I couldn't even find her?"

Despite his rude way of speaking, Leo never actually crosses the line.
Even though he talks like that, he'll probably find Meina and somehow get her permission after receiving the book from me.

"Master is probably out maintaining magic tools around the outer fortress."
"Ugh. How am I supposed to go all the way out there?"
"Well, that would be up to your abilities, wouldn't it, Young Master?"

I walked slowly between the bookshelves, searching for the book Leo wanted.
Although I essentially managed Meina's research lab now, I hadn't memorized where every book was located.
After all, this was my master's laboratory, not mine.

"Hah, I feel like I'm being looked down on."
"Oh? Then you could take a skill verification test right now if you'd like."
"Forget it. Magic battles with you aren't any fun."

I smirked at Leo's refusal.
Then I spotted the book Leo wanted on one corner of the bookshelf and reached for it.
The book flew from the shelf into my hand, and when I handed it over, Leo clicked his tongue with envy, saying, "Tch."

"Someone tries for nearly three years without success, while someone else does it in less than three months..."
"Really? I think it's more impressive that you haven't given up after three years, Young Master."
"Are you mocking me?"
"Not at all. If something doesn't work after three years, most would give up, but you still haven't."

Having found the book he wanted, Leo turned toward the entrance, apparently ready to leave the lab.
As I slowly followed behind him, Leo sighed softly and asked me again.

"How exactly do you grab things like that?"
"Hmm."

I fell into thought at Leo's question.
The truth was, I didn't really know how Meina did it either.
In my case, I wasn't using magic but rather moving the mana itself to pull out the book.
It could hardly be considered pure magic.

"Actually, I'm just mimicking it at close range. I'm not very good at it yet."
"I'd like to be able to do even that much."
"Hehe. Perhaps you'll learn when you get a bit older and advance to a higher grade?"

When we reached the entrance, I stretched out my hand and grabbed the doorknob.
Three seals appeared above the doorknob, and as the one corresponding to me activated, the door clicked open.

"I'm going now."
"You know the books can't be taken outside the Inner Castle, right?"
"I know."
"Good. Then please get home safely."

As I opened the door for him, Leo said, "Thanks for your help," and left the laboratory.
Meina's laboratory serves both as a restricted area controlling everyone's access and as a prison for catching illegal intruders.
If anyone enters illegally, they won't be able to leave.

"The security system is impressively thorough."

Because it was such a private space, Meina hadn't registered anyone but me on the laboratory's security system.
That's why I had to open the door for him both when entering and leaving.
Even if it were the Family Head or my master.

When I returned to my seat, I noticed the book I had been reading was still open.
Looking up, I saw papers and books scattered all over Meina's research table.
They were all materials she had brought out partly to show off her achievements,
And partly to teach me.

Looking at all that, the stringent security measures made sense.
What was laid out up there were research materials Meina had collected while studying warp gates.
I heard some of them were so rare that even the Magic Tower coveted them.

*I could probably live comfortably for ten years by selling just one of these pages.*

With such useless thoughts, I plopped back down in my seat.
Meina had entrusted these things to me, her apprentice—how could I betray that trust?

"Yawn, I'm sleepy."

As I munched on snacks and read the book Meina had assigned me, I felt drowsiness creeping over my relaxed body.
Somehow feeling like I'd be spending most of the day alone, I was just about to take a short nap when
I noticed another screen appearing beside my head and was surprised to see a welcome visitor at the lab entrance, making me jump to my feet.

"Huh? Master?"

I rushed to the entrance and opened the door to find my master indeed pacing outside, just as shown on the screen.

"Master, what brings you here?"
"What other reason would there be?"

Click.
The sound of the door closing.
I brought my master inside and seated him on the sofa, then carefully brewed a cup of tea and served it to him.

"I just came to see if you were doing well."
"Oh, is that so?"

And during my conversation with my master, I realized that in this completely isolated space, there were only the two of us.

"Th-there's no way I wouldn't be doing well..."
"Hmm?"
"Nothing. Would you like some snacks?"
"I don't need anything sweet. This tea is enough for me."

But my master didn't seem to have such thoughts and casually drank his tea before picking up a book I had finished reading earlier.
Perhaps he intended to rest here for a while.

"You're always so diligent."

I wondered if he knew that the book he picked up was one I had read.
As he was about to pick up the book I was currently reading, I stopped him and asked, "Do you know what this book is about?"

"Hmm. Judging by the title, it seems to be about temperature control in magitech. It looks more basic than advanced."
"Wow, you can tell just by looking at the title."
"Even though magic isn't my main specialty, as a nobleman, I naturally know about such general topics."
"Really? I don't know much about swords."

At my words, my master stroked my hair from the top down.

"Well, you're not a noble right now, so no one will criticize you for not knowing."

Was it needless worry?
Or was he saying I didn't need to know because I wasn't an official student at the academy?
After saying that, my master said, "Come here," and pulled me into his arms.
As I nestled in his embrace while holding the book, I heard him ask, "Can you explain the contents of this book to me?"

"Hmm. I feel like we're going beyond general knowledge here."
"It doesn't matter. There's nothing wrong with knowing more."
"Even about me?"

My master paused for a moment.
I giggled a little at his reaction.

"Well, that wouldn't be bad either, if I could know."

As if challenging me to tease him if I dared, my master gently held my chin.

"Master, what if my teacher sees us?"
"Hmm. But judging by your question, she doesn't seem to be in the castle."
"How did you know that?"
"If His Excellency were really in the castle, you wouldn't have let me hold you in the first place."

I really can't handle this.
The longer we spend together, the better he seems to know me.

If he was cautious when we first kissed, now it's as if he considers me completely his.
When I closed my eyes, I could feel his lips on mine.
But that wasn't the end.

"Master."
"What is it?"
"Are you now comfortable touching my chest too...?"
"I apologize if it was unpleasant."

When the kiss ended and I mentioned his hand caressing my chest, my master removed his hand and held me tight.
I was just saying it casually.

"N-no. My body belongs to you, Master, so who would object?"
"I'm glad you understand."
"But you should restrain yourself at the academy. If a man with a fiancée is caught exploring another woman's body, it would become gossip."

My master sighed at that.
Though I know his relationship with the Princess isn't good, he essentially has a predetermined spouse.
It's better to be careful.

"I'll be cautious."

There was a hint of regret in my master's voice.
But what could we do?
Aris is a family closely connected to the Imperial family, and my master is their legitimate heir.

"But I wonder if you needed to bring that up right now."
"Well, you were touching me so casually, I was just concerned..."
"You don't need to worry. I'm not so lacking in judgment."
"Well, I need to get back to reading my book now, so could you let me go?"

I escaped from his broad embrace and returned to my seat to open my book.
Spending time with my master is nice, but thanks to Leo, I haven't even read a quarter of the book yet.
So to fulfill Meina's instructions today, I needed to stop playing around.

"But you might not be able to read today after all."
"What?"
"Ariel sent a message about half an hour ago saying she'd be visiting the castle shortly."

So I wouldn't be able to complete that task either.
Just as my master finished speaking, I sighed as I saw another screen appear.
Had Ariel really come to the castle?

"Speak of the devil..."

The screen showed the Head Butler standing in front of the laboratory door.
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"Head Butler?"
"Glad to find you here."
"What brings you here?"
"Ah, nothing special, just that Her Highness the Princess has come to visit the castle."

I heard that news a minute ago.
But the Head Butler wouldn't know that, of course.

"Have you seen the mas—I mean, the Young Master?"
"You mean Young Master Theo?"
"Yes."
"Hmm, no. I couldn't find him. The visiting tutor left after saying the Young Master had completed all of today's lessons."

So he didn't come to me after seeing my master.
I asked the Head Butler to wait a moment and entered the laboratory. Inside, my master was looking at me with a questioning gaze.

"Master."
"I hear the Princess has come to the castle."
"Yes."

He raised his hand to access the surveillance system of Aris Castle.
Looking at the screens appearing in midair, my master clicked his tongue and said, "You've already set up that system too..."

"I can only monitor inside the castle for now."
"That's impressive enough, Ei."

Just as the Head Butler had said, my master sighed when he saw Ariel standing in front of the castle and got up.
I wonder why he dislikes the Princess so much.
"She never cared before, so why is she coming now..." he muttered. I gently embraced him.

"Please be careful, Master."

In response to my farewell, he removed himself from my embrace, patted my head, and left the laboratory without a word.
I watched his retreating figure until he disappeared around the corner in the hallway, then closed the door.
Left alone inside, I opened the screen, wondering when Ariel would come here, and returned to my book.

*Perhaps I won't be able to complete what Master assigned today.*

After turning off the screen showing my master meeting with Ariel, I focused on my book again.
The book, which focused on the correlation between space and magic, was filled with theories that aligned with Meina's research.
Since I had already received all the basics of spatial magic from Meina, I had no trouble understanding the content.

The only problem was that I wouldn't have much time today because of visitors.

Ariel, being a student in the Department of Magic, would surely be very interested in this laboratory.
Especially now that she could enter the laboratory without my master present.
And that would soon lead to a visit to the laboratory.

*Sigh, Meina. Why didn't you give me criteria for which guests I should allow in?*

I let out a small sigh, blaming Meina for irresponsibly leaving everything to me.
If she had just said "Don't let anyone in except people from our castle," I wouldn't have to worry about this.

"As expected, she's here."

Sure enough, not long after having that thought, I let out a small sigh as I looked at the screen that appeared beside me.
Ariel, with my master behind her, was standing in front of the laboratory, waiting for the door to open.

*

Theo exhaled softly as he walked toward the main gate of the castle.
What reason could she have for visiting the castle today?
They would see each other at the academy soon enough anyway.

"It's been a while, Theo."
"It has been a while, Your Highness. Have you come to see the garden again today?"

Theo maintained an expressionless face and spoke in a blunt tone, wondering why Ariel was smiling when no one at Aris Castle welcomed her.

"Um, no?"
"Then what brings you here?"

Looking at Theo's cold response, Ariel felt a pang in her heart.
But she couldn't blame him.
Considering what she had said in the past, it wasn't incomprehensible that he would treat her so coldly.

"I heard the Dean has a new disciple."
"...You mean Ei?"
"Yes. I couldn't help but be curious about the person who took the position I couldn't get."
"Didn't you see her last time?"

Although she understood his attitude, being treated so coldly still hurt.
How could he act this way toward his future partner?

"Is there any way I could see her?"
"That's something you should ask Ei, not me."
"I see."
"I can guide you there if you wish, but I'm curious if you informed Ei beforehand that you'd be coming to see her."

Ariel fell silent at Theo's words.
Why hadn't she thought of that before coming here?

"Ei might have been seen as a maid before, but now she's the Duke's disciple, isn't she?"
"That's... true."
"We don't know what she might be doing right now. Wouldn't it be a bit inappropriate to just show up?"

All Ariel could do was keep quiet in response to Theo's straightforward words.
How could he speak to her like this, even though she was the Princess?
He could at least consider my position.

"This is an order from me as Princess. Take me to Ei."
"Sigh, if you put it that way, I have no choice."

When the sulky Princess spoke with a disgruntled tone, Theo sighed.
If she was ordering him as Princess, he had no choice but to guide her.

"Ei is currently in His Grace's laboratory."
"...What? Really?"
"Yes. That's natural since she's his disciple."

If she was going to pull rank, he would respond as the Duke's son addressing the Princess.
Seeing Theo turn and walk ahead, she smiled slightly.
In truth, giving an "order" was completely unreasonable.

"So she can just freely enter the Dean's laboratory?"
"Of course. She's His Grace's first disciple."
"Huh?"

As they walked and talked, Ariel tilted her head at Theo's unexpected statement.
She was sure Meina had told her she had taken on a disciple once before, so why was he saying this?

"Is something wrong?"
"Ah, no, nothing."

Ariel couldn't answer Theo's question.
She couldn't reveal something Meina hadn't disclosed.

"It's this way."

Theo pointed out to Ariel, who was walking in a different direction, and after seeing that she was following him properly, he continued walking.
Suddenly, he wondered if Ariel might already know the location of Meina's laboratory.
After all, she had frequented this castle so often.

"It's here."

Contrary to Theo's assumption, Ariel hadn't visited Meina's laboratory many times.
Considering that a magician's laboratory is quite a personal space, this might be natural.
A magician's laboratory is essentially a concentration of their life's work.

Especially for someone like Meina, who used a significant portion of the castle as her laboratory.
Magicians, particularly those dedicated to research, typically seclude themselves to study and refine their magic.
The laboratory is a place where both achievements and vulnerabilities are stored.

That's why Ariel was even more curious about Meina's laboratory.
What kind of laboratory would a great mage like Meina have?
What was inside, and what did Meina usually do in there?

It would surely exceed any expectations.
Ariel was filled with such anticipation.

"It's better not to touch the door."
"Why?"
"Meina's laboratory emits a lightning shock that can instantly knock out even the strongest person if someone unauthorized touches the door. I won't stop you if you still want to touch it, but I'd rather not see the Princess become electrocuted right before my eyes."

At Theo's words, Ariel hastily withdrew her hand.
She was curious about Meina's laboratory, but not enough to risk her life.

"If Ei wants to let us in, she'll open it herself."
"...And if there's no response?"
"Then it means she's rejecting visitors."

Instead, she waited with bated breath for the door to open.
Would it open for an uninvited guest like her?

In truth, Ariel wasn't confident.
How had she treated Ei the last time?
Hadn't she been cold to her because she was in a bad mood and because of Ei's lower status?
And because Ei might become Meina's disciple?

*Surely she wouldn't refuse to open the door.*

If Ei were still just a maid, it might be different.
But now that she was Meina's disciple, she wasn't completely beneath Ariel in status.

Of course, in absolute terms, Ariel was still higher.
But becoming the disciple of the great mage Meina Aris, who regarded her like a daughter, meant that Ei could no longer be treated carelessly as before.
That's why Ariel was nervous.

"Hmph. You should be grateful that Ei is kind, Your Highness."
"Why?"
"Look at that."

At Theo's voice, she raised her gaze.
How long had they waited?
In reality, it probably wasn't that long.
Ei seemed to have gotten up as soon as she knew they had arrived, opening the door relatively quickly.

"Young Master?"
"Ei!"

Could the simple fact that the door had opened make her this happy?
Seeing the door open, Ariel broke into a broad smile.
She rushed toward Ei, who had slightly sleepy eyes, and embraced her with open arms.

"Y-Your Highness?"
"Haah..."

Theo sighed as he watched Ariel hugging Ei.
What was so great about calling someone who was resting well?

"Your Highness, how about letting go of Ei? She seems uncomfortable."
"Ah, s-sorry."
"I'm fine, please come in."

Thankfully, Ei was very kind.
Theo felt relieved at that thought and followed Ariel into the laboratory.
But that thought soon vanished.

"Wow, what is all this?"

Ariel couldn't help but exclaim in amazement as soon as she entered the laboratory.
Bookshelves that stretched endlessly to the back of the laboratory, a massive central table,
and a giant crystal located at the very center of the laboratory.

A magician's paradise was right there.

And seeing Ariel's childlike excitement, Theo began to worry.
He hoped she wouldn't cause any trouble.
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I felt momentarily flustered when Ariel suddenly embraced me.
She had been so cold to me before, so why was she suddenly hugging me now?
She let go of me quickly at my master's words, but the princess seemed to be in an extremely good mood.

"Wow."

I wasn't sure what was so special about Meina's laboratory that warranted such exclamations, but her sounds of admiration were endless.
It was just a room with tons of books, a large table for drawing magic circuit diagrams, and a massive crystal in the center for experiments.

"What is all this?"

I closed the door after seeing the princess and my master enter.
Following behind them, I noticed Ariel turning her head this way and that, looking at Meina's laboratory with fascination.

"Please sit in the center, and I'll prepare some tea."
"Can't I look around a bit more?"
"That's fine. But you absolutely must not touch the bookshelves."
"Don't worry. I'll just look."

After that, the princess disappeared into a corner of the laboratory, causing my master to sigh with concern.
I wasn't sure what he was so worried about.

"Master, please sit and rest."

When I spoke to my master, who was still standing despite the princess having wandered off, he slowly moved to sit on the sofa.
I heated the teapot with mana from my hands and served him warm tea, which he sipped after letting out a sigh.

"Don't worry. You can see whatever she's doing anyway, right?"

I offered these reassuring words to him as he sat there concerned, then moved toward Meina's central research table.
I carefully picked up the research materials that Meina probably wouldn't want others to see.
Normally I wouldn't touch them, but with an outside visitor like Ariel present, it would be better to put them away.

"Ahem."

Just then, as I finished organizing the table, I heard someone clearing their throat behind me.
The princess must have finished looking around the laboratory.
The bright expression from earlier was completely gone from her face, perhaps remembering her earlier undignified behavior.

"Please excuse me."

Though the greeting seemed quite late...
I served her a cup of tea and some light snacks, and she began carefully nibbling on the cookies.

"How is it?"
"Well, a mage's laboratory is just a laboratory."
"Even though it's Meina's laboratory that you've been longing to see?"

I returned to my seat, opened a book, and asked the princess. I could tell she was deliberately trying to appear emotionless.
Was she that embarrassed about losing her composure?

"As a mage, it is actually impressive."
"Is that so?"
"You probably don't understand, but for mages, this is like a dream space."

Her attempt to maintain her dignity after already losing it was pitiful.
I was just pretending not to know while asking her.

"As expected of an Archmage."

...At this point, she was just a complete fangirl.
She might think she was maintaining her dignity, but I was already getting a sense of how to handle her.

"Hmm..."
"What does that tone mean?"
"Nothing. It's just awkward hearing someone call my master an 'Archmage.'"

If only she could see how sloppily she usually behaves.
She should see her sleeping in the laboratory because she's too lazy to go to her room.
If she saw her looking disheveled from not bathing, all those thoughts would disappear.

"Enough. I don't know what you're trying to say, but it would be better for your well-being not to say it."

The princess glared at me as if she had read my thoughts.
She probably didn't want her fantasy to be shattered.

"Princess."

And then my master's voice, who had been silently watching the princess's behavior, echoed throughout the laboratory.

"Huh?"
"So, what brings you all the way out here today?"

My master seemed to think the princess had a specific reason for coming here.
Actually, judging from the princess's behavior, her main purpose for coming here appeared to be my master.
But he seemed determined not to acknowledge that.

"I heard the news."
"What news?"
"That you're coming to the academy."

So the rumors had already spread to the Imperial Palace.
But Meina wasn't the type to go around telling everyone.

"I'm not a student."
"I saw. Well, someone like you doesn't really need to be a student. No, that's exactly why rumors are spreading all over the academy."
"The academy?"
"Yes."

I tilted my head at her words.
Why on earth would rumors spread at the academy?
There was no reason for rumors to spread there.

"Well, this is just my guess, but I think rumors spread because of your registration as the Dean's assistant."
"What? Why would that..."
"The Dean didn't post an assistant recruitment notice at the Magic Tower this year."

Seeing that I didn't quite understand, Ariel continued with additional explanation, saying, "You don't know, I see."

"When mages need assistants, they usually post recruitment notices at the Magic Tower. Not just anyone can be a mage's assistant. But there was no notice at the tower, yet someone was registered as an assistant on paper."
"Ah."
"It's not confirmed yet, but everyone seems to be talking about it. If you're not a disciple, there's no reason to register an assistant without a notice, right?"

Ariel's words made me want to sigh.
No matter where you go, people tend to be more interested in things that don't concern them than you'd expect.
It seemed I was the subject of more attention than I had thought.

"Won't that make things difficult for me?"
"Why?"
"I heard my master has refused to take many people as disciples."
"That's right."
"Not everyone is like this, but people tend to be jealous of those who have what they couldn't get."

Ariel nodded as if she understood.

"Maybe it's fortunate you're not a student."

As expected of someone who lived in the Imperial Palace, she was quick-witted about these matters.
Among the three of us here, she probably had the best sense for politics.

"But you don't need to worry too much."
"Why not?"
"First of all, you're not even a student. But you're Meina's disciple, so even if they're jealous, they don't really have a legitimate reason to take it out on you."
"Hmm."
"Even if those people are nobles, the name Meina Aris carries enough weight to make most noble families tremble."

Perhaps she was even more impressive than I thought.
Even if she seems quite sloppy when living together, maybe outsiders only know the Archmage Meina Aris.
Just like the woman right in front of me...

"No self-respecting noble family would want to make an enemy of the Dean, and by extension, the Aris family."
"The Aris family too?"
"Who in noble society doesn't know that the Aris family is the Sword of the Empire? Well, not everyone is the same, so there might be some who don't know, but that would be a truly exceptional case."

The princess.
And the First Princess at that, with her excellent political sense—her words were reassuring.
If she said so, then probably no one at the academy would dare mess with me.

As long as I was careful with my actions.

"So Ei, you just need to be careful. Just act strictly as an assistant, and as long as you show that you overwhelmingly surpass the students in magical ability, no one will be able to say anything."

Surpass them in magical ability.
The high school division of the academy would be full of students who had dedicated years to the path of magic.

"I might understand for the elementary or middle school divisions, but isn't the high school division full of people who have studied magic for years?"
"Yes."
"And you're telling me to surpass them?"
"Huh? Why are you saying that while reading that kind of book?"

Following Ariel's finger, I noticed the book I was reading.
She gave me a disgusted look.
It was just explaining comprehensive temperature control in magic engineering, but I didn't understand why she found it so terrifying.

"Ugh, magic engineering is truly an absurd discipline. Giving magical functions to objects to make life more convenient."
"That's because you, Princess..."
"Be quiet. I'm not the only one who thinks so."

When my master, who had been quiet, tried to say something, Ariel cut him off sharply and sighed.
I found it fascinating.
How exciting is it to create something myself?

"She's the strange one. Magic should properly be about directly manipulating mana through magic circles—that's what makes it fun. What's enjoyable about using objects to wield magic?"

But it would be better to keep my mouth shut.
If I said anything, she'd just lecture me.

"Anyway, from what I've seen, Ei, you definitely won't lose to the high school students. I guarantee it."
"Do you really think so?"
"Of course. Their level isn't as high as you might think, so just keep doing what you're doing."

The princess declared this confidently and rose from her seat.
Was this the reason she had visited the castle today?

"Where are you going?"
"I've accomplished my purpose for coming, so I thought I'd get some northern air while I'm here. Theo."
"Yes."
"I'd like to take a walk. Would you mind joining me?"
"Let's do that."

I headed toward the laboratory entrance, ahead of the princess who was getting up after finishing our conversation.
Due to the security magic in Meina's laboratory, those who weren't registered couldn't leave from the inside, so I needed to open the door for them.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"I'm suddenly curious—why are there three registered people?"

As I approached the door and grabbed the handle, Ariel's voice reached me again.
She must have noticed the three seals floating above the door.

"I'm not sure."

But I didn't elaborate.
I had my suspicions, but I deliberately concealed them because it didn't feel right to explain.
After all, the slave restrictions only activate for those who aren't the master.

"I'll ask Meina later."
"Never mind. I was just curious. Take care."
"Yes, please return safely."

After seeing the princess and my master off, I closed the door.
Why did it take me so long to realize that she, with all her pride, was actually encouraging me?

*She's definitely not a bad person.*

A smile formed on my lips.
It felt good to have gained another ally.
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As soon as Ariel left the Inner Castle, she turned her gaze back to see Theo following her. When she stopped and looked at him, Theo tilted his head curiously. Ariel stepped back, gently taking his arm, and asked, "Shall we go?"

"Please maintain your dignity, Princess."
"What does it matter? Who's going to say anything?"
"We haven't officially held our engagement ceremony yet."
"But it's practically a foregone conclusion, isn't it? I don't see the problem."

Theo looked at the insistent Ariel for a moment, then lifted his gaze forward and slowly began walking. In truth, there was nothing wrong with what she said. No one would criticize Ariel for linking arms with him.

"What is it?"
"Nothing. Let's go."
"If you have something to say, just say it. It's fine."
"It's nothing."

Theo said this and took a step forward. He had always been like this. No matter what thoughts he harbored inside, if he didn't want to share them, he would never reveal his feelings.

"It's not something to discuss in a place like this."

Ariel tilted her head at Theo's words. Not something to discuss in a place like this? What could that mean?

"And it's not something to discuss right now either."
"I understand."
"Where would you like to go? Just look around town?"
"I just wanted to get some fresh air."

Ariel said this while reaching out to catch the slowly falling snowflakes. Theo quietly watched her from behind, waiting patiently. Following the Princess slowly, they eventually reached the outskirts of the busy district, and he looked around briefly.

"Theo."
"Yes, Your Highness?"

He had been watching the falling snow when he turned his head at the Princess's voice. Seeing the determined look in her eyes, Theo guessed she was finally going to bring up what she had been holding back.

"You still resent me, don't you?"

And his prediction was correct.

"I know. I know you still don't welcome me."
"......"

Theo stared at the Princess as she brought up the topic he didn't want to discuss. Could she possibly be saying she wants to make amends now?

"I'll be honest. I still don't understand why you're like this. Of course, you're not the type to act without reason, so I must have done something wrong."

Theo silently listened to the Princess's words. Was she trying to undo everything now?

"But I want to try to get along with you again, starting now. We used to be close, remember?"

Why was she doing this now, after shattering his heart when he was at his lowest? He still couldn't forget the words the Princess had spoken then.

"Theo. Can you tell me what I did wrong?"

Ariel was looking at Theo, pleading with a desperate voice.

"Do you not even remember what you said, Your Highness?"

But Theo's attitude was ice-cold. He had at least thought the Princess would remember what she had said. They say perpetrators often don't remember well.

"...I'm sorry."
"It's fine. Well, it's quite an old story, so I suppose it would be difficult to ask someone who wasn't the victim to remember."

Theo took a small breath in and out. He looked into the distance, wondering what Ei would have done if she were as big-hearted as she was.

"Your Highness."
"...Yes."
"You're right. There was certainly a time when you and I got along well."

The memories of the past told him to push the Princess away. They asked if he would open his heart again to someone who hadn't stood by him during his most difficult time. If he would let himself be hurt like that again.

"But not anymore."

People learn from the past and move forward into the future. And what Theo had learned from the past was that even someone he cared for, even his future partner, could betray him at any time.

"How did you act toward me when I was going through my hardest time?"
"......"
"Did you ever come looking for me when I was shut away in the castle?"

The Princess had no response to Theo's words. When he mentioned his hardest time, a particular moment flashed before her eyes. The words she had spoken then must have left a deep wound on Theo.

"Your Highness, I will fulfill my duties as your future partner. But I would prefer if you didn't expect anything more from me."

At his words, essentially saying they should maintain only their relationship as Princess and Young Lord as they were now, Ariel bit her lip tightly. But she couldn't argue. After saying such things, how could she possibly respond?

"I still resent you, Ariel de Sunrise."
"......"
"I still can't forgive you. When I was suffering after losing my mother, you didn't deny it when people behind my back called me someone who cared more about a mere sword, worrying that I might end up like my mother in the future."

After saying this, Theo turned to leave. He wouldn't actually leave her here, as that wouldn't make sense, but after saying such things, the atmosphere was completely ruined.

As he turned to leave, Ariel collapsed onto the snow. She was already crying, facing away from where Theo could see.

In her childhood, when she was immature and foolish, she had said those words trying to justify her connection to the Aris family through social circles. It had been a stupid statement, not properly prioritizing what was truly important.

"I'll return in five minutes."

Theo, having suppressed his momentary surge of emotion, said only this. To give Ariel time, he walked away and temporarily disappeared from sight. Even if she was someone he resented, he didn't want to see her crying.

*

"Haah."

After seeing them off, I was lying on the sofa. I finally closed the book, unable to concentrate, thinking about how rumors about me must have spread throughout the academy.

But I didn't move. Why would I desperately follow them just to see something unpleasant when they were going to enjoy time alone as future partners?

"I wonder if they'll be okay?"

But I've already heard too much. With my concentration on the book already gone, I started worrying that they might be fighting outside after they left for a walk. Whether they fight or not might not be my business, but I couldn't help feeling concerned.

But I couldn't follow them. Why would I follow them just to see something unpleasant?
They'll probably return to the castle, and I'll be able to tell from their expressions what happened.

"Well, I guess I should go do my work..."

I got up from my seat. Today, since Meina was absent from the castle all day, I had to repair the magic tools in the castle that she had brought in yesterday. Of course, I could slack off today and tell Meina to handle it tomorrow, but...

"Ah, you're here!"

The knights' quarters use many magic tools for training. One of them was a system that created a virtual training ground with magic to help with practical training.

"I'll fix it right away."

After spending a lot of time going around, I was resting in the master's room when the door opened and the master appeared.

"Ah, you're back, Master?"
"So this is where you were."
"I just couldn't focus on reading today."
"You don't have to read if you don't want to?"
"I don't think anyone will mind if I skip a day."

And then I started to feel worried. What could have happened outside to make his expression so grim?

"Master."
"What is it?"
"Did something happen outside?"

I just couldn't help asking. At my question, the master nodded and slumped into his seat, looking drained.

"Ei."
"Yes, Master."
"I'd like a cup of tea. And..."

The master sighed and looked out the window. What was he looking at?

"Could you go to Ariel?"
"To the Princess?"
"...She probably received quite a deep wound from me today."

What on earth happened outside to make him say something like that? But judging from the master's current state, he wouldn't answer even if I asked.

"Just go and stay by her side. She'll probably sleep in the First VIP quarters tonight."
"I understand."

After serving tea to the master, I left the room. If someone like him, who rarely shows his emotions, is this affected, then the Princess, who is more sensitive, must be completely devastated by now.

"I should bring some snacks."

I stopped by the kitchen and told the head chef I needed refreshments for the Princess, then gathered some desserts and a tea set before heading to her quarters. When I arrived at the door:

"Your Highness, it's Ei."

When there was no response to my knock, I accessed the surveillance system to briefly check the room. I could see Ariel lying motionless on the bed.

"Your Highness, the Young Master sent me. If you don't open the door, I'm coming in!"

Normally, I shouldn't enter if she doesn't open the door, but I felt I couldn't just leave her like this, so I opened the door and went in. Even though I had breached etiquette by entering the Princess's room uninvited, she remained unresponsive on the bed. Thinking I should wait until she responded, I sat down at the table in front of the round table and began to wait.
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I waited for what felt like a relatively short time. Even a princess couldn't ignore the disciple of an archmage who was guarding her room forever.

"...Ei."

I looked up from the book I'd brought and gazed at the princess. She was still lying down, looking at me through half-open eyes. Her makeup was smudged around her eyes, as if she'd been crying.

"The Young Master sent me."
"...Why?"
"He just asked me to come and stay by your side."

Her voice lacked energy. Something must have happened between her and my master to leave her in this state.

"...Just go."

She apparently didn't want to see anyone right now. What an easy-to-read personality. I wondered if she could truly fulfill the essential virtues required of a future princess.

"I said go."
"Well, seeing you like this, Princess, I don't think I should leave just yet."

I stood up and moved to her bedside, sitting on the edge of the bed. I could feel her gaze sharpening, but within this castle, that glare was all she could do to me right now.

"Princess, I've asked the Head Chef to prepare some high-quality refreshments. Are you going to keep lying there?"

That's why I wasn't afraid to sit beside her.

"I'm in a really bad mood right now."

Her voice suggested she was worried about hurting me with her emotions. But regardless, watching her lie there helplessly wasn't to my taste. Unless I was helping someone bedridden get up and fulfill their role.

"Even so, it's uncomfortable seeing you just lying there."
"......"
"I'll leave the snacks here. When you're done, just leave the empty plates on the table. The maid will clean them up when you leave."

But helping someone fulfill their role should be done at the right time. Seeing the princess's current state, I sighed inwardly and stood up.

Even as I left the room, she remained silent.

*     *     *

After comforting the princess that day, I heard nothing more about her at the castle. She had disappeared quietly the next day without even saying goodbye to my master, and he hadn't mentioned her once since then.

I could find out about her by visiting the Imperial Palace, but I didn't see the need. After all, was the princess really someone deeply connected to me? Besides, as a slave, visiting the Imperial Palace would be burdensome.

However, the aftermath that hit my master was considerable. Apparently, he was severely scolded by the Family Head—how could he make his future partner cry like that? They would have to live together someday, what had he said to her?

Of course, my master hadn't budged. He probably thought what he said was perfectly reasonable by his standards.

"Ugh, I don't want to go. I like the castle, why do I have to leave again?"

Even now, watching my master sitting on the sofa in the laboratory, sipping tea and resting, I could tell. Despite being scolded by his father, he hadn't visited the princess even once. How typical of him.

"But Master, you're a professor at the Academy. Isn't it natural for a professor to go to the Academy and teach students?"
"I still don't want to go. Just leave me alone."

It was almost comical how my master seemed more childish than Meina, who was throwing a tantrum about not wanting to go to the Academy.

"If you don't want to go, couldn't you just quit?"
"...Oh? That's an option?"
"I was joking, don't take it seriously."

I sighed. How could she take such suggestions so readily?

"What a shame. I was really going to do it."
"Please have some sense of responsibility."
"Huh?"
"...Please don't make strange noises."

I couldn't help but sigh seeing her behavior, so unbefitting of the Dean of the Academy's Magic Department. At least she wouldn't show this silly side in public, which was fortunate.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"What am I going to do tomorrow? It's been almost a year since I've gone out, I'm not confident."

I know teaching isn't easy, but to show such reluctance...

"You taught me just fine."
"...Ei, to be honest, that's largely because you're smart."
"I don't care, just stop lounging around!"

I grabbed Meina and forcibly made her get up. My master, who had been watching from the side, stared blankly before sighing softly and rising.

"Oh, Theo. Are you leaving?"
"Since you don't seem inclined to get up, I'll go ahead."
"Why? Aren't we going together?"
"I think we'll only be able to leave tonight."

My master, apparently anticipating that Meina's lounging would continue endlessly, showed signs of leaving the laboratory first. Meina, seemingly unconcerned by this, still refused to get up from the sofa.

"Come on, get up already!"
"Alright, I'll get up."

Meina took my outstretched hand and stood up. Smiling at her finally moving, I quickly followed behind her.

"By the way, Ei."
"Yes?"
"Is that really all your luggage?"

As I picked up the bag I had placed in a corner of the laboratory and followed her, Meina asked curiously.

"Yes, it is."
"...But that's all you're taking to the capital?"
"Well, everything I've been using belongs to the Aris family anyway."

It was ridiculous enough that my luggage consisted of just one bag, but what was inside was even more sparse. Two or three sets of clothes. The items my master had bought me were all I had, which seemed to surprise her.

"And all the books belong to Meina too."
"Sigh. Oh my head..."

I tilted my head, hearing Meina's sigh. What was wrong with having little luggage?

"I've been neglecting you too much."
"Why?"
"No matter how well Theo takes care of you, I forgot you're still a woman."

Meina had mentioned she didn't need to bring much since she had belongings at her house in the capital, which doubled as a villa.

"Why is that?"
"I should buy you cosmetics and some accessories."
"Come on, what's the point of me dressing up?"
"Oh? Listen to you talk."

Meina turned around abruptly and looked at me with disapproval. She reached out to hold my chin and began examining my face carefully.

"Hmm."

I wondered what she was going to say now. As I tensed up looking at her, she suddenly said, "This won't do. Ei, come with me," and used spatial magic to teleport us in front of a warp gate.

"Why, why?"
"Being a girl and all. Even if Theo only bought you that much, wearing the same clothes every day? And at your age, not a trace of makeup on your face."
"I'm fine as I am..."
"I'm not fine seeing it. This won't do, Ei. Let's go shopping today."
"What?"

Before I could process her words, I was dragged by the wrist to the capital, where we began visiting various shops. Most were related to beauty products or stores with pretty clothes. I spent the entire day following Meina around, and by the next day, I had been practically transformed by her hands.

"Ei."
"...What?"
"You look really beautiful now."
"I never wanted to dress up in the first place."
"Hehe. When your master tells you to do something, you should do it, right Ei?"

I sighed at Meina's words. Instead of the thick, dark purple clothes I usually wore at the castle, I was now wearing a uniform that students might wear, which felt somewhat uncomfortable. At least the clothes I wore at Aris gave me the feeling of being completely wrapped in fabric.

"Should I head straight to Meina's laboratory?"
"Yes, but don't forget to stop by the Magic Department office to introduce yourself before coming to my lab. I'll be there a bit later, so would you like to go ahead?"

I nodded at her words as she still lay in bed, then left Meina's house. I hadn't been able to properly see the surroundings when we arrived last night as it was already dark, but I was momentarily amazed by the unbelievable size of the place, situated right in the center of the capital.

*I guess I'll head out now.*

My master said he would be staying at the Academy dormitory. After finishing my greetings in the morning, I thought I should stop by briefly as I walked quickly toward the Academy. In the distance, I could see students wearing the Academy uniform, and I noticed male students glancing at me.

*This is why I hate dressing up.*

I just wanted to enter quietly. In the distance, I could see the Magic Department building, designed to look like a magnificent library. As I briefly admired the building with its tall central spire stretching skyward and wings extending widely to the left and right, I entered to find a very spacious central hall welcoming me.

"Hmm..."

I stood there looking around. The department building was so large that I didn't know where to find the office. And since I had no connections, people passing by only glanced at me briefly.

*Just tell me where to go, really.*

After silently cursing Meina, who was probably still lying in bed, I looked around for someone to ask. Following the Aris way, the office would typically be on the first floor, but this wasn't Aris.

"Excuse me."

I spotted a student with an unfamiliar face. When I called out, he responded with a "Yes?" and looked startled upon seeing my face. I carefully asked him:

"Do you know where the Magic Department office is?"
"Ah. Would you follow me this way?"

I began following him.
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"Here it is."

I expressed my gratitude to the unknown male student.
The student looked at me for a moment, then said, "Oh, it's nothing," before cautiously asking me, as if suddenly interested.

"But you don't seem to be a student. How did you come to be here?"
"Well, I'm starting work at the academy today."
"Ah, so you're staff."
"Yes."

Then a thought crossed my mind.
While academy staff could be commoners, most academy students were nobles.
Of course, academy rules stated that within the academy, students were to be treated only as students.

This rule existed to prevent students' learning from being disrupted by external social status, and to minimize the impact on staff.

"Then I suppose we'll be seeing each other often?"
"Well, maybe, maybe not."
"Since we've met like this, I'm Kane Artail of House Artail."

Whether things would go as expected remained to be seen.
I gave a small smile to the male student who was already introducing himself and subtly revealing his status.
Of course, looking at my own status alone, it would be extremely humble.

"I'm Ei."
"Ei? Just Ei?"
"Yes."

But if I added the qualifier of being Meina Aris's disciple, my standing within this academy—or at least within the Department of Magic—would be completely different.

*I'll have to keep people at a distance.*

Of course, I had no intention of revealing that now.
The fact that Meina had a weak disciple could be a physical threat to me and a political weakness for her.

"Anyway, thank you for guiding me. I'm a bit busy."
"Oh, I'm sorry. I've taken up too much of your time, Miss Ei. Sorry for keeping you when you're busy."
"It's fine. Take care on your way back."

Still, my first step wasn't bad.
I had worried about having no one to help me, but that wasn't the case at all.

"Excuse... me?"

As I opened the office door and entered, the gazes of several staff members turned toward me.
I had been nervous about the Imperial Academy, but there were fewer people than I expected.
It seemed like less than ten people.

"How can I help you?"
"Oh, I'm starting work here today, so I came to introduce myself..."
"Starting today? Just a moment."

A female staff member sitting closest to the door shuffled through some papers and suddenly flinched.
Then she asked me, "C-could you possibly be Miss Ei?"

"Yes. If you're talking about the girl named Ei who's starting work today, that's me."

That's when it happened.
When I answered, even those who had shown no interest in me all looked up.

"Wow, it was true?"
"I thought the Dean was lying when she said she took a disciple."

Then I began to hear whispers.
It seemed they were more amazed by the fact that Meina had actually taken a disciple rather than about me personally.

"Um, are you really Miss Ei?"
"She is. Isn't my disciple pretty and cute?"

That's when it happened.
Appearing from behind me, Meina embraced my neck and added those words.

"D-Dean, you're here."
"Sit, sit. Why are you all acting like this when you usually barely notice me?"
"Wow... Dean, you seem to have gained a little weight since I last saw you."
"Hmm. Perhaps it's time to start looking for a new administrative manager for the Department of Magic."

The woman wearing a name tag that read "Department of Magic Administrative Manager" smiled at Meina.
Then, watching her return to her seat, Meina grabbed me and said, "Ei, we need to go do our work now."

"What?"
"Today you have more places to go than just here. We need to visit my office and the library where you'll be spending a lot of time."
"Oh."
"That's not all. You also have work to do at the Main Building, which you would normally have to go to alone."

Meina stretched her hand forward.
Even though we were in the same building, was she going to use magic to move?
As I was about to look at her with a surprised expression, the light from the spatial magic circle disappeared, and suddenly our surroundings had changed.
For some reason, we were no longer in a building with magical formulas embedded in the walls.

"And right now, we're going to the Main Building first."
"Do I have work to do at the Main Building?"
"Of course."

Meina grabbed the handle of the door right in front of us.
As I tried to stop her with a "Wait!" I looked up and saw a nameplate that read "Dean's Office."

"The Dean has been quite eager to meet you."
"What? Why me?"
"Why? Because you're my disciple, the first one I've had in who knows how long."

But Meina, seeming quite familiar with the place, opened the door right away.
Inside sat a man with silver hair that seemed too long to be called masculine, with a teacup beside him as if he had just started working.

"Yo!"

At Meina's voice, the Dean put down his pen and stood up, saying "It's you" as if he was used to her.

"And that is...?"
"The one you wanted to see. My disciple."
"Ah. So this is the one."

Apparently, I was more famous than I thought.
For even the Dean to greet me so warmly.

"Welcome. Pleased to meet you."
"Oh, hello."

The Dean would certainly be the highest-ranking person at the school.
The Rise Academy I had come to was imperial, so the academy itself belonged to the Emperor.
But it seemed they had created the position of Dean for operational efficiency.

"I'm Ei."
"I've heard your name. So it's true that Aris has taken a disciple."
"What do you think? Impressive, right?"

That's when it happened.
In response to Meina's question, the Dean looked me up and down for a moment and then exclaimed, "Hmm," in admiration.

"She's definitely your disciple. I can tell by how her mana flow has already become similar to yours."

...Mana can do that?
Even I, who had read a book a month for several months, hadn't figured that out yet.

"But Meina, you know that your disciple is a staff member of this academy, not a student."
"Of course."
"It was quite unexpected. I thought you would somehow push that child in as a student."
"Then I wouldn't be able to keep her close. Students have to stay in dormitories during the semester, you know."

So that's why I became staff?
Not because she needed an assistant?

"That's a shame."
"What is?"
"If she were a student, we could use her as an academy ambassador to other countries, but now we can't."
"I wouldn't have allowed it anyway."

Meina sat comfortably on the sofa as if it were her own home and said, "Ei, you sit too." I looked at the Dean.
Then my gaze fell on the nameplate on the desk, which read "Karnov Endeleev."

"It's fine. Sit comfortably beside your master."

Seeing me hesitate, the Dean, who was pouring tea, urged me, and I moved to sit.
After I sat down, the Dean brought me tea and then took some documents from the table and handed them to me.

"Even if someone enters the Imperial Rise Academy on a specific recommendation, I must give the final approval for employment."
"Yes."
"And I don't accept documents without the person's own signature."

The Dean said this and then gave Meina a pointed look.
It seemed he was reproaching her for not showing me the employment documents at all.

"What do you think, Professor Aris?"
"What?"
"Sigh. Even if you reviewed the documents well, shouldn't you have shown them to the person concerned at least once?"
"Ei wouldn't understand even if she saw them. She didn't grow up in noble society."
"I see."

Despite Meina's explanation, the Dean nodded but still handed me the documents.
As I took the papers from him, I immediately noticed dizzyingly flowery language.
The content wasn't particularly difficult, but why were there so many elaborate expressions?

"Here you go."

Still, Meina must have reviewed it properly, as there was nothing disadvantageous to me.
In fact, there was even a favorable clause stating that only Meina Aris had the authority to give me direct orders.

"Good."
"Hey, Karnov."
"What?"
"So why did you want to see Ei?"

The Dean put the documents in an envelope, set it aside, and then looked at me with an "Hmm."

"What do you mean? Are you really asking because you don't know?"
"......"
"If she's your disciple, she'll inherit everything from you, and if we could bring her to the Magic Tower, we could break the balance of the Empire's three towers and rise to the top. I was just curious about her face."

Then he took a sip of tea and let out a small sigh.

"Well, looking at her now, it seems best to give up on that idea."
"The pure White Magic Tower accepting an outsider? Even a passing dog would laugh at that."
"If she's your disciple, they might make an exception. Well, I gave up the moment I saw her."

Looking at Meina's teacup, I noticed it was already empty.
She seemed to be continuously conversing, yet somehow her cup was already drained.

"Really?"
"A child with a heart so pure white that she desires nothing is burdensome for us too. We need people to want something so we can keep them close, don't we?"
"Oh?"
"Every mage lives with their own desires inside them, as you know. And the towers use those desires to gather mages."

The Dean carefully picked up the documents with both hands after putting his empty cup on the table.

"Honestly, I was worried. Since you personally rival a tower, if your disciple were to join one, wouldn't the Empire's balance be broken?"
"You're worrying needlessly. Even if she wanted to go, I wouldn't let her."
"Good. It's a personal request, but I hope you, Meina, will maintain that resolve."

Meina let out a small sigh at the Dean's words.
She seemed quite displeased with what he had just said.

"You worry about the strangest things."
"It seems you've taken in a disciple who suits you well. I'm just saying this because I'm pleased to see it."

Meina stood up as if she had finished her business and said, "Ei, let's go."
I quickly followed her out of the Dean's office, and before I could close it, the door swiftly shut and locked itself with a click.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"If that guy tries anything funny with you, tell me right away. Got it?"
"Oh, he doesn't seem like the type to—"
"When your master speaks, you should say yes. Hmm?"

I couldn't help but smile at Meina's forceful manner.

"I understand."

My first steps at the academy were fortunately quite smooth.
At least until I met her, who was subtly trying to avoid me.
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After parting with Meina who had to go receive the students, I left the main building of the academy.

The academy was structured with the main building at the center, the Department of Swordsmanship to the left, and the Department of Magic to the right. The Department of Humanities was located at the back. Essentially, three buildings surrounded the main building, and the path from the main entrance to the main building was decorated with gardens.

Looking at the buildings themselves, the main building truly looked like an academic institution, while the Department of Magic resembled a library, and the Department of Swordsmanship had the appearance of a training ground.

*I'm supposed to manage the library in the Department of Magic, right?*

That, plus running errands for Meina. The rest of my time would be purely for studying magic.

But perhaps because I hadn't seen my master for the past two days, I found myself missing him terribly with all this free time. Though I should have been heading to the Department of Magic, I realized I was already looking in the direction of the auditorium.

*Search*

To find out what was around me, I began to visualize the search magic circle Meina had taught me. My mana spread outward, transmitting information about everything in the vicinity. With the help of the magic Meina had designed for me, I was about to slowly make my way to the auditorium when—

*Huh?*

At that moment, I sensed someone familiar and quickly terminated the spell. Though I had supposedly attended this academy before, my current status was as a high school transfer student, so I was sensing someone who shouldn't be here.

"Princess?"

Following the presence, I found her sitting alone in the garden. Ariel seemed to flinch momentarily at the sound of my voice. Our eyes met as she turned her head, but without saying anything, she began walking away.

In a direction different from the auditorium.

"Princess, where are you going?"
"Why should you care?"
"Because you're not heading where students should be going?"
"......"

The Princess's eyes narrowed at my words. Perhaps she didn't like the way I was speaking to her.

"I'll get there on time, so don't worry about it."

With that, the Princess turned on her heel and walked away from me. Fine. If she's going to be like that despite my concern, it's better to leave her be.

*I should just go do my job.*

I turned back and headed toward the auditorium.

* * *

The auditorium was already filling with students at the entrance. While it wasn't packed with hundreds of people, there were enough to make it feel crowded by this world's standards.

*I wonder where my master is.*

Rather than mixing with the students, I slipped to the side and headed for higher ground. Climbing to the second-floor seats that lined the walls, I could see the students gathering below. Most seemed to be of similar social standing, grouping with their friends.

*There he is.*

People tended to avoid areas where someone of particularly high status was present, or someone they wanted to avoid. Unfortunately, my master seemed to belong to the category that people stayed away from. However, as a staff member, it would be inappropriate for me to approach him now. If I were a student, it would have been natural, but as staff, I should be working elsewhere.

Ah. Our eyes met.

*Ei?*

Surprise registered in my master's eyes. Perhaps he hadn't expected me to appear in the auditorium. I gave him a small wave and then turned my attention to the stage.

*She's already here.*

I spotted Meina sitting among the professors. Looking thoroughly bored, she was staring blankly at the students. Behind her, three individuals who were clearly magic department professors had taken their seats nearby.

"Students, please prepare for the entrance ceremony in an orderly fashion!"

At that announcement, as the students began to move, I realized one thing: this was not where I should be. Though I would have liked to stay until the end of the event, this place was only for students and professors.

*I should go to the library.*

I needed to visit Meina's office and the library where I would be spending most of my time. I needed to check what supplies were available, what books they had, and where everything should be placed—all of which would take considerable time.

I left the auditorium as my master glanced toward where I had been standing. Unlike when we were at the castle, I was now feeling the reality of having to be separated from him. As I was about to head to the classroom, I briefly made eye contact with the Princess at the entrance of the auditorium.

"......"

She said nothing and headed into the auditorium despite seeing me.

Leaving that brief encounter behind, I quickly made my way to the Department of Magic. Entering the central hall of the building, I noticed things I hadn't seen on my first visit.

*No wonder they built the building like a library.*

Perhaps that library was the pride of the Magic Department. Walking further from the central hall and passing through a large wooden door that opened to both sides, I found myself facing a vast library. In truth, it didn't feel significantly larger than Meina's research room.

*I guess Meina's research room is the unusual one.*

Still, the library was large enough to house a considerable collection of books.

"Mmm......"

Turning toward the sound, I saw a woman nodding off. Judging by the numerous file folders behind her, she appeared to be the librarian.

"Excuse me......"

I was about to call out to her when I realized her face seemed familiar. Rather than waking her, I studied her carefully. She looked familiar, but I wasn't certain I knew her.

*Wait a minute.*

The more I looked at her face, the more a figure from my memories began to emerge. It couldn't have been an important relationship. During my wandering days, I met many people through various requests, but I never formed deep connections like the ones I now had with my master and Meina.

But what mattered now wasn't whether we had a deep connection. The question was whether she remembered me. That fact alone was important to me now.

Every event has its cause. In my case, being born as a rebel's child, having my home burned down, killing several people who tried to rape me, and then leaving the village to begin my wandering life—recalling all this made me realize that even someone merely remembering seeing me in the past was enough reason to be cautious. I needed to keep my past thoroughly hidden.

*This woman is that book seller who insisted at the guild that she couldn't use male guards.*

I didn't expect her to be at the academy. Judging by how she handled rare books that would be coveted by those who knew their value, I had thought she wasn't an ordinary book seller. But to meet her here like this...

*Should I go to Meina now and tell her I can't manage the library?*

This was exactly what I had been worried about when coming to the academy. Fortunately, this place was quite far from the southeastern region where I had mainly been active. That's why no one in Aris knew me, but here would clearly be different.

If I were to visit some of the adventurer offices in the southeast where I had stayed, they might recognize me.

*No.*

But if I said that to Meina, she would surely ask why. And I wasn't confident I could explain why I couldn't manage the library without involving my past.

*That won't do.*

Having finally formed a good relationship, there was no reason to voluntarily act in a way that would arouse suspicion. Though she seemed soft, she was the type to be firm when necessary.

So the only question remaining was whether this woman would recognize me or not.

"......."
"......?"

As I refocused my attention, I found the woman with silver eyes looking at me. With a very cheerful gaze, as if wondering when I had arrived.

"Eek!"

Surprisingly, I was the one who was startled. There are few scenes as horrifying as someone who appeared dead asleep suddenly being awake and staring at you.

"Why, why are you surprised?"
"Ah, no. It's just that someone who was sleeping until just now suddenly has their eyes wide open, staring at me......"
"Oh, I see. You were startled because of me. I'm sorry."

The woman hurriedly stood up and extended her hand to me. What was her name again? Azazel, was it?

"Ah, I remember now. You're Ei, who's going to help manage the library from today, right?"
"Yes, yes."
"I'm Azazel. Nice to meet you."

I was right. But fortunately, the woman didn't seem to recognize me, looking at me with apologetic and concerned eyes. All my earlier worries seemed so pointless now...

"Aza...zel?"
"Yes. I don't have a surname, but that's a bit of a personal matter, so I'd appreciate if you didn't ask about it. Please."
"Yes, well......"

Taking her hand and standing up, I felt relieved inside. I had been so worried about her recognizing me, but how fortunate that she didn't. Perhaps my appearance had changed significantly since then.

"I'm Ei. Nice to meet you, Azazel."
"Ah, likewise. Oh, that's right."
"What is it?"
"The Dean asked me to show you around the library when you arrived. Would you like to follow me?"
"Yes."

I nodded at Azazel's words and began to follow her around the library.

Ch.58 - There Are No Slaves In The Magic Department (9)
I had been wandering around the library for quite some time, checking where all the security equipment and surveillance devices were located, as well as where the magical search equipment was installed to help students find books more easily. I was identifying all the points I would need to manage.

It was taking quite a while to inspect the library thoroughly.

"That's pretty much everything about the library."

Though there were many devices for safe and convenient library use, the size itself wasn't particularly impressive. Meina's laboratory took up half a floor of the Inner Castle, and this library was about the same size.

This experienced librarian seemed to know the library inside and out. She explained everything to me as if she knew exactly where everything was located.

The structure itself wasn't particularly special to me. It was just like Meina—the layout was essentially Meina's research lab with the central crystal and massive magic stone removed, replaced by bookshelves arranged in a cylindrical shape around a central axis. Fortunately, that made it easy to learn.

"Is it starting to make sense to you?"
"Yes. Thanks to you, I think I'm getting familiar with it."

It would take some time to learn where all the books were located, but with the librarian's help, I could pick it up quickly.

"But it doesn't seem like there's much for me to do."
"That's right. The Dean has made such excellent equipment that it rarely breaks down."

If Meina had been born in my previous world, she would likely have become a scientist or engineer. Considering that most of the magical equipment in Aris Castle had passed through Meina's hands, that seemed likely.

"Is that so?"
"That's right, you're Dean Meina's disciple, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"What is the Dean like usually? Does she just make various things in her lab? Or is she dedicated to research every day...?"

Azazel seemed quite interested in Meina. I see her every day, but to others, Meina must be difficult to approach.

"Well, my Master is in her lab every day."

She spends every day lying on the lab sofa doing nothing productive, but I kept that to myself. My words seemed to have a different meaning to Azazel.

"Ah, as expected of the Dean..."

There was no need to shatter someone else's illusions. After exchanging pleasantries with her, I began to explore the library on my own.

*The books are of a higher level than I expected.*

That was my thought as I walked slowly through the library, reading a book I had picked up. Though not as advanced as those in Meina's lab, one shouldn't compare them to an Archmage's research materials. I grabbed a book on combat magic applications and headed to the librarian's desk.

"Can I borrow this to read?"
"Oh? Yes, of course. You're an academy staff member too, Ei."

Azazel took the book from me and recorded it in the register, but something seemed to surprise her. She gave me a slightly startled look. Perhaps she was surprised that a disciple of Meina, a master of Magitech, was borrowing a book on combat magic.

"That's unexpected. The first book the Dean's disciple borrows is combat magic, not Magitech..."
"I've read enough Magitech books in my Master's lab to last a lifetime."
"Ah."

She nodded in understanding at my explanation.

"Um, but..."
"Yes?"
"Ah, it's nothing. I look forward to working with you."

I smiled and nodded at Azazel's words.

"Likewise."

I felt relieved at this promising start, unaware of what was happening elsewhere.

*

"Haah."

Meina sighed as she looked at the second-floor seat where Ei had disappeared. Before the entrance ceremony began, she wondered if such events were really necessary for students who would be attending the academy anyway.

"It's been a while, Dean."

Turning toward the voice beside her, she saw the still rugged-looking Dean of the Department of Swordsmanship addressing her. She had only taken a year off, why was he acting like this?

"It hasn't been that long. Just a year."
"Haha. A year is plenty long enough."
"Please. Compared to the twenty years we've known each other, a year is nothing."

Meina took out some snacks she had brought in her robe and began munching on them. She felt her blood sugar dropping. She preferred reading books in her lab, and didn't like being dragged to events like this.

*I only came because my assistant professors begged me.*

She was starting to regret coming. She should have stayed in her lab with Ei until the students arrived for her class.

*Theo is alone again, as expected.*

She sighed as she spotted her nephew among the students. He was handsome, tall, and talented—why couldn't he mingle with the other students? It would be good for the Aris family's standing if he were more central to the social scene.

"Dean, you're here."
"Yes. I thought you were going to quit, but I see you again this year?"
"Hehe. How could I quit when you're here, Professor?"

Meina frowned at the voice behind her. It was Rowen, who had once studied magic under her and was now a professor at the academy.

"You can't quit because of me?"
"Come on. Let's not bring up old stories."
"Getting older means all I have left are old stories. Should I tell the other professors here how much our Rowen used to avoid me?"

A chuckle came from beside them. All the professors here knew that Rowen had studied combat magic and Magitech under Meina in the past.

"I know a dessert shop that just opened recently. Would you be interested, Dean?"
"Oh? Our Rowen is finally doing something I like?"
"What do you mean 'finally'? I've never forgotten your kindness."
"Hmm. I hope that sentiment lasts."

Just then, as if there was no more time for banter, the announcer's voice directed everyone's attention forward: "Now that all students have gathered, we will begin the entrance ceremony."

*I'll be seeing Henry at an official event after a long time.*

Meina recalled what had happened a few days ago as she looked at the platform. When she went to submit paperwork for her return to the academy, she happened to run into the Emperor.

*"Oh, Noona. It's been a while."*
*"Why am I your Noona? I don't recall having a brother like Your Majesty."*
*"Haha. We grew up like siblings, going back and forth between the Imperial Palace and Aris Castle. If I'm not your brother, who is?"*

His smooth-talking manner hadn't changed at all. Though the request that followed was a bit surprising.

*"By the way, I heard some unbelievable news recently."*
*"What news?"*
*"That you've taken on a disciple. How could you not tell me a word about it?"*
*"Why should I tell you that I've taken a disciple?"*
*"Come on. Your disciple is practically my niece. Shouldn't I at least meet her face-to-face sometime?"*

Why was everyone so curious about her disciple? Meina found the Emperor's interest burdensome. The child was just like her in that way—not fond of receiving attention. How much pressure would she feel knowing the Emperor was interested in her?

"His Majesty the Emperor is entering. All professors, please rise and show proper respect to His Majesty."

At the announcer's words, Meina rose from her seat along with the other professors. She was apparently the highest-ranking professor with a status change at this event.

"And would Professor Meina Aris, Dean of the Department of Magic, please come to the central platform."

The light that appeared beneath Meina's feet transported her to the platform. Her flashy entrance, befitting the Dean of the Department of Magic, drew intense interest from behind—though she had simply used magic because she was too lazy to walk.

"It's been a while, Dean Aris."
"It has been, Your Majesty."

The Emperor, who appeared from behind the platform, greeted her calmly, accustomed to her magic. Though it was just a formal greeting, even that displeased Meina at the moment. She just wanted this to end quickly so she could leave.

"I've grown old, but you remain the same."
"I suppose so."
"How was your year off? Did you rest well?"
"Thanks to Your Majesty's consideration, I had a very good rest."

The Emperor nodded with a smile at Meina's response. Then, in a loud voice:

"Very good. I, Henry Abel Sunrise, hereby command that this year's entrance ceremony be presided over by Dean Aris."
"I accept your command."

Watching the Emperor assign her the task she least wanted to do, Meina tried her hardest not to scowl. Why did he have to dump this unpleasant job on her as soon as he arrived?

"Only you can do this, Noona."

As thunderous applause erupted, Meina read the Emperor's lips and thought to herself that she would definitely get back at him for this as she stepped into the spot where the Emperor had just been standing. All the students' eyes were now on her.
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"It's been a while."

Theo looked around the academy's training ground, which felt so familiar, and momentarily drifted into memories of the past. Though small details had changed during his absence, nothing significant was different. The training ground still maintained its open design based on the motto of promoting mutual growth through complementary practice—or to put it simply, encouraging students to fight each other.

And as always, there was nobody around him.
That's the kind of person Theo Aris was. As the talented heir to House Aris, the Sword of the Empire, he was an object of fear to everyone here.

But Theo actually preferred it this way. Recalling how few people approached him with genuine intentions, he found it much better not having to engage in tiresome conversations.

"Well, look who it is! Our Theo!"

A professor suddenly rushed at him, swinging a sword. Theo quickly drew his dagger and raised it to block the incoming blade. Looking up, he saw a fairly young female professor with brown hair smiling down at him.

"It's been a while, Professor Heive."
"Hehe. I heard our Theo was just holed up at home while not attending the academy, but your skills haven't deteriorated much, have they?"

Hearing this, Theo grabbed a sword from someone nearby and immediately raised it in front of him. As he deflected another incoming strike, the professor's voice rang out again.

"Or have they improved?"
"I merely trained on my own while I was at home."
"Wow, how can someone's skills improve without proper instruction, just training alone?"
"Other students are watching, Professor."

"So what?" Professor Heive smiled at Theo's remark. Though she found him quite vexing, she was also very pleased that he had returned to the academy.

"The others don't spar with me as much as you do."
"I see your habit of challenging students to duels hasn't changed."
"Of course not. Pursuing the ultimate martial arts is such a thrilling experience."

However, since other students were watching and it was the first day of the semester, Heive had no intention of continuing their duel. Of course, once this session ended, she was fully planning to invite her long-absent student for a proper match.

"Well, since it's the first day, we'll stop here."

Heive looked around at the members of her home class and tilted her head curiously. Somehow, there was an unfamiliar face among them.

"Hmm? I haven't seen you before."
"Pleased to meet you. I'm Zeon Erhent, recently admitted from the Crucia Empire thanks to a good opportunity."
"Zeon Erhent? That's an unusual name."
"I suppose it would sound that way here in the Rise Empire."

By the time students reach the high school division, new admissions are practically nonexistent. While the middle school division occasionally accepts foreign exchange students, the high school curriculum is typically too difficult to follow without prior experience at the academy.

"Interesting. It's rare to have someone admitted directly to the high school division. Were you quite acclaimed in your country?"

In that sense, Zeon Erhent was being received as quite a remarkable talent at the academy—someone entering the high school division at a relatively mature age.

"You flatter me. I'm just a freshman who's barely enrolled."
"Hehe, is that so?"

Theo inwardly sighed as he sensed what was coming. There was likely not a single student here whose swordsmanship surpassed his own. Since Professor Heive was someone deeply interested in students' abilities, she would probably assign him the role of a training dummy to verify the new student's skills.

"Well, we'll see about that. Right, Theo?"
"Professor, I'm also a freshman who just entered high school."
"No, our Theo is the eldest son of House Aris before being a student of the academy."
"......"

Theo slowly moved forward. Why did annoying situations never deviate from his expectations? Thinking this to himself, he headed to the armory and picked up a two-handed sword similar in size and weight to what he usually used.

"Zeon."
"Yes, Professor."
"Here at Rise Academy, by the time you reach high school, we set aside theoretical aspects and focus on practical training—observing students' sword duels and offering improvement points."

With those words, Heive tossed Zeon a one-handed sword similar to what he had been using. Zeon drew the blade from its scabbard, examined the sword that looked quite similar to his own, then looked back at the professor.

"In other words, you'll be doing a lot of dueling during practical training sessions from now on."
"You mean..."
"I've seen your records on paper, but those are just documents, aren't they?"

Hearing this, Zeon glanced at the tall red-haired man before him. So she wants me to duel that guy.

"So I think I need to see your skills with my own eyes first."
"I understand."

Zeon recalled how the man had effortlessly blocked the professor's sword with just a dagger. Clearly, he must be quite skilled. After all, casually swinging a sword at someone who isn't an enemy is something you can only do if you trust their abilities.

"I apologize for the rudeness upon our first meeting."

Zeon took a small breath as he looked at Theo. But seeing Theo's lack of response to his words, Zeon found him an interesting opponent.

It was because he was looking forward to seeing what skills the other would display. After all, such rudeness was only possible if one had the skills to back it up.

"Theo, don't hold back!"

Though he didn't particularly like the other's unresponsive attitude, Zeon asked, "May I take the first move?" When Theo nodded, Zeon's figure vanished in an instant.

And then, an intense light exploded inside the training ground.

*

*I don't think "I hereby approve the advancement and admission of all students as Acting Principal" suits me at all.*

After finishing the entrance ceremony, Meina returned to her research lab during a brief break and sighed softly with that thought. *Representing others really doesn't suit me.*

The position of Dean had been the same way. She was the type of person who belonged in a lab, reading interesting books and living quietly. Whenever she was dragged to meetings to argue with other professors about budgets, or like earlier, forced to do something she didn't want as a representative, that feeling grew stronger.

*Ah, I wonder if there's a mage out there willing to take over as Dean.*

As Meina stared blankly out the window, she turned her head at the sound of a voice nearby. Her face brightened. Somehow knowing exactly what she had been thinking, Rowen appeared in the doorway with Ei.

"Rowen! Ei!"
"D-Dean?"

Rowen felt uneasy, afraid of what nonsense Meina might say next.

"Rowen, perfect timing."
"W-why?"
"Want to be Dean for a while?"

Rowen's expression turned to one of bewilderment at Meina's sigh-inducing question. What kind of absurd suggestion was this right off the bat?

"Are you serious?"
"Oh? Rowen, I didn't know you were such an ambitious man."
"What nonsense are you talking about? Who in the Empire handles magic better than you, Dean?"
"Come on. In specialized fields, the Magic Tower is full of talented people."
"That's only for those who've dedicated their entire lives to a single type of magic. And by that standard, aren't you also the top authority on spatial magic?"

It's not like the Dean position was something you could claim in a game of territory.

"Sigh. Why won't our Rowen listen to me?"
"......"
"Just like my predecessor dumped the Dean position on me through some ridiculous bet, I wanted to do the same and finally be free."

...Could it be?
The thought suddenly crossed Rowen's mind. There's a saying that suspicion can kill a person, but maybe...?

Seeing Rowen staring at her with wide eyes, Meina shrugged as if telling him to figure it out himself.

"But why are you in my research lab?"
"Why? You need to go see the kids."

After gesturing for Ei to come sit beside her and half-embracing her while stroking her head, Meina tilted her head and looked at him.

"Kids?"

At her expression, as if wondering why he'd suddenly brought this up, Rowen felt exasperated as he continued.

"Yes."
"My kid is right here."
"No, it's the first day—aren't you going to check on your home class students? We specifically assigned you students who came up from the middle school division to make things easier for you."
"Those kids? They'll be fine on their own."
"...This is the first time I've felt sorry for them."

*Can't be helped.*
Meina released Ei, who had been quietly listening to their conversation, and rose from her seat. After all, as a professor responsible for students, she should at least fulfill her minimum duty as an advisor.

"Fine. Ei, wait here in my research lab for a bit, okay?"
"Yes."
"Good. Let's go."

Unable to resist Rowen's pressure, Meina left her research lab with reluctant steps.
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"Really, how can she act exactly like she does at home?"

After Meina left, I sighed softly while looking at the empty seat where she had been sitting. How could she act so casually, exactly the same as she does at home, without the slightest difference?

"Still, it's not right that she won't go see her students."

If I had enrolled as a student and belonged to my Master's class, I wouldn't have said what I just did. After all, to Meina, I'm not the same as her other students.

I got up from my seat, planning to leave a note and step out of the laboratory for a while. Meina had told me to wait in the lab, but I was too restless to just sit still. However, as soon as I opened the door, a middle-aged male professor with a rather long beard was standing right there.

"Huh?"

The man, presumably a professor, showed a bewildered expression upon seeing me emerge from the laboratory. But soon he said, "Ah," as if remembering something, then extended his hand to me saying, "So it's true."

"Are you indeed Aris's disciple?"
"What? Yes. I'm Ei."

Watching his emotional transitions up close was quite comical. Who knew watching someone's emotions change could be such a comedy?

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Bahatton, in charge of basic theory in our Department of Magic."
"Hello."
"Is the Dean not inside?"
"No."
"Hmm, I see. Please tell the Dean that Professor Bahatton stopped by."

Unlike Meina, he didn't seem to be a screw-loose type of person. Seeing him speak like a sensible person contrary to my expectations, I nodded, and Professor Bahatton said, "Ho ho. Then excuse me," before turning away.

"So my Master really is the abnormal one."

I sighed again, recalling how she had just complained about going to see her own students. Of course, my Master was still someone I respected. But no matter how respectable she is, it's unavoidable to feel embarrassed by her casual behavior.

"When will Meina return?"

She's a professor, and it's the first day, so she probably won't be gone too long. She told me to wait here, but it's a bit boring to just stay put.

"I should leave a note and go out for a bit."

Since I've come this far, I wanted to visit that place again. Nostalgia was welling up for that low mountain where I met Eugene during my wandering days. If I go now, it would be my first visit in years.

"Who knows. I might see him again."

Would that place still be the same? Would it still be there, just as I remember it? With a slight flutter in my heart, I grabbed my ID card from Meina's desk and left the laboratory.

Normally I wouldn't touch anything on Meina's desk, but I thought the process of getting back in might be difficult without it.

"There it is."

After leaving the laboratory and the academy, I walked for some time. Once I left the capital city, that sturdy mountain began to come into view.

*

"Yawn, is everyone here?"

Unaware of what her disciple thought of her, Meina opened the door to the classroom where her Home Class students were waiting. Upon receiving a coordinated greeting led by last year's middle school class leader, she let out a long yawn.

"Yes, everyone's here."

After mentally comparing the roster with the actual students present in the classroom, she plopped down on the chair next to the podium.

"Well, you all know me, right?"
"Yes."
"Good. Let's all do well in the second year of high school. Don't cause trouble, just focus on your own work."

After saying this, Meina stretched out her hand and immediately created a magic circle right there. During the past research year, how much effort had each student put in? While it wouldn't show all of a student's achievements, mana level was a reasonable indicator of a student's magical proficiency. She created an impromptu measurement spell to roughly gauge the students' mana levels from where she sat.

"Hmm. Everyone has worked hard."

Except for one person. Though she didn't say it aloud, Meina briefly looked at Ariel before standing up. Of course, it wasn't actually Ariel.

"Cled."
"Y-yes?"
"You had quite a good time playing last year. How is there so little difference from the year before?"

Just as muscles become firmer and stronger the more they're used, mana also deepens and gradually becomes purer with use.

"Ahaha..."
"Try to be more diligent this year. You might be in the upper class now, but falling can happen in an instant."
"I understand."

In that sense, this student named Cled must have played around quite a bit last year. Of course, his absolute skill level was quite high, so he wouldn't fall immediately just from playing around for a year.

"Ariel, you've worked very hard."
"Thank you."
"My, our Ariel is still so stiff. What a shame~"

Of course, she gave light praise to the hardworking students for motivation. But since today was the first day, she didn't particularly plan to lecture.

"Well, now that vacation is over and everyone's committed to working hard, shall we end here for today?"
"Yes."
"Good. Then that's it for today. Thanks for gathering, and let's do well starting tomorrow, okay?"

She was about to leave when she was stopped. Perhaps rumors about Ei had already spread among the students.

"Um, Professor!"

Meina Aris stopped at the call of a usually quiet student and looked at her with a questioning gaze.

"There's talk that you've taken on a disciple. Is that true?"

At that, everyone's attention turned to the student. They all wanted confirmation but had been silent out of reluctance to gossip about the professor's disciple, fearing they might be singled out negatively, even though they knew Meina wasn't that type of person.

"Yes, that's right. Why? Are you curious about my disciple?"
"Of course! You haven't had a disciple for decades, and now you finally have one."

Following her confirmation, murmurs began to spread throughout the classroom. It was just one person added to her life, yet the interest was so intense.

"So the rumors were true."
"Wow..."
"Well then, good work everyone, and I'll see you tomorrow, understood?"

Meina was quite pleased that rumors had spread throughout the academy, as she wanted to show off her disciple. She had always felt guilty about her first disciple.

Back then, she had only introduced them to others as her hired assistant, which meant they didn't receive much attention. But as a consequence, that child was killed while she wasn't around. Alone, without anyone's help...

Perhaps announcing her disciple to everyone was a reaction to that. The title of being her disciple wasn't insignificant and would attract a lot of attention. Of course, Ei naturally disliked drawing attention and wouldn't appreciate the spotlight. But that attention might help Ei in times of need.

"Hehe, our Ei. You've had quite a grand debut."

In reality, Ei hadn't done anything. After all, today was her first day at the academy, so what could she have done?

"I wonder who the lovely person spreading rumors is."

The only issue was that the fact she had taken on a disciple had spread more widely than expected. Of course, it would have spread eventually, but that "eventually" wasn't supposed to be now.

"When I find them, I'll have to make them experience the consequences of running their mouth."

They must be somewhere in the academy. But it certainly wouldn't be Ariel or Theo.

"Professor."

While walking slowly and wondering who it could be, she turned her head at the voice. Seeing Ariel looking at her with a somewhat stiff expression, she tilted her head in confusion.

"Yes? Ariel? Is something wrong?"
"Could you spare a moment?"
"Why? Do you have something to talk about?"
"Yes."

What could she want to discuss with such a serious expression? Meina was already beginning to feel uneasy. If it were about school life, Ariel wouldn't approach her so seriously.

"Do you need a quiet place?"
"Yes."
"Hmm..."

A quiet place. Ei was currently in her laboratory, so where should they go? There were servants at home too.

"It's something that might be awkward for others to hear."

Meina crossed her arms and fell into thought for a moment. Should she send Ei out for a while?

"Huh? There's no one in the lab."

Meina realized through a detection spell that Ei was gone and tilted her head in confusion. She had told Ei to wait because she needed to explain a few things necessary for school life, but where had she gone?

"No, she'll be back soon, so let's go to the lab."

But Ei, while she might engage in minor deviations, was a good child who didn't disobey her words. Since she was told to wait in the laboratory, she would probably return soon.

"Is my laboratory okay?"
"Umm..."
"There's probably no one there. If you're worried about our conversation leaking, I can cast an isolation spell."
"Alright. Let's go to the laboratory."

After hearing Ariel's answer, Meina created a spatial movement magic circle. When Ariel stepped onto the white magic circle that appeared on the floor, they both disappeared from in front of the classroom.
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"Come in."
"Inside there's..."
"Ei, are you talking?"
"Yes."
"There's no one here, so it's fine."

Ariel made her way to Meina's laboratory after quite a long time. The lingering warmth in the room suggested someone else had been there recently, making her uncomfortable. This place had always been Meina's private space, somewhere Ariel could visit comfortably.

"So what did you want to discuss that required such a quiet place, Princess?"

Ariel, who had been momentarily lost in thought, came to her senses at Meina's voice but hesitated, unsure how to begin. She had never shared such concerns with Meina before, and now that she was trying, the words wouldn't come.

"Well, it's nothing special..."
"Nothing special?"
"I want to restore my relationship with Theo to how it was before, but I don't know how."

Having come all this way and taken up Meina's time, she couldn't just say nothing. After much deliberation, Ariel revealed her concern and cautiously observed Meina's reaction. Of course, Meina would understand that Ariel was coming to her not as a student but as an inexperienced princess seeking advice.

"Hmm."

Still, Meina was a woman without a husband. No, she didn't even have a boyfriend she could meet.

*Perhaps I've been impolite.*

Ariel swallowed nervously. Meina was just staring at her expressionlessly, making her increasingly anxious. During her time at the academy, she had always tried to avoid getting on Meina's bad side, but now she wondered if she might have done just that.

This was certainly a sensitive topic.

"Why? Did something happen between you two?"

Contrary to Ariel's concerns, Meina was more perplexed than uncomfortable. When Ariel had requested a private conversation, she had assumed it might involve some politically sensitive matter within the Imperial Palace. This question was completely unexpected.

*I never thought I'd hear this kind of question from her...*

The princess was someone who rarely revealed her personal feelings, believing that as a member of the imperial family, she shouldn't appear weak. Why would she come to Meina with such a matter?

"...The truth is, I did something terribly wrong to Theo, and now our relationship has soured."
"I see."
"But Theo and I will have to see each other for the rest of our lives, so we can't stay on bad terms like this. I wanted to restore things to how they were, but..."

In reality, despite Meina's brilliance, she wasn't good at everything. When it came to romance, she had little opportunity to meet men, being buried in her magical studies. Though that didn't mean she had never met any men at all.

"Too much time has passed, and Theo seems to have closed his heart."

Romance and understanding the hearts of others were certainly difficult subjects even for Meina.

"He seems to dislike even talking to me."

And to make matters worse, the person asking was destined to be her nephew's partner. Meina found it truly difficult to know what to say or not say on such a delicate topic.

*Are these two going to be okay?*

Although marriages were often decided by families, forcing relationships only led to mutual pain. What ultimately mattered was the feelings of the two people involved, and if Ariel was speaking like this...

"Um, Ariel."
"Yes?"
"Have you talked about this with anyone else besides me?"
"No. You're the first, Professor."

How much must she have suffered alone? Meina sighed softly, looking at Ariel who had been struggling with this by herself. Just when things seemed to be getting easier, another wall had appeared.

"Ariel."
"Yes, Professor."
"You probably know this already. Theo, as the heir to the Aris family who must become the Sword of the Empire, was raised from childhood not to open his heart easily to others."

What mistake could she have made to cause Theo to react this way? He wasn't one to easily open his heart, but neither was he the type to put up strong barriers from the start.

"So you did something wrong."
"...Yes, that's right."
"Sigh. Then what you did wrong doesn't matter anymore."

Meina said this while placing a few snacks in front of her. It was meant for Ariel to eat them and calm her mind, but seeing that she wasn't eating, Meina felt a headache coming on.

"Ariel. Have you heard this saying?"
"What saying?"
"When a lock rusts with age, its strength weakens, but paradoxically, it becomes harder to unlock even with the key."

If only she would eat something sweet, it might improve her mood a little.

"So how would you open such a lock?"
"Can a rusty lock even be opened with a key?"
"Of course. If you absolutely need to get through the door, you could break the lock and enter."
"But Theo isn't a lock."
"Oh my. But isn't what's locking his heart a kind of lock, even if it looks different from what you know? It's just like a locked door, concealing what's inside and refusing to open."

Meina said this while demonstratively picking up one of the snacks she had put out. Just as she was about to enjoy the sweet taste spreading with each crunchy bite—

"But if you break it wrong, you might break what's inside too."
"It can't be helped. Theo's heart is already firmly locked with a thoroughly rusted lock. You should have opened it at the right time, but now you must pay the price for not doing so."

Though Ariel rationally understood, she lowered her head at these words that seemed cruel, however unintentionally. As Meina said, the cause of Theo closing his heart was entirely her fault.

"It's not that I don't want to help you. The imperial family and the Aris family have matched their firstborns for generations, right?"
"Yes, they have."
"But you know, even though the matches were decided by adults, ultimately the destined partners confirmed their feelings for each other and connected."

Meina said this with a small sigh. Had Ariel ever looked so pitiful before? It wasn't that Meina didn't want to help her, but she simply had no way to do so. Besides, Meina herself wasn't particularly knowledgeable about romance.

"I'm sorry. I called you here saying I'd help, but I can't be of much help."
"No, what you've told me today has been more than enough help. Thank you."

Despite her words of gratitude, Ariel's steps lacked energy as she left. After sending her off, Meina worried if she would be alright, then frowned as she realized her expected visitor hadn't returned.

"But why isn't Ei coming back?"

She wondered where her disciple had gone. Contrary to her expectation that Ei would return soon, there was no sign of her.

*

*This place is just the same.*

That was the impression while slowly walking up the mountain path. Looking around while walking, memories of a freer time were gradually coming back.

*Everything is still in its place.*

The climate of the capital was certainly very different from the Aris territory. The mountain scenery was already starting to show lush greenery. In Aris's climate, new buds would only just be starting to emerge.

Fortunately, the somewhat recovered body was holding up quite well despite climbing a slope that could hardly be called gentle. It wasn't as easy as in the days of wandering, but it was manageable enough.

"Whew."

After walking for some time, past the dense undergrowth, a wide field at the middle of the mountain came into view. Not a field surrounded by forest, but one situated on a slope where one could sit and look at the distant scenery, welcoming me just as it had been.

*The tree is still the same.*

Various emotions welled up inside. Touching the nameless tree that cast a huge shadow, it felt as if those past emotions were being revived. It was this place. This was where I met the boy named Eugene who had such a big influence on my life.

*It feels like if I turn around, he might still be there.*

Sitting on the ground, looking at the distant view of the capital. The fact that after all this time, I've come back to this place makes me want to laugh.

*Well, that was so long ago.*

Memories of the past slowly resurface as well. Though they're not important memories anymore. Human relationships only matter when you can continue to see that person; reminiscing about someone you can no longer meet only eats away at your mental strength.

And the person I was then no longer exists either. The free person I was is gone, and only Ei the slave remains under her master.

*Let's go back.*

I sat blankly staring at the scenery. Back then too, I was probably looking at the scenery like this when someone called me from behind. When I turned around, that boy was there.

*I should get up.*

Startled out of reminiscing about the past, I stood up. Just moments ago I was thinking how recalling the past wasn't good, yet I found myself doing exactly that. Memory is frightening like that. It can make even the most disciplined person inconsistent.

*I'll go down and never come back to this place.*

I actually came hoping I might see him again, but by now I must be gone from his memory. It was time to accept that he and I were completely over.

But.

"Ei?"

Just as I was about to leave, I looked up at the voice and saw a red-haired man looking at me with a surprised expression. Why is my master here—

*Could it be.*

In that moment, a thought flashed through my heart. Those who know this place must be few in the world. Though it's a mountain near the capital, it's not safe enough for ordinary civilians to freely come and go. And the field is hidden from view from the bottom of the mountain by the forest.

"Master?"
"How are you here?"

Which means, one must know about this place to come here...

"Ei?"

In that moment, the image of that boy overlapped with my master's appearance. Though their builds were different, and the way they looked at me was different too.

I could tell.
My master.

"It was you."

That he was the boy I had seen in my childhood.

"Eugene."

Various emotions blossomed in my heart.
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But I should never have said those words.
I'm the child of a traitor, someone who must thoroughly hide their past.
And now I've revealed to my master that I know...

"Ei? How do you know that name...?"

Who I was in the past.
And revealing my true identity to him is the last thing I should have done.

"Master."
"Don't tell me you..."

And my master is no fool.
At this point, I've mentioned something he couldn't possibly know unless told, and he's certainly noticed.

"Ei."
"Yes, Master."
"No. You're not Ei, are you?"

Just as I thought.
From the way he corrected how he addressed me, I could tell he had figured it out.
It was a major mistake.
I needed to hide my past, yet I said something that gave him clues about what happened back then.

"It's been a while. Perhaps I'm even saying it for the first time. Serin Veldear."

How long has it been since I heard it?
My true name in this body.
When my master uttered the name I had given him—believing we would never meet again—my body froze.

"..."
"Why are you so guarded?"

But I can't run away.
I'm bound to him by a slave contract.
If he orders me to come to him, I must go.
If I don't obey, the slave contract on my body will squeeze my heart.

"Are you that afraid of being called by your name?"

His voice came again after I unconsciously took a step back.

Veldear.
A name that should be erased from this world.

My heart races.
Though I can't escape, the instinct to flee begins to rise within me.

"Yes, that's right. Veldear is a name that should be erased from this world."

But my body is frozen, unable to move.
It's as if the slave contract is binding my body in response to my master's gaze demanding I stay still.

"Ei. You can't escape from me anyway, so why step back?"

My master reached his hand toward me.

"Come here."

And his command reached my ears.
The slave contract began to constrict me, forcing me toward my master.
Because I wasn't moving my feet, it took my heart hostage, forcibly suppressing its beating as a means of pressure.

"Huk...!"

This was the slave contract.
I had wanted to hold onto it to belong to my master.
But the contract I had wanted to grasp had become shackles binding me.

"Fortunate. If I had freed you from slavery as my father suggested back then, it would have been a disaster."

Eventually, my feet began to move first.
My body, defeated by survival instinct, couldn't overcome the constriction of my heart and gradually moved closer to him.
So close I couldn't even stand before him.

"I would have missed the opportunity to raise the Aris family's prestige even higher."
"Haa, haa..."
"Are you afraid? Of the future that awaits you."

My master knelt before me.
His hand grabbed my chin, lifting my lowered face to make me look at him.

"Are you going to take me to the execution ground?"

Since my master now knows my identity anyway, there's no need to be considerate with my words anymore.
Whether I die here for disobeying an order or lose my head at the execution ground, it's all the same to me.

"Do you not know what happened to the Veldears?"
"...Are you going to cast me out?"

As I thought.
My last wish was to survive, which is why I endured being sold as a sex slave.
Was happiness always meant to be an unattainable word for me?

"How could I do that?"

Just as I was about to resign myself to my fate.
Suddenly, my master spread his arms and embraced me in his arms as he said those words.

"Master...?"
"If I were going to send you to the execution ground, I would have already knocked you unconscious and sent you to the Imperial Castle."

I could feel my master's hand stroking the back of my head.

"But how could I do that? Perhaps if I still didn't know you well, but now that I do..."

I closed my eyes.
As I accepted my master's touch, something welled up from a corner of my heart.
I lowered my head in his embrace, burying my face in his chest.

"Why, why..."
"Why, you ask?"

His words became the trigger.
For someone like me who had always lived under the threat of death, they completely broke down the walls around my heart.

* * *

"Have you calmed down now?"

I nodded at my master's words.
It took quite a long time to calm my heart, which had been trembling in fear at the thought that the end of my life would be the execution ground.
Only after sitting quietly by my master's side until my pounding heart settled could I finally speak.

"I'm sorry for startling you."
"..."
"It wasn't my intention. I didn't want to frighten you."

Sometimes I wonder if my master forgets his position.
As the heir to the Aris family and possessing strength beyond student level, when he says such things...
Who wouldn't be startled?

"That's mean..."
"No, you're the one who's being mean."

It was then.
My master reached into his pocket and pulled something out to show me.

"This is...?"
"Isn't this the ring you got for me back then?"

The ring I had gotten for him before leaving him back then was still in my master's hand.
Despite not being an expensive item, it was in pristine condition, barely showing any traces of time.

"You still have this..."
"Why not?"
"I didn't think you'd keep it all this time."
"Of course I would."

My master's hand rested on my right shoulder, pulling me closer.

"Why would I throw away the only proof that I could remember you?"

Then the ring disappeared back into my master's pocket.
I never imagined he would still have it.

"Anyway, I'm really glad."
"...Why?"
"That I was able to find you."

My eyes widened at my master's words.
He's glad he could find me?

*Ah.*

Come to think of it, the reason my master bought me in the first place was because the past me and the current me are the same person.

"So you were right, Master."
"About what?"
"You told me before that you bought me because you thought I was the same girl you knew in the past."

I had completely forgotten about it.
Of course, I still remembered that boy from my childhood, but I hadn't wanted to find him.
I had just buried it as a good memory from childhood.

"You were right, Master."
"Indeed I was."

Then my master's hand gently brushed my bangs to the side, and his lips touched my forehead.
Was he that happy to have found me?

"Serin, it's a pretty name."
"...I'm afraid someone might hear."
"It's fine. There's no one around us right now."

I responded with a slightly grumpy voice to my master who was playfully saying my real name.
What if someone were to hear?

"Alright, alright. I'll call you Ei."
"Are you that happy to have found me?"
"Are you asking the obvious?"

But it feels good.
For someone like me who has lived my whole life hiding my identity, I now have someone with whom I can be my true self.
At least here, in front of my master.

"When you disappeared like that as a child, you have no idea how heartbroken I was."
"Why?"
"Because the time I met you was the most difficult period of my life so far."

I nodded at my master's words.
Back then, I had to end my life here and leave for somewhere else, so I simply stopped coming.
My heart ached at the realization that my actions had caused my master such distress.

"I'm sorry."
"Why are you apologizing? I was just heartbroken on my own."
"Just hearing you say that makes me feel sorry."

After saying that, I turned my pulled body and leaned subtly into my master's embrace.
As I hugged his body and pressed against his chest, I heard my master clear his throat with a "Ahem."

"Why are you clearing your throat? You were touching me so naturally when we kissed not long ago."
"No, Ei..."
"The confident girl Ei that you knew in the past is gone. Now there's only the sex slave Ei here."

Saying that, I took my master's hand and brought it to my chest.

"You really have changed a lot from the past."
"You're asking the obvious. Thanks to you feeding me well, my chest has grown a lot too."
"Even for a slave, it's quite something to mention such indecent things so directly."

For someone saying that, your hand is still moving.
When I placed my hand over my master's hand that was touching my chest, his hand froze in a slight squeeze.

"Our master. Your words and actions are completely different."
"Ugh."
"Not very heir-like."

Come to think of it, was it like this in the past too?
Even then, the status difference between my master and me was enormous, but in our actions, I was the one in charge.

"This is... something a man can't help."
"I know. I understand."
"Don't laugh. You put my hand on your chest first, and now you're saying whatever you want."
"That's because you keep acting in ways that make it fun to tease you."

But this time can't last long.
If I were alone like in the past, it might be different, but now there are others involved with me.

"But Master, we really need to get up now."
"Why?"
"My mentor is waiting for me right now."

I got out of my master's embrace and stood up.
My master looked disappointed for a moment, but then he stood up with me and made a small request.

"Ei."
"Yes."
"Could you call me like you used to, just once?"
"What?"

My eyes widened.
Call him like I used to?
That's completely ignoring status and everything.

"Really?"
"Yes. Really. Anyway, you may be a slave now, but originally you were of noble blood too."
"That's all in the past."
"It's an order, so do it."
"Sigh, I guess I have no choice."

I stepped forward, then turned to look at my master.
Like in the past, huh?
Did I call him like this?

"Shall we go, Theo?"

I said, giving him a bright smile.
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"Ei."

Before entering the castle, I heard my master's voice calling me suddenly. When I turned around, he was standing just a step behind me.

"Yes?"
"Have you ever been caught by anyone else?"
"No."
"That's good. You can only be your true self in front of me."
"...Master, you sound really perverted right now."

My master chuckled at my comment with a "Is that so?"
It was a surprisingly light-hearted tone, quite unlike his usual heavy demeanor.

"Go in ahead."
"What about you, Master?"
"It doesn't matter if I enter a bit later. If we go in together, it might raise unnecessary suspicion."

I nodded at my master's words.
Then he approached me, took me in his arms, and kissed me.
As I quietly accepted his kiss, I heard his voice, tinged with regret.

"For the first time, I regret returning to the academy."
"Why?"
"Don't you see? The time I can spend with you has decreased. Back when you knew nothing, I could be with you constantly if I wanted."
"Then should we go back to Aris Castle together, even now?"

My master smiled wryly at that.
As if declining such an impractical joke, he gently pushed my forehead with his index finger.

"Go on in. His Excellency is waiting."
"Yes."
"It would be better if I don't visit the dormitory since only students are allowed. For now, you're a school employee, Ei."

I nodded and turned away.
My master seemed determined to stay put until I entered, remaining in the same spot.
Leaving him behind, I walked into the castle first.

* * *

"Eiii! Where have you been?!"
"Me-Meina?"
"I was just wondering if I should go look for you since you weren't here!"

As soon as I entered the laboratory, Meina clung to me, and I scratched the back of my head at her words.
We were in the capital, and there were few places safer than this in the empire, yet she was worried enough to consider searching for me.

"Have you already forgotten that you were kidnapped before?"
"Ehehe..."
"Sigh. Next time, leave a message when you go somewhere. No one will complain if you use the paper here."
"Yes, I understand."

Meina seemed to need a sugar boost as she grabbed a candy from a nearby basket and popped it into her mouth.
Watching her, a question suddenly came to mind.

"Master."
"Hmm?"
"I just got curious about something."

Meina tilted her head as she rolled the candy in her mouth.
Her childlike behavior made me wonder if I should even ask this.

"How do you manage not to gain weight?"
"Huh?"
"Seeing how you're always snacking, I'd expect you to gain a lot of weight, but you've stayed the same since I first met you."
"Huh? Ei, aren't you the same?"

I sighed softly as Meina looked at me strangely, as if asking why that would be unusual.
I'm not one to gain weight easily either.
Though I never had much opportunity to eat a lot in the first place...

"I don't gain weight easily either, but not to the extent you don't, Master."
"Now that you mention it, that's true. I eat quite a lot, but I don't gain weight."
"This is beyond just 'not gaining weight.'"

Even when I tried to pinch her stomach between my thumb and index finger, I could barely grab any fat.
I sighed softly as she complained about being ticklish when I tried to pinch her belly.

"There's a deceiver right here..."
"My, deceiver? I simply don't gain weight because I was born with warrior blood."
"That doesn't seem right. The Aris Family Head is huge."
"But that's all muscle. Don't you know? I eat way less than Carlyle. Even Theo eats more than me."

At Meina's words, I recalled my meals with my master.
Come to think of it, when I first met my master, how did he behave?
Did he casually share his meals with me?

"You probably know second-best how much Theo eats."
"I can't deny that."
"See? Now you understand what I mean?"

So that's why my body recovered so quickly?
Looking back, I did eat quite a lot following my master, and moved around quite a bit too.

"Now, as payment for answering your question, I'll have you run an errand for me."
"An errand?"
"Yes. I'm quite busy today. Normally I wouldn't ask, but today I have no choice."
"Didn't you finish all your scheduled work?"

Meina shot me a look that seemed to ask if I wanted to be scolded.
I remembered she was a Dean after all...

"No matter how much I might seem to be playing around, I'm not always playing, Ei."
"Um, I understand. I'm sorry."
"No, I'm not asking for an apology..."

Meina seemed a bit flustered after receiving my apology, as if it had been just a joke.

"So what do you need me to bring?"

But it was only for a moment.
Anyway, she said she had an errand for me.

"Hmm, never mind."
"Why?"
"This is something that needs to be retrieved from the Restricted Archives. On second thought, I'm not comfortable sending you there."

But she seemed to have changed her mind suddenly.
Perhaps she didn't like the idea of sending me to an area that sounded heavily secured just from hearing about it.

"So you're really not going to ask me?"
"Now that I think about it, I probably shouldn't."
"But if I'm going to be around here in the future, won't there be similar tasks? It seems like I'll have to run many errands from now on."

But that wouldn't do.
Reflecting on my time with my master earlier, the reason I've been able to survive is because I'm a necessary existence.
This means that to survive, I must become indispensable to these people.

"I'm fine with it, so please give me the task."
"Sigh. Since you insist, I guess I have no choice."

After thinking for a moment, Meina spoke with a reluctant tone.

"If you go to the upper level of the academy's main building, there's a restricted area. When you get there, two security officers will be guarding it. Show them this, and you'll need to enter with a security officer."
"Enter with a security officer?"
"Yes. The Restricted Archives are actually part of the Imperial Archives, so security is tight. Even as the Dean, I can't enter without a security officer since it's originally a place only accessible to the imperial family."

I wonder if my master can enter without a security officer?
I've heard that his mother was from the imperial family.

"What about my master?"
"Hmm. Theo's case is a bit ambiguous. He inherited the Aris name, but half of him carries imperial blood."
"I see."

So, what exactly is she trying to have me find after all this build-up?
As I waited for Meina, who said "Just a moment," she soon held out her crest.

"Take this."

For an archive where even entry is controlled to specific personnel, proof of authorization would be necessary.
It seems Meina has free access, but I don't.

"Show it to the security officer, and they'll probably recognize it. Then they'll ask what book you're looking for."
"Yes."

As I took the crest, she continued explaining my task.
But my peaceful listening was short-lived.

"Then tell them that Master Meina Aris asks for the Veldear Incident Files Part 2, and they'll take you in to find it."

I never expected the name of my true family to come from her lips.
I had to pretend to be unfazed, as showing any reaction would be dangerous.

"I understand. Should I go now?"
"Yes. I'm counting on you."
"I'll be back soon."

I got up, opened the door, and left.
But simply leaving Meina's laboratory didn't mean I could relax.
Even if there's no surveillance system here, that wouldn't be a major obstacle for Meina, who has shown such interest in me.

*Could she possibly know something?*

My heart, which I had kept calm, began beating faster the further I got from the building.
And as I exited the building, an uneasy feeling made my vision tremble slightly.

*Calm down. She probably didn't say it knowingly.*

I stopped briefly in the garden, away from the building.
Before heading to the restricted area, I needed to compose myself.
Nothing raises suspicion in a heavily secured area like a stranger behaving oddly.
And such behavior stems from an unsettled mind.

"Ei?"

But why does the world seem intent on cornering me?
Before I could even collect my thoughts, I turned at the voice behind me.
Ariel was standing there, though I hadn't noticed her approach.

"Princess?"
"What are you doing here?"
"Ah, well..."

Ariel sighed softly and sat down beside me.
Surely she doesn't think I'm troubled by something?

"You clearly look like something's wrong. Am I right?"

Why are her guesses always so accurate?

"No, it's just..."
"Just?"
"I confidently told my master I could run an errand, but now that I'm about to go, I'm a bit scared."
"Why? Where are you going? Should I come with you?"
"No, no. It's just because it's my first time going there. She asked me to get something from the Restricted Archives, which sounds a bit intimidating."

After saying that, I stood up.
To avoid raising suspicion.
As I spoke slowly, Ariel suddenly smiled and stood up with me.

"Oh my. If you're going there, I should definitely come with you."
"What?"
"The security officers there are different from the regular academy guards. If it's your first time, you'll probably have trouble getting in."

It seemed she wanted to accompany me to help.
I knew she was a kind-hearted woman.
But was she this helpful?

"No, that's..."
"No excuses. I told you, you won't get in easily without me."

But with her insisting like that, as a slave, I couldn't refuse.

"Alright, I'll accept your help."
"Good, that's more like it. Follow me. Let's go together."

In the end, I had to follow the princess.
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"You're pretty clever to think of going there. Ei, it hasn't been that long for you, has it?"
"Ah, yes, that's right?"
"Even if it's just an errand, not everyone would think to enter a restricted area so soon."

Then her expression suddenly hardened.
Was there something special about the restricted area?

"The security officers there are particularly intimidating, even among the Imperial Knights."
"Ah..."
"They might not let in an unfamiliar face like yours, even with proper credentials."

Was that why Meina didn't want to send me?
Perhaps she wanted to go herself, someone already verified, to avoid a wasted trip.

"So you should be grateful to me, that's what I'm saying."

Her tone was clearly playful.

*If Ariel hadn't looked out for me, this would have been difficult.*

Though her expression seemed haughty, I already had a good read on her from our previous encounter in the laboratory. I briefly considered how to respond to her obvious intentions.
Maybe I should just go along with what she's saying.

"Thank you."

As I spoke to her while she stood with her arms crossed, Ariel's eyes widened momentarily.

"Ah, well, I was just joking..."
"Even if it's a joke, I'm still grateful."

Ariel cleared her throat with a "Hmm hmm."
Though her face looked slightly prim, she seemed quite pleased.

"Hey."
"Yes?"
"Would you like to hold my hand?"

She suddenly extended her hand toward me.
Looking at her asking me to take her hand, I wondered why this woman was acting this way all of a sudden.

"What, what?"
"I won't do anything strange, so hurry up and take it."
"Oh, okay."

Though reluctant, I took the Princess's offered hand.
Then I felt something like a wind blowing from somewhere, and my body seemed to become lighter.

"Huh? What?"
"Relax your mind and let your body be carried by the supporting wind!"

No.
It wasn't just becoming lighter—my body was actually rising into the sky.

"W-wait a moment. You should have told me we were suddenly going to fly—!"
"Don't worry and just let yourself be carried by the wind, I said."

But the unusual reaction of the wind lifting my body didn't end there.
As Ariel waved her hand forward while speaking, my body was flying somewhere, flowing through the air regardless of my will.

*Am I... flying?*

It's not like I've never experienced flight before.
In my previous life, I had ridden airplanes and briefly entrusted my body to various devices in the sky.

Of course, I've never flown like this without any equipment.

"That's right, Ei. Just relax your mind and let yourself be carried by this flowing wind."

But my fear of flying without equipment quickly dissipated, and I began to notice the scenery around me.
People don't seem to think anyone could be flying in the sky, as their gazes don't reach us.
That was fortunate.
Neither the Princess nor I would have to worry about people below seeing up our skirts.

"It's easier to access the restricted area by coming down from the roof than going up from the first floor."

While I was admiring the surrounding scenery, the Princess spoke.
When I turned my gaze forward at her words, I realized we had already stopped above the main building's roof.

*Her hair color...*

It was a symptom that sometimes occurs when strongly manifesting mana.
Parts of the body that are attached but distant from the core can become partially tinged with the color of the manifested magic.
Ariel's hair was brilliantly platinum blonde, but the ends of her hair were subtly dyed teal, symbolizing wind.

"Shall we go down now?"

From her demeanor, it didn't seem like she had exerted herself too much.
But she was clearly handling magic that required demonstrating a proper portion of her skill.

"Yes."
"There might be a bit of impact when we land."

At the Princess's words, I took a small breath in and out, then tensed as I watched the approaching ground.
That bit of impact meant...

"Ugh..."

That she couldn't yet guarantee someone else's landing with her magic.

"A-are you okay?"
"Ah, yes, well. My back hurts a little, but I think I'll be fine in a moment."

Thanks to that, I had to roll on the ground.
But it didn't hurt much.
During my wandering days as an adventurer, this level of impact was routine.

"That's a relief. It was my first time flying with someone else, so I wasn't confident about the landing."
"...I think it ended this well because it was me. When you do this with others, maybe practice a bit..."

I closed my mouth.
She was giving me a look that seemed to say, "Would it hurt to just say it was good?"
After all, I was already startled by suddenly being made to fly.

"Ahem. Anyway, shall we go?"

Actually, more than evaluating her magic, I was curious if she was concerned about me.
Clearly, I wasn't someone important enough for her to care about.
Just Theo's assistant and Meina's disciple.

*Is it because I'm Meina's disciple?*

But if that were the case, there's too little hostility.
Though she doesn't seem like it, she has a somewhat jealous personality, so she could show some jealousy, but she doesn't.
That's fortunate for me.

"What is it?"
"Pardon?"
"What are you thinking about, standing there like that?"

It seems I was too still while lost in thought.

"It's nothing. Let's go."
"Hmm. I'm curious what you were thinking, but it wasn't anything important, right?"
"Yes. Just personal thoughts."

Fortunately, Ariel didn't mind and stepped forward first.
Anyway, the reason she came here was to take me to the Restricted Archives, so I'd better follow closely behind.

*It's really as she said.*

Following behind Ariel to our destination.
In front of the Restricted Archives, a scene that couldn't be considered part of the Academy awaited us.

Starting with two knights wearing swords and staring straight ahead with murderous expressions.
And ending with an official who looked like he wouldn't be easy to talk to sitting in front.

"We greet the First Princess."
"Ah, yes. Good work, everyone."
"And the person behind you is..."
"This is Ei, the Dean of Magic Department's assistant. Can we go in together?"

Were the knights not interested in rumors from outside the Academy?
But I soon changed my mind.
Their eyes, which seemed to care about nothing but their duty, were beyond such considerations.

*What nonsense to think about those who are simply doing their duty.*

I slightly bowed my head in respect to the two knights who stepped aside, then followed Ariel into the archives.
Immediately, a powerful mana rushed at me, applying pressure.
A security magic different from Meina's seemed to be trying to control my entry.

"It's fine now. You can come in."

The moment I paused, with Ariel's words, the mana that had been pressuring me quickly disappeared.

"By the way, what did the Dean ask you to bring?"
"She said the Veldear Incident File, Volume 2."
"What?"

For some reason, Ariel showed a surprised expression.
But only briefly.

"Hmm, the archive where that would be..."

She soon erased her surprised emotion and appeared lost in thought.

Even at a glance, the Restricted Archives are quite spacious.
It felt almost as if an entire floor of the main building had been set aside, creating an overwhelming impression.
Now I understood why Meina didn't want to send me.
And why Ariel wanted to come with me.

"This way."

If I had come alone, I would have had to search this vast archive for a long time, even using detection magic indiscriminately.

"All separately isolated incident files are stored here."

Following Ariel, I saw a peculiar room filled with file folders and books.
I thought a restricted archive would be more strictly organized.

*Is it because it's an archive used only by the imperial family?*

It seemed even less organized than the department library.

But I soon dismissed the thought.
I wasn't here to check if this place was properly organized.

*Detection.*

If I'm here to run an errand, I should just do that.

Just as I was about to scatter mana to attempt detection magic.
Did the security magic inside also block magic use?
With a spark, it blocked the operation of my magic circuit, making my hand tingle, and I quickly removed my fingertips from the circuit.

"Ah, right. Inside, magic can't be used unless the security magic is deactivated."
"I see."
"Surprised? But all the documents here are important, so it can't be helped. Even I can't use magic here, so please don't mind too much."

I nodded as I watched my magic circuit crackle and disappear.
But thinking about the security magic just now, I realized that detection magic wasn't completely unusable.
The symptom I just saw only affected the magic circuit itself.

*If I use mana, I could find it quickly.*

It seemed like it didn't suppress the use of mana itself.

"What is it? Is there a problem?"
"No. I just thought it might take some time."
"Well, can't be helped. This isn't a library."

If that's the case, then I, unlike others, could use magic here.
But Meina had told me not to show others that I could use magic with mana alone.

"Ei, don't forget. The place you're in now is a controlled archive originally permitted only to the imperial family."
"Yes. I'll remember."
"Even if it's me, I can't guarantee I can protect you if something happens here. Understood?"

I nodded at Ariel's words.
Perhaps because of Ariel, I wasn't caught by the security magic.
There was no restriction on touching the bookshelves, so I could search through the archive without interference.

*It feels like when I first became Meina's disciple.*

Back then, I also rummaged through books one by one to familiarize myself with what was in the laboratory.

So I had to diligently search through the archive.

*This looks like it.*

I was able to find a book tightly locked with a padlock and wrapped in chains.
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But the moment I picked up the book, I could tell.

*This isn't just one book?*

The book wrapped in chains and secured with a lock wasn't a single volume.
But now wasn't the time to satisfy my curiosity.
Meina had specifically asked me to bring the Veldear Incident File Part 2, and any hasty action would only arouse suspicion.

Since I'm Meina's disciple now anyway.
If I build my reputation with everyone and quietly do my job, eventually I'll have the opportunity to examine those books.

*The lock structure isn't that complicated either...*

Instead of opening the book, I just scanned the lock with my mana and put the book back in its original place.
Then I straightened my bent knees, stood up, and called out to Ariel.

"Your Highness, I found it!"
"Oh, really?"
"Yes. I think we can go back now."
"Ah, sorry, but could you wait a little longer? I haven't found what I'm looking for yet."

Perhaps the Princess also wanted to retrieve something from here.

"Alright."

I waited for the Princess in the corridor, making sure to stay within her line of sight.

*     *     *

"I'm back."

When I opened the door, an empty laboratory with no owner greeted me.
As expected, she thought I would return much later and had gone to take care of some business.

*A book wrapped in chains with a lock. How peculiar.*

What reason could there be to not only place it in the Restricted Archives but to lock it up like this?
While I was wondering about this and waiting for Meina...

"Huh? You're back already?"
"Meina!"
"You should call me Master."

Meina appeared with two books in her arms, looking slightly surprised.
Perhaps she didn't expect me to return so quickly.

"But Ei, you came back really fast?"
"Yes. The Princess helped me."
"Huh? Ariel did?"
"Yes!"

Meina sat down, patted my head once, and immediately picked up the book I had brought.
Click.
As her mana infused the lock, the rusty lock opened with a crisp sound as if it had never been rusty at all.
Meina smiled with satisfaction and said, "Good, you brought the right one."

"Here, eat this."
"What, what is it?"
"What do you mean 'what is it'? Do you think a master would put something strange in her disciple's mouth to kill them?"

When I ate the snack Meina offered, sweetness filled my mouth.
But one wasn't enough for Meina, as she fed me another before finally unwrapping the chains.

"But what kind of book is it, to be kept in the restricted area?"
"This? Well, it's there because other people shouldn't see it, right?"
"I suppose so..."

My curiosity stemmed from something else.
Because I am a Veldear.
Though only my master knows this now, as someone bearing the Veldear name, a book with those four letters prominently displayed...

"Sorry. Even if I wanted to explain this, I simply couldn't."
"Why not?"
"To explain why it's there, I'd have to explain everything about what's attached to the name Veldear. And that would be too long."

Veldear.
The family name that was erased from existence as the price for trying to devour the world.

Yet despite being a Veldear myself, this is all I know.
Because by the time I was born, it was already a fallen house, and my parents told me nothing.
I was only taught that we were once the Veldear family, and that this fact should never be spoken aloud.

"To put it very simply, they were traitors, but such great traitors that they received the punishment of having even their records erased."
"Really?"
"Most ordinary people probably don't know about it. Even among the imperial elite, only a few would know nowadays."
"But if their records were supposed to be erased, shouldn't even incident files like this not exist?"

That's why I was interested in that incident file.
Reading it would bring me closer to understanding the Veldears.

"You're right. In principle, even records like these shouldn't remain, but how can people completely erase something that existed in the world?"
"Hmm..."
"And this is less about failing to erase it and more about deliberately preserving it. You never know when such records might be needed."

I was also curious about why Meina's name was written on the cover of that book.

"Well then, shall we limit our Ei's interest in the Veldears to just this much?"
"Umm..."
"You're at an age where curiosity abounds, but I don't want to reveal the darkness of the world to you just yet."

But that was as far as I was permitted to go.
Meina put the unlocked book in a drawer, perhaps intending to read it when I wasn't around.
At the same time, she gently pushed my forehead with her fingertip.

"But why did you suddenly bring that record? From what you're saying, it sounds like something that shouldn't be out in the world anymore..."
"Hehe. Our Ei is really too clever. Well, that's why you're my disciple, right?"

Simultaneously, a chocolate cookie slipped into my mouth.
As I chewed while looking at her, I noticed Meina was already holding a couple of documents in her hand.

"Intelligence has come in that someone of Veldear bloodline has disguised themselves as a student and enrolled at the Aru Imperial Academy."

What she said next was quite shocking.
I had somewhat expected it, but hearing news through someone else's mouth feels quite different from mere suspicion.

*There's another one besides me?*

Well, I survived like this, so it's possible someone else survived somewhere too.
No matter how perfectly they tried to handle it, it was ultimately done by humans.

"Huh? I thought they were erased from the world."
"Who knows. When the Veldear family was expelled, they say all those who inherited the family's blood were killed, but wouldn't one or two have survived somewhere?"

After all, even I somehow survived thanks to my parents.
With their dying wish that I should live.

However, given that they said "disguised as a student," it's definitely not about me.
I've perfectly blended into the Aris family under the alias Ei, becoming Meina's disciple and coming here as an employee.

"Like that student who snuck in secretly."
"Hmm..."
"So I alone received an imperial decree. To find the person from the Veldear family who secretly infiltrated the academy."

So that's why she retrieved the records.
To review past events and identify the Veldear person.

"But why you specifically, Master? You're just an academy professor."
"Probably because there aren't many people who can discreetly search for the Veldears."
"Huh? Why is that..."
"Plus, I might be the only one the imperial family can trust with this. The arrogant people at the Magic Tower always try to bargain with the imperial family."

Anyway, it was both surprising and welcome news.
It was essentially opening a path for me to explore my own origins, which I couldn't understand in this world.

"Magic Tower..."
"Anyway, Ei. If you happen to see someone suspicious, could you let me know?"
"Yes. Leave it to me."

And I would be able to find them much faster than others.
If Meina's intelligence is correct, that Veldear won't be able to hide from me, even if they could hide from others.

*Of course, they won't be able to find me...*

Veldears have a unique pattern in their mana manifestation that differs from ordinary people.
That's because the Veldears had High Elves among their ancestors.
Because of this mixed High Elf blood, the Veldears sought ways to better utilize the High Elf blood and cast spells accordingly.
As a result, their magic inevitably displayed characteristics slightly different from humans in their magical manifestation patterns.

And this was also why my parents taught me almost no magic.
It must have been necessary to erase any trace of the Veldear family.
Thanks to that, I was able to survive more easily by receiving magic instruction from Meina and developing a magical manifestation pattern not significantly different from ordinary people.

"By the way, Ei."
"Yes?"
"I don't think I can go home today. So when you go back later, could you tell Milian for me?"
"Um, yes. I will."
"Then you should go home and rest too. After this week passes, you'll probably have a lot of work as my teaching assistant."

I tilted my head at Meina's words.
What's going on with Meina, who usually makes me read books every day and run various errands?

*Ah.*

Ariel helped me earlier, so I was able to finish quickly.
That errand just now was probably supposed to be the last one for today.
If Ariel hadn't helped, it would have taken much longer.

"Theo must be waiting at home."
"Really?"
"I thought it wouldn't be bad for you to spend some intimate time with your master."

Meina said this with a grin.
It seems like there might be some not-so-good meaning behind it, but maybe it's just my imagination?

"Then I'll head back first."
"Okay. Make sure to tell Milian I won't be coming home today, and don't be late tomorrow."
"I understand. See you tomorrow."

I got up and left the research lab.
Meina probably sent me away because she needed some time alone.

*Master is at home?*

I wonder if learning my identity has had quite an impact on my master.
We were together earlier today, and now he wants to see me again.

*What's going on, Master?*

Smiling to myself, I quickly left the academy building.
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"Zeon Erhent..."

Sitting on the sofa, Theo was reviewing his recent sparring match. He was thinking about the new student who had been admitted to the Academy's high school division—a place where genuine new students were rare—after proving his skills.

*He was skilled.*

Despite using a one-handed sword, for some reason his attacks were as heavy as Theo's, who wielded a two-handed sword. Of course, not quite as powerful as Theo's own two-handed strikes.

*So he enhances his body with magic.*

The other students who focused solely on swordsmanship probably hadn't noticed, but Theo could sense it. He recognized it because he had once seen Meina Aris fight when he was young.

*He was an interesting sparring partner.*

Zeon Erhent's fighting style was closer to that of a mage than a warrior. On the surface, he used a sword and his combat techniques resembled those of a warrior, but considering how consciously he incorporated mana into his fighting, Zeon clearly had a fighting style closer to that of a mage.

What puzzled Theo was the professors' attitude. They must have noticed it while watching Zeon's match, so why didn't they say anything? Was there something he didn't know?

*I'll find out eventually.*

With that thought, Theo rose from the sofa. It wasn't time to focus on other matters now. Soon, the woman he had been searching for all this time would arrive.

*Ei is late.*

Theo was in an excellent mood. In fact, he had once been very disappointed when he thought Ei wasn't Serin. After all, he had bought her thinking she was the one.

However, he had rarely shown his disappointment in front of Ei. Whether she was Serin or not, she was too good a person. He couldn't reject her simply because she wasn't the person from his past.

But now she turned out to be Serin after all. The person he had spent so long searching for was now his sex slave, bound tightly in his grasp with no way to escape.

Honestly, "sex slave" wasn't a pleasant term. But Theo didn't mind. Perhaps he even preferred it this way.

The fact that she was his sex slave meant he could exclusively possess even her most intimate parts as he pleased.

*Ah.*

Theo recalled a particular moment. Something he had dismissed at the time, but which now seemed momentous. That time when he had ordered Ei to remove all her clothes to check if her body had any issues.

*Why did I have to remember that of all things?*

Though no one else was in the room, Theo still covered his face with his hands. Her body had been pitifully thin then, more deserving of sympathy than admiration. But now that he knew Ei was Serin, the memory was desperately trying to consume him.

*This is maddening.*

But the difficult moment was just beginning. Why did fate play such tricks on people? Just as he was struggling to calm himself because of that memory, a knock sounded from outside.

"Master, I'm here."

Why did you have to come now, Ei? Theo harbored a small resentment toward her. Would it have hurt to wait until he had composed himself?

"Master?"

But Ei seemed unwilling to wait, as her voice came from outside once more.

"Come in."

He couldn't keep her waiting after she had rushed all the way here for him. Reluctantly granting her entry, the door opened and she appeared.

*Ah, Ei.*

Because of the memory he had just been recalling, Theo experienced a strange hallucination. Ei was clearly fully dressed, but...

*Now I see what a sensual woman you are.*

Over her clothes, he seemed to see an overlay of her naked body, proportioned to her current figure.

*

"Master?"

After entering the room, she noticed something strange about her master's reaction. Why was he covering his face instead of looking at her properly?

"...Master?"
"Oh, yes. Ei."
"Are you feeling unwell?"
"No."

She approached her master, closing the distance to about three steps. He stepped back. She moved closer again, and he retreated once more. She continued to follow him.

"Master, is something wrong with me?"
"No."
"Then why do you keep backing away?"
"..."

Only when her master had backed up against the window wall with nowhere else to retreat did she finally face him. She reached out to take his hands and gently lowered them, revealing his face as he avoided her gaze.

"Your current appearance is overlapping with how you looked back then."
"What? How I looked when?"
"When I examined your body."

Body examination...?
At his words, a memory suddenly surfaced. But thinking about it, hadn't he been completely indifferent and calm about it at the time?

"It must be humiliating for you as a woman. I'm simply sorry."

When she remained silent for a moment, lost in thought, her master seemed to misunderstand. Surprised by his sudden apology, she quickly waved her hands saying, "No, no, that's not it."

"Why should you be sorry, Master?"
"From my perspective it was a necessary procedure, but from yours, wasn't it humiliating?"
"Well..."

To be honest, she hadn't thought much of it at the time. She had just assumed it was something that had to be done, and she had been more afraid of her master scolding her for not eating.

"To be honest, I didn't think much of it then..."
"Is that so?"
"It was just a necessary procedure."

With that, she gently released her master's hand. She was relieved that there was nothing wrong with her. It was actually a bit amusing that it was just because of an old memory.

"But you know, Master?"
"Yes?"
"I just realized, even I have to admit I wasn't very pretty back then."

What had her master said to her then? Had he criticized her, asking if she could satisfy him with such a meager body? Back then, she may have had a decent face, but her body was too skinny to be attractive.

"How do you think I look now?"

She brought her hand to the front of her dress. Though not as developed as Meina or Ariel, her chest had grown from the flat washboard it once was and now had a noticeable presence against her wrist.

"Well, of course."

Her master paused there. But she stared at him intently, waiting to hear what would follow.

"You're beautiful."

After saying that, he turned away. She looked at him for a moment, then took two steps back. She reached behind to undo the buttons and spoke.

"I've changed a lot, Master."

At that, her master turned around. His gaze fell upon her.

"Thanks to you, my weakened body has returned to normal, and I've grown quite a bit during the time I should have been developing."

Though she hadn't grown much taller.

"Your slave has changed a lot. Don't you think you should inspect me again?"

As soon as she said this, her face flushed red.

Re-inspection?
Normally, this would be unheard of. What master would buy a sex slave and then leave her alone?

But her master was different. He was someone who showed little interest in the opposite sex, which was why he had left her alone for quite a long time. Because of this, while he might have touched her changed body, he had never really seen it.

That's why she suggested a re-inspection, but considering how rare such re-inspections were, this was clearly an invitation.

Of course, she hadn't spoken without thinking. Given their relationship as sex slave and master, she thought they should go through this at least once. The problem was that only after speaking did she realize: wasn't this seduction?

"If... if you don't want to, you don't have to..."

Her head tilted slightly to the side. She was being completely shameless. How could she so directly suggest to her master that he should inspect her again?

"I misspoke, Master—"
"Is a re-inspection really necessary?"
"What? Well, if you want to, but if you don't really want to..."
"Come to think of it, I don't believe I've actually seen how you've changed."

But her master was looking at her with a serious expression, all traces of his earlier embarrassment gone. Perhaps the thought that she was his possession made him feel he should check.

"I'm sorry, but could you undress for me once more?"
"...Alright. But, Master?"
"What is it?"
"I can't reach the back. Could you help me undo this?"

She clasped her hands together and waited for her master to untie the strings on her back. After a moment, she felt the constriction around her body loosen, and she slowly removed the dress that Meina had given her that morning. After taking off her stockings as well, she stood in just her underwear and turned her gaze to the person watching her.

"Um..."

Her master was looking at her with what seemed like an expression of inner conflict. But his previously expressionless face showed cracks. Was he torn between the thought of inspecting his slave and seeing the body of the woman he had loved as a child?

"Master, for a physical examination, I should remove my underwear too, right?"

No matter how reluctant one might be, things should be done properly. With those words, she moved her hands to her underwear.

"Ei, wait—"

She heard her master's urgent voice before he could finish his decision. But it was too late. With a soft sound, her underwear fell. She picked it up and placed it on top of her other clothes before raising her head.

"I'm... I'm ready, Master..."

She looked at her master, Theo Aris. And he looked back at her—not as his slave Ei, but as Serin Veldear, the girl he had loved in his childhood.

Ch.67 - The Slave Wants To Hide The Past (5)
I feel my master's gaze.
I can sense him staring intently at my body.

Silence.
Yet the air in the room seems to grow hotter.

I place my hands behind my back, ensuring no part of my body is hidden from my master's view.
The pretext is a physical examination, after all.
This wouldn't be happening if he had been regularly enjoying the slave he paid good money for.

"......."

But standing completely exposed feels strange, and I end up averting my eyes from his gaze.

I swallow.
Gradually, fear begins to creep in.
The window is closed.
But the unlocked door behind me makes me afraid someone might open it and walk in at any moment.

My body is permitted only to my master.
So there's no reason to be embarrassed showing myself to him.
But unless he intends to take me out like this, I should avoid being seen by others.

That's proper etiquette toward my master, and what I must do as a slave.

There's a rustling sound as my master moves, and my body flinches instinctively.

"Master......"

When I call to him cautiously, his hand, which was reaching toward me, hesitates momentarily.
Did he want to touch my body?

"Yes."
"Could you... perhaps lock the door......"

Sensing this moment might last longer, I can't help but blurt out those words.

"Ah, I just......"

Normally, this would break the mood.
My master is kind enough not to scold me, but it's still disrespectful to him, so I hurriedly try to explain myself.

If we were spending time as we usually do, it might be different.
But right now is when my master is treating me as a slave.

However, my master silently walks behind me and locks the door.

"Come here."

Then, seated in his chair, he gestures for me to approach.
Following his command, I move closer, and he examines my body thoroughly from top to bottom from an even closer position than before.

Perhaps he is a man after all.
My master usually seems so uninterested in the opposite sex.
But when faced with a naked body so openly, does even he react?

No sooner do I think this than his hand slowly rises toward me.
Because he's sitting, his gaze is directly level with my chest.
His hand approaches slowly and stops just in front of my breasts.

But he doesn't place it on them.
For a moment his eyes seem tempted and his hand rises, but he appears to hesitate, wondering if he's allowed to touch my breasts.

...Even though I'm property he purchased with money.
Even though he knows better than anyone what a slave means.

Perhaps my master still sees me as that girl from the past, not as his current slave.
Despite my fallen status, I still have noble blood.
Could he be hesitating to touch my body at will because of that?

This body has become quite beautiful thanks to him feeding me well and taking good care of me.
But this examination would be meaningless without touching.

Since the pretext is a physical examination after all,
I carefully take his hand with both of mine and place it on my breast myself.

His pupils quiver for an instant.
At the same time, my body flinches once more.
My nipple brushes against his calloused palm, giving me a sensation I didn't expect to feel.

"Master."

With his hand on my breast, I carefully call to him, who has frozen.
Holding his hand firmly with both of mine to prevent him from removing it, I cautiously ask:

"How does it feel?"

I might look like a seductress.
I might look like a woman who enjoys this sort of thing.

But even if my master is inexperienced, if he doesn't know well, I should guide him.
A slave exists to satisfy her master, after all.

"Isn't it soft......"

When I ask with an awkward smile, my master closes his eyes briefly.
Is he concentrating all his senses on touch?
I feel my breast being squeezed once in his hand.

He kneads it gently.
Though they've filled out somewhat, they're definitely smaller than what people here traditionally prefer.
I never ate properly during my wandering life, so they didn't grow much.

My body, which missed proper nutrition during its developmental years, still retains a youthful appearance.
Not childlike, of course—I look like an adult woman.
But in an empire that favors large, robust women, my body is merely pleasant to look at, nothing more.

"I don't mind, so please touch me if you want to......"

Though I say this, I wonder if my body is satisfying enough for my master.
No, my master has never had a woman before, so he's satisfied with me simply because he doesn't know better.

"It's soft."

After fondling my breast for some time, those words flow from my master.

"Ei."

At the same time, I hear my name.

"Yes."
"I'm hesitant to ask this, but."

Does he have something he wants to ask?
I quietly wait for his next words, and his voice comes again.

"I don't know much about this, but are these places always this soft?"

Ah.
I shouldn't laugh.
Why do I feel like laughing?

"Are you teasing me about my small breasts, or are you really asking because you don't know?"

I carefully ask while suppressing my emotions, trying not to show my amusement.
Actually, I know.
He's really asking because he doesn't know.

"I'm really asking because I don't know."

But the reason I had to ask is because my master has always been an absolute figure to me.
Strong, maintaining a dignified appearance before anyone, always carrying himself with gravity—that's my master.
He is Theo Aris, heir to the Aris family, known as the Sword of the Empire.

"Well, they're soft enough to seduce men, aren't they?"

He's knowledgeable and intelligent, befitting an heir.
Yet this same person doesn't know about women and is asking me—how can I not find it amusing?

"You can laugh if you want to."
"Ah."
"Ei, it would be better if you didn't lie to anyone. You seem unskilled at hiding your expressions."

I give my master a sheepish expression.
It's because of you that I've become this way, Master.
I want to say this but swallow the words and just stare at him.

"So there are things even you don't know, Master."
"I'm human too, of course there are."

Then my master removes his hand from my breast.
Could he really be ending this after just touching my bare breasts a little?

"That's why I find this interesting."

No, that wasn't it.
He wanted to examine my body more thoroughly.
In his seated position with me standing before him, it was simply difficult for him to move freely.

"Go to the bed."
"Ah......"
"You've made me interested, so take responsibility for that."

I'm practically thrown onto the bed by my master's hand.
Then, as if to prove his words, he removes his coat, hangs it on the chair, and approaches me.

"Yes, Master."

I respond as he approaches and places his knee on the bed. He rolls up his sleeves, leans toward me, and kisses me.
Then, as he has done before, he places his hand on my breast again while kissing me.

"Ah-."

But he doesn't simply touch them as he did before through my clothes.
Perhaps bothered by the round something that had been catching on his palm, he pinches my nipple between his thumb and forefinger and gently rubs it.

Because of this, I couldn't concentrate on kissing my master.
Thanks to the slave traders who had "developed" my nipples, they had become an erogenous zone for me.

"You're less focused than usual."

And my master must have noticed it too.
That I couldn't concentrate on the kiss, following his movements.

"That's because you've been... since earlier..."
"Since earlier?"
"You've been t-touching my nipples, Master. Even now."
"Ah."

Did my master truly not realize?
However, perhaps finding the sensation of the nipple different from the softness of the breast not unpleasant, he continues to fiddle with my nipple without removing his hand.

"Women are fascinating. Your body responds just from touching here."

My face must be bright red by now.

"The... the other side is the same......"

Not wanting to appear completely undone, I end up covering my face with my hands.
But my master seems fixated on my nipples and places his hand on the other one as well.
My breathing gradually becomes irregular, matching the movements of my nipples being kneaded between his fingers.

"Why are you covering your face?"

But it seems he won't tolerate me hiding my face.
My body flinches momentarily at his words.
However, my master doesn't wait and removes my hands from my face, finally seeing my stimulated expression.

"Your face is red, Ei."
"That's because..."
"Is this area so sensitive?"
"...Yes. Ah-."

And my master, perhaps seeking revenge for my earlier teasing, pinches my nipple again slightly between his thumb and forefinger.
Perhaps because it was an unexpected attack?
Though I had been controlling my irregular breathing well, a gasp escapes, and my master's expression changes to one of satisfaction.

"Ei."

And his voice reaches me again.
Looking up at my master with hazy eyes, I notice an emotion in his eyes that I hadn't seen before.

"Why is it so wet down here?"

At the same time, his hand touches between my thighs, my deepest mound, making my body jerk.

Desire.
It was now reflected in my master's eyes.

Ch.68 - The Slave Wants To Hide His Past (6)
"Ah-."

My body was responding to my master's fingers as they touched my embarrassing places.
My master had already removed his hand from my chest and seemed interested in the female symbol that differed from a man's.

My closed legs were caught in my master's hands.
Spread apart by his hands, they revealed the secret place between my thighs without resistance.
A place I had never paid attention to before.
But perhaps because it was wet, my master was staring intently at my lower region without any barrier.

"Um, Master......"

But my master didn't stop there.
Without answering my call, he continued staring fixedly at my lower region and brought his index and middle fingers to that place.
The most hidden intimate opening and flesh were revealed as the mound parted.

My master's gaze wouldn't leave my lower region, which still retained my virginity.
My face felt like it would burst from heat, but did my master not care about my state?

"M-Master......"
"What is it?"
"D-Do you like it....."

My voice became small.
I turned my gaze away, unable to look directly at my master's face.
But......
With such an intense gaze upon me, could averting my eyes really help escape this situation?

"Your face is red, Ei."
"That's because I'm embarrassed-."
"But weren't you the one who asked if you weren't curious about how much you've grown?"

I have nothing to say.
It's true that I was the one who first asked if he wasn't curious about how much I'd grown.
And my master simply took the bait.

"You seduce me first, then speak like that—if anything, I'm the one in a difficult position."
"I know. I know."
"Good, as long as you understand."

My master's hand kept playing with my lower region.

"A woman's parts are quite fascinating."
"P-Please don't comment on it......"
"Why not? What's wrong with commenting on the appearance of an object?"

At the same time, I heard my master's playful voice.
Even though he rarely showed such a playful side.

"Ah, there-."

My master was simply the heir to his family, so he had to hide his true self.
If I recall past memories, this is probably closer to my master's original personality.

"Now I understand why you requested a re-examination."
"......."
"Having become so beautiful, how could you not want to show off to your master?"

I wonder if my master's desire is truly directed at me.
That's how it is with sex slaves.
With my life held hostage by my master's word, I cannot resist whatever he does.

In other words, if my master wants to violate me, he truly can.
Even being Meina Aris's disciple doesn't matter here.

"But the price is never light."
"I-I know."

Because there's no one else around.
In this room where only my master and I remain, our other identities from outside don't matter.
Only the fact that inside this room, there's a relationship of slave and master—a lustful man and a naked woman.

"Knowing that, yet still seducing your master—it's as if you're asking to be devoured right now."

I couldn't refute and just listened silently at that moment.
I was startled when I felt something entering my most intimate place below, and I felt my master's gaze.

"What should I do with you, Ei?"

But he doesn't go any further.
Could it be that my master doesn't know much about women and is hesitant to touch me?

"Are you asking me?"

I speak up, taking advantage of the brief pause in his finger's assault.

"I was talking to myself, but Ei, you seem quite interested."

But beyond his eyes, I could faintly read a gesture indicating he didn't know how to touch me.

"Well, after pushing me this far, you're not taking my virginity."
"......"
"I don't want to compare you to those men, but those slave traders were desperate to take my virginity, yet you're not."

My master places his hand on my intimate flesh, as if wanting to silence me.
It's essentially a taunt about not taking my virginity, a gesture saying "do it if you want to."
But seeing that he doesn't touch me even in this situation, maybe he really doesn't know how to handle women.

"Could it be that our master doesn't know what to do with an insolent woman in front of him at a time like this?"

Did I hit the mark?
My master closes his mouth.
I take his hand, which is still resting on my lower region, and slowly rise from my position.

"Haah."
"Hehe. I hit the mark."

I lead my master to the bed and carefully lay him down.
Curious about what I'm doing, he doesn't resist and watches quietly, but tilts his head when I reach for the buttons of his vest.

"Master. If you want, I can show you what to do."
"You haven't done it before either."
"Well, that's true, but......"

As if telling him to be quiet, I slowly approach my master and silence him with a kiss.
Fortunately, he seems to understand, and his mouth becomes quiet.

"I received a lot of education for times like this, even if I didn't want it."

If my master won't touch me, I'll make him touch me by teaching him.
Words those men made me memorize while forcing me to watch others engage in relations.
But ironically, it's helpful at this moment.
The world works in mysterious ways.

"What do you think?"

My master remained silent.
But I know.
In this situation, my master's silence is implicit consent.

"Your lack of response means I'm right, doesn't it?"

Tick tick.
The buttons come undone one by one in my hands.
As I slowly undress my master who watches me silently, I swallow at the sight of his body marked with wounds.

But acting naturally only goes that far.
Now I need to remove my master's pants, but my hand hesitates momentarily.
Having lived as a woman for quite some time after reincarnation, my aversion to men had diminished for reasons other than the fact that I was once a man.
Nevertheless, the experiences I'd had throughout my life flashed before my eyes.

How many threats I'd received just for being a pretty woman with no connections.
It was bad enough that I was sold as a sex slave.

"What is it, Master?"

I call out to him as he stares at me intently.

"You don't have to do this if it's difficult, Ei."
"Then, will you leave everything to your partner when you get married later?"
"........"
"I'm fine."

Even in this situation, he worries about me instead of taking me.
It's hard to tell who's the master and who's the slave.

"And unlike your concern, your body is already showing strong demands for me, isn't it?"
"You......."
"Really, such a dishonest master."

That's right.
It's all just memories of the past anyway.

I slowly lower my master's pants.
Just as the bulge outside his pants suggested, his not-small member is revealed.
Unlike what those slave traders showed me—either small enough to be ridiculed or mindlessly large—my master's adequately sized member greets me, seeming like it would pleasantly fill me.

Of course, it's erect enough that I can't fully grasp it with both hands, but......

"S-Still, it's embarrassing to try to teach you......"

I take my master's hand.
Having cooled down slightly while undressing him, I need to warm up again.

"Master, could you heat me up again like before?"
"How?"
"You know, like when you were touching my nipples earlier. Gently, not forcefully......"

Straddling my master's stomach, I bring his hand to my chest.
As I requested, my master brushes his fingertips against my nipples and touches them lightly, making me feel good.

"Ah-."

It didn't take long for my body to heat up.
Having already been aroused once and then cooled down without satisfaction, I was in an extremely sensitive state.

"Ei, are you really okay with this?"

After feeling pleasure for a while, my master seemed to be getting worried seeing me remain silent.
In truth, there was no reason for me to speak.

"Master, you're a fool."
"What's that all about suddenly......"
"Just saying."

Instead, not wanting to reveal my current emotions, I deliberately insult my master.
But knowing that I am Serin Veldear, my master probably won't scold me for such mild insults.
Rather......

"A woman you loved in the past and haven't seen for a long time is naked in front of you, yet instead of heating me up or taking me, you're just worried about me."
"Y-You, what are you saying? I paid so much money for you......."
"That's why you're a fool, Master. The original purpose of a sex slave is this, but since buying me, you haven't used me or even touched me for months."

Coming down to his thighs, I'm greeted again by his fully erect member.
Now if I straddle his waist and push this inside me, my virginity would be torn.

But I don't feel like directly mounting my master.
The reason virginity is expensive is because of the special nature of taking a woman's first time.
But if I mount my master, I'd be doing it on my own rather than by his will.

"Master."

Now my master looks at me with eyes full of lust.

"I'm ready."

Even as I speak, heated breaths escape between my words.
Surely he won't back out now after coming this far, claiming ignorance.

"You and I may never be able to return to our old relationship, Ei."
"I know."
"Are you still okay with me?"

I collapse onto my master's body.
Something hot and throbbing presses against my stomach.

"I prefer it being you, Master."

And with those words, there was no more conversation between my master and me.
Only my lust-filled master, switching our positions to violate me.

"Ah-."

He gave me the pain of being torn below, that's all.

"I'm fine......"

But even that was momentary, and the fact that I had become one with my master led me to unknowingly offer everything to him.

Ch.69 - The Slave Wants To Hide His Past (7)
Theo turned his gaze away from Ei, who was looking at him with a slightly flushed face.
He had known they couldn't remain in the same relationship as before.
But he never imagined he would feel this way just because he had held her in his arms once.

"Master, what's wrong?"

Yet, even as he thought this, he couldn't remove his hand from Ei's chest.
Separate from his rising desire, he was already captivated by this softness he was touching for the first time.
And the owner of that softness was...

"My chest is small, but do you still like it? Ah, please touch there gently... it's too sensitive..."
"Ah, I'm sorry."
"...No. If you want to touch it, you can—mmh—go ahead."

Especially since she was Serin Veldear, whom he had cherished in his heart for so long.
It was cute how she whimpered about being sensitive when he touched the tips of her breasts.
But he had no intention of teasing her like before, so Theo played around a bit and then removed his hand.

"Master, I think I'm a bit tired."

At Ei's words, Theo had to remove his hand from her chest.
It only just occurred to him that she must be exhausted, considering this was his first experience with a woman, and she might have been handled roughly for who knows how long.
Instead, he embraced her, feeling Ei's warmth as she nestled into his arms, and slowly stroked her hair.

Soon, sensing Ei's breathing become quiet, Theo waited a bit longer before placing her down and getting up from the bed.
In truth, he would have liked to fall asleep holding her.
But to make up for the time he'd missed by not attending the academy, he had no choice but to let her go for now.

"Sleep well, our Ei."

Theo said this and rose from the bed.
He could feel that his physical strength was less than before, but he thought it was enough to move around. He put on the clothes he had taken off and left the room.

"Oh my..."

The maid who entered blushed when she saw the smell lingering in the room and Ei sleeping alone naked, understanding what had happened.

*

"Ah."

I opened my eyes with a start, feeling the empty space beside me.
The place where my master should have been was empty.
Instead of my master's warmth, a coolness slowly seemed to creep over my body.

"He's gone."

As I got up, I noticed clothes neatly placed on the round table, suggesting someone had come and gone.
Judging by the clothes, a maid must have visited.
Thinking that someone might have seen me naked made my face flush again.

*I should get dressed quickly...*

After quickly putting on the prepared clothes and getting up, I finally noticed the interior of the guest room in Meina's mansion.
It seemed the master was a guest in this mansion.
Unlike the castle shared by the entire Aris family, the sole owner of this place was Meina Aris.

When I opened the door, a dark corridor came into view.
Given that I hadn't woken up for so long, it seemed that being in my master's arms had been quite exhausting.
I just thought I was a little tired.

Leaving the guest room, I was surrounded by pitch-black darkness.
Only the occasional mana lamps on the walls slightly illuminated the corridor, while the moonless night was utterly black.
Consequently, my steps toward my assigned room became cautious.

"Hmm? Young Lady?"

As I was carefully heading to my room, alert to my surroundings, a voice from behind startled me. Turning around with a small light, I saw the mansion's butler.

"Ah, it's the butler..."
"I apologize if I startled you. But why are you out at this late hour?"
"I was just heading to my room."
"Ah."

Ugh.
He definitely knows I slept in the guest room.
...Maybe everyone in this mansion knows?

"Is something wrong?"
"Ah, it's nothing."
"I see."

His name was Trail, wasn't it?
I was grateful he didn't mention what I had done with the master.

"I accidentally fell asleep in the guest room..."
"I see. Well, you haven't slept in your room yet, so that's understandable."
"Ah, you knew?"
"Of course. Our master is so fond of you. She ordered us to treat you like her own daughter."

That was just like Meina.
Even now, she's busy boasting about having a disciple, and she loves keeping me close.
There's no way she wouldn't have told the staff.

"So if you need anything in our mansion, feel free to ask any of the staff."
"Ah, thank you."
"You don't need to be formal. Within this mansion, Miss Ei is like the master's daughter."
"That makes me uncomfortable..."

Having never had anyone beneath me, how could I speak casually just because I was told to?
The butler smiled and said, "Ah, not that way, but this way," indicating the stairs going up.

"What? Upstairs?"
"Yes. The master specifically ordered that your room be on the same floor. It's probably across from the master's room with the mansion library in between."
"So she wants to be able to run to me whenever she wants to see me."
"Well, since you're like a daughter to her, that's natural, isn't it? This is your room."

When I entered the room, the lights suddenly came on, revealing a room I was seeing properly for the first time.
Unlike the master's somewhat austere room, this one was filled with obviously expensive and fresh-looking furniture.
Even the bed size...

"Um, is this really my room?"
"Of course. The master ordered us to furnish it with items more expensive than those in her own room."
"Ah, but this is too..."

I'm just a slave, aren't I?
Someone with unclear status, nothing more than Meina's disciple?

"Then I wish you a comfortable night."
"Um, wait—"
"Ah. The master asked me to tell you that if you're unsure about the house layout, try using exploration magic. She said you'd be able to find your way anywhere easily."

However, the butler seemed to enjoy watching me flustered and quickly closed the door, cutting off our conversation.
Wait, he said to treat me like the master's daughter.
But is it right to run away when the master's daughter is trying to speak?

*This bed is as big as the castle owner's.*

It was an excessive size for someone like me who had slept in a bed just slightly larger than my body.
Naturally, the fact that all these things were gifts from Meina felt truly wonderful.

*It's so soft...*

As I lay on the bed, I could feel it gently embracing my body from the moment I touched it.
And as soon as I lay down, I recalled what had happened with the master in the guest room earlier that day.

*Sigh, why did I do that...*

I was sold at a high price because of my virginity, but now I'm no longer a virgin.
The fact that I gave my first time to the master and could no longer be called a virgin came to mind.

My face felt very hot.
Actually, if the master had just casually touched me saying he wanted to eat me, I wouldn't feel this embarrassed.
But since I was the one who seduced him first, saying he should check my grown body again, my embarrassment was considerably amplified.
After all, the master had merely fallen for my seduction.

*Shameless woman, pervert, succubus-like girl...*

But really, you feel pleasure just from the master touching your chest?
You're truly optimized to be a sex slave, Ei.

I kicked the bed and blankets randomly before falling asleep.
But the real problem came the next day.
When I woke up in the morning, it felt like everyone would know about my experience with the master.
What if that's the first thing I hear when I go out?

"Young Lady, are you awake?"

Just as I was thinking this, a woman's voice came from outside.

What should I do?
Should I pretend to be asleep?

"If you're not up yet, I'll just prepare breakfast for you."

But it seemed her entry was certain as the door opened.
Peeking out from under the blanket with just my eyes showing, I heard the cheerful voice of an unfamiliar maid saying, "Ah, you're awake!"

"Hello, Young Lady. I'm Sheryl Elaine, and I'll be attending to you while you're staying at the mansion."
"Ah, hello."
"I've brought breakfast. Will you have some?"
"Please serve it."

I could really feel what it meant to be well-treated while working at the castle.
And although the menu items weren't as lavish as what was served to the master at the castle...

"Excuse me, Sheryl, was it?"
"Yes, Young Lady."
"I think I'll be hungry before lunch after eating this. Could you grill two more sausages for me...?"

It seemed I had become accustomed to eating heartily like the master at Aris Castle.

"What? If you eat that much more, it might be a bit harder to maintain yourself. Are you sure?"
"Maintain?"
"Yes. The master said your usual meal portion at the castle was this much, but since it's not as cold here as in the north, she ordered us to give you just this amount."

At Sheryl's words, I tilted my head and looked down at the size of the grilled sausages.
They were as big as what would be called jumbo sausages in my previous world.

"Then, just one more..."
"Understood. I'll tell the head chef and bring it right away."

After Sheryl left the room, I briefly pinched my belly and arm fat.
Was it because I had a lot of activity following the master around?
Although it looked soft on the outside, when touched, it felt overall firm, which made me tilt my head in confusion.

"How much more weight would I gain from eating that..."

I'd be running around energetically again today anyway.
I ate the prepared food while waiting for Sheryl to bring what I had requested.
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"Hah, back then it was a blue dress......"

Meina looked at the clothes she had brought and put her hand to her forehead. On the first day before, she had brought a blue dress saying it was a special day, but this time.

"Isn't this too tight-fitting?"

Looking at the white pants that were almost like leggings, she couldn't help but sigh.
At least the top was a shirt in a deep teal color, which was somewhat acceptable.
On top of that, she had to wear a dark blue cape decorated with gold trim and with parts of the edges painted white.

"I can't believe I have to wear this......"

She definitely didn't like it.
And why were the shoes high boots that went up to her ankles?

"No, Young Lady, it really suits you well."
"You don't need to flatter me."

She gave a perfunctory response to Sheryl, who was busy complimenting her out of professional duty, and let out a small sigh.
If she was going to bring clothes, couldn't she have brought something loose and comfortable?
Could it be that she used work as an excuse not to come home just to make her wear this?

"Next time, unless she's really busy, I'll have to drag her back home."
"Pardon?"
"I'm sure she didn't come home because she wanted me to wear this. Normally, I would have gone to complain to Meina about wanting to wear comfortable clothes."

But since she would be expecting her to wear this, she had no choice.
If she didn't wear what Meina wanted, she would surely look dejected all day.

"Um... Young Lady."
"Yes?"
"It's presumptuous of me to say this, but it probably won't help."
"Huh? What do you mean?"

Just as she had resolved to endure and wear it for today, she heard something shocking from beside her.

"These are clothes that she's been collecting for a long time, saying she would definitely dress her child in them if she ever had one again."
"......What?"
"If we start with one set per day from today, it will probably take at least a year."

Her mouth fell open.
But her outfit didn't end with just clothes.
"Just a moment," Sheryl said, and then her hands tied her hair into a ponytail.

"A ribbon?"
"Yes. This outfit is complete only when your hair is tied with this."
"......Sigh. I guess I have no choice."

The finishing touch was a black ribbon tying her hair.
But this doesn't seem like a mage's outfit, does it?

"Ei."
"What is it?"
"I was just thinking that this doesn't seem like something a mage would wear."

If I just added some gauntlets and a few pieces of armor, it would be a complete knight's outfit.

"Well, about that......"
"There's more to the story?"
"Of course. The Master quite enjoyed telling us about herself."

That's so like Meina......
She's someone who likes to express her various emotions to me.
Whether in words or otherwise.

"Anyway, going back to what I was saying, the Master said she wouldn't raise her child as a mage."
"Hmm."
"The Master always said that her ability to handle magic was simply something she was specially born with, but her physical body itself was closer to that of a warrior."
"I see. So since she collected these with the intention of dressing her child......"
"I think the Master believed her child would grow up to be a knight."

And perhaps Meina's thoughts weren't far off.
Even I learned many combat techniques that knights should learn when I was living as an adventurer.

"Yet Ei, whom she considers like a daughter, walks the path of a mage."
"Actually, that might not be entirely wrong."
"Pardon?"
"It's just something I feel."

After saying that, she slightly opened the window and looked outside.
Around this time, the sun in the capital was signaling that the day's activities at the academy would soon begin.

"Well then, good luck."
"Ah, yes! Take care, Young Lady!"

Not wanting to be late already, she quickly headed to the academy.

* * *

Of course, the weight of daily routines differs between students and staff.
While students must strictly follow their set schedules, staff only need to do their jobs well, which significantly reduces their burden.
And for me, whose only assigned duties were managing the library and the Magic Department's document room.

*Was the Department of Swordsmanship here?*

It was truly a cushy position.
With the skills I had built up managing Meina's library, it didn't take me more than a few days to learn all my duties, and I could freely roam the Magic Department campus.

*Move.*

Right now, I was in the Department of Swordsmanship to see my Master whom I hadn't seen today.
Though not as perfect as Meina, I could perfectly conceal just myself, and I immediately used spatial magic to get up to the training ground.
The magic circle on the floor glowed slightly, and suddenly I was on the roof of the Department of Swordsmanship's training ground.
Sitting on the edge, I could see my Master training.

*Alone again today.*

I could see him practicing the basics alone.

*It would be nice if he could spar with someone.*

From what I'd heard, my Master's combat skills were too exceptional to match with students.
But why did the sight of him practicing the basics alone look so lonely?

*If only my defensive magic were a little stronger......*

I could at least try to receive his sword on equal footing.
Alright.
Then I should go practice magic.

"Hello?"

I nearly rolled off the roof.

"Eek! W-who are you?"
"Me? I'm Britney Haive, in charge of the high school division of the Department of Swordsmanship. Who might you be, cute little one? You don't seem to be a student."

I was startled by a woman who suddenly appeared beside me, crouching in that narrow space on the roof.

"M-me?"
"Well, those students sparring down there couldn't possibly hear me, could they?"
"Ah, I'm Ei...... that's my name."

It was indeed wrong for a non-student to secretly watch someone else's lecture.
And I'm not a student.

"Hmm. Your outfit looks like a knight's, but you don't speak like one. Ei."
"If I say I'm Master Meina's disciple, perhaps......"
"Ah, so you're that one? The Magic Department Dean's disciple."

Fortunately, I could avoid suspicion of secretly watching the lecture.

"I wondered how you could climb up here, but if you're her disciple......"
"But, what brings you here?"
"Well, when I see someone who isn't registered as a student secretly watching my lecture from afar, shouldn't I come check out of suspicion?"

I lowered my gaze.
.....This was definitely not a height that an ordinary person could easily climb.
It was a place where one wouldn't expect to find people in the first place.

"But if you're that person's disciple, you probably weren't secretly watching the lecture."

Perhaps that's why I was even more suspicious.

"So, who might our Archmage's disciple be looking for?"

Professor Haive's gaze turned toward my Master.
Did she think that as Meina Aris's disciple, I would naturally be here to see him?

"I suppose it must be that child."
"Please don't mention this. I came to watch secretly......"
"Huh? Why watch secretly? Aren't you two acquainted?"

Professor Haive gave me an ominous smile.
Then saying, "Oh, as expected of a mage's disciple, you're quite light," she grabbed my back and under my thighs and lifted me up.

"W-wait—!"
"Hold on tight! Jumping down might be a bit rough."

Immediately after, Professor Haive jumped off the roof while holding me in her arms.
Despite the training ground being quite high, she jumped down without hesitation, which was absolutely terrifying to me.

"Kyaaaah!"

The embarrassment only found me after landing on the ground.
After a gust of wind swept by, it became too quiet, so I opened my eyes to find myself safely landed.
It turned out I had screamed just for a simple landing.

"......"
"Pfft. So that person's disciple has such a cute side."
"P-please put me down......"

My face feeling incredibly hot wasn't just my imagination, was it?

"Go down that corridor and take the left at the first intersection, and you'll find a lounge. Wait there for a bit."
"But Young Master Theo is in the middle of a lecture-."
"Ah, him? It's fine. He's the type who benefits more from honing what he already has rather than learning at the academy, so I don't have much more to teach him. A brief meeting won't be a problem."

There aren't many suitable sparring partners among the students either.
Professor Haive muttered that to herself and quickly disappeared toward the training ground.
She was probably going to call my Master.

*Is this it?*

Following her directions, I found a room with luxurious sofas that seemed out of place in a training facility.
As expected of an imperial institution, they spend money on such things.
As I was drinking water from a dispenser that kept the water cold with magic, I heard footsteps outside.

*Is it Master?*

Would he come this quickly despite the distance?
Wondering if he had already arrived, I tilted my head and turned my gaze.
The door opened to reveal not my Master but a man with black hair wearing the academy uniform.

*Oh, it's not him.*

Of course, he couldn't arrive this quickly.
I noticed his silver eyes were interesting and turned my gaze away.
Just as I was about to take another drink, I sensed someone's presence beside me and stepped back slightly.

*What is it, isn't he here to drink water?*

I wished my Master would arrive quickly, and I felt a bit annoyed at the man standing in front of the water dispenser without doing anything.
If you're not going to drink, why are you standing here?

"Excuse me, if you're not going to drink, could you please—"

I was about to politely ask him to move so I could have another drink.

"What a curious twist of fate."

I stopped speaking when I heard the man's soft voice, and realized he was looking at me.
What's this about?
Just as I was wondering why he was staring at me.

"There was no family more loyal than the Veldears, yet they lost everything because of one person's betrayal."

Hearing words I couldn't ignore, my gaze naturally turned to the man's face.
The moment I saw his face, I was shocked.

"Isn't that right? Another Veldear I've been looking for."

The man's eyes were exactly the same sapphire color as mine.
And they had the distinctive pupils that only the Veldears possessed.
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I stared blankly.

At that moment, why did those words suddenly come to mind?
Meina's warning that a member of the Veldear family had infiltrated the academy as a student, and that he needed to be caught.

"There's no use pretending. I've been watching you for a long time."
"My Master was right."
"Master? Haha. Don't tell me you're talking about that Aris woman who threw us into the depths of hell?"

Anger tinged the unknown man's voice at the mention of her.
Truthfully, one of the reasons I could become Meina's disciple was because I didn't have much attachment to my family.

My parents who gave me love.
Perhaps I would feel anger if they had been hunted down and killed simply because my mother was a Veldear, but I'm not sure.
My mother always told me that the Veldears died because they coveted something they shouldn't have.

"That woman is your Master? You really are an interesting kid."
"......"
"Was your loyalty to your enemy and becoming her disciple actually sincere?"

The Empire and Meina Aris only did what they had to do.
Maybe that's why.
To be honest, I don't understand his anger.

"To the one who killed your family."
"She's only an enemy to someone like you."
"Oh, that's an interesting thing to say. Don't you know that in this country, only she can find hidden Veldears?"
"......"

He's trying to plant anger toward Meina in me.
His unconditional rage toward Meina stabs at me.

"You carry Veldear blood too, don't you? The process that brought you here alone must have included the death of your parents."
"So what?"
"Think about it. I don't know how many years you lived with your parents, but it takes quite a long time for a person to be born."

It's better not to answer.
I push him aside with my shoulder, strongly expressing my unwillingness to listen as I take my cup to the water dispenser.

"And whichever of your parents it was, they must have endured living in hiding for all that time."
"......"
"Actually, finding someone who's lived hidden for so long is nearly impossible. All the Imperial Army can do to find Veldears is to take mana wave readings from detection devices and give them to Meina Aris."

Ah.
So he's saying that because my Master Meina gave her approval, my parents died?

"It seems you're trying to drive a wedge between my Master and me, but you're really not good at it."
"Oh, really? From the way you're talking, it seems your heart is already shaken deep down."
"Think whatever you want. No matter what you say, she's my benefactor and like a mother to me."
"Why? Did that enemy of yours lavish everything she had on you?"

No.
Meina didn't even know I existed back then.
She was just doing what she had to do.
Even if the result led to my parents' death, I could never blame Meina for it.

"Ugh—let go!"

His hand grips my chin.
I try to push him away, but the difference in strength prevents me from removing his hand from my chin.
He forces my face to look at him.

"Listen well. You may not know this, but no matter what you say, Meina Aris is definitely connected to your parents' death in some way."
"......"
"In other words, she might be the reason you ended up here as a slave."

But it doesn't end with just gripping my chin.
This crazy bastard brings his face close to mine while holding my chin, and presses his lips against mine.

"......!"

I'm startled, but quickly regain my senses. I bite his lips to force him away, then push his body with all my strength.
Seemingly in pain from the bite, he covers his mouth with his hand and makes an annoyed "Tch" sound.
Then he glares at me.

"To think you're ignorant enough not to know about mana exchange......"
"Shut up. I'm going to tell my Master what just happened and report that you're a Veldear, so you'd better run."
"Oh, really? But what about this? To prove I'm a Veldear, you'd have to reveal to your enemy that you're a Veldear first."

Swish.
His mana surges for a moment, and his eyes and hair instantly turn silver.
The distinctive Veldear pupils from earlier are gone, replaced by perfect concealment magic.

"Sorry, but I'm a student who was formally admitted to this academy."
"......"
"Feel free to try cutting my throat if you can. Of course, you'd be risking your own neck too. What I just did wasn't an ordinary kiss."

I quickly wipe my lips with a tissue.
Crazy bastard.

"Veldears have High Elf genes mixed in, which allows them to exchange mana through contact with certain body parts."
"You......"
"Finally feel like talking? That's right. A tiny portion of my mana has now mixed into your body."

The nameless man turns toward the door with a smile.
Then he gives me a quick glance.

"......?"

At that moment, my Master opens the door and enters.
The man addresses him as if nothing happened.

"Oh, Mr. Theo Aris."
"......"
"When will our next duel be?"
"I told you last time, whenever you think you can beat me, feel free to challenge me."
"I see. Understood. I'll make a challenge soon then."

It seems he really is a properly enrolled student.
How confidently he speaks to my Master, even challenging him to a duel.

"Well then, I'll be going."

After naturally speaking to my Master, he disappeared from the lounge.
It seemed my Master didn't know he was a Veldear either.

"What brings you here, Ei?"

But right now, cleaning my lips that were defiled by that man takes priority.
I run to my Master and embrace him, quickly wrapping both hands around the back of his neck.

"E-Ei?"
"You came too late, Master."
"What are you saying? As soon as I heard—"

Before he could finish, I covered his mouth.
He seemed surprised by my impulsive action.

"I don't care. You just came late."
"Did something happen?"

If I told him that the man who just left forcibly kissed me, he certainly wouldn't let it go, would he?

"Something did happen."

But what's at stake with that man's identity is too heavy to mention over something like this.
I'm here because I somehow became Meina's disciple, but it's extremely suspicious that he enrolled in the academy through formal procedures as a Veldear.

*Mana exchange? What's that?*

And what he told me earlier...
This mana exchange thing must only be possible between Veldears.
If his mana is inside me as he claimed...

"You left me sleeping all alone and went away."
"Ah, that......"
"I even thought yesterday was just a dream."

I teasingly poked his stomach with my finger.
My Master's stomach was incredibly firm.

* * *

But the real problem wasn't that my Master left me sleeping yesterday.
To be precise, that was true until I met that man earlier, but after he forcibly kissed me, the problem changed.

*Could what he said be true?*

Meina can detect the unique mana of Veldears.
That means if his mana is mixed with mine, Meina would detect it.
Then she would also discover that I'm a Veldear.

*Ah, how would she react?*

So I needed to see Meina, but I was terrified of facing her.
Meina isn't cold-hearted, but what's at stake with the Veldear name is so heavy that I have no idea how she would react.

*What should I do?*

As I entered the Department of Magic building, I considered leaving hundreds of times.
But my feet honestly led me toward Meina.
After lingering in front of her research lab, I swallowed and grabbed the doorknob.

"Um, Meina. I'm here."

It's lecture time now, so maybe she went to teach.
There was no response from inside, and when I opened the door, only an empty room greeted me.
Somehow, seeing the empty room gave me a sense of relief.

*Sigh. I should trust Meina...*

That man's words kept echoing in my mind.
I had mocked him for not being good at driving wedges between people, but perhaps my heart had been shaken by his words after all.

*What a terrible person.*

I sighed softly and sat down on the single sofa prepared for me next to Meina's seat, waiting for her return.
I set out snacks in the combination Meina always liked and prepared water so we could have tea as soon as she arrived.
Then I sat down, feeling as uncomfortable as if sitting on a bed of thorns, and waited.

"Ah— Is Ei here? Oh, our Ei is here!"
"Hello, Meina."
"If you're here, you should at least show your face."
"I'm sorry."
"It's fine~. I wasn't asking for an apology, just joking. Did you sleep well last night?"

The door opened and my Master appeared.
A kind person who welcomed me as always, no different from usual.
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"Ah, yes......"
"Hm? Why that reaction? Ei, is something wrong?"
"Ah, no, it's nothing."
"Hmm, that's not true. Our Ei, you definitely have a face that says something's wrong."

Meina cups my cheeks with both hands.
As if my cheeks were toys, she rubs them up and down saying, "What's wrong? Tell me honestly."

"Nothing happened."
"Really? That's strange. You definitely have a face that says something's wrong. Hmm. Did you not sleep well?"
"Ah, that's it."

The mention of sleep reminded me of the shock I received when I saw my room last night.

"What on earth is all that stuff in my room?"
"Hm? What do you mean? Why, don't you like your room?"
"It's not that I don't like it...... but that was too much. Do you know how shocked I was when I saw the room yesterday?"
"Hmm, really? Was the room not good? But anything better would have to be fit for an imperial princess."
"No, the problem is it's too nice! It's already too nice, how could you make it even better?"

I found myself falling for Meina's technique of naturally changing the subject, and as I rapidly expressed my shock about the room, a smile appeared on her face.
Though I was too preoccupied to notice her smile.

"But I wanted to give you the best room I possibly could."
"Ugh......"
"Ei, at the castle you only had that tiny bed in the corner of Theo's room as your entire space. I wanted you to be comfortable here at least."
"But it's too much for someone like me."
"No, it's not too much at all. Why? Because that's my house."

At that moment, she grabbed my wrist and pulled me into her embrace.
As my cheek was pressed against her chest, I heard someone's voice from outside.

"Dean, are you in there?"
"Oh, come in~."

Wait a minute.
She's letting someone into the office while I'm in her arms?

"Me-Meina?"
"Tsk. You should call me Master."
"No, that's not important right now. Could you please let me go?"
"No, I don't want to. I'm going to keep hugging you."
"No, just a moment-"

But despite my protest, the door opened.
The office manager who appeared cleared his throat with a "Ahem" the moment he saw Meina and me.

"What is it?"
"Hmm, well......"
"What? Did you just come to see me? Oh really, being too popular is exhausting."
"Ah. I didn't just come to see you. There are some documents that need your approval."

Do people normally say they're too popular themselves?
I looked at Meina with a dumbfounded expression, but she seemed unconcerned as she held out her hand saying, "Give them to me."
But that wasn't the important thing here.

"Um, Dean."
"Yes?"
"You and your disciple...... seem to get along very well."

As expected, the office manager was clearly concerned about me being in Meina's arms.
How could he say that and then flee the room so quickly?

"Ei, I think Ranne is jealous of our relationship."
"......This isn't your home, you know."
"No, what does it matter if it's home or not? What matters is our relationship."

I was relieved that Meina was acting like her usual self.
Being human, I couldn't help but feel reassured.

"Hmm, but Ei."
"Yes?"
"I can't put that outfit on you. I thought you'd grown quite a bit, but you're smaller than I expected."
"Wh-what are you touching?"

But no sooner had I felt relieved than Meina's hand moved up to my chest.
I wonder if Meina finds tormenting me that enjoyable.

"Ah, I got it. I'm sorry, Ei."
"You're mean......"
"Sorry. My teasing went too far. I'm sorry."

I slipped out of Meina's arms and glared at her briefly, then noticing the students' voices outside had quieted down, I got up from my seat.
I also picked up the items she had asked me to deliver.

"Ei, you're not angry, are you?"
"......I'm not angry."
"I'm really sorry. When we finish today, let's go eat something delicious together."
"Alright. I'll be going now."
"Okay, work hard today too."

Haah.
After leaving her research office, I let out a small sigh and moved to the side of the door, sitting down for a moment.
It seems I managed to escape without revealing that I'm a Veldear, but I wondered how long I could maintain this state.

*I might not be noticed now, but it will surely show eventually.*

Should I just reveal the truth and await my fate?
But I love my current life so much.

*What should I do?*

I managed to get up again because I had work to do, but that thought just wouldn't leave my mind.
Even now, as I left the Department of Magic and headed to the academy's post office to send the mail as my master instructed.
What if Meina finds out I'm a Veldear?
This thought kept circling in my head.

"Ah, it's Miss Ei."
"Hello."
"Are you sending the Dean's mail again today?"
"Yes."

......Where was this supposed to go again?
The envelope Meina gave me had the recipient's name and affiliation written on it.
But when entrusting it to the post office, writing the sender's address is another matter.

"Um, just a moment."

Where was the Blue Magic Tower attached to again?
Several addresses flashed through my mind.
All of them specific addresses for magic towers.

But I couldn't clearly remember which address this letter needed to go to, and cold sweat ran down my back.
Officially, Meina wasn't affiliated with any magic tower.
Because of that, she occasionally corresponded with all the towers.

"Miss Ei?"
"....Do you happen to know the address of the Blue Magic Tower?"
"Pardon?"
"I suddenly can't remember......"

A smile.
The receptionist's gaze, looking at me as if I were cute, somehow felt truly embarrassing.
Please don't look at me like that.
One Meina looking at me cutely is enough.

"Here, this is the address of the Blue Magic Tower."
"Ah, thank you."

I quickly wrote down the address, handed the envelope and registration form to the receptionist with a greeting, and fled the post office.
Wearing tight pants like a knight but acting like a complete novice.

*Ah.*

This might be tarnishing my master's dignity.
Though Meina acts casually in private, she doesn't seem to do so in front of others.

*Sigh, it should be fine.*

Scratching my head, I recalled the next errand she had given me and moved on.

*

Theo was only able to sit down after Ei had returned to where she belonged from the lounge earlier.
Especially that initial aggressive kiss—what was that about?

*What happened?*

The man with her was definitely Zeon Erhent.
When he heard Ei had come, he had temporarily abandoned his training and gone to the lounge, but the first thing he saw was that guy.
He wasn't sure what conversation they had inside, but something must have happened.

*Sigh. I feel more drained than during training.*

What Ei had talked about was how a man could leave a woman behind after the deed was done.
She had been criticizing herself for thinking everything that happened that day was just a dream.
Of course, whatever she said didn't really register with Theo.

*Ah.*

The truth was, Theo found it difficult to face Ei properly.
He looked at Ei, but kept remembering her lewd side.

He had always tried to avoid showing an unseemly side to this woman he had been searching for over a long time.
But with yesterday's image coming to mind, Theo had to suppress his desire to touch Ei right away.
The lounge was a public space where anyone could come at any time.
If he treated her according to her original purpose, it would be a critical blow not only to himself but also to Ei's life.

And in the midst of all this, for Ei to attack him with a kiss.....

*It's really fortunate no one came in.*

The thought of someone seeing him kissing Ei was too horrible to imagine.
Theo decided he needed to caution Ei as he got up from the sofa.
The lectures would be ending soon anyway.

"Hm?"
"Oh my, look who I found here, our Theo."

But when he opened the lounge door, he saw someone who shouldn't be there.

"Y-Your Excellency?"
"Tsk. You should call me Dean of the Department of Magic, Theo."
"That doesn't seem to be the important issue right now."
"Then what is?"

Theo let out a small sigh as he observed Meina's nonchalant attitude about coming all the way here.

"Why did you come all the way here? You're already such a busy person."
"Well, obviously I came to see you because I have something to talk about."
"The lectures will be ending soon, could you wait a little?"
"It's fine, I've already spoken to Professor Heive. You just need to follow me."
"......I understand."

What could she possibly need to discuss that warranted coming all the way here in person?

"It's about Ei."

At Meina's words, Theo felt his mind snap to attention.
Now that she was his disciple, Meina probably knew most things about Ei anyway, so what could she possibly need to tell him?

*Perhaps she'll tell me to end the slave contract.*

Just as Theo was wondering what Meina wanted to talk about, a magic circle appeared on the floor.
Zing-
Light emanated from the floor, and in an instant, the surroundings changed to Meina's research office.

"Sit there."

Following Meina's gesture, Theo sat in what appeared to be a seat for students, and the door locked with a click.

"Has the time come to end the slave contract?"

If it was about Ei, she probably hadn't called him as a professor to a student.
Theo, befitting an heir, broached the subject first with Meina.

"No? Why would I interfere with your slave contract with her?"

......Does Your Excellency not care that someone who is practically her daughter is at the mercy of a man like himself?

"Then what did you call me here to discuss?"

Now openly showing his confusion, Theo watched as Meina handed him a document.
His hand hesitated momentarily at the envelope bearing the clear mark of the imperial seal.

"Read it. This is important for you too."

At Meina's words, Theo carefully examined the document from the envelope.

"This is."

And after reading the document, his voice couldn't hide its trembling.

"Why are you showing me a secret imperial decree ordering me to find the Veldears?"
"Because you need to be part of this mission too."

......Now of all times?
When did she exclude him from the mission to crack down on illegal slave traders, saying it was time to return to his original position?

But Theo's thoughts were fleeting.
Soon, at the words he heard, Theo felt his heart sink.

"Because Ei is a Veldear."

The fact he had tried to hide for Ei's sake.
For some reason, Meina knew that her identity was a Veldear.

Ch.73 - The Master Wants To Protect The Child
"How did you know that?"
Theo was trying to appear calm on the outside, but inside he was quite surprised.
Actually, he was pretending to be calm because he didn't know how to react after Meina mentioned knowing the truth about Ei.
He was simply staying quiet, afraid that showing surprise might lead to unwanted complications.

However, even his calm demeanor was enough to arouse Meina's suspicion.

"Don't tell me the person you're supposed to find and remove from these documents is Ei."
"Hmm, fortunately the person referred to in the documents is not Ei."
"Then..."
"Judging by the fact they enrolled as a student, it must be a Veldear who somehow survived and returned here."

Meina became certain of her thoughts as she watched Theo put down the documents.
So Theo did know that Ei was a Veldear.
Otherwise, he couldn't have remained so calm like this.

"But you don't seem very surprised."
"...So you noticed."
"When someone hears 'Veldear' and stays that calm, what else am I supposed to think?"

I guess my reaction was wrong.
Theo thought he still had much to learn.
Fortunately, the person who discovered this was Meina, who shared his goal of protecting Ei.

"I expected you to show at least a little surprise."
"I clearly need more training."
"True. You have plenty of combat skills, but you should focus more on developing your political acumen."
"I'll look into that."

If it had been someone other than Meina...
The Imperial Decree specified that Veldears were to be executed on sight, and he had directly violated that.
It was essentially treason, and even the Aris family, who handled the Empire's military power, couldn't escape the consequences.

"Still, I'm glad to see we share the same intentions."
"What do you mean?"
"What else? We both want to protect Ei."

Theo was relieved that Meina shared his intentions.
If they had disagreed, he would have been the one to lose.
Though she might not seem like it now, Meina was one of the heroes who saved the world from the calamity brought by the Veldears.
Not only would his incomplete self be unable to defeat her, but she also had the Imperial Decree on her side.

"Will you be alright?"
"That's what I should be asking you. What were you thinking, hiding the fact that you knew Ei was a Veldear?"
"...I didn't want to lose Ei."
"You should have at least asked me, if not Carlyle."

I thought you didn't know about Ei's identity.
But from the way she was speaking now, could it be that Meina had known about Ei's identity all along?

"Did you really think I would take that child as my disciple without knowing?"
"...You knew, Your Excellency?"
"Of course. You might not have known, but I could tell from the first day I met her."

Meina sighed at Theo's words.
She had led the charge against the Veldears—did he really think she wouldn't know?

"Her mana pattern had traces of the distinctive Veldear signature, which makes it amazing she survived this long."
"I see."
"She must have hidden herself thoroughly. Claiming not to know magic despite being able to use it was just one of her methods of concealment."

The alert system had sent so many notifications about a Veldear infiltrating the castle.
It had been quite a task to modify the operating logic so it wouldn't react to the distinctive Veldear mana pattern.

Meina recalled that time as she observed Theo's expression.
A Veldear who knew nothing about Aris.
Moreover, a Veldear unaware of her own talents entering Aris Castle—she couldn't believe it.

A Veldear would find it difficult to survive within the Empire.
Especially if they encountered someone like herself, the only person in the Empire who could properly identify a Veldear.

If they had met as enemies, she would have eliminated her without hesitation.
Delivering a Veldear's eyes and heart to the Imperial Family would have increased the Aris family's prestige.

But Ei was fundamentally different from other Veldears.
Despite her talent, she had been sold as a slave and flinched at Theo's words.
She didn't use magic despite being a Veldear, and showed no desire to break the slave contract binding her.

Meina observed Ei, whose behavior was nothing like what a Veldear should display.
Seeing Ei act so unlike a Veldear, Meina decided for the first time to defy the Imperial Family.

Perhaps there was another choice besides elimination.
With the child's magical talent, she might be able to inherit Meina's magic, which had almost been lost because no one could succeed her.
If that were possible, it could bring tremendous change to the world.
For the first time, her desire as a scholar to find a disciple overcame her duty as a member of the Empire.

"In a way, it was fortunate. You brought a Veldear, who is difficult even to find, directly to me."
"......"
"Of course, I should have eliminated her. If Ei had harbored Veldear rage in her heart."

She even broke the family rule that matters affecting the entire Aris Castle should be done with the Family Head's permission.
The first time is always the hardest.
After defying an Imperial Decree, what did family regulations matter?

Meina had been quite desperate to acquire Ei.
She had even modified the security magic rules throughout Aris Castle.
Instead of detecting Veldear intrusion, it would only alert her when Veldear-specific magic was used.

"But you saw it too, Theo. Ei genuinely enjoyed her life at Aris."
"Yes."
"Ei is precious not only to you but also to me."

That's why this confidential Imperial Decree document was even more important.
They couldn't catch the rat that had sneaked into the Imperial Academy, and now Ei's identity as a Veldear might be exposed?
Then Ei would certainly be executed, and the Aris family would face severe consequences.

The Academy was the cradle for nurturing the Empire's future talents.
They would be blamed for bringing an extremely dangerous person there.

"That's why this order is crucial."
"......"
"We need to catch the one who snuck in, so Ei won't fall under the Empire's surveillance."

Perhaps bringing Ei to the Academy as staff rather than a student had been quite a wise choice.
Though it was a decision made without knowing a Veldear might be hiding in the Academy.

"Then how do we catch..."
"If he's a real Veldear, he'll approach Ei again."

Meina recalled the traces of someone else's mana she had sensed on Ei's body.
Normally, people cannot exchange mana with others and can only increase their internal mana purely through their own power.
But Veldears, due to their mixed High Elf blood from long ago, can exchange mana through specific physical contact with each other.

That would explain the traces of someone else's mana on Ei's body.
Though she hadn't asked, Meina could tell from those traces that Ei had already met another Veldear.
Furthermore, that bastard had done it against Ei's will.

"She's a definite medium for continuing the Veldear bloodline."
"......"
"Theo, we might have less time than we think. Though it's difficult to explain how I know, that bastard has already met Ei and confirmed her identity."

I won't give my Ei to that bastard even if it costs me my life.

"...Do you know Zeon Erhent?"
"Who?"
"Zeon Erhent. He recently transferred as a new student to the high school division of the Department of Swordsmanship."
"A transfer student?"
"Yes."

Meina fell into thought for a moment.
Being buried in the Department of Magic, she hadn't paid attention to other departments, so the name didn't ring a bell.
But one thing was clear—this Zeon Erhent had forcibly kissed Ei.

"Ah, so that bastard is the one who violated my daughter-like Ei without permission...?"

...Violated?
Theo felt his body flinch for a moment at those words.
Despite Ei seducing him first, he was actually the one who had violated her.

"Violated? What do you mean..."

But thinking he might not even have bones left if Meina discovered that fact now, Theo secretly swallowed.
He realized there was one more reason not to touch Ei carelessly.

"Veldears have High Elf blood mixed in, so they can exchange portions of their mana through kisses with each other."
"So Ei was..."
"That's right. She was probably forced at least once. Of course, someone who would kiss her without permission in public might do even worse things."

So that's why.
The reason she pulled my neck and immediately kissed me when I arrived.

"This cannot be allowed to continue."
"...Theo? You suddenly look scary."
"When someone touches my property without the owner's permission, it makes me a little angry."

A fire instantly ignited in Theo's heart.
How dare someone lay hands on Aris property?

"Ah, r-right. Ei is yours after all..."
"Do you have any plans in mind, Your Excellency? If you need my strength, I'll actively participate."

Meina found Theo's behavior cute but let out a small sigh.
She could clearly sense that Ei had taken Ariel's place in his heart.
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Meina felt truly regretful about that fact.
No matter how special Ei's case might be, it was only because they had lived together and learned about each other.

Originally, masters don't easily become attached to their slaves.

Unless the master is young and has built a bond since childhood.
As long as they hold the slave's lifeline, slaves are nothing more than toys—what noble could easily become attached to one?

And then there's Theo's personality.
Whether it's fitting for the Aris heir or not, he never easily opens his heart to others.
Though she doesn't know exactly what happened in his childhood, he doesn't even open up to Ariel, whom the family essentially considers his partner.

...Perhaps it's fortunate that he's opened his heart to Ei, at least.

"Actually, I originally planned to use Ei as bait."
"Are you serious?"
"If someone has already enrolled as a student at the academy, there's no point in having someone follow them. They must be confident enough in hiding their identity to have enrolled in the first place, right?"

Theo tilted his head at Meina's words.
Using someone who was like a precious daughter to her as bait?

"But things change when another Veldear is nearby."
"......"
"Don't look at me like that. It's uncomfortable. Even as bait, I only intended to watch and catch whoever approached her."
"Still, to catch that person, weren't you planning to leak some information about Ei's bloodline?"
"No?"

Meina tilted her head at Theo's reaction.
Did he think she would push Ei into danger?

*Ah. Theo doesn't know.*

About the characteristics of the Veldear family.

"Well, if you don't know much about the Veldears, you might think that way."

Having High Elf blood mixed in, even partially, makes many differences.
Their unique magical talents, their ability to exchange mana with each other.
And the fact that Veldears can recognize each other.

"But this isn't something I wanted—it's unavoidable because she's a Veldear."
"I can somewhat understand."
"Veldears have something that lets them detect each other. I don't know exactly what it is since I'm not a Veldear myself."

Theo briefly doubted Meina's words, but remembering her long experience with the Veldears, he had to agree.
After all, she was the top expert on Veldears, to the point where such matters were referred to her—how could he not believe her?

"That person found Ei even though she didn't do anything, right?"
"......"
"Ei probably doesn't understand it herself. This must be her first time meeting another Veldear."

Wait.
Didn't Ei say earlier that she exchanged mana with that other Veldear?
Ei's own mana should be safe thanks to Meina's measures, but what about the mana she exchanged with the other Veldear?

"I've already filtered out all the mana in Ei's body. So she should be fine going outside for now."
"Hmm."
"Of course, that's assuming she doesn't meet that person again."

Theo sighed with relief at Meina's words.
As expected of an Archmage.
To be able to precisely filter out mana from someone else's body.

"But I can't always stay by Ei's side."
"So that's why you need me."
"Right. Of course I'll hire a proper guard knight, but I can't bring one in right away."

A guard duty.
There were lessons about guard duties in the heir training, but it had been a while since he'd actually done it.

"Could you look after Ei for just a short while, Theo?"
"But can you find someone? I assume Lady Leila won't do."
"Right. Leila's loyalty to the imperial family runs deep, so if she found out, she wouldn't keep Ei's identity secret like you or I would."

Until they could prove Ei was necessary to the empire.
So she could be useful to the imperial family despite her Veldear blood.

"Well, I'm sure I can find someone."
"Hmm."
"Don't worry. Fortunately, I know someone. He'll protect Ei without asking any questions."
"Then couldn't we call him now?"
"Ah."

Meina showed a slightly troubled expression at Theo's words.

"I need to look for him first."
"Hmm."
"I'll find him soon. Please take care of her until then."

He would have done it anyway, even without being asked.

"Will she be safe inside the academy?"
"Oh, don't worry about that. There are security spells here that I can access, so I can see everything anytime."
"Then I should make sure she doesn't go outside the academy alone."
"Well, Ei will follow your instructions well."

Meina let out a small sigh.
For now, she could entrust Ei to Theo, but only temporarily.
Theo was fundamentally the person who would lead the Aris family.

Although he could take care of her for now given the circumstances...

"Then I'll need to think about the next plan."
"It's not an urgent matter, so there's no need to rush. The imperial family knows this won't be resolved quickly."
"I understand."

Feeling the conversation had ended, Theo rose from his seat.
Now that he knew what direction to take, he was ready to move.

"Meina, I'm back. Oh, Master is here too."

And as if timed perfectly, the door opened, and Ei appeared.
She was the only one who could enter this laboratory without Meina's permission.

*

What's this?
Why is my master here?

"What brings you..."
"Oh, I just had something to discuss."
"Am I interrupting?"
"It's fine, we just finished. Your timing is perfect."

It seemed like they were having an important conversation, but if I'm not interrupting, that's a relief.
I was wondering if I should leave for a while longer.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Do you have any plans for this afternoon?"

My master's voice reached me, and I thought for a moment.
I don't really have anything planned for this afternoon.

"No. I'll probably just go home and read a book."
"Then wait for me at the garden next to the main gate when my classes end."
"What? Wait for you, Master?"
"Yes."

I tilted my head.
A busy person who left me behind after the incident because he had work is asking me to wait for him when his schedule ends?

"What's wrong?"
"I'm just surprised that you're asking me to wait for you."
"What's surprising about that?"
"Well, I'll do as you command, but you're a very busy person, Master."

After I said that, did my master understand what I was talking about?
He sighed softly and said, "My karma is heavy," as if blaming himself.

"I won't abandon you this time, so I'd appreciate it if you'd wait."
"Alright. I just need to go out at the appointed time, right?"
"Yes."

Behind us, Meina seemed amused about something, her soft laughter audible.

"Oh, something must have happened between you two~"
"Something did happen."
"Really? How big a mistake must it be for a master to be so submissive to his subordinate?"

And she's even playing along with me.
My master, seeing us like this, puts his hand to his forehead as if his head is throbbing.

"I'll see you later then."
"Okay, take care."

Perhaps this was quite an entertaining sight for Meina.
I don't mean it seriously, but what master in the world would be so affected by every word from their slave?

"Hehe, Ei."
"Yes?"
"What happened between you two that makes Theo act like that? This teacher is very curious."

And the problem came after my master left.
Having seen the heir of the Aris family squirming right in front of her, anyone would be curious about what happened.
Of course, not many would be able to ask about it.

"Oh, it's nothing special."
"Really? Hmm. The fact that you say it's nothing makes me even more curious."

The problem is that Meina is someone who can ask about it without hesitation.

"R-really, it's nothing..."

But how could I easily talk about such an embarrassing private matter?

"My, our Ei, are you already trying to distance yourself from this mother-like teacher? I'm so sad."
"Ugh..."
"Or could it be something too embarrassing to tell others~?"

She definitely knows and is just teasing me.
With her age and experience, there's no way she wouldn't notice.

"Hehe. You sly little fox."
"Please stop."
"Alright, alright. Why are you so shy about something embarrassing?"

At the same time, a cookie with chocolate chips was placed in my mouth.
She probably means for me to eat this and be quiet.
Or maybe...

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"I can't tell you what's going on right now, but I'm going to assign you a secret guard soon."

She means for me to just listen to what follows without asking questions.

"Yes."
"The purpose is, quite obviously, to protect you."

What's going on?
Something did happen earlier, but it wasn't something that would require a guard.
Could it be...?

"Is this related to the Veldear matter?"
"Well... as my disciple, you can't help but be involved. Especially since I'm in charge of catching that Veldear."

I knew it.
Since Meina is in charge of that matter, I, as her disciple, would inevitably be exposed to some danger.
But in that case...

*I'll need to be careful about my actions.*

Although the target is the other Veldear, not me, this means that someone who could inform Meina about my Veldear identity will be near me for a while.

"You probably won't even see this person unless something happens."
"I see."
"But it will take some time to find them, so until then, can you be careful? If you need to go outside, make sure to tell me or Theo."

Hmm.
So that's why my master asked me to wait for him?
He should have told me about this earlier.

"I understand."

Nodding in agreement, I accepted Meina's words.
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'Thankfully, I managed to get through that somehow.'

After sending Ei away, Meina sighed softly and sank into her chair.
She hadn't wanted to reveal that she knew about Veldear.
For Meina, who wanted to avoid an awkward situation with Ei, today's outcome was truly satisfying.

Of course, she had no intention of letting the unfortunate incident that happened to Ei slide.
Who dared to touch Ei without permission?

'Zeon Erhent?'

If it's the Erhent family, aren't they quite renowned in the neighboring country?
How did they manage to hide their Veldear identity and end up there?

'This is going to be a bit of a headache.'

Veldear is fundamentally a family that originated from the Rise Empire.
Since the empire should take responsibility for dealing with them within imperial borders, if a diplomatic dispute with a neighboring country arose...

"Haah."

Meina sighed, feeling a throbbing in her head.
Finding that guy was already a task, and now there was this political issue she'd wanted to avoid.

She had avoided joining the Magic Tower and instead secluded herself in the castle to conduct independent research because she disliked politics.
She also disliked being under someone else's control.
None of this would have happened if she hadn't taken in Ei.

'Raising a disciple is truly difficult.'

Despite this being her second disciple, Meina still found raising one challenging.
Especially since her first disciple was raised while keeping their relationship secret, which meant there were certain external aspects she didn't have to worry about.
But now she was officially raising Ei as her disciple in public.

If Ei were much stronger, it might be different.
But she was still like an unpolished gem.
From Meina's perspective, Ei hadn't yet acquired proper magical skills, which was unavoidable, but that didn't make it any less of a headache.

'I should find that guy first.'

Looks like I won't be going home again today.
And I probably won't be able to go to work tomorrow either.

'I should tell Ei not to come to work tomorrow and stay home instead.'

And since there's no one to watch over Ei at the academy, she can't leave the house either.
Meina took out a blank piece of paper and began writing a leave request.
One for herself, and one for Ei.
And writing this meant...

'Looks like I'll be seeing that guy again.'

She would have to see the Dean once more.
While she could approve Ei's leave request herself, leave requests for department heads required approval from the Dean or higher.
That's how much responsibility the position of department head carried.

Additionally, she was a professor who taught students.
While students might be happy about suddenly having free time, as a professor, she would have to make up for the missed lectures later.
And she would have to endure the resentment of students who would have to attend makeup classes.

But so what?
It's not like she could abandon Ei because of that.
She couldn't restrict Ei's freedom forever either.

'Ei needs to be able to move around a bit to catch that Veldear guy.'

There was a lot to prepare for Ei's sake and to catch Veldear.
The top priority was arranging protection for Ei.
After signing Ei's leave request, Meina left her research lab with her own request in hand.

"Oh, what brings you here, Department Head Aris?"
"Please approve this."
"Hmm? You're taking leave?"
"Something personal came up suddenly, so I'd appreciate it."

*

"I'll be heading in then."
"Okay. Don't forget to stay with Theo until you get home, and I probably won't be back tonight either."
"You're really busy, aren't you?"
"Well, what can I do? I have the Magic Department Head duties plus other things that came up."

After greeting Meina, I left her research lab and headed toward the academy's back gate.
Since she said she wouldn't be coming home tonight, I guess I'll be alone at home.

'That's a bit burdensome.'

In the Master's mansion, when the Master is absent, all decision-making authority falls to me.
Like the master of Aris Castle, I become the acting master of the mansion.

'Ugh, I shouldn't think like that.'

I shook my head from side to side and tried to recall something else.
The Master had told me to wait in the garden near the main gate after today's schedule was over.
If I leave now, I should arrive at the garden about three minutes before the Master gets there.

As I exited the building, I saw students walking toward their destinations after finishing their day.
This scene was somewhat unfamiliar to me since I usually left earlier than when students typically finished.
Plus, today I wasn't wearing the academy uniform but something more knight-like.
Perhaps that's why I could hear whispers around me.

Why did they tie my hair with a black ribbon anyway?
It might make sense with silver or blonde hair, but not with black hair.
Feeling that these exotic clothes didn't suit my black hair, I continued walking.

'Huh? Princess Ariel?'

When I arrived at the academy garden, I saw the princess strolling in her academy uniform.
Hmm.
Is this the right place to wait?
I wondered if it was appropriate to be seen leaving the academy alone with the Master in front of his partner.

But that thought was brief.
I tilted my head slightly when I saw her approach a man who appeared at another entrance to the garden.
Princess Ariel was supposed to be with the Master, so why was she meeting another man like this?

'My, my.'

What's going on here?
She seemed to want to get closer to the Master, but she's meeting another man alone in a place like this?

"Uriel."

But when I heard a different name, my face flushed red.
What was I thinking?
There's no way that Ariel would cheat on the Master.

"Yes, so tell me why you called me all the way here."
"Where's Ariel? Why are you alone?"
"Her? She said she had something else to do."

Then how could they look so similar to Princess Ariel?

"Hmm."
"Besides, there are listening ears here, so shouldn't we move somewhere else?"

Perhaps I had been staring without realizing it.
The eyes of the woman who resembled Ariel turned directly toward me, and the man with the same platinum blonde hair turned his body in my direction.

"She's been watching us for a while. Do you know her?"
"Of course not."
"Hmm, really? Hey, you."

Then the woman raised her hand, gesturing for me to come over.
Ah.
I should have just pretended not to be interested and waited for the Master.

"Y-Yes?"
"Come over here."

Feeling like I'd gotten involved in something troublesome, I briefly regretted it, but what could I do?
I had already caught their attention.

"Who are you to be watching us? Are you spying on us?"
"N-No, not at all."
"Then why were you staring? I don't know what family you're from, but haven't you been taught that you shouldn't stare at royalty without business?"

Wow.
She's really prickly.
Were there such etiquette rules?
Ariel never minded such things with me, so I had no idea.

"Uriel."
"What?"
"I told you not to speak like that."
"What? Just because you were born a year earlier, you think you can lecture me?"
"Ah, I apologize. My sister has poor manners. Please understand."

So if she's royalty, she must be Ariel's sister.
And this man must be her brother.
...I should bow my head for now.

"N-No, it's fine. I was the one who was rude first."
"Thank you for understanding. I am Prince Clemen Sunrise. May I know your name, and perhaps why you were looking at us?"

Thankfully, the man had a better personality.
Uriel glared at me briefly before turning her gaze elsewhere.

"Ah, I'm Ei. Um, the reason I was watching without realizing is because I thought the princess might be someone I know."
"Someone you know?"
"Yes. I thought she was Princess Ariel Sun Rise..."
"Hmm. As far as I know, Ariel doesn't have any friends with black hair and blue eyes."

That's to be expected.
Although Ariel and I have somehow become friendly, we haven't known each other for very long.

"Hmph. That girl's specialty is wandering around outside. She must have met this girl somewhere. What's so good about that redhead anyway?"
"Uriel."
"...Fine."
"And apologize for what you just said to Lady Ei."

But something about what came next seemed strange.
Why is he asking her to apologize to me?
If they're royalty, they're from the highest family in this empire.

"What, why?"
"Sigh, really."
"Is she somebody important?"
"Why don't you pay attention to outside news? This person is that person. The Marquis Aris's disciple."
"...What?"

Was being Meina's disciple that significant?
Enough to receive an apology for a royal's harsh words?

"The world is small, so if you don't want to offend the Marquis, you'd better apologize. Otherwise, I'll have no choice but to explain this misunderstanding to Father."

Suddenly, the princess's gaze turned toward me.
There was murderous intent in her eyes, but perhaps because of my position as Meina's disciple, she bit her lower lip instead of continuing with her harsh words, which made me feel sorry instead.

"N-No, really, I'm fine."
"Go on."
"...Fine. I'm sorry."

Why did receiving an apology feel so uncomfortable?
Clemen, displeased with his sister's behavior, touched his forehead and sighed softly.

"I'll apologize on her behalf."
"N-No, really, I'm—"
"What's this? Why is everyone here? And what's with the atmosphere?"

My words were cut off by a woman's voice, and when I turned my head, Ariel and the Master were standing side by side.
It seems they met on the way and that's why they were a bit late.

"You're here."
"I see what's happening. Ei, did Uriel say something to you again? I'll apologize on her behalf."
"What?"
"...I pay my respects to Prince Clemen and Princess Uriel."

Meanwhile, the Master calmly paid his respects.
If there was ever a chaotic scene, this would be it.

Ch.76 - The Master Wants To Protect The Child (4)
"Oh, Aris Young Lord. It's been a while."
"We saw each other at the Imperial Castle before I returned to the Academy."
"Well, that was then and this is now."

What's going on?
Why is he making such a displeased expression?

"It's a shame. I'd like to catch up since it's been a while, but I can't today."
"What's the shame? It hasn't even been a month yet."
"Well, there's no one around who can drink as well as you."
"As I've told you repeatedly, drinking until your nose goes crooked is not a good habit, Your Highness."

What's this?
He doesn't have drinking buddies?
But looking at how he speaks to a prince who outranks him, those two must be...

"Haha, I understand. When would be good for you then?"
"I'll see you after I finish my business during my next visit to the Imperial Palace."
"Oh, you're the only one I can count on. I'll see you then."

After the three royal siblings left through the Academy's main gate, my master quietly sighed, "Phew."
I wonder if they have something like a hangover cure tree here too.

"Is that person a heavy drinker?"
"There's a saying in the royal family: if you're going to drink with Prince Clemen, sit down as if you're preparing for battle."
"Hmm, is that true?"
"Of course, Ei, you don't need to worry. You won't have to share a drink with him."

I might not have to worry, but you do, Master.
I can't help but sigh seeing my master act like it doesn't concern him at all.
But that feeling didn't last long.

"Let's go now."

I followed my master out of the Academy and changed direction.
He seemed determined to just take me home, walking silently toward Meina's mansion.
I thought he'd want to spend more time with me after discovering my identity.

"Master."
"What is it?"
"This is the first time we've gone out together since you returned to the Academy, isn't it?"
"Is that so? I hadn't thought about it."

Could it be that he's lost interest in me after doing it just once?
That can't be right.

"You're right. Come to think of it, we haven't spent much time together since entering the Academy."
"Since you sleep in the dormitory, we barely have time together. How about having dinner together for a change?"
"Hmm..."
"I guess you're too busy for even that."

Seeing my master's contemplative expression, I carefully took his hand.
When he paused, I asked innocently, "What's wrong?"
Looking at his face, I saw him let out a small sigh.

"Is there something you'd like to eat?"

I hadn't actually thought that far.
I just wanted to spend more time with him today since I'd be stuck at home all day tomorrow.

"I haven't thought about that..."
"Well, I'm not very familiar with what's available in the Capital, so that's difficult."
"Then let's eat something delicious like what we had in the North."
"I don't really—"
"You must know better than I do."

Actually, I don't care about the menu.
I just want to spend time with my master.

"Sigh. I suppose I have no choice."
"Hehe."
"Follow me closely. You don't know the Capital well, Ei."

After sighing in defeat, my master turned around.
He started walking in a different direction from the way home, toward the path I'd taken when running errands for Meina to buy desserts.
I smiled as I followed my master who had given in to me, and before long, we reached the busiest street in the Capital.

*I wonder where we're going.*

We arrived at what was clearly an expensive restaurant.
Huh?
This wasn't what I had in mind.

"Master, is this the right place?"
"Yes, let's go in."
"It looks too expensive..."
"You rarely ask for anything, and now that you finally want something, shouldn't we go to the best place?"

Wow.
I won't be able to casually suggest meals next time.
If we come to places like this every time I ask to eat together, it would be too burdensome.

"I'm fine with somewhere else—"
"Are you going to disobey my order? Come in."
"......"

In the end, I was the one who gave in.
But it seemed my master hadn't chosen this place just because it was expensive.
Judging by how each table was in a separate room, he probably wanted privacy away from others' attention.

"Besides, this place isn't that expensive, so don't worry."

We entered a room almost completely isolated from the outside.
Finding myself alone with my master without worrying about outside gazes reminded me of our time at the castle, making me smile.

"Come here."

Following my master's words, I went to his side, and he wrapped his arm around my shoulder.
At the same time, his other hand moved to my chest, slipping inside my clothes to grasp my intimate flesh.

"Uh, Master?"
"What's wrong?"
"I... I didn't say anything about touching my chest..."
"You seemed to want this, so I deliberately brought you here."

His thumb flicked across the tip of my breast.
But he didn't stop there, undoing my buttons one by one.
My lingerie came down, revealing my slightly swollen chest to my master in a restaurant where anyone could see if they opened the door.

"Th-there's no way I wanted that."
"No? Hmm. You kept talking about yesterday, so I thought this was what you wanted. That's a shame."

After briefly cupping my breast and playing with the tip, he removed his hand.

Master...
You're surprisingly petty.
Realizing this new fact about him, I fixed my clothes while his hand was away.

"Sir, may I serve the appetizer?"
"Come in."

Fortunately, I didn't have to worry about the waiter seeing my chest.
If my master had ordered me to stay undressed, I would have had to obey due to our contract.
I've heard there are perverts who enjoy showing off their slaves' bodies to others.

"How would you like to order..."
"I'll have my usual course."
"Understood."
"However, today, don't bring each course separately. Bring everything at once. I don't know when we'll need to leave."
"As you wish."

So he's a regular here.
Come to think of it, my master dislikes being watched by others, so he probably frequents places like this.

"The prince isn't with you today."
"Yes, that's how it turned out. Bring the same food for this person as mine."
"Understood. Please wait a moment, and we'll prepare it shortly."

After the formal waiter left, my master reached for the bread served as an appetizer.
I couldn't help but smile at the subtle sweetness of the bread with a thin layer of jam spread inside—something I could only eat in the North.
This is exactly what I wanted.
At Meina's mansion, I always get disapproving looks when eating such sweet foods, saying I need to watch my figure.

"Hmm? What's wrong, Ei?"
"What?"
"No, you seem so happy about something you eat every day."

My master tilted his head in confusion.
I suppose it might seem strange that I'm so excited about jam-spread bread when I used to have jam with tea every morning with him.

"These days, my breakfast is just some greens and a single sausage..."
"I see."
"I've decided. I won't let anyone interfere with what I eat anymore."

At that moment, my master split what was in front of him in half and placed one piece on my plate.
Though I was confused at first, I smiled at his thoughtful gesture and gratefully ate the bread he gave me.

"Is this why my master likes sweet things?"
"Well, I don't know. The Aris family values martial arts, so we don't gain weight easily even if we eat a lot..."
"But as for me..."

Hearing my master's concerned voice, I thought about how much my body had improved and was about to drink the small cup of stew when I stopped.
Thinking again, I realized I was actually someone who gained weight easily.

"Ei, why..."
"I just realized why Meina tried to restrict my meals."

My voice was weak.

*

*Sigh, it's still cold here.*

Meina muttered quietly as she tightened her cloak.
She was currently climbing a mountain range in the remote northern frontier, alone, to meet the man who would be guarding Ei for the time being.
While the Capital would soon be in full spring bloom, this place remained desolate.

*I wonder if he's doing well.*

Surely he hasn't died in the meantime.
In such a remote mountain area, news of any incident takes a long time to reach the outside world.
For instance...

"So you're still alive after all."
"......"
"Jade. It's been a while."

Like this man who had been following me for some time now.

"It's quite something for you to come all the way here."
"And you've been following me from the bottom of the mountain like I'm some woman you haven't seen in ages?"
"I just didn't like an uninvited guest in my territory."

The person she came to meet today, Jade.
Once called a hero, but now a forgotten man.

"What's with the beard and hair? You should at least try to look human."
"......"
"My, your reaction is so bland after not seeing me for so long."

Watching him walk ahead toward his house without a word, Meina quickened her pace.
At least he's not chasing me away, so he must still have some goodwill toward me.

"Hmm?"
"Whatever your business is, I'll offer dinner and a place to sleep for tonight. But that's it."
"Oh, is that so?"

Of course, his goodwill only extends that far.
This is why distrust of humans is so frightening.
A man once called a hero has become so cold that he won't even listen to a former comrade's request.

"It feels like I'm being turned away at the door."
"...If you understand, please follow quietly."
"If you grant my request, tonight could be enjoyable."

Ah, no fun.
Seeing no reaction whatsoever to what she just said, Meina lightly scolded him, "Geez. When a woman says something like that, you should at least react somehow."
But that was as far as it went.

Soon, a wooden house with patches of repairs came into view in the distance.
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"This house really hasn't changed at all."

Meina complained as she entered. The house was shabby compared to the mansion where she stayed in the capital. She placed an expensive bottle of liquor on the table in the center of the small house, which was so tiny that there wasn't even a partition between the kitchen, living room, and bedroom.

"Want a drink?"
"Still drowning yourself in alcohol, I see."
"No? I've actually quit recently."

Meina made herself at home, taking a glass from the cupboard and sitting at the table. She opened the bottle and poured herself a drink.

"I brought this for you since we haven't seen each other in a while. It must be hard to get stuff like this living here."
"Doesn't matter. When have you ever seen me drink?"
"Come on. You're old enough now. Friends have a drink when they meet up."
"...There's no food to go with it."

Meina smiled as Jade tried to escape. She savored the sweet yet intense flavor of the purplish-red liquid.

"Mmm, sweet."

She let out a sound of appreciation. Jade gave a small snort at her behavior, then grabbed a glass for himself and poured some of Meina's liquor.

"What's this? You acted like you weren't going to drink."
"Like you said, having a drink with an old friend isn't so bad."
"What about snacks?"
"There's jerky in that cabinet if you want something."

"Tch, how stingy," Meina muttered, using summoning magic to bring the jerky to her. This liquor was normally paired with steak, but...

"Hey, what did you season this with?"
"Salt and pepper."
"Seems like there's something else too."

Whatever the seasoning was, the combination wasn't bad. Jade looked at her with disdain as she made her assessment, then took some jerky for himself and continued.

"So, what brings you all the way out to this mountain?"
"What else? I wouldn't come all the way out here except to see you."
"You're not the type to visit me without a reason."
"What, can't I just come see you?"

Meina leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table and looking at Jade. The position slightly emphasized her chest as she smiled mischievously.

"I came to keep my lonely friend company."
"I'd rather go down to the city to have fun than hang out with you."
"What are you saying? You left everything behind in the secular world—what money do you have?"

She teased him, slightly offended as a woman by his comment, and raised her glass.

"So, you're curious about why I'm here, right?"

He still didn't know. That she had taken on a new disciple, and that disciple carried Veldear blood.

"......"
"Alright, alright."

Time to stop joking around. Her friend seemed increasingly uncomfortable, clearly wanting to send her on her way.

"I want you to escort someone."

When she finally stated her real purpose for coming, confusion appeared in her friend's eyes.

"Escort?"
"Yes."
"Someone in your position must have plenty of people at your disposal."
"This is something I can't entrust to those people."

Someone who could be fully trusted with a child she considered her own, someone who wouldn't ask questions and would keep their word. Meina didn't have many such people. She couldn't even entrust this to Leila or Leo, let alone the knights of her family.

"And I'm not sure if their skills are up to what I need."
"......"
"Then I've wasted my time. I've been away from the battlefield for too long. Whatever ability you need, I lost it long ago."

Is that so?
But would you really be able to stay uninvolved after hearing this?

Meina smiled. Once he heard everything, Jade would never be able to refuse this job.

"We'll see."

She felt a little guilty about exploiting his painful past. Jade was once called a hero, but behind that were unpleasant connections with the Veldears. But how calculating people can be.

"Do you know what I'm asking you to do?"
"......"
"And to my eyes, you still maintain your qualities as a warrior."
"Your instincts have dulled, Meina Aris."

The thought of protecting her disciple removed any hesitation about using his past.

"It's my disciple."
"What?"
"The person I want you to protect is my disciple."

Veldear. The family that the Empire had decided should disappear from the world.

"A disciple..."
"And a child who carries Veldear blood."

CRASH!
Suddenly, something broke in the house. In an instant, Jade had grabbed Meina by the collar and pushed her against the wall.

"That hurts."
"What kind of trick is this?"
"What do you mean?"
"Wasn't it your mission to wipe out the Veldears? And now what? Your disciple carries Veldear blood?"

After saying it hurt, Meina simply nodded at Jade's words.

"If you came here to joke with me, you should know this is a bad time."
"Is it?"
"You'd better explain how you could accept a Veldear as your disciple."
"That's simple. The child only inherited Veldear blood, but is essentially not a Veldear."

Jade's brow furrowed. But feeling his grip on her collar loosen, Meina removed his hand and stood up.

"I don't know how to interpret what you just said."
"Well, as you said, if they were truly a Veldear, I wouldn't have taken them as my disciple."

After fixing her disheveled clothes, she sighed softly, then righted the overturned table and reached toward where the bottle had broken. A breeze gathered the broken glass shards onto the cloth she had spread out. Jade watched quietly as Meina collected the pieces, then took the cloth with the broken bottle and glass outside before returning.

"Good thing I brought another bottle."
"......"
"Anyway, you'll understand what I mean when you see the child. They only have Veldear blood, but otherwise have nothing to do with that family."

She poured more liquor into a fresh glass and downed it in one go, thinking of Ei. What might she be doing now? She must be bored, having to stay cooped up at home tomorrow too.

"Here."

She poured liquor into Jade's glass as well and proposed a toast. After clinking glasses with him, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and gazed at him with deep eyes—her old friend who was also a man.

"So, will you do it or not?"
"I'll think about it."
"Wait, weren't you automatically going to take the escort job?"
"Then what were you asking about?"

Seriously, some people can't take a hint.

"What else? You might not know, but I've been feeling a bit lonely lately because of someone."
"I have no desire to become your plaything."
"Then just lie down on that bed over there. I'll take care of the rest."
"You used to be so modest. You've changed a lot."
"I told you. I may look the same as when I was young on the outside, but I've aged just like you."

If her husband and child were still alive, it might be different. Meina, who had been a widow for over ten years, licked her lips as she looked at Jade. Memories they had both tried to forget were surfacing—one from the grief of losing a friend, the other from the guilt of losing a lover.

"But let's cut your hair and beard. Is there somewhere nearby to wash up?"

*

"Ahh, it's been so long since I've eaten this well."

After eating to satisfaction, I sank into the chair, and the owner smiled.

"It seems you don't eat as well at Your Excellency's mansion."
"They give me more if I ask, but they only give a tiny bit extra."
"But that's on Your Excellency's orders, isn't it?"

I got up from my seat. Following the owner who had left his name and signature on the receipt and payment confirmation, I exited the castle.

"So I just eat what I'm given."

It was already getting dark. If we delayed a little longer, it would be completely dark. It was really time to head home.

"But since you ate a lot for dinner tonight, you should train by yourself at home tomorrow."
"That's true, but..."
"What's wrong?"
"...Nothing."

Knowing I'll be home all day tomorrow, is he really not planning to visit even once?

"By the way, Master."
"Yes?"
"Are you perhaps considering staying at the Master's mansion?"
"Hmm."

He must have thought about it. Meina's mansion would be much more comfortable than the dormitory.

"The dormitory is most suitable for continuing my studies at the academy."

But as expected of someone from an efficiency-focused family. The comfort of staying at the Master's mansion apparently doesn't match the efficiency he gains from staying at the academy dormitory.

"I see."
"Actually, it's probably more inconvenient for you, Ei."
"Why?"
"It takes about 30 minutes to walk from here to the academy."

Ah, that?

"Well, an hour a day is just a light walk."

I see.
The master seemed satisfied with that answer and quietly continued walking. But he held my hand as if to prevent me from going anywhere.

"Oh."
"What is it?"
"I think this is the first time you've held my hand while walking."

All the way home. Seeing the butler who had been notified in advance waiting at the door, I gently pulled my hand from the master's.

"You won't be coming tomorrow, right?"
"Hmm, I'm not sure."
"I understand."

I smiled at the master. He must be very busy keeping up with what he learned in the middle school division. What he learned before returning to the high school division wasn't from the academy, but what he needed to learn to become the head of the Aris family.

"Take care on your way back."
"I'll see you tomorrow if I can."
"Yes."

I was about to turn around to enter the house after watching the master turn away. But...

"Ei, wait a moment."
"Yes?"
"I still have something to discuss with you. May I come in?"

It seemed there was still something he wanted to talk about that we couldn't finish during dinner.

"About you..."
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"Here it is."

If there was a story about me that could make my master change his course, there would surely be only one.

"Is this your room?"
"...Embarrassingly, yes."
"His Excellency seems to care about you a great deal."

This was a conversation that others shouldn't hear.
That's why I had to bring him to my room rather than the reception room or guest room.

"......"

After bringing him to my room, my master didn't seem to have any particular thoughts about it.
Perhaps he's seen many better rooms than this-

"I never thought there'd be a room as nice as Ariel's."

Hearing those words from my master, I felt a strong urge to hide in a mouse hole.
But this was a massive mansion prepared for Lady Meina Aris to use during her stay in the capital.
Mismanagement that would allow mouse holes to form would not be tolerated here.

"Ugh......"
"You should be proud. Anyone would want to show off a room this nice."

I let my tied hair down and sat on the sofa across from where my master was seated.
Back at the castle, a small bed was all I had to myself.

"Hmm, when we return to the castle, I'll prepare a separate room for you-"
"I'll still sleep in that bed."
"......"

Perhaps my master feels sorry for not having paid attention to this matter.
But I don't care what happens to my room.

I was simply someone who just needed a comfortable place to lie down.
And that hasn't changed.

"I've always been someone who considers wherever I lie down to be my bed."
"Then think of it this way: it's to satisfy my personal pleasure."
"Sigh, if you put it that way......"

Either way, it seems certain that I'll be getting my own room.
I sighed softly, and when my master asked, "Why, don't you like it?" I nodded, but what could I do if he was going to force it on me?

"But why did you come all the way here to talk?"

Anyway, let's stop playing around.
When I asked my master why he had turned back from his path to the academy, he finally made an expression as if remembering what he wanted to discuss.
Had he really forgotten in that short time?

"I almost forgot. There's something I've been debating whether to tell you or not."
"Is it important?"
"Well, it might not be important to me, but it would be to you."

What on earth is he trying to say?
At my puzzled look, my master still seemed to be weighing whether he should tell me this story.
He crossed his arms and looked down slightly, appearing to be in deep thought.

"Ei."
"Yes."
"I asked if you've ever told His Excellency about your identity."
"No."

So it's about Veldear after all.
I wonder what he's trying to say by bringing this up again.

"So, you haven't told His Excellency either."
"No. But why...?"
"Well, the reason I was hesitant to tell you is because it's related to His Excellency."

But the fact that he came all this way must mean he intended to tell me this story.
Otherwise, why would someone from the Aris family, who values efficiency, make a wasted trip?
Especially coming all the way to this house to talk in secret like this.

"Did Master figure out my identity?"
"...As expected, Ei, you're quick-witted."
"You know I wouldn't have survived if I weren't."

As I thought, there could only be one reason.

"Do I need to run away again?"

The magic to break the slave contract is already prepared.
After all, I deliberately avoided magic, but that doesn't mean I have no talent for it.

"No."
"Then should I go to Master now......"
"That's not necessary either."

My master, seemingly having anticipated my reaction, sighed softly and then gestured for me to come closer.
Following his gesture, I moved closer and sat down, and his hand came to rest on my head.

"What am I to do with your pessimistic attitude?"
"Why?"
"His Excellency knew everything from the beginning when he accepted you as his disciple."

What?
So I wasn't undetected from the start, but exposed from the beginning?

For a moment, I doubted my ears.
After fleeing before my parents' deaths, I had lived without being caught by anyone.
Following my mother's teachings, I hadn't been detected even by renowned mages.

"He knew from the beginning?"
"Thinking about it, it would be strange if His Excellency didn't know. He lived closest to Veldear, after all."
"But Master......"
"If I didn't know, it means you hid your identity very well. The reason I found out was because you called me by my old name in a place only you and I could know."
"That's true, but still..."

At the same time, a deep question arose in my mind.
If that's the case, why did Meina accept me as her disciple?

"It's strange. If she accepted me as her disciple instead of killing me, she must have known it would cause her tremendous harm."
"Yes, that's true."
"Moreover, my Master is from the Aris family. Although she acts according to her interests, the disadvantages of taking me as a disciple seem far greater. What if I......"

What would she do if I had other intentions?
There's one thing I learned while studying magic.
If magical ability is determined by talent, then I far exceed the category of ordinary humans.
With enough effort, perhaps someday even Meina, who now seems like an insurmountable wall, could be...

"Well. You'd have to ask her yourself."

My master seemed unsure of why Meina had accepted me as her disciple, as he nodded at my question.
I suppose I'll have to ask Meina directly when I see her tomorrow.

"She said an escort would come for me tomorrow."
"An escort?"
"Yes. She said she'd assign me a secret escort for some matter related to her. I wonder if it has anything to do with Veldear-"

At that moment, a thought crossed my mind.
That other Veldear who kissed me without permission, the man disguised with silver hair.

"Master."
"Sigh. Ei, you're too quick-witted."
"No, that's not it."

If they're bringing an escort to catch that guy, and my master is telling me this...
If Meina has revealed something she would normally keep hidden...

But how?
It's good if they catch him because I said he's a Veldear.
However, I can't properly answer how I knew, and I can't prove he's a Veldear without revealing that I'm one myself.

"Both His Excellency and I know who that man is."
"......"
"We could catch him by selling you out, Ei. But then we would lose you too."

My master's hand pulled me into his embrace.
I could feel that the two of them had discussed this to protect me while capturing that Veldear.

"If that's the case, His Excellency and I would rather give up on catching that Veldear."
"......"
"You don't need to worry about what the Imperial Family might say. Enrolling as a student at the academy means you're confident you won't be discovered, and the Veldear name has faded somewhat."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, so there's no need to worry. I'd like to see you smile."

I could feel his hand stroking the back of my head as he held me.
I'm worried about causing problems between my master and my teacher, but how can he be so calm?

"Alright."

But if he speaks like that, worrying further would only make my master uncomfortable.

"Good. That's all I needed to hear."

Has my master finally finished what he really wanted to say?
I quickly grabbed the sleeve of my master, who was about to return to the academy at this hour.

"Master."
"Hmm?"
"Are you leaving?"
"Now that I've said what I needed to say, shouldn't I go?"
"Don't go. It's late, so stay here tonight."

My master laughed as he looked at the pitch-black sky through the open window.
No matter how strong my master is, the night here isn't as safe as Aris.
Aris is a fortress that could face battle at any time, so even the interior is heavily guarded, but the capital is too vast to be thoroughly patrolled.

"What?"
"You got me."
"What do you mean? You're the one who came here first saying you had something to talk about."

I briefly consider what playful remark I could make to lighten the mood.
Ah, yes.
I'll tease him with the words he most wants to hear.

"It's been a while since we've been together this late. Are you really going to leave?"
"Ei, you......"
"My young friend Theo. Are you really going to leave me, Serin Veldear, whom you admired in your childhood, all alone and bored?"

I get up from my seat.
I pick out one of the nightgowns from the closet to wash up, and before leaving the room, I casually say to my master:

"If you tell the butler, he'll prepare everything for you to wash up."

After saying that, I put my index finger to my lips in a shushing gesture.
I meant it innocently, but I wonder how my master will react.

"See you later."

I waved and left the room.
Sheryl, who was standing nearby, hurriedly ran over.

"Young Lady."
"Please prepare a bath for Young Master Theo."
"What? Is he staying overnight?"
"Mmm, it's too late..."

What, why?
We're not going to do anything naughty tonight.
I sighed softly as I looked at Sheryl's mischievous smile.
Should I just let her prepare a separate guest room?

"Shall I prepare a separate room as well?"
"......"
"Hehe, I understand. Let's get you washed up, Young Lady."

It's not like that, why does she keep thinking that way?
Of course, I wouldn't refuse if my master touched me, but he won't do that tonight.

"Pervert."
"What? Young Lady?"

I muttered the insult softly to Sheryl.

Ch.79 - The Master Wants To Protect The Child (7)
"Ugh......"

Meina rose from her bed, feeling stiffness throughout her body.
Sensing an empty space beside her where someone should have been, she turned to look and found nothing there.

*Where did he go?*

"You certainly sleep late," Jade's voice interrupted her thoughts.

Apparently unconcerned about her complete lack of clothing, Meina stood up and stretched.

"I see you've forgotten all sense of modesty about your current state."
"Hmm, I'd rather you not get aroused over me first thing in the morning."
"Unless you throw yourself at me first, that won't happen, so why don't you just get up?"

After stretching and yawning, Meina casually said, "Ah, it's cold," and waved her hand around. Immediately, mana spread throughout the room, enveloping the slightly chilled house in warmth. She then drew the dispersed mana back to cleanse the traces of the night from her body.

"Turn on the heat. Ugh, it's freezing..."
"Why don't you just put on some clothes?"
"I thought I'd wait a bit since you might enjoy the view. Yaaawn~"

*Using mana to clean myself still feels unsatisfying.*

After quietly expressing her dissatisfaction, Meina yawned again and then put on the clothes draped over the chair.
*Acting so nonchalant after devouring me like a beast last night.*

"So I take it you enjoyed last night? You're positively glowing."
"Shut up and let's eat."
"Oh, you actually made an effort."

By aristocratic standards, the meal was terribly inadequate, but Meina looked satisfied seeing bread, stew, and meat laid out on the table. Of course, if such a meal with no vegetables or dessert had been served to her at home, she would have immediately gone down to flip the kitchen upside down. But this was a remote mountain valley, after all.

"I still think you're incredibly fearless."
"About what?"
"Coming alone to such a remote mountain valley without any guards—I don't know where you get such confidence."
"Well, that's only possible because it's me."
"And because the person you came to see is me."

It certainly was a fearless act. The man before her was someone even she would struggle to defeat in terms of pure combat ability.

"What? Are you actually worried about me?"
"I'm merely stating facts."
"Hehe, you must have been lonely. How cute."
"Keep talking nonsense and I'll take away your meal."

*I might not even get to eat at this rate.*

Receiving her friend's cold gaze, Meina flashed a smile and quickly began eating. Though the menu was unimpressive, the food tasted just like it used to.

*Not bad.*

As she ate while looking at Jade, who had cut his hair and beard, Meina briefly considered retiring here someday. But after finishing her meal and noticing the messy surroundings, she quickly abandoned the thought.

*There's no way someone of noble birth like me could adapt to a place like this.*

Thinking that people should just live as they always have, she dragged Jade outside.

"So, where are we going?"
"Let's head to my castle first. I've done some basic preparations, but it's not enough yet."
"...Alright."

To present him to Ei, she needed to make this man look more presentable than he currently did.
*But there's no one in the Aris family who's good with appearances, so I'm not sure who to ask for help.*
While pondering this small concern she hadn't shared with Jade, Meina cast a spatial movement spell.

*

"Ei, are you really not coming today?"
"No. My Master told me to stay home today."
"I see."

My Master looked back several times, seemingly disappointed that I wouldn't be joining him. It was somehow endearing.
But no matter how many times he looked back, trying to weaken my resolve, I couldn't disobey Meina's instruction to stay home.

"Take care on your way."
"I will. See you later."

After seeing my Master off, I let out a small sigh.
This mansion is spacious, but everyone here is beneath me in status.
At Aris Castle, everyone was above me, and my Master was always with me, so I never had a chance to feel lonely. But now, for some reason, I felt alone.

*Just because I'm at Master's home doesn't mean I can't do my duties.*

I entered the library, which wasn't as good as Master's research room at Aris Castle but had better books than the academy library. The familiar smell greeted me—the scent of preservation agents installed to protect the books, gently permeating the entire study.

One book a day.
I'm still carrying out the very first task she assigned me.
Today too, I pulled out a book and, instead of sitting at the empty desk in the center of the study, returned to my room and sat on the sofa. I was planning to follow Meina's prescribed method for magic training when—

"Miss! Miss! Are you in there?"

Hearing Sheryl's voice from outside, I slightly opened the door to find her calling for me with an excited expression.

"What is it?"
"The Master has returned!"
"Master? Ah."

My Master had returned.
Even though it had only been a day since I'd seen her, I was quite dependent on her and had things I wanted to ask, so I closed the book I was about to open and rushed out.

"My, what's this? Why is my disciple so happy to see me?"
"Does a disciple need a reason to welcome her Master?"
"Well, you don't usually express your emotions so openly, Ei."

My Master seemed pleased by my welcome; despite her words, there was a smile on her lips.
But she wasn't alone in our mansion.

"Who is this...?"
"Ah, don't worry about him. He'll quietly disappear from your side once his job is done."
"Still, I should at least greet him..."

Behind her stood a man who emanated a somewhat frightening aura.
He was clearly someone who had come to protect me, but why did he look at me with such a sharp gaze?

"I'm beginning."

But perhaps he didn't want to receive my greeting.
With a whoosh, a black energy enveloped him, and he instantly vanished from my sight.
Startled, I froze, and then heard Meina say, "Haah, really."

"It's okay. You really don't need to worry about him."
"But, he's a bit scary..."
"He may look that way, but he's someone who does his job properly, so there's nothing to worry about."

That's not it—he's so scary that I feel like I might be killed if the guard doesn't like me.
A technique to conceal oneself with black smoke?
Even I, who has seen many things while wandering this world, have never seen such a technique.

"Well then, let's go in!"
"Eh? Aren't you going to work today?"
"Hmm? Oh. I'm on vacation today, just like you."

As Meina pushed me inside with her hand on my back, I kept looking behind me, feeling like that man might still be there.
But the man was still nowhere to be seen.
Completely unaware that he was sitting on the mansion's roof watching us, I entered the mansion led by Meina.

"Ah, let's wash up. I feel gross after not being able to properly bathe all day."
"Ahaha, then have a good time. I'll just—"
"Stop right there."

And so, grabbed by the scruff of my neck, I was dragged to the mansion's spacious bathroom, alone with Meina.

"Ei, what's wrong?"
"N-nothing."
"My goodness, why are you being shy? We're both women."

The embarrassment I felt because Meina had entered without even wrapping a towel around herself was entirely my burden.

"Our Ei is such a shy one~"
"Ugh..."
"Well then, would you like to wash up and get in first? I think I'll take a bit longer."
"Alright."

Well, when did a slave ever have a choice?
After quickly washing myself and getting in to wait, Meina soon entered the bath, came up behind me, and roughly embraced me.
A short scream escaped me.
But Meina didn't stop at just startling me—she began touching and kneading various parts of my body.

"Hmm, our Theo has certainly been taking good care of you."
"I-it tickles."
"Hehe, so what? I'm not the one being tickled, am I?"

Seeing how much she was enjoying herself, perhaps I should play along a little.

"This was a dream of mine. Bathing together with a grown daughter."
"Really?"
"Yes. It's something I couldn't do with my first disciple who was male, or with my son when he was still young."

When she's enjoying herself so much like this.
Why did she accept me as her disciple?
I could ask her soon why she made such a choice when she knew everything about me.

"And my son is all grown up now, so it would be awkward."
"Were you married?"
"Of course. No family would leave alone the only mage of Aris who even defeated professors at the academy."
"I thought since you were a Marquis, you didn't have a family."
"Well, my title of Marquis is more of an honorary position I received for my expertise. Though, due to my choices, my territory consists only of this small mansion."

Small mansion, she says, when the mansion is quite large...

"I married the eldest son of a Count family, I believe? A merchant family that handled part of the western logistics and had considerable wealth."
"Is that so?"
"Well, it's all in the past now."

By "in the past," she probably means she lost her entire family due to some incident.
That likely includes her son as well.

Actually, that made me even more curious.
If I was somewhat replacing the son she lost to tragedy, I was clearly too dangerous a choice—so why did she choose me?

"If he were alive, he'd probably be slightly younger than you, or about the same age."
"I see."
"So, Ei."

Meina's hand brushed through my wet hair.

"Do you have something you want to tell me?"
"Pardon?"
"Or perhaps something you want to ask me."

Could it be that Meina noticed I had something I wanted to ask?
At that thought, my heart suddenly began to race.
So there was a reason she dragged me into the bathroom despite knowing I would be embarrassed.

"Well..."
"You can speak freely. It's just the two of us here."

Looking around, I noticed that a barrier had been placed around us.

"I..."
"Yes?"
"Why me? As you know, I'm a Veldear."

One who should be killed immediately upon discovery.
But Meina seemed to have been waiting for my question, as she smiled as soon as she heard my words.
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"Why? Were you curious about that?"
"Yes."
"I see Theo told you everything. Well, I did tell him to do that."

Meina's hand reaches out to me.
I feel her touch as she gently strokes my head.

"It's quite simple. Your existence outweighed the duty I had to the Empire and my family."
"What?"
"My desire to take you as my disciple was stronger than any obligation to kill you. That's all there is to it."

No way, how could she...
The backlash if she were discovered would be tremendous.
Especially for someone like her with so much at stake.

"Yes. Ei, I didn't plan to take you as my disciple from the beginning, as you might think."

I knew it.
Even for someone like her, accepting a Veldear descendant would have been an enormous risk.
So then...

What could possibly have changed the mind of an Archmage of her caliber?

"But thinking about it now, why I accepted you as my disciple doesn't seem very important."
"Pardon?"
"I'll leave you to figure out why I took you as my disciple. It doesn't seem like an important story anyway. Rather than that..."

I can almost picture Meina smiling behind my head.

"Wouldn't it be better to focus your energy on finding a way to catch that guy who could expose your identity?"

Perhaps she doesn't want to talk about this subject.
That topic is certainly important.
But why Meina accepted me as her disciple is also important to me...

*I guess if she doesn't want to talk about it, there's nothing I can do.*

How long had we been sitting there?
Just as my body was starting to feel stiff, Meina asked, "Shall we get up now, Ei?"

"Yes, let's."

As I stood up, I noticed a rather long scar on Meina's abdomen, as if something had deeply pierced her there.
It was a scar I hadn't seen before, even when she wore revealing clothes, so I flinched momentarily.

"Ei, what's wrong?"
"Oh, nothing."
"Let's hurry out. The others might get strange ideas again."

I chuckled at her words.
Strange ideas?
Everyone in the world knows we're master and disciple.

"I don't think anyone would think that."

As I said this, following behind Meina as she stood up, I couldn't help but notice her figure, which was incomparable to mine.
Unlike my body, which might be considered pretty but lacking, her body naturally drew my gaze.
Comparing myself to Meina's body, I felt a twinge of jealousy at my thin, flat frame.

*...Is she really older than me?*

Ariel also has a much better body than mine.
Thinking about it, I began to question my Master's preferences.

"Um, Master."
"Yes?"
"I just had a thought—I think my Master might be a pervert."
"Why? Isn't it normal for a man to buy a woman for such purposes if he sets his mind to it?"
"That's not what I meant..."

Meina didn't seem to understand what I was getting at.

"Never mind."
"What? That's disappointing."

Fortunately, she didn't press me to explain what I was going to say.

*

Meanwhile, at the training ground of the Department of Swordsmanship, an interesting spectacle was drawing the students' attention.
Theo Aris, famous for training alone because everyone avoided dueling him due to the Aris name, had challenged a new student to a duel.

"Are you serious?"
"You're the one who first said you wanted to duel me."
"Did I?"
"You seem to be the type who speaks without thinking."

Theo was harboring anger inside.
Aside from someone touching what belonged to him,
the fact that someone had freely messed with Ei was enough to plant anger in a corner of Theo's heart.

That was why he was now challenging Zeon Erhent to a duel.
He wanted to make sure Zeon would never lay hands on Ei again.

But simply winning a duel wouldn't resolve the matter.
At least in this duel, with words that could only be spoken to an opponent who crossed swords with him...

"For the heir of Aris to challenge a mere freshman like me..."
"You must know. Once you've become a member of the Department of Swordsmanship, you cannot refuse a duel conducted under a professor's supervision unless the professor decides to stop it."

Theo maintained his stance with his sword while glaring at Zeon.

"It would be best not to think about escaping."

Professor Heive was thoroughly enjoying the whole situation.
It was a good opportunity to check the skills of Theo, whom he had somewhat accepted as his disciple, and to see the true face of the newcomer.

"Ahem. I'll be watching, so you two have at it~."

With those words essentially approving their duel, Zeon felt he couldn't escape.
He wasn't ready to fight yet, but here was a duel challenge already.
While it wasn't an unexpected situation, the timing was much earlier than anticipated, and Zeon briefly pondered what to do.

*Hmm, I knew I'd have to fight you someday, but not now.*

There was only one reason he had chosen the Department of Swordsmanship.
To naturally approach a member of the Aris family after entering the academy.
He just wanted to avoid that person being Meina Aris if possible.

Meina Aris had personally defeated Veldear in the past.
No matter how long she had been away from the frontlines, her past experiences wouldn't have disappeared.

"Come on, everyone. Shall we all enjoy watching these two duel today?"

That's why he had deliberately come to the Department of Swordsmanship after hearing that the young heir of that family was returning to the academy.
He never expected such an absurd regulation.

*Well, I did suspect something like this when I heard dueling was their main teaching method.*

But this coming so quickly was unexpected and disconcerting.

"Are you sure about this? If you lose to me, the aftermath might be difficult to handle."
"......"

Though he deliberately tried to provoke Theo with an expressionless face, Theo didn't take the bait and just stared at Zeon.

What's with the long face?
In the end, it's the sword that proves one's worth.
Hearing the message flowing from Theo's expressionless face, Zeon reluctantly drew his practice sword.

*Mana Reinforcement-*

Zeon Erhent.
In truth, hiding his identity, he wasn't particularly skilled in swordsmanship.
He had merely become accustomed to the sword by imitating the imperial swordsmanship he knew, with overwhelming physical specs through body enhancement.

Therefore, he knew well.
That with pure swordsmanship alone, he could never defeat Theo Aris.

"My specialty is quick swordsmanship."

But with physical specs enhanced by mana reinforcement, it was a different story.
Of course, using magic openly like this should be taboo for a Veldear.
The distinctive mana wavelength of Veldear would be direct evidence to Meina Aris that a Veldear was alive.
So Zeon had planned to take a pre-made potion before attending the lecture and dueling Theo, but...

"You talk too much."

Today, he had no choice.
He hadn't brought the potion because he thought the lecture would be theoretical, but Theo's sudden declaration had thrown off his plans.

*But since I'm a student now, today's use might be overlooked.*

Even if Meina Aris could read his mana wavelength, she couldn't easily act without immediate evidence of his identity.
Carefully enhancing his body as if he had taken the potion, Zeon turned his gaze to Professor Heive.

"I'm ready as well."
"Good. Both of you, take your positions!"

Theo Aris's strength was his ability to freely wield a two-handed sword with one hand, which most students found difficult to handle.
Even now, though the tip of the sword touched the ground, he was holding what could exaggeratedly be called a greatsword with just one hand.
The strong defense that couldn't be easily penetrated, and the destructive power from the size and weight characteristic of a two-handed sword, were certainly not to be underestimated.

"Now, begin!"

But Theo Aris's sword had a clear weakness.
As large as the sword was, it couldn't be as agile as someone like himself who could exploit the opponent's openings.

"You're slow."

After blocking Theo Aris's sword that had flown at him as he dove into his range, Zeon taunted him and stepped on the ground for his next attack.
At that moment, ice crystals scattered, momentarily slowing Theo's feet.

"I'm a bit disappointed."

Zeon tried to gain the upper hand with a blow that couldn't be ignored.
But unlike Theo, he wasn't a man who had lived solely by the sword.

"Zeon Erhent. There was something suspicious about your academy admission process."

When Zeon's sword tip hesitated for a moment at Theo's words, Theo's thick two-handed sword struck down where Zeon had just been.
Though Zeon avoided it with his superior speed, Theo's sword didn't end there.
When Zeon barely blocked Theo's sword after he had thrust its tip into the ground...

"How could someone like you, with just a recommendation letter from a mere acting count, enter here from such a distant foreign country?"

At his words, Zeon was slightly flustered inside as he dodged Theo's sword to the side and stepped back a bit.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

It didn't take long for him to regain his composure.
But nearly allowing an attack was quite a blow to Zeon.
No matter how much he amplified his physical abilities, it didn't increase his body's durability.

"Can you continue?"
"Of course."
"Your hand doesn't look fine to me."

Zeon's wrist, which had blocked Theo's sword, was already aching.
But considering future matters, he couldn't back down now.
Even if he couldn't defeat Theo, he needed to at least create the impression that he was the closest to matching him.

"Since when does an enemy swing their sword with consideration for my wrist condition?"
"...That's true."

Thinking that he must not allow a single attack from now on, Zeon raised his sword again and pointed it at Theo.
He made a mental note to investigate what Theo knew to say such things.
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The duel ended with Theo's victory.
It was a fight that couldn't be won from the beginning.
For Zeon, who fought with the advantage of speed resulting from physical doping—and in a situation where he couldn't use it visibly—gaining an upper hand against Theo was difficult.

*What a shame.*

Back in his dormitory room, Zeon Erhent recalled today's duel with Theo Aris.
To think he could utilize the destructive power from the difference in weapons so effectively.

*He didn't seem to use much mana either.*

But Zeon didn't dwell on it much.
If he had been properly prepared, he didn't think he would have lost.
Since he fought without proper preparation, it wasn't a proper duel by his standards.

*Today just wasn't the right time.*

However, Zeon didn't place much significance on this duel.
After all, this duel wasn't much of a loss.

Theo Aris was a powerful figure known beyond this academy, throughout the empire where Zeon currently resided.
If Theo had lost to him, that would have been a major upset.
In other words, Theo had challenged him to a duel with his honor at stake.

Of course, he hadn't expected the challenge to come so quickly.
The original plan was for him to challenge Theo to a duel.
Only by defeating him could he get closer to his plan of kidnapping Veldear, who was bound to Theo, and returning home.

Since the academy operated on strict meritocracy, the stronger you were, the more freedom you had.
The fact that Theo Aris could train alone every day and not be reprimanded for missing lectures was because of his exceptional skills.
Of course, if he defeated Theo, that freedom would come to him.

Only by gaining that free time could he take away the nameless Veldear.
The more time he had to prepare, the more time he would have to prepare to deceive the eyes of Theo Aris and Meina Aris.
Only then would the plan become more perfect.

*Foolish ones. They still keep that woman as a mere slave and simply as a disciple.*

Zeon inwardly mocked the two members of the Aris family.
To keep Veldear in such a manner.
If it were him, he would immediately teach her magic and raise her to be someone who could command the world.

*Well, it's possible because they don't know her identity.*

No one in the world would know yet.
That the nameless Veldear was a direct descendant of the former Family Head.
Zeon could tell as soon as he saw her.
Among the surviving descendants of Veldear, none possessed mana as deep and pure as hers.

Whether she was aware of it herself, he wasn't sure.

"What's the matter?"
"They seem to have noticed something strange about me."
"That was quick."
"It's not like we didn't expect this."

After secretly meeting with a member of his family and reporting what happened today, Zeon thought for a moment.
Whether he, a pure mage, could win against Theo Aris in a battle rather than a duel.

"However, Theo Aris's current skill level exceeded expectations."
"I see..."
"So I think I'll need a stronger drug."

The man facing Zeon widened his eyes at those words.
The drug currently being supplied already puts considerable strain on the body, and he's asking for something stronger?

"It's dangerous. The drug you're taking now already puts quite a strain on your body."
"I'll be fine. To defeat an Aris descendant known for his swordsmanship with a sword, this is something I naturally have to endure."
"Hmm."
"Just focus on the plan. I'm prepared to endure that much sacrifice for the revival of Veldear."

But faced with his firm attitude, the man could only nod.
It was impressive enough that he had gauged Theo's skill level through a sword duel rather than a magic battle.
He must be requesting this because he needs it.

"But don't overdo it. Even though you infiltrated this place at great risk because you're the right person for the job, you're still a valuable member of Veldear."
"I'll keep that in mind."
"Sigh. Then I'll deliver the drug you requested at our next meeting."

Zeon picked up his glass, seeing the shadow rising from the floor.
Looking at the empty space where the man had disappeared.

"For Veldear."

He downed a strong drink.
A drink that replenishes mana, neutralizing the burning sensation that comes when artificially charging mana quickly.

*

"Phew."

I wiped the stream of water from my forehead with the back of my hand.
It had been about three or four days since I revealed to Meina that I was a Veldear.
Now that I knew another Veldear was targeting me, I had just finished my own training and bathing, unsure of what might happen and when.

"You called for me?"

Before Sheryl could make a fuss about me going out with my hair not fully dried, I covered her mouth and arrived at Meina's study.
As I opened the door and entered, Meina's voice immediately greeted me.

"You're here, my daughter?"

Along with words that made me choke.

"Ahem, what?"
"Why? Did I say something wrong?"

Daughter?
When exactly did I get parents?
My parents as a Veldear have been dead for a long time.

"I'm sorry. I'll call you Master instead of your name, but daughter..."
"Hmm, that won't do. We've already shared the secret of our bloodline, so what else would you be if not my child?"
"No, that's—"
"If you're saying this because we're not connected by blood, this mother would be quite disappointed."
"That..."

No matter how much the teacher-student relationship is compared to a parent-child relationship, how could I call my teacher "mom"?
Unable to find words to counter Meina's sophistry, I sighed quietly enough that she couldn't hear, then approached her.

"Anyway, why did you call for me at this hour today?"
"Well, it's partly business, and I thought it was about time I taught you how to fight with magic."
"What? Fight with magic?"
"Oh? Why do you sound like you didn't know? Come on, you know very well that you can fight with magic too, don't you?"

Well, that's true, but I've never thought about fighting with the magic I learned from Meina.

"Our Miss Veldear comes from a prestigious magic family, but doesn't want to use magic?"
"Ah, Master, please..."
"Hehe, alright. I'll stop teasing you now. Anyway, given the current situation, Ei, you need to learn how to fight with magic."

Meina said this while floating a piece of ice above her hand.
Then she set up a book with mana.

"Well, the concept isn't that difficult. The means is just magic, but in the end, the goal of attacking and defeating an opponent remains unchanged."

Meina floated a sheet of paper in the air.
Simultaneously, with a swish, pieces of ice instantly cut through the paper.

"And fortunately for you, Ei, you have the best magic for winning fights."
"Do I know something like that among what I've learned?"
"Of course."

With a brief flash of light, Meina's voice came from behind me.

"Spatial magic?"
"That's right. Now you too, Ei, can move yourself freely within short distances. Right?"
"Yes."
"Then shouldn't we move on to the next step now?"

This time, Meina set up two books in succession.
Then she launched a water droplet floating in her hand.

"Huh?"

What she showed next was very surprising.
The water droplet that flew in a straight line from her hand reached not the first book but the second.
If it had flown in a curve, I might understand.
How did water flying in a straight line not touch the first book?

"This is a magic I created."
"H-how did you..."
"The principle is very simple. I make it possible for the water droplet to pass through the space where the first book exists as an obstacle."

Of course, at my current level, I couldn't imitate something like that.

"Needless to say, I can't eliminate space itself. But what if you could move an object from its current position to another while maintaining its flying speed?"
"I could avoid any means of attack against me."
"That's right."

Meina seemed to respect my wish not to harm others, as she appeared to be teaching me primarily how to avoid fights.

"Of course, it's still difficult for you to apply this while attacking, so try to avoid fights as much as possible."
"Hmm."
"Most issues will be resolved by the guards I've assigned to you. Of course, I'm teaching you this now so you can protect yourself until the guards can protect you."

But I had no intention of just taking hits.
The weapon I had only been thinking about.
I didn't want to use it again, but I felt the time had come to finally create it with the magic knowledge I had learned so far.

"Attack too..."
"Hmm?"
"Nothing. Anyway, evasion..."
"Anyway, what I just showed you is the path you need to achieve to use in combat. Here, look at this."

Three sheets of paper with magic formulas were handed to me.
Looking at these papers, which contained part of one of Meina's most important spells—documents close to classified—I couldn't help but hold my breath.
If I ran away with these and sold them somewhere, I wonder how much they would be worth.

"These are the magic incantations written when I made the water droplet pass through the first book and hit the second book."
"Hmm."
"Practice with these for now. I'll tell you what comes next after you've mastered this."

I nodded at Meina's words.
I began to wonder which I should do first: creating the weapon I would use or mastering this magic.

"Shall I go to bed now?"
"Good night."
"Yes, you too, Ei. Don't stay up too late."
"I won't."
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I returned to my room.
Some of what Meina had accomplished throughout her lifetime was now in my hands.
Who was I?
Why would she give me something like this without asking for anything in return?

*My heart is racing.*

I put down the paper and placed my hand on my chest, feeling my rapid heartbeat.
Is this really right?
Should I, a Veldear, be learning something like this?
What if my desire for revenge against those who killed my parents resurfaces, and I end up with different intentions?

I truly am a person without answers.
I should be thinking about how to repay her kindness for teaching me such things, yet here I am already contemplating other motives.

But it's not like I'm completely without greed.
With something this invaluable...
Even someone like me, who doesn't covet what isn't mine, might start having different thoughts.

*No, that shouldn't happen.*

I shook my head to clear away those distracting thoughts.

Whether to follow Meina's suggested path and learn this magic is entirely my decision.
Of course, as her disciple, I shouldn't go against my Master's proper teaching direction.
Meina would respect my choice even if I said I didn't want to learn this, but still.

*Magic that can interfere with space, one of the fundamental elements of the world.*

In truth, teleportation magic is something any mage of a certain level might try to learn.
Though it's merely at the level of "worth trying," very few can actually use it properly.
Given that reality, Meina's magic, which allows objects to move while ignoring space, might be beyond the realm of humans.

"Haah."

What am I thinking?
It's magic my Master gave me to learn, yet here I am harboring other thoughts.
My job now is to master the magic she gave me.
And...

*Can I make it?*

At an individual level, if one cannot match the power of those ahead, perhaps a weapon that allows one to catch up.

*I'll have to work on both simultaneously with whatever time I have left.*

I took out a blank paper from the drawer and roughly sketched out the basic design.
Since I don't know how much time I'll need until I can fully reveal my ambitions,
I decided to fill in a certain portion each day and scribbled the basic concept on paper.

*It should be fine.*

Looking at the roughly drawn weapon, shaped like a concealable pistol, I swallowed.
Could I really recreate this with magitech?

*What else can I do? If I don't want to fall behind, I have to try.*

I sighed softly and turned off the lights in the room.
Despite thinking I wouldn't be able to sleep while looking at the design, the bed drew me into its embrace.

*     *     *

"Ah."

When I opened my eyes, bright sunlight was streaming through the open window, immediately letting me know I was late.
As I got up, I noticed breakfast had been set out, covered with a lid.
I warmed up the meal, which had grown lukewarm from sitting out for some time, ate it, and left the house.
While walking and recalling Meina's magic in my mind, as well as thinking about the gun I wanted to make, I felt someone's gaze from behind and turned around.

"Oh, hello."

That intimidating man was walking behind me.

"You're a bit late."
"Ahaha..."
"Well, it's not my concern."

Though the man was scary, knowing he was behind me somehow put me at ease.
The fact that he was assigned as my guard meant Meina trusted him, and his skills matched that trust.
Maybe I should try talking to him.

"......"

No, never mind.
He's too intimidating to talk to.
I shook off the thought and focused on walking again.
As soon as I entered the academy.

"He's gone."

The man had disappeared without a trace, as if he'd never been there. I stared at the empty spot for a moment before continuing inside.
I wonder if Meina is in her lecture by now.

"I'm sorry for being late."

I carefully opened the door and entered, only to see a silver-haired man sitting across from Meina.
Karnov.
The Dean of the academy.

"It's been a while, Miss Ei."
"Hello."
"You're here? You're a bit late today~."

I wonder what they were discussing.
One important thing was clear from her bored expression: whatever it was, it wasn't something Meina enjoyed.
How much did she dislike it? She already had that mischievous look, ready to tease me about being late...

"Did you deliberately not wake me up?"
"That's right. You looked so cute sleeping. I almost ended up being late myself just admiring you."
"Ugh, really."
"You two still get along so well."

After saying that, he rose from his seat.
I flinched at the Dean's voice, which had momentarily been outside the conversation, and moved aside as he headed toward the door.

"Ah, it's fine. We just finished our conversation anyway."
"Well, it was a rather pointless conversation."
"Hmm. Think about it, Department Head. It might not be a bad choice, even for your disciple's sake."
"I appreciate you considering Ei too, but I really dislike being bound to something."

In response to Karnov's smiling words, Meina waved her hand dismissively.
It was a signal to stop the nonsense and leave, to which he replied, "That's a shame," making me curious about what they had discussed.
I know Meina is a coveted talent, but what kind of proposal would someone of the Dean's caliber make?

"Take care."
"I'm not going far."

After the Dean left, Meina sighed softly and collapsed onto her desk.
Despite her large chest making the position look uncomfortable, she remained slumped over the desk, sighing and calling out, "Ei..."

"Yes, Master."
"I feel tired since morning."
"What were you discussing that made you like this?"
"Just him saying he wants me and asking me to join his side, that kind of talk."

I tilted my head at Meina's words.
From what I remembered, she wasn't affiliated with any magic tower.

"Is the Dean affiliated with a magic tower?"
"That man is a scholar by origin, not the type to join places like magic towers. Well, if we expand the scope to include his family, that's a different story."
"Then why..."
"You can understand it as an alliance, or if that's hard to grasp, as courtship directed at me."

Courtship?
While Meina is single now, wasn't she once a woman who even had a child?
That must have been quite a long time ago...

"Well, since you've been alone for a long time, Master, I'll follow whatever you decide."
"Hey, do you want to die?"
"Hehe."
"Sigh. You've only been my disciple for a short time, and you're already trying to tease your Master."

Anyway, this is her personal matter, so what can I say?
Since I've already shown my face to her, even though I was a bit late this morning, I might as well go practice magic before the knowledge I reviewed this morning fades.

"Do you have any tasks for me?"
"Hmm, no. Not right now."
"Then I'll be practicing what you taught me yesterday. Please call me anytime if you need me."
"Wait. I don't have errands, but there is something I'm curious about."

However, I was stopped by Meina's words and sat down.
...She's curious about something related to me?

"Eh? Something you're curious about?"
"There was a very interesting design on your table."
"Ah, did you see it?"
"Of course. Before being your Master, I'm a mage. How could I just pass by something interesting drawn by my disciple?"

From Meina's perspective, it certainly wouldn't be something to ignore.
In my previous life it was called a pistol, but looking at it from the outside, it resembles an L-shaped rod that seems difficult to use for direct strikes in emergencies, unlike a bow.

"It's a weapon called a gun."
"A gun?"
"Yes."
"Really? Was there such a weapon?"

Meina is...
This is a sketch I roughly conceptualized from my previous life's memories.
In a world where an individual can possess power equivalent to hundreds or thousands of troops, and where magic serves as an efficient means of long-range attack,
what place would firearms like guns have?

Of course, large siege weapons powered by mana, similar to trebuchets used in castle sieges, do actually exist.
Not every individual can possess such power, and mages make up an extremely small portion of the total population.
Besides, a knight can't break down castle walls with just sword strikes, right?

"I recalled something a hunter used when I was fulfilling a request once."
"Is that so? But this doesn't look like a hunting weapon. It seems difficult to strike with in emergencies, and I'm not sure how to use it."
"That's not really the important part anyway."

She might have seen large siege weapons powered by mana, similar to trebuchets, but probably not small weapons like this.

"All I need is to overcome a single moment."
"Hmm."
"I wouldn't have needed to make this if it weren't for that Veldear."

I picked up a book from Meina's desk, holding it as if it were a gun.
Then I aimed it beside her head, mimicking the action of shooting.

"You seem to already have some idea in mind, Ei."
"Yes."
"So that's why?"

I tilted my head at Meina's question.
What did she mean by "that's why"?

"You didn't seem very interested in the magic I told you about yesterday."
"It's not that I wasn't interested..."
"Then?"
"I was thinking about what would definitely protect me. If that guy comes looking for me again."

Just one shot.
No matter how fast a person is, swinging a sword or casting a spell to attack someone takes incomparably more time than flicking a finger.

"Then my magic takes a back seat. My secret technique, outshined by my disciple."
"Ah... that, after this is over..."
"I'm joking. Actually, I'm rather pleased. That my chosen disciple had such a thoughtful idea."

Then Meina pulled out her crest from the drawer.
The item she would give me whenever she assigned me tasks, to prove her authorization.

"In that case, I can't allow you to use the magic practice room today."
"What?"
"You'll be busy bringing your idea to life, won't you? Who knows when those guys will come. You roughly know what's where in the capital from running errands, right?"
"Yes."
"That should be enough for you to get everything you need. Go ahead and try. Just don't forget to show it to me later."

A smile naturally formed on my face at Meina's words.
"My, what's with this child?" she said, but she didn't push me away when I hugged her. She only said one thing:

"I'm looking forward to it."

I felt her hand gently stroking my head.
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"And this."
"What is this?"
"Take that to the Dean and get it stamped, then you'll be able to access the Restricted Archives. Limited to certain areas, of course."
"Is it for Magitech, by any chance?"
"That's right."

Meina nodded.
Is she really that happy about what I'm trying to do?
I'm just making a simple tool, yet she's giving me such comprehensive support...

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Since you're making it, make it properly."

Or perhaps Meina sees other possibilities in what I'm trying to create.
Who knows.
Maybe she wants to repurpose my weapon for other uses, like she did with the Warp Gate she created and commercialized.

"So it can handle any situation."
"Yes, I understand."

Why do I feel like I've been given homework?
But since I'm receiving Meina's support, I can't completely ignore her intentions.
She's providing all this help without expecting anything in return.

"Um, Meina."
"Yes?"
"I was planning to make this just for my personal use. Is that okay?"
"Hmm, I wonder? I'll help you where you need assistance, but I don't particularly plan to offer opinions on what you do with it."

It seemed Meina had no intention of interfering with whatever I made.
That's actually a good choice.
If it were made for anyone to use, the aftermath would be quite troublesome.

"Listen, Ei."
"Yes?"
"I'm very curious about what you'll create. So I won't interfere with whatever you make. If I said anything, you'd surely try to meet my expectations."

As expected, she knows me too well.
I wonder if she really isn't going to say anything about what I should make.

"Right?"
"I can't deny that."
"Of course, I might adapt what you create later, but that's probably as far as it goes."

Meina said this while using mana to pull a book from the shelf, sending it flying right in front of me.
It contained research on methods of converting mana into power.

"I don't know what you're trying to make, Ei, but if you want to convert mana into mechanical power, this should help."
"Ah, thank you."
"Hehe. You probably don't have much time left, so shouldn't you get going?"
"Ah."

She's right—I won't have much time to design and create all the components.
...Especially since I don't know when Veldear's beasts might come for me.

"Then I'll take my leave for today."
"Alright. Do your best. I'll be waiting."

Meina waved at me.
I bowed to her and quickly left her laboratory.

* * *

"Haah."

I let out a small sigh.
I had made bold promises to Meina, but since she didn't give me any advice, I felt somewhat frustrated.

I didn't expect her to give absolutely no guidance.

"Is this some kind of assignment?"

I recalled Meina's expectant gaze.
If she was that excited about it, she could have at least given me a hint.
Even though I'm making this to protect myself, I feel like I've been thrown into the vast ocean alone.

*If only I had pretended not to know, I might have just made it slowly on my own.*

I went down to the department library and browsed the Magitech section.
I needed information about magical formulas that convert mana directly into power.
I needed the basics of formulas that implement power conversion.

Most advanced magic focuses on causing changes in natural phenomena, and such magic has developed remarkably.
The Warp Gate, for instance, is the pinnacle of cutting-edge Magitech.
However, converting mana itself into power has developed much more slowly.
You can tell by how a world that seems capable of making automobiles if they wanted still uses horse-drawn carriages.

"Fortunately, there is something."

I took out a basic Magitech introduction book and several other volumes to copy down formulas.
Originally, the Magic Department library is for students, but...

"Mr. Ei. Hello."

I was already acquainted with Azazel, the librarian here.
Fortunately, she didn't question what I was doing and instead approached me with gleaming eyes.

"Hello."
"It's not inspection day. What brings you here?"
"There's something I wanted to look up."
"I see. If you need to borrow anything, just let me know. I'll make a special exception for you."
"Thank you."

There aren't many special books here anyway.
The level is certainly higher than what you'd find in public magic bookstores, but these are books commonly found anywhere magicians gather.

*I should visit a magic shop too.*

I looked at the crest Meina had given me.
...With this, I could probably obtain materials that aren't easily available.
The problem is finding a skilled blacksmith who can process the metal.

*I wonder if there's anything like a factory.*

I sighed softly.
I had been to various places while running errands for Meina, but none of them were blacksmiths.
Can't be helped.
I'll have to start by looking for materials.

*Is it going to rain?*

As I left the academy, I finally noticed the dark clouds in the sky.
I'd better hurry if I don't want to get wet.

"It's Miss Ei."

If you leave the center of the capital and enter a slightly secluded alley, there's a magic shop run by an owner who has known Meina for a long time.
Of course, while I say "secluded," it's not far enough from the center to have poor security.

"Are you here to buy mana paper and other materials again today?"

As soon as I entered the shop, the owner's voice greeted me.
A woman who had studied magic under Meina Aris as a student.

"No."
"Oh?"

Jane Ragna rose from her seat.

Since I usually only bought materials needed for my master's work and nothing else, she looked at me with curiosity.
Fortunately, there were some metal materials shaped into strange forms.
The problem was that what I was looking for wasn't among them.

"Do you have any Rutenium?"
"Hmm? That's not in stock right now."
"Ah..."

There are various materials that can hold mana.
However, very few metals can produce high output through high-rate mana resistance.

"You know Rutenium is very expensive, right?"
"Mm."
"I don't know what you're trying to make, but using Marsent instead of Rutenium would be..."
"No, it has to be that one."

Because the material used determines the attack power of the gun I'm going to make.
The gun I'm designing will absorb and operate on my body's mana, which no one else can match.
Since I plan to use my mana for both creating and firing bullets, the core material determines the gun's design.

"It's not easy to get. It seems you need this for yourself, not your master, so as your senior in magic, I recommend using something else—"

Ah.
So that's why Meina gave me her crest.
In case someone doesn't listen, I can resolve it using her name.

"Oh my."
"Yes, I do need it for myself, but my master is also interested in this project."
"Does that mean price is no object?"
"I'd prefer the highest purity possible."

Creating bullets composed of mana is a matter of magical design, but the material determines the strength of the mana output.

"Alright. If it's in Aris's name, I must provide it."
"When can you have it ready?"
"Why, is it urgent?"
"The sooner the better."

Jane crossed her arms and fell into thought.
She seemed to be considering how soon she should provide the material to this bold customer without losing money.

"No."
"...?"
"You know our master values efficiency, right?"

I need to be assertive here.
Are there other ways to acquire Rutenium? Of course.
I only came here because this shop is the most convenient place to get it in the capital.

"By tomorrow."
"Tomorrow?"
"Yes."
"Haha, that might be difficult."
"Well, if it doesn't work out, I'll look elsewhere."

Among the people I met during my wandering days, there were quite a few who would do anything for money.
Of course, going there might cause a small disturbance.

*With my current abilities, I could easily handle such people.*

I raised my gaze to look at Jane.
It was quite a spectacle to see this woman, a head taller than me, flustered.

"Really, you're truly Meina's disciple—I can't argue with you. Fine, come by tomorrow afternoon. Do you want it processed in a specific shape?"
"I'd like it processed according to this blueprint."

The most fun part of creating something is designing the parts that make the device actually work.
If nothing else, I've already completed the core design.

"Hmm? What's this? Are you trying to make some kind of bomb? What exactly are you planning?"
"That's not something a shop owner needs to worry about."
"Haha, true enough."
"Then, I'll be counting on you until tomorrow."

Without answering Jane's question, I left her shop with a farewell.
I still had places to go, but the sky seemed to be telling me I was late as raindrops began to fall.

*Ah, geez.*

I quickly ran to a nearby shop to escape the rain.
The tips of my hair got slightly wet, but it would dry soon enough, so I looked around without concern.
By coincidence, I found myself in the dessert shop Meina likes.

*Since I'm here, should I buy some desserts for Meina?*

I approached the counter, imagining Meina's delighted face when receiving sweet desserts.
But at that moment.

"What a coincidence this is."

An ominous voice from behind stopped me in my tracks.
The man who had tried to mess with me.

"You..."

Zeon Erhent was somehow sitting in a corner of the shop.
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I found myself in a rather expensive shop—one that's not easy for students to visit even if they're from noble families.

"......."

Well, I suppose someone who came to study abroad in a neighboring empire must have plenty of money. He probably came here not to study but with me as his target. He might have been digging into my background.

"I see I'm being ignored."

Regardless, why would I have anything to say to a pervert who forcibly tried to taste my lips?
I ignored him and walked to the counter, hearing a disappointed voice from beside me.
If he doesn't like being ignored, he shouldn't have done that to me.

"The usual items, please."
"Yes, would you like them to go?"
"Yes."
"I'll have them ready when you leave."

Looking out the window, the rain showed no signs of stopping. It seemed I'd have to spend some time here—with him.

"No, please prepare them now."
"Pardon? But with the rain coming down like that..."
"It's probably just a passing shower. I can block that much rain with magic, so it's fine."
"I see. Please wait a moment then."

Better to go out and get my clothes a little wet than stay here.
After the clerk disappeared into the kitchen, I turned my gaze toward Zeon.
He was still looking this way with a relaxed expression.
I took a small breath in and out, then:

"If you don't want to be treated like a pervert, you should stop following people around."

I spoke to him with a rather sharp voice.
From my wandering days until now, I've grown accustomed to speaking respectfully to others.
Using informal speech was actually quite difficult for me.

"Oh? I'll keep that in mind."

As expected, something just doesn't feel right with him.
With a frown, I turned away and waited for my dessert.

"Here you are."
"Thank you."

I wonder what Meina is doing right now.
Is she in her laboratory, or perhaps giving a lecture?
Leaving Zeon behind, I exited the shop and created a light mana barrier above my head.

The efficiency isn't great, but it should keep the rain off.

*It stopped.*

After walking a bit and reaching the academy entrance, the rain had cleared completely—it really was just a passing shower.
I should probably go home now and work on making the remaining parts.

*I should also practice the magic Meina gave me.*

However, contrary to my thoughts, my feet were heading in a different direction.
Not toward the main gate, but toward the Department of Swordsmanship where my master would be.
Since Meina wasn't in her lab, my master was probably in the middle of a lecture.

*He's not at the training ground.*

I carefully entered the Department of Swordsmanship building.
After confirming no one was at the training ground, I walked through the building looking for my master and found him sitting among students in a classroom.

*He's in a theory lecture.*

Instead of Professor Heive, whom I usually saw with my master, an unfamiliar male professor was giving an enthusiastic lecture with various teaching materials displayed on the podium.
I can't interfere with my master's studies.
I left the building and sat on a nearby bench.

*It shouldn't take long.*

Looking at the clock on the main building in the distance, I checked the time remaining until the end of class and began waiting with a light heart.
I wondered how he would react when he saw me sitting here.

"Oh? You're..."

But it seemed the world had no intention of leaving me alone.
Turning toward the voice, I saw a male student with a familiar face looking at me with a pleased expression.

"......."
"Perhaps you'll remember me if I say Kane Artail."

Ah.
I remembered.
That was the name of the man who helped me when I first came to the academy and couldn't even find the Department of Magic.

"Thank you so much for your help back then."
"Not at all. It was an honor to be able to help you, Ei. But aren't you a staff member working at the Department of Magic?"
"I'm waiting for someone."

He must know who I am by now.
I've become quite the topic of conversation within the Department of Magic.

"I see. By the way, I was surprised to learn that you're that Dean's disciple."
"Really?"
"It might be harder to find someone who wasn't surprised. I helped a staff member, only to find out I was actually helping the Dean's disciple."

Hmm, I'd probably be surprised too if I found out.
I've come to properly understand what it means to be Meina's disciple since coming to the academy.

"Anyway, it was nice to see you."
"Yes."
"Ei, what are you doing here?"

At that moment.
During our brief meeting.
My master must have finished his lecture, as he was suddenly standing beside me.

"Ah, Young Master."
"Who is that man?"
"He's someone who helped me on my first day."
"I see."

Could he be on guard because of the incident with Zeon?
Between Zeon and my previous kidnapping experience...

"Ei, you need to be more suspicious of people."
"What?"
"I'm saying don't forget your position. You should be more wary of others. Anyway, what brings you here?"

Why did I come to the Department of Swordsmanship again?
I don't think I had any particular reason.

Would he scold me if I said I just ended up here out of habit?
My mind raced to find a plausible reason.

*Master, do you know any good blacksmiths?*

No, that's not it.
If it were something like that, there would be no reason to come now.
I could have come after my master finished his daily routine.

Well, then...

"I just wanted to see you, Master."
"Oh, me?"
"Yes. I hope I'm not being a nuisance?"

Though he doesn't say it, I can almost hear my master's inner thoughts.
Is he really that happy that I came just to see him?

"Not at all. How could it be a nuisance when you came and waited until the end of my schedule because you wanted to see me?"
"What? Master, you still have classes..."
"It's fine. I can tell Professor Heive later that I had to attend to some family matters."

No, how can you just skip your lectures?
The master I know isn't like that.

"It seems you didn't come looking for me for anything specific."
"Well..."
"It doesn't matter. Is there somewhere you'd like to go?"

Before I knew it, led by my master's hand, we were already outside the academy.
I wonder if Meina will scold me later for this.
If it weren't for me, my master wouldn't have missed his lecture.

*Oh well, whatever.*

Since it's come to this, I might as well enjoy my time with my master.
We haven't had much time together lately anyway.

"Then, do you happen to know any skilled blacksmiths?"
"Hmm? A blacksmith? That seems like an unusual place for you, Ei."
"Well, there's something I'd like to make."

Interest flickers in my master's eyes.

"Something you want to make..."
"Yes."
"I do know one, but I'm not sure if they can make what you want. It's primarily a blacksmith that specializes in weapons."
"Really? That's even better."

When I said a weapon-making blacksmith was better, curiosity joined the interest in my master's eyes.

"Could we stop by my place for a moment?"
"Your place?"
"Yes. The details are incomplete, but I need to bring the blueprints."
"What exactly are you trying to make?"
"Hehe, you'll find out if you come with me."

Did he dislike my slightly teasing tone?
"You've certainly gotten more comfortable with me," he said, giving my bottom a smack that made me let out a small cry.

"Ah!"
"You know I'm not very patient, Ei. If you don't tell me, I might embarrass you to get it out of you."
"Alright, alright. It's a weapon, a weapon."
"A weapon?"
"Yes."

I never thought his lack of patience would apply to me too.
By "embarrass me," he probably means he'd try to strip me in the middle of the capital in broad daylight?

"Well, I'll explain the details with the blueprints when we get home."
"Fine. You've made me curious now."

But my master, who had already awakened to women, seemed to have no intention of leaving me alone.

"Um, Master? Could you please touch my bottom at home instead of here?"
"This is punishment for daring to tease your master."
"Eep."

*     *     *

"Here are the blueprints."

I laid out several sheets of paper in front of my master.
From the core component that would play the crucial role, to the body that would perform the actual functions.
Everything I had created to protect myself was incorporated into them.

"Hmm, it looks completely different from weapons like swords and bows."
"That's right. Actually, I'm making it to be concealed rather than displayed, to use at critical moments."

Following my master's gesture, I sat beside him and felt his hand wrap around my waist.
Then he pulled me closer to his side.

"...Is this punishment too?"
"No, it's not punishment."

My master put my breast in his hand and began to knead it.
My face grew a little red.

"Um, you can do whatever you want with me, Master, but could you let me explain this first?"
"Is it difficult to explain?"
"I-I can do it, but I keep feeling things-"

Since we were going out soon, I hadn't changed clothes, so my master's hand didn't go inside my clothes.
But I could feel his thumb pressing against where my nipple would be, making my breath tremble as I tried to speak.

"You're really mischievous."
"Fine. I'll stop teasing you, so tell me about it."
"Alright."

In the end, he didn't say he wouldn't touch me.
We could go to the blacksmith later, so he could do whatever he wanted after I finished explaining.

"Have you ever heard of something called a gun?"
"Hmm, that's the first I've heard of it."
"This weapon I'm trying to make is called a gun."
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The heir of a martial family.

True to being the Aris heir, my master quickly showed great interest in weapons.

After hearing about what I was trying to create and my explanation of how the weapon would function, he couldn't hide his amazement about the gun. So much so that the hand resting on my chest had stopped moving.

"I thought such things were exclusively for mages..."

"Really?"

"Other than bows, only mages can send deadly projectiles flying through the air."

"Strictly speaking, what I'm making is still a weapon only mages can use. Since ordinary people don't train their mana."

"I see. That's rather unfortunate."

I wonder if my master saw other possibilities in this weapon called a gun.
At his words of disappointment, I felt like I'd accidentally revealed that this weapon doesn't actually draw magic power from the user's body.

Well, he's right.
Originally, it's a weapon that requires separately loaded ammunition.
Drawing magic power from the user's body was a modification I made, trusting in the enormous amount of mana within me.
And to ensure that when it falls into someone else's hands, they can't use it.

"What's unfortunate about it?"

"If it didn't rely on the user's magic power, it could tremendously help strengthen the Empire's military."

But if that happened, the Aris family would fall into ruin.
Except for those with exceptional martial prowess who could subdue opponents even when facing guns, everyone who lived by the sword would become useless.

My master doesn't know.
He doesn't know how many lives were taken by weapons that could kill with just the click of a finger.
How terrifying such simple force can be.

"I must have said something wrong."

"What? Why would you suddenly say that...?"

"I don't know what you're thinking about, but Ei, your expression suddenly darkened."

As he spoke, he placed his hand on my head.
I couldn't help but smile at my master's gentle touch as he stroked my hair.

"It's not because of you, Master. I just remembered something unpleasant."

"Hmm."

"Really."

I poke both of his cheeks with my index fingers.
His concerned expression changes comically, his lips momentarily protruding.

"Your face looks funny, Master."

"...You're probably the only one who can do this to me."

"Hehe. But you won't cast me out for it, right?"

"Never thought about it, but maybe I should consider it."

Hearing his playful words, I stand up and reach for the drawer.
To commission the blacksmith, I need approximate measurements for the item I want to make, the types of components, and the number and dimensions of each part, so I start sketching it out on paper.

The design is completed sooner than expected.
Apart from the parts that use magic power, the rest follows the traditional gun structure I know.

"This should be..."

I might not get everything right the first time, but it should be satisfactory enough.
At least enough to defend myself in urgent situations.

"Have you finished writing it all down?"

"Yes."

"Then shall we visit our castle after so long?"

I nodded as my master wrapped his arm around my waist from behind.
I wonder if this design is all I need to bring.

"Ah, just a moment, Master."

"What is it?"

"Let me write one more copy of this."

Since I'll need to leave the design with them when ordering the item.

"Alright."

*     *     *

"The Aris Territory is still cold."

"It feels warmer than usual to me."

"I'm all bundled up like this, you know?"

"Come on, you've always dressed thickly."

I've only foregone wearing a cape for outdoor excursions.
And I'm just wearing gloves, a vest, and an overcoat—hardly "bundled up."

"I've only lived in the Aris Territory for a few months."

The southern region near the capital is starting to feel like it's time to bring out lighter clothes.
But Aris has temperatures that make you wonder if this is as cold as the capital gets, yet my master was walking through the Aris Territory in his usual attire.

"Perhaps your training is lacking, Ei."

"Oh, Master, really."

"Well, enough complaining about the cold. Look over there."

Following my master's direction, I saw a massive building surrounded by iron barriers.
When I placed my ungloved hand against it, the wall felt cold to the touch, but not freezing despite the winter weather.

"That's the blacksmith you're looking for."

"Wow, it's huge."

"Given the scale and what they produce, 'arsenal' might be more fitting than 'blacksmith,' but since what you're making is still a weapon, just without a blade, they should be able to make it."

They'll only be handling the body parts, excluding the most important core component.
Following my master into the blacksmith, unlike smaller forges, I was greeted by air of moderate temperature.
As I was admiring the interior space, which was as impressive as the building's size and even had a separate area for receiving customers—

"Young Lord, what brings you here without notice?"

A man in work clothes emerged from a corridor at the end of the wall, looking as if he had been working.

"It's been a while, Ian."

"I've been well. But who is this behind you...?"

"The Grand Duke's disciple. If you're a resident of Aris Territory, you must have heard of her?"

"Ah, so you're that person... Pleased to meet you. I'm Ian Mercel."

I wonder why he's bowing to me.
If you strip away my status as Meina's disciple, I'm nothing.
My master accepts his respect as natural, but it feels unfamiliar to me.

Though by now, I should be used to it.

"Ah, I'm—"

"Ei, take out what you brought."

"What?"

"The design, I mean."

At my master's words, I quickly took out the design and handed it over. The man named Ian's eyes changed instantly.
After examining it carefully piece by piece, he let out a small "Hmm," then put down the design with a slight sigh.

"This doesn't seem to be a weapon."

"That's right, it's not a bladed weapon."

"I'm sorry, but we specialize in weapons, not household items. If this is what you need—"

"It is a weapon. Perhaps it's because this design is only partial."

So this place specializes in making combat equipment.
He immediately dismissed it as a household item, probably because he'd never seen something of this form before.

"Of course, looking at just the parts, it might seem that way. But this weapon called a 'gun' was designed by the Grand Duke's disciple behind you, and the Grand Duke himself has guaranteed its production."

"What?"

"I'm saying make it quietly. Ah, of course, you'll be compensated generously, so please accept it as a commission."

"A commission... I see. I understand for now."

Status really is powerful.
Though he seemed to accept it reluctantly, he appeared to have developed some interest of his own.

"However, to make it, I'll need to see this core component that's missing from the design. The blueprint is well-structured, but for an unfamiliar item like this, I need to form some mental concept..."

At Ian's words, I briefly pondered.
It should be fine to show him.
The circuit pattern in the core is filled with Meina's uniquely complex patterns that only she and I can decipher.

"I see. Ei, by when can you prepare that core?"

"I've managed to convince a merchant to get it to me by tomorrow."

"Tomorrow, is it. Very well. If you bring the core and the remaining internal components, we can begin production as early as tomorrow."

Since this isn't something they usually make, this level of cooperation seems reasonable.
As I nodded and was about to turn away, Ian called out to us again, saying, "Ah, just a moment."

"Should there be any initials engraved on the exterior when we make it?"

"Hmm. Ei, what do you think?"

Initials.
It wouldn't be bad to have them engraved.

"Then please use this."

After nodding, he said, "I'll see you tomorrow," then stood at the door and paid his respects to my master.
A greeting to the family heir and Meina Aris's only disciple.
Though unfamiliar, as we received his greeting and left the blacksmith, I felt the cold air again.

"Hmm, it will be dark soon."

"Are we going straight back to the academy?"

"If we're talking efficiency, that wouldn't be a bad choice, but since we've come all this way, how about spending the night at the castle?"

As expected of my master.
Seeing him answer so perceptively, I replied, "Let's do that," and without a word, he turned and headed straight for the castle.

"Then we'll spend the day together."

"Indeed."

"You're not just going to stay in your room, are you?"

"Well, since it's been a while, I thought I might visit my father. What about you, Ei?"

"Do you mean the Family Head?"

My master nodded at my question.
Sigh.
I don't mind meeting him, but I hope he won't ask about my thoughts on receiving the castle again.
Now that I'm even Meina's disciple, I have even less reason to refuse.

"I don't mind going with you."

But how could a mere slave stand in the way of what my master wants to do?
Nodding, he headed straight for the Family Head's office as soon as we entered the castle.
Then, standing in front of the door that was rather luxuriously decorated for Aris Castle, he cleared his throat and spoke.

"Father, it's me."

There was a thudding sound from inside, and after it quieted down, the Family Head's voice told us to enter.
Carefully following my master as he opened the door and went in, I saw him buried under piles of documents.

Ch.86 - Fight Is Just One Part (4)
"Sit down."

At the Family Head's command, the master and I sat across from him, displaying quite different attitudes. While the master seemed quite relaxed, having come to see his father on a personal visit, I appeared to be the only one feeling tense.

"What brings you here during the school term?"
"It's less about me and more about Ei beside me having business in the territory."
"Is that so?"
"I came up briefly because I have an item to commission from Ian. I plan to stay until tomorrow."

That's when it happened.
The Family Head's eyes narrowed, and he said, "Hmm," suddenly adopting a more serious tone.

"Don't you have a lecture tomorrow?"
"Professor Heive will surely excuse me for just one day."
"No. You will return tomorrow and fulfill your duties as a student."
"Couldn't you watch over my sword training for a day, Father?"

Master...
He really doesn't want to go to school.
I thought he would do his best in this situation, considering how diligently he fulfills his duties as the Family Head's heir every day.

"Hmm, is this perhaps because of Ei?"
"That's part of it."
"You said you left something with Ian."
"It's Ei's item, but I commissioned it under my name."

The Family Head, seemingly having nothing more to say on the matter, let out a small sigh and turned his gaze toward me.
At that moment, the door opened and a maid brought in tea and simple desserts. Only after she finished setting everything and left did the Family Head slowly begin to speak.

"Is Ei getting along well these days?"
"Yes. Thanks to the Aris family and my Master, I'm doing well."
"What have we done for you? It was all my sister's doing."
"No. I was able to come this far because you didn't turn me away, Family Head. I'm truly grateful for that."

Thankfully, he didn't ask meaningless questions like whether I had any intention of becoming a member of the Aris family. In truth, as long as I didn't fall out with Meina Aris, I was practically a member of the Aris family already, so it wouldn't matter anyway.

"I'm glad to hear that. My sister hasn't been giving you a hard time?"
"No. Master always treats me well."
"Haha, 'Master,' is it?"

The Family Head laughed heartily when he heard me refer to her as Master, looking quite satisfied.
Is being called "Master" that pleasing to hear?

"I'm actually more grateful to hear you say that."
"Well, with Your Excellency's personality, there probably won't be any man you'd bring home—"
"Would you like me to relay those exact words to your aunt?"
"......"

Was the Family Head always like this?
Seeing him exchange jokes with his son gave me a somewhat strange feeling.
My first impression of him was that he was an incredibly intimidating person.

"So, you're staying until tomorrow?"
"Yes."
"And Ei?"
"I think I'll also stay until tomorrow."

I'll need to visit the capital once to get the core, but after delivering it, the rest is just waiting, so I don't think Meina would mind if I miss one day.

"I see. I hope you rest well during your stay."
"Are you alright, Father?"
"Me? Why do you ask?"
"Looking at that pile of documents on your desk makes me concerned."

The Family Head stood up, said "It's fine," and waved his hand at us, signaling us to leave.
As we were about to exit following his dismissal, the Family Head's voice called out to the master again.

"Theo."
"Yes?"
"Your father is fine, so don't worry too much about family matters and focus on what's in front of you right now."
"Yes, I understand."
"I won't tell you to get close to Ariel, but don't keep her at too much of a distance either. She is your fiancée after all, and a Princess with succession rights to the throne."
"Yes."

Come to think of it, the master is also a son before being the family heir.
Perhaps parents' hearts are the same no matter where you go.
I once had parents who would speak to me like that too.

*I miss them.*

I tried not to think about being a Veldear since it shouldn't become known, but in moments like these, I couldn't help but remember my mother and father.
No matter how skilled I've become at hiding my emotions, I'm still a person with many memories.
Even if I don't show expressions on my face or change my voice, I can't change the feelings inside.

"You may both go now. I'm rather busy."
"Take care of yourself."
"Farewell, Your Excellency."

As we left the office, I heard the master's voice expressing concern about the excessive amount of paperwork the Family Head had.
Before attending the Academy, the master must have handled many family affairs as the heir.
It can't be helped, given that the Aris family essentially rules as emperors in the North.

"Master, don't you have a sister and a brother?"
"Yes, I do."
"But they don't stay with the family?"
"My sister is serving in the Imperial Knights, and Leo attends the Academy, doesn't he?"
"I don't think I've seen him at the Academy..."

Come to think of it, that's right.
During my time at the Academy, I thought I'd gotten around quite a bit while working as staff.

"Unlike my sister and me, he has no talent with the sword. And his magic isn't exceptionally brilliant like yours, Ei."

The master's cold assessment reached my ears.
But for someone without talent, he seemed to receive treatment that couldn't be explained by status alone.

"Instead, when it comes to arithmetic and scholarship, he's the best among the three of us."
"Ah—"
"And while his magic isn't exceptional, he can still use it, so he probably transferred to the Department of Humanities this year."

So that's how it is.
No matter how much of a martial family they are, they still need advisors.
Even with retainers, they are still just servants after all.

"If you only attended the Department of Magic and the Department of Swordsmanship, it's quite possible you wouldn't have seen him."
"That's true."
"Of course, that's only assuming he'll be of help when he grows up a bit more. Right now, there's no one who can assist Father, so I'm quite concerned about his health."

Of course, the Family Head wouldn't handle all the family affairs, but even if it's just a portion, he can't completely step away from them.

"Then, why don't you just be stubborn about it?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean, why not throw a tantrum and tell him not to handle everything alone?"

The master, who has always shown a flawless image as an heir, throwing a tantrum?
It doesn't suit him at all, but...

"Hmm, throwing a tantrum at Father... That's completely unimaginable."
"Why? You're not strangers—you're his child. Can't a child be a little demanding with their parents?"
"Ei, you know Father's imposing figure and yet you say such things?"

I smiled at the master's words.
Somehow, this feels like it might get interesting.

"But you never go against your Master's wishes either."
"That's different. She's my Master. Well, it's true I've never defied my Master either, but anyway, that's different from this."
"It's the first time I've heard you speak without logic."
"I just don't want to see you with regrets, Master."

I firmly grabbed the master's hand to prevent him from moving further away from the office.
I looked up at him with bright eyes as he told me to let go.
But contrary to my expectations, the master sighed softly, then suddenly grabbed my wrist and hoisted me over his shoulder.

"M-Master?"
"If you have nothing else to do, let's go back and rest."
"You're not going?"
"I'll handle it on my own time, not now. If you have nothing else to do, let's just go back and rest for today."
"Alright, but please put me down..."

Did the master think I wouldn't comply if he didn't carry me like this?
He only put me down when we reached the room, and as I sat on my bed that I hadn't seen in a while, pouting my lips, he used his index finger to push them back in.

"Don't be like that. Even without your prompting, Father surely has everything under control."
"If you know that, why are you so worried?"
"Even knowing doesn't help. But thank you for your concern."

The master sat beside me, stroking my hair, and brought his face close.
Our lips touched briefly, and when they parted, I knew there was only one thing the master wanted to do with me now.

"Master, wouldn't it be better if we washed up first?"
"I can't wait."
"Then, since my bed is too narrow, shall we move to your bed?"

I followed behind the master as he nodded.

*     *     *

After spending an intimate time with the master and falling asleep, I woke up to find that someone who should have been beside me was gone.
Opening my eyes, I saw the master wearing leather battle attire, the kind he wears when preparing for combat, despite it being the middle of the night.

"Master?"
"You're awake."
"Where are you going? It's nighttime..."

As I sat up, my hair flowed down over my shoulders and shoulder blades.
I put on my undergarments that had been removed and donned a nightgown, then saw that the master had finished dressing.

"You were the one who suggested it."
"What?"
"That if I was worried about Father, I should confront him directly."
"...So you're going now?"
"This time of night, Father should be resting."

I quickly put on an overcoat and followed the master, feeling the cold air on my face.
The master briefly considered sending me back but quietly walked ahead, gesturing for me to follow, and I trailed behind him until we reached the Family Head's bedroom.

"Father."

After knocking, the master called out, and shortly after, the door opened.
The Family Head, wearing only pajama pants, greeted us intimidatingly with his muscular body covered in scars.

"Seeing you dressed like that at this hour, I assume this isn't a pleasant visit."
"No."

A moment of silence.
But soon, the master's voice, filled with firm resolve, created a small ripple in the space.

"I've come to challenge you to a duel, Father."
"A duel?"
"Yes."

In the master's eyes shone a determined light.

Ch.87 - Fight Is Just One Part (5)
"A duel? Did you say a duel?"

The Family Head seemed quite taken aback by the words that came out of Theo's mouth.
I was equally surprised by his mention of a duel.

"Yes."
"Um... Master."
"Hmm? Ei, what is it?"
"The term 'duel' is used when you're challenging someone to a life-or-death battle."

Could it be that Master didn't know?
I would have thought the heir to the Aris family would know such things.

"Master, you didn't come here to fight the Family Head in a battle to the death, did you?"
"Well, no."
"Then in that case, you should say 'match' instead..."
"This is exactly why I wanted to send you to the Academy, Theo."

People truly reveal themselves over time.
My master had always seemed perfect as the family heir, so I never dreamed I'd see such a human side to him in a situation like this.

"So, what brings you to me at this hour?"
"I've come to prove my resolve to Father."

Master, who had come wearing a sword, drew his blade.

"Please share the family duties with me."
"And if I refuse?"
"I'll drop out of the Academy. I can't stand by and watch you overexert yourself."
"Hmm."

Is it really okay to speak like that...?
I swallowed nervously as I watched Master challenge his father with such strong words.
Why am I the one trembling when I'm just watching from behind?

"You truly are of Aris blood."

But the Family Head seemed amused by Master's demeanor and let out a hearty laugh.

"Very well. I'll be down shortly, so go ahead and wait for me."

As the door closed, the tension dissipated, and I felt my legs give way.
When I suddenly sat down, a startled Master quickly grabbed my arm, saying, "Ei, are you alright?"

"Ah, I'm fine."
"Why did you suddenly collapse like that? You scared me."
"I think the tension just left me."
"Tension? What do you have to be tense about?"

I sighed at Master's words and raised my gaze to look at his face. I noticed him flinch slightly.
Seems he realized what he just said.

"It's fine, let's go. You know the Family Head doesn't like to be kept waiting."
"Are you coming too?"
"I'm worried. I don't want you charging in ready to die again."

Normally I wouldn't have followed since he's usually capable of handling himself, but after seeing him charge in so recklessly, I had to change my mind.
I had a feeling that without someone to hold him back, he might overdo it and get himself hurt.

"Alright, fine."

To warm Master's body, I released heat using my mana to keep him warm.

*     *     *

How long had we been waiting like this?
In the dark night.
In the dimly lit training ground with only a few lights on, I waited with Master for the Family Head.

"Master."
"Yes?"
"Would you like to touch my chest while we wait?"
"You'll freeze to death if you undress in this weather."

I was just trying to ease the tension.

"Are you really going to make me undress here?"
"If I'm going to touch, I should do it properly to feel the sensation."

But somehow his response felt like he was mocking my small chest.
I don't usually care about my chest size, but comments like that occasionally make me flinch.

"You can feel it through clothes too, you know."

Surely he doesn't have a complex about something so trivial.
I removed Master's glove and placed his hand on top of my clothes.

"How is it?"
"I can definitely feel something. I must have fed and raised you well."
"Why? How was it before?"
"Have you already forgotten what I said? How could you satisfy me with such a meager body?"

Says the person who took me before dawn.
He knows better than anyone that my body is no longer "meager."

"He's here."

When I showed a smile with one corner of my mouth raised, Master turned his gaze.
He removed his hand from my chest and lightly jumped down to the training ground. The Family Head had drawn a sword, perhaps having brought it directly from storage.

"Son, I've been thinking on my way here."
"Yes, Father."
"Isn't attending the Academy something that any imperial noble should naturally do?"

Hearing the Family Head's words, I felt unease rising from somewhere.
Wait, that sounds right, but why do I feel so anxious?

"Is it legally mandated that nobles must attend?"
"It's not in the law, but it's a matter of noble dignity, so of course you should attend. That's why I want to change the terms of our wager."
"What terms?"
"If I win, you'll free that girl behind you."
"What?"

It was I who questioned this, not Master.
Master had previously said he would free me, but I was the one who insisted on staying with him.

"You know it too, don't you? Ei is too precious to be bound to someone."
"Did you get Ei's consent on this matter?"
"You're her master, why would you need her consent?"
"As you just said, Father, I did try to free Ei, but she wanted to stay by my side."

The Family Head's eye twitched at that.
He clearly had some other intention, and his son's refusal to go along with it was visibly displeasing him.

"Then our negotiation has failed."
"Father, do you think sharing your duties with me is worth as much as freeing Ei?"
"Yes. Why do you think I sent you to the Academy?"
"To teach me the basic etiquette of nobility, wasn't it?"
"That's partly true, but etiquette is merely secondary. Even if you lack some noble etiquette, your position won't be shaken by such trivial matters."

Master exhaled softly.
In truth, with my magical abilities, I could easily break this flimsy slave contract now.
But the reason I've maintained it despite that is...

"I'm rather curious. Why are you so eager to take over my duties?"
"...Aren't you pushing yourself too hard?"
"What?"
"I asked if you're pushing yourself too hard."

Perhaps unconsciously, I might harbor feelings I'm not even aware of.
If it were simply about staying together, my position as Meina's disciple would be sufficient reason to remain with the Aris family.

"Even with just a portion of your duties, the workload was considerable. After all, Aris essentially governs the North."
"Those were duties I handled before you took them on."
"I know. But there's one difference now. Father, you're no longer young."

The Family Head chuckled at Master's words.
And I too found Master's statement puzzling.
The Family Head might look a bit older, but it didn't seem like something to react so sensitively about.

"If I had taken on some of the family duties earlier, Mother wouldn't have collapsed like that."
"......"
"Of course, you're not physically weak like Mother. But that's only true for your younger days."

Ah.
So that's why Master had called it a duel with his father.

Now I understood why Master was reacting this way.
He wasn't simply trying to help his father; he was fighting his own trauma.

"Your mother's condition wasn't your fault, Theo."
"I know."
"If that's your reason, I can't accept this match—"
"Flames—!"

Master strongly summoned his flames to his sword.
The Family Head reacted to Master's voice and immediately raised his sword.

"Judge—!"

Just as he took a defensive stance, Master swung his sword forcefully, sending a large crescent-shaped flame forward.
The intense heat momentarily enveloped the training ground, and the floor, slightly scorched by Master's flames, showed the path his fire had taken.
Not to mention the lingering flames on Master's sword.

"I accept your proposal, Father. As you said, if you win, I'll free Ei."
"What do you want?"
"Let's share the family duties as before. I don't want to lose my father to work as well."

Master's sudden attack.
But perhaps the resolve behind that attack moved the Family Head's heart?

"Very well. I acknowledge your determination. But you'll only get what you want if you defeat me."

Light enveloped the Family Head's sword.
The ordinary iron sword, wrapped in light, began to display the majesty of a holy sword.

"That's what I was hoping for."

The Aris secret technique, the Sword of Light.
Seeing the blade unfold from the Family Head's fingertips sent a thrill through my entire body.
But why?

*Can Master win?*

Against the father's firm resolve not to yield to his son's will, why did I envision a future where Master would lose?

*No, believe in him. This is a match where our relationship is at stake.*

I shook my head from side to side.
Below, the fight had already begun, with the sound of swords clashing violently echoing through the air.

The two red-haired father and son.
The father, with a larger build than his son but wielding a two-handed sword with a thinner blade.
The son, slightly smaller in build than his father but wielding a greatsword with a much thicker blade.

"Ugh—"

The shockwave created by the clashing swords reverberated throughout the training ground.
I had wanted to fully witness the father-son battle without deploying a mana shield, but...

*It's hot and sharp.*

When the seasoned warrior who had trained for years as the shield of the Empire tried to pierce through the flames of the young warrior that devoured everything...
The empty space where the sword had passed was blocked by hot flames.

Literally evenly matched.
As far as I knew, Master's skills still didn't match up to the Family Head's, so how was he fighting on equal terms?

*I shouldn't interfere...*

I wanted to help Master, but my fingertips trembled.
This battle was entirely Master's fight.

Swords clashed, arms and legs crossed.
But I could see it.
Unlike Master, who was pouring his all into the fight, the Family Head's expression still held a hint of composure.

I raised my hand.
If Master lost here, the contract binding Master and me would disappear.
I hadn't wanted to interfere, but...

"I'm sorry! I'm supposed to be a witness, but I can't see well!"

I shouted, closing my eyes tightly, and gathered mana to create a strong light in the air.
The attacks of the two who had been fighting in dim light momentarily paused.

It's okay.
I didn't directly interfere with the battle, right?
Just as I finished rationalizing to myself, the match was decided.

"...!"

In the end, it was Master who still held his sword.

Ch.88 - Fight Is Just One Part (6)
The Family Head looked at his empty hand and raised his head to gaze at his son. Though he was more than twice his son's age, he was impressed that his son could push him this far despite his decades of warrior training. The Family Head was pleased, even though his vision had been obstructed by light. After losing his wife and sending his daughter to the Imperial Knights, his greatest joy was watching his son grow.

In truth, my heart had been pounding with fear that the Family Head would be angry. Interfering in a duel by blocking the Family Head's vision with a flimsy excuse to create an opening for my master was a serious breach of etiquette among duelists.

Of course, using light magic had seemed reasonable, but only if used before the battle began. And since the match ended so quickly because of it, I should have faced the Family Head's wrath.

"Haha. How interesting, very interesting."
"...Father?"
"Yes, Theo. You won."
"You're not angry?"
"Certainly what that child did was quite disrespectful to me, but what can I do about something already finished? Not missing an opportunity is also a skill."

As the master planted his sword in the ground, the Family Head approached and ruffled his hair. A smile rarely seen before appeared on the Family Head's face.

"And I'm happy to see how much you've grown."
"Father?"
"What?"
"Pardon?"
"Why are you calling me, boy?"
"Ah, it's nothing."
"Tsk, how dull."

When the master showed a dumbfounded expression at the sudden praise, the Family Head seemed displeased and gave his shoulder a hard pat—hard enough that the master fell sideways saying, "That hurts."

"Well, since you won the match, I should listen to your request."
"I understand. Then after my studies at the academy, I'll handle my usual duties during my free time—"
"Ah, forget that. Do something else."
"What? Like what?"

But the Family Head was indeed no easy opponent. Seeing him cross his arms, I immediately realized we'd been outmaneuvered.

"I only agreed to share some of my duties with you. There was nothing in our bet about what tasks I'd assign."
"......"

The Family Head was truly on another level compared to my master, who had just barely reached adulthood.

"And also."
"Yes?"
"You two. I'm saying this out of concern."

I thought the conversation was over, but what was he trying to say now? Why did I feel uneasy?

"Do you realize how extremely close you two appear to be?"

Perhaps this was another reason he wanted to break the contract between my master and me. I'd forgotten that my master's fiancée was Princess Ariel. There were already rumors about setting a date for their engagement ceremony.

"Yes."
"Keep an appropriate distance to avoid misunderstandings. Don't give Princess Ariel any reason for suspicion."
"I'll keep that in mind."
"Good. You've worked hard. You may go now."

I felt a chill down my spine at the thought that if my master had lost, the distance between us might have grown immensely. Well, he won, so it worked out.

* * *

"Phew, that was tough."
"You worked hard, Master."
"Enough. You must be tired from all that tension too. Go rest."

Now that it was finally time to truly go to bed, I collapsed onto the bed as my tension released. Though the bed was harder than the one Meina had bought me, it felt like returning to my rightful place, and even the plain cotton blanket felt more comfortable than the one at Meina's house.

"I really thought my heart would stop from anxiety."
"That's why I told you not to interfere in the duel."
"If I hadn't, I could only envision a future where you lost, Master."
"Hmm. Then it would have been due to my lack of skill, so—"
"Master, are you saying you wouldn't mind being separated from me?"

When I cut off my master's unacceptable words, his mouth immediately shut. He probably had nothing to say to that.

"Of course not."
"Then you had to win. Otherwise, the bond between us would have been forcibly broken, and we would have grown apart."
"Just because we wouldn't have a slave contract doesn't mean we couldn't be together."
"But you wouldn't be able to keep me close like now, would you? Your fiancée is the Princess, after all."

Unless he didn't already have a designated fiancée, but my master has Ariel. Being involved with another woman would damage his reputation.

"Right now, I may appear to be your slave on the surface, but..."
"So you're aware that you've grown too big to be called a slave."
"Of course. You know who would forcibly break our contract and take me away if you weren't my master."

Ah, I'm so tired from all that tension. I definitely fell asleep in my master's arms before sunset, but now my whole body feels drained.

"Ei. When will the core arrive tomorrow?"
"Probably not early in the day."
"I see."
"Let's go to sleep now. I'm sleepy."

After closing my eyes and yawning, I heard him say, "You must be tired indeed," followed only by the sound of quiet breathing. Of course. If I'm exhausted just from watching, how tired must my master be after directly facing the Family Head?

"Good night, Master."

With those words, I fell into sleep. How deeply I must have slept. When someone tapped my shoulder and I opened my eyes, Leo Aris with his youthful face was standing before me.

"Mmm, Young Master Leo?"
"They said you'd be sleeping soundly, and it's true."
"Oh, did I sleep too long?"
"Extremely. What on earth did you do yesterday to sleep until now?"
"Well..."

There were certainly some incredible events last night, weren't there? My master challenging my father to a duel, and if that wasn't enough, attacking the Family Head first. Anyone watching might have thought they were mortal enemies.

"Anyway, you might want to fix your clothes first."
"What? Why?"
"Your, um, everything is visible through your clothes."

I looked down. Two protrusions were clearly outlined through my clothes, their shadows revealing their presence. What's the big deal if they show?

"Really? Would you like to see them?"
"You've become quite bold since becoming His Excellency's disciple. Anyway, I've woken you up, so I'm leaving."

Intending to tease this young boy, I brought my hands to my chest and smiled, causing Leo to cough as if choking. Then he blushed and slightly averted his gaze.

"Where is Young Master Theo?"
"My brother? He left early this morning. He's probably not in the castle."
"I see. Thank you for waking me."
"Hmph. Just make yourself presentable. Don't damage the Marquis's dignity."

Watching Leo leave, I stretched. He told me to come by today, but going too early in the morning would just be a waste of time.

*I might as well clean Meina's laboratory for a change.*

After changing clothes and leaving the room, I walked through the castle, and the passing servants greeted me. I returned their greetings as I headed toward Meina's laboratory, where the security magic welcomed me after a long time. Zing—. When I placed my hand on it, the security magic unlocked, and as I entered the lab, the brightly lit room greeted me as always.

*She must be going back and forth between the capital and the academy.*

There were traces of human presence in this place where even cleaning maids were forbidden entry. Meina must have been coming and going. Still, it needed cleaning, so I dusted off the accumulated dust and organized the scattered books. By the time I finished, the sun was high in the sky. After securing the door and leaving the laboratory, I headed to the dining hall for a meal and found Leo dining alone.

"Young Master, may I join you?"
"Oh, sure. Do as you please."
"Thank you."

Come to think of it, it's been a while since I've seen him. As I sat across from him, I could feel his gaze occasionally darting toward me. Despite probably having seen many women during his travels, he looked at me with the cautious, fluttering eyes of someone admiring an attractive older woman.

"By the way, what brings you to the castle, Young Master?"
"My father called for me."
"The Family Head?"
"Yes. He said he has something for me to do regarding the family accounts."

I recalled what my master had said yesterday. Leo might lack talent in combat, but he has exceptional abilities in calculations and academics.

"Don't you attend the academy too?"
"Why?"
"I'm also a staff member at the academy's Department of Magic, but I don't think I've seen you there."
"Of course not. We're in different departments. How often would a staff member venture outside their department?"
"Well, I do run a lot of errands for my master all over the place."
"By that logic, I haven't seen you either. You must not have come to the Department of Humanities."

I wonder if he knows how cute he looks, refusing to concede even a single point.

"Didn't you once say you wanted to learn magic from me, Young Master?"
"That was ages ago..."
"Why? I've learned so much more since then."

I put down my utensils on the empty plate and stood up. Leo, who seemed to have been waiting for me to finish my meal, also stood up and followed me out of the dining hall.

"I can even do this now."

Combining the magic I've learned, I created a gust of wind. In the past, I could only watch Ariel clean up broken glass pieces.

"W-what? Did you just float?"
"Hehe."

Now I've reached a level where I can imitate what Ariel does, albeit unstably, after watching her.

"When did you learn the Princess's magic..."
"Well, I didn't exactly learn it—I'm just imitating it."
"That seems even more impressive."

Of course, since it wasn't optimized, the mana consumption was enormous, so I quickly descended to the ground.

"And if you learn from me, you'll get to spend more time with me."

As I walked with my hands behind my back, I could feel Leo following me, muttering "Hmm" as if considering it. However, I couldn't teach him today. It was almost time to go pick up the core.

"Ah, it's already time."
"What? Where are you going?"
"I need to pick up something from the capital."

I waved goodbye to Leo, who seemed disappointed that I was leaving so soon, and left the castle. I began to feel excited, wondering if the completed item would turn out as I had envisioned.
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"I've made it according to the request."

The brilliant jewel I had commissioned under Meina's name. Looking at the core, my first reaction was admiration. As expected of a shop that Meina frequently patronizes, the owner's skill was exceptional. The core, crafted to perfectly match my intentions, was now displaying its radiance to me.

"I hope you never have to use that on me."
"...I see you've figured it out?"
"When you make something properly, you end up understanding the client's intentions whether you want to or not."

Fair enough.
If someone sells magical materials well enough for even Meina to use them, they must be quite capable.

"Don't worry. It's not something I intend to use on you, Ragna."
"That's a relief."
"Well then, I'll see you later."

When I left the magic shop, the sun had already passed its zenith and was beginning to descend.
Now I need to take this to the blacksmith and embed it in my weapon prototype to test its performance.

'It will take a bit more time to complete it.'

I clutched the core tightly in my hand and looked around.
When carrying something like this, it's best to act as if you're not carrying anything at all.

"Mister."

Right now, I'm in a position where I could be captured at any moment.
Even though my master has assigned me a secret escort, when carrying such a dangerous item, it's not a bad idea to get direct help.

"Why are you calling me?"
"Please stay by my side."
"Your master assigned me to guard you secretly from behind."
"If it's about compensation, you can speak to my master."
"Both master and disciple are equally stubborn."
"You don't have to escort me far anyway."

I immediately headed toward the capital's Warp Gate.
The area where the man has to escort me is limited to the capital and its vicinity.
Since he's not required to carry out escort duties in the Aris Estate in the north, his mission will end at the gate today.

"You're going to the Aris Estate."
"Yes. You can rest for today."
"Aren't you coming back down?"
"Probably not. Things might change if something happens to my master."
"Then I'll go with you."

But even if I don't come back today, there's not much time left.

"Do you have somewhere to go?"
"I need to visit home."
"Ah, home? Is your home in the north?"
"......"

Oh.
Did I ask too much?
The relationship between this man and me is just that of a guard and his charge, connected through my master.

"Never mind. You don't have to answer."

Right.
Just as he doesn't ask me anything, I shouldn't ask him either.
Usually, people who silently focus on their duties have circumstances they don't want to reveal.

"Haah-."

As soon as I crossed the gate, I blew on my hands, which were cold from the chilly air.
Even though I now have magic, it's a remnant from the days when I lived without knowing magic.

"I won't be returning early tomorrow, so you can do whatever you need to."

After saying that, I turned and went my way.
I wonder what that man thought as he watched me turn away.
One thing was certain: he had no intention of getting close to me.
Given his still rigid attitude after what was neither a long nor short time together.

'Don't mind it.'

I watched him walk past me as if his job was done the moment we crossed the gate, then turned away.
I slowly walked along the snow-covered path toward the blacksmith shop that the owner had introduced me to yesterday.
Entering the smithy, Ian, whom I had seen yesterday, now led me into the workshop.

Hot air.
The sound of metal clashing everywhere.
And Ian must have been working on this since the moment we met yesterday, as the nearly completed gun exterior parts were already visible.

"Is that the core you mentioned?"
"Yes."

As I took it out and began assembling it into the center, he showed interest in the Rutenium and looked at the finished product he had created.
Of course, it wouldn't function immediately.
I still needed to engrave a few more magic formulas on the internal components.

"You're very skilled. The measurements I gave you were quite challenging, so it must have been difficult to maintain the tolerances."

In the hot air, sweat ran down my neck and forehead.
Wearing thick clothes, the inside was already beginning to get soaked with sweat.

"Do you happen to have an engraving tool?"
"Would you wait a moment, please."

When the man went to get the engraving tool, I took off my outer coat.
My shirt was sticking to my body, and when I brought my hand to my neck, I could feel the sweat pooling there.

"Are you alright?"
"Yes, I'm fine."

Perhaps Ian was concerned that I was sweating too much.
After drinking water from the bottle he brought me, I began engraving the necessary magic formulas on the internal components.
It was a high-difficulty task requiring three magic formulas in each groove, but since it was something that would protect me.

"Hafu......"

Even after the other workers had finished their day's work and gone home.

"One last one."

The work was completed only when the heat of the forge had cooled, leaving only the minimum fire needed for operation.

"Aren't you cold?"
"Ah, thank you."

I put on my coat that Ian, who was still there, handed me, and as I finished the assembly, the gun that was already drawing on my mana was in my hand.

"Is that a weapon?"
"Hm, curious?"

To think I could create a pistol in this world too.
Of course, its operating principle is completely different from what I saw in my previous life.

"If you're curious, would you like to come this way?"

When we went outside, the darkened surroundings told me that quite some time had passed.
I aimed the mana-charged gun at a shield displayed in the showcase and pulled the trigger. With a momentary flash, mana was fired forward in the form of a laser.

"I'll pay for the shield later."

Ian's mouth fell open.
Perhaps he was amazed at the power of the gun, which had easily penetrated the quite thick shield.
But on the other hand, he also seemed afraid.

"But what do you intend to use such a weapon for?"

There was anxiety in his voice.

"Well, at least it won't be pointed at you, Ian."
"Then......"
"I have some enemies. I haven't lived a bad life, but enemies still appear."

Now that the sweat has dried, it should be fine.
After hiding the gun inside my coat, I bid farewell to Ian and left the smithy. By then, there were hardly any people visible on the streets.
On a day like today, anything could happen.

"Right?"

About three rats hiding here to catch me.
Even the Aris Estate is no longer a safe zone.
If they can sneak in without the soldiers noticing, I could be captured at any time.

"You guys. It's fine to follow me, but you haven't forgotten, have you? Whose disciple I am."

If you can't use force directly, you can call someone who can.
As I prepared to access Meina's surveillance network and sound the alarm, the tension from my unknown followers intensified.

"I'll give you a chance. Turn around and pretend you didn't see me. Then at least you won't die without being able to return home."

After my threat that they should just leave if they didn't want to face the Aris army, I soon felt the presence of those who had been confronting me disappear.
I had my doubts, but to think they would follow me this far.

'Now I can't even walk around alone.'

I sighed and turned back toward the castle.
Perhaps I really should prepare for the possibility of being kidnapped.

"Ei, did you finish your work well?"
"Yes, Master."

Swoosh.
Had my master been waiting for me to return since early?
As he immediately embraced me, I placed my hand on his stomach and gently pushed him away.

"I sweated a lot today, so if you hug me now, you'll have to bathe again."
"Hmm."
"I'll go wash up, could you wait a little?"
"Then you probably haven't eaten yet either."

As I took off my coat, I placed the weapon I had completed today on the table.
My master's interest seemed to shift there as he let go of me and reached for the gun on the table.
He tilted his head, looking at the unfamiliar object whose use he didn't know.

"Is this what you wanted to make?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Hmm, this is a weapon? It doesn't seem to have any blade."
"I'll show you its power tomorrow. I'm tired since it's gotten late today."
"Alright. Go wash up."

Was my master craving a woman today?
Or did he miss me even though we were apart for just a few hours?
Normally he would restrain his desires well, but for some reason, he kept trying to touch my chest.
Thinking I couldn't deny him even that before washing, I let him touch me for a moment.

"Master."
"What is it, Ei?"
"Did something happen today?"

Until I fell asleep after washing and having dinner.
Whether I was by my master's side or in his arms, I ended up staying close to him in the room.

"No."
"Then why does someone who usually leaves me alone keep holding me like this?"

Not that I mind it, though.
When I added that comment, my master placed his hand on my head.
And his other hand.......

"If this was your purpose, why didn't you touch me earlier—ah!"

My thighs instinctively closed together.
If my master was holding me this close, I should have considered that he's a man after all.

"...I was too oblivious."
"I'll say it again, Ei, you're not oblivious—your perception is too quick, that's the problem."
"The purpose of buying me was to satisfy your desires, so how is this being oblivious?"
"Well."

My master took a small breath in and out.
Like someone who had something to say.
And what came from my master's mouth was......

"Because it was something I was debating whether to say to my slave Ei or to Serin Veldear."

It seemed this wasn't something that could be easily dismissed.

Ch.90 - Fight Is Just One Part (8)
"Then, Master-."

I was about to speak to him but changed my words.
Master is currently looking for Serin Veldear, a girl his own age, not Ei the slave.

"No, Theo. Before we talk, could you stop touching me down there?"
"Ah."
"I'm sensitive, so I can't concentrate on our conversation."

Between us, I notice Master's fingers slightly wet with a substance whose nature I can guess.
For a moment, I had a crazy thought.
My thighs were already tingling.

"No, Master."
"Why?"
"Could you... touch me a little more?"

I grabbed Master's wrist as he tried to remove his hand from my underwear.
My eyes must be slightly moist by now.
With desire for physical pleasure.

Actually, sex slaves are originally purchased to satisfy their masters.
Conversely, when a master stops after losing interest, if the slave still wants relief, they should take care of themselves rather than asking the master.
In other words, a sex slave requesting their master like this shouldn't exist.

"Are you asking me to service you?"
"Ah, well that's..."

But Master's hand returns between my legs.
If before he was just touching the soft flesh like hills beside a valley, now he's digging in between, scratching inside me.

"Ah-."

Honestly, it felt too good.
To think Master would move his fingers just for me.
What slave could ever enjoy such luxury?

Master's fingers enter my secret place, moving diligently to satisfy me.
My body tries to stretch out involuntarily, and though I try to suppress it, I find myself burrowing deeper into Master's embrace.

"I, I-, I-!"

I bury myself completely in Master's arms, unconsciously grabbing his arm.
My whole body tenses, and that feeling I get when I'm with Master at night gradually rises.
How does he know exactly how to touch my weak spots?

"I'm about to- ugh!"

Before finishing my sentence, I buried my face in Master's embrace.
As reason flies away and I surrender completely to pleasure, soon my strength drains and I go limp.
Below, even Master's leg was slightly wet with my fluids.

"Haa, haa..."
"Are you back to your senses?"
"How long was I out of it?"
"Not very long."
"That's a relief..."

I shook my head from side to side.
Standing up on trembling legs, I noticed that not only my clothes but also Master's pants were slightly wet.
An overwhelming sense of shame washed over me.
What have I just done?

"Why are you suddenly covering your face?"
"I'm, I'm embarrassed."
"Haven't you already shown me everything there is to see as a woman?"
"Even so..."
"Did it feel that good?"

How can you strike right at the heart of the matter, Master?
I need to answer, but why won't my mouth cooperate?

"Yes..."

Master was about to say something but suddenly closed his mouth.
It felt incredibly good.
The problem was that it was too embarrassing to say out loud.

"I'm glad. You're my first woman."
"And, and you're my first man, Master."
"...Are you serious?"
"You took my virginity and you ask me that?"

Master looked at me with an expression that suggested he didn't know what to do.
Before, his eyes only saw me as a slave, but now, mixed in with that gaze...
There was a look that saw the real me.
A look of first love and continuing love.

How could I not know?
He grants all my requests even when they cross the line for a slave.
Even after tasting a woman for the first time, any normal man wouldn't leave his sex slave alone, yet he considers my feelings every time.
How could I not know that to Master, I'm not just a sex slave, but someone he wants to protect and keep by his side—someone he has feelings for beyond that?

"I still remember that moment clearly."
"Ahem."
"Anyway, not as slave Ei, but as me."

I close my eyes.
After sensing with mana waves that no one is listening, I continue.

"You said you had something to tell Serin Veldear, no."

I recall our past relationship.
I was his most trustworthy friend, with whom I didn't have to hide myself.
And for him, I was the only person he could show his true feelings to without formality.

"You said you had something to tell me."

I open my eyes.
Theo showed an expression of deep thought, as if he had been contemplating this for a long time.
No matter how much I try to make Serin Veldear and Ei appear as completely different people, after spending so much time together, I can't help but recognize these reactions.

"Serin."
"Yes."

Thump.
A reaction comes from my heart.
The flimsy slave contract connecting me to Master.
The contract that demands I always look up to Master is restricting my heartbeat because I didn't use honorifics.

"Release our slave contract temporarily."
"......"
"You can do it, right? Reestablish the contract between us later."

Instead of answering, I nodded.
I don't know why he wants me to release the slave contract just to have a conversation, but...
If that's what he wants.

*I must be crazy. To release this.*

I wonder what expression the Family Head would make if I broke the slave contract he so desperately wanted to break, with just one word from Theo.
I stand up and summon the magic circle related to the slave contract.
The thread connecting Master and me appears, and the release contract in the magic circle shimmers before us.

"Contract release."

Normally, Master should be the one operating this magic circle.
However, this was designed under the assumption that slaves couldn't use magic...
And for me now, such a flimsy magic circle is nothing.
The silver thread dissolves into mana and disappears, and the tattoo symbolizing the slave contract vanishes from my body in an instant.

"It's done."
"Good. Will you sit down?"
"Yes."

I sit down as Theo suggests, and he lets out a small sigh.
Did he really think about this for a long time?

"I've been thinking about this for a very long time."

He's been looking for me for so long, staying so close that even the Family Head was concerned.
He must have harbored different feelings for just as long...
What could he possibly want to say that requires all this?

"Every time I see you, I know I shouldn't, but I just can't control myself."
"......"
"I should only see you as slave Ei, but I keep seeing you as Serin."

My heart pounds.
Perhaps I too have developed different feelings for Master.

"To stay with you for a long time, I should ignore that you're a Veldear and only see you as Ei, but I keep failing. I keep seeing you as Serin."
"...Since when?"
"Maybe from the first day I brought you from the slave market."

Theo reaches out to me.
Instinctively, my hand rises to block his.
Theo lets out a small "Ah" of disappointment.

It's rather funny to be doing this now, but the line must be clearly drawn.
Even though it's the same body, while slave Ei might not mind, Serin Veldear has never given herself to Theo.
...In truth, I understand the pain Theo has gone through, and I want to give myself to him as compensation, but...

"You'll be in danger."
"Yes."
"Serin Veldear is already a dead woman walking if caught, so I have nothing to lose, but you're different."
"That's true."
"It's not just you. Your father who accepted me, and Meina who taught me magic. Not just them, but all the people who have entrusted themselves to Aris. They'll all be in danger. The Empire will show no mercy to anyone associated with Veldear."

Though I speak of others, I can't allow myself to accept him because I know Theo will be in danger.
And now there are other Veldears from the neighboring empire targeting me.

"I know."
"And you still say such things?"

But Theo seems to have already made up his mind as he nods while looking at me.
I turn to look at myself in the mirror.
Am I really that charming?
Enough to make him willing to give up his family?

My face is somewhat pretty, but my body is quite lacking.
My hips are feminine enough, but my chest is so flat that when I wear Aris clothing, it looks completely flat from the outside.
I'm certainly not a woman others would desire.

"I really don't understand, do you want me that badly?"
"Yes."
"Even if you lose everything in return?"
"Yes."

But to Theo, I seem incredibly attractive.
Someone who was usually so rational.

"Get a grip, Theo Aris. This isn't a joke. You'll die. You'll die."
"I'm sorry. I must seem pathetic now. Blinded by a woman, willing to throw away my entire family."
"Let's pretend I didn't hear any of this today. I'm sorry I can't say anything else-."

But this isn't right.
No matter how I think about it, doing this just to have me doesn't make sense.
But Theo, not wanting to hear my words, suddenly reaches out to grab the back of my head and kisses me.
How long did we kiss?

"Theo."
"Yes."
"The brand of Veldear can never be erased. If the Veldear family were pure humans, it might be different, but we have High Elf blood mixed in."
"......"
"I understand how you feel. If I weren't a Veldear, I might have cried with joy at your words."

After separating our lips, I look at him and speak clearly.
Taking slave Ei with him forever might be possible, but Serin Veldear is not an option.
But perhaps Theo isn't willing to back down this time.

"If you want to embrace me as Serin, not Ei, I'll do that. But don't give up everything just to have me."
"I'm not asking you to always treat me as Serin either."

Theo strokes the back of my head.

"Just when we're alone, treat me as Serin."
"......"
"I like you, Serin Veldear."

A man with a fiancée confesses his true feelings to me.
Normally, I should have refused.
But the words won't come out.

Perhaps I too have developed feelings for Master.

"Just when we're alone, could you be my lover?"

The forbidden confession reached my ears.
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"Are you conscious now?"
"Um, how long was I out of it?"
"Not too long."
"That's a relief..."

I shook my head from side to side.
Supporting myself on trembling legs, I barely managed to stand up. I noticed that not only my clothes but also my master's pants were slightly wet.
An overwhelming sense of shame washed over me.
What have I just done?

"Why are you suddenly covering your face?"
"I-I'm embarrassed."
"Haven't you already shown everything there is to show as a woman?"
"Even so..."
"Did it feel that good?"

How can you strike right at the core with your words, my master?
I needed to answer that question, but why couldn't I get the words out?

"Yes..."

My master's mouth opened as if to say something but closed immediately.
It did feel incredibly good.
The problem was that it was too embarrassing to say out loud.

"I'm glad. You're my first woman."
"Y-you're my first man too, Master."
"...Are you serious?"
"You took my virginity and you ask me that?"

My master looked at me with an expression that suggested he didn't know what to do.
Before, his eyes only saw me as a slave, but now, mixed in with that gaze...
There was a look that saw the real me.
A look of first love that had continued until now.

I couldn't help but know.
He grants all my requests, even when they cross the line for a slave.
Even though it would be normal for any man, no matter how virtuous, to not leave his sex slave alone after tasting a woman for the first time, he considers my feelings every time.
How could I not know that to my master, I'm no longer just a sex slave, but someone he wants to keep by his side and protect—someone he has feelings for beyond that?

"I can still vividly remember that moment."
"Ahem."
"Anyway, not as your slave Ei, but as me."

I closed my eyes.
After sensing with my mana waves that no one was listening, I continued.

"You said you had something to tell Serin Veldear, no."

I recalled our past relationship.
I was his most trustworthy friend, with whom he didn't have to hide myself.
And to him, I was the only person he could show his true feelings to without formality.

"You said you had something to tell me."

I opened my eyes.
Theo showed an expression of deep thought, as if he had been contemplating this for a long time.
No matter how much I tried to make Serin Veldear and Ei seem like completely different people, after spending so much time together, I couldn't help but recognize these reactions.

"Serin."
"Yes."

Thump.
A reaction came from my heart.
The flimsy slave contract connecting me to my master.
The contract that demands I always look up to my master was restricting my heartbeat because I wasn't speaking formally.

"Release our slave contract for a moment."
"......"
"You can do it, right? Reestablish the contract between us later."

Instead of answering, I nodded.
I didn't know what he wanted to talk about that required breaking the slave contract, but if that's what he wanted.

*I must be crazy too, to undo this.*

I wondered what expression the Family Head would make if I broke the slave contract he so desperately wanted to keep intact with just a word from Theo.
I stood up and summoned the magic circle related to the slave contract.
The thread connecting my master and me appeared, and the contract termination magic circle shimmered before us.

"Contract release."

Normally, the master should operate this magic circle.
However, this was designed under the assumption that slaves couldn't use magic...
And for me now, such a shoddy magic circle was nothing.
The silver thread dissolved into mana and disappeared, and the tattoo symbolizing the slave contract was erased from my body in an instant.

"It's done."
"Good. Will you sit down?"
"Yes."

I sat down as Theo suggested, and he let out a small sigh.
Had he really been thinking about this for a long time?

"I've been thinking about this for a very long time."

He had been looking for me for a long time and stayed close enough to make the Family Head worry.
He must have harbored different feelings for just as long...
What on earth did he want to talk about?

"Every time I see you, I know I shouldn't, but I just can't control myself."
"......"
"I should only see you as the slave Ei, but I keep seeing you as Serin."

My heart was pounding.
Perhaps I too had developed different feelings for my master.

"To stay with you for a long time, I should ignore that you're a Veldear and only see you as Ei, but I can't do that. I keep seeing you as Serin."
"...Since when?"
"Perhaps from the first day I brought you from the slave market."

Theo reached out his hand to me.
Without thinking, I raised my hand to block his with mine.
Theo let out a small sigh of "Ah."

It's truly laughable to be doing this now, but the line must be clearly drawn.
Even if it's the same body, while the slave Ei might not mind, Serin Veldear had never given herself to Theo.
...In truth, I wanted to give myself to him even as compensation, knowing the pain he must have gone through.

"You'll be in danger."
"Yes."
"Serin Veldear is already a dead woman if caught, so I have nothing to lose, but you're different, Theo."
"That's true."
"It's not just you. Your father who accepted me, and Meina who taught me magic. Not just them, but all the people who have entrusted themselves to the Aris family. They'll all be in danger. The Empire will show no mercy to anyone involved with the Veldeares."

Though I spoke of others, I couldn't allow myself to him because I knew Theo would be in danger.
And now there were other Veldeares from the neighboring empire targeting me.

"I know."
"And you still say such things?"

But Theo seemed to have already made up his mind as he nodded while looking at me.
I turned my head to look at myself in the mirror.
Am I really that attractive?
Enough to make him willing to give up his family?

My face is somewhat pretty, but my body is quite lacking.
While my hips might assert my femininity, my chest appears completely flat when dressed in Aris attire.
I'm certainly not a woman others would desire.

"I really don't understand, do you want me that badly?"
"Yes."
"Even if it costs you everything?"
"Yes."

But to Theo, I seemed incredibly attractive.
This person who was usually so rational.

"Get a grip, Theo Aris. This isn't a joke. You'll die. You'll die."
"I'm sorry. I must seem pathetic now, blinded by a woman and willing to throw away my entire family."
"I'll pretend I didn't hear this today. I'm sorry I can't say anything else—"

But this isn't right.
No matter how I think about it, doing this just to have me doesn't make sense.
But Theo, not wanting to hear my words, quickly reached out to cradle the back of my head and kissed me.
How long did we kiss?

"Theo."
"Yes."
"The brand of being a Veldear will never be erased. If the Veldear family were pure humans, it might be different, but we have High Elf blood mixed in."
"......"
"I understand your feelings. If I weren't a Veldear, I might have cried with joy at your words right now."

After breaking the kiss, I looked at him and spoke clearly.
While he could take the slave Ei forever, Serin Veldear was not an option.
But was Theo unwilling to back down this time?

"If you want me in your arms as Serin, not Ei, I'll do that. But don't give up everything just to have me."
"I'm not asking you to always treat me as Serin either."

Theo stroked the back of my head.

"Just when we're alone, treat me as Serin."
"......"
"I like you, Serin Veldear."

A man with a fiancée was confessing his true feelings to me.
I should have rejected him.
But the words wouldn't come out.

Had I also developed feelings for my master?

"Just when we're alone, could you be my lover?"

A forbidden confession reached my ears.

Ch.92 - Fight Is Just One Part (9)
"Just when we're alone together...?"
"Yes."

Come to think of it, Theo's speech wasn't tinged with the formal tone he had to use as the family heir.
Now that he was treating me as Serin Veldear, he was back to his old self.
My heart was slowly unlocking at the sight of this young man who seemed so youthful for his age.

"I thought about it dozens of times every day. What if someone discovers you're a Veldear? What if something happens to you?"

Theo pulled me into his arms as if to prevent me from escaping, seemingly intent on revealing all the feelings he'd been hiding.
I could feel his thick, firm arms around my back and shoulders.

"What if you weren't from the treasonous Veldear family, but from the prestigious noble Veldear house? What if you were a Young Lady from those glorious days of the past?"

If that were the case, I wouldn't have met you now.
If I had been a Young Lady from the prestigious noble Veldear family like Theo is now, I would never have been sold as a slave to the Aris family.

I might have learned magic well, but I would have been from a distant bloodline away from the central family.
My mother, who passed the Veldear blood to me, said she was born to a second wife, so I wouldn't have even met Theo, the heir to Aris.
Besides, Theo is supposed to be paired with Princess Ariel.
And because of my appearance, my access to him might have been completely blocked to prevent any potential problems.

"If that were the case, we probably wouldn't have met at all."
"What?"
"My mother was born to a second wife of the Veldear family. And you're the one who will inherit Aris..."

I release Theo's arms that were embracing me.
Then I sit down, slightly apart from him—closer than we should be, but far enough to indicate the distance between Serin Veldear and Theo Aris.

"Theo."

I fold my hands and look at him.
Then I slightly lower my gaze and quietly wait for his response, as befitting someone who normally wouldn't even be able to look directly at him.
Though I don't observe all the proper etiquette I should, given our past intimate relationship.

"There's a saying I've heard: a basket that leaks from the inside will leak from the outside too."
"......"
"If we lower our guard just because we're alone, it will surely be discovered someday. Because if I accept your feelings, I don't think I'll be able to control myself either."
"Serin......"
"I'm sorry. I want to accept you too."

Theo.
You're not the only one feeling this way.
You're incredibly precious to me too.

"But I don't want to see you walk into the abyss because of me."
"......"
"I'm really sorry."

That's when it happened.
Suddenly, as if he had made up his mind about something, Theo rose with a frozen expression.

"Is it because of Ariel?"
"......What?"
"Are you doing this because I'm supposed to be paired with the Princess?"
"What are you trying to do?"
"I'm going to tell Ariel the engagement is off."
"What?"

Has he lost his mind?
I grab Theo's wrist as he stands up, and he looks down at me with a "Why?"

"Are you crazy?"
"Yes. I am crazy."
"Why, is it because I didn't accept your feelings?"
"Yes."
"Don't do this, Theo. If it were simply because of the Princess, I wouldn't have rejected your feelings."
"Then!"

I flinched momentarily at Theo's voice, which had never been raised before.
I know.
I know how much he's been conflicted and worried about bringing this up.

"I know. I know that getting deeper with you is dangerous for me."
"......"
"But you know what, you've been the only one for me all my life. You're the only one who has seen me as just Theo, not as Theo Aris, the family heir."

I can feel Theo's voice trembling as he stands with his back to me.
Why doesn't he understand my feelings?

I know.
I know that as the family heir, you've lived your life without being able to act childish, sacrificing a lot of yourself.
That the brief moments you showed in front of slave Ei were the only times you could be yourself.

But why don't you understand my feelings when I'm rejecting your heart for your own sake?
I feel like I'm being torn apart too.

"Ariel is supposed to be paired with me, but she's not on my side."
"......"
"After my mother left, when Ariel said unspeakable things to me, I decided not to let any woman into my life. Until I met you."

As I carefully turn Theo's body toward me, I notice his reddened eyes.
It hurts.
It hurt to see someone so precious to me crying.
To Theo, I was...

"But if even you reject me, I..."

Not wanting to hear any more, I grab the back of his neck and head and pull him down to me.
Then I stop his lips with mine so he can't harm himself.

"I never said I rejected you, just that we can't be lovers, Theo Aris."

I silenced him with my lips.
Until his emotions calmed down.

"Haah."

After releasing Theo, I quietly bring my hand to my shoulder.

"That fact hasn't changed. I won't reject you, just as I never have."

With a soft movement, I slide the strap of my dress off my shoulder.
I untie the ribbon at my waist, and the dress falls down.

"Even now."
"Ei, no, Serin......"
"Yes."
"That means you......"
"Are you just going to look at me after I've undressed? I'm facing you not as slave Ei, but as Serin, your childhood dream and current love."

At that, a gleam appears in Theo's eyes.
He grabs my wrist, with only my panties on, and leads me straight to his bed.

"Theo. Let me say it once more, we are not lovers."
"Yes."
"Instead, we'll be secret friends with a deeper connection than anyone else. Understood?"

Lying beneath him, I tell Theo this before he touches my body, and he nods as if he accepts it that far.

"But Theo, what about you?"
"What?"
"Even though I might look different as Serin, I have the same body as slave Ei, so I'm not a virgin anymore."
"It doesn't matter. You as Serin, not slave Ei, are experiencing this for the first time."
"You really are consistent..."

He immediately removes my panties and spreads the petals below, then inserts his finger into the most intimate hole located between them.
Unlike the times when he used to treat me carefully out of consideration, now he's somewhat violent and rough.

"Hnngh-!"

I cover my mouth with both hands.
But even though I try to hide my body's reactions as I've done all my life to conceal my responses, my thighs tightly grip Theo's arm.

"Besides, we can just say I broke your virginity with my fingers first."

The finger he thrust in without any foreplay causes some pain as it rubs against my dry passage.
My body twists from side to side, but Theo looks down at me from above with a slightly angry expression, as if he had anticipated this reaction.

"This is revenge."
"W-what revenge?"
"For trying to reject my feelings."

He keeps tormenting me with the finger he's inserted below.

"And for making me wait for almost ten years."
"T-that's......"
"I understand you had your reasons for not revealing your identity from the start, but thinking about it now, that's also vexing, so this is for that too."
"Theo, you......"
"Hmm? You're still holding out? By now, you should have given in."

To think he would use the information he learned while taking me as a slave like this.
In reality, the idea that Serin and Ei are separate people makes no sense.
Using the same body, speaking with the same voice, sharing the same memories—how could they be different people?
While they might be perfectly distinguished by social status, that's only how they appear externally.

"When did I......"
"You usually climax around this point."
"That was because, as a slave, to satisfy you-!"
"Really? For that, you look like you're about to give in right now."

I grip Theo's neatly arranged bedspread with my hands, resisting him.
Of course, it's a meaningless act.
My reason soon crumbled under Theo's fingers that were pressing my weak spots.

"Haah, Theo Aris......"
"You're not even calling me Master anymore?"
"...... I broke that pathetically weak slave contract earlier, remember?"

Theo, lying beside me, looks at me with loving eyes.
Separately, his fingers were touching the soft flesh below.

"Do you really like me as I am?"
"What do you mean?"
"Small breasts, somewhat wide hips, but not as big as the Princess or Meina."

At my words, Theo's gaze moves downward.
His hand rests on my chest, playing with my small breasts.
His thumb touches the nipple that shyly reveals its presence.

"It's fine."
"What is?"
"I don't care if your breasts are big or small. I just want you to be you."
"......I'm just asking, but you don't have a preference for bodies like mine, do you?"

Theo's lips close.
As he quietly plays with my nipple, I ask again, "......Really?"
It was true that while I had a decent height, I hadn't eaten properly during my growth years, so by this world's standards, I was rather thin.

"I might have a preference for bodies like this, you know."
"S-Serin. You know that saying it like that hurts more, right?"
"Well, when you first undressed me, you said it was a 'humble but pretty body.'"
"......."
"Consider us even now."

As I quietly watch Theo fondling my breasts without speaking, his face soon approaches my chest and takes a nipple into his mouth.
I clench my lips and suppress my moans as he stimulates the bud with his tongue and teeth.
I've always lived trying to hide my condition from others.

"Haah. Serin. I can't hold back anymore."

Saying that, Theo throws off the clothes he was wearing and pounces on me.
Overlapping his body with mine and moving, his manhood skillfully finds my lower opening and enters me.

"Mmph."
"So this is your real personality, Serin."
"What...?"
"Even suppressing your moans."

But seeing me like this, a mischievous smile appears on his face.
He holds me with his left arm while his right hand plays with my left breast, his thumb teasing the nipple.
He presses the prominent part in the center of my breast with his thumb, tapping it like a roly-poly toy, and pushing it into the shallow depth it barely enters.

"Your flushed face trying to hold back looks much sexier."
"......"

At his words, I cover my face with both hands.
But Theo, unable to bear the sight of me hiding my face, removes the hand that was touching my breast and pulls away the hands covering my face.

"What a nasty habit you have, our Theo."
"Why?"
"I'm dying of embarrassment right now, and you have to look at my face, touch my breasts, and take me like this?"
"Yes."

Now seemingly satisfied, Theo began to move his hips on top of me.
All that remained was to be thoroughly taken by him and...

"Haah, haah......"

To quietly watch Theo as he examined my most intimate petals, now filled with the Aris seed.

Ch.93 - Fight Is Just One Part (10)
Lying in Theo's arms beside him, I cast a glance his way.
Theo holds me tightly in his embrace and offers words of gratitude.

"Thank you."
"Theo?"
"For accepting my selfishness."

I take his hand and place it on my chest.
But perhaps as revenge for teasing me earlier, he removes his hand from my chest and strokes my head instead.

"You're right. I think my emotions got the better of me earlier."
"......"
"Serin. I'll follow your wishes. If you don't want to treat me as Serin would, then don't. I know I'm being selfish, so I won't force you. If that's how it has to be, I'll bury what happened today in my heart."

Theo's lips quiver.
It seems he has more to say, but I don't pry, allowing him to keep it buried in his heart.

"Theo."
"Yes?"
"If I refuse, will you not be my secret friend anymore?"
"...If that's what you want."

I change the subject with different words.
I take his hand that's stroking my head and bring it to my lips.

"But Theo."
"Hmm?"
"We've been secret friends since the moment we first met. From when we met secretly on that hillside, to the moment I shared my old memories with you."

Instead of a ring, I use my lips like one and gently bite his finger.
Theo's body flinches at the sudden pain, but I secretly dab the small drop of blood on my fingertip and place it on the center of my chest without him noticing.

"And even now, when you confess your love for me."

Afterward, the room falls silent.
Theo must have spent considerable mental energy pouring out his emotions toward me, as his steady breathing soon tells me he's fallen asleep.
So deeply that he wouldn't notice if I slipped from his embrace.

"Master."

Looking at the red mark on the center of my chest, I use a mana-created needle to draw blood from my finger.
Simultaneously, I conjure a magic circle beside me.
A slave contract magic circle that I've modified based on the magic originally placed on me.

"The truth is, I decided from the moment I was sold. Serin would cease to exist, and only Ei the slave would remain."

Taking advantage of his inability to hear, I continue speaking softly.

"But if you pull me out like this, I don't know what will become of me."

Using my blood and my master's blood as our respective identifiers, I create a contract that cannot be broken unless I will it.

"So this is the minimum safety measure to restrain myself."

Our hearts connect with a red thread, and the contract is completed, returning me to my position as his servant.

"I love you."

Not a sloppy spell cast by some dark mage, but a powerful contract modified using Meina's security techniques is secretly established without Theo knowing.

"My master."

Inexplicable tears rolled down my cheeks.
Something my master would never know.

Day breaks.
Someone gently shakes my arm, and as I slowly open my eyes, I see my master looking down at me with wide eyes.

"E-eh? Master-"
"Ahem."
"...Theo."

I scratch the back of my head.
He definitely asked me to treat him like in the old days when we're alone.

"Good morning."
"Good morning."

When I respond plainly, Theo smiles pleasantly and places his hand on my head, gently stroking it.
After receiving his caresses for a moment, his hand falls away from my head.

"You woke up before me today, Master."
"My eyes just opened earlier."
"Please wait a moment. I'll prepare breakfast right away."

Actually, since becoming the Marquis's disciple, it might seem quite awkward for me to personally prepare meals.
I would already appear to be someone of high position to the servants of Aris Castle.
But that's only as long as my status as his disciple is maintained.

"Ah, r-right."

And Theo is well aware of this fact.
It seemed to take him some time to wake from last night's blissful dream.

"I'll be back."

When I greet him as Serin rather than as his slave, his face immediately breaks into an adorable smile.
Where did that dignified appearance as my master go?

"Shh."

I put my index finger to my lips signaling him to be quiet, then open the door.
In the distance, I see the Head Butler approaching.

"Good morning, Head Butler."
"Ah, Miss Ei. Has the Young Master awakened?"
"Yes. He's up early today."
"I see. Well then, Miss Ei, please go about your duties."

I bow to the Head Butler and quietly head to the kitchen to prepare my master's meal.
No, that's not right.
I prepare not only my master's portion, but also my own, as I've now become someone of high status within the Aris household.
When I return to the room with the meals, my master's expression seems somehow dark.

"Master?"
"......"
"Master!"
"Oh, yes. Ei, you brought breakfast."
"What did you talk about with the Head Butler?"
"It's nothing. Don't worry about it. It's not something you need to concern yourself with."

Well, when he says it like that, I'm sure he'll tell me when the time is right.
After setting up breakfast nicely, I sit across from my master and wait for him to begin eating.

"Enjoy your meal, Master."
"You too, Ei."

After exchanging greetings with my master, we began our breakfast.

*    *     *

"Oh my, Ei! You're back already?"

When I returned to the academy, Meina greeted me with great enthusiasm, her face lighting up.
As soon as I entered the professor's office, she stood up from her seat and spread her arms wide, like a parent waiting for her child.
Her face beamed with such a bright smile, showing how happy she was to see me.

"Hmm? Ei, what have you brought?"

And as soon as she embraced me, Meina touched the pocket where my weapon was stored, curious about it.
As my mentor who has given me full support, I should show her.

"This is the weapon I made."

I took it out from the inner pocket of my coat and showed it to Meina, who began touching it here and there with curiosity, saying, "Oh, so this is it?"
Since I made it so that even the automatic lock wouldn't unlock for anyone whose mana signature doesn't match, it should be fine even if she pulls the trigger.

"Oh, is this that...?"
"Yes."
"No matter how I look at it, there's no blade, and it doesn't look like a weapon."
"Its operation is closer to a cannon."

Of course, the way it works is completely different from artillery like cannons.
But if I demonstrated it here, I don't know which expensive equipment in Meina's lab might get destroyed.

"Though its operation is completely different from a cannon."

We should go down and test it.

"Hmm, now I'm curious since you're saying so much about it."
"If I show you here, it might put a hole in the lab wall, so it would be better to go outside."
"Really?"
"I designed it to penetrate even triple mana shields, so probably."

Among Meina's teachings, the limit of mana shields that can be created with instant casting in the current magic system was triple, if I recall correctly.
Anything beyond that requires some preparation, so I based my design on that.

"With precise shields, up to double?"
"Oh, you put a lot of effort into this."
"Well, I still don't know exactly what level of magic those targeting me possess."

I leave the lab with my mentor and head to the magic testing ground.
Fortunately, since it was mealtime, the testing ground was empty.
Zeon Erhent was in the swordsmanship class, after all.

"There's something good over there."

One of the simplest ways to test students' magic is to target those test wooden dolls.
Of course, I wasn't a student, but my mentor was beside me, and she was the head of the magic department here.

"Want to try shooting it?"
"I think sacrificing one of those test wooden dolls would be better than putting a hole in the wall."

If I made it properly, that wooden doll, along with its surrounding magic shield, would be reduced to wooden fragments.
I take a small breath, then infuse mana to disengage the safety.
In that state, drawing on old memories, I hold my breath and aim at the wooden doll using the hologram-like auxiliary sight that appears above the gun.

"Oh......"

Ignoring Meina's exclamation of admiration beside me, I pull the trigger.
There was a blinding flash, but the sound of breaking glass that followed immediately drew both our gazes forward.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Isn't this firepower a bit excessive?"

And then I realized one variable I hadn't considered.
The purity of my mana, heavily inherited from the Veldear bloodline.

"Hmm. For self-defense, isn't this level appropriate?"
"Ei, at this level of power, magic shields can't block it. How on earth did you make something so outrageous?"
"...I guess I'll need to make some adjustments if I don't want to accidentally kill someone."

Looking ahead, I could see the fallen wooden doll surrounded by shattered mana shields revealing themselves in blue light.
I scratched the back of my head as I looked at the large hole in the wooden doll's head.
I never dreamed it would be this powerful.

"Wow, with this, assassination would be child's play. It's quite a dangerous weapon."
"That's why I said I'd make it for my use only."
"If something like this were mass-produced, certainly......"

I sighed softly at her words.
In my previous life's world, guns like this were already mass-produced and had taken countless lives.
I put the gun back in my pocket and turned around.

"Don't worry. Once this matter is resolved, I'll destroy it."
"Wouldn't it be better to keep it?"
"I may be heavily armed with the security technology you taught me, Meina, but who knows? Someone might reverse-engineer it."
"Hmm, that's true."

A trace of complexity settled in Meina's eyes.
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One thing was absolutely certain.
Nothing beats a gun when it comes to killing someone.
That's what I realized again while practicing my shooting, drawing on memories from my past.

I let out a small sigh as I looked at what lay before me—a wooden target so riddled with holes it could hardly be called a mannequin anymore.
After just a few shots, the wooden figure was perforated with holes everywhere.
The shield meant to protect it was so thoroughly destroyed that mana was leaking from its magic stone, rendering it completely useless.

I lowered my gun and sighed again.
Even though it was for self-protection, I wondered if I'd made a mistake in creating this.
They say weapons are born first, and defenses develop to counter them, but...

*This is beyond testing at this point.*

What I held in my hand was an over-technological item completely unsuited for this world—something that broke the chain of natural development.
If this were to leak out, the consequences would be disastrous.

I understood now why Meina's eyes had looked so troubled.
Perhaps she had thought about it too.
What if this gun were ever pointed at her?

No, it didn't even have to be aimed at her.
It could be aimed at an enemy.
But even then, a weapon that could take lives so easily would naturally inspire fear.

It was truly a demonic talent.
I had brought something into this world that shouldn't exist yet—something that would terrify the people of this world.
Why had the Veldear family been erased from history?
Wasn't it because one Veldear had allied with demons and nearly pushed the world to destruction?

Crack! Pop!
Lost in my thoughts, I unconsciously kept pulling the trigger.
Below what could barely be called wooden fragments now, holes appeared in the floor wherever my gun was pointed.

"Haa, haa..."

I collapsed into my seat.
Rough, unrefined breaths escaped my lungs.
My gaze fell on the floor where my bullets had landed.
Despite firing haphazardly, the bullet holes were arranged in an almost perfect cluster, sending chills down my spine.

It was clear evidence of my past life as a mercenary with the highest kill count.
Despite changing bodies and not having held a gun for nearly ten years, my shooting skills hadn't rusted—they were ready to kill any target I aimed at.

"No, I'm not that mercenary anymore."

I muttered to myself.

"I'm Ei now. Just Ei."

I tried desperately to erase the memories of my past life, where I always had blood on some part of my body.
I forced my ragged breathing to calm down.
Grabbing my trembling legs, I managed to stand up and exhale, then cleaned up the wooden fragments that had once been a target and threw them in the trash.

*I should go see my master.*

After securing the gun and putting it in my inner pocket, I turned to leave.
When I opened the door, the students from the Department of Magic looked at me curiously since I wasn't a student, but seeing my dark expression, they moved aside without saying anything.

* * *

The Department of Swordsmanship's lounge was exactly as I remembered it, with one small difference.
The same luxurious furniture arranged in the same way.
The same glasses and cold water bottles prepared for anyone who wanted a drink.
The only difference was that now, next to the water, there was a slightly sweet, fruity beverage.

That sweet drink was quite delicious—a satisfying change.
Since it wasn't Professor Heive's lecture time, my master couldn't come out right away, but this was enough to pass the time while waiting for him.

Of course, my master wasn't the only one in the Department of Swordsmanship.
From my perspective, the person who posed the greatest threat to me, Zeon Erhent, was in the same department and even the same year as my master.
It was clearly not a good choice to come to a place where I might encounter Zeon Erhent without any insurance, even though I had made some preparations.

But I felt I had to do this now, or I might collapse from the memories of my past self, who was close to being a murderer.
It was rationalization, I know, but it was the only way I could justify coming here.
I had come this far without knowing exactly what Zeon's purpose was or how many people were backing him.

*When will he come?*

Of course, Meina hadn't left me without protection.
Even at this moment, that scary man was probably watching over me from somewhere.
Though I had to acknowledge that active protection would be difficult in this particular location.

"Man, I thought I was going to die of boredom."
"Why teach theory when we could be sparring—"

After waiting for some time, I began to hear what sounded like students' voices in the distance.
Some of them would likely be heading to the lounge for water.

And among them, my master would certainly be included.
Proper physical conditioning includes adequate hydration, and my master always replenished his fluids after sweating.

"Hey, that woman."
"Isn't she from the Aris family?"
"What's she doing here?"
"Probably came to see that Aris guy. Birds of a feather, you know."

I could hear the curious voices of the swordsmanship students as I looked for my master.

"Ei?"
"Ah, Young Master."

When I spotted my master, I approached him happily, and I noticed a slight surprise on his face.

"What brings you here?"
"What else? I came because I have something important to discuss with you, Young Master."
"Something to discuss?"
"Yes."
"Wait a moment."

My master went into the lounge briefly to drink some water, then gestured to me with a "Let's go."
Just as I turned to follow him—

"If only she wasn't an Aris."
"Why, want to make a move?"
"She's honestly really pretty. Her tits seem a bit small, but she's still a woman, so she must be good for something, right?"

I heard lewd comments directed at me.
My master's footsteps stopped instantly.
He looked ready to slaughter those who had spoken such inappropriate words about me.

"Young Master, let's go."
"......"
"It's fine, please don't worry about it."

At my words, he reluctantly held back and turned to lead the way out of the lounge.
As we were leaving, I briefly made eye contact with Zeon Erhent in the center of the Department of Swordsmanship building, but he didn't say a word to me, continuing to chat with his friends.

"Oh, is that so? I'm truly learning so much thanks to you all."

He passed by my master and me without even looking back.

"Young Master."
"Yes?"
"Has that guy been saying anything unusual lately?"
"No."

His short, blunt answer, different from usual, revealed his mood.
He was clearly still upset about what had happened earlier.

"Young Master, are you bothered by what they said earlier?"
"Aren't you upset by it, Ei?"
"Well, I..."

If I weren't in my current fortunate position, I would have heard much worse than that.
Even with my small chest, which differs from this world's beauty standards...

"It's fine."
"You really don't have any pride, do you?"

I smiled at my master's words.
Of course I was upset too.
But getting angry wouldn't change anything, and if my master went berserk and destroyed those guys, it would only damage his reputation.

"If I may express my concern, I hope you won't lay a hand on them."
"Why not?"
"You know my true identity."

How nice it would be if I could convey my sincerity through physical contact right now.
If only my master wasn't betrothed to Princess Ariel.
If only I could fully belong to my master.

"There's no need to take it to heart. If I had been used for my original purpose, I would have lived hearing much worse things every day."
"Sigh. Fine, if you insist."

Seemingly convinced, my master nodded.
But that wasn't quite enough.

"Besides, they may talk big, but they can't lay a finger on me."
"......"
"The only one who can touch me is you, Master. So please don't worry about it."

I whispered quietly, noticing that many of the onlookers had disappeared.
This should be enough to dissuade my master from taking action.

"And you have Princess Ariel, don't you?"
"......"
"If you get angry over such comments about me, it could lead to unpleasant rumors."
"Alright, I understand. I won't do anything, as you say."

I nodded at my master's words.
He really was difficult to persuade.

But that wasn't the end of our concerns.
Why does the tiger always appear when you speak of it?
As we walked slowly together, I spotted Ariel sitting alone on a bench in the academy garden.
I wondered why a princess would be sitting by herself like that.

"Why don't you go to her? She's right there."

I pushed his hesitant back.

Secret friend.
Essentially lovers.
A relationship that shouldn't be revealed in front of Ariel flashed through my mind.

"Don't forget, Theo. Remember what I told you."

As Serin, I said those words and pushed my master toward Ariel.
Then I watched from a distance as he approached and sat beside her on the bench.
...Whatever they might feel inside, they certainly looked like a perfect couple on the outside.

But as I watched the two of them, my heart ached in a way I couldn't quite explain.

Ch.95 - The Devil's Talent Is No Different From The Devil (2)
Theo had seen Ariel sitting alone before.

Seeing the princess without even a guard, he briefly wondered what might have happened. After all, she was his fiancée.

Regardless of his feelings toward her, their positions as heirs of their respective families had determined their relationship.

However, despite his curiosity, Theo had no intention of approaching Ariel. She still hadn't apologized to him. The resentment he harbored had hardened into a lump—how could he reach out to her just because she was alone?

But Ei seemed to feel differently. She was too kind-hearted and must have felt sorry for Ariel sitting by herself, asking him to go check on her. If anyone else had asked, he would have refused with a glare, but Ei never did anything thoughtlessly.

"Theo?"

He reluctantly had to walk toward his fiancée.

"What are you doing sitting alone?"
"How did you know I was here?"
"I just happened to see you while passing by."

Seeing the princess's startled rabbit-like eyes, Theo quietly took a deep breath. Sitting beside her, he looked straight ahead as she fidgeted with her hands, neither moving closer nor further away. He wondered why Ei had sent him to this woman's side.

"You're still kind, Theo."

There was no need to mention that it was Ei who was kind, not him. He was only concerned about Ei watching them from behind. It was natural for him to walk proudly beside the princess since they were betrothed.

But Ei was different. Even setting aside the master-slave relationship known only to him and a few others, officially Ei and he were merely members of the same family. And he was tied to Ariel, whether he wanted it or not.

"Don't misunderstand. I'm only fulfilling my duty as your intended partner."

If his inappropriate relationship with Ei were ever discovered, people would blame her, not him—calling her nothing but a great mage's disciple who was chasing after the son of a Grand Duke.

"Even that is something. I wouldn't have come if I were you."
"......"
"Thank you for coming, Theo."

Ariel stood up. She knew how deeply Theo resented her, which was why she couldn't bear to stay by his side. If anything, she felt uncomfortable.

"Where are you going?"

But it was Theo Aris who grabbed the princess as she tried to leave. Ariel looked surprised when he caught her wrist. Why is he stopping me? I'm the worst person to him.

"You haven't grown to dislike sitting next to your fiancé, have you, Ariel?"

Hearing her name, she changed her mind about leaving. When Theo called her "Ariel" instead of "Princess," she knew he had something to say. Though she'd only heard unpleasant things whenever he called her that name, he was still her fiancé.

"Of course not."

After all, she was the one who had wronged him first.

"Even if you hate me, you're still mine."

Her father might initially take her side, but Theo was also like a nephew to the Emperor. If he heard about any incident between them, he might outwardly scold Theo but would severely punish her in private, and might even round up all the noble ladies who had been present. Even Theo's mother, though married into another family, had imperial blood—it could lead to charges of insulting the imperial family, potentially causing bloodshed throughout the empire.

"Yes, you're right. As you know, I still dislike you, Ariel."

Theo wasn't unaware of this. He had remained silent because the hard-won peace after the long war could be shattered by this incident. If that happened, the Aris family might have to go to war again—that's why he had kept quiet.

"I understand."
"However, that doesn't mean I'm willing to watch my fiancée suffer from unfounded rumors."

The reason he hadn't approached Ariel until now was to maintain that silence. He didn't want people to discover that their relationship was quite distant and why. As he had intended, the latter remained hidden, but rumors were spreading about the former—why the betrothed couple never spent time together.

No matter how much he disliked her, that was just his personal feeling.

*Serin. How far ahead do you see when you act?*

In this situation, Theo couldn't help but feel reverence for Ei. He wasn't sure if she had intended this outcome, but one thing was certain: if their positions were reversed, he wouldn't have wanted to send her to her fiancé, yet Ei had sent him to Ariel.

"Get up."
"Huh? Where to?"
"The next lecture will start soon. You're not planning to fly there secretly in your skirt again, are you?"
"...You knew?"
"Even if there aren't many people around, there might be someone like me looking up at the sky. Don't show yourself to others unnecessarily and be more careful."

Several emotions flashed through Ariel's eyes at his words. But she couldn't reject Theo's outstretched hand and carefully rose from her seat, taking it.

"Mmm."
"Let's go then."

They slowly walked together, leaving the garden and heading toward the Magic Department building where Ariel was studying. While public displays of affection were generally discouraged at the academy, no one could say anything about these two walking hand in hand.

After all, they weren't ordinary people. One was the woman next in line for the throne after Emperor Clint, and the other was the heir to House Aris, the most powerful family in the empire after the imperial family. Who could mention academic atmosphere to them?

"Be careful on your way in, Theo."
"......"

Theo turned away without a word to the princess who was smiling and greeting him, but no one could say anything about it. Everyone knew that was just how Theo Aris was. Besides, everyone was already overwhelmed by the powerful statement they had made by walking hand in hand from the garden.

"See, I told you it was just a false rumor."
"Right. They're really close."
"I didn't know the princess could make such an expression."

The outcome wasn't bad. But what mattered most to Ariel was confirming that there was still room for conversation between them. Despite knowing how much he despised her, this kindness meant...

*At least in public, he's willing to look after me.*

Since Theo Aris was the type to clearly state his dislike if he felt it, this seemed reasonable. Combined with the warmth she felt from his hand after so long, Ariel's mood had lifted considerably—so much that she didn't even notice her fellow students' surprised reactions.

"Ei!"

Of course, she still noticed Ei, practically her only true friend. Carrying three books in her arms, perhaps returning from an errand for the dean, Ariel greeted her happily.

"Ah, Princess. I hope you're well."
"Were you running errands?"
"Not errands, just books for my studies."

But sensing something different in her attitude, Ariel tilted her head curiously. She was skilled at reading people's hearts—she had to be to survive as a princess.

"Is something wrong?"
"Hmm, nothing special, I'm just not feeling my best today."
"Oh, you must not have slept well. Do you need a healer? I can call the imperial healer for you."
"I'm fine. I appreciate the thought. I just need some rest."

Being perceptive as she was, Ariel could detect the difference in Ei's usually calm demeanor. While Ei was naturally calm by personality, her current calmness seemed somehow dejected.

"Thank you for your concern."
"Oh, okay. Take care going in. Let me know if you need a healer."
"Yes. Have a good day, Princess."

Watching Ei greet her, Ariel briefly wondered if she had done something wrong. The ticking clock's hands pointing to the next hour soon interrupted her thoughts.
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The master will never know my true feelings: that I wished he would reject my words and turn away, saying "How dare a mere slave interfere with her master's actions."

In truth, I had spoken prepared for his rebuke.
Until now, things had remained within the bounds of a master's affection for his possession.
But the matter with Ariel clearly crossed that line.

When I told Theo not to forget, when I mentioned recalling what happened with Ariel, I was deliberately trying to change his mind.
I hoped that by remembering what happened with Ariel, he wouldn't dwell on his own painful past.

It was tremendous disloyalty for a slave, but in this moment, I couldn't deny I wanted to manipulate my master.
Even before being slave Ei, I was essentially the one who permitted Serin Veldear to be with him.
Because I had given him everything beyond just my body, everything that was mine.
Now that I had nothing left to give Theo, just this once...

*Theo...*

I couldn't help wanting him to act according to my wishes.

My hand trembles.
In this place where no one can see me.
Just watching the two of them makes my heart flutter uncomfortably.

Before, I would have felt immense pressure just knowing the Princess Ariel personally.
Why does it hurt to see them together like this?

This should be normal.
I'm just a slave who happened to be sold to my master, and Ariel is Theo's fiancée.
It's natural for them to sit together pleasantly while I'm only called when my master needs me.

Why does it hurt so much?

I remove my hand from my chest.
I see Ariel rising, perhaps trying to avoid meeting with my master.
I quickly hide behind a tree and cast concealment magic to hide myself.
Then I peek out from behind the tree to watch them.

But what I saw was something I would have been better off not seeing.
For some reason, my master was holding Ariel's wrist as she tried to leave.
While this aligned with what I had told him about not letting her go, remembering my words...
I didn't want to see any more, so I turned and left the garden.

Books. I should read books.
If I study, perhaps these feelings will be forgotten.

"Ah, Miss Ei."
"Hello."
"Are you here on behalf of the Dean of the Magic Department again today?"
"No, today I need some books for personal use."

The more difficult the better.
Something that would make my head spin, something that would plunge me into questions.
To erase these emotions rising in my head, and to kill the murderous intent that has been building since my previous life whenever I feel like something of mine is being taken.

"These books are usually only read by professors..."
"It's fine. I'm not a student; I came to follow my master."
"Well, if you say so..."

The librarians who know me are quite surprised by the books I'm borrowing.
I've borrowed the complete volumes of "Fundamentals of Spatial Magic - On Coordinate Setting in a Plane," authored by my master, Meina Aris.

"Thank you."

Now.
I'll return to Meina's laboratory in the Magic Department and carefully examine this book.
My master will return to me eventually, and if it weren't for his sense of duty, Ariel would still not have been able to speak a single word with him.

But you never know.
My master is too foolish.
Strip away his identity as the Aris heir, and he's just a kind-hearted fool who might abandon himself because of that sense of duty.

*No.*

I shake my head from side to side.
Trying hard to erase the thoughts that keep surfacing, I leave the library and head toward the Magic Department building.
You know who you are.
Surely you didn't think you could push Ariel aside and stand beside him?

*I don't know. Maybe I did for a moment.*

No, I shouldn't think like this anymore.
I stopped my self-questioning and headed toward the department building.
But what I saw was my master arriving in front of the building with Ariel, holding hands, ignoring the stares of others.

*Their hands...*

Could he know about that rumor?
That the relationship between my master and Ariel had grown distant, and the reason was that what Ariel had once said to my master had gotten back to him.
...It must be that.

If so, it would be perfectly natural behavior for Ariel's fiancé.

But why don't I want to see this?
Something must be wrong with me.
Serin Veldear is just someone who could stand by his side momentarily because she was the only friend who stayed by my master's side in the past.
This scene before me is the natural one.

But even as I told myself this, I couldn't approach the department building.
Instead of going straight in, I turned slightly and hid, waiting for my master to leave.
I didn't want to see them together anymore.

Only after confirming that my master had returned to the Swordsmanship Department did I slowly enter the building.
If I saw Ariel now, I didn't think I could act like my usual self.
I was being careful because I didn't think I could be Ei—the slave and Ariel's closest confidant—when I heard:

"Ei!"

I looked up to hear Ariel's voice.
At my weakest moment, Ariel was looking at me with a bright smile.
Her face.
Her smiling expression, rarely seen, showed that Ariel was in a very good mood.

"Ei, is something wrong?"

It was fortunate, at least.
Ariel didn't know my true feelings.
She's so happy that she doesn't know what I'm thinking.

"No, it's nothing."

That's why she can worry about me like this now.
Looking at her now, she's actually a very kind person, so why did she say such terrible things to Theo?
If the two of them had gotten along well, I wouldn't have these feelings now.

"Should I call a healer for you?"
"I'm really fine."

This isn't a physical pain, but a pain in my heart.
Even the best healer in the Empire wouldn't be of any use.

"I'm fine. I appreciate your concern. I just need some rest and I'll be better."

They say human greed knows no bounds, and that saying describes me now.
A mere slave who gained a bit of her master's heart.
How dare I think of taking the place of a princess, someone I could never hope to match.

"I hope you have a good day too, Your Highness."

After greeting her, I turned and headed up to Meina's laboratory.
When I opened the door, fortunately, Meina wasn't there.
According to her schedule, she was probably teaching.

*It'll take her quite a while to return.*

I took a small breath in and out, then got up from my seat.
I left a short message for Meina saying I wasn't feeling well and would go home early, then left the laboratory with the book I had planned to read.
Surely she wouldn't scold me for leaving without permission.

"Sigh..."

As I left the department building with the book in my arms, I looked back for a moment.
I could still hear the conversation the students had been having earlier.
The words that my master and Ariel's relationship couldn't possibly be bad still echoed in my ears.

*I should go home and rest.*

I needed sleep more than anything else right now.
More desperately than ever before.

*

"Hmm?"

Meina tilted her head when she returned to her laboratory after her lecture ended.
Ei, who should have been back by the time her lecture ended, wasn't in the laboratory.
Instead, there was only a message saying she wasn't feeling well and had gone home early to rest.

*This is just like my disciple.*

After dispersing the glowing letters floating in the air, she sat down and tilted her head.
This morning when she left, Ei hadn't seemed unwell.

*Hmm.*

Perhaps something had happened at the academy.
Meina was slightly worried about Ei saying she was sick.
Usually, Ei wouldn't show it even when she was ill, but today she had left a message saying she was sick and gone home early.
What lecture did she have next?

*Just one more for the day.*

I should probably go home early today.
Even though there's a butler and maid at home, I'm still worried.
As she was thinking this and preparing for her next lecture:

"Marquis! May I come in for a moment?"

A familiar voice called from outside, and when she said to come in, Princess Ariel appeared at the door.
There was only one person who would call her "Marquis."

"Your Highness? What brings you here?"
"Well, Ei seems to be sick."
"Oh, is that so?"

Recognizing from the mention of Ei that Ariel was addressing her not as a student to a professor, but as a princess and Ei's friend, Meina showed proper respect.
Though Ariel seemed too concerned to care about such formalities.

"I was just planning to go home early after my next lecture."
"Um, perhaps..."
"Yes?"
"Could I come along?"
"A sick visit? That's not a bad idea."

Seeing Ariel looking embarrassed at what she had just said, Meina smiled.
Ei may seem cold, but she certainly knows how to captivate people.
Hearing Ariel's words, Meina nodded.

"Then you can come to my mansion after your classes end, Miss Ariel Sun Rise."
"Ah."
"As the Dean, I cannot allow a student to skip her classes."
"Yes."
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Finally, Ariel was only able to visit Meina's mansion after finishing her daily routine. In her childhood, whenever she got bored with life in the Imperial Palace, she would occasionally come out for a day trip and stay overnight—sneaking in without the owner's permission and being guided by the butler.

Though the size seemed insignificant compared to the Imperial Palace, the interior was furnished just as well, making such visits possible. While royalty were typically forbidden from living outside until they came of age due to assassination threats, this place was secure thanks to Meina's various magical protections. According to professional architects, the furniture inside was rated as comparable to the Imperial Palace.

That's how close Ariel was to Meina. Of course, she couldn't become Meina's primary disciple since Meina had resolved not to create more connections.

"It's been a while."
"Ei is currently staying in the room Your Highness used to use for overnight stays."
"Wasn't that the guest room?"
"Well, even though it's for guests, it's a room only Your Highness has used."

After greeting the butler who always maintained her mansion consistently, Meina headed straight to Ei's room. The door, which gave off no sense of presence, almost created the illusion that no one was inside.

"The young lady fell asleep as soon as she came home."
"Hmm, is that so?"
"If you're planning to wake her, I'll prepare medicine good for energy recovery."
"Then please do. She must really not be feeling well."

After saying this to the butler, Meina carefully opened the door so as not to wake Ei. The dark room with drawn curtains and no lights on enveloped Meina in silence. The same went for Ariel, who followed behind with careful steps.

"Ei, are you—"
"Shh."

Ei has sensitive ears. If they had a brief conversation here, she would wake up immediately. Perhaps she had already awakened upon hearing Ariel's question when they entered the room.

Of course, she might not have woken up given how unwell she was. Meina sat down carefully beside her and quietly gazed at Ei, who was sleeping as if dead. This was one of the rare opportunities for her to be still and at peace, after living so frantically and diligently.

That's why Meina didn't want to disturb this moment. It would be one of the few times Ei could rest. But was that just Meina's wish?

"Ah, Master...?"
"Are you awake?"

Seeing Ei open her eyes, Meina inwardly sighed. Her wish that Ei wouldn't wake up hadn't been granted.

*

"Hmm? Miss Ei?"
"Ah."
"You're home early today."
"Yes. That's how it turned out."

The conversation with the elderly butler managing the mansion was very brief. Normally, they would have had a short chat about the day's events and briefly discussed what had happened with Meina. But right now, I wasn't in the mood for that at all, so I went straight to my room.

"Haah."

I couldn't understand why I was acting this way. No matter what anyone said, Theo was Ariel's man. Even though I could be discarded by Theo at any time, Ariel was essentially in a settled relationship that even Theo himself accepted. That was the reality of their status and situation.

It might be a harsh fact for me, but I couldn't deny it. The current relationship would end the moment Theo's feelings faded. For me, I just needed to go along with it until then, but Ariel had a solid relationship that she couldn't and wouldn't break.

It was still quite early to go to bed, but I changed into my nightgown anyway. Wearing just a thin dress, I buried myself in bed and stared blankly at the wall. If Meina had been home on her day off, she would have barged into the room seeing me like this, saying "Ei, are you going to bed already?" and lying down next to me to hug me. But now, with considerable time left until her work day ended, I was alone in the house.

In this time with no one to disturb me, various thoughts were rising inside, but even those were consumed and evaporated by my exhausted body. Unable to resist my slowly closing eyes, I closed them.

However, my sleep couldn't last long.

The sound of the door opening.
The sound of someone walking.
And even the sound of someone trying to speak quietly but hesitating—I couldn't help but hear it all.
Eventually, my body, which had been trying to sleep but couldn't hold out, slowly opened its eyes.

Of course, I didn't sit up, just opened my eyes and turned my head slightly to the side.

"Ah, you woke up. Are you feeling any better?"
"Yes. I think I'm better after getting some sleep. Oh, Your Highness..."
"Ah, don't mind me. I just came because I was worried."

When I tried to get up, Meina hurriedly stopped me. It was her consideration, telling me not to think about getting up and to rest well. Ariel, who seemed worried about me too, sat beside me and looked at me with concerned eyes.

"I'm fine, Your Highness."
"It's okay. I came because I wanted to, so don't try to send me away with such words."
"Ah."
"No matter how busy I am, I can spare this much time when you're sick."

In that moment, I felt deeply ashamed of the thoughts I had harbored. What kind of thoughts had I been having about such a kind princess, even if just for a moment? I'm a fool. From her perspective, she was just doing what was natural, while I alone might have been thinking jealously.

"I'm glad you seem okay though."
"Thank you for worrying about me."
"It's nothing."

At that moment, the door opened, and the butler appeared with a maid.

"Master, I've brought medicine for the young lady."
"Yes. Could you put it there?"
"Then I'll withdraw. Please command if you need anything."
"Well, thank you for your hard work."

As the door closed, I slowly sat up following Meina's hand reaching for the cup containing the medicine. Carefully drinking the warm coffee-colored liquid in the small teacup, I tasted bitterness, but even if it were poison, being able to take medicine when feeling unwell was a blessing to me.

"It must be bitter, but you drink it well..."
"Being able to take medicine when sick is itself a blessing."
"What if it's poison?"
"Even poison can become medicine depending on how it's used. I'm sure you would have thought of that, Master."

Click.
When I reached out and applied mana, the lights in the room turned on. Meina showed interest in the book placed on the bookshelf and picked up the book I had borrowed.

"Oh my, this should be in our house, but you borrowed it from school?"
"Ah."
"Hehe, that's unexpected. Our Ei, who memorized every book in Aris Castle, didn't know about this one."
"Well, that's because you dumped all the library management on me. If a book was misplaced, it would have been out of position for at least a week with you around."
"Isn't that natural? Now that I have someone to do the work, I should get to relax a bit too."

Fortunately, her interest in the book faded quickly. Well, rather than completely fading, it seemed more like she was expressing that I shouldn't touch other people's things and should just read her own books since they were at home anyway.

"Anyway, if you can't find books on spatial studies here, they'll be in the main Aris Castle, so read those. We should have most books there."
"Yes."
"But why did you borrow this book? Did you finally recognize this master's greatness?"
"Ahaha. Books are like that, aren't they? They can't be completely free of the author's thoughts."
"Hmm, so you wanted to understand my psychology a little, something like that?"

Meina, with a subtle smile, sat next to Ariel and reached out to pull me closer to herself.

"If that's the case, there's an easier way."
"What do you mean?"
"Obviously, getting closer to this master, don't you think?"

When I looked at Ariel with a gaze asking for help, she turned her head to the side, avoiding my eyes. This action meant that even she couldn't stop Meina in her current state.

"Oh, Ei. Why don't you just become my daughter? I'll set everything up for you. You just need to pick up a spoon and eat."
"M-Master. That's a bit..."
"Why, do you dislike me?"
"No, who said I disliked you? How could someone like me, with unclear origins, take the Aris name..."
"My title of Marquis may be honorary now, but that's just how it's packaged. If I adopt you, succession is possible. I just haven't received territory, but if you want, territory could be arranged too."

That's not an honorary title at all.
While I was honestly tempted upon hearing the truth about the Aris Marquis title, I was equally burdened by accepting it. However, the sincerity visible in Meina's eyes continued to put me in a difficult position.

"Master, Young Master Theo has come to visit."

At the butler's voice from outside, Meina showed a regretful expression and had to let me go.

"Why?"
"He said he has something to discuss with Miss Ei."
"Is that so? Hoho, our Ei is popular. A Duke's son on one side, a Princess on the other."

It was thanks to my master's timely appearance. Another thing to be grateful for to my master today.

"I'm sorry, but could you send him away today?"
"Understood. How should I convey the reason?"
"Tell him that our Ei is too defenseless today, and as her master, I'm concerned."

Defenseless?
I looked down at Meina's words. I was certainly wearing thin clothes, but to be called defenseless...

"No, I'll go. Rest well."

However, Meina's mind seemed unchanged as she left the room, leaving only me and Ariel inside. With Meina's playful personality gone, only Ariel and I remained in the room, and silence quickly fell between us.

"Um, shouldn't Your Highness be leaving too?"
"Me? I came to sleep here tonight."
"What?"
"You don't know, Ei. This is originally my room. Well, not that I stay here every day, but it's the room I used whenever I came to visit."

When I first saw this room, I had the impression it was quite luxurious for me to use. I nodded in understanding of why I had that impression. But staying here tonight...

"Um, I'm not feeling well, so I might be harmful to Your Highness."
"Ariel."
"Yes?"
"We're alone now."

Somehow, I had the feeling tonight would not be an easy night.
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But no matter how much Ariel insisted that I call her by her name, how could a slave dare to address a princess so casually?
As I hesitated despite her request, Ariel let out a small sigh and spoke softly, as if she couldn't wait any longer.

"That's an order. Now you have to call me by my name, right?"
"...A-Ariel."
"There. You can do it perfectly well, so why are you trying to refuse?"
"But Ariel is a princess, so—"
"I don't want to be a princess even to you, Ei. Do I really have to explain this?"

I scratched the back of my head at Ariel's words.
I'd known for a while that she didn't want to deal with me politically.
Though our relationship hadn't started with me as a slave, I was still a commoner servant without even a family name when we met.
I understood why it was difficult, so why was she pushing this?

"Besides, someone like you can call me by my name."
"W-what?"
"You're the only disciple of the famous Archmage Meina Aris, aren't you? If you achieve greatness in magic, you could have your pick of marriage partners up to the rank of viscount's son."

Or perhaps receive an honorary title as a formality—
But I didn't hear the rest of Ariel's words.
I was only now realizing at the academy how significant it was to be Meina's disciple.
Hearing it from the princess's lips made me feel strange.

As if a path to nobility had opened for me.
In truth, if I considered my original identity as a Veldear that I wanted to discard, I was already noble.
But that noble status was like a dagger that would kill me if discovered.

"But I'm not a noble."
"Even without being a noble, you've risen by awakening that level of talent. In some ways, that's more impressive than being a common noble's child."
"You don't need to flatter me like that..."

I felt embarrassed receiving such praise.
I knew well that my magical progress was still far behind others.
As I scratched the back of my head and tried to deny it, Ariel pinched my cheek with a dissatisfied expression.

"Seriously. Why do you have such low self-esteem? Ei, you're not just a simple servant anymore."

True, I'm not a simple servant.
The problem is that I'm something worse.

But I couldn't bring myself to reveal the truth.
Ariel had become someone precious to me.
She already occupied a part of my life, and I was somewhat afraid that if I revealed the truth, the distance between a princess and a slave would grow too wide.

Greed.
A slave who once feared being abandoned by her master now coveted even a princess. I took a small breath in and out.

It was dangerous.
If I went any further, it would be truly dangerous.

My master accepted me even knowing I was a Veldear, but Ariel would likely not.
A false relationship.
Even that was good enough for me now.

But...

"You're right. I'm not a simple servant anymore..."

I spoke while recalling how I once received glares from the maids, but now was treated almost as an equal to the family nobles.
In terms of treatment at Aris Castle, I was practically a noble now.

"But would you decide about calling you by name after hearing the truth about me?"
"The truth? Ei, I know you're of common birth. But that doesn't matter much anymore."

I don't want to deceive someone precious to me out of my own greed.

The truth might drive us apart.
What kind of person was I to feel jealous earlier when I saw her with my master?
I shouldn't have felt that way.

"Young Lady, Princess. The master sends word that dinner is prepared and requests you come down."

At the butler's timely voice, I quickly rose saying, "Shall we go?"
The best way to break an awkward atmosphere was for someone to interrupt at the right moment.
Ariel also smiled, stood up, and quickly left my room, taking the lead.

Thank you, butler.

*

"W-what is all this?"
"Jackson has worked hard, so eat plenty."

When we went down for dinner, the table was set more lavishly than anything I'd seen even at Aris Castle.
Usually, my diet was carefully managed here, unlike at Aris.
But today, considering both my condition and Ariel's visit, they seemed to have prepared something special.

"Marquis, you don't need to do this for me."
"When my daughter's friend comes to visit, this much is necessary."
"Come on. You could have just served what we normally eat."

It was a satisfying meal.
For someone like me who couldn't eat what I wanted since childhood, the northern Aris family home was the best place.
While I had no complaints about Meina, I might have appreciated that she didn't interfere with my meals.

But the good part ended there.
Since we had come out to eat in the middle of our conversation, Ariel and I had to wear masks on our faces.
We acted friendly in front of everyone, but back in the room, we had to maintain a somewhat awkward atmosphere.

*I should read a book.*

I looked down at the three books I had brought from the library before returning to my room.

"You're going to read right after dinner?"
"Yes."
"You're diligent. I never feel like doing anything when I get back to the dorm."

Ariel momentarily made a disgusted face when she saw the books I was about to read.
They certainly weren't books that ordinary students would read.
They were the kind that professors would typically borrow.

"These were written by the Marquis. You read these?"
"Actually, I'm not reading them to understand them."

Although it was a book on spatial magic theory, my understanding of spatial magic wasn't very deep yet.
But our conversation paused there.
There was unfinished business to attend to.
To continue with a truly honest relationship—

"Aren't you curious?"
"I did have some interest in spatial magic at one point."
"I mean about me, not my master's magic."

Ariel might not want to finish this conversation.
She wanted to stand as my equal, regardless of external circumstances.
As a true friend who only considered the person, without any calculation of gain or loss.

Actions would make a stronger impression than words.
I slipped off the cardigan I was wearing.
Then I lowered the shoulder part of my nightgown, showing Ariel the back of my shoulder that I hadn't shown to others.

"Huh?"

Ariel's eyes widened.
She couldn't have imagined it.
That an archmage's disciple was less than a commoner without a family name.
Just someone's possession—she couldn't have imagined that.

"A slave mark...?"
"I believe you know who my master is without me saying it."

Because there was only one person I was closest to.

"...This is quite shocking."

That the lowest and the most noble in the empire could become the closest to each other.
There couldn't be such a rosy story in this world.

"Since you're going to be in a relationship with my master, perhaps you'll become my other master as well."

I wonder what thoughts were going through her head right now.
A female slave whose life could be controlled at will was a subject that invited various imaginings.
I had actually been in such a relationship with my master.

"What are you saying? Why would I become my friend's master?"
"...?"
"No wonder your self-esteem is so low."

But Ariel's reaction was somehow strange.
After touching my slave mark briefly as if she couldn't believe it, she let out a small sigh and pulled up my nightgown to cover my shoulder.

"Let's go."
"What? Where?"
"Where else? To scold that guy who keeps a slave while having a fiancée."
"P-Princess?"
"Even if I'm not the most trustworthy person, keeping a slave is going too far. He needs to be scolded—"

It seemed some misunderstanding had occurred somewhere.
Of course, though my master and I had a physical relationship, it wasn't coercion.
It happened with mutual respect and consent.

"It's not like that, Princess."
"You're calling me Princess again."
"A-Ariel. Wait a moment!"

I had to stop her to prevent an unnecessary situation in the middle of the night.
In the process, I was somewhat shocked to discover that my physical strength was weaker than that of the preciously raised princess.

"Y-yes, I was sold to my master as a slave. But he didn't bring me in to satisfy his desires."
"What are you saying? At our age, it's natural to—"
"My master paid a fortune to rescue me from that slave trader, to save me."

And thanks to that, I was able to receive salvation.
If it weren't for my master, I would have been thrown away in some garbage dump, spending my youth under someone's feet before being discarded.

"What are you talking about? With Theo's personality, if he wanted to save you, he would have turned that slave trader upside down."
"It's complicated, but anyway, my master tried to free me long ago."
"...Could it be that you're keeping that mark because you want to?"

Ariel's question filled me with mortifying shame.
That question partly implied, "Do you have that kind of preference?"
Still, I could only nod.

"Because I didn't want to be separated from the person who saved me."

With words that could be interpreted in various ways, I was able to calm the situation.
But I couldn't prevent the room from falling silent.

"Um, well, okay..."

I wondered if shooting myself in the head right now would make things easier.
The thought came to me naturally.
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After that, only the sound of scratching and pages turning could be heard in the room.

Since Ariel and I had grown up in vastly different environments, our only common interest was magic. And magic, while allowing for the exchange of personal views with others, fundamentally required one to forge their own path alone. Besides, neither of us had developed an interest in things like board games.

Moreover, the significant difference in what we were studying played a major role in the lack of conversation between us. While Ariel studied various magic subjects taught at the academy, I was focused on spatial studies to follow Meina's magic. I was following the theories that Meina had researched, organized, and established to create warp gates.

"Mmhmm—"

I heard Ariel's voice as she seemed to be stretching. Then she came over, placed her hand on my shoulder, and asked, "Ei, aren't you bored?"

"Ah, well..."
"Hmph."
"I just need this to follow my master's path."

Nevertheless, Ariel was a guest in our home. Though we somehow ended up sharing a room, that didn't change the fact that she was a guest. I closed my book and stood up.

"Huh? You're not going to read more?"
"You're still a visitor who came to check on me."

What should we do? What activities would be suitable to do with a princess who had been raised so properly?

"Want me to show you something interesting?"

Saying that, I took Ariel's wrist and led her out of the room. Our destination was none other than Meina's study—a space that even the butler wasn't allowed to enter. But there was exactly one person besides the owner who could enter her study.

"This is the professor's study, isn't it?"
"That's right."

I casually grabbed the handle of the study door. A blue light briefly scanned my hand, and the door slowly opened. Originally, it was a security spell that would knock someone unconscious by sending a powerful electric current through their body. However, I was the only one besides the owner who wasn't affected by that powerful security magic.

"It's different from how things work at Aris Castle, isn't it?"
"It is."
"She said it's still in the testing phase because of potential accidents, so it's only applied here for now."

It was still at the testing stage due to the possibility of errors. And I was the test subject.

"Originally it's supposed to just emit enough current to make someone faint, but there's a risk it might cook someone or fail to recognize an authorized person..."
"Isn't that extremely dangerous?"
"I'm fine."

Given Meina's personality, she normally wouldn't have entrusted such dangerous tasks to me. However, there was no one else suitable, and since I could protect myself by using magic power stronger than the spell itself to defend and destroy the circuit, I inevitably became the subject.

"There are blueprints, so if it malfunctions, I just need to destroy the circuit."

As we entered through the door, a study smaller than the one at Aris Castle greeted us. However, its structure was very similar to the one at Aris Castle, with papers scattered across the wide table in the center—papers filled with formulas that could fetch an enormous price if even one sheet were stolen.

"Wow."

Ariel gazed at the documents as if entranced. She probably couldn't understand them even if she looked. Unless one specialized in spatial magic, much of it would be incomprehensible.

"It's best not to touch anything in this study if possible."

I said this while grabbing Ariel's hand as it unconsciously moved closer to the paper with magical formulas. Perhaps my earlier explanation about the security magic at the door had come to mind. Ariel, startled by my grasp, took a step back.

While Meina's research lab at Aris Castle contained all of her magical work, this study served as her experimental space. And I didn't even know all the experimental content myself. Since even I had to move carefully after confirming safety through momentary mana scans, it wouldn't hurt to give a warning.

"But what interesting thing did you want to show me here?"
"Do you see those books that fell on the floor and haven't been organized?"
"Yes."

As soon as I heard Ariel's answer, I said, "Watch carefully," and raised my right hand. Blue mana extended from my hand, lifting not only the fallen items on the floor but also some books from the shelves, making them float in the air.

"W-what are you doing?"
"Organizing."

From that state, I snapped my thumb and index finger, and the floating books returned to their original places via the shortest route. However, since it wasn't yet perfected, it couldn't recognize dynamic obstacles. Seeing two very thick books flying toward Ariel and me, I instantly deployed a spatial separation magic shield.

"Eek!"

Ariel's scream echoed through the study as she saw books flying at high speed. After the thick books collided strongly with the magic shield, I looked down to see four thick books had fallen to the floor in front of the shield.

"T-this seems a bit dangerous."
"I think so too."

It would be useful for managing bookshelves if it could just avoid people. Nodding at Ariel's words, I remembered the disappointing aspect.

"I should tell my master about this..."

However, this magic could potentially be used in combat depending on how it's used. For instance, if those weren't books but shield-penetrating magic arrows—

"Still, it's amazing. Automatic organization with just a snap of your fingers."
"It would be useful if it could just avoid people properly, right?"
"Yes."

No, that's not right. Such thoughts are quite disrespectful in front of the princess. Actually, I was thinking about Zeon Erhent and the remaining Veldears, but someone might think I was planning to assassinate the princess.

"And I've also tried this."

I took a small breath in and out. I didn't know exactly how Ariel handled wind magic, so I just crudely imitated it by pouring in mana.

"T-that's my magic, isn't it?"
"I tried to copy it. What do you think?"
"Wow..."

Ariel showed a surprised expression seeing me floating in the air inside the study.

"It's not really proper though. It creates anti-gravity in a specific space, so it wastes an enormous amount of mana."
"I just think it's amazing that you could copy it at all."
"It's not that impressive. You can engage in aerial combat, but I can't go that far."

No matter how much mana one has, it's not an inexhaustible well. I momentarily wondered what it would be like if I could fight in the air too. Even with perfect spatial movement, it's not as advantageous as aerial maneuverability. The more cards you can play in a fight, the better.

"I really need to work harder too."

However, Ariel seemed to take it differently, as her voice sounded somewhat dazed. Oh dear. I hope she doesn't get discouraged.

* * *

"Ei."
"...Yes?"
"Never mind. Sleep well."

We had returned to the room and were lying in the same bed, blankly staring at the ceiling.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Theo doesn't treat you badly or anything, right?"

She says that while knowing the master's personality? I wonder if this means she's worried about me.

"No. I'm fine."
"Good. That's a relief."

Despite learning the truth about my slave status, Ariel didn't seem to mind my position, saying it didn't matter and requesting that I not treat her as a princess when we were alone. She probably thought that given Theo's personality, he would release me from the contract if I just asked.

*If he knew the truth now, he definitely wouldn't release me.*

Actually, the master might think the slave contract has been dissolved. The slave contract I placed again with my own hands was done secretly while the master was asleep. Maybe I should talk to him about it sometime. Plus, he doesn't know that the remaining Veldears are targeting me...

"Good night."
"You too, Ariel."

After exchanging good night greetings with Ariel, I closed my eyes.

* * *

"Are you sure you don't need another day of rest?"
"Yes, I'm fine."
"I'm still a bit worried."

Meina gave me a concerned look as I tried to go to work immediately after just one day of rest. But my condition was truly fine now. Originally, I had only come in yesterday because I felt somehow uncomfortable seeing Ariel with my master.

"See you later."

I left the house, leaving behind Meina, who was fond of sleeping in. I slowly made my way toward the academy. Ariel was still sleeping at home. Unlike me, who was nominally an employee, she was a student.

*But I think the distance between home and the academy was a bit far.*

Well, she'll figure it out. I prepare to activate spatial movement magic. While I can't use it with perfect zero casting like Meina, I've now reached the point where I can comfortably commute to the academy using spatial movement magic.

*Uncle must have gone ahead and is waiting.*

It seems he's moved his escort starting point since he started commuting with spatial movement magic. Probably because he thought no one would be crazy enough to cause trouble in front of Meina's house.

But wait.

"Hello, Serin Veldear. Good morning."

Why on earth is Zeon Erhent standing in front of me with an ominous smile?
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"You've got some nerve."
"Ah, your name here is Ei, right?"
"You'd better think carefully. We're in my master's house right now, and I won't be taken away quietly."
"Hmm. Is that so? That's a bit troublesome."

The magic circle on the floor begins to glow.
Unlike before, Nine had learned from Meina, following her around the academy and home.

"Oh?"
"If you leave now, I'll pretend I didn't see you here today. I'd like to avoid unnecessary friction with you."
"Unfortunately, that won't work. Our situation has become rather urgent."

Their situation has become urgent?
Erhent was clearly trying to take me away quietly by approaching Theo when no one was looking.
Could something have happened?

"Thanks to your movements, several of our people have had their identities exposed."
"......"
"We no longer have the luxury of time."

But that was their problem.
I had absolutely no intention of being taken by people who might do who-knows-what with my mana.

I had suspected it.
The source of my deep and abundant mana, like a bottomless ocean, was due to the Veldear blood planted in my body.
As proof, even Meina, who had lived with magic her entire life, couldn't match my mana quantity.

"Let me ask you one last time. Are you really not coming with us?"
"I'll consider it after you cut off your dick."
"...Excuse me?"
"I'm telling you to fuck off. Don't tell me you still think I'd go with you after hearing that?"

I don't have good feelings toward the Empire.
Why would I like an Empire that stole my entire life just because I had Veldear blood?
They were even the reason I couldn't make graves for my parents who first showed me family love in this world.

But Meina, Theo, Ariel.
Because of these three people, I've long since become someone who cannot betray the Empire.
Even though I had been captured as a slave while wandering without a reason to live, without hope for life.

Because they gave me a reason to cling to life.

"I see. So that's your answer."

Of course, this wouldn't be welcome news for Zeon who needed to take me.
The word "calm" had disappeared from Zeon's expression after hearing what I just said.

"I have no choice. I didn't want to do this to you, but you've ignored my consideration."

But before long, that scary man would appear and take care of all of them.
I briefly glance at the rooftop of the building behind Zeon.
Should I take out my gun and threaten them now?

No.
Not yet.
The gun is something I should use at a critical moment to protect myself.
That symbol of violence and destruction wasn't appropriate for the current situation when escape was still an option.

"I noticed one of your past associates hanging around you lately. Are you waiting for that person?"

But Zeon seemed to know even this thought of mine.
He clearly knew that if I waited, that man who had been validated by Meina's power would come to protect me.

"We've taken care of that as well."
"The war hero?"
"A direct confrontation through force isn't always the answer."

Zeon slowly approaches me.

"It won't hurt if you stay still. Even if you don't comply with our wishes, we don't want to handle you roughly."

He probably thought I didn't have physical combat skills since I was a mage's disciple, though he wasn't letting his guard down.
Otherwise, how could he close the distance like this?
And while Zeon might receive help for his illness, he was still someone who ranked high in the Department of Swordsmanship, just like Theo.

But what I was aiming for was his complacency.
I thought the moment he stepped close enough to reach with my fist would be my chance to escape.
Until I heard those words from his mouth.

"Duchess Serin Veldear."
"...What?"
"Should I remind you of your position, Your Excellency?"

Your Excellency?
What nonsense—

No, that can't be.
Even if I were really a Duchess, the Empire would never leave me alone.
But what is this?
That expression he's showing me now.

"Daughter of Rebecca Veldear."

And the name of my mother that he's mentioning.

"Don't be ridiculous. I couldn't possibly hold such a title, and don't casually mention my mother's name."
"You're not denying it."
"I'm telling you to stop saying strange things—"

The Veldear family is officially treated as the worst traitors in the Empire, to be executed on sight.
What emperor in the world would not strip such a family of their ducal title?
But.

"However, that is the truth, Your Excellency. Many believe the Veldear family lost their ducal title, but—"

Thud.
His hand lands on my shoulder.

"The Emperor has never officially stripped the Veldears of their ducal title. Therefore, Serin Veldear is—"

At that moment, my fist strongly strikes his exposed neck.
I couldn't hold back any longer and threw the punch, fearing I couldn't turn back if I heard the rest.
My cold emotions were surprisingly accurate and destructive.

And that wasn't all.
I quickly scanned magic spells in my mind, destroying them as I leapt away with a swift push of my feet.
The spells meant to restrain me had their cores detected and destroyed by my mana, and all the magic directed at me shattered instantly.

*Flight—*

I use magic mimicking Ariel's to rise into the air.
But contrary to my expectations, I couldn't escape from him.

"Where are you going?"
"Ugh, you—"
"Shouldn't we finish our conversation?"

Caught by a chain spell I hadn't noticed, I was pulled back down to the ground as I tried to escape into the sky.
With the impact of hitting the ground, I momentarily lost my senses, and saw a pair of feet approaching me.

"That was quite an innovative attack."

Zeon's voice came from above my head.
The punch I had thrown at his neck must have been quite impactful, as his face was grimacing and his hand was clutching his neck.
At the same time, my hair was grabbed, lifting my head.

"Bring her. She won't be able to move easily after falling from that height."

But I couldn't resist.
No matter how much stronger my body had become, it was still below average.
That's why it took quite some time to recover from the shock.

But Zeon didn't seem to care about my condition at all.
His cold orders fell upon men wearing suspicious black coats.
As my nape was grabbed and my upper body lifted, about to be thrown over one of their shoulders—

"Argh!"

A powerful light green blade passing by my side, scattering blood in the air.

"These bastards must be crazy."

And then Ariel's voice was heard.

"...!"
"By the authority of Ariel Sunrise, First Princess, I command you. Take your hands off my friend immediately."

Looking up, I saw Ariel's uniform and hair fluttering violently as intense wind swirled around her body.
What surprised me more was her fierce gaze, something I had never seen before.
Eyes that proved she hadn't survived political battles and trained at the academy for nothing were now directed at everyone here.

"Ha, the Princess."
"Zeon Erhent. You're clearly the cause of this situation. Do you dare defy the words of royalty?"
"I knew it, but I'm still surprised. To think a mere sex slave would be a friend of the Princess..."

But Zeon no longer seemed to care about the Princess.
Or perhaps he had something to rely on.

"It doesn't matter. No one will listen to the First Princess who helped hide a Veldear."
"...What?"
"By now, your brother, the Crown Prince, should have received a letter."

A sinister smile spreads across his face.
At the same time, he presses his foot gently on my nape and speaks in an amused voice.

"Things are about to get interesting. Even if she's his daughter, the Emperor won't let it slide when he learns that Ariel Sunrise helped Duchess Serin Veldear escape."
"You're talking nonsense. When did I ever help a Veldear—"
"Sigh, as expected of someone who didn't experience that era firsthand, you don't understand."

Calmly revealing my true identity as if it were nothing.

"That sex slave you call Ei is actually Serin Veldear."
"......"
"Want to know one more thing? The current Emperor, your father, never officially stripped the Veldear family of their title. Do you know what that means?"

Ariel's words stop as she hears this shocking truth.
The foot that had been gently pressing on my neck is removed.
At the same time, the kneeling man grabs my hair again.

"This Serin Veldear here, the direct heir to the Family Head, is our damn leader."
"Yes, and that leader learned spatial magic from Archmage Meina Aris."

And now with my gaze lifted, this was my opportunity.
To use spatial magic, one needs to understand the target space.
The easiest way to do this is to see the surroundings with one's eyes.

"What?"

I immediately cast the spatial magic formula I had completed in my mind, escaping from Zeon Erhent's side.
As I move away, I pull out a gun from my bosom and aim precisely at Zeon Erhent's body.

"Thank you. Because you're a stupid bastard who doesn't properly understand what being the head of the Veldears means."
"Damn it—!"

A flash of light momentarily erupted from the gun barrel.
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The moment I raised the gun, mana instantly flowed out of my body, naturally loading it to maximum power. If I had been standing in a straight line with Ariel, I wouldn't have been able to shoot, but fortunately, we were positioned in different directions. I aimed and pulled the trigger, targeting his shoulder and blowing his arm clean off.

"Haa, haa."

I caught sight of Zeon Erhent's shocked expression as the flash erupted. Simultaneously, I saw blood splatter in the direction I had aimed. As Zeon Erhent's face turned sideways and downward, something fell to the floor with a thud, flesh torn and mangled.

A sharp scream erupted from Zeon Erhent, who had lost an arm in an instant.

"AAAAARGH!"

And then I heard a sound eerily similar to one etched in my memory—a terrible, human shriek of agony. My breathing involuntarily quickened. Despite my almost supernatural marksmanship that had blown off someone's arm, the fear associated with human blood was somehow affecting me more deeply.

"E-Ei?"

Seeing my rapidly deteriorating condition, Ariel approached me with concern. It felt as though my mental state was eating away at me. Both from memories of my previous life and my current one, the countless acts of killing I had to commit seemed to momentarily overwhelm me.

"I'm fine."

This is why I didn't want to fight. But right now, I had no choice. If I hadn't shot, I would have been the one captured.

"Tch, the rest of them..."
"Can't be helped."

After Zeon was incapacitated with one shot, the others fled and disappeared. I cauterized his torn arm stump with fire to prevent him from dying. Whether due to his naturally strong physique or not, he had fortunately passed out but wasn't dead. Having cauterized the amputation site, he wouldn't die, but he'd have to live with one arm for the rest of his life.

"Ei, are you really okay?"

But that wasn't the real problem. The issue was the letter Zeon Erhent had sent to the Crown Prince with the mindset that if they couldn't have it, no one could. If Ariel could find and destroy that letter before it reached the Crown Prince, there wouldn't be a problem. But I didn't know under what name he sent the letter, and judging by how he personally came to capture me today...

"I don't think I'm the one we should be worried about right now."

The letter had probably already reached the Crown Prince. Or perhaps...

It might have gone directly to the Emperor.

"He told me that by now, a letter would have reached the Prince."

Ariel's expression instantly hardened as she realized what my words meant. But if I went into hiding, it would severely impact Meina Aris, who had officially recognized me as her disciple, and Theo Aris, who had saved me.

"Yes. I didn't expect him to act so aggressively. I was planning to go after Zeon Erhent after finding evidence that he was a Veldear."

As I was about to turn toward my Master's voice, I felt someone embrace me from behind. It was my Master.

"Serin."

And as she called my real name, my mouth momentarily froze as I was about to speak.

"I'll handle things here, so don't worry and run away."
"What?"
"What's the worst that could happen? Just death."

How could I do that? If I didn't run away and admitted that I had deceived my Master to become her disciple, I might die, but she would live. But if I fled to save myself, she wouldn't be able to continue her magical research freely as she did now.

"Shield."

A spell activation word I had never heard from my Master's lips flowed out. Then, a mana shield incomparably stronger than what I could create—one that could be described as separating space itself—divided us, my Master, and Ariel from the imperial troops.

"Duchess. Should I consider this treason?"

At the forefront of the imperial troops that had just arrived, Crown Prince Clemen Sunrise spoke, and my Master pulled me closer in her embrace, smiling defiantly.

"What do you mean, Your Highness? I have committed no treason."
"The day before yesterday, I received a letter. It said that Meina Aris, who was once responsible for eradicating the Veldears in the Empire, is now protecting the head of the Veldears."

Then Clemen's gaze turned to me.

"It must be that woman the Duchess Aris is holding."
"Is that so?"
"We'll hear the truth at the Imperial Castle. If it's not treason, you'd better drop this shield."
"How could I? If I let this child go here, it's obvious that my disciple, who is like a daughter to me, will meet a miserable end, even if not at the execution ground."

With those words, powerful mana began to surge around Meina. I was momentarily impressed by her mana control, worthy of being called an Archmage, but this was no time for admiration.

"Serin?"

I pushed my Master away with both hands, and her slightly bewildered voice reached my ears.

"Master, don't fight. If I go with them, you won't have to fight, right?"
"No."
"I trust you, Master."
"You'll die."
"Just let me go."

It was then that I heard movement behind me. Turning my head, I saw my Master standing there with a dazed expression, staring at us. I wondered if he had heard what happened.

"I'll be fine."

After saying that, I turned around. My Master's magic had one characteristic: after I became her disciple, I was included among those who could dispel all her magic, besides herself. Despite her claiming she did it out of boredom, she had deliberately made it so I could undo any magic she cast, as long as it wasn't an accident.

"No, Ei."

As I placed my fingertips on the shield, the powerful barrier that could block anything in the world began to dissolve silently. I heard my Master's anxious voice behind me, but deliberately ignoring it, I walked resolutely toward the Crown Prince and held out both hands to him.

One for each hand. Magic-suppressing bracelets, essential tools for arresting mages, were placed on each of my wrists.

"Ugh—"

The moment the bracelets were fastened, my mana flow became disturbed, causing a strong feeling of nausea. Unable to adapt to that strange sensation, I momentarily retched, and the Prince silently stood looking down at me.

"Ei, was it?"

Come to think of it, had the Prince and I met before? I had seen him unintentionally while looking for Ariel.

"Ariel."
"...Oppa."
"Father is looking for you. You know the reason best without me asking."

I wanted to look up to see what expression the Prince was wearing, but as a prisoner, I couldn't raise my head before him. Yet, curious about his expression, I lifted my gaze and met his eyes, which seemed somehow unsettled. The moment our eyes met, I heard, "Lower your head, Veldear."

"Enough. For now, I've arrested you because you're a Veldear, but..."

The Prince stopped there and turned his eyes. He looked at Zeon Erhent, who had collapsed after losing an arm.

"Theo Aris."

And somehow aware of his presence, he called my Master who was standing nearby.

"Did you also come here because of that woman?"
"Yes."
"Whatever your intentions might be, it would be better not to speak of them."

Then he nodded to the knight beside him. Not toward me, but toward Zeon Erhent, who lay collapsed on the floor with a missing arm. The unnamed knight drew his sword from his waist and, making my efforts to save him meaningless, gripped the sword with both hands and drove it into Zeon's neck. As crimson blood flowed onto the floor, I heard the sound of the sword sliding back into its scabbard.

That was the end of the Prince's words. As soon as he turned around, a knight's hand touched my back, urging me to follow the Prince, so I had no choice but to start walking. At that moment, my eyes met my Master's, who wore a blank expression. Though I couldn't speak to him, our gazes met in midair.

I'm fine, Master.
The moment I sent that look, I saw a determined expression settle on my Master's face. But even he couldn't move right now.

But my Master, as he always had, would surely work with my teacher to rescue me again. That was the meaning behind the look I just sent, and my Master seemed to understand what he needed to do. I quietly followed behind the Prince.

I wasn't sure if I could be released, but I had to do what I needed to do, so I tried to hide my trembling heart.

*

It was truly like the aftermath of a storm. Zeon Erhent's body had been collected by the imperial family, and only the silence of those left behind remained where Ei had been just moments ago. Meina's face was filled with worry for the child who was like a daughter to her, and Ariel's face was etched with indecipherable emotions.

"Ei..."

And Theo's voice softly echoed. Like a spell, his quietly muttered words had the power to awaken everyone's minds.

"Let's do what we need to do."
"Yes."

Each person's feet, which had been still, began to move, laying the groundwork to rescue Ei in their own way.
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Meina fiddled with the weapon that Ei had created to protect herself from Zeon Erhent.

A gun, was it?

Though she hadn't witnessed the moment it was fired, she could clearly understand the weapon's terrible power from how it had blown off someone's arm in an instant. If it had hit somewhere other than an arm, it could have killed a person with a single shot.

*What kind of life must one live to create something like this?*

There were many spells that could kill people. Meina herself could list numerous magic spells capable of taking human life.

But killing people with magic was fundamentally different from this weapon. Magic was originally created to make human life more convenient. Spells that could harm humans were merely benign magics repurposed for malicious ends. Since magic itself was born to make life comfortable, its original intent and purpose should be considered sacred.

But this gun didn't align with magic's original purpose. It was a weapon she had never used before, and it seemed complicated to operate, but somehow Meina felt she could figure out how to use it.

*Did Ei hold it like this?*

She held the gun as Ei had, placing her index finger on the trigger that seemed to invite pulling. Ei had been so cautious about this weapon's use that she had applied powerful security measures to prevent anyone but herself from using it. But like herself, Ei had made one exception to this rule.

That exception was Meina—allowing it to respond to her master Meina Aris's mana.

*...!*

As soon as she gripped the gun properly, she felt it drawing in her mana. But Ei had apparently only considered her own use of it, as the amount of mana it absorbed was alarming. Hadn't she mentioned something about this before?

That the output was too strong and should be reduced.

*Just once...*

Meina aimed at the wall facing outside. Though it looked no different from other walls, it was protected by powerful reinforcement magic. That was only natural for a mansion she used as her magical testing ground.

Contrary to her expectations, the mansion wall couldn't withstand the penetrating power of Ei's gun. With a brilliant flash, the mana bullet easily punched a hole through the wall of Meina's room.

*What incredible power...*

Meina stared in shock at the object in her hand. This was enough power to easily slaughter not just people but monsters as well. She wasn't even sure if her magic shield could withstand it if Ei overloaded it to maximize its power.

"M-Master! Are you alright?!"

The butler rushed up to Meina's room in alarm. Normally it would be difficult to imagine anything happening to her, but given today's events, his reaction was understandable.

"I'm fine."

The butler couldn't help but look startled at the sight of his master holding a strange object and the hole in the wall. He wondered if his master had finally lost her mind. To make a hole in the wall with a simple weapon...

"Master, have you finally caused an accident?"
"I didn't make this."
"...Pardon?"
"Ei made it. To protect herself."
"You mean the young lady?"

Meina nodded at his question.
She was curious. What kind of life would someone have to live to create something like this with magic? To invent such a powerful and frightening object with an operating logic never before seen or heard of in this world.

"What kind of life must the young lady have lived to be able to create such a thing?"

The creation hadn't even taken that long. It clearly started from one of the fundamentals of magic—condensing mana into a physical force. But the other technologies, like accuracy correction, were things she had never seen before.

Magical formulas that no one else could read. Yet Meina could somehow see what Ei had been thinking, and it broke her heart. Ei had clearly anticipated that Zeon Erhent might move suddenly.

*What made you like this?*

What was so good that she clung so desperately to this life? She wanted to ask, but Ei wasn't here now. Though they had only lived together since she wanted to make Ei her disciple, the emptiness left by her absence was immense. It still felt like she might be in her room.

"Master."
"Yes?"
"Are you going out?"
"Probably."

If she had moved more carefully, perhaps this wouldn't have happened. What Zeon did today was entirely her fault. She hadn't expected him to move so quickly, barely four days after she had arrested his contact person and sent a signal that she wouldn't tolerate anyone messing with Ei.

*If Ei is truly the head of the Veldear family...*

And then there was what that person she didn't even want to name had said. In truth, Meina had always questioned Ei's mana capacity. She possessed seemingly infinite mana that would be impossible for an ordinary human.

But if what was said was true...

*Ei, I'll save you, so please don't do anything rash. Understand?*

The mana control bracelet might be useless. Even though it was enhanced to the extreme for capturing Veldear, it still had disruption limits. If she released mana beyond those limits, it would surely break, and then the Imperial family would try to eliminate Ei when they couldn't control her.

Could she watch her child go to the execution ground when that time came?

*Please, I'm begging you.*

Meina swallowed her unheard plea and drew a magic circle—one that would take her to the Imperial Palace.

*

Ariel took a small breath in and out.
How long had it been since her father had summoned her personally? For a princess, finding time for personal meetings even with parents was difficult, so it had been quite a while.

But now, unlike usual, the problem was the major incident involving Veldear. She knew what kind of person Ei was, so she was fine with it. But people who didn't know her would be hostile toward Ei just because of those four letters: Veldear.

And that included her father, the Emperor.

"Princess."

When she responded to the knock, a maid quietly called for her. Ariel slowly rose from her seat and walked to the entrance of her room.

"His Majesty is looking for you."

So it's finally come to this. Ariel's expression hardened.

How should she talk to save Ei? That was the only thought in Ariel's mind. Mentioning their friendship wouldn't be very useful. The Veldear family had been unjustly killed under collective punishment, using the excuse that they had nearly destroyed the world.

Ei was surely one of those victims. It would be strange to think she would be loyal to the Empire. After all, from her perspective, how could she have positive feelings toward the nation that killed her family?

Her father would certainly demand a means to control her. But Ariel wasn't confident that Ei could be controlled. With her insane talent that could keep up with Meina's magic, and her ability to quickly create weapons of unbelievable power just to protect herself... Even if they placed a slave contract on her, she would likely find a way to break it.

*She said she's maintaining the contract because she doesn't want to be separated from Theo.*

Ariel mulled over those words. Saying she maintained the contract because she didn't want to be separated from Theo meant, conversely, that she already had the magical ability to break the contract whenever she wanted.

While the difficulty of breaking a slave contract varies depending on the caster, one common point is that it's extremely difficult for the contracted person to break it themselves. And her father would think that way. Because she's a Veldear, she would naturally have that level of magical skill. Especially as the top student in the Department of Magic at Rise Academy and the Dean's star pupil.

"Hoo."

Arriving in front of the Emperor's quarters, Ariel took a small breath. As his child, she had met with him privately many times, and there was no reason for a daughter to be nervous about seeing her father. But why was she so tense today?

Perhaps because she planned to ask for the life of someone who should, by rights, be executed as a traitor. Though not actually a traitor, the danger of that bloodline had been proven in the past, and there was no guarantee Ei was safe. She was closer to being a dangerous element, so it was natural to be concerned.

"Father, it's me."

Though Ariel announced her arrival after composing herself, there was no response from inside the room. She was certain he was in there, but why wasn't he saying anything after summoning her? She couldn't just turn away—

"I'm coming in."

After waiting briefly, Ariel carefully opened the door. But contrary to what she had been told, only her mother was inside the quarters.

Ch.103 - The Devil's Talent Is No Different From The Devil (10)
"Get in!"

The body that was roughly shoved into the cell complained of soreness in the arms where it had been grabbed.
It hurts.
Usually, even when in pain, my body wouldn't complain, but for some reason, it was now telling me that it hurt.

The cell I was dragged into was in better condition than I expected.
The prison located in the Imperial Palace seemed to pursue imperial elegance even here—the floor was made of wood rather than haphazardly woven straw.
As if to allow for minimal living conditions, a bed, table, and a single chair sat lonely in the cell.
Nevertheless, the window connecting to the outside, blocked only by bars, announced its presence with the outside breeze.

"Senior."
"What is it?"
"Is that young-looking child really a Veldear?"
"Are you doubting the Crown Prince's judgment?"
"Rather than doubting His Highness's judgment, the appearance is just so different from what I expected."

I could hear them talking about me from outside.
Although the cell was supposed to have various spells to block outside sounds, the Veldear family's unique magic resistance allowed me to hear what was being said outside.

"Well, that's what the higher-ups are saying."
"Is that so?"
"Honestly, my heart was pounding the whole way here. I was afraid those Mana Control Bracelets might malfunction and take our heads off."

Mana Control Bracelets...
Could they be referring to what's currently on my wrists?
When I examined the magical formula on the bracelet, I noticed Meina's security magic.

They don't know.
That this security magic is something I can break.
While it's carefully designed for mages who would typically wear it, that only applies to others.
Having learned everything under her, I could disable the circuit of this Mana Control Bracelet right now if I wanted.
Or I could project tremendous magical power and shatter the circuit itself.

Of course, if I did that, the efforts of the three people who are probably running around trying to save me would be in vain.
Not only that, but while the Aris family, my master's family, would merely suffer a blow, my master might end up in the same situation as me.

Meina hoped I wouldn't cause trouble, so I have no choice but to stay quiet here for now.

*If I remove this, they'll think they can't control me.*

In other words, these bracelets on both my wrists are a psychological safety measure for the Empire to believe they can control me.
In reality, they're pretty useless.

"Sigh."

I sat on the bed, quietly staring ahead.
It felt like a dream that just moments ago I was leaving Meina's house, wondering what she would ask me to do today.
I didn't expect things to turn out like this.

I wondered what Meina had done to make Zeon make such an absurd choice.
What kind of risk did he perceive?
She sometimes used extreme measures despite her usually relaxed demeanor in front of me.
Though I'm sure she had her reasons.

*I hope she's not thinking this is her fault again.*

I wish she wouldn't think like that.
The last thing I heard before coming here was my master's anxious voice, which made me sigh softly.
I hope she's not having strange thoughts.

While it doesn't feel real that I've been captured and my life is in danger, the coolness of the room reminds me that this isn't home.
I'd like to warm the room with magic, but I shouldn't.
—These and other thoughts cross my mind.

*It should be about time for someone to come.*

How long have I been waiting?
I don't think the Empire would choose to kill me right away.
Unless I were to unconditionally antagonize the Empire, right now I would appear to be at odds with the traditional Veldear family, mixed in between Meina and Ariel.
And there was also mention that my Duke title hadn't been revoked.

*Emperor. What exactly are you thinking?*

Sitting on the bed, I tap the floor with my heel.
One, two.
As I stare blankly at my legs while sitting still, I hear someone's footsteps from far away.
Listening to sounds similar to shoe heels, I raise my head just as they stop, and I clearly hear the guard's voice from outside saying, "Y-Your Highness!"

"Is he inside?"
"Yes, everything is normal!"
"I see. Would you open the door for me?"

Judging by the voice, it was the Crown Prince.
Honestly, I thought the Emperor would come, so it was somewhat unexpected.
Perhaps I'm not as important a figure as I thought.

"You look comfortable."

The Crown Prince who entered looks at me, still sitting despite his arrival, and says this.

"Do I?"
"You don't look like someone about to disappear at the execution ground."
"The cell is better than I expected. And Your Highness doesn't seem afraid to be alone with me."
"Would the ruler of the Empire fear a mere traitor?"
"Wouldn't the position of ruler be useless in front of someone with nothing to lose?"

His gaze momentarily shifts to my wrists.
I wonder if the Crown Prince knows.
That this sort of thing is of little use against me.

"But that's not you, Serin Veldear."

One thing was clear: my words just now posed no threat to the Crown Prince.
He seemed to know about the people in my circle.
Well, the first time the Crown Prince saw me, I was with my master and Ariel.

"The fact that you're sitting quietly without removing those bracelets means you have something to lose, doesn't it?"
"You knew?"
"How could I not? If one considers who modified those bracelets to arrest criminals."

In any case, as I expected, the Crown Prince didn't seem to harbor hostility toward me.
I don't know his true feelings, so his attitude toward me might change depending on mine.
But at least for now, he's not showing outward hostility.

"And your talent as well."

The Crown Prince pulls up a chair and sits in front of me.

"They say the talent of a demon is no different from a demon itself."
"Yes."
"And Serin, your talent is that of a demon."

But there was something I didn't understand.
It's fine that they brought me here.
Even if I didn't want it, I am a Veldear.

"Knowing that the Veldears should be erased from the world, yet making it so difficult to do so, like a demon."
"Is there something you want from me?"
"It would be a lie to say there isn't. If there wasn't, I wouldn't have kept you alive."
"What do you want?"

But our conversation couldn't continue to the end.
The sound of many footsteps could be heard from far away.
Judging by the volume of footsteps...

"Someone is coming to this room now. Many people."

At my words, the Crown Prince seemed to have some idea, his expression hardening as he rose from his seat.
At the same time, from outside came a loud shout that could shake the corridor: "Y-Your Majesty!"
Unlike when the Crown Prince spoke to have the door opened, the door opened immediately.

And there, right in front of the door, was the Emperor, looking down at me—the first time we were meeting like this in person.

"You've arrived."
"I see you were talking first."
"I apologize."
"It's fine."

I was relieved that the Emperor had come to see me as expected.
If he had sent me straight to the execution ground without a single conversation, I might have really caused trouble.
Of course, if that were the case, he wouldn't have left me alone until now...

"This is the first time I'm seeing you up close."

The Emperor sits in the chair where the Crown Prince had just been and speaks.
As if to indicate he would converse with me on equal terms.
Normally, one would sit on a higher platform than the other person, or make the other person kneel.
He didn't seem to require me to show proper respect to the Emperor.

...For reasons I don't understand.

"What is your name?"
"Are you asking for the name I use in the Empire, or my original name?"
"Either is fine. I can't just address someone as 'you' in a conversation."

It was a question without clear meaning.
A person who would undoubtedly have investigated me was asking for my name while conversing with me.
As the ruler of the Rise Empire, one of the two powers dividing the continent, I didn't think he would simply discard the Veldears.
Perhaps the Emperor was testing me in his own way.

"You can call me either Eina or Serin Veldear, whichever you prefer."
"I'll call you Serin, then."
"That's unexpected. I thought you would address me as Duke Veldear."
"Oh? You know about that?"
"The blood of my kind that died by my hands was quite talkative."

Perhaps he simply wanted to know how I defined myself.
In truth, I don't particularly care either way.
Meina and Ariel treat me however they want, so I thought it would be nice if others did the same.

"Thanks to that, I'm here now."
"You seem remarkably calm for someone in your position."
"Is there any reason to be afraid? If things go wrong, I'll just die, won't I?"

Our eyes meet.
There's no sign of any decision about what to do with me in his eyes.
I wish I could understand his intentions.

"I see. Just die, you say..."

He said that much and rose from his seat.

"The execution will be at noon, three days from now."

With that, my sentence was pronounced.
The head of the Veldear family, Duke Serin Veldear.

Execution in three days.

Ch.104 - I Have Such A Person In My Life
The Emperor didn't look back at me after that.
I had expected him to sentence me to death, but the timeframe was the issue.
Three days.
Even for a short period, it was much shorter than I'd anticipated.

"Father."
"What is it?"
"Please reconsider. Unless this child harbors ill will toward the Empire, it would be too wasteful to kill her like this."
"Clemen."
"Of course, I understand the blood is dangerous. But I think it's wasteful to execute someone who has no hostility toward the Empire."

The Crown Prince was taking my side.
It was a practical statement befitting the future ruler of the Empire, and someone who hadn't directly experienced the evil caused by the Veldear family.

"You don't understand. The demonic potential contained in that blood."

That was the end of the Emperor's words.
Before leaving, he briefly turned his head to glance at me, then left the cell without another word.
Crown Prince Clemen approached me, took my hand, and said, "Just wait a little. I'll try to persuade my father to change his mind."

"About the direct bloodline of the Veldear Family Head."

Somehow I seem to have turned the Crown Prince to my side for now, but he's still the Emperor's son after all.
The ruler of the Empire is the man who just left the room.
No matter how I look at it, it seems impossible.

As I say this to the Crown Prince, I modify the circuit of my mana control bracelet.
While its function is disabled, I allow the ungathered mana to flow naturally.

"Ugh...!"

The Crown Prince's expression instantly turns pale.
This is what the Veldear blood is like.
This is how even ungathered mana can turn someone's insides.

"I appreciate your words, but it will be difficult."
"Do you have no attachment to life? How can you accept death so easily?"
"Of course I have attachments to life. It's just..."

Ah.
I've said too much.
To someone who might not become my definite ally like my master and teacher.

"You Veldear..."

I wish no harm would come to the Aris family who saved me when I was about to be sold as a sex slave to some unknown noble and took me in.
Congratulating myself for almost revealing this thought unknowingly, I answered with a smile instead of words.

"Since I've been sentenced to death anyway, I can have one secret, right?"

Declaring the end of my conversation with the Crown Prince, I magically sent him outside.
Now alone in the room that had felt crowded and stuffy with so many people, I feel somewhat relieved.
No, I wasn't completely alone.
Due to my magical inexperience, the Crown Prince's coat had fallen inside the room.

"I'll just borrow this for a moment, Your Highness."

I picked up the coat the Crown Prince had been wearing and draped it over my shoulders.
It was quite large.

Larger than my master's.

*

"Father!"

After being dismissed by Ei, Crown Prince Clemen headed to the Emperor's office.
He thought the Emperor would have to visit his office to write the imperial decree for the death sentence.

"You'll burst my eardrums, boy."
"Please reconsider the sentence you just passed. Will you kill such enormous potential for the Empire's development?"
"How unfortunate. If you were Emperor instead of me, that child could have walked away without paying anything."
"......"

Without paying anything.
Hearing those words from the Emperor, Clemen couldn't continue speaking.
He felt uncomfortable advocating for Veldear, who had naturally been designated as an enemy of the Empire.

"No, that's..."
"It seems that woman has a talent for bewitching people. Looking at how she's affected you without doing anything."
"I apologize."
"It's fine. Since there hasn't been a suitable match for you, I understand as your father why your eyes might turn to such a woman."
"What? What do you..."
"If that's not the case, I'd appreciate if you didn't oppose your father's decision. There's something I want to see."

The Emperor, having placed his pen in the pen holder next to the inkwell, stood up.
They could hear someone approaching the office with angry footsteps.
The servants were trying to stop this angry person, but it was clear they were failing.

"Th-this way, my lady."

The terrified servant's voice reached the ears of the Emperor and Crown Prince.
Bang-!
Suddenly, powerful mana surged as the door was violently flung open, shattering the handle inside the room.

"It's been a while, Noona."
"Clemen, you're here too."
"You came later than I expected."
"Yes. I was trying to figure out what was going on."

Meina pushed past Clemen, approached the Emperor, and slammed both hands on his desk.
Looking down, she saw the document and gritted her teeth, saying, "You..."

"Execution?"
"That's what has been decided."
"Do you know what that child means to me and you're still doing this?"
"It's unfortunate. If only that child wasn't a Veldear, I would have hired her as the Imperial Chief Mage."
"You said she was like a niece to you too!"

Meina couldn't help shouting when she saw the imperial decree ordering her disciple's execution.
Then, realizing her mistake, she exhaled deeply and clenched her teeth.

"I'm sorry."

The man before her was the Emperor.
No matter how close they were—she being a Marquis and having known him since childhood—there were still boundaries to respect.

"No, I apologize for my rudeness, Your Majesty."

Henry felt uncomfortable at Meina's formal tone.
It was something he should have expected.
He knew what a disciple meant to Meina, who had lost both a child and a disciple in the past, yet he had sentenced her current disciple to death.

"But let me be clear. If you don't withdraw this imperial decree, then..."

The Emperor thought this might be the first time he had received such a fierce look from her.
They used to joke around together every day in the past.

"Father, what will you do? I don't want to turn her into our enemy."
"Neither do I."
"Then why won't you withdraw the sentence?"
"I'm still not sure whether that Veldear should be accepted as a member of the Empire."

Clemen found the Emperor's words both irrefutable and exasperating.
She was a woman who could have killed him and all the escort forces if she had wanted to escape.
And that was still true now.

In fact, there was nothing wrong with what he said.
Who could tell if she was just acting in front of them?
His father was probably speaking with that possibility in mind.

"I'm not sure if your thinking is correct, Father."

After hearing his son's thoughts, the Emperor tore up the crumpled imperial decree and began writing a new one.

*

While Meina was confronting the Emperor at the Imperial Castle, a red-haired man appeared at the warp gate of the Aris Estate without any guards.
Not even wearing a proper coat, he breathed in the cold air, looking at the freshly fallen snow around him.

The cold air pierced his lungs.
Though the night made the cold even more biting, Theo didn't feel the cold.
Only a firm resolve was reflected in his eyes, as if he had made a solid decision.

"Y-Young Master?"

As Theo entered the castle, all the servants—maids and butlers—gathered around him in surprise.
He should have been at the academy dormitory at this hour.
Moreover, he had never appeared so underdressed before, wearing only a shirt and pants.

"Wh-what happened to you?"

When was the last time he had looked like this?
There had been only one time in the past when Theo had appeared this way.
It was right before he declared he wouldn't enter the middle school section of the academy.

"Where is Father?"
"The master is currently in his office..."
"No need to attend to me. Just make sure no one enters the office while I'm there."
"Y-yes, of course."

Everyone around him was worried that something might have happened to Theo.
However, Theo ignored the concerned gazes of the servants and quietly walked straight to his father's office.
Normally, he would announce himself before entering, but not today.

Now, there was only a man determined to save the one he loved.

"Theo?"

Carlyle was somewhat perplexed by Theo's behavior.
He had no idea why his son was suddenly acting this way.
With the estate's affairs keeping him busy, he hadn't received any news about what was happening in the distant capital.

"What are you—"

He called his son's name as Theo entered his office without warning, but Theo didn't answer.
Instead, what he did was—

Thud-.
His son, who had been taught to carry himself with dignity as the future lord of Aris, knelt before him.

"Did something happen in the capital, my son?"

Carlyle asked in confusion at his son's strange behavior, but Theo's lips remained sealed for a long time.
How long had he been kneeling there silently?

"Father, I have a benefactor who saved my life when I was about to die."

Finally, Theo began to speak.
In a direction Carlyle hadn't expected at all.

Ch.105 - I Have Someone Like That (2)
"Do you remember that rebellious boy who refused to go to middle school?"

Carlyle was about to ask more questions, but after hearing his son's story, he closed his mouth. He wondered what story his son was trying to tell by bringing up that time period.

"That child began to distance himself from the woman who would become his companion."

He knew about it.
He knew that his son and the Princess had grown apart.
Of course, given Theo's personality, he understood there must be reasons for how he treated people, but even he didn't know the exact cause.

Because Theo had refused to talk about it, saying it wasn't something he wanted to discuss.

"I didn't talk about it back then. It wouldn't have helped to hear it anyway."

But one thing was certain.
Theo never wanted to bring up those events again.
However, for him to mention it now meant that what he wanted to ask was no small matter.

"But to understand why it's that child..."
"You need to tell me what happened back then?"
"Yes. The reason I tried to take my own life was because of Ariel Sunrise. It was because of her."

As Theo said this, he recalled a girl who had operated under a false name he could barely remember now. And he overlapped her image with that of a woman who had been captured simply because she had dangerous blood.

"It was around the time when Mother passed away."

A moment he didn't want to remember.
Theo continued speaking while recalling those memories.
His manner was unsteady, appearing precarious to anyone watching.
Yet despite seeming like he might break down at any moment, Carlyle could see the resolute determination in his son's eyes.

And he could guess what his son was about to ask of him.

"Until then, Father, you probably knew that my relationship with Ariel wasn't bad."
"What happened back then?"
"For some reason, Ariel, who had promised to always be my person, said something. I asked how a princess of the nation could possibly remain unknown to the family until death."

Carlyle's eyebrow twitched momentarily upon hearing Theo's words.
He hadn't expected to hear such a story.
Of course, it could have been a childhood mistake, but even so, those weren't words a princess should casually speak.

"She said that since our family was obsessed with swords, she was afraid she'd be abandoned too."

As Carlyle listened to his son, he recalled how he and Meina had tried everything to save her. His wife, who had fallen ill after giving birth to their youngest child. At first, he thought she would recover, but that had been a grave misconception.

"The shock and betrayal were indescribable."
"I see..."
"And the one who reached out to me during that time..."

He took a deep breath before finishing his sentence.
This was the nature of his request.

To save a child with dangerous blood, defying the Empire.

"It was Serin Veldear."
"So that's why you cared so much."
"I'm sorry, but yes."
"...Even though you have a fiancée."

Carlyle gazed steadily at his son.
He felt somewhat sorry seeing his son anxiously worrying that his request might be refused.
How strangely the threads of life had become entangled.

"Go downstairs."
"Father?"
"You already know what my answer will be."

Hearing his father's words, Theo bit his lower lip hard.
But he also knew.
From the position of someone who had to lead and protect a family, this was an impossible request to grant.

*So I have to go with that plan after all.*

Theo rose from his seat, recalling the secret request he had made to Meina.
"Make my daughter happy for the rest of her life."
Remembering the request of a mother who treated her disciple not just as a student but as her own child, he left the Family Head's office.

*I'll come for you when night falls tomorrow.*

He repeated those words to himself.

* * *

"Master."

Shortly after sunset.
Carlyle was still holding the blueprints of the capital and the Imperial Palace when the Head Butler called for him.

His son's unexpected visit.
The unreasonable request his son had made.
Though his son might not have noticed, the tears that had briefly glistened in his eyes still troubled Carlyle's heart.
And the story his son had told, about sacrificing himself for the family.

"According to your orders..."

The Head Butler carefully spoke to Carlyle, who was lost in thought.
The Head Butler had relayed the Family Head's orders to the Knight Commander, but he wasn't sure if carrying out such orders was right.
Even though he held a position overseeing everything in the Aris family, where the chain of command was strictly observed.

"All knights and forces, except the minimum required for northern defense, have assembled at the back gate."

It was obvious why he felt uncertain—what Carlyle was planning amounted to treason.
Of course, it wasn't treason yet, not before they marched on the capital.

"What about Theo?"
"...He seems to still be in his room."
"I see."

Carlyle rose from his seat.
He still had no intention of going to the capital himself.
After all, he was...

"Have you informed them to keep the back gate open?"
"Yes, Master."
"Then let's go."

The Head Butler followed behind him, hiding his anxiety.
In truth, he desperately wanted to stop this, but he understood a father's concern for his son.
And knowing that his master had lost the woman he loved and couldn't protect her, he simply couldn't bring himself to interfere.

"All forces assembled and ready, sir."

The fully armed Knight Commander reported to Carlyle upon his arrival.
Carlyle heard the report and briefly glanced toward the back gate.
As if to prove why he was called the Sword of the Empire, troops were lined up filling every empty space near the back gate.

"Stand by."
"Everyone stand by!"

However, today, he would not be the one commanding them.
For a first experience, the capital would be a good test.
The Imperial family wouldn't deploy their full forces against the Aris troops anyway.

Carlyle removed the insignia from his chest that identified him as the commander of all Aris forces and held it in his hand.
Soon after, his son appeared, concealing himself with an overcoat.

"Father?"

He saw momentary confusion in his son's eyes.

"And these people... are they here to stop me?"

But his son quickly composed himself and seemed to have sorted out what he needed to do, as he began to reach behind his back.

"Take this."
"What?"
"You'll get hurt if you go alone. So take the Aris knights with you."

Theo was shocked by his father's words.
He had thought his father had called the troops to stop him, but it was quite the opposite.

"Go to the capital and prove that the title 'Sword of the Empire' is incorrect. From today, these men will be commanded not by me, but by you."

Carlyle handed the insignia to his son, who was staring at him in stunned silence, then turned away.

"Now then, everyone follow the orders of our new commander, Theo Aris!"

Go forth, my son.
Carlyle watched as Theo Aris, taking his first step as the future Duke of Aris, departed with his father's sword at his waist.
He wondered what the Emperor would say when he came looking for him tomorrow.

*

Thump, thump.
The sound of soldiers changing shifts outside reached her ears.
Looking at the table from where she sat, she saw the meal that a maid had brought earlier, now cold on the table.

Since the first day of her capture, no one had come to see her.
From what she had sensed through mana earlier, it seemed her Master had visited the Imperial Castle, but whatever had happened, she couldn't see Master's face.
One day, two days passed like that.
If no one came by the end of tonight, she would have no choice but to use force to escape.

*Master...*

But she hadn't given up hope yet.
She believed that her Master wasn't the type to let her die, and neither was her owner the type to abandon her like this.
Those two would certainly come for her.

That's why she hadn't touched the lavishly prepared meal that looked like a death row inmate's last supper.
Her owner would definitely come to save her in some form.
That was all.

But fate never grants hope in the form one desires.

After waiting for some time, suddenly there was a commotion outside.
If even the prison, one of the most heavily guarded places, was in such disorder, what on earth had happened?

"Emergency! Everyone assemble! Gather at the main gate!"

Could it be Master...?
No.
Judging by the complete absence of Master's distinctive mana pattern, that was definitely not the case.
Then what could possibly cause such a commotion in the Imperial Castle?

"The Aris family! Everyone, full armor now!"

At that moment, one sound coming through the open window made her heart sink.
The Aris family?
Could it be her owner...?

She got up from the bed and approached the window.
But just as she tried to focus on the situation outside.

"She's in here!"
"Bring her out!"

The prison door opened, and four soldiers rushed in.

Ch.106 - I Have Someone Like That (3)
"W-What are you doing? My execution is scheduled for tomorrow."

It was clear that something major had happened outside. Otherwise, there would be no reason to move someone like me—the heir to the position of Veldear Family Head—somewhere else so early before the execution, especially when I had been quietly imprisoned without resistance.

"Well..."

When I suddenly showed resistance to being taken away, momentary confusion flashed in the eyes of the four soldiers. They must have known that I was quite different from ordinary prisoners. Especially since they knew I carried the blood of Veldear.

"You were closely connected to the Aris family, weren't you?" said the person standing outside, who appeared to be the superior of these four, addressing me respectfully.

If he was saying that, could it be that the person causing an uproar in the Imperial Castle was...

"We never dreamed that Aris would invade to rescue a Veldear, but that's exactly what's happening right now."

Who?
The current Aris Family Head, Carlyle Aris, was certainly not someone who would mobilize his family for my sake. He had shown me favorable attention once, but that was merely kindness directed at Ei, the strange slave with exceptional magical talent. That favor would never extend to Serin Veldear.

"If you don't come out now, war might break out between the Imperial Family and Aris."

Regardless of his thoughts, it was clear that Aris had indeed led troops to invade the Imperial Castle. This man surely knew that I had the ability to remove the Mana Control Bracelet whenever I wanted. He had no reason to lie to me, knowing his neck could fly if he tried anything foolish.

"...Alright."

Currently, I couldn't trust anyone except my Master, my teacher, and Ariel. Of course, I needed to verify if what he said was true, so I stopped resisting.

"Escort her to the Imperial Center."

I brought my hands behind my back, and the Mana Control Bracelet bound both my wrists. At the same time, my arms were seized by soldiers who began dragging me somewhere. Unlike when I was first brought to the Imperial Castle, they seemed to have been ordered to handle me carefully, as their grip felt gentler. Still, my arms hurt from being held.

"Commander!"
"What is it?"
"Aris has declared war! They say they'll destroy the castle if we don't hand over Serin Veldear..."

Just then, a soldier came running and said those words while glancing at me. Perhaps he was making his own judgment about whether I was worth all this trouble.

"His Majesty?"
"He hasn't said anything yet."
"This is maddening."

One thing was clear: the Imperial people didn't want to fight with Aris.

"Let's hurry."

Our pace quickened. At the same time, my body, already weakened from not eating during my imprisonment, began to feel the strain. But even so, I couldn't ask anyone for help. I was a prisoner, after all.

"Master...?"

But even a prisoner can have someone precious. When we arrived at the center of the castle, I could finally see who had led Aris to invade. My Master. The person I had been desperately waiting for. I never dreamed he would do something this crazy.

"What is this..."
"There, Theo Aris! As you wished, we've shown you that Serin Veldear is safe! Now withdraw your troops and let's talk peacefully!"
"That wasn't my condition."

My Master, holding his greatsword in one hand, extended his other hand.

"I said I would fight if you didn't hand her over. Did that sound like a joke?"
"Hey, come to your senses! She's a Veldear! Are you going to repeat the past—"

At that moment, my Master vanished from sight. When I looked up, he had already leaped right in front of the commander he had been talking to, raising his sword that was so hot it was wreathed in flames.

BOOM!
A sound like an explosion echoed throughout the castle. Fragments of a broken sword tumbled to the floor, and someone who seemed to hold a high position was sent flying backward.

That was my Master's true ability, which I had only properly seen once before. He too was the heir to the Aris family, someone capable of easily crushing a Knight Commander.

"Everyone, commence bat—!"
"Everyone stop!"

The problem was that this could become the signal to start a war between the Imperial Family and Aris. In that sense, the Crown Prince's intervention was timely. If it weren't for him, a massive brawl would have broken out here.

"Theo Aris. Can you explain what this is about?"
"I've come to retrieve what's mine."
"Yours?"
"That girl you've captured and call Serin Veldear."

My Master temporarily extinguished the flames on his sword. The heat haze rising from the blade indicated that it hadn't completely cooled yet.

"She's my slave, whom I personally named Ei."
"What...?"
"As her Master, I'm here to reclaim my property."

The Crown Prince's surprised gaze briefly turned toward me. He must have thought I was just Meina Aris's disciple.

"Someone you're treating as a traitor named Serin Veldear and planning to execute—she knows nothing and it's too unfair...!"

But my Master didn't seem to want to give the Crown Prince any time to think. Having seen me bound before him, his anger must have flared even more. The sight of him grinding his teeth while looking at Clemen resembled an active volcano about to erupt.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"Remove the Mana Control Bracelet."

And after who knows how long, my Master's command reached my ears again. Currently, I'm bound by the slave contract I remade with my own hands. But my Master wouldn't know that fact...

"Huk!"

However, even if it was a contract made without my Master's knowledge, it was still valid at this moment. As I briefly glanced at Crown Prince Clemen standing nearby, my heart suddenly lurched as if something was wrong with it. The slave contract was slowing my heartbeat, forcing me to obey my Master's command to remove the Mana Control Bracelet.

"What...!"
"Everyone, get back!"

As soon as they saw mana emanating from my hands, the surrounding soldiers instantly moved away. The Mana Control Bracelet sparked and lost its function, falling to the floor.
Thud.
My weakened body couldn't withstand the strain on my heart, and I collapsed on the spot, causing the fire in my Master's eyes to blaze again.

"It seems Veldear didn't even feed her properly."

In response, the flames on my Master's sword began to burn again.

"What? Serin Veldear is a noble. We would have provided meals according to regulations—"
"Aris army, prepare for battle."

Oh no. I had deliberately not eaten because I thought I was going to be executed, but now a real war was about to break out because of it. Because of me. Because I couldn't endure something so trivial.

"Master, wait—"
"Bring her."

I tried urgently to stop my Master, but my unrecovered body couldn't produce a voice, and I thought something terrible was about to happen. Then, looking up at a voice from somewhere, I saw the Emperor had appeared and was gesturing to me, dismissing the soldiers.

"I will grant your request, Theo Aris."
"..."
"In return, can you withdraw this army?"
"My request comes first."
"Very well. This child hasn't eaten or slept for over two days, so she probably doesn't have the strength to walk. Take her yourself."

At my Master's gesture, an Aris knight quickly ran to me and took me in his arms. And this knight was one I knew.

"Sir Orn...?"

The one who had scolded me harshly on the first day was now carefully holding me in his arms at my Master's command.

"Good grief, Carlyle my friend. You could have just come with your son, but instead you sent the family's entire military force."

The Emperor's words ended there. Only after I was handed over to my Master could he finally give the order to "withdraw." Cradled in my Master's arms and escorted by soldiers, I was able to leave the Imperial Castle.

On the night just hours before my scheduled execution, the series of events came to an end, and with the tension released, I was able to lose consciousness in my Master's arms.

* * *

"Gasp!"

After sleeping for who knows how many hours, I woke up startled upon returning to Aris Castle. How could I have fallen asleep at such a critical moment, with execution looming?

"This is..."

But the place where I woke up wasn't the Imperial prison. It was my small bed in my Master's room, my little space since first coming to the castle. Though my Master wasn't in the room.

"Ugh."

My head was splitting with pain. But since the last thing I remembered was my Master about to start a real war with the Imperial Castle because I had collapsed, I had to leave the room despite my body not being fully recovered. I needed to tell him: I collapsed because I didn't eat. Just that one thing.

*Mana Detection...*

I scattered high-level mana that I usually kept contained to first check if my Master was in the castle. Using the surveillance system Meina had installed throughout the castle, I confirmed his exact location and immediately cast spatial magic to teleport to my Master's side.

"Well, he's my son, but I'm speechless—"

And just as I was about to urgently tell him the truth, I was left speechless at the sight before me. Four people, including Carlyle, the current Family Head who had seemed ready to fight just last night, were sitting together eating snacks. When four pairs of eyes turned toward me, the current Emperor burst into laughter.

"You must have been quite desperate not to tell the truth last night."

*Sigh*
I don't quite understand how these four people could be having such a peaceful conversation, but since everything seemed peaceful, I sat down with a thud, breathing a sigh of relief.

Ch.107 - I Have Someone Like That (4)
"Our Duke Veldear seems to have been in quite a hurry."

I met eyes with the Emperor.
I flinched momentarily at the mention of Veldear.
It made sense, considering that just yesterday I had been returned to my master's hands to prevent a civil war.
But that was merely a temporary measure to prevent war.

"Um, well......"
"Did you sleep well last night, Duke?"

Truthfully, it wouldn't be strange if I were to be captured again right now.

"What? Yes?"

However, considering my current situation, the behavior of the three people besides my master was extremely strange.
It would seem normal for them to arrest me immediately, so why were they just watching?

"It seems you still need more rest."

The Crown Prince Clemen casually added while eating a cookie.

"Go get some rest, Duke Veldear."
"Pardon?"
"Lord Aris. Please escort our Duke Veldear to his room so he can rest."
"Father, I- *sigh*."

But the surprises didn't end there.
I looked at the Aris Family Head, wondering if I had heard correctly.

Calling my master "Lord"?
Wasn't he a duke himself?

But I wasn't given time to resolve my questions.
My master, apparently judging that I wasn't feeling well, stood up and extended his hand to me.
I took his hand and got up, and when I tried to use magic, he shook his head.
Even though he knew it would be easier to teleport, he wanted us to walk. Perhaps he had a reason.

"Eiaaah-!"

As we left the reception room, I heard Meina's voice from afar and turned to look.
I froze momentarily at the sight of Meina rushing toward me as if she had escaped through spatial magic.

"Am I seeing things? Huh?"

She must have known what sentence had been passed on me.
And that if my master hadn't retrieved me last night, we wouldn't have been able to be together anymore.

"Excuse me, Your Grace."
"Could you not bother me right now?"
"It's just that Ei still needs more recovery. It would be better to have your reunion later. Besides, don't you have business to attend to?"

At my master's words, Meina examined me briefly before nodding.
Though seeing me was her priority, she too must have had matters to discuss with the three people in the reception room.

"Alright. Please take good care of the child so she can rest."
"Don't worry and go attend to your business."

My master was truly considerate.
The reason he prevented me from using magic was to let me see Meina's face briefly before going.

"You can use magic now."

Anyway, there was no reason to walk anymore.
I concentrated for a moment.
Meina, being a master of spatial magic, could use teleportation as naturally as breathing, but I wasn't at that level yet.

"Initiating transfer-."

Light emanated from the magic circle on the floor and transported my master.
Upon arriving in the room, I felt my energy draining.
It made sense, as I had rushed out of the room looking for my master without proper rest.

"Lie down here."

My master suggested I lie on his bed instead of my small one.
Certainly, the quality of the master's bed was far superior to the one given to me, a slave.
But still, since I had my own place, it felt a bit...

"I should get rid of that now."
"Huh? Why suddenly?"
"Why are you surprised?"

Theo tilted his head at my surprised reaction.

"Isn't it obvious? Until now, I've gone along with this ridiculous relationship out of consideration for your circumstances, but there's no reason for that anymore."

Indeed, as he said, there was no reason for me to continue being a slave.
There was also no reason to hide my identity using the name Ei anymore, since I was essentially Meina's only disciple and treated as her daughter.

"So, how are you going to handle the contract?"
"You might not know this, Ei, but a master can see the mana threads connecting them to their contracted slaves."
"...Can you see it?"
"If you wanted to hide it, you should have hidden it better. You seem competent, but you show gaps in places like this."

So he had known since the moment I made the contract without his knowledge.
He just kept quiet because there was a need to maintain our relationship.

"Anyway, will you release the contract now?"
"You never know. Something else might happen-"
"Ah, the discussion about your fate is already over."

Following Theo's guidance, I lay down on the bed and looked at his face as he sat beside me.
The discussion about my fate was over, he said.

"The imperial family has acknowledged everything you've shown while living with us."
"Really?"
"The punishment for House Veldear isn't over. Any Veldear who's discovered will still be executed by the imperial family. Except for you. And they'll reissue the decree for your ducal title. As a title in name only, like the Marquis."

So it was true that I was a direct descendant of the family head.
They must have completed the verification while I was asleep.
Or perhaps my master knew this fact without needing verification.

*Really now.*

Thinking about it, Meina Aris seemed like a truly unpredictable person.
What if I had worn a mask to hide my evil nature, just learning what I needed to survive, and tried to turn the world upside down again?
Even someone not of direct lineage had nearly destroyed the world through a contract with a demon.
If that had happened, perhaps I would have been silently erased from the world by Meina's hand.

"So my life of hiding ends like this."
"Indeed."

For a moment, the harsh life I had led since childhood flashed before my eyes.
From escaping a burning village through my parents' sacrifice, to living as a wanderer until being captured by slave traders.

"Theo."
"Yes?"
"When I wake up, can you go somewhere with me?"
"Where?"
"My hometown."

Theo's eyes wavered for a moment.
Perhaps this was an issue he hadn't considered.

"Don't make that face. I was the one who hid it in the first place."

Always so kind-hearted.
I took a small breath in and out.
Then, with Theo watching over me, I slowly closed my eyes.

"I'll sleep a little more then......"
"Yes, rest well."

Feeling the blanket being pulled up by Theo's hand, I gradually drifted off to sleep.
I felt his fingers brushing through my hair.

*

While Theo and Serin were having their time alone, the door to the reception room where the former family head, the Emperor, and the Crown Prince were sitting was rudely flung open.
Through it, Meina Aris entered with an even more displeased expression.

"It's been a while, Marquis."
"I, I don't think two days counts as 'a while,' Father."
"If I, still the ruler of this country, say so, then it is. Ah, these cookies are truly a work of art. Since you're here, would you like to try one-"

Unlike the composed Emperor, Carlyle felt the hair on his body standing on end at the sight of Meina Aris's expression.
When was the last time she had such a look?
It seemed to be when she had lost both her husband and son to Veldear, when she had swallowed her anger toward her friend.

Slap-!
Just as Carlyle was thinking he should intervene and started to rise from his seat, a clear sound was heard by everyone, and they all opened their eyes wide.

"Haha, Sister, your hand is as sharp as ever."
"Want another one?"

Meina, who had approached the Emperor without stopping and slapped his cheek, raised her hand once more.

"S-Sister, please calm down first...!"
"It's fine, Duke. One slap is enough. Getting slapped once is a small price to pay compared to having the Archmage leave the country with the disciple she considers a daughter."

Normally, this would be an act of treason deserving arrest.
But Meina, who had slapped the Emperor's cheek, sat down in Theo Aris's seat as if nothing had happened and began crunching on a cookie, as if she were chewing on the Emperor instead.

"Couldn't you have just pretended not to know for my sake? You know I couldn't protect my husband and child."
"If the Duke of Veldear had been quietly captured, I would have secretly let her go. But what could I do when she killed another Veldear sent from the neighboring empire and was publicly captured by the Crown Prince?"

By rights, Serin should have been executed today.
No matter how ignorant she claimed to be, she was still a person with the dangerous blood of Veldear.
A woman who could pass on the maternally inherited Veldear blood to the next generation.
The situation had merely been reversed for now because of House Aris.

"And this incident didn't come without a price. I'm sure protest letters are flying in as we speak."
"Hmm, that's true. But it's fine. It's no longer my responsibility."
"So that's why you passed on your ducal title so early."

Carlyle smiled at the corners of his mouth, thinking of the various documents that would soon arrive in the family mailbox.
It was good that they had brought Serin back.
Who would challenge the guarantee given in the name of the Aris family head?
However.

"Since I committed the act, I should take responsibility for it."

He would have to personally respond to questions about why such a decision was made without convening an imperial council.

"Couldn't you have cleaned up after me just this once?"
"Isn't it enough that I kept quiet about you bringing a sex slave while having a fiancée, and turned a blind eye to your secret use of family assets?"

At this, the Emperor chuckled.
He had secretly envied his friend for having a son who seemed more mature than Clement, but to think he had secretly diverted family assets.

"Your son was quite the troublemaker too, it seems."
"It's fine. He won't be causing trouble anymore."

Because that smart girl will keep him in check.
Carlyle smiled, remembering his son who had mobilized all the family's forces to save his woman.
Boldly, she had even intervened when his son and he were dueling.

"Duke Veldear is quite daring, unlike her appearance."

He said these words with an unclear meaning as he ordered another cup of tea from the maid.

Ch.108 - Well-Raised With Love
"But why did those guys go all the way to this remote place to try and take my disciple?"

As the atmosphere grew more contemplative, Meina raised a question to the three of them.

"If the Veldears wanted to turn the world upside down among themselves, they could have just done it on their own."
"Hmm."
"Now that I think about it, it is strange. There's no particular reason to target the Duke of Veldear."
"Unless there was some established relationship, but there isn't."

The Emperor nodded at Duke Aris's words, finding it equally strange.
As Meina pointed out, why would they take such a risk to abduct Ei when there was no established trust between them?
Everyone put their heads together to think, but no clear answer emerged.

"Ei didn't seem to know anything."
"Indeed, she certainly didn't behave like someone who had experienced the Veldear incident firsthand."
"When I killed the last of the imperial Veldears, Ei would have been too young to remember anything."

So why would they risk sending their few remaining Veldears into danger just to extract Ei?
Meina began to carefully sift through her knowledge of the Veldears buried in her memories.
Why specifically did they want to take Ei?

*Could it be that Ei—*

She slowly traced her memories about why the Veldears possessed such powerful magical talents.

The Veldears.
A family with High Elf blood mixed in their lineage, making the entire family naturally gifted with powerful magical abilities.

To understand why the Veldears acted as they did, one needed to consider the characteristics of High Elves.
They were powerful enough to turn the world upside down if they stepped into the spotlight, yet they remained reclusive, hidden from the world.
Their most notable trait, as evident in the Veldears, was that all members of their race were powerful mages.

This was especially true for male High Elves.
Just one on the enemy side could strike fear into an entire allied force.
The problem, however, was that male High Elves, in exchange for their powerful magic, could not directly pass their mana to their children.

This wasn't an issue among pure High Elves.
While they couldn't pass it directly, they could pass some of their magical power through female High Elves.

But this became a problem for the Veldears.
Whether due to their mixed blood or not, Veldear males, regardless of their achievements, could only pass down knowledge to their children, not talent.
This meant that the magical talent of the Veldear family would be cut off without female Veldears.
Fortunately, female Veldears could pass down almost all of their magical talent.

That's why the Veldears were a matrilineal family rather than patrilineal, and the head of the Veldear family had traditionally been female.
It made sense since only females could pass down talent, but judging from Zeon's actions...

*Because she's the only surviving female Veldear?*

In a way, Ei was a seed that could once again plunge the world into chaos.
It was fortunate that Meina had taken her in; if she had been raised by the surviving Veldears, she would have become nothing more than a baby factory, living a miserable life without being allowed to die.

*And Ei is clearly...*

Meina recalled Ei's mana capacity.
The closer Veldears were to the main family line, the more their magical talent was amplified.
And based on her experience, Ei must have blood close to the Veldear main family line.
Perhaps even direct lineage from the family head.

"Have you thought of something, Noona?"
"Well, it's a possibility I'm considering."

Meina let out a small sigh.
She had thought accepting the Veldear situation would be difficult, but now it had become reality.

"Do you all know about the characteristics of the Veldears?"

The Veldear family operated on a matrilineal system because only females could pass magical talent to their children.
However, very few people today know why they operated this way.
Meina herself had learned it while studying High Elves.

"Only female Veldears could pass down the family's magical talent to their children."
"Hmm."
"And Serin, the current Duchess Veldear, might be the only remaining woman with Veldear blood."

Everyone let out sighs at her words.
If the reason Zeon Erhent had gone so far as to infiltrate the academy to approach Ei was to revive their family...
If they had sacrificed their few remaining members solely for that purpose...

"So something like today could happen again."
"However, as long as the continental agreement regarding the Veldears remains in effect, they'll find it difficult to act openly."
"Aren't we in the same position? If it becomes known that we've kept a Veldear alive, we'll become targets for the entire continent."
"This time, we need to make the first move."

After all, we now have direct evidence in the form of Zeon Erhent's body.

"I think I'll go out for some fresh air after a long time."
"Are you planning to hold some kind of conference?"
"If things don't go well, I can just blow up the capital and escape. Is there a problem?"
"...Are you serious, Noona?"

Hearing Meina's response without an answer, Carlyle had assumed she was joking.
But she wasn't.
Seeing her rare, serious expression, Carlyle realized she was speaking in earnest and his face hardened.

"We can explain keeping Ei alive by portraying her as someone abandoned by the Veldears who wants to assimilate into society."
"But that's difficult to argue since she's a female Veldear. Most people who know the Veldear family traits wouldn't agree."
"True. But Ei is alone, right? Meanwhile, those guys were disguising their identities using the Erhent name. They were even posing as students at the Imperial Rise Academy under the guise of studying abroad, pretending to be from an influential family that could place people inside."

They must be deeply entangled with the Veldears somehow.
After hearing this, the idea of blowing up the capital and leaving didn't seem so far-fetched.
If this information got out, those guys would become targets for the entire continent anyway.

"But if they really did fail in their attempt to secure a female Veldear, they won't just sit still."
"Right. But they can't come out openly. Not if they don't want to turn the entire continent against them."
"They could choose to abandon the Veldears."
"I'm not so sure. Male Veldears may not be able to pass down mana to future generations, but they're still just as powerful. If they wanted to completely eradicate them like we did, they'd have to bear considerable damage."

In reality, if they judged that the cost of supporting the Veldears outweighed the benefits, they would abandon them without hesitation.
That's the nature of noble society, and the view that Veldears are dangerous is still prevalent across the continent.

"Just as I killed my closest friend with my own hands."

With that thought, Meina began to consider how she could completely eliminate the threat to Ei.
All because of her desire to raise a disciple she liked as if she were her own daughter.

*

"Huh—"

Theo, who had been fast asleep, was startled awake and quickly sat up.
He had only intended to lie down beside Ei for a moment, fearing she might wake up if he left.
But seeing Ei sleeping peacefully, Theo decided to spend a little more time and lay back down.

*She's pretty.*

Even to him, what had happened at dawn was completely absurd.
No matter how Ei had been captured and sentenced to death, leading the entire family's forces to invade the Imperial Palace was extreme.
If not for the established relationship between the Imperial family and the Aris family, one side would have been slaughtered on the spot, and the other wouldn't have escaped unharmed.
In that sense, perhaps it was divine intervention that he could now see Ei so peacefully.

Glancing briefly at the window, Theo saw that twilight had already fallen outside, and he lay back down.
The distinguished guests would have long since departed.
With no important matters to attend to, it seemed fine to stay like this a little longer.

Lying next to Ei with his head resting on his hand, he gently stroked her hair with his fingertips as she slept facing upward.
Perhaps she had gotten hot while sleeping.
The blanket he had carefully pulled up before she fell asleep now only covered her up to her thighs.
After lowering the intensity of the mana heating barrier slightly, he gently poked Ei's cheek with his index finger.

*It's soft.*

Compared to when she had been completely emaciated, Ei's cheeks were incredibly soft now that she had attained a healthy figure.
Her face wasn't chubby, but perhaps it was due to her High Elf blood.

Then suddenly, as Theo's gaze moved downward, his eyes fell on Ei's chest.
Earlier, she had been wearing a cardigan over her negligee, so he hadn't noticed, but she apparently wasn't wearing undergarments beneath, as two small protrusions were visible through the fabric.

...Was the slave contract still in effect?
In a moment of impure thoughts, Theo found his finger unconsciously hooked on the edge of Ei's nightgown.

With a gentle tug downward, Ei's chest slowly revealed itself.
Theo placed his thumb and index finger on the center of Ei's exposed breast, on the pinkish protrusion marking its peak.
The sensation of her breast, touched secretly while she slept defenseless, transmitted through his fingertips.

Ch.109 - Well-Raised With Love (2)
It was just slightly protruding, hidden beneath her clothes.

But Theo found himself unconsciously lifting Ei's clothes, touching the secret area hidden underneath. The feeling was quite different from the soft skin of her breast. It was as if she had cast a spell making him touch her without realizing it, but Theo couldn't stop.

Between his thumb and index finger, he felt the secret bud. When he gently squeezed it with his fingertips, he could feel a softness different from her breast.

Theo examined Ei's nipple carefully. It wasn't curiosity or anything else. It was purely instinctual desire for the woman before him. Captivated by that area so different from her smooth, flawless skin, Theo was unconsciously being drawn deeper into Ei.

Without realizing it, Theo pulled at her nipple to measure her breast size, then placed his hand on her chest to enjoy the sensation. Fascinated by the softness he himself lacked, he soon found himself craving her other breast as well. His hand gently pulled at Ei's nightgown to expose her right breast, just as he had revealed the left nipple. Not satisfied with just one breast, he brought his mouth to Ei's chest.

Starting with a light kiss, he took her right nipple between his lips. Despite knowing he shouldn't, Theo gently nibbled on Ei's nipple before bringing his teeth to it. Then, very slightly, he pressed with his front teeth, causing a momentary disruption in Ei's peaceful breathing.

"Hmm, mmm..."

Startled, Theo quickly looked up to check Ei's face. Had his mischief woken her? To his relief, though her cheeks were slightly flushed, she hadn't awakened.

Looking back down at Ei's chest, he saw both breasts exposed and her right nipple wet—clear evidence of his actions. Should he wipe it and stop now? But Theo couldn't follow what his reason dictated. He was already drowning in desire for the defenseless woman before him.

"Huh?"

He reached for Ei's nipple again. But something had changed. It seemed larger than before, and unlike earlier when it was just soft, the right one had hardened.

"Is this normal for women?"

Just as curiosity struck him and he gently pinched the nipple between his thumb and index finger, Ei moved. Theo jerked his hand away and froze. Had she caught him? His heart pounding, Theo watched as Ei merely shifted in her sleep, kicking off the blanket and lightly scratching her exposed chest.

"She's not awake."

Though his lower half felt ready to explode from the erotic sight, he felt he should stop. His heart was racing wildly, and he worried that if Ei woke up, she would forever see him as the worst kind of man. The only consolation was that despite her slightly flushed face, Ei's peaceful expression suggested she was still asleep.

"I'll have to treat her well when she wakes up."

Though he always tried to treat her well, he felt he should do even better after this transgression. Sighing with relief, Theo pulled her clothes back up over her chest. The blanket had been kicked completely off, so he needed to pull it back up. He reached for the blanket when—

But Theo Aris's intention to let her sleep peacefully couldn't last. Her skirt had ridden up, revealing her panties, and the navy underwear clung to her sex, showing the shape hidden beneath. This sight caught his eye.

The sight before a young man in his prime made various thoughts run through Theo's mind. Was she wet? Judging by how the color of the fabric touching her sex was similar to the rest, it didn't seem so.

Recalling what he had seen of Ei before, Theo carefully reached out his hand. This was truly an area where he might be caught, but his reason could no longer restrain his instincts.

He hooked his index finger into the side of her panties and gently lifted. Through the gap between the underwear and skin, he peered at the most secret flesh that remained hidden except for its silhouette. Despite having already accepted a man, it was still beautiful and untainted—the most private skin that he was secretly glimpsing.

The memory of pushing himself into that place came flooding back. It had felt incredible. But back then, though Ei had been ready to accept him, it had happened in a situation where she couldn't disobey his orders.

Recalling these memories, Theo pulled Ei's panties aside, rendering them useless. In the unlit room, the fading yellow sunlight revealed Ei's well-formed secret flesh and the crevice between them. Without thinking, he brought his index finger toward it.

Soft. Similar to her breast but with a distinctly different feeling transmitted to his fingertips. The straight, well-formed most secret crevice curved slightly. As his index and middle fingers touched just beside the crevice and spread it apart, the secret flower revealed itself to Theo once more.

"Ugh, Ei..."

He could no longer hold back. The thought that he was doing something wrong to Ei had completely vanished, replaced by pure instinct. He was so consumed that he didn't even notice how Ei's sex seemed slightly heated.

"Ahh..."

But that moment was brief. As he unconsciously stroked the petals with his fingertips and slightly inserted his finger into the deepest hole between them, a moan escaped her. Theo froze instantly and withdrew his hand.

He suddenly became aware of what he was doing. And if he heard that kind of moan...

Snap. Just as Theo was about to pull his hand away, a pale hand grabbed his wrist. Startled, Theo felt his heart sink. Ei had awakened and was looking at him with a flushed, aroused face.

"Our Theo is a pervert."

Ei's relaxed voice reached his ears. "Our Theo." Words a slave normally couldn't use struck Theo's ears, but he could do nothing. The woman before him wasn't his sex slave, but a female mage who could break any slave contract whenever she wished.

"If you're going to do it secretly while I'm sleeping, you should do it properly. Why pull away just because you got caught?"

Now sitting in front of Theo, she took his hand and guided it back to her lower region. Then she inserted his finger into her split crevice, using Theo's finger as a masturbation tool to rub herself.

"E-Ei?"
"Haah, Serin. Haah-"

He could feel her heated flesh against his fingers. A small protrusion touched his finger over her wet petals. As she closed her legs, her thighs enveloped Theo's hand, and the narrowing crevice gently pressed against his fingers.

The vivid sensation of Ei's sex through his fingers was driving Theo crazy. The thought that he could satisfy her filled his mind.

But whenever he tried to move his finger even slightly, her sharp gaze made Theo flinch and stop. Her wordless threat that he should stay still since he knew he'd done wrong. Theo had to restlessly watch Serin pleasuring herself using him, suppressing his desire to take her down right then.

Until Serin was satisfied.

If she had acted as his slave Ei, treating him as her master, she would have followed his lead. But right now, she wasn't Ei but Duchess Serin Veldear.

"Haaah-"

After rubbing for who knows how long, until his fingers were soaked, Serin finally reached climax and sat down on the bed. With relaxed eyes, she looked at Theo.

"What?"

Looking at Ei like that, Theo had to forcibly hold onto his crumbling patience. He wanted to throw her down and ravish her right then, but he knew she wouldn't stand for it. Of course, he could forcibly subdue her, but if he really did that, their relationship might be irreparably damaged, leaving him unable to act.

"N-nothing."
"Hmph, what a letdown."

Was she going to get up for dinner? She was clearly upset that he had tried to take her without consent. Watching Ei rise, Theo tried to suppress his burning desire and get up as well. Until he saw liquid dripping from between her legs.

"Hey, Serin."
"What?"
"I'm really sorry, but I can't hold back anymore."

In the end, he succumbed to his intense desire. Grabbing Ei's wrist as she was about to leave for dinner, Theo threw her back onto the bed, quickly removed his pants, and thrust himself toward her sex.

"......"

For a moment, their gazes met in midair. And Theo could tell from Ei's eyes. Though she had climaxed once, she wasn't yet satisfied.

Seeing her turn her head away, Theo immediately pushed himself in. As her expression instantly softened and her body tensed, he began thrusting silently.
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I actually knew my master was touching me from the moment he started exploring my chest. I didn't notice when he pulled down my clothes to expose my breasts, but how could I not wake up when he was fondling them like that?

I simply pretended to remain asleep because I wanted to see how far he would go. When I first opened my eyes, I almost asked what he was doing, but seeing that he didn't realize I was awake made me curious. Just how attracted was he to me? Enough to overcome the guilt of inappropriately touching a sleeping woman?

Of course, pretending wasn't easy. Having such intimate areas exposed and touched by someone else while maintaining the act of peaceful sleep was more difficult than I'd imagined. I could somehow endure the touching, but why did he have to bite there of all places?

*I almost got caught.*

There were several close calls. I nearly gave myself away several times due to his unexpected actions before finally being discovered. Though I wasn't pleased with what he did after finding out. How could he get me all worked up and then pull away just because he got caught?

"Do you like it that much? Pervert. If you're going to do it anyway now that you've been caught, do it properly."

At least it's fortunate that my provocations work well on him.

*     *     *

When I returned to the room after showering, I found meals prepared for two—apparently the master hadn't eaten lunch either while watching over me as I slept. Though he did engage in some mischief I wasn't fond of during that time.

"Were you waiting for me?"
"Yes. Sit down quickly, let's eat."

I sat across from him and picked up my chopsticks. I noticed him flinch momentarily at the sight of the pair in my hand. They must look like daggers to someone from this world, despite being more convenient than the traditional utensils.

"We don't have much time left, do we?"
"What do you mean?"
"You know what I mean. Sharing a room, sleeping in the same bed, sitting here alone together sharing meals."

He's right.
Our relationship has been precarious. Even if I hadn't inherited Veldear blood, our contract should have been terminated when I became Meina's disciple thanks to my magical talent. And that was because of my stubbornness.

"Even if it's closer to an honorary title without its own territory, I'm a Duke now. The Duke of Veldear..."
"Ah, right..."

If I weren't the Duke of Veldear, I would have stayed firmly by my master's side regardless of who became his companion. But my master is engaged to marry a Princess. Whether that would make him happy is another matter, but he's agreed to this political marriage.

"It doesn't suit me at all. Me, a Duke."

This unwelcome title of Duke. I'd discard it if I could. Why didn't they help when I needed it, only to appear suddenly when I don't need them?

"You're a Duke now."

When reminded of my current status, my master seemed somehow regretful. He clearly didn't want to end our current relationship, where he could keep me closest as his possession.

"I'd prefer to be a Duchess rather than a Duke..."

My master smiled slightly. But unless I wanted to cause instability in the relationship between the Aris family and the Imperial family, it wouldn't be easy for him to break that engagement. I would probably have to be the one to give up.

"Let's just eat."

But when I said those words, something strange flashed in my master's eyes. Surely he wasn't thinking something else? The meal, though prepared with the highest quality possible while considering my need for recovery, suddenly seemed unappetizing.

"It's not like I'm happy about becoming the Imperial family's son-in-law either."

That's right. There was that issue between my master and Ariel.

"As you know, I don't particularly like Ariel. I just don't show it much because I don't want to cause unnecessary hurt."
"Even so, haven't you already been deeply hurt by Ariel, Master?"
"There's no need to receive wounds that can be avoided, is there?"
"That's true, but choosing to give me up for the sake of relations between families..."

It would hurt you, Master. I don't want to see you wounded like that.

"As someone born as the heir to Aris, I have obligations that come with the privileges I've enjoyed, whether I want them or not."

But his voice already contained great sorrow as he spoke as if it couldn't be helped. His somewhat deflated voice pained my heart. Originally I had planned to end our contract after the meal, but...

"Master."
"What?"
"Would you like me to hold you?"

Perhaps we could postpone it, just a little. I stood up and approached my silent master, gently embracing his head with both arms. I could feel the slight weight of his head.

"Actually, I don't care if I'm a slave or whatever. I'll stay by your side forever, Master."
"...Thank you, Ei."

After holding him for a moment, I removed his head from my embrace and briefly kissed his lips. Theo, unwilling to let me go, grabbed the back of my head and kissed me again, longer this time.

"Dinner keeps getting delayed. I'm hungry."
"Let's eat now. I was being spoiled because I like you so much, Master."

I saw him smile at my words. What kind of sex slave could act so impudently? It depends on the person's character, but I was fortunate to even be wearing those scraps of cloth they called clothes when I first arrived at this castle.

"I'll enjoy the meal, Master."

But our conversation ended there. The fact that we could no longer be close like this weighed heavily on both of us, no matter how much we pretended to be cheerful. ...Sadly.

Nevertheless, my cold rationality hoped that my master wouldn't make the wrong choice. My heart wanted him to give up Ariel, but my mind felt cruelly opposed to this.

Though the meal was certainly delicious, I had never found food so tasteless, forcing myself to swallow each bite.

*

On one of the few remaining nights he could spend with Ei, Theo sat in a chair at the table, pondering until the small crescent moon began to set.

He knew, as she had said, that for the Aris family to continue without scandal, he should sacrifice part of his life and marry Ariel. But that would cause Ei lifelong pain.

Theo understood why Ei spoke as she did. She didn't want him to suffer because of her. Her reminder that she was now the Duke of Veldear was meant to end their relationship and remind him of his proper conduct as a nobleman. That was the only way she wouldn't get hurt.

*Should I run away with Ei?*

Looking at her sleeping form, Theo considered this before shaking his head. If she asked him to dedicate to her the life he was able to continue thanks to her, he would gladly do so. But that would block Ei's path forward, now that she had recovered her once-broken wings and could soar again. Though she had been rescued from the slave market and saved from a miserable fate as a sex slave, and would likely look only to him if he asked...

Theo didn't want to do that.

If not for her, Theo Aris wouldn't be here now. But because of that girl he met when his will to live was fading, his life continued. Perhaps this was his chance to repay his debt to his benefactor and finally find his own life.

A crossroads of choice.

Until now, it had been difficult to decide. The fact that his choice would determine who would be hurt conflicted with his desire not to wound anyone, causing him to postpone his decision. But now it was time to accept that there was no way to end this without hurting either of them.

Theo gently stroked Ei's hair as she slept. If he had died then, he wouldn't have had to worry about this painfully fortunate dilemma of not wanting to hurt anyone. He had already decided in his heart whom he should prioritize.

However, breaking his engagement with Ariel would bring severe consequences. Theo worried whether he could withstand the aftermath. When Ei wasn't around, he had fearlessly carried out extremely dangerous missions like infiltrating slave traders, but now he had somehow become a coward.

*Not much time left.*

He thought this as he took a small breath in and out. Now that there was nothing threatening Ei's life anymore.

Himself.
If he could just resolve the issues that concerned only him, Ei would no longer have to suffer.

Lying down beside her, Theo carefully pulled the peacefully sleeping Ei into his arms, thinking that he would overcome the harsh trials ahead with his feelings for her.
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"Who took her away?"
"The Duke of Aris, or rather, Theo Aris, who until yesterday was known as the current heir of the Aris family."

Ariel breathed a sigh of relief.
She had been worried that something might have happened to Ei and was considering sneaking her out without her father knowing, but now there was no need for that.

However, there was one thing that bothered her.

"Theo is a Duke? His father is still perfectly healthy."
"He must have inherited the title last night. I thought something terrible was going to happen."
"What happened?"
"Well, to put it simply, the entire military force of the Aris family came charging in this direction."

The head of the Aris family gains command over all the family's military forces.
And receiving this command authority is equivalent to inheriting the position of family head.

"Of course, he'll need to go through a formal succession ceremony for the duke title, but one thing is certain. Theo Aris is now the head of the Aris family."
"What did he say about it?"
"He seems to have been kept in the dark about family traditions. It was quite amusing to see him refusing, insisting he wasn't the family head yet."

Clemen smiled slightly as he recalled Theo's flustered expression despite his usually expressionless face.
It was pleasing to see that even such a frightening person had a human side.

"Does Uriel know too?"
"That one probably doesn't know yet. She was never interested in imperial power struggles anyway."

Already securing the position of family head.
He must be quite capable.

Ariel thought this and felt resentful of her past self.
Why had she been so concerned about making a good impression in social circles that weren't even important?
As a princess, such things shouldn't have mattered much to her.

Ariel envied Ei.
She had a man who would come to rescue her, risking his family's fate.
The problem was that this man wasn't someone she disliked, but rather the man she loved most.

"Ariel."
"Yes?"
"There's something that concerns me. May I ask you something?"
"What? Why are you being so cautious?"

The thought put her in a bad mood, and his careful questioning made her expression darken.
Clemen sighed softly seeing his sister's face.
What was bothering her that she made such an expression just at the mention of a question?

"Never mind. You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to."
"What is it?"
"Did something happen between you and Theo? No matter what, he's not the type to act that way when he has a fiancée."

Something did happen.
...A very long time ago.

"Forget it, don't answer."
"What? Why did you even ask then?"
"I was trying to figure out what kind of relationship you have with Theo, but I think I can tell without you answering."

At Clemen's words, Ariel lowered her head.
Back then, she simply lacked the ability to properly judge who would truly be there for her.
It's an excuse that wouldn't work for someone betrayed by one of the few people they could rely on.

"...Don't tell Father."
"I wouldn't go out of my way to tell him, but he'll find out somehow."
"Sigh, what am I going to do?"

Clemen shook his head and turned away.
Her prickly response confirmed that something unpleasant had indeed happened between them.

But their relationship was not something he could interfere with.
If the issue between them was serious, it could ruin things between the families, no matter how important the matter was.

"I should get up now..."

After Clemen left the room.
Ariel sat alone for a while before quietly leaving.
As she turned, she caught sight of Uriel, all dressed up, heading out to attend some party.

"...?"

But Ariel passed by without giving her usual lecture about maintaining proper decorum as a member of the imperial family.
Seeing Ariel's somehow darkened expression and the absence of her usual nagging, Uriel's face showed confusion.

Why is she acting like that?
Did something happen?

"Hey."

Normally, Uriel would have just walked past.
Even though they were twin sisters, their relationship wasn't particularly good.

"What's wrong with you? Did something happen?"

Nevertheless, for better or worse, she had never seen such a troubled expression on the face of someone she'd known since birth, so she found herself asking without thinking.
It was unusual for someone who habitually wiped emotion from her face when upset to suddenly behave so strangely.

"What..."

Ariel paused briefly at Uriel's question.
But when she continued walking without answering, Uriel found it strange but turned to go her own way.
Well, if she doesn't want to talk, it's her loss.

*She's making me worry.*

She grumbled inaudibly about her sister.

*

"Master, the First Imperial Princess has come to visit the castle."
"Oh, really?"
"She's waiting in the reception room. Please prepare yourself to meet her."

Both my master and I stopped what we were doing when the elderly butler appeared while I was parrying my master's sword.
Ariel came to the castle?

*Come to think of it, she didn't come with us.*

I follow my master to the storage room as he goes to put away his sword.
Even though he's in a position where he could order servants to do such small tasks, he prefers to do them himself.
Of course, there seemed to be another reason why he didn't stop me from following him now.

"Ei."

Just outside my field of vision, with the door not fully closed.
My master suddenly pulled me into his arms without warning and kissed me.
Meanwhile, his hands moved to my shoulders and hips.

I could feel a response building below.
We had been so passionate before dinner yesterday after bathing, and now my body was responding again.
But Ariel was waiting. And yet.

"Master, you're making me feel..."

I unbutton my coat and guide his hand inside my top to my chest.

"Ah, we can't do this now."

Perhaps it was from touching my chest.
A flash of desire crossed my master's eyes, but it didn't translate into action.
It was an unreasonable suggestion, after all.

"I suppose not, right?"

My master, who had been playing with the small buds at the tips of my breasts, reluctantly withdrew his hand from inside my clothes.

We couldn't delay any longer.
Either me or my master.
One of us should go ahead to greet Ariel.

"Ei, go ahead. I need to wash up first."
"Ah, yes."

As I fixed my clothes and left the storage room, my master's hand patted my bottom a couple of times.
I flinched but then looked at him with slightly relaxed eyes, and heard him say, "See you later."
When I first met him, he was like a wooden block with no interest in women, not even reacting when I was completely naked with my genitals exposed.

*He's changed a lot.*

I smiled to myself as I headed alone to meet Ariel.
But my master belongs to Ariel.
It wouldn't be polite to smile to myself about my relationship with him in front of her, so I composed my expression before opening the door to the reception room.

"Ariel?"
"Hm? Ah, Ei! Oh, no..."

Ariel, who had been drinking Northern-style tea, showed a happy expression upon seeing me, then briefly looked confused.
She seemed to be wondering whether to address me as Ei or Serin Veldear.

"Call me whatever you're comfortable with."
"But Ei is your name as a slave. You're originally a duchess."
"What does it matter when it's just a title with no territory?"

The Veldear territory does exist, but it's essentially ruins where no one lives anymore.
It's been closed off because it's extremely dangerous, with various magical devices malfunctioning and out of control.

"T-then, Serin..."

That's right.
Ei is a mask I'll have to take off someday.
After all, it was chosen to mean "shadow," with the intention of living without drawing attention.

"But are you okay? Nothing's wrong? I told them to treat the people who protected you well."
"I'm fine. I'm not hurt or anything."
"I was so worried something had happened to you. I'm glad you're alright."

I chuckle as Ariel pulls me to sit beside her and embraces me.
Was she that worried?
Considering who my master is, it wouldn't make sense for anyone to mistreat me.

"All my student and my disciple are here."

At that moment, Meina appeared with a flash of light.

"Ei is so lucky. Having such a good friend."
"You're here?"
"Princess, I'll let you get away with hugging my daughter first, but can I hold her now?"
"Oh, of course. Here you go."

Am I a doll?
Transferred from Ariel to Meina, I'm nestled snugly in her arms.

"So you came to see if our daughter is okay?"
"Yes. And I also wanted to see Theo while I'm here. I haven't seen him at the academy for days because of work."
"Hehe. I really picked a good disciple. I wonder who he takes after to be so popular."

As Meina gently pinched my cheek with her thumb and index finger, talking as if she were showing off her child, I found myself fidgeting with my hair.
It felt like seeing my mother from my childhood.

"But where's Theo?"
"Oh, he was training, so he said he'd wash up before coming."

Had Ariel just remembered the person who wasn't here?
As if speaking of the devil, the door to the reception room opened the moment she asked.
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"Ah, you're here?"
"Theo."
"Everyone's here."

I noticed my master looking much cleaner than usual.
Though normally the very embodiment of a warrior, he now exuded elegance despite minimal effort. He had clearly made some effort because the princess was coming.

"What brings you all the way to this distant place?"
"Just came to see a friend."
"I see."

Yet something about my master's demeanor felt subtly different from usual.
I'm not sure if I was the only one who noticed, but he seemed like someone who had made a major decision. I wondered what thoughts were running through his mind.

"And to see you while I'm here."
"Is that so."
"What's this? Our Theo, why are you so stiff today?"

Master has always been formal with Ariel.
I replaced what I wanted to say to Meina with a small sigh. It wasn't my place as a third party to mention what had happened between them.

"Meina, Ei. I'm sorry, but could you give us some space?"
"Hmm, me?"
"Yes. I have something I'd like to discuss with Ariel alone, if you don't mind."

I rose at my master's words.
Meina didn't let go of me as she stood up. She kept me in her arms as she used spatial movement to take us both to her research lab. She sat down at the table in the center of her main research lab deep within the castle, wearing a playful smile.

"Hmm, I wonder what they're going to talk about."

She reached forward and called up the Aris Estate's security system. Though it wasn't something they'd normally use, it had been installed anyway. She brought up the surveillance system for the reception room. A hologram-like image of the reception room interior appeared before our eyes.

In the screen, my master and Ariel were sitting facing each other. They were clearly talking, but without special equipment, the technology to transmit voice through mana waves hadn't been developed yet, so we couldn't hear their conversation.

"Could it be a lovers' quarrel?"

I wondered if Meina knew what had happened between my master and Ariel. If she didn't know, and considering they might become life partners, the sight of them sitting across from each other with cold stares might indeed look like a lovers' quarrel.

*I wonder what they're talking about.*

Ariel, who had seemed quite happy when she saw me earlier, now looked quite upset. Judging by the determined expression my master had when he entered, he must have said something.

What could he possibly have said to make Ariel—who would die for my master and readily sleep with him if asked—react this way?

With a hardened expression, Ariel rose from her seat. My master followed, also standing up. He seemed to try to grab her wrist as she was leaving, but...

"Oh my."

My master couldn't catch Ariel's wrist. Faint but unmistakable tears were forming in her eyes.

"Ariel isn't one to act like this easily."
"What on earth did they talk about..."

With her eyes visibly red, Ariel left the reception room and disappeared from view. One thing was certain: the relationship with Ariel wouldn't be smooth sailing from now on. Because of me.

"I'll be right back."

Saying that, I broke free from Meina's embrace and quickly jumped through space to the reception room entrance. I ran after Ariel and called out to her.

"Ariel!"

She paused and turned to look at me. But I could tell from her face that she had no desire to talk, so I couldn't say anything. After all, from her perspective, I was the one who had taken Theo away from her.

"Ei, I'm sorry. I can't face you right now."

So I had no choice but to let her go without saying anything. What could my master possibly have told her to make her act this way? I had warned him not to make choices he'd regret, not to let love blind him into making wrong decisions.

"Master."

But I couldn't say anything to my master either. The listless, blank expression on his face showed that it had been quite a significant decision for him too.
Actually, it must have been quite a significant decision for him as well.

"Ah..."
"Did you see Ariel?"
"Yes."
"Then I suppose you can guess what we talked about."

Theo is always someone who tries not to hurt others, who takes everything upon himself. For such a person to bring up something hurtful to Ariel for the first time, the psychological burden must have been immense. There was much I wanted to say, but I couldn't.

This was entirely his choice. Whatever I might have said before, the relationship between him and Ariel was for them to decide. My master had decided to end his current relationship with Ariel, which might have led to them becoming partners.

If I spoke up, it would be presumptuous. Instead, all I could do was try to comfort him a little.

"Don't be too hard on yourself."

Embracing him was all I could do.

*    *    *

Two days passed after those events had somewhat settled.
In a secluded garden of the academy where no one would see us, I was facing my master at the same spot where Ariel had once sat alone.

"Master."
"Yes?"
"You haven't attended the academy yesterday or today. Shouldn't you see her?"
"You're right, but it's not time yet."

I had heard a little about Ariel's attendance through Meina. The shock must have been considerable. After all, my master was the only man in Ariel's life.

"If you're worried, why don't you go see her?"
"I'd like to, but right now, I'm probably... the last person she wants to see."

And I had become the person who stole her only man. Even though it wasn't my intention at all, I was probably someone Ariel didn't want to see right now.

"You've been caught up in this unintentionally."
"If you know that, why don't you take back your decision and go propose to her right now?"
"I'm sorry. I just can't do that."
"Why? Even though I might have been the catalyst, I don't recall actually helping you, only receiving your help."
"That catalyst is important. And Ariel..."

Because of this, lately I'd been treating my master a bit coldly, not giving him everything like before. While my master was important to me, Ariel was also one of my few precious people, and I couldn't face her comfortably anymore.

It would be a lie to say I wasn't happy that he chose me. But that happiness wasn't enough to overcome the guilt of taking something that wasn't originally mine. I would have been content just being by my master's side.

"No."

I sighed softly as I watched my master start to say something but stop. That stubborn man's resolve couldn't be broken even by his own father.

"Honestly, I'm still not sure if your decision was right."
"Is there a right choice when it comes to choosing someone?"
"It's a matter of perspective. But... thinking rationally, I don't think it was wise. Though the decision is yours to make."

What was strange was that despite being slightly colder to him than before, my body was more honest in wanting him. Even now, when my master gently held the back of my head, my body had already prepared for a kiss.

A kiss that was far from brief, taking place where no one could see. The boldest action possible in broad daylight in the garden, protected by perception-blocking magic. But after the kiss, I still wore a slightly pouty expression.

"See you later."
"Alright."

My master's hand briefly brushed through my hair. I should go to her, just as Ariel had come to check on me when she thought I was sick. With that thought in mind, I headed toward Meina.

"You're back? A bit later than usual."
"Here are the books and magic materials you asked for."
"Just put them on the table. You're late because of Theo, right?"
"Yes."
"Did he meet with Ariel?"
"I didn't ask directly, but it doesn't seem like he did."

Meina was also secretly worried about Ariel. Even now, she was giving me meaningful glances, suggesting I should go see her.

"Don't you think our Serin should go check on her?"
"I'd like to, but you know why he said those things."
"She might have been shocked when she came to our castle, but knowing Ariel's personality, she probably won't hold it against you."

I didn't expect her to say it so directly.

"I'm not sure."
"Why? It's not like you did anything wrong. It's just something Theo has to deal with. I don't think you need to share that burden."
"Still, I'm the cause."
"Sigh, who did you take after to worry so much? The former head of House Veldear I knew was straightforward. Now you're the head, so I guess that makes her your great-grandmother?"

But today really wasn't a good time to visit Ariel. Before that, once everything was settled, it was the day we had planned to go meet my parents.

"Alright. I'll go see her. But I can't today."
"Why?"
"I have something to do."
"Well, it's not like today is the only day."

I took the cookie Meina offered and crunched on it.
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"Good work."

I greeted my master as he walked out of the academy gates without a speck of dirt on him.

The academy's main gate.
Students walking past, each heading toward their own lives.
My master and I had finished our preparations to visit the place we'd agreed to go once our work was done.

"We can't make it back in one day?"
"Probably not. It's quite a distance, and they wouldn't have installed warp gates there."
"I see."
"Fortunately, there should be regular cargo carriages going that way. We can take one to get close. It should be in the southern part of the capital."

As I explained to my master, I briefly traced through old memories.
It had been a long time since I'd visited my hometown, so I needed to carefully recall the past to find my way back to the house where I once lived.
Still, since it was the way home, I hadn't forgotten it.

"So it's a region that can't be reached by warp gate."
"No matter how much the Empire tries to supply them to as many regions as possible, warp gates aren't exactly cheap."

We made our way to the southern district of the capital where merchant guilds gathered.
To visit a place I hadn't been to in a long time, I needed to follow my past memories.
My master followed behind me without complaint as we walked toward an area bustling with the movement of various goods.

We arrived at a merchant guild that traveled closest to my hometown among those supplying goods to the southern villages.
After asking my master to wait, I headed to the reception desk of the guild building to speak with a clerk.

"Are you sending cargo?"
"No, passenger travel."

The receptionist was clearly a familiar face, but she was treating me in a strictly professional manner.
That was to be expected since, as someone with Veldear blood, I had lived without forming relationships.
Whether she recognized me or not, I was just a customer.

"You know that passenger fare is fixed regardless of distance, right?"
"Yes. What's the return schedule like?"
"Well, the return schedule is a bit delayed this time. There's cargo that needs to be brought back from there."
"I see. Then just a one-way ticket, please."

That was unfortunate.
If the timing had worked out, we could have made a comfortable round trip, but if not, there was no choice.
We'd have to use return scrolls instead.

"Could I have two sheets of paper?"

They were meant for filling out boarding passes, but...
I borrowed a pen and wrote a few magic formulas on them.

With these, we could actually return without staying overnight.

*I'll keep that a secret.*

I paid the fare and received our boarding passes.
The receptionist dismissed me without any greeting, simply saying "Next" and gesturing for me to step aside.
This kind of treatment would be unimaginable at the academy or at House Aris...

"Did it go well?"
"Yes. We'll be departing soon, so we should head over."

This situation was very familiar to me, having spent more time wandering without a fixed residence than living with high status.
However, for my master who had lived as a high noble, such treatment must be unfamiliar.

"Everything is new to me, but you seem familiar with all this, Ei."
"I've used these services many times before."

Normally, the guild master would rush out to see how they might establish trade connections with House Aris.
But my master in his academy uniform and me in ordinary mage robes wouldn't have looked like people from House Aris.
Seeing my master's noble appearance, they might think he was from some high family.

"Are you sure you're alright in those clothes?"
"If I wore the clothes Meina gave me, we'd attract too much attention."
"Even so..."

My master didn't seem pleased with my drab, dark clothing without any decorations.
But in our current situation, such concerns were quite dangerous.

"Wouldn't it be less suspicious if we looked like a noble's son visiting his hometown with a mage escort?"

This was especially important since we were heading to a village where the last survivor of the criminal Veldear family had been killed.
I was a special exception, but the Veldear name was still unacceptable.

"Hmm, I thought this would be a nice short trip."

Well, it could be considered a trip, I suppose.
A short excursion with just one overnight stay wouldn't be bad.

"We're visiting a village that was reduced to ruins while capturing a criminal. Wouldn't 'investigation' be more fitting than 'trip'?"

As I said this, I drew a semicircle in the air with my hand.
A light surge of mana rose.
The concealment spell cast on my master and me made us appear only as blue silhouettes to each other, even though we were under the same spell.

"On the surface, at least."
"Impressive."

And there might actually be bandits lurking around.

"Ah, it's gone."
"Amazing, isn't it?"
"Since our preparations, there's been so much I don't understand, but you seem to know everything."
"Well..."

Instead of answering, I smiled at my master.

"Looks like we're about to depart. Let's go."

I pulled my hood up and gently tugged at my master's sleeve.

*      *      *

There were several other people in the carriage besides us.
Of course, my master was the only one wearing an academy uniform.

As we had agreed beforehand, my master and I didn't speak at all during the carriage ride.
There's nothing more reckless than running your mouth in front of strangers.

"We need to walk from here."

We got off the carriage after arriving at a village near my hometown.
Then I cast a concealment spell to hide our presence and began walking toward the path to my hometown.
I could hear surprised voices behind us as we suddenly disappeared, but that would actually help avoid suspicion.
After all, the last Veldear was captured and executed near here, and his only surviving daughter was said to be completely incapable of using magic.

"Do we really need to hide ourselves like this?"
"It would raise suspicious questions if well-dressed people were seen heading in this direction."
"Hmm."

I heard my master muttering, "Ei, even though you're a Veldear, weren't you specially pardoned?" But that didn't change my mind.
Though I was bearing the full mana consumption of maintaining concealment for two people, it wasn't much of a burden for me.

"And we need to hurry."

There was another reason for maintaining the concealment.
If we had planned a two-day trip and departed in the morning, we could have traveled leisurely while being mindful of our surroundings. But since we had already completed some of our daily duties before coming, we didn't have much time to spare.
If we encountered bandits while tired...

"I understand."

Actually, what scared me more than bandits was the prospect of having to camp in the forest at night.
If I had known the coordinates of my hometown, we wouldn't have had to go through this trouble.
How could I have known that even Meina wouldn't know the coordinates?

Still, I didn't have any complaints since it was my master who had suggested coming to this remote place first.
In truth, I hadn't even considered the possibility of visiting my parents' graves again.

"The sun is setting."
"We're almost there."

I continued walking forward as I heard my master's comment about the fading sunset.
Our house would soon appear.
Though it would now be partly burned and in ruins, thinking about the house where I spent the happiest times of my life made my steps quicken.
Even if it ended in a nightmare, it might have been the happiest time across both my past and present lives.

Creeak.
The eerie landscape came into view—a decayed wooden fence with parts of the roof broken through, all untended.
A village that had to be destroyed simply because Veldear had lived there.
I had finally arrived at my hometown.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"There seems to be a powerful security barrier protecting this entire village. Is it safe to enter?"
"It's fine."

Though the security looked formidable on the surface, the magic cast on this village was over 10 years old.
Moreover, since the designer was my master, I had no problem deceiving the 10-year-old magic to enter the village.
When I came to recover my parents' bodies in the past, I didn't know about this and almost got caught and killed.

"It's magic cast by my master. She told me about it before we came."

I sent out a signal matching the magic's frequency to deceive the security.
As we entered the village, the devastation from that day was still preserved throughout.
Wooden pillars slashed by swords, areas blackened by fire, and the ground cratered in places from intense magical battles.

"Even while carrying out my father's orders, I've never seen such thorough destruction..."
"That shows how much Veldear was hated at the time. Enough to destroy this small village so completely."

I let out a small sigh of relief as I looked at the building in the center of the village that had once served as both a meeting hall and an inn.
I had worried it might be damaged too, but fortunately, apart from lack of maintenance, it seemed fine for spending a night.
With a bit of wind magic to clear the dust and cobwebs, it would be habitable.

"We'll visit my parents tomorrow when it's light. Tonight we'll stay here."

I handed my master an artifact to deceive the security magic and opened the door to the hall.
Thick dust welcomed us but was quickly swept away by wind magic.
Since they had brought in relatively good items for guest rooms, the furniture inside the hall showed no signs of rot.
This was thanks to preservation magic that was still functioning.

"This should be fine for spending one night."
"Even if there's no owner, is it okay to use it like this?"
"These were communally managed items in the village. And I was a resident of that village."

I smiled at my master's unnecessary concern and took out food from my bag to prepare dinner.
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"Master, I'm really fine, I tell you."
"Even so, you're technically a minor noble now. What's with the straw pile?"
"Minor noble? How am I a noble in any way? With this mark clearly visible..."
"Then how about you stop lying there and listen to your master?"
"It'll be cramped if I come up there."
"My, my, I say it's fine but you won't listen."

An untimely argument with my master unfolded.
Master didn't seem to like me trying to sleep on a pile of straw.
The way he told me to come up onto the bed made that clear.

"It's really cramped, Master. This isn't your room at Aris Castle."
"I said it's fine, didn't I?"

I was persisting in sleeping on the floor out of consideration for him.
Looking at it objectively, in a village that clearly wasn't wealthy, they'd brought out their best for guests. How could they possibly provide the enormous bed fit for nobility?

But the end of this fight was predetermined.
How could I win against his stubbornness in these strange matters?
Especially when I was the cause of that stubbornness.

Yet as I continued to resist coming up, his hand reached out toward me.
Before I could respond, he grabbed me and pulled me into his embrace.

"Really... you just wanted to hold me, didn't you?"
"Thanks to you, I won't have to sleep cold tonight."
"Are you cold? Should I light a fire?"
"Not my body, my heart was cold."

His hand rested on my stomach as he held me, then slowly began moving upward.
How mischievous.
No matter how soft and touchable my hair might be, it must be uncomfortable to sleep while holding me, but Master truly didn't seem to mind.

"This place is filled with death."
"What do you mean? There's just no people here now, but from what I remember, less than half the villagers died."
"...I meant that's how it feels to me."

I wondered why he was acting this way today.
Somehow Master seemed different from usual.

"Hey, Master."
"What?"
"Are you perhaps scared of being alone with just the two of us in an empty village?"
"...As if that would be the case."

A half-joking question I threw out on a hunch.
But Master's response was somehow strange.

"Master?"
"Perhaps you're having trouble sleeping?"
"That's not it. Didn't you hesitate oddly when answering just now?"
"I'd appreciate it if you'd be quiet and go to sleep."
"Hehe, could it be that Master is scared of this place?"
"If I say absolutely not, will you believe me?"

Could it be that Master is a little afraid of staying alone with just the two of us in this deserted village?
He seemed fine when we entered the village earlier, but his current reaction was giving me quite a different kind of pleasure.
To think I'd be teasing Master.

"Haah, Ei..."
"Yes?"
"If you keep saying strange things, I'll have no choice but to use rough methods."
"What rough methods—eek!"

That's certainly a rough method.
With Master's hand gripping the cherry tip of my breast, I should stop teasing him and keep my mouth shut.
How naughty.
If he had just silently covered my mouth, I would have stopped chattering and fallen asleep.

"Master is a pervert..."
"Blame yourself for not quieting down with gentler methods."
"Well, I suppose that's fair from someone who bought a girl his age from that kind of place, Maaaster—!"

* * *

"It's here."

After spending the night, I led him to my parents' graves that I had somehow managed to tend.
Two small mounds of overgrown bushes on a gentle sunny slope, a short walk from the village.

For the resting place of someone who had carried the name of Duke Veldear, it was an ill-fitting appearance.
It was so unkempt from years of neglect that one wouldn't even recognize it as someone's grave, overgrown with thick vegetation.
But having tended to my parents' graves myself, I knew.

"The grass has grown a lot."
"Would you step back for a moment?"

I gathered wind by raising my mana.
Though not as skilled as Ariel who specializes in wind magic, I created sharp wind blades that cut through the overgrown grass, while the breeze from behind quickly swept away the cut grass from my parents' graves.
As the thick grass was cut away, the messy graves quickly regained their proper appearance.

"For one of the three pillars that supported a nation, these graves are too humble."
"What could I do? At that time, I was just trying to avoid being captured and killed."

Master seemed displeased with the graves that seemed to represent the final state of the once-mighty Veldear family.
More precisely, he was unhappy that the people who gave birth to me were receiving such poor treatment.

"It's okay. Being able to tend to them at all was a stroke of fortune."

Master stood before my parents' graves.
Then, bending one knee, he paid knightly respects to my parents.
I grabbed his arm in startled surprise, but he remained steadfast in carrying out what he intended to do.

While I had received a special pardon, though not publicly announced due to the Erhent Empire's presence, my parents—especially my mother—had died as traitors under collective punishment.
Even though only the two of us were here now, he was a pillar of the current empire showing respect to traitors.

"They're the ones who gave birth to you, aren't they?"
"W-well yes, but still."
"That's enough for me."

Only after completing his show of respect did Master rise.
I too placed lightly salted bread that my parents had enjoyed in their lifetime, along with dried meat jerky and a cup of beer, before lying down next to their graves as if embracing them.
In my childhood, I used to fall asleep feeling their warmth like this.

"Dad, Mom..."

I quietly called to them while recalling my happiest times.
I never thought I'd be able to come back here alive.
Would they be happy to see that I'm still alive, keeping their dying wish to survive?

"Somehow I survived and made it this far."

I don't know how long I lay there, quietly talking to my parents.
But because of Master who had come with me, I couldn't spend too much time.
Unlike the past when I wandered around merely staying alive, now I had things binding me, and crucially, Master was spending his precious time waiting for me.

"Let's go now."
"Are you sure you don't need more time? We don't know when you'll be able to return."
"It's fine. I never thought I'd be able to come back at all, so even being able to visit like this is fortunate."

From my pocket, I took out two scrolls made from paper I had bought from a merchant.
They were just ordinary paper with ink scribbled on them, without any magical functions that could properly hold mana.

"Scrolls?"
"Yes."
"I don't sense any mana from them."
"That's fine, I have plenty."

I forcibly turned them into scrolls by injecting an enormous amount of mana, incomparable to what I normally use for making magic scrolls.
Other mages would probably scold me for wasting mana.

"Can scrolls be made this easily?"
"Other mages would curse me for this."

It's because I'm a Veldear.
Despite being from Veldear, not using magic since childhood was now proving to be a great help.
Ordinary people need to empty their mana to increase their storage capacity, but Veldears accumulate mana just by breathing.
And in this process, if you don't use mana, your body's mana storage capacity forcibly increases.
Of course, if it gets excessive, you might suffer from mana addiction, but all the magic I use consumes massive amounts of mana anyway.

"Shall we go then?"

However, forcibly converting regular paper instead of mana-absorbing paper was definitely straining.
After pouring out enough mana to instantly exhaust an ordinary mage in such a short time, I could feel my heart racing slightly.
Well, this much would recover after resting a bit at home.

"Wait, Ei."
"Yes?"
"Someone's coming."

Did Master see something?
As he grabbed the sword at his waist and suddenly took a combat stance, I noticed a light shining from a short distance away.
But the threat directed at us didn't end there.

A sealing barrier spread around us, trying to bind Master and me.
I quickly read the magic and shattered the activated magic circuits to prevent our movements from being restricted, but the problem was Master's combat sense.
Stopping Master, who had leaped into action the moment he saw the magic being neutralized, was the urgent priority.

"Master, wait a moment!"

Because the identity of this magic belonged to my mentor, Meina.

"Oh, it's you two?"
"Your Excellency?"
"I thought someone was up to no good around here again."

The modification of regular paper must have been detected by security magic.
That was truly fortunate.
If whoever appeared from that light had been an enemy, Master and I would have had to fight an unwanted battle in front of my parents' graves.

"What did you do to use that much mana? A return spell?"
"It seems making those was detected."
"You scared me. I thought some threat had come upon you two."
"Eh, but I didn't tell you..."
"Our Ei still has a long way to go. Not sensing your mentor's presence. While Theo might not know, finding out where you're going is too easy for me. Anyway, what a cute little thing you've done. What if you collapsed from exhaustion?"

The two pieces of paper I had just made fluttered in Meina's hand.
Thanks to her, we could return comfortably, but I had to endure being scolded by Meina for my unnecessary actions.
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Even though Ariel hadn't shown up at the academy the day after returning from her overnight trip—making it three days total—Meina instructed me to visit her at the Imperial Palace, saying she couldn't stand by and watch her model student fall apart any longer.

"Ugh..."

The journey to meet her was difficult from the very start. No matter how much she disliked seeing me, there was no reason to block me at the entrance.

"Duke Veldear."
"Yes?"
"I apologize, but by the Princess's orders, I cannot permit you to enter the Imperial Palace. Please understand."
"Excuse me, but isn't walking through the palace gardens a right of any imperial citizen?"
"I'm sorry. I haven't received any guidelines regarding that matter. Please understand."
"You've got to be kidding me..."

I could sense the powerful magical barrier surrounding the entire palace. Meina had given me the coordinates to Ariel's room in case I needed them, but I was hesitant to use them. Trespassing in the palace after being explicitly denied entry would be a crime in itself.

Perhaps I should return to Meina and tell her I couldn't get in because I was banned. But I could easily predict her response—something along the lines of "You're learning spatial magic from me and you can't even get past that?"

"Please, isn't there any way to make an exception just this once?"
"Well, I..."

The soldier looked quite uncomfortable with the unreasonable order he had to enforce. After all, he was blocking someone who was essentially equivalent to nobility as the disciple of Archmage Meina Aris. There were even rumors circulating in the palace that Meina Aris's disciple was actually the direct heir of the vanished Veldear family, specially pardoned by the Emperor.

I couldn't keep putting this person in a difficult position. While unauthorized entry into the palace was a serious crime, simply slipping into Ariel's room would probably be overlooked. Though she might lock me up for a day or two for barging in...

They say connections appear in unexpected places. As I stepped aside for an ornate carriage leaving the palace, it suddenly stopped. When the door opened, I was startled to see someone who looked like Ariel inside.

"Oh, you're that guy from before."
"Ah, hello."
"What was your name again? Anyway, are you allowed to be loitering here? This is the Imperial Palace—hanging around right in front might be asking to get arrested."

I scratched the back of my head at Uriel's words. It seemed everyone with imperial blood knew about me—word certainly traveled fast.

"Let him in."
"Pardon?"
"If Ariel says anything, tell her I let you in. I don't know why she's locked herself in her room just because she got rejected by some guy."
"But Princess, the First Princess specifically ordered us not to let him in..."
"So you're just going to leave someone standing pathetically at the palace gate? Besides, it's not like you could stop her even if you tried. Just let him in."

I thanked Uriel and entered the palace, heading toward Ariel's room as Meina had instructed. Passing through the garden with Meina Aris's crest around my neck, I gradually approached the central imperial area.

But before I could reach Ariel's room, I was stopped. While Theo Aris might pass through such security zones without any hindrance, they couldn't let a stranger through unchallenged.

"Hey, where do you think you're going?"
"Ah, I have something to discuss with the Princess..."

Perhaps because I'd never been in such a place before, my body and voice involuntarily shrank. At Aris Castle, people had always been deferential because I was with my master, but without him, I was clearly nothing. Though at the castle now, they still treated me with respect just below the master.

"As far as I know, the Princess has no appointments today."
"Ah."
"Hmm."

The knight's gaze fixed on me. His scrutinizing look suggested he had the final authority to decide whether to let me through, making me tense up. I needed to fulfill my master's orders, but if they wouldn't let me in...

"Follow me."
"What?"
"You're Ei, aren't you? I've heard about you from the Princess. She said you're the only friend she can open up to without reservation."
"Me?"
"When you accompany the Princess, you tend to hear various things."

It seemed he had recognized me and approached first. Well, as long as I reached my destination, the path didn't matter.

As a knight in the Princess's service, his position must be high. Following carefully behind him, I noticed passing soldiers saluting him.

"Are you Ariel's personal escort knight?"
"Well, it's hard to call me 'personal,' but I've served her for a long time. Since the Princess learned magic and strengthened her self-defense, such occasions have become quite rare."

At least he answers when asked.

"However, since returning from Aris Castle, she's been secluded, and everyone is worried."
"I see..."
"She ordered us not to let Theo Aris or someone named Ei into the palace, but as someone who serves her, I cannot simply stand by and watch."

The reason he approached me seemed to be that he judged this matter beyond his ability to resolve. He probably thought that if the Princess spoke of me in such terms, I might be worth trusting.

"But if she said not to let me in, doesn't that mean she doesn't want to see me?"
"We can't just leave her locked in her room like this."
"Hmm."
"Well, the Princess usually emerges from her room after a few days when something happens, but I'm concerned because this is right after her visit to Aris Castle."

He seemed to have guessed that something unpleasant had happened at Aris Castle.

"Here we are."
"Ah, thank you."
"I'll accept your thanks in the form of the Princess returning to her confident self. Farewell."

The large knight turned and walked away from me. The place he had led me to was an enormous door that seemed designed to announce that it was the most lavishly decorated in the empire.

Looking to the side, I saw two maids anxiously pacing in front of the door, suggesting that even servants were being denied entry. Their gazes briefly landed on me. Though wordless, their looks contained a hint of desperation.

"Princess, it's me."

I carefully raised my hand to knock gently on the door while speaking, but no voice came from inside. She could certainly hear me but was deliberately not answering. After exhaling softly, I carefully opened the door to find pitch darkness despite it being the middle of the day.

Click.
After entering and closing the door behind me, only darkness and silence filled the room. According to my magical scan, Ariel was indeed lying on the bed, but why had she made the room so dark?

"Ariel, are you still sleeping?"

Normally, Ariel should have been at the academy going about her daily routine at this hour. I pulled back the curtains and opened the shutters, allowing sunlight to stream in through the closed glass, brightening the room. After briefly observing the various books scattered messily on the desk, I pulled up a chair and sat down right next to Ariel's bed.

The blanket suddenly stirred as if she noticed my approach. Of course, she couldn't have missed my entry. As the blanket was slightly pulled back, I noticed her platinum blonde hair, usually so radiant and well-maintained, seemed to have lost some of its luster.

"...I thought I ordered them not to let you in."
"I managed to get in somehow."
"Why, did you come to pity me?"
"Pity? You're not showing up at the academy, and I heard you've locked yourself in your room after someone brought you here. How could I not worry?"
"Are you satisfied now? Can you leave?"
"It was quite tiring getting here, so I'll rest a bit before going."

Ariel was indeed in a very sharp state. Before the incident, she had become friendlier and that sharp edge had largely disappeared. It felt like we had returned to the moment when I first met her.

But it's okay. Even though she's talking like this now, she'll eventually unlock the door to her closed heart. Just as she opened up to me before when I approached her.

"Ah, as expected of a princess's bed—it's so comfortable."

I lay down on the empty space of her bed as if it were my own. Glancing at Ariel, I noticed her eyes were quite sunken, as if she had been crying a lot. I wonder if my master knows about her condition. When she feels a bit better, I should suggest we go slap him together.

"I'll leave after a little while."
"..."
"Actually, I don't really have anywhere to go. I'm in a cold war with Theo right now, and I'd have to see his face if I went to the academy."

The bed was so comfortable that my eyes slowly closed. In a way, I had trespassed into the Princess's room and taken over a corner of her bed without permission, but fortunately, Ariel didn't issue any further orders for me to leave—though I could feel her slightly cold gaze on me.
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"Mmm......"

I suddenly felt something covering my body while I was sleeping. When I moved my hand, I felt a soft fabric, so I opened my eyes.
Ariel had covered me with a blanket similar to the one she was using.
And she had turned to face me, watching my face as I lay there with my eyes now open.

"A-Ariel?"

No matter how pretty my friend's face was, seeing it right in front of me as soon as I woke up startled me.
When I sat up in surprise at seeing Ariel's face, a brief look of disappointment crossed her features.
As if asking why I was startled by her......

"Were you awake?"
"I've been awake since you barged into my room uninvited."
"Oh, r-really?"
"You're quite bold. How dare you enter a Princess's room without permission and take over her bed? What if you had woken up in a prison cell?"
"As if my Ariel would throw her friend in prison?"

It seemed staying put here had been the right choice after all.
When I first came in, she had seemed unwilling to talk to anyone, but now she just looked slightly pouty.
The bed must have been comfortable, because I felt refreshed and energized after sleeping.

"You're a criminal, you know."
"What crime?"
"The crime of unauthorized entry into the Princess's room. I never gave you permission to enter."
"I beg for Your Highness's pardon."

I said playfully as I moved closer to Ariel and burrowed into her embrace.
I felt her soft cushiness against my face, something I didn't have, and heard Ariel's flustered voice.

"W-what are you doing?"
"Theo must be a real idiot. How could he give up this softness?"
"Come on, you're pretty too."
"No way. I have a total baby body."

I was glad she seemed to be in a better mood now.
I released Ariel from my embrace and sat up on the bed, gently taking her hand.

"What is it?"
"You'll come out tomorrow, right? To the Academy?"
"I... I have to......"
"Are you worried about seeing Theo's face?"

It seemed she was still hesitant about going to the Academy.
If she went, no matter how much she tried to avoid him, they would inevitably face each other at some point.

But did Ariel really need to avoid Theo?
They just broke up, so why did they need to avoid each other?

Of course, there were circumstances. And I understood those circumstances, but they were both good people, so why did they need to completely separate?
Besides, no matter how much they wanted to avoid seeing each other, as the Princess and future Duke of a nation, they couldn't avoid each other forever.......

Suddenly, the thought I had before falling asleep came back to me.
Should I or shouldn't I?
No, no matter how I think about it, that's not right.

"What are you thinking about?"
"Huh?"
"Hey, you look like you just had some mischievous thought."
"Is it that obvious on my face?"
"Usually it's not noticeable, but maybe I know you better now because I can see it a little."

Just as I know Ariel, Ariel knows me too.
But I was a bit afraid of how she might react if I told her. How could I suggest she slap someone in the face?

"So what was our Ei thinking that made her expression so interesting?"
"Um, well-."
"If you don't tell me, I'll charge you with unauthorized entry into the Princess's room, unauthorized napping on the Princess's bed, and unauthorized touching of the Princess's body all at once."
"What kind of charges are those?"
"If you understand, stop making me curious and tell me quickly."

At her words, I scratched the back of my head for a moment before finally opening my mouth.

"Maybe when you see Theo, you should slap him across the face."
"Hmm, no wonder you didn't want to say it."
"How could I say that? But you won't tell Theo, right?"
"Aren't you two in a cold war?"
"Well, yes......"
"I don't know? But Ei, your suggestion doesn't sound like a bad idea. I might have to think about it. A slap......"

Ariel's smile gave me an ominous feeling.
Of course, since she was a Master who didn't want to hurt anyone, she would probably let it go with just one slap.
After all, the cause was the thoughtless words Ariel had said when she was younger.

"You're not really going to do it, right?"
"Hmm. Well, to be honest, I'm not sure. Even if you hadn't suggested it, I might have raised my hand for a slap without realizing it. Or......"

However, the way Ariel trailed off without finishing her sentence gave me a different kind of uneasiness.
I wondered if tomorrow would pass without incident.

*      *     *

"So, you went to see Ariel?"

In the garden at sunset.
I nodded at my Master's question as we sat side by side on a bench.

".....How was she?"
"Well, if both you and I are banned from entering the Imperial Palace, it's obvious, isn't it?"
"I see."
"Have you really never gone to see her?"
"Even though I know I was at fault, I can't ignore the hurt I received."

Master also knew that Ariel hadn't come to the Academy since that day, and he was worried in his own way.
I wonder if Ariel knew that Master was worried about her.

"I'm glad at least you went to see her."
"If you had gone yourself, the Imperial guards wouldn't have even thought of stopping you."
"I thought it wouldn't be good to see her before she recovered. I'm directly involved."
"Isn't that exactly why you should have seen her at least once?"

But maybe Master had too much on his shoulders now.
Our conversation felt strangely familiar, as if we had switched roles from the past when I was cautious about everything to survive.
Secretly diverting family funds to bring me in, rushing in alone to destroy the slave trader who kidnapped me.
When he heard I had been sentenced to execution, he marched to the Imperial Palace with all his family's forces. Where had that Master gone?

"Ei, you're right, but if I act like nothing happened, Ariel might get hurt again. She might think she meant nothing to me."
"You know Ariel's personality. She wouldn't think-."
"Right now, her emotional state is probably extreme. I thought she needed time to cool down."

Or perhaps Master had grown by observing my cautious nature.
At his calm explanation, I realized my thinking had been a bit short-sighted and found myself nodding.

"Well, I won't know until I see her in person."
"So are you going to cut ties with Ariel?"
"Of course not. But I don't know what Ariel thinks."

True, even after seeing her myself, I couldn't predict how Ariel would act, so how could Master?
Even she said she didn't know how she would act when she met Theo.

"What if Ariel slaps you?"
"Hmm, I should probably take at least one slap."
"What about two?"
"I don't know. From the second one, I'm not sure."

I sighed softly and stood up.
Anyway, we had said what needed to be said, and it was getting dark, so I needed to go inside before Meina started to worry.

"Are you leaving?"
"I should. Meina will be worried."
"Can I hug you before you go?"
"I don't know. I'm still not over my anger at you, Master."

As if my opinion didn't matter, Master embraced me before I could even give permission.
Then he carefully stroked my hair with his hand.

"Hugging without permission?"
"Well, our contract hasn't been broken yet, Ei."
"Even if a slave is property, that doesn't mean I don't have feelings."
"I'm sorry. But I wanted to calm my heart before tomorrow comes."
"Really......"

This time, I lightly kissed him.
Master smiled slightly.

"If things go well with Ariel tomorrow, I'll forgive you too. Is that enough?"
"Yes, alright. Be careful going back."
"See you tomorrow."

That day passed safely, but they say magic circuits malfunction when unusual things happen.
The next morning, as I came down to the central living room of the mansion to go to work as usual, I heard Ariel's voice.

"Good morning, Ei."
"Oh, Ariel? How did you get here so early......"
"I didn't have the courage to walk through the front gate, so I was wondering if you could take me with you."
"......."

Ah, why do I feel so uneasy?
I wondered why Ariel was acting in a way she normally wouldn't, and also thought about how she seemed to lack her usual confidence.

But since she came to the house early in the morning to ask for this favor, I reluctantly began drawing a magic circuit.
I usually prefer to walk, but today I had no choice.
However, she didn't specifically say where she wanted to go.

"Um, Ei."
"Yes?"
"This magic circuit is for going to the Department of Magic building, right?"
"Of course. That's where I work, after all."

It was indeed the Department of Magic building.
It was where my research lab was located, and it was the building Ariel would need to go to if she came to the Academy.
Though it probably wasn't the place Ariel had in mind.

"My, Ei. You're early today. And we also have Miss Ariel, who's been absent without notice for almost four days?"
"Ah, hello, Dean......"
"Ariel?"

Contrary to my expectation that only Meina would be in the lab, for some reason, Master was sitting on the sofa, looking at us with a surprised face.
I had expected Meina to be in the lab, but I hadn't thought Master would be there.

"T-Theo?"
"......Sigh."

This was clearly Meina's doing after seeing Ariel come to our house this morning.
Hearing Ariel's surprised voice, I finally let out a sigh.

Ch.117 - Well-Raised With Love (10)
"T-Theo, why are you here......"
"Why? I called you here because I had something to say. Well, I've already said it."

Looking at Meina's playful smile, I was certain that this meeting between the two of them in her laboratory was entirely her intention.
Of course, for the two people who hadn't expected it, this must have been quite embarrassing.

"Ei, shall we go about our business then?"
"Oh, yes......"

As I awkwardly opened the door and stepped out with Meina, she grabbed my wrist and pulled me to the side, making me stumble.
Right next to the door.
Thinking that watching the two of them would be entertaining, Meina closed the door to the assistant research lab and urged me to cast a concealment spell.

"What?"
"Hurry. You don't want to miss this, do you?"
"Wasn't this supposed to be their private time?"
"Well, yes, but who would pass up the chance to watch other people's lovers' quarrels?"
"What......"

This is ridiculous.
Following Meina's suggestion, I cast a concealment spell to hide both of us and used the security magic my Master had installed to secretly observe what was happening inside the room.
The Master and Ariel were standing awkwardly, saying nothing and just staring at each other.

"And it's not a lovers' quarrel."
"Right. Our Theo belongs to Ei. I never gave my permission anyway."
"Permission?"
"Well, she is my daughter, isn't that natural?"
"No, that's......"
"I really did raise my disciple well."

Meina's absurd logic left me speechless, but I did as she asked, hiding our presence and quietly watching.

- Ah, Ariel...
- It's been a while, Theo.

......I thought the security magic didn't have audio capabilities.
I gave Meina an incredulous look, wondering if she had developed this technology just for this purpose.

"This has sound?"
"Shh. I'll tell you later. We can't hear them."

What's with that look, like she's watching a drama?
I couldn't help but chuckle seeing Meina's attitude, which was exactly like that of a female colleague from my previous life getting absorbed in fictional stories on television.

- It must have been hard.
- You're asking the obvious.
- Sorry, that's all I can say.

But watching the two of them now made me feel strangely uncomfortable.
Theo and Ariel's current interaction was as awkward as ex-lovers, but somehow...

They looked like they could go back to how they were anytime if they wanted to.
This unfamiliar discomfort made me want to burst into that room right away.

"Our Ei, are you perhaps jealous?"

Had Meina noticed my dissatisfied expression?
She took her eyes off the scene for a moment and gently pinched my cheek between her thumb and index finger, as if finding me adorable.

But jealousy?
Why would I feel jealous?

- But you won't change your choice.

The Master nodded at Ariel's words.
Ariel gave a hollow laugh at his response, and as she was about to leave, the Master grabbed her sleeve, saying, "However."

- Ariel. Even if we can't be together, I'd at least like to remain friends.

I can't believe he actually said that......
Just as I was about to admire the Master, Ariel stopped and turned to face him.
Then she raised her hand and slapped him hard across the face. The sound was so loud it could be heard outside the research lab even without the security device.

- You're really too much, you jerk.

Seeing her actually slap him after showing such restraint until now, she must have been genuinely angry.
The way she flung open the Dean's office door with a bang and stormed out with large strides......

"Hey, Ei."
"Yes."
"Ariel will be okay, right?"
"Why did you do this? They would have met and worked things out on their own once their emotions cooled down."
"I didn't expect Ariel to react so strongly......"

I quickly dispelled the concealment magic and entered the research lab to find the Master sitting dazed on the sofa with his hand on his cheek.
Seeing me sit beside him, he called out to me in a weak voice, "Ei."

"I don't really understand, but did I do something so wrong?"
"It's not so much wrong as just bad timing. But that friend comment was a bit too much."
"Was it..."
"Is your cheek okay? Ouch, it's so red. Ariel is strong, she must have hit you hard."
"It does sting a bit."

I turned to look at Meina, who was deliberately humming and pretending to read a book, avoiding my gaze.
The thought of having to console Ariel again, whom I had just managed to calm down, made me sigh.

"Why did you do such a thing......!"
"I-I didn't know it would turn out like this, Ei."
"Ugh, we'll handle this ourselves. Please don't play such pranks again."
"Oh, okay. I'm sorry. Theo, I apologize."
"It's fine. These things happen."

In the end, I had to wait until Ariel finished her daily routine and take her back home to comfort her again, as her mood had completely soured.

*     *     *

However, my day wasn't over even after Ariel fell asleep.
After putting her to sleep on one side of the bed in my room, I carefully left and gently knocked on Meina's door with my middle finger, knowing she wouldn't be asleep yet.

"Ei?"
"Yes."
"Come in."

With her permission, I entered the room and immediately noticed my gun that I hadn't gotten back yet, sitting on her desk cluttered with books.
But that wasn't why I had come to her room at this hour.

"What brings you to see me at this time?"
"What else? I managed to calm Ariel down and put her to bed."
"I'm sorry. You had to go through trouble because of me."
"It's fine. How could you have known it would turn out like that?"

I nestled into Meina's embrace as she opened her arms invitingly.
Sitting on her personal sofa with her arms wrapped around me, I let out a small sigh and brought up a topic I could no longer postpone.

"But more importantly, with my capture of Zeon, a series of events unfolded rapidly."
"That's right."
"And you said that wasn't the end. If they went so far as to have him infiltrate the Academy, they must be deeply connected to the Empire's inner circles."
"Correct. That's why I told you not to break your contract yet. You need to remain as Ei officially for now, and we don't know when those people might target you again."
"Isn't it too quiet for how worried we were? I'm the only female Veldear left in a matrilineal family."
"Well, they might know Zeon is dead, but perhaps the news about what happened to the Veldear girl hasn't reached them yet?"

I sighed softly at Meina's words.
I didn't care what happened to my identity, but the problem was the remaining Veldears who were after me.
Especially those who would never give up on me because of my powerful mana as a direct descendant of the Family Head.
They must be filled with vengeful thoughts toward the world......

"I'm going to lead an envoy to resolve that issue soon."
"I see."
"The Imperial family hasn't given up on the Veldears either, and since they pardoned you, they'll likely join my plan. But I need your help for that."

Meina reached to the side, and a test tube appeared in her hand.
But the color of the liquid inside was a bit strange.
A transparent red that somehow gave me an ominous feeling.

"What is that?"
"It's a reagent that can identify Veldears. As you know, since Veldears have High Elf blood mixed in, their mana is somewhat different from ordinary people's."
"Hmm, so you need to put my blood in this solution?"
"That's right. But Zeon's corpse has been dead for too long, so we can't use his blood to activate this. That's why I need your blood, Ei. Not much, just a drop or two."

If that's all.
At Meina's words, I solidified my mana to create a small needle.
Enduring a brief sting, I let the blood drip into the solution. The transparent red liquid immediately changed to an opaque blue.

This must be clear evidence that I'm a Veldear.
But that alone wasn't enough, and just to be sure, I had to store a few drops of my blood separately.
Meina's gaze momentarily changed, probably due to the powerful mana in just those few drops of blood.

"Mmm, Ei, this is quite tempting."
"I'm not a blood bank."
"Can't you give me just a little more? It's such tempting research material."
"Did you take me as your disciple because you wanted my blood?"
"Oh, did I get found out?"

Tap.
I turned my head at the sound of footsteps and saw that scary man standing there.
The one Meina had called to protect me before.

"You two seem to get along well."
"Oh, Jade. When did you arrive?"
"You called me, didn't you? Hmm, it's been a while."

The man was leaning against the wall, wearing his coat and weapons, having come from who knows where.
I didn't think Meina's mansion had weak security, but he had managed to sneak in.

"Your skills haven't dulled."
"If you have nothing to say, I'll be going."
"My, why so hasty? Of course I called you because I have something to propose."
"If it's a bodyguard job, I'll pass. Back then, you looked weak enough to need my protection, but now, not so much."
"Ah, it's not a bodyguard job."

As the two exchanged banter, Meina cut off Jade's words with a grin.

"It's an assassination request."

And then words that seemed ill-suited coming from her echoed softly through the room.

Ch.118 - Beloved Slave
I couldn't believe those words about assassination would come from Meina's mouth...
Looking at her with a slightly surprised expression, she poked my cheek with her thumb and smirked.

"Who do you want assassinated?"
"Remember that guy Zeon Erhent from before?"
"I do."
"I want to ask you to kill the head of Veldear."

At that, the man's hand moved toward the sword at his waist, and the cold blade slightly revealed itself.
When I saw his eyes turn toward me, my body flinched instinctively.

"No, not this child!"
"If you're talking about the head of Veldear, isn't the child in your arms essentially the head?"
"Ei isn't Veldear. She just happens to have Veldear blood."
"...Isn't that what makes her Veldear?"
"What are you saying? Of course they're different. How can you compare this adorable child with the ruthless group trying to kidnap her?"

At my master's words, a look crossed the man's face that said what nonsense logic this was.
I wonder if he could see the difference.
In truth, I am more dangerous than those who will die without influencing the current generation, since I can pass on the bloodline to future generations.

"This is absurd."
"Hmph, anyway, it's not her. How could Veldear be part of our Aris family? That's ridiculous."
"Judging by danger alone, your disciple seems more threatening."
"What nonsense are you spouting? Look at this harmless face. How can you call something that heals you just by looking at it dangerous?"
"Appearance has nothing to do with being dangerous."
"Oh, is that so?"

Meina released me from her arms, stood up, and strode over to the man.
She reached out to grab his chin, making him look directly at her.
With her other hand, she subtly emphasized her cleavage.

"W-what are you doing..."
"Then why is our Mr. Jade flustered?"
"You really seem to have lost all sense of shame with age."
"Because someone right in front of me doesn't believe the Department of Magic Dean's words."

The relationship between appearance and danger has nothing to do with the authority of the Department of Magic Dean.
I found myself slightly hating myself for snickering at Meina's nonsensical words.

"Anyway, will you do it?"
"Such a task would require taking considerable risk, so the compensation wouldn't be small. If that's acceptable..."
"Of course I'd be grateful if you agreed."

Despite the tone of the conversation, Meina's request seemed to be accepted.
Still, I couldn't help but worry.

Assassination.
And to protect me, Meina was diving into what could be enemy territory.
Why did the people around me have to put themselves in danger because of me?

"Then what about you, Master, when you go to the Empire?"
"Me? I'll be back in a week. Why?"
"It's dangerous since you're not going for something good."
"It's fine. The secret mission I'm entrusting to Jade is to get what we want from the neighboring empire, but officially I'm going for Zeon Erhent-related matters, so we're in an advantageous position."
"I'm still worried..."
"If it gets dangerous, I can escape using spatial magic. I'm Meina Aris. So there's nothing to worry about."

I felt her hand rest on top of my head.
The man who had been standing behind her had already disappeared without a trace.

"Besides, you've grown enough to protect yourself from certain threats."
"Hmm."
"My goodness, who did you take after to worry so much? All the Veldears I know are full of confidence that magic is their domain."

Meina reached out, and the gun on the table flew into her grasp before being handed to me.
The gun, specialized for killing and still stained with Zeon's blood, was as white as when I made it.
Come to think of it, I hadn't paid attention to it since the execution.

"To think you could make something like this."
"Ah..."
"I was surprised. I never imagined it would drain so much mana."
"That's because I can't cast magic instantly like you..."
"It's okay. Just prepare in advance like that. That's what being a mage is all about."

Preparing in advance is what makes a mage.
My master's words made me think about many things, but at least I knew what I could do now.
She wouldn't let me follow her anyway.

"I can't go with you, right?"
"That's obvious. Actually, that place isn't an allied nation. It's not an enemy, but it's more of a competitive relationship, so it's not safe."

Disappointing, but unavoidable.
I nodded at Meina's words and buried my head in her chest.

*     *     *

So from the next day, after getting permission from my master, I skipped the academy and headed to the Aris forge where I had made my gun.
It seemed to have become almost an arsenal now.
I used the leftover Rutenium from last time for the core, and I was visiting to create the rest of the barrel.

However, the raw materials were different from what I used to make mine.
I had an overflow of mana and didn't need assistance, so I used ultra-high-strength materials used for making swords to withstand powerful output.
Since Meina wasn't Veldear, I needed to mix in some magical materials to help with spell casting.

- Your production speed is really fast...
- Well, the compensation the young lady offered is quite substantial.
- It was a difficult request, thank you for accepting it.

The rest of the magical processing was my responsibility.
Naturally, the magic applied to the core was different from mine.
I was confident I could hit my target, so I only needed one powerful shot, but Meina had probably never fired a gun before.
I knew Meina wouldn't be easily defeated, but having an extra means of self-defense couldn't hurt.

'Three shots should be enough for the necessary firing.'

By three shots, I didn't mean only three bullets would be loaded.
Since the gun wouldn't be idle while the magazine was emptying,
I was in the middle of testing it before handing it over to Meina.

"Ei!"

While I was testing at Meina's mansion, I heard Ariel's voice from behind me, and when I turned around, the twin sisters were standing there.

"Ariel?"
"Glad you're here."
"Why? What's going on?"
"Why? You haven't shown your face at the academy for days, so I came looking for you."
"Ah. But who's next to you..."

Uriel wouldn't have much contact with me.

"What, never seen the Princess before?"
"I pay my respects to Princess Uriel Sun Rise. Of course I have. But what brings you here..."
"What else? I came to tell you in advance. I've been chosen to accompany your master this time."
"Oh, really?"
"Sigh. It would make more sense for Ariel or Big Bro Clemen to go instead of me."
"You said you wanted to go sightseeing in the neighboring empire."

Officially, it seems like a regular diplomatic visit.
I immediately understood Meina and the imperial family's intentions.
Someone who could protect themselves while not appearing to have other motives to the neighboring empire.

"What are you talking about? What about you?"
"I need to study. For the empire's magical development. Unlike some people."
"Well, well. Isn't that the Veldear Family Head standing right there? She'll take care of it, so why are you stepping in?"
"And you're going to a party all by yourself?"
"Anyway, Princess Uriel will be the representative of this delegation, right? Please take good care of my master."
"Hmph. As if I wouldn't. But what's that? It looks pretty."

I hadn't expected them to come during testing, so exposing the weapon meant for Meina was unexpected.
These things are most effective when suddenly revealed when no one knows about them.
It seemed the rose-red color and the flower decoration on the side of the barrel, which served as a safety catch tailored to Meina's taste, had caught her eye.

"It's a gift for my master."
"It doesn't look like an ordinary gift."
"It's like a magic firework that helps set the mood."
"Yes, that's right. Ei, you showed us something you made before."

I was really glad Ariel was on my side.
Thanks to her, Uriel lost interest and looked away.
If it had been crude, someone like Uriel wouldn't have cared about some random junk, but making it too pretty might have been the problem.

Of course, considering who it was for, making it pretty was only natural.

"Hmm, but don't they usually give such things to attendants? Strange..."
"Well, my master is the owner."

Saying it was a gift for my master made me feel a bit strange.
Until now, I had only been receiving from my master.
Even though she might scold me a little, she'd be happy, right?

Thanks to Uriel, I felt shy yet pleased at this realization, and a smile naturally spread across my face.
Maybe I should thank the little princess—
—was what I was thinking until:

"Well, fine. We can't be sure if the Erhent Empire's party culture will match our Rise Empire's standards, so having something like that might be good."

Until the word "Erhent" came from Uriel's mouth.

Zeon Erhent.
Until the surname matching the empire's name flashed in my mind.
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I suddenly paused, causing a momentary look of confusion to cross the faces of the sisters Ariel and Uriel.

But it seemed even they didn't know the exact purpose of this visit.
They wouldn't have told them the real purpose anyway—to completely destroy the rest of the Veldear family, excluding me.

"Ei, what's wrong?"
"Oh, nothing. Just felt a little sting on the sole of my foot."
"Could it be a thorn?"
"We shouldn't ignore it. Let's go inside first. We should take a look."
"Huh? But I'm fine."
"Come on, don't be stubborn. Hurry up."

Perhaps they believed my ridiculous excuse.
I was pulled by Ariel's hand into the mansion to look for a thorn that couldn't possibly be stuck in my foot.
She led me straight to the central hall with sofas, where I was forcibly seated.

"Now, take them off quickly."
"No, really, I'm fine..."
"Hurry. I'll get angry if you don't."

Meanwhile, Uriel was casually accepting tea from the butler, clearing her throat at his comment about it being a long time since her last visit.
Under her sister's insistence, I reluctantly removed my shoes and socks, extending my foot to Ariel.
After examining my foot, Ariel tilted her head and said, "There's no thorn..."

Of course she wouldn't find anything.
It was a lie I made up on the spot to hide my surprise at hearing the name Erhent.

"I've brought fresh socks, Young Lady. You can wear these."
"Ah, thank you."

Apart from the non-existent thorn, I heard Ariel's sympathetic words as she noticed the calluses and marks of hardship on my feet: "You've been through a lot, haven't you?"
I suppose that's true.
During my wandering days, I spent a lot of time traveling on foot.

"It's good to see you two still get along so well. It's a pleasant sight."
"Her and me?"
"Yes. I can still vividly remember how you two were always together as children. It's quite moving to see you like this again at my age."
"That's absolutely not true. She's so annoying."
"Is that how you talk to your sister?"

While I put on the new socks the maid had brought me, I overheard stories from the past, with Uriel blushing and objecting, and Ariel scolding her for being disrespectful.
As I finished putting on my socks and shoes and sat back down, I couldn't help but laugh at their bickering while no one paid attention to me.
If I had siblings, would I have had someone I could be so comfortable and open with?

Probably not.
Most likely, they would have met their death somewhere unknown, simply for being a Veldear.

"What are you laughing at?"
"Just that it's so nice to see you two together."
"Ei, I don't think that's quite it."

They seemed to have been about to fight again, as they were holding each other's hair when they turned to look at me. The sight was just so funny.
But seeing me laugh, the sisters suddenly let go of each other's hair and, with identical expressions, began whispering to each other while giving me suspicious looks.

"Hey, I think the enemy isn't us but her."
"I told you not to call me 'hey.'"
"No, just listen. Look at her face. She's everyone's enemy, right?"

They continued whispering with some unknown meaning.

"But you know, as far as I know, wasn't the neighboring empire not called Erhent?"
"That's right. Until about two years ago, it was ruled by the Aisent family. But there was a civil war. As a result, the ruling family changed, and the Aisent family was completely purged."

I couldn't just let go of the name "Erhent" that had come from Uriel's lips earlier.
Of course, Meina would know as much as the Princess did, but it's better to know than not.

"As I understand it, the purpose of this visit is to make it clear that we have no hostile intentions toward the changed empire."

Is it better if fewer people know?
Of course, the world's consensus is to erase the Veldear from existence, so they might say something about expelling any remaining Veldear in the empire.

But that's not Meina's purpose.
Her real goal is to exterminate the Veldear who might have gathered in the neighboring empire, for my safety.
Or to intimidate them with overwhelming power so they won't act recklessly.
Otherwise, there would have been no need to request an assassination from my uncle.

"But who knows? I don't understand why they need to visit such a distant place when they could just send a letter."

So Uriel also thinks there might be some other purpose.
Perhaps that's why she asked about what I was holding earlier—wondering if it had something to do with another objective.

"Anyway, just tell your Master that I want to be included in parties and such. I won't interfere with whatever she's doing."
"Yes, I'll let her know."
"All you think about is having fun? You should try to broaden your horizons while you're there, sister."
"What are you talking about? Attending parties is definitely studying the culture of that country."
"Sure, sure, if you say so."

Now that I'd heard we were going to the empire that Erhent had taken over, I couldn't delay giving my Master a means to protect herself any longer.

That night.
When I entered Meina's room, I was carrying a weapon I had made as a gift for her. She was apparently doing some paperwork and tilted her head curiously at the box in my hands.

"What's this?"
"I made it for you, Master."
"Wow, is this the first gift from my disciple who's like a daughter to her mother?"
"I think the word order is a bit mixed up there."
"How lovely. I wonder what's inside."

But I wondered what she would say when she saw the contents.
Looking at Meina's expectant expression, I felt a little guilty.
What would she think when she realized my gift was a weapon I made out of worry?

"W-what is this, Ei?"
"It's a gun. I made a version customized for Meina to use easily."
"Oh, I-I see."

As expected, Meina looked slightly perplexed when she held the gun that fit perfectly in her hand.
She probably never dreamed that her disciple would give her a cumbersome weapon that required learning new skills, especially when that disciple knew very well how powerful she already was.

"I heard that Meina is going to the Erhent Empire."
"Where did you hear that? I was relieved thinking you didn't know."
"I just happened to hear it. But I was making this anyway."
"There's no need for a weapon like this."
"Magic isn't good for surprise attacks."

It's not like I captured Zeon Erhent with magic either.
I only caught him by using pre-prepared weapons for a surprise attack.

I thought she might scold me for making another such weapon.
Once it spreads throughout the world, it would take many lives.
She's just holding back because she understands my intentions.

"You put a lot of thought into this. How do you know my taste so well?"
"I was worried. And it's the first gift I'm giving to my Master."
"Thank you, Ei. But I don't know how to use this gun."
"I can teach you. It's late today, so we can start tomorrow."

Seeing her face, like she wanted to say something but was holding back, I felt I should leave. I said goodnight and fled the room almost like I was escaping.
Even though I did it out of concern for her, I didn't want to be scolded by my Master for it.

*     *     *

- This is certainly easy to use.

Meina was a person with exceptional talent for shooting.
How could she learn to shoot so quickly with just basic instructions?

Of course, as a beginner, her accuracy wasn't exceptional, but as long as she could hit something within three shots, that would be enough.
Perhaps because her expectations were so high when she hit the target, Meina kept asking me if she was doing it right throughout the lesson.
She could have fought as she always did, but I was grateful that she followed along without complaint.

- Ei, I think you're truly a genius.

Instead, Meina's assessment was such high praise that I didn't know how to react.
From her perspective, she might have thought I had perfected the operating principles of the weapon in one go.
In reality, I had merely stolen a weapon with hundreds of years of history.

"So this is the Academy dormitory."
"Is this your first time at the dorm?"
"Yes."

It was more like an apartment than a personal room, spacious enough to be considered a house.
With land to spare, the room was designed to maintain the dignity of the Imperial Academy while maximizing the resident's comfort, which I quite liked.
No matter how practical Aris Castle was designed to be, it was too large and had elements that made it uncomfortable to live in.

"Are you really staying here tonight?"
"Should I go home?"
"No, no, no, I'd be delighted to sleep with you."

After taking off my coat and changing into comfortable clothes, I sat on the bed and ran my hand over the well-maintained bedding.
Theo seemed pleased that I would be staying here tonight, constantly smiling.

"Serin, come lie down next to me. No, don't immediately show your chest as you lie down."
"You're already looking there through my clothes?"
"You're the one gathering them to show me."

I hadn't done it on purpose.
While I was debating whether to pull my clothes up or down, Theo had somehow found a book from somewhere and was holding it out to me.

"Do you remember this book? You used to have it."
"What was this again?"
"Introduction to Basic Magic Attributes."

I tilted my head slightly as I took the book from Theo.
I wondered why he had brought such a basic magic book that I wouldn't need anymore, but as soon as I opened it, I understood.
The identity of the book, written with an approach different from conventional magic theories.

"This belongs to the Veldear family..."
"That's right."

And for me, it was one of the few items that held memories of my mother.
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I had forgotten about it, having lost it somewhere along the way, but seeing the book now gave me an inexplicable lump in my throat.
I must have dropped it on that hillside during my childhood.

"It was in the dormitory. At the academy, you have to use the same dormitory assigned to you until you finish high school."
"Didn't you skip middle school?"
"My family processed it as me receiving heir training, so my student status remained intact."

Looking at the old basic magic book of House Veldear, I couldn't help but feel a deep admiration for the magical achievements of the Veldear family.
Even while learning my Master's magic, I was amazed that they had delved so deeply into complex spatial magic that they could implement Warp Gates everywhere.
This magic book was so well designed that one could learn the basics of magic without even needing to first sense mana.

Of course, I wouldn't need to learn from it.
I had learned magic from my Master and had been modified to emit mana waves similar to ordinary people. If I were to dabble in Veldear-style magic, all that work would be for nothing.

"So this is the essence of Veldear magic."
"Why, what's different?"
"At least to my eyes, I can see the differences. And how far ahead Veldear was in terms of magical knowledge."

So this is why they were one of the three pillars of the Empire.
I flipped through the pages and closed the book at an appropriate point.
If this had been before meeting Meina Aris, it might have been different, but now my Master's magic books take priority for me.

"I've been meaning to give this to you, but I kept forgetting."
"You gave it to me now, and that's what matters. Thank you."

I placed the book on the side table and hugged Theo tightly.
I never dreamed I'd be able to recover something containing memories of my mother like this.
I truly didn't know how to express my gratitude.

"Theo."
"Yes?"
"I heard that my Master is going to the Erhent Empire as an envoy."

But instead of expressing gratitude, the words that came out were ones seeking his support.
The thoughts that had been weighing on my mind flowed out without me realizing it.

"Erhent... that guy's surname was Erhent. But wasn't the neighboring empire ruled by the Aisent family?"
"Princess Uriel said that the Erhent family has taken that position."
"Even with post-war recovery incomplete, I didn't think that empire would fall so easily."
"Think about Zeon Erhent. What bloodline he came from."

Hearing my words, Theo quickly made the connection and let out an "Ah."
By now, he must understand.
The purpose of Meina's visit to the neighboring empire.

Worry filled Theo's expression.
Not only was she my Master, but Meina Aris was also a precious family member to him.
How could he not worry when she was heading directly into what might be a death trap?

"Is she going to completely destroy the remaining Veldears?"
"...It's a good opportunity. The Empire gets to eliminate a competitor and stand as the strongest on the continent, and Meina gets to eliminate a potential threat to me."
"But it won't be easy."
"Meina probably thinks she can do it. She's not one to fight battles she can't win."
"Even so, there's a world of difference between eliminating remnant forces within the Empire and taking out a power that has become the core of another empire."

That's why I'm worried.
Of course, not all of Erhent would be Veldear.
After all, Veldear was a family active within the Rise Empire, and they've essentially been wiped out and disappeared from the Empire.
The survivors must be extremely few.

That's where the problem begins.
Veldear has maternal inheritance, and considering how desperately they targeted me, their purpose is clear.

"But Master won't stop."
"Why?"
"To be precise, they don't need me specifically."

Questions arose in Theo's eyes.
Even though he received heir training in the North, it would be hard for him to imagine kidnapping someone simply because they needed a woman who could pass on a specific bloodline to future generations.
It's an idea that no normal person could conceive.

"They need a female Veldear who can pass on the maternally inherited Veldear bloodline to future generations."
"What?"
"Master said they probably don't have any more women who can bear children capable of inheriting Veldear magic. In that situation, I've survived, and somehow they found out and are now targeting me."
"...These guys definitely don't have normal thinking."
"That's why she won't stop this time. Not until all of them are dead."

Theo probably didn't know about these background details.
I had never told him about the characteristics of Veldear.

"That certainly makes sense..."

After essentially dropping the bomb that a war might break out because of me alone, Theo's face was quite a sight to behold.
But I didn't want to see him angry.
Feeling a bit sorry for upsetting him, I gently pinched his cheek with my thumb and index finger.

"Pfft, your face is so funny."
"You were the one looking more troubled just a moment ago, and now you're making fun of my face."
"Was I?"
"Sometimes I think you don't even consider what you've just said, Serin."

I can't see my own face, so what does it matter?
To prevent him from saying more, I pulled his face closer and brought my lips to his.
As I closed my eyes, I felt his hand sneaking under my clothes.

"Hehe, really?"

When his hand rested on my chest, I hugged him tightly, preventing his hand from moving.
But even then, Theo's fingers found the small, reddened protrusion at the tip of my breast and teased it.
The stimulation traveled up my spine, making me hug him even tighter.

"Haah."
"Ei, can I undress you?"
"Are you asking Ei, or are you asking Serin?"
"Hmm. Serin."
"Then no. I don't want to."

When I showed Theo a teasing expression, he realized I was playing with him, and his reaction made me laugh again.
Realizing he'd been teased, Theo seemed a bit annoyed and pulled off my dress like he was removing a pillowcase.
Wearing only panties, I was quickly half-naked, and he grinned at the sight of my body.

"What's this? Despite what you said, you're not wearing anything underneath."
"...Pervert."

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I covered my chest with both arms, but Theo spread my arms apart and brought his face close to my chest.
I felt his teeth on the tip of my breast.

*

Meina was deep in thought, looking at the red-decorated gun in her hand.
Fortunately, Ei was unaware of current events and didn't know that her destination was the stronghold of Erhent, yet she still made this as a gift.
Wondering how worried Ei must be, Meina felt quite sorry towards her.
She also felt like a poor Master who only made her disciple worry.

It shouldn't be something to worry about, though.
The Emperor and Prince were aware of her thoughts, and she had already consulted with Carlyle.
She had arranged for Leana Aris from the Imperial Knight Guard to be her direct bodyguard, commissioned the former war hero Jade for assassination, and had even given Uriel, who would be accompanying her, some hints about the purpose of this visit.
She had also given her various safety measures in case something happened.

Moreover, she had slightly modified the Warp Gate and stationed the elite of the Aris Knights on standby.
The scale was so large that anyone would think they were preparing for war.

But this visit, which was essentially an operation, was worth such investment.
She knew from long experience how dangerous the Veldears were.
And when she recalled what purpose those bastards had for targeting her precious disciple...

*Sigh, calm down.*

Meina took a deep breath to calm herself.
The departure of the delegation, which was a disguised expedition, was just two days away.

Once this is over, Ei will be able to live safely and happily.
Thinking this, Meina placed her hand on her chest.
Lately, she felt like she couldn't control her emotions well.
More precisely, since the moment when feelings for someone she thought she had forgotten were revived.

*Maybe I shouldn't have sent Ei to Theo today.*

I'll make sure to hug her tomorrow.
After briefly thinking about Ei, who was probably having a good time with her lover right now, Meina gently put down the gun.
She dipped her pen in ink and filled in the letter she had been writing.
Just in case, though it probably wouldn't happen.

- I loved you, Ei. From Mom Meina.

She wrote the last sentence of the letter that Ei might find someday if things went wrong.
Vowing that even if she died, she would make sure to eliminate all those wretched Veldears.
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But even after the pleasant time with my master had passed and it was time to sleep, I still couldn't shake off my anxiety.
He told me not to worry, saying that Meina would be fully prepared, but how could I not worry?

That's why my master's suggestion was incredibly appealing.
He wouldn't allow me to go with him officially, but what if I followed secretly?

I know Meina is deliberately leaving me behind, but she doesn't understand that makes me even more anxious.
It doesn't make sense to bring a non-soldier child to what might become a battlefield, but rather than making me worry, why not just help me become overwhelmingly strong?

Of course, following secretly would be dangerous.
The problem is that this danger wouldn't just affect me, but also my master who would come with me.
He wouldn't let me walk a dangerous path alone.
That's why I couldn't readily agree to his suggestion, not wanting to drag my master into peril just for my sake.

Actually, following secretly was already part of my plan.
Meina had given me a month's vacation, telling me to stay safely in her mansion or Aris Castle while she was away.
But I had no intention of obediently following her instructions.
As much as a mage could be an asymmetric force, I didn't want to leave my teacher alone, even if I'd get scolded later.

It wasn't that I didn't trust her.
I just dreaded, more than death itself, receiving news that something had happened to my person somewhere unknown.

I lie awake watching my sleeping master, lost in thought.
I can't figure out how to stop this person who would do anything to come with me if I said I was going.
Why should innocent people suffer because of me?
It's just sad that people who could be happy are worrying and rushing into danger.

At that moment, a thought crosses my mind.
When I think about it, perhaps all the troubles that have occurred happened because I'm alive.
If so, there might be only one way to fix everything that's gone wrong.

After all, what Meina is trying to do originated from me; it's ultimately my business.
I've been happy until now.
For someone born with cursed blood, I've lived an excessively, insanely happy life.

I kiss his lips for quite a while.
I hope he won't fall apart when he wakes up and finds me gone.

I loved you, and I love you, Theo.
After finishing what might be our last kiss, I slowly get up.
I fold my nightclothes neatly, change into outdoor clothes, and briefly look at the weapon I secretly brought.

On top of my clothes, I place the certificate stating I'm his slave, with a message saying I love him, along with a pen to keep it from moving.
Looking at him sleeping deeply, not even realizing I'm not beside him, I turn and slowly walk away.

So the sound of the door opening wouldn't be heard.
When the light surrounding my body disappeared, I was already standing outside the academy, looking at the dormitory where my master would be sleeping.

The truth is, I didn't want to go.
But if I don't go, my people will end up sacrificing themselves.

Of course, I know that if I sacrifice myself, it will drive a nail into everyone's hearts.
Ariel, who could become a true friend thanks to my status as both princess and slave/traitor; Meina, who saw me as another child; and my master, who has survived until now because of me.

But their lives have been derailed because of me.
Now I need to set things right.

My master should live a steadfast life as the imperial son-in-law and the ruler of the North, serving as both sword and shield of the Empire.
Meina is destined to live peacefully as a war hero, maintaining close relations with the imperial family.
Ariel should be by my master's side, sharing everything with him, developing imperial magic with Meina, and living a busy life as a crucial member of the imperial family, developing the empire.
...And I, if I hadn't been taken in by my master, would have been a sex slave who died somewhere unknown, not even knowing the letters of magic.

Though it wasn't long, I lived a life I could never have imagined.
Now it's just time to end it.

Veldear, who has swallowed an entire empire and is plotting revenge against the world again, must disappear.
And I'm not the only Veldear left.
No matter how much Meina tries to capture and eliminate Veldear, they will survive somewhere like cockroaches and threaten me.

The easiest way to draw out such people is to use myself.
Since they're obsessed with seeing Veldear's descendants through me, a woman, they'll all come running to me in heat if I announce my arrival.
For this, I need to go to the Erhent Empire before Meina and let them know I've come.

I'll solve everything.
In return, you all must live happily from now on.

Moving with silent steps, I head toward the mountain where I first met my master.
After leaving a small message there that he would recognize if he saw it, I spread a massive teleportation magic circle heading to the capital of Erhent.
I'm using coordinate values I once glimpsed in Meina's laboratory for the former capital of Erhent.
No matter how much they've transformed the empire, they couldn't have immediately moved the capital where all infrastructure is concentrated.

Of course, with this much mana concentration, Meina might immediately know my location.
For disguise, I deliberately use not just my pure mana but also a few mana stones I took from the laboratory to operate a large-scale teleportation circle.
Using the essence of spatial magic I learned from Meina, I warp directly to the Erhent capital.

A magic transfer of this size will definitely be detected on their side.
Since the format is Meina's, they might think Meina herself has come leading an army.
Of course, once they see my black hair, they'll immediately recognize who I am.
The woman they've been looking for, who can bear Veldear's descendants.

Through the light that hasn't yet disappeared, air different from the Rise Empire's capital fills my lungs.
When I open my closed eyes, I immediately sense attack spells directed at me.
But they're all easy to counter and defend against.

"W-who are you!"

When all the spells aimed at me are neutralized, one of the men surrounding me with weapons shouts.
Somehow this has turned into a flashy debut event.

"Tell Erhent that the woman you've been looking for has arrived."

Well, since they're all men, I can call them bastards, right?
I remove my hood, letting my black hair flow down to cover half my back.

"Or fight me here."

Powerful mana begins to gather at my fingertips.
Meina didn't teach me combat magic, but spatial magic itself is both a powerful defense and weapon.
As space begins to distort, the expressions of those gathered here instantly contort.

"Everyone, run away!"
"That won't be necessary, Sir Behmern."

I turn toward the source of an old man's voice, and see a man who is obviously a mage, holding a staff and looking at me with a gentle expression.
Walking through the path cleared by retreating soldiers, he approaches me, takes my hand, strokes the back of it, and continues with a voice I don't particularly want to hear.

"It's an honor to meet you, Family Head. I am Berkan Meliad, also known as Berkan Veldear, the highest elder of the family. If I may be so bold, may I ask your name?"
"...I'm Serin Veldear. I thought you already knew that."
"Well, weren't you being called by the blasphemous name Ei?"

Blasphemous name, huh.
Was the fact that I was a slave so unpleasant?
Actually, I wasn't even a slave.

"I apologize, but I sense an unholy mark on your body, Family Head. May I remove it for you?"
"Don't touch me. I'll take care of my own body."
"I apologize, Family Head. It's awkward standing here like this. Please allow me to guide you."

I preemptively block his plan to subtly erase my mark and use me as a baby factory.
The sex slave mark prevents expensive slaves from dying due to miscarriage during pregnancy.
It also stops female functions to ensure smooth relations with the master without gaps, which must be quite irritating to them.
If I maintain this, it will be a major setback for those trying to resurrect Veldear.

But it won't be easy.
This isn't magic designed by some third-rate dark mage working for a slave trader; I designed it with all of Meina's security technology to prevent unauthorized removal.

I nod forward, ordering him to guide me.
Since I have the direct bloodline of the previous family head, they have no choice but to treat me accordingly.
For me, who has nothing but powerful magic, to destroy all Veldearians, I need to exploit this to the maximum.

"Are, are you really the Vel-"
"Ahem."
"The head of the Meliar family?"
"That's right."

Leaving behind knights, soldiers, and mages with dumbfounded faces, I followed the elder toward the castle of the Erhent Empire.
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"Ei, what are you doing......"

Theo, who had been deep in sleep, felt around for the warmth that should have been there but wasn't.
Worried that Ei, who had fallen asleep beside him last night, might be gone, he opened his eyes. When he saw she truly wasn't there, he sat up with a start.

"Ei? Where are you?"

Just last night, she had been whispering words of love in his arms.
The memory of their time together was still vivid, but being alone in the room now quickly chilled that warmth.
Alarmed, Theo looked around the entire room, but the only traces of Ei were her nightclothes and slave certificate.

"Where on earth did she go?"

Her missing outdoor clothes indicated she had already gone outside.
He quickly changed and burst through the door of the dormitory, rushing straight out of the academy.

"Young Master, wait!"

He ran so fast that he didn't even notice the maid who had come to clean his room. His destination was Meina Aris's mansion.
He thought perhaps Ei had slipped out early and returned home, worried that being caught spending the night in his dormitory might cause him trouble.

"Hmm? Theo? What's wrong?"

Ignoring the butler who asked why he was visiting so urgently in the morning, Theo headed straight for Meina's room.
Opening the door without the owner's permission, he found Meina, who seemed to have been awakened by the commotion downstairs, asking him in a sleepy voice what was happening.

"Is Ei at home?"
"What are you talking about? Ei was with you yesterday."
"Ei has disappeared."
"Disappeared? What do you mean?"

Theo sighed slightly at Meina, who was still trying to grasp the situation after being suddenly awakened.
As she said, "Theo, you need to explain," while getting up, he headed straight to Ei's room and opened the door.
If she had returned home, Ei should have been in this room, but it was as empty as if no one had been there yesterday.

"What's going on? Where's Ei?"
"When I woke up this morning, she wasn't in my room either."
"What?"
"I told you. Ei has disappeared. Why else would I come here so early?"

Meina had thought Theo was joking.
After all, Ei had learned spatial magic from her to a considerable level and could certainly teleport if needed.
She was about to say that Ei might have disappeared from the room to prepare something for him.

"You haven't checked the castle yet?"
"No."
"Theo, go check there once."

But his serious expression and the way he flung open Ei's door without permission wasn't like him.
Besides, it wasn't normal for Ei to be absent from her room at this hour when she should have returned to prepare for work at the academy.

It was as Theo said—Ei had disappeared.
Without leaving any trace.

"What about Your Excellency?"
"I have somewhere to go. It won't take long."

Meina recalled the massive flow of mana she had felt last night as she hastily threw on a robe over her nightclothes and left the house.
She had ignored it, thinking it was similar to the amount of mana used in large-scale magic experiments at the tower, and had gone to sleep without thinking.
But now she wondered if it might have been Ei using magic.

*The mountain?*

Such powerful magic leaves residual mana for a certain period, making it possible to tell that magic had been performed there.
Meina wanted to believe it wasn't true.
She thought a good, obedient child like Ei wouldn't do something so reckless.
Having gone through a period when Ei didn't trust people and was unpredictable, Meina had given her everything she wanted and tried to make her happy, considering her like a daughter.

But what if Ei had quietly left in the night, saying she would take responsibility for everything?
Meina knew Ei's level of magic.
Of course, she knew Ei could now live comfortably as a high-level mage anywhere, but she wasn't yet strong enough to face the Veldear.

*Was I careless?*

If she had known this would happen, perhaps she shouldn't have told Ei anything.
But Meina knew Ei—she was so attached to her people that if she left without saying anything, they would follow her by any means necessary.

*Surely she wouldn't fail to recognize...*

She never expected things to get so complicated.
She had told Ei because she believed she would understand.

When Meina arrived at the place where her disciple had cast the spell, she saw the traces of magic and collapsed on the spot.
The very thing she had feared had actually happened, momentarily reminding her of her husband and son whom she couldn't protect while she was away at war.

No.
I can't think like that already.

Meina corrected her thoughts, shaking her head from side to side.
If she broke down now, dwelling on the past, what she feared might really happen.

And the current situation was different from the past she couldn't protect.
While her husband and son back then had no means to defend themselves during wartime, Ei now had the power to protect herself.
Besides, Ei wasn't the type to recklessly charge at enemies without thinking.

What puzzled her was that casting such a powerful spell would have consumed an enormous amount of mana—had she really cast it alone?
A normal mage would have used mana stones for assistance, but Ei was capable of casting it by herself.

*For now, let's trust Ei.*

Meina saw that Ei had deliberately left traces of where she had gone, and while gathering information about the magic, she found a message that seemed to have been left for someone.

"Thank you for finding the book I lost...?"

What could this mean?
Since Ei had been sold to Aris Castle as a slave, she wouldn't have had any possessions before that, so what book could it be?
Maybe Theo would know what it meant.

Deciding she needed to return, Meina headed to her research lab.
She was going to retrieve the weapon she had received from Ei, not knowing who might tamper with it.
She also wanted to check if anyone had touched the mana stones in her mansion's laboratory.

*As I thought, there are traces of someone entering.*

She had hoped someone had taken them, and was actually relieved to find that some of the mana stones she knew about were missing.
That meant Ei would have no problem protecting herself until she could be rescued.
A few missing stones weren't worth worrying about in her position anyway.

Should she wait until Theo returned from the castle?
She had sent him just in case, but it was already confirmed that Ei had left for the Erhent Empire, so Theo would return soon.

Entering her research lab, Ei's absence felt enormous.
Before, it had just been a place where she sat out of duty as a dean, but now she realized how meaningful it had become as a space where she taught Ei and played with her. Did Ei know that?

Meina was burning with the desire to storm into the Erhent Empire alone right now.
But she couldn't do that immediately.
Unlike during the Veldear War, when she had old friends supporting her from behind, now all contact with them except for Jade had been cut off.

"Ei is not at the castle."

After waiting for Theo in the dean's office without attending any lectures, she stared at him as he entered and asked a question that suddenly occurred to her.

"Theo."
"Yes?"
"You want to rescue Ei, don't you?"

If Ei hadn't left, she could have gone alone, leaving the children safely in the capital.
Given how things had turned out, the more people, the better.
Especially if that person was Theo Aris, with his formidable combat abilities recognized even by his father.

"Is that even a question?"
"Then come with me. I think I'll need your strength."

Meina had already begun to formulate an additional plan involving Jade, whom she had sent on a mission to assassinate the head of the Veldear.
The plan to deal with just the Veldear with the Empire's cooperation had fallen through.
They would fight to the death to keep Ei, which meant war was inevitable.

"Follow me. We need to change the plan, so I need to talk with Clemen."
"Understood. Let's depart immediately."

*

"This is the Family Head's room."

Following the elder, I arrived at what was supposedly my room—the Family Head's bedroom, decorated so lavishly that it was impossible to consider it appropriate for one person, with a massive bed placed prominently in the center.

"Since you must have used considerable magic, I thought you should rest, so I've brought you to the bedroom. I'll call a servant shortly."
"That won't be necessary. You may go."
"Very well. May the power of night embrace you comfortably."

Watching the elder leave, I deployed a powerful sealing barrier around the entire room to prevent anyone from entering.
Because there was someone here who shouldn't be discovered.
Someone who appeared to be my enemy on the surface, but who could unexpectedly become my only ally in this place where no one else was present.

"You choose suspicious actions deliberately."
"Well, I'll just say I'm uncomfortable being the only woman in a place crawling with men."
"I'm a man too, you know."
"Do you want to fall out with my Master?"

Uncle Jade was standing in the corner with a knife in his hand, watching me.
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"I'm just carrying out a request. Nothing else matters."
"So I'm the target of that request, is that what you're saying?"
"If this was before you joined us here, I wouldn't know, but yes, you are the current target of the request."
"Meina didn't give that request with me in mind, did she?"

I don't touch the clothes that seem prepared for me. The exotic robe with its mysterious mix of red and purple was clearly Veldear-style clothing at a glance, but I didn't feel like wearing it. I may have Veldear blood, but because of Zeon Erhent, I don't have even a speck of good feelings toward this family. If I'm going to belong to any family, I'd rather stay by my master's side and be part of the Aris family.

"He recognized you as having the Family Head's bloodline right away."
"The Veldear family has some way of recognizing each other."
"So they can even tell if someone has the Family Head's bloodline."
"Well, that's probably how they found me."

Thanks to that, they even made me throw myself directly into this place.

"Anyway, it worked out well for me. Would you mind protecting me?"
"Aren't you already capable of protecting yourself?"
"You've seen how skilled the people here are, haven't you?"

But after coming here in person, I realized Veldear wasn't a joke—they hadn't conquered the empire for nothing. They were all exceptional mages, as if they were all sharpening their blades to take revenge on the world, each proudly displaying their identity as members of the Veldear family. And none of them had any intention of hiding their power.

That's probably one of the proofs that this empire has already been consumed by Veldear. Of course, the Erhent family, who are cooperating with them, must also be formidable enough to have established their own empire, but... Veldear's potential is beyond imagination. Just look at me—my magical abilities have improved this much already, so I can only imagine how powerful those who specialize in combat magic must be.

"But I don't think I can grant your request. Just entering this place was incredibly dangerous."
"Of course I'm not asking for help without offering something in return. Do you have any magic tools?"
"I do, but why?"
"Would you give it to me? Preferably something that can exchange mana stones."

An artifact that appears to be for defensive purposes in emergency situations is removed from the man's wrist and handed to me. I notice reinforcement magic formulas designed to prevent damage to the magic formula.

Now, how should I modify this?
The request my uncle received from my master was assassination. And since this is dangerous enemy territory, the most useful item would be something that can conceal oneself.

I open the artifact's magic formula and immediately erase all the existing formulas related to shield formation. In truth, this kind of shield can barely deflect attacks only if used precisely, and Veldear's killing magic would easily shatter such defenses. Of course, with my uncle's skill, even delaying an attack for a brief moment could give him the upper hand in battle.

"You absolutely cannot let anyone take this from you. It's magic that's still classified as confidential even within the empire."

This won't be enough among the Veldear people. I modify the artifact to essentially create a new one that can activate concealment magic formulas that erase presence and hide appearance whenever the user wishes. With the output of the attached mana stone, it might be usable for about a minute per stone. I wish I could extend the time, but my skills haven't reached that level yet, so the limit was making it usable for only about 2 minutes.

"Do you have any used mana stones?"
"You're demanding quite a lot."
"I value my life too, you know."

I transfer mana from a mana stone I stole from my master's laboratory to recharge it, and finish the rest of the artifact modification. Of course, my uncle still doesn't know what it's for.

"There, it's done. Would you like to try it? The activation method should be the same as before, though the purpose is completely different."

My uncle takes the artifact with an expressionless face and puts it on his wrist. When he activates it, his body is enveloped in a blue energy and instantly disappears from sight, as if he's turned to smoke.

"...Impressive."
"Good enough, right?"
"Indeed, you are that master's disciple."
"The one drawback is that it's not very efficient yet, so you can only use it for about 2 minutes per mana stone. So use it sparingly."
"That's sufficient."
"I'm glad. You look like you haven't had proper rest on your way here, so get some rest."

After adding my uncle to the list of people allowed through the sealing barrier, I take off my outer robe and hang it on a chair. I was also extremely tired, having come here after making love with my master without proper rest. Fortunately, the bed was wide enough that I could sleep in a corner.

"It doesn't matter. I've gone much longer periods without proper rest on the battlefield."
"But this isn't a battlefield right now. Get some rest."

As I lie down on the bed, I'm enveloped by incredible comfort, as if it was truly prepared for the Family Head. I pull up the blanket to cover myself and close my eyes, feeling the warmth. Judging by the slight vibration from the edge of the bed, it seemed my uncle had also lain down.

"Good night."

With those words, I closed my eyes.

* * *

"Family Head? Family Head!"

I don't know how long I had been asleep. When I opened my eyes to the sound of someone calling me from outside, I was alone in the room. My uncle had apparently slipped away at a good time during the night.

I forced my half-asleep body up, released the sealing barrier, and opened the door to find two maids with expressionless faces looking at me. If they were Aris family maids, they would have shown concerned expressions and immediately asked if I was alright.

"We've brought your breakfast, Family Head."
"...Thank you."

But these didn't seem like ordinary maids. While most of the Aris family maids were employed by the family and had at least commoner status, I could sense slave contracts from those before me.

"Please leave the empty dishes where they are, and we will return later to clear them."
"Ah, yes."
"Please don't lower yourself to us, Family Head. You are a noble person."

I felt a sense of dissonance. I, who had to call someone master and do everything he ordered, was now receiving such respectful treatment in this place.

*This food doesn't suit my taste...*

The seemingly luxurious food didn't really match my palate, which had grown accustomed to Aris family cuisine. I wished they had used stronger seasonings instead of making it so bland. And the meat seemed a bit tough, as if it had been overcooked.

I didn't really want to eat it, but I had to eat something right now. One fortunate thing was that they wouldn't have tampered with the food since a healthy body is needed to bear healthy children, which was somewhat reassuring. At least if I could endure the tastelessness, I could eat with peace of mind.

"Sigh."

After putting down the empty dishes and sitting for a moment, I heard someone knocking on the door and answered, "Yes." The door opened, and a young man wearing a Veldear family mage robe peeked his face in.

"Ah, Family Head. I am Baek-atin Meliar, the Chief Mage of the family and your future assistant. Was the meal to your liking?"
"It was tasteless."
"Oh my. I suppose being in the Rise Empire has made our local food not suit your palate."

One thing was certain—this guy gave me a bad first impression. The first thing he looked at when he entered was my chest, and there was clearly a momentary flash of disappointment in his eyes. He might be smiling now, but he would surely change when the time came. What a pervert.

"No need to flatter me."
"I see."
"Why are you here?"
"Ah, since this is where you'll be staying, I came to guide you through the castle's structure."
"...Lead the way."

For now, I should follow his instructions. I follow him out of the room. Between servants with slave contracts and those without, I pass through crowds of mages who have come to see me after hearing that someone with the direct bloodline of the true Family Head had entered the castle.

"The first place I'll introduce you to is our central research laboratory where we're restoring Veldear's lost magical techniques."

Passing through large doors, I see a research laboratory even larger than Meina's at Aris Castle, which was the biggest I'd seen until now. Several men were researching magic inside. The book collection seemed smaller than her laboratory, though.

"The Family Head has entered!"

I'm not really interested. My true purpose was to destroy all of them anyway. If Veldear's research goes well, it would actually be bad for me.

"Welcome, Family Head!"

The memory of Zeon Erhent trying to kidnap me was still vivid. If I hadn't prepared weapons in advance, I would now be a baby factory unable to die, not a Family Head. Perhaps I should be grateful to him for that.

The eyes of those who seemed to genuinely treat me as the Family Head were the kind that could soften my hardened heart.

"So you really are the Family Head. To think you would look so identical to the young Family Head in my memory..."

Amidst all this, I heard an unwelcome comment.
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Everything that Veldear had begun to restore was right here.

Though the collection of books was smaller than what Meina had gathered in her lifetime, the various experimental devices and magical tools scattered throughout far surpassed the orderly arrangement in Meina's laboratory. Beyond that, magical formulas floated everywhere, awaiting various experiments and modifications. Particularly, combat and destruction-oriented spells were scattered all around, waiting for the mages' touch.

"What do you think? I wanted to show this to the Family Head when they returned."

Indeed, as he said, it was truly impressive. It was astonishing how quickly they had managed to restore what should have been an extinct family. Extracting knowledge from one's mind couldn't be an easy task.

"I don't think that Family Head refers to me."
"I won't deny it. I'm referring to the one who gave birth to and raised the current Family Head."
"...So you know my mother."
"Not well. What I know is from before her time, when Veldear stood proudly as a genuine noble Duke family of the Rise Empire. I was just a child back then."

This guy's name was Baek-atin, wasn't it?
It seemed he still retained some memories of Veldear's glorious days.
And many others in this laboratory too.

I was probably the only one in this laboratory without memories of Veldear's glorious days. My mother, being of direct bloodline, would have been evacuated first, and after escaping, she met my father in a small rural village and gave birth to me.

No.
This isn't the time for such thoughts.
Whether these people are related to me by blood or not doesn't matter.

My blood-related family is all dead, and my people are enemies with these people.
I shake off the emotional feeling and regain my composure.

"If they could see this now, they would be very pleased."

I don't respond to his words.
Anyway, I've taken in what kind of research these people are doing, so now I need to use what little time I have to create countermeasures against those spells. Most things could probably be defended against with Meina's spatial magic, but I need to prepare for situations where that might not work.

"Are these all the survivors?"
"Excluding those whose status is unknown, there are a few who are currently outside."

That's fortunate at least.
The fewer people outside, the easier it will be to eliminate them all at once.

I turn to leave the laboratory.
Baek-atin quickly follows behind me, asking, "Perhaps the laboratory isn't to your liking?" As if it was built to please me in the first place.

"I just want to see other places."
"Ah, besides the laboratory, there's the library, training grounds, and various other locations. I apologize for not considering that."
"Lead the way."

I maintain an intentionally authoritative attitude when ordering him around.
But despite my commanding tone, he never loses the smile on his face and continues to escort me respectfully.
Though he acts as if his true intentions are hidden, they're quite easy to discern.

I'm not particularly good with people either, but perhaps it's the memory of him openly staring at my chest from our first meeting that bothers me.
Or maybe it's the unconscious hostility toward the name Veldear that gave me such a difficult life.

"You said you'd assist me?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Then stop thinking for yourself and just do your job. I'm not interested in what you're thinking."

If they had found me earlier, I wonder how I would be living now.

"As you wish."

He seemed to have anticipated my condescension, responding calmly and quietly leading the way.
Despite my words being quite offensive, his voice sounded almost pleased.

"First, I'll guide you to the library—"

At that moment.
A small child came running from somewhere and collided with me, causing me to fall backward.

"Family Head, are you alright? Illemina, are you okay?"
"Ow, it hurts."
"It seems she's not badly hurt. Family Head, let me help you up."

Baek-atin extended his hand to me.
I hesitated whether to take his hand or not, but thinking that I shouldn't show hostility yet despite my authoritative manner, I reached out and took it.
As I stood up, I finally got a good look at the young girl.

'A child?'

Out of sudden curiosity, I unconsciously brought my index finger to the child's forehead.
As far as I know, Veldear shouldn't have anyone besides me who could continue the bloodline, so I wanted to check if this child had Veldear's distinctive mana.
And there was something else I needed to confirm.

"Baek-atin."
"Yes, Family Head."
"Why do I sense Veldear's mana in this child?"

Right.
Thinking about it, these people must already know about my meeting with Zeon Erhent.
If I didn't ask about something that would naturally raise questions, it might actually make them suspicious.

"You seem to know quite a bit about Veldear already, so I think you can deduce the answer."
"Where is this child's mother now?"
"Illemina is the youngest of the current Meliar family. She's seven years old this year."

The girl, seemingly intimidated by me, partially hid behind Baek-atin, peeking out at me.
When I glanced to the side, I noticed that the smile that had been on his face until just now was half gone.
It seems there was at least one other woman in the family besides me.

"I see."
"May I ask why you're curious about her?"
"That Zeon Erhent guy was making a fuss about how the family needs me for its survival."

But seeing that the girl is the youngest, her mother is probably no longer in this world.

"Mage, who is that lady?"
"Ah, Illemina, this is your first time seeing her. Say hello. This is the person I always told you might be alive somewhere."
"What? She's the Family Head?"
"Yes. So go ahead and greet her."
"Hello, I'm Illemina Meliar."

Illemina Meliar...
Does this child know what kind of treatment her mother received?
Instead of answering, I placed my hand on the child's head and stroked it.

I need to erase everything in this castle, but seeing this has left me with an unsettling feeling.

*

"Is that true?"
"When have you ever seen me lie?"
"Sigh, why would she make such a choice..."

Ariel let out a long sigh upon hearing Ei's news.
What on earth was she thinking to do something so absurd?

"She's always been that way. Doing whatever she can by any means necessary."
"That was between us, but this is on a completely different scale."
"...She also has Veldear blood. Even with the special pardon, Ei couldn't help but be conscious of her bloodline."
"Why didn't you stop her? You could have prevented her from going."
"You think I didn't want to? I originally planned to secretly follow her, but when I woke up, she was already gone."

In truth, Ariel knew that Theo wouldn't have stopped her.
It was just the emotion of not being able to prevent a friend from walking into danger that made her speak out.

"So His Excellency made me an offer."
"The Dean...?"
"He asked me to go with him. Not as a main combat unit, but as part of a separate team to rescue Ei. He said we need at least one more person."
"I need to talk to my father about that. Uriel was originally supposed to go."

Ariel rose from her seat with those words.
Her father would have already heard the news and wouldn't refuse permission, but she had never felt so helpless about how to rescue Ei.
If it were within the Empire, she could somehow resolve it, but the stage for this incident was completely outside the Empire.

"What is this...?"

Feeling frustrated, she had been walking around Theo's dormitory room when she discovered an old book on the table and opened it without thinking.
At first glance, she thought it was just a common magic book based on the magical formula she saw.

"Theo."
"What?"
"Have you read this?"
"That? No, I haven't. It's Ei's, and I wouldn't understand it anyway, so what's the point?"

But it wasn't ordinary at all.
Ariel, being a mage, could immediately recognize that fact.

"Ei said it contained memories of her mother."
"Oh no, I shouldn't have shown you this. This is bad."

And now she understood why someone who knew how many people she could save would throw everything away and walk straight into danger.

"Why?"
"Ei intends to disappear along with Veldear."
"Disappear? What do you mean?"
"Ei went in to eliminate Veldear, even at the cost of her own life."

Ariel pointed to a passage in the book for Theo to see.
It read:

- If you ever discover someone of the Family Head's bloodline, never confront them. They possess the Authority to interfere with all the family's magic.
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Returning to my room and sitting down, I recalled the contents of the book my mother had given me.

In my childhood, when I knew little about magic, I thought it was just an ordinary introductory magic book. In reality, it contained the essence of Veldear magic. My mother, who always told me to take only as much interest in magic as necessary for daily life, had forged it like a weapon, distilling everything she knew to protect me.

The book also contained information about Authority. The reason why Veldear could be a family-head-centered clan, and direct evidence that they had received blood from the High Elves, who were now said to be extinct. It was written there that the Family Head could interfere with the mana of those who inherited Veldear blood, either helping or taking it away.

And through the child named Illemina whom I just met, I could confirm that I too could use Authority. It was a gamble, but truly fortunate. If I couldn't use Authority, I would have been in a situation where I had to rely on the master's salvation, just like when I was kidnapped by the slave trader again. I would have had to depend on a gamble that risked my master's life.

However, information about Authority was something one couldn't know without proper education. Of course, they would all know about it. Everyone except me, who had barely survived in the Rise Empire all my life, only to return now.

"Family Head, are you in your room?"

Just as I was thinking that, someone's voice came from outside, drawing my attention. When I told them to come in, four maids carefully entered the room carrying several sets of clothes.

"What is it?"

"Now that the Family Head has returned, shouldn't we announce that you have reclaimed the position from the acting head?"

The male voice that came from behind the maids belonged to the man who was assisting me.

"Since it's a matrilineal family anyway, does it matter?"

"Of course we know that, but regardless, shouldn't we maintain the external image? After all, you're the head of a prominent family in the Erhent Empire."

Look at that. A prominent family in the Erhent Empire. If you're going to lie, couldn't you at least make it less obvious?

"And shouldn't we also let those who placed the slave mark on you know that the Family Head has returned to her rightful place?"

Yes, you all know too. You think those dangerous people we had no choice but to deal with will eliminate you once they decide you're no longer useful.

That's the position of Veldear. A position where you'll be abandoned, betrayed, and killed if you're not strong enough. No matter who stands beside you.

Except for me, who was saved by people and can now shelter those who saved me within my boundaries.

"Now you should spread your wings, leaving behind the days of persecution."

He makes such statements so easily without blinking an eye. Admiring that fact, I turned my attention back to the clothes the maids had brought. They were all expensive and elegant, but...

"Put them all away."

Dresses, or Veldear-style female mage attire—the problem was that none of them appealed to me.

"Pardon?"

"I said put them away."

I took a small breath in and out. How could they bring only clothes that didn't match my taste?

"Are the clothes not to your liking?"

"That's right."

"...I understand. Is there any particular clothing you would prefer?"

Preferred clothing. It wasn't that I disliked the clothes. They had carefully selected beautiful, expensive, and elegant clothes that I had never worn once in my entire life.

Moreover, how difficult it must have been for the maids who prepared these. They were pure slaves like I was when I was sold to my master, not servants like those at Aris. For their sake, I wanted to choose one from among them, but thinking that those people had prepared them made me reluctant to wear any.

"If you must change my clothes, bring uniforms."

"I will do so."

"If you bring those shoulder-revealing things again, I'll tear them apart on the spot, remember that."

...I felt a little sorry.

"Baek-atin."

"Yes, Family Head."

"Leave."

At that, Baek-atin seemed to think I wanted to dismiss the maids first, telling them, "Please hurry a little more," but that wasn't my intention.

"I told you to leave, so why are you telling the maids to move quickly?"

"I thought you wanted to be alone."

"No, leave the maids be and just you go out."

Better to befriend these women working at the bottom than the untrustworthy Veldears.

"As you wish."

"And attend to your duties until dinner. I want to rest until then."

"I receive your command."

By this point, he's probably thinking that resolving my infinite hostility toward Veldear takes priority over anything else for the family's survival. Well, if his thinking goes a bit further, he might also wonder why I harbor such hostility toward Veldear.

"Haah..."

Feeling my body tire, I let out a long sigh and plopped down in my seat. It wasn't easy for me either to speak harshly and act authoritatively toward someone, contrary to my original personality.

But this was a necessary task. From the position of needing to create future generations, I needed to divert their attention to the huge obstacle of hostility held by the woman who would embrace those future generations. And...

"Everyone."

I could see the maids who were looking at me fearfully flinch at my voice. The image I had just shown was that of a typical villainess berating her assistant. And right now, I was being served as the head of this crazy family.

"Were you very scared?"

The maids were so frightened by my current outward appearance that none of the four dared to speak to me. That Baek-atin fellow seemed to specialize in playing with people's hearts.

"M-Master..."

"Yes?"

"Did we do something wrong?"

Right. As slaves, when something displeasing like this happens, they would have received not just discipline but harsh punishment. Unlike me, who was respected by my master.

"P-please, not electricity..."

I briefly gathered mana at my fingertips and sparked it. I saw all the maids startle and collapse in their places. Knowing this was the typical treatment of slaves, my heart ached.

But this lightning created with my mana was absolutely necessary now. To cancel the slave contracts on these four women without harming their lives, the only way was to burn the spell before it could activate.

"Kyaaak-!"

With that thought, I sent out a powerful lightning bolt. The powerful mana was instantly discharged in the form of lightning, hitting all four people directly. However, it caused no pain, precisely burning away only the slave contracts binding them.

"Huh? What?"

"Don't worry. I have no intention of harming you."

"Master?"

When Theo declared he would cancel my slave contract, did he feel the same as I do now? The word "master" from her somehow touched a corner of my heart. Of course, I had no intention of maintaining the slave contract after this was over.

They looked at me with blank expressions, not knowing what had happened to them. I wondered how they would react if I told them that the magic that had tormented them all their lives was gone from their bodies.

"Rather, I need allies, so I'm in a position to ask for your help."

Now, how should I speak to make them come over to my side?

The most important and useful information comes from the bottom, built up layer by layer, not from the top that excels at concealment.

"I just arbitrarily removed the slave contracts that were placed on you."

"W-what?"

"Shh. Listen quietly because you might die if we're discovered."

I raised my hand and displayed in mid-air the new slave contract I would offer them.

"I too consider everyone here my enemy."

It was a contract pieced together from only the necessary parts of the contract between my master and me—a bit less sophisticated than that one, but with perfect security. The maids, working in a mage family, seemed able to read magical text to some extent, as their expressions filled with shock as they read the contract. There was no loss of life for disobeying orders; rather, there was magic that would return them to my side if their lives were in danger.

"T-this..."

"This is impossible. How can such a contract..."

I heard their surprised voices. But instead of answering their questioning looks, I reached out and placed my hand on the head of the youngest-looking girl. While sharing a tiny bit of my mana...

"If you're going to belong to someone, please be mine. I'll protect you."

And so, a beloved slave who came to a family that couldn't be loved reaches out to those who weren't loved. Trying to share the salvation she received with others. When I smiled, all four approached the contract I offered as if entranced.

As mana left my body, it inscribed a new slave contract on them. But this was a slave contract only in appearance. In reality, it was closer to a protective measure for those who would become my eyes and ears.

"Shall we go together to that Baek-atin fellow who doesn't know why he was expelled?"

I rose from my seat.
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Mary, Karen, Bella, and Leila.
I was able to learn various things about Veldear from these four maids.
Though I couldn't figure out how Veldear had assimilated into this empire, I learned what they were up to within this family.

"B-but are you really okay with us?"

The four maids who had just formed a slave contract with me seemed to have realized their current situation, as they nervously touched their shoulders with worried expressions.
Perhaps they were concerned about what might happen if I changed my mind.

"Of course."

I approached the clothes they had been told to put away and arranged them with more skilled hands than the maids, causing everyone to stare at me with stunned expressions.
How could I have brought exactly four sets for four people?

"Here you go."

I feel more comfortable being able to speak according to my true personality as I hand them the clothes.
One set for each person.
These aren't cheap clothes, so they'll be a great help to them when Veldear disappears and they become free.

"These are yours."
"What?"
"But these are Master's clothes..."
"I never wore such things originally, so don't worry about it."

Now I should go declare to Baek-atin that these four belong to me.
Judging by how he brought me to serve him, I must have seemed like the easiest target from his perspective.
I wonder how he'll react when he sees that I've claimed these women for myself.

I take a small breath in and out.
It's time to act as the vicious woman, Serin Veldear, again.
And to perfect this performance, I need their help.

"Um, thank you so much."
"It's not over yet. I'll continue to need your help going forward."

I deliberately sit on the bed with my legs crossed, imitating an arrogant noble.

"Now that everyone seems to have accepted the situation, would you hurry and bring me my clothes? We can talk after that."

When I speak with a smile, they instinctively bow their heads, seemingly becoming aware of the position between us.
This wasn't the reaction I wanted.
Well, it's not bad since I still need to act like a villain full of anger and without manners when others are watching.

"Hurry."

At the same time, I remove the sealing barrier that prevented anyone from entering the room.
The maids, realizing what they needed to do, quickly gathered the clothes and rushed out of the room.
As if he had been waiting outside, Baek-atin immediately entered the room.

"Did your conversation go well?"
"Yeah."
"Did they do something wrong?"
"Of course not."

For some reason, his expression was filled with worry.

"Did the slaves show disrespect to the Family Head?"
"I handled it, so don't worry about it."
"As you wish. But it seems you liked the slaves."
"You're not even hiding that they're slaves anymore?"
"I was their master. How could I not know when the contract was forcibly broken?"

He seemed concerned that I might do something unmanageable.
Though I'm treated as the highest person in this family due to my bloodline as Family Head.
They're anxious that I might do something useless that goes beyond my purpose.

"Is that so? Then you also know that you shouldn't mistreat them anymore, right?"
"What do you mean?"
"They're mine now."

After saying that, I turned to leave without a specific destination.
Suddenly, I heard something from behind that I couldn't ignore.

"A message has arrived from the Imperial Palace for the Family Head."

The Imperial Palace.
It probably isn't the same Imperial Palace where Ariel, whom I was close with, resides.

"They wish to meet with the Family Head and an important person who will lead the future of the empire."
"The future of the empire? What could they possibly want to discuss with someone who just returned to the family?"
"You are our leader now, Family Head. You are also the one who will lead the empire in the future. Just as our ancestors were one of the three pillars of Rise."

A brief flash of reminiscence passed through Baek-atin's eyes.
It seemed they still felt that during the Rise Empire era, they were one of the three great families of the empire.
Despite being ruined by a single individual who misused their unique magic.

"Baek-atin, I'm curious about something."
"Please speak."
"Do you think I'm qualified to be the Family Head?"

And their purpose in finding me is to revive the family.
To announce to the world that they have returned, with revenge in mind.

"You ask the obvious. Since you inherited that person's blood, you naturally deserve the appropriate treatment."
"Even though I've been able to use magic for only a very short time, not even half of my lifetime?"
"That's right."
"I don't understand."

I stop walking forward and turn to look at Baek-atin for a moment.

"The head of a family that produced several Archmages can't properly use magic."

The reason I joined this family was to appear as the Family Head and deliver a fatal blow to Veldear from the deepest position.
But the fact that I know how to interfere with everyone's mana through my Authority must be hidden until the final moment.
If that's the case, to take action before then, I need to know what level my abilities are at in this place.

"What are you trying to say?"
"I had Meina Aris as my master."

To find out, I need to reveal some information about myself.

"So even though I was revered just before returning here, I don't really know how skilled I am."
"Did you just say Meina Aris?"
"Why, is there a problem?"
"Such a wicked...!"

As soon as he heard the name Meina Aris, all traces of a smile disappeared from Baek-atin's face.
The reason was obvious.
She was the key person responsible for eliminating Veldear and the best mage who could fight on the front lines, so she went out to eliminate Veldear herself.

"Is that true?"
"Is there a problem?"
"...You really don't seem to know."

However, Baek-atin's attitude was somehow strange.
When I first saw him looking at my chest, I thought he only saw me for that purpose.

"Well, it's not something that can be hidden forever."

Somehow, his voice now seemed to have a hint of concern for me.

"Meina Aris was the wicked woman who massacred our Veldear family."

That made it more difficult.
How should I react here so that they wouldn't suspect I had different motives?
Until now, I had been acting as a woman who simply expressed her anger toward the family that had abandoned her.

"And now, as if to openly mock us, she took you as a disciple without revealing the truth to the Family Head...!"

But hearing those words made me feel like something was rising inside me.
A wicked woman.
Actually, I had been angry since the moment I heard those words.

Of course, he doesn't know the truth, so he would say such things.

"So?"
"Pardon?"
"When I lost my parents and was sold as a sex slave, becoming someone's plaything and facing death, where were you all and what were you doing?"

However, not knowing the truth isn't an excuse for me not to be angry.

"Despite my mother having the blood that could make her the head of such a great family, why did she have to live in a corner of a rural village and have her corpse displayed in the square in front of the city gate?"

Seeing my frowning expression, Baek-atin couldn't offer even the slightest rebuttal to my words.

"A wicked woman? Fine. From your perspective, my master might seem that way. But let me make one thing clear. Thanks to her, I was able to survive, and though it wasn't for Veldear's sake, I was able to open my eyes to magic and return here."

My teeth grind together.
Originally, I had planned to use him to find out how much I could do before taking action.
But the emotion of anger erased my original purpose and took its place, making it meaningless.

"Don't carelessly insult her without knowing what happened."
"But it's a fact that she led the effort to kill us."
"Yes. I didn't deny that fact. I acknowledge that Meina was the chief responsible for the extermination of Veldear."

As I pass by, patting his shoulder, I leave him with final words.

"But behind the responsible Meina Aris was the human Meina Aris, who had to kill her friend against her will, who lost her family as a victim of the same war, and who confessed everything to me, her descendant, and asked for forgiveness."

Bang-
I enter the room I was about to leave and close the door roughly.
Sitting on the bed in the Family Head's bedroom again, I tried to calm the anger that had risen without my awareness.
And the thought that came to mind was that everything was ruined.

I had defended a common enemy in front of its victim.
Thinking about it, only one person with the family's blood had done wrong, and the rest were unjustly massacred due to guilt by association.
And even that was unjust, solely because the family's blood itself was considered dangerous.

*Ah, what should I do...*

I heard from outside, "Master, we've brought the clothes you requested," and looked up.
When I told them to come in, the four maids who had contracted with me earlier were holding uniforms that looked similar to what I had worn at Aris, somehow knowing what I needed.

"Would you like to change right now?"

I nodded at Karen's question.

Ch.127 - The Qualification Of A Family Head (2)
"Master, it really suits you."

In the mirror, I saw myself wearing an elegant uniform with my hair tied back. Since I was from a mage family rather than a knight family, I wasn't fond of how the outermost coat split at the hips and covered down to my forearms in four sections. But in a family that would immediately bring dresses with exposed shoulders or open backs to dress me up, I should probably be satisfied with just this much.

However, I didn't particularly like the makeup on my face, which I rarely wore. The feeling of something covering my face was quite suffocating. When I stood up from the chair in front of the mirror, though I didn't look like what you'd expect from the head of a mage family, my appearance had become closer to what my master usually showed, and it was quite presentable.

"What should I do with these clothes?"
"Wash them and fold them neatly in the room."

So the Emperor of this empire wants to see me.
It's a completely different treatment from when I was in the Rise Empire.
For the Emperor to request to meet me first means that he considers me important.
Whether in a good way or bad.

But I felt uneasy.
Though I'm openly known as a founding contributor under the name Meliar rather than Veldear, this empire must know about Veldear.
I wonder what he's thinking, wanting to see me.

"Master, will you be alright?"
"With what?"
"I heard it's not like this in the Rise Empire, but here it's not well-regarded for women to show their leg lines."
"So you're saying wearing pants might be viewed negatively."
"Yes. That's why the Chief Mage specifically ordered these clothes for you to take."

So the cultural factors are different from Rise.
They're saying my current appearance would be treated the same as if Uriel were walking around in a revealing dress despite not attending a party.

"It doesn't matter."
"Pardon?"
"What business is it of theirs what I wear?"

Actually, this is better.
From the perspective of Veldear, who needs to blend into Erhent right now, it would be troublesome.
The more I fall out of their favor, the more they'll be hostile toward me.
That will make it easier to make decisions when taking action.

"Go get some rest. You must be tired after working for me all day."

After making final checks on my clothes, I sent all the maids out of the room to rest, and finally left the room myself.
Baek-atin must have gone to do his work, as he wasn't waiting for me like before.
Perhaps he went to report what I just said.
Including the fact that there would be a deep connection between Meina and me.

I recall the mana flow of Baek-atin and scan the area widely, searching for that flow as I walk slowly through the castle.
Throughout my walk, I could feel gazes upon me—not because I looked like a common mage from earlier, but because I had an appearance rarely seen within mage families.

Yet despite all those gazes, no one approached me with a word.
Yes.
This is the reality I'm facing now.
I steady my heart, which had wavered slightly because of Baek-atin, and continue walking to find him.

Following the faint mana flow until it became clearest in front of a room, I sensed multiple mana flows.
The mana flowing from inside the room told me there were four more people besides Baek-atin.

"Family Head?"

At that moment, a somewhat youthful voice called from beside me. I turned to see an unfamiliar young man looking at me with an armful of books.

"That's right? The Family Head who has returned."

They say words travel faster than feet.
Well, it would be strange if word hadn't spread, considering my flashy entrance using spatial magic.

"......"
"Ah, I forgot to introduce myself. I'm Merian Meliar. Well, in front of the Family Head, there's no need to hide my real surname."

When I just stared at him silently without answering, the boy hastily introduced himself as if feeling guilty.
Despite many mages passing by and seeing me, this boy was the first to speak to me.
As I silently turned to enter the room where Baek-atin was, the boy quickly spoke up to stop me.

"That's where adults make important decisions, so you'll get scolded if you go in there......"

He seemed to momentarily forget who I was.
But he quickly remembered that I was nominally the head of this family and said, "Ah, never mind," while scratching his head, causing all his books to fall.

"Ah."

With such clumsiness, I wonder if he could ever become a proper mage.
After letting out a small sigh, I picked up one book and handed it to the boy named Merian.

"Th-thank you."
"Focus on your work."

Was I just wasting time?
As I turned to enter the room, the boy quickly called out, "Excuse me, Family Head, just a moment."

"Do you have time later when it gets dark?"
"Why?"

When I asked, he came closer and whispered in my ear.

"I just remembered something I need to tell you, but it's not something I should say where many people can hear."
"......"

Should I say I have time, or that I don't?
After thinking briefly, I reached out to enter the room where important decisions were being made.
Just as I was turning away, not wanting to waste any more time, thinking I should call Baek-atin to go meet the Emperor—

"Hmm? Family Head, what brings you here? And I heard some noise out front—Merian, it's you again."
"Ah, Chief Mage......"
"Just let the kid go. We can scold him later."
"Understood. Merian, shouldn't you be going to do your work?"
"Ah, right. I'm sorry. I'll go right away."

The boy moved away from Baek-atin and me.
After sending a slight flow of mana from my fingertips, I looked at Baek-atin and told him why I had come here.

"Anyway, I heard the Emperor wants to see me."
"Are you thinking of going already? I didn't think you'd want to see him today."
"I prefer to get annoying things over with quickly."
"But your attire......"
"Unless he's interested in my legs, don't worry about it. I've always dressed comfortably."

What do I care about Erhent Empire's customs?
Even if I act rudely, they can't say anything.
Nominally, the Meliar family belongs to the Erhent Empire, but the two are essentially equals.
More precisely, Erhent would want to abandon Meliar.

"I apologize. I momentarily forgot you came from another country."
"Right. Do you have more to discuss inside? If so, I can wait a bit longer."
"Well, we do have a bit more to discuss, but if that's your wish, we can continue it another time."
"No, it's fine. The people inside must have just gathered. Finish up and then we'll go."

Saying that, I entered what was clearly the family council where important family matters were decided, and saw surprise in the eyes of the four people inside.
As if someone who shouldn't be there had arrived.

"We greet the Family Head."
"Don't mind me and finish what you were doing. What, is there something I shouldn't hear?"

I went to where Baek-atin had been standing and noticed documents written in foreign characters.
And those characters were ones I could recognize.
Though I didn't look closely, the contents of the documents were clearly about me.

"If you're curious about me, you could just ask directly."

I casually sat down in an empty seat, and an elder named Berkan said, "Is that so," with a thoughtful expression.
Then the elder chuckled briefly before asking me quite directly.

"We were actually discussing the Family Head. We didn't expect the subject of our conversation to suddenly appear."
"Oh, really?"
"Yes. Since you said we could ask, I'll dare to inquire. May I ask exactly what relationship you had with Meina Aris?"

*

"A reply has arrived from the Erhent Empire."

In the audience chamber where the Emperor, Clemen, Theo, Ariel, and Uriel were all gathered, Meina began with those words.

"I see. If I recall correctly, I sent what was essentially a notification rather than a request."
"Since Ei has gone there, we must act accordingly. Well, my disciple isn't one to lose her head easily wherever she goes."
"Sister, you've changed a lot since you recently adopted a daughter."
"What are you talking about? What have you ever done for Ei?"

Meina spoke with a slightly disgruntled voice to the Emperor who was teasing her, then remembered that he had pardoned Ei and cleared her throat saying, "Well, I suppose you have."
It was quite a disrespectful attitude toward the ruler of an empire.
But everyone present knew their relationship, so no one pointed it out.

"I hate to interrupt you two, but given the situation, perhaps we should be a bit more serious......"

Only Clemen spoke cautiously, but was silenced by their gazes.

"The Aris Knights and Imperial Knights that we decided to dispatch are all prepared. As soon as Your Excellency designates the coordinates and opens the gate, they will enter at once."
"Good work. It must have been difficult as your first task as the Aris Family Head."

Looking at the operation plan spread out on the round table, Theo fell into thought about whether Ei would be safe.
Everything was for her safe rescue.

"Then assuming everyone understands, we'll end today's meeting here. If there are any changes, be sure to share them."
"Yes, Dean."

Though Meina was burning with worry for her disciple who had crept into enemy territory, she hid it and ended the meeting with a smile.
After all, that was her usual demeanor.
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"Meina Aris?"
"Yes. According to Baek-atin's report, you seemed to have been quite close."
"...Indeed. It would make sense for you to be curious."

It must have been a difficult question to ask.

"It's true that we were very close, and it's also true that I learned magic from her. You should be able to tell from the flow of my mana."
"I see."
"Why, are you disappointed because my answer was what you expected? But you must have heard everything I said to Baek-atin. Why pretend not to know?"
"Not at all. I had no intention of pretending. I'm simply concerned."
"Concerned?"
"Yes. I worry that at a crucial moment, you might hesitate between your duty as Family Head and your emotional ties, unable to make important decisions."

He probably thought this was quite a sharp observation on his part.
Duty as Family Head, huh.
But that would only matter if I had truly returned to reclaim the position of Family Head.

"True. Your point isn't wrong. But don't forget this: it's because of her that I survived and was able to return here."
"...I'll keep that in mind."
"If I had to choose between Meina and Veldear right now—"

I left the sentence unfinished and rose from my seat.
After all, I had come to find Baek-atin to see the Emperor of Erhent.
And I'd said everything I needed to say here.

"Then you'll likely be reunited with your Master soon."
"Oh, is that so?"
"I hear that Meina Aris, your Master, is coming as the head of the delegation from Rise."

The original plan must have been not to inform Veldear directly. Did they change it because of my actions?
It felt strange hearing about her schedule from Veldear's mouth.

"If you ever find yourself in a situation where you must make a decision, I can only ask that you choose wisely."

Berkan said that much and then stood up.
He must have finished everything he wanted to say while I was getting ready to change and go out.

"Family Head. Would you wait a moment?"
"Why?"
"I apologize, but I need to check His Majesty's schedule. He didn't expect to be able to see you this quickly."
"I don't particularly enjoy waiting, so make it quick."
"As you wish."

Thinking I'd have to wait in the council chamber for a while, I sat back down. Baek-atin quickly disappeared through the door.
The other three people must have finished their business too, as they followed behind him without saying a word to me.

Alone again.
I let out a small sigh to recover some of the energy I'd spent doing something that neither suited my position nor my personality, and waited for Baek-atin to return.
Hoping he would bring good news.

*      *     *

Later that night.
I was reading a book from the small Family Head's study with tea beside me when I heard a young boy's voice from outside saying, "Huh? The door won't open." I extended my hand forward.
Only after the powerful sealing barrier covering the entire room was lifted could the boy enter the Family Head's room.

"I-I greet the Family Head."

The boy seemed quite disciplined, as if he'd been scolded by Baek-atin or someone else earlier in the day.
Given that he was clumsy enough to have the Family Head pick up a book for him, he must have been given a stern talking-to.

"It's fine. No need to stand on ceremony."
"P-pardon?"
"I don't care much for formalities."

Though I hadn't verbally responded earlier, I had used magic circuits to send him a message:
I'm interested in what you have to say, so come to the Family Head's bedroom when it gets dark.

"So what did you want to talk about that made you want to see me at this late hour?"
"Has the Family Head never met anyone from the Veldear family before returning to the family?"
"No. I first met a guy named Zeon Erhent."

When I mention Zeon Erhent's name, a momentary crack appears in Merian's expression.
Perhaps they had some unpleasant history.
Zeon wasn't exactly known for his good character either.

"Ah, Brother Zeon..."
"Is it important who I met first?"
"I wanted to tell you because I think the adults are planning to do something bad to you, Family Head."
"To me?"
"Yes."

Merian looks anxiously to his left and right, as if worried someone might be there.
Suddenly, a deep male voice comes from behind.

"Something bad, huh? That sounds interesting to me too."
"Eek!"

The sealing barrier that had been temporarily disabled begins to function again.
A man who had somehow entered speaks from behind.

"W-who..."
"Don't worry about it. He's just someone I know personally."
"B-but this place isn't easy to enter."
"Anyway, what's this bad thing?"

Could they be planning to use me as a baby-making factory?
If that's really it, I might be a little disappointed.

"Apparently, if you keep showing signs of trying to break free from their control, the adult men of the family are planning to gather and imprison you instead of making you Family Head."
"Is that so?"
"Sister, you need to escape from here. Otherwise, like my mother..."

But the boy shows a strange reaction.
He starts to say something, but as soon as he mentions his mother, he startles and covers his mouth.
As if he's said something he shouldn't have.

"Was there another woman with Veldear blood besides me?"

Actually, I had already guessed there might be another Veldear woman from my previous meeting with Illemina.
Perhaps this boy and Illemina share the same mother.

"Yes. There was."
"Was?"

With a resigned expression, as if there was no point in hiding it anymore, the boy's face showed a sense of defeat.
The man handed me a used mana stone to recharge, and as I looked at the boy, he wore a troubled expression, seemingly not wanting to talk about it.

"You don't want to talk about it, I see. Would you come over here?"

If he doesn't want to speak directly, I'll have to find out myself.
Without realizing that I've already dropped my persona and am speaking in my naturally warm voice, I gesture for the boy to come closer.

"Don't raise your mental barriers, just trust me for a moment."
"W-what do you mean?"
"I'll spare you the pain of having to tell it yourself."

I gently embrace the boy who approaches and place my hand on his head.
My heart races as I try to use the memory recall technique that Meina occasionally showed me.
But I'm being as careful as possible to avoid harming the child.

"But this requires you to trust me completely, without any resistance."

Saying that, I close my eyes and carefully draw up mana through the hand placed on the child's head.
The mana flowing from my hand enters the boy's head and begins to show me his experiences from today, gradually moving backward in time.
A faint image.
But as we go further into the past, it becomes clearer, until we reach a dark moment.

- M-mom...?

This must be why he didn't want to talk about it.
One day.
When the boy visited his mother's room as usual, what he saw was the horrific scene of his dead mother.

But there must have been a reason that drove her to suicide.
To find out, I need to look a little further into the past, so I peer a bit more into the child's memories.

- Haa, haa. No. Please stop...
- Are you declaring that you won't fulfill your sacred duty to revitalize the family?
- Please give me some time to rest. My body feels strange lately. Please.

A woman's voice I've never heard before comes from Merian's memory.
The boy's vision, not understanding what was happening, is drawn to where the woman's pleading voice is coming from.

- You can't even use magic despite being a Veldear. If you're not helping revitalize the family, what good are you—
- Mom?

Creak.
The boy, unconsciously looking for his mother, opens the door.
And what he saw there were three men and one woman—

- M-Merian?
- Ah, Merian. Did you come to see your mother?
- Brother Baek-atin? What are you doing?
- Let's just say we're working for the well-being of the family.
- Please don't do this in front of the child...
- Why not? This is what you always do anyway. Though the children you've produced don't quite meet Veldear standards.
- Ungh!

It was a scene of his mother being violated right in front of her son, despite her not wanting him to see such a thing.

"So that's what happened."

Indeed, Veldear should be erased.
And Baek-atin definitely deserves to die.
He seemed off somehow from the first time I saw him.

"What did you see?"
"...It's not something appropriate to discuss in front of a child. I'll tell you later."

Saying that, I held Merian tightly in my arms.
To think he witnessed such a terrible scene at such a young age.
No wonder he didn't want to talk about it, and having experienced such a thing, his kind nature must have made him want to warn me.
Perhaps deep inside, he harbors resentment toward the family that caused his mother's death.

"The mana stone is fully charged."
"...I'll come back later."

With those words, the man disappeared.
Even with the sealing barrier in place, I had registered him as someone who could freely come and go, so he could leave on his own.

"Merian."
"Yes?"
"Do you hate Baek-atin?"
"The Ch-Chief Mage?"
"You can tell me the truth. I don't like him either."

The problem now is with this boy. The fact that he came to my room and had a private conversation with me will eventually be discovered.
At least before I destroy Veldear.

"I-I don't know."

But this kind boy would probably deny even the vengeful feelings in his heart.

"Would you like to join me in getting revenge? I'll show you how."

I briefly let go of the boy and pick up the water pitcher from the table.
Then, with a grin, I pour a little water on certain parts of the bed.

"What's that?"

Well then, shall I pretend to be a pervert who likes boys younger than me for a moment?
Let those men who are discussing whether I'm qualified to be Family Head see this.
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"Tsk, why is there water on the bed......"
"It's just something that happens."

What a good child he is.
Though he clearly harbors revenge in his heart, it was quite adorable how he worried about me and carefully asked questions.
Like seeing a certain red-haired boy I once knew.

"Would you like your noona to tell you what that method is?"
"N-noona......"
"Why? Isn't it better to call me noona rather than addressing me formally as Family Head and such? It feels closer, don't you think?"

He must have spent all day being educated on how to address the Family Head, but perhaps the situation was unfolding differently than he expected.
When I called myself noona, Merian's expression was quite a sight to behold.
Just like seeing Leo, who was flustered when looking at me.

"S-so what's the method for getting revenge on Baek-atin hyung?"

I chuckled at his attempt to change the subject, then removed the cardigan I had been wearing when the old man came in earlier.
Then, pointing at the mage robe Merian was wearing, I briefly said, "Take it off."

"W-what?"
"We're sleeping together, and it would be uncomfortable to sleep in that robe."
"S-sleeping together?"
"Why, don't you want to?"

Enjoying Merian's flustered reaction to my seemingly forward behavior, I pulled the child who seemed to have come here to sleep toward my bed.

"The way to get revenge on Baek-atin is to act like you've been chosen by me."
"Chosen?"
"That's right. That Baek-atin hyung you mentioned wants me quite badly. And as it happens, I don't like him either."

I bluntly spoke words inappropriate for a child, especially after seeing that guy forcibly violate his mother right in front of him.
I pulled Merian, who was dressed in light sleepwear, onto the bed and tucked him in beside me under the same blanket.
The boy seemed unadapted to this situation, continuously showing expressions of embarrassment and confusion.
I think Leo had a similar reaction when I got close to him.

"Wouldn't it be fun to get revenge together? I'm curious how Baek-atin would react if he knew I slept with our Merian today."
"Does the Family Head... not like that hyung?"
"Hmm, do you want to know the answer?"
"Uh......"
"If you call me noona instead of Family Head when we're outside too, I'll tell you."

When I said that to Merian, his flustered expression made me smile involuntarily.
How could his reactions be so adorable?

"T-that......"
"You don't have to if you don't want to. I don't know what rumors you've heard about me, but I'm more indifferent to others' reactions than you might think."
"Is that so."

The drowsiness of sleep seems to be pulling me in.
I was worried about what would happen if he returned to his room, but fortunately, Merian seemed to have decided to sleep here by my side, as he no longer showed any signs of trying to leave.

"You must be tired after being educated all day. Sleep well."
"H-how did you know that...?"
"How? Just watching how people move in this castle, it's obvious what they would have done to you."

Actually, I knew because I glimpsed his memories earlier and saw them assigning him an etiquette teacher.
I turn to face Merian and stroke his head.

"T-the maid noonas were right."
"Maid noonas?"
"Yes. They were scared of the Family Head, but they said after spending time with you, you're actually a very kind and fun person."
"Is that so?"
"My hyungs said you lived abroad for a long time, so you're not someone they want to be around. They said something about having to eat to continue the family bloodline and such......"

How can they consistently be such bad people?
It's certainly not something appropriate to say in front of a child, yet they speak so freely.
Well, perhaps it's the kind of talk that comes out when men are together.

"What do you think, Merian?"
"Umm......"

I smile at the boy's reluctance to answer.
How can all his reactions be so adorable?
I close my eyes and wait for Merian's answer.

"I think you're pretty and kind."

The fact that he called me pretty makes me wonder if I've captured the child's heart.
Well, it's probably a feeling that will fade quickly.
There are many women in the world far more beautiful and better than me.

"Good night. N-noona."
"You too."

With Merian's goodnight greeting, I drifted off to sleep.

*

The Family Head is truly a strange person.

Merian harbored irreverent thoughts as he looked at her sleeping defenseless right next to him.
She was completely different from what his brothers and adults had described, to the point where he wondered if she might be someone else.
Of course, he dismissed such thoughts after seeing her casually recharge used mana stones and feeling her immense magical power even now as he lay close to her.

Moreover, this noona somehow seemed accustomed to men.
Even the other maid noonas he was close with wouldn't appear so defenseless.
Right now, she was sleeping in a very light dress that exposed her shoulders, held up only by two thin straps.

Actually, the dress itself wasn't the issue.
The real problem was that her chest was visible through the gaps in her clothes, and the boy couldn't sleep due to his body's unfamiliar reactions.

Something pinkish that seemed to protrude from the top of her chest visible through the gap in her clothes gave him the feeling it should be covered.
But the boy had to endure a difficult night as he didn't dare touch her clothes.

Of course, he couldn't have imagined at this point.
That because of this time, the attitude of people in the family toward him would change quite significantly.

*

"Merian."

I carefully call out to the boy sleeping soundly beside me.
Perhaps it's because this is the first time I've been able to sleep comfortably since coming to this castle.

"Wake up, it's morning."

But the boy showed no signs of waking.
I wanted to play around a bit more since it felt like having a younger brother, which was cute.

Well, the maids will take care of it.
After removing the sealing barrier and changing my clothes, two maids enter the room to prepare to dress me up.

"Did you sleep well, Master?"
"Oh, my......"

The maids seemed shocked to see that I had slept with Merian, both covering their mouths in surprise.

"Shh. The child is sleeping."
"Could it be that Master likes cute children?"
"It's not so much that I like cute children, but he just seemed adorable, like having a younger brother."

As I sit in front of the mirror, the maids lightly style my hair.
The reason only two came is probably because the other two are preparing my breakfast.

"Ah."
"Be good to him. From what I heard yesterday, it seems you're treating him well."
"Merian is cute. I wonder how such a child could come from a family like this."

If yesterday my hair was tied up, today they braid it and wrap it around in a circle to create a round hairstyle.
Just enough to speak, with the rest flowing down.

"I heard you're having an audience with His Majesty today......"

Bella asks me.
It seems they've also heard about it, as they're paying special attention to my appearance today.
The door opens and breakfast arrives, and the other two maids also pause in their steps when they see Merian sleeping on the bed.

"Oh, oh?"
"Good morning, Merry, Karen."
"T-that child is......"

It seems the fact that I already brought a man to my room has quite an impact, despite having only recently returned to the family.
Perhaps it's because it's not an adult man but a young child like Merian.
Though nothing happened last night.

"Could it be that kind of preference......"
"Let me clarify before everyone misunderstands—nothing happened."

I just acted on my own.

"I just glimpsed something from the past, and there's something I want to do to that guy."

While having a light breakfast before applying makeup, I turn around at the sound of movement behind me.
Merian must have woken up from the noise, as he was rubbing his eyes and then startled to see five women in front of him.

"Did you sleep well?"
"N-noonas. And Family Head...?"
"Come and have breakfast. I've prepared yours too."

He seemed still dazed, realizing that sleeping with me last night wasn't a dream.
But he quickly gathered himself and sat down, at which point I put down my utensils.

"You're not eating anymore?"
"I've eaten enough."

When our eyes meet, Merian's face turns slightly red.
Could it be that I've actually captured the child's heart?
That would be a bit troublesome.

*Well, it's a feeling that will evaporate with age.*

Besides, I already have him.
After finishing my makeup and getting up from the mirror, I see Merian has finished his meal and is watching me cautiously.
Perhaps he has something to say.

"Um, noona."

At Merian's way of addressing me, all four maids gasp and stare at the boy.
It's hard to imagine anyone in this family who could call me noona, yet here it was happening right in front of them.

"Yes?"
"Can I come again tonight...?"

I ponder Merian's question for a moment.
Normally, my master's embrace would be best, but in the current situation, Merian's warmth was like a ray of hope for me.
For the first time, I was able to sleep comfortably in this bed, when I had been unable to get proper sleep before.

*When I go back, maybe I'll get a bed like this.*

I nod at his question and leave the room, only to find Baek-atin waiting outside as if he'd been there since morning.
After briefly glancing at the four maids following behind me, Baek-atin attached himself to my side and asked, "Are we going now?"

"We must."

But at this point, I had no idea.
Who I would meet at the place where I was going to see the Emperor.

Ch.130 - The Qualification Of A Family Head (5)
When I went downstairs, a carriage was waiting for me.
It wasn't my master's or Meina's, but one prepared solely for me.
Of course, rather than being for my comfort, it was likely arranged for Meliar's own reputation.

"I just get in this?"
"Yes, ma'am."

I noticed several knights on horseback who were there to escort me.
Whatever the reason, having all this prepared for me felt strange somehow.
My master, standing at the pinnacle of spatial magic, rarely needed to walk anywhere and thus seldom used carriages like this.
My owner also preferred to travel alone, so she rarely used carriages either.

*I originally planned to go directly by spatial teleportation...*

I had brought two mana stones to get there immediately, not wanting to waste time traveling, but it seemed better to set that idea aside for now.
Arriving by spatial teleportation would better fit a mage's image and would help their reputation.
Besides, since this empire had experienced several uprisings, with the most recent revolution being successful, I risked inadvertently increasing Meliar's credibility within the empire if I wasn't careful.

"I'll see you later then."

Baek-atin, who was assigned to guide me, would apparently be riding alongside on horseback. He nodded as he closed the carriage door.
However, I quickly realized that despite being a noble's carriage, the ride quality wasn't much different from the cargo transport carriage I'd ridden before.
The interior and seats were luxurious, but that was all.
Despite this world being more advanced than my previous life's memories in areas where magic could be applied, it seemed they hadn't progressed much in this particular aspect.

Perhaps this was why Meina didn't use transportation like carriages and cast magic herself every day.
I too had increasingly used spatial teleportation after learning her magic.

Still, opening the window gave me a pleasant traveling feeling, so I didn't mind.
I sighed with relief, thinking I would have missed out had I traveled by magic.
It would have been better if the ride were smoother, but I'll be satisfied with this for now.

"We have arrived, Family Head."

After enjoying the foreign capital's scenery from the carriage, we arrived at the Imperial Palace.
Passing through the main gate and entering the inner garden, I was first greeted by an architectural style quite different from Rise's palace and gardens that embodied restrained beauty rather than flashy splendor, with trees planted in neat rows throughout the Erhent Empire's garden.

I wondered why someone would want to see me in such a magnificent place.
Was it to investigate me before eliminating me?
Or was there another reason?

If the Emperor shared my purpose, that would be fortunate, but what if our goals differed?

With these thoughts in mind, I stepped out of the carriage to find several people—a mix of Veldear's people and imperial staff—waiting for me.
Perhaps because I had suddenly appeared claiming to be the Family Head when I hadn't been seen during the empire's overthrow.
Among their gazes were looks of curiosity, but also clear suspicion.

"Was your journey comfortable?"
"Ah, well. It was adequate."
"From here, Sir Lenior will guide you."
"Greetings, Meliar Family Head. It is an honor to escort you."

I acknowledged the greeting with a slight nod.
The knight turned sharply and began leading me, with several people following behind.

The stares were uncomfortable.
But notably, there wasn't a single woman among them.

Perhaps because of this, I could feel some of the men occasionally glancing at my body rather than looking ahead as they walked.
Unlike Rise's Inner Castle, which was spread over a wide area but not particularly tall, we entered a castle that resembled several extremely tall towers connected together.

Everyone who had been working stopped what they were doing when they saw us.
They all showed respect to us—especially to me, the Emperor's guest.

"This was the treatment we used to receive in Rise. As one of the three pillars supporting Rise," Baek-atin's quiet voice reached my ears.

His gaze was clearly directed at me.
It felt as though he was appealing to me, as the Family Head, about the past glory that Veldear should have received.

Though I didn't say another word after that.
On the way to the Erhent Emperor.
With a ding, the elevator doors opened, and only the knight, myself, and Baek-atin entered.

"Once we go up, you'll be able to see His Majesty soon."

There was an undercurrent of suspicion in the knight's words.
Lenior was his name, wasn't it?
So I would see the Emperor as soon as we left the elevator...

"We've arrived. His Majesty is waiting inside."
"Thank you, Sir Lenior."

After hearing Baek-atin's thanks, I moved forward toward the room where the Emperor was, but paused briefly beside the knight named Lenior.

"It hurts."

I raised my gaze to look at the knight.
Until now, he had been walking ahead of me so I couldn't see his expression, but his attempt to quickly hide it was quite a sight.

"To be hated when I haven't done anything."

I placed my hand on the door to the room where the Emperor waited.
With a gentle push, the door opened slowly, its hinges so well-oiled that they didn't make even the slightest sound of metal friction.

Light poured down on me first.
This reception room-like space, seemingly built to face the direction of the rising sun, appeared designed for the single purpose of enhancing the Emperor's dignity.
At a glance, it almost looked as if light was emanating from the Emperor himself.

"I present myself to Your Majesty."

Baek-atin, who had followed me in, immediately paid his respects to the Emperor.
Unlike him, I merely shielded my eyes from the pouring light for a moment, then walked slowly without saying a word and sat down in what was clearly meant to be my seat.
I could feel everyone's shock at my complete lack of etiquette, but I calmly looked at the Emperor and spoke.

"Hello. I heard you wanted to see me."

Even if I knew proper etiquette, it would be Rise's customs.
Of course, he would know I had lived in Rise from what he'd heard about me.
But I didn't want to show respect to an Emperor because it would feel like admitting defeat.

"I am Serin Veldear."

Was Meliar the family name they were using in this empire now?
I don't care about the aliases these people use to survive.
When I stated my real name, the Emperor, who had been looking out the window, turned toward me.

"Neil Erhent."

He was a man who didn't look particularly old—quite young-looking, in fact.
After introducing himself, the Emperor sat down in front of me and turned his gaze toward the door, as if waiting for something.

"I'd like to speak with her alone, so I would appreciate if everyone left."

At the Emperor's dismissal order, the knight, Baek-atin, and all the retainers and maids left the reception room.
Only then, as if the environment for conversation had been properly arranged, did the Emperor sit down before me with a satisfied expression.

"I'm a bit surprised. I heard that the head of the former Veldear family had traditionally been a woman, but I never imagined the current head would be such a young lady."
"You said you wanted to see me."
"That's right. There have only been peculiar people in Meliar, so when I heard the master had returned, I wanted to meet you once."

So he just wanted to see me out of personal curiosity?
I nodded as I recalled how the regime had changed.
Especially considering what qualification I had to be here.

But the fact that he dismissed everyone suggested he wanted to discuss something suspicious.
Let me test the waters.

"But I don't think you called me just because you were curious about the Meliar Family Head."
"Why do you think that?"
"If that were the case, there would be no reason to send everyone away."

The atmosphere is too obvious from the start.
If we were just going to have that kind of conversation, there would have been no need to dismiss everyone.

"Ah, she's here."

However, making the dismissal of people seem pointless, someone carefully opened the door from outside.
The first thing I noticed was a cart with refreshments and tea.
Then the hand of someone pushing the cart, followed by the sleeve of a maid uniform.

"We have plenty of time, so how about we talk slowly over a cup of tea?"

The Emperor's question reached my ears, but I couldn't hear it.
My heart suddenly dropped when I saw the maid who entered.
Before I knew it, I had sprung from my seat, leaped over the table, and was gripping the Emperor's collar with both hands.

"Do you know Lily?"
"Tell me straight. Why did you call me here?"

My voice had suddenly turned harsh.
The Emperor, with an expressionless face, glanced at the maid who had entered to set up the refreshments.

"I'm truly asking because I don't know..."

The maid who received the Emperor's gaze was still looking at the table with a blank face.
Does she really not recognize me?
How, why?

"Since Lily is waiting, why don't you sit down first?"

Since I couldn't kill the Emperor here anyway, I released his collar and sat down.
But my mind was already in turmoil.
Because the person I thought I would never see again for the rest of my life didn't recognize me.

"I'm sorry, Lily. For showing you an unpleasant sight."
"It's nothing, sir."

She spoke for the first time.
Memories of the past flashed by, showing me that her voice was exactly the same as that person's.

She approached and set down the tea and refreshments.
At the same time, her face, which I now saw clearly—
Her face, not smiling at all despite seeing me, made me sad.

How could I forget?
That face that always smiled at me.
That person who loved me infinitely.

Who had to die because she carried Veldear blood.

My mother.
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Mother didn't seem to recognize me at all.
As she mindlessly set the table, my heart was already being torn to shreds.
The person who once told me she was truly happy to have me was now focusing on someone else's business without saying a word to her own daughter—it was the kind of sight that was unbearable to witness.

"Your clothes are ruined."

But I couldn't keep focusing on a mother who didn't recognize me.
I had grabbed the Emperor's collar, leaving wrinkles on his clothes from my grip—though I didn't know how they had managed to resurrect my clearly dead mother, it felt like they were desecrating her even after her eternal rest.

"Do you understand what you just did?"
"...I apologize."
"I should hear your reason, but if it's not satisfactory, you'll have to face consequences."

At the Emperor's words, I glanced briefly at my mother, who sat staring blankly ahead.
I wondered if it was right to speak like this in front of her when she had no memories.
She truly didn't seem to recognize me.

"Could we send that maid out for a moment?"
"I suppose this is something you'd rather not discuss in front of her. Lily, I apologize for calling you, but could you wait outside for a moment?"
"Yes, Master."

At the Emperor's words, she carefully rose from her seat and left the room.
During the long years when I couldn't even see her face, what kind of life had she lived?
What could have happened to someone born as the heir to a noble family, who fled to the countryside after her family's downfall, had a child, and was eventually hunted down and killed by the Empire?
How could someone with such a dramatic life now perform the role of a maid so well?

"Can you tell me now?"

The Emperor pressed me again.
My head was spinning.
Among the many thoughts racing through my mind, the biggest question was how my mother could possibly be alive.

"How much do you know about Veldear, Your Majesty?"

Perhaps that's why.
Though I should only reveal what needed to be revealed and hide the rest, my reason seemed bewitched as I began speaking to him.

"Veldear. I know it as a former family that was expelled from the Rise Empire for nearly bringing about the world's destruction."
"She is a direct descendant of the Veldear Family Head."
"Hmm? But aren't you the current Family Head?"
"That's correct. I too carry the blood of the Family Head."

The Emperor seemed confused for a moment, then his eyes widened in surprise.
He had understood the meaning of my words.

"T-that..."
"Seeing a parent unable to recognize their child right before my eyes is truly heartbreaking. Of course, I have no excuse for my rudeness."

Of course, what I just did wouldn't cause a rift between Veldear and the Imperial family.
They must have had a long-standing intimate relationship since before they overthrew the Empire.
Though their hidden purposes would differ.

"No, no. I had no idea such circumstances existed."
"You're saying you weren't involved, Your Majesty?"
"That's right. She was merely a gift given to me by Meliar, who came to me one day asking if I wanted to overthrow the rotting Empire."

A gift?
Unlike Rise, where ownership of people remained only as a form of punishment, this Empire still legally allowed people to own other people.
That would still be the case now, when the time wasn't right to drastically change the social system.

But I couldn't believe it.
They must have known.
There's something about the Veldear bloodline that makes it recognizable without needing to be told who the Family Head is.

Which means they would have immediately recognized my mother as their Family Head, yet they essentially threw her away to the Emperor under the name of a "gift."

"Gift..."
"I'm sorry. I kept her by my side simply because she was my most trusted maid."
"What fault could you have, Your Majesty?"

But I couldn't stay here any longer.
Though he must have many questions for me, sitting in front of my mother who didn't recognize me was excruciating.

"However, I cannot remain here any longer today."
"Is it because of Lily?"
"...My mother's name is not Lily."

And where did the name Lily even come from?
Did they want to hide her true identity that badly?
At this point, I realized anew how fortunate I had been with the people I met.
While I was being saved by my master and teacher, what had happened to my mother, and where?

"Her name is Amelia Veldear."
"Amelia, I see. So that was her name."
"You didn't even know her name?"
"How could anyone know when she herself has no memories? Lily is the name Meliar's people gave her."

So she was sold to the Erhent family as a "gift" without any memories?

"I see."
"There's something I want to ask."
"Yes."
"While Lil—ahem, Amelia's situation is concerning, I'm more curious about you. As a direct descendant of the Family Head, you would have been a top priority for protection within the family, so why have you only returned now?"

But the Emperor had called me here to learn about me in the first place.
From his position of needing to check or possibly eliminate Meliar, my sudden appearance must be concerning.
And my goal is to destroy what remains of Veldear.

"I also have something I'm curious about from Your Majesty."

I should answer the Emperor's question first before asking mine, but I can't rule out the possibility that his purpose differs from what I think.
So once again, I risk being rude and pose a question to him.

"How does Your Majesty view Veldear?"
"What do you mean, how do I view them?"
"Are they simply a force to be checked, or a target to be eliminated?"

I subtly revealed that I knew about Erhent's current internal situation.
It was also a kind of message:
My answer will change depending on how you respond.

"You're a clever person."
"Revealing myself to a family that should have remained hidden suggests I have a significant purpose, doesn't it?"
"Indeed. It was strange that you didn't appear sooner. You only returned after the major events that overthrew the Empire had passed."

The Emperor said this and then paused.
Perhaps he was worried that if he spoke incorrectly, the person before him might become the leader of a hostile force.

"I'm not entirely sure myself."
"An unclear stance is not good, Emperor."

It seems Meliar hasn't told the Emperor everything.
Of course.
Revealing that the Family Head disliked them rather than supported them would only hold them back.

"Veldear was nowhere to be found when I and my mother were in danger. That's all there is to it."

By this logic, Rise should also be a target of my condemnation.
After all, my mother and I were innocent victims of guilt by association.

Of course, I've already seen my master's true heart and forgiven her.
But Veldear, who were like family and relatives to me, will not receive my forgiveness.
To pass my mother off as a gift without telling her the truth?

"They... deserve to die."

My teeth grind together.
There's no point in staying here any longer; I'd only be disrespectful to him.

"I apologize, but I must take my leave now, despite the rudeness."
"No, you need time to collect yourself. Please return safely."

A magic circle appears on the floor.
The Emperor's eyes widen momentarily.

"Spatial magic! Could you be..."

But I couldn't hear the rest of his words.
Before returning, I wanted to look at the firmly closed door one more time to see my mother again, but I knew if I did, I wouldn't be able to leave.
Without hearing the Emperor's final words, I had to return alone to the Meliar Family Head's room first.

In the cleanly tidied room,
I collapsed to the floor and finally let fall the tears I had been holding back.

*

I'm not sure how much time passed after that.
Two nights? Or perhaps three?

One thing was certain: I barely left the room.
I couldn't bear to see the faces of Baekattin and those who had sold off my mother like that.

Except for brief conversations with Merian and the four maids who came in and out to take care of me, I spent my time reading books.
How hard I tried to suppress the fire in my heart while searching for ways to destroy Veldear in the magic books they had collected.

I recalled the message I received yesterday.
Today, finally, Meina would be coming to the Erhent Empire as an envoy.
She would have private talks with the Emperor without our intervention, and in those talks, they would resolve to eradicate Veldear.
Except for me and those I spoke for.

But destroying Veldear wasn't the problem.
The forces Meina would bring would be enough to crush Veldear, even if they suffered some damage.
If necessary, I would throw myself into the fight to make it happen.

My concern was my mother.
I was worried about how to restore the memories of someone who acted like a puppet with no recollection of her past.
I had found a possible explanation for how my mother could be alive.

A backup.
Due to Veldear's characteristics, which partly follow both the strengths and weaknesses of High Elves, the entire family is weakened when something happens to the Family Head.
Therefore, if the Family Head dies before their natural lifespan ends or without designating a successor, they prepare a biological doll in advance for the consciousness to be transferred to.

My mother probably spent her childhood in Veldear, so a backup doll would have been prepared for her, though not for me.
But my mother didn't undergo a normal transfer ritual—my theory was that due to her execution, she experienced an abnormal transfer, resulting in her memory loss.
Whether that was correct or not, I wasn't sure.

"Master, it's time."

Hearing the maid's voice from outside, I got up.
Normally, Baekattin would have delivered this message, but he wasn't even approaching me.
Understandable, since I had told him I might kill him if I saw him.

"Come in."

I put on a loose robe and placed my gun in a pouch attached to the belt underneath.
Veldear.
The day of reckoning had finally arrived.

"Are you sure you'll be alright going alone?"
"I've always been alone, haven't I? Everyone in here just sees me as a scapegoat anyway."

I gave the maids a small smile.
After saying that, I took a small breath in and out, then used spatial magic.
Taking my first step toward bringing judgment to Veldear.
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In this meeting with Rise, Veldear was actually an uninvited guest.
No emperor would be foolish enough to invite someone planning to destroy them. But for me, who had learned spatial magic after Meina, spatial boundaries had become vague. After sneaking out of Veldear's small palace undetected, I headed straight for the room where I had met privately with the Emperor days ago.

There was still time before Meina would arrive. The room was clean but not yet prepared to receive guests—it was completely empty. Since I didn't want to be with the Veldear people, I simply sat down and opened the book I had brought.

How long had I waited? Since becoming Meina's disciple, I never broke my habit of reading one book a day. Just as I was finishing today's reading, I heard three women chatting as they opened the door to the reception room.

"W-who...?"
"An in-intruder..."
"Shh."

I put my index finger to my lips. While I was used to being interrupted while reading, I didn't want to be disturbed right now. Though I don't like influencing others, once I faced Meina, I wouldn't be able to continue reading this book.

"Shouldn't we say something?"
"Let's just continue for now..."

That made sense, as my current attire wasn't that of the Meliar Family Head, but rather the clothes I wore as Meina's disciple. Even someone who had seen me before would have difficulty recognizing me in this completely different outfit.

"Huh? Where did they go?"

One of the maids preparing for the delegation said this. I had closed my book and concealed myself with concealment magic.

Rising from my seat, I left the reception room and used spatial magic to wait outside for my master. Rather than the dangerously high main castle, I watched the main gate from atop one of the surrounding buildings. How long did I watch?

"She's here."

In the distance, I spotted the Aris delegation. But Meina hadn't come alone.

"Master?!"

Next to Meina, elegantly dressed in uniform, my master was accompanying her.

* * *

Meina was absolutely beautiful. As if to prove she normally didn't dress up, she now wore a dress with her hair perfectly styled. If I had been by her side, wouldn't she have kept asking me how she looked?

"Thank you for your long journey, Archmage Meina Aris."

However, the first to greet my master wasn't the Emperor but a high-ranking official. Since Rise's Emperor didn't come personally, it seemed the Emperor here wouldn't appear directly either, as Meina wasn't an emperor herself. Though I had wanted to see my master so badly, away from Veldear, I was displeased that merely an official came out when even the Emperor would have been insufficient.

I summoned mana at my fingertips, dampened the floor where the official would walk, and froze the water.

"The delegation from Rise is here!"

And as he properly stepped on the ice, the official fell in a ridiculous manner, which pleased me. The ice disappeared immediately after being stepped on, so they wouldn't find the cause, but Meina must have sensed the ice dissolving into mana, as her gaze momentarily turned upward. Though standing behind her, she couldn't see me.

"Are you alright?"
"Ugh, I apologize. The floor suddenly became slippery..."
"Call the Head Maid—"
"It's fine. We have the delegation from Rise right here. I'm fine. Let's proceed. His Majesty is waiting."

Had he simply sent someone to summon her? I had acted mischievously out of fear that the meeting would stop at the level of high officials, but now I felt somewhat sorry for that man. However, now wasn't the time to apologize, so I remained silent.

In truth, it was already difficult enough to resist running to my master behind Meina and throwing myself into his arms. I had just momentarily flared up because my master seemed to be disrespected.

"The delegation from the Rise Empire enters!"

But thinking about it, I was a guest personally invited by the Emperor, while Rise had announced their visit and then came. Considering this difference, the disparity in treatment might be natural. Besides, whether I wanted it or not, I was the master of a founding family of the Erhent Empire.

The doors to the audience chamber opened. With retainers lined up, the Emperor sat on the imperial throne atop a high platform, looking down at the Rise delegation.

As Meina walked through the crowd of men, many gazes poured toward her. My master, who was directly accompanying Meina, stopped at a certain distance, but Meina walked forward alone and knelt before the Emperor.

"I greet Your Majesty of Erhent."

She then presented herself elegantly to the Emperor. It was originally a Rise-style courtesy, but since they were envoys from Rise, perhaps it didn't matter.

"Welcome. You must be tired from your long journey."
"Not at all. I ask for your understanding that we are only now sending a delegation due to internal affairs keeping us busy."
"It's fine. Rise has acknowledged us, so I rather wish to express my gratitude to your Emperor."

The Emperor rose. Then, descending from the platform, he extended his hand to Meina as if telling her to stand. Meina took his hand and rose, stepping slightly back behind the Emperor.

"Shall we start with a meal?"
"That's a good idea."
"Is the formal dinner prepared for these people?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

It seems he intended to feed them first before starting the conversation. One thing was certain: Meina might have made a good impression on him. If I had discovered a flower like Meina among these sweaty men, my gaze would naturally have been drawn to her too.

The Imperial Guard of the Erhent Empire began to move, standing beside the Rise delegation at a distance from the two. I carefully approached my master, who was still looking straight ahead with an expressionless face. Though I wanted to throw myself into his arms, given the situation, I couldn't do that and instead carefully stood beside him, gently taking his hand.

His hand twitched slightly, and I let a little mana flow, allowing only him to see my faint appearance.

"Shh."

My master pretended to look around as he saw me. Later, when the official schedule ended and tourism time came, I could walk with him without worrying about others' gazes. But for now, they were proceeding with the official schedule as the Rise delegation. Besides, if things happened tonight, that time might not come.

Upon arriving at the banquet hall where lunch was being served, I released his hand. I didn't want to cause any problems because of me. Reluctantly, I let go of his hand and moved away to a somewhat distant place where I deactivated the concealment magic. This was the first time I had maintained invisibility for so long, and my mana was running a bit low.

Or should I just boldly enter? As I sat resting in a corner, that thought suddenly occurred to me. Meliar wouldn't want me to meet my master, but I wasn't in their grasp now—I had secretly infiltrated the Imperial Palace.

But that would prevent Meina from discussing with the Emperor about eliminating Meliar. What I was waiting for was a situation where my master was alone with the Emperor. Conversations requiring confidentiality would happen when they were alone, and the talk about eliminating Veldear would come up then. Meina might understand the situation, but the Emperor wouldn't know what relationship I had with her, so he couldn't speak freely.

Time passed. How long had I waited in the room the Emperor had prepared to talk with Meina? As the door opened and people hurried in and out, I sensed that the time had finally come.

"I see."
"Our Emperor said so. Don't cause problems, and since there's no harm in being friendly with Erhent, grant any reasonable requests."
"So does that include permission to touch a beautiful flower?"
"Hohoho, perhaps that flower refers to me? Though I'm too withered to be called a flower."

It seemed they had become quite friendly in the meantime. Everyone else remained outside as the door to the room with only my master and the Emperor slowly closed, completely hiding the outside view.

"So what did you want to say that required such strict confidentiality to bring me here, Your Majesty? I doubt you called me for a love confession."
"There's something I want to ask."

The Emperor carefully examined the documents on the table. The document format was from Rise. Looking at papers containing information about Veldear's past, he began to speak.

"I'm curious if you know what the last surviving members of Rise are doing now."

Finally, that time had come.

Ch.133 - The Qualification Of A Family Head (8)
"Ei?"
"Master...!"

Turning back time to shortly before Meina's private audience with the Emperor.
After finishing his official schedule and returning to his assigned room for a brief rest, I rushed—no, warped—instantly to my master's side.

"Ouch."
"What were you thinking, disappearing like that? Huh?"
"I-I'm sorry."
"Do you have any idea how worried I was?"

Naturally, our reunion couldn't be as casual as usual, and I had to endure a knock on the head.
If it were my master on a normal day, he would never treat me this way, but judging by how much it hurt, he must have been quite angry.
Still, when I nestled into his embrace, he didn't push me away but stroked my head gently, suggesting his love for me hadn't cooled.

"I'm sorry."
"It's fine. You seem unharmed and in one piece."

Seeing me safe and sound, my master finally let out a sigh of relief.

"Do you know how hard I worked to stay safe?"
"You speak as if you want praise for doing the obvious."
"Ugh..."
"If His Excellency needed your help, he would have told you. If he needed your help."

My master's words were certainly correct, but for some reason, they irritated me today.
When I pouted, he chuckled and pressed my lip with his index finger.
Then he stroked my head and asked me not to be too upset.

"Not just me, but His Excellency, Ariel, and many others were worried about you."
"...Really?"
"It's true. Ariel is here at the castle too, though she's not back in her room because she's with His Excellency, who's about to have a private audience with the Emperor."

This seems to be a bigger event than I thought.
If they brought not only my master, the heir to the Aris family, but also Ariel, the First Princess.

"She was ordered to bring you safely back to the Rise Empire."
"...So you can't leave here for a while, then?"
"Why not? You could return right now if you wanted."
"That's true, but I haven't accomplished my purpose for coming here."
"Purpose?"
"To completely destroy Veldear. And there's someone I particularly want to eliminate."

When such harsh words left my mouth, my master's eyes widened momentarily.
"You've learned some bad habits," he said, making me tilt my head in confusion.
Though I didn't do anything directly, I grew up in the gutters and learned all kinds of curses in this world, so it's strange that he's surprised I haven't used them until now.

"What's the big deal about saying I want to eliminate someone? There are worse things I could say."

Finding his reaction to a small comment cute, I grinned and rattled off various crude words and slang.
Then I gently pinched his cheek, making his face turn bright red.

"How adorable. Before I was sold as property to Theo Aris under the name Ei, I wandered around living as something like an adventurer."
"E-Even so..."
"I won't do it anymore. Is that better?"
"You've really become quite glib while living with me. You weren't like this before."

I could hear a hint of bewilderment in his tone.
Nestled in his arms and looking up at him, I took a small breath in and out, feeling it was time to say what needed to be said.
Since he came here to take me back, now that we've met, he'll surely tell me it's time to return to the Rise Empire.

"Anyway, Ei, let's go home now. His Excellency knows Veldear best, so he'll handle it properly."

But I can't leave yet.
In the past few days, I've observed that Veldear has grown stronger than imagined.
Of course, Meina must know that Veldear has made extensive preparations to devour the world and has prepared accordingly.

"No."
"What do you mean, no?"
"Without my help, if something goes wrong..."

I refrain from saying outright that my master might be defeated.
Words can become reality, after all.

"Veldear is strong. They've grown far more powerful than Meina thinks, not just resting on past glory."
"..."
"Of course, I know my master is thorough."

It's still vivid in my mind.
The results of Veldear's magical rebuilding, purely prepared for war.
I recall what I saw while staying alone in my room after stealing the child's memories.

Among them were spells like walls of flame designed to massacre enemy forces.
As if denying the fundamental fact that magic had developed to make people's lives comfortable and stable.
Veldear's magic had evolved solely toward destruction and slaughter.

It's absolutely unacceptable.
But I was only the Family Head in name; I had no power to stop them.
There is a way to stop them precisely, but if I revealed my cards too early, I might not be standing before my master now.

"But Veldear is even more cruel and worthless."
"What exactly did you see in there to make you say that, Ei?"
"Would you believe me if I told you they created traps that gather people together and blow them up all at once with explosion magic, Master?"

My master's eyes widened at my words.

"Or that they shatter the earth and use the fragments to tear people's bodies to shreds?"
"How can you say such terrible things?"
"Because even more cruel things are being created inside Veldear, and they're about to be put into practical use."

In this situation, fortunately, I have a secret technique to stop them.
Of course, it's not an ordinary method and will put tremendous strain on my body.

"I need to join forces with you to stop them."
"...Are you saying you have a way?"
"Yes."

Actually, I found the hint in a book my mother gave me, which I hadn't read properly as a child because I didn't know magic then.
The special ability, the Authority, given to the Family Head of Veldear.
A detailed explanation was recorded in the book my mother gave me, and I've already tested it.

"They didn't serve me as Family Head for nothing."
"It's too dangerous."
"But if we don't act, Master will die. And next will be the Rise Empire, with the Aris family first in line."

Because Meina Aris, who led the effort to eliminate Veldear in the past, belongs to that family.
My master sighed at my words.
He knows I don't say such things lightly.
But he looked afraid that I might disappear before his eyes.

After all, to my master, I was a precious person he had finally found after nearly ten years.

"I can't leave yet."

Even if he tried to take me by force, I'm not someone who would be dragged away.

"Sigh. I don't know why you've become so stubborn."

My master looked perplexed.
At that moment, a voice from outside called, "Are you there, Duke Aris, Your Excellency?" and I startled, turning my gaze.
Since I couldn't let anyone see that I had met with the Rise delegation yet, I hurriedly pulled away from my master's embrace and concealed myself with invisibility magic.

"What is it?"
"A formal dinner has been prepared for the delegation members, and I've come to escort you."
"I know and will be there shortly. Don't worry about me."
"Yes, I'll relay that message."

Regret lingered in my master's eyes as our conversation remained unfinished.
I grabbed his shoulder as he was about to leave, revealed myself, and shared a deep kiss before he departed.

"See you later."
"...All right."

My master left the room, turning his back to me.
Several hours have passed since I last saw him, bringing us to the present.

"Hmm, I wonder. Perhaps they're preparing revenge against the world."

The Erhent Emperor showed a contemplative look, saying "Hmm" after hearing Meina's words.
In truth, what Veldear is doing now is strictly confidential, so even the Emperor probably doesn't know much.

"Veldear told us Erhent that they would create a world for Erhent."

However, the Emperor seemed to have some idea of what Veldear was planning.
He must have glimpsed their methods through the previous revolutionary process.

"Specifically targeting your empire, Rise."
"Have you heard how they plan to subjugate it?"
"I'm ashamed to say I haven't."
"There's no need to be ashamed. Our cute daughter must have seen and heard quite a lot inside. Right, Ei?"

I thought I had hidden myself well, but my body flinched when my name came from my master's lips.

"Ei, come out now. If you do, I'll overlook the fact that you recklessly entered a dangerous place. If you don't, you'll be beaten to death by me later at Aris Castle."

This is really unbearable.
When I dispelled my concealment magic, the Erhent Emperor startled at the sight of me.

"The M-Meliar Family Head? How can the Family Head be the daughter of Duke Aris? What does this mean?"
"Well, isn't a child born of the heart still a child?"

Meina smiled amusedly at the Emperor's reaction.

"So, can you tell us what you saw inside? This master doesn't believe that our capable and intelligent daughter just played around as the Family Head of a founding family that conquered an empire."

Ignoring the Emperor's reaction, she made her request to me.

"You really know me too well."
"I did raise at least one disciple properly."
"I'll explain while showing you this book. It's a technical manual containing some of Veldear's latest combat magic research."

I took out the book I had been looking at earlier from inside my clothes and handed it to the two of them.
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Everyone in the room fell silent after hearing my words.
They were all shocked at how technology developed for human convenience was being so terribly misused.
The Emperor realized these people had gone too far, developing mass-killing magic that magic users had implicitly avoided for so long.

"Those crazy bastards......"

That was the only comment Meina made as she put down the book.
Yet those few words carried meanings too numerous to express.
How long had it been since I'd seen such fire in her eyes?

"I understand their resentment, but using magic like this for revenge against the world?"

Meina was furious at the atrocities committed by those who once led magical development in the Rise Empire.

"I've been too careless."

The Emperor's expression was deeply troubled.
He might have known they weren't ordinary people when they attempted rebellion, but he clearly never imagined they would do something like this.
Mass-killing magic had been intentionally avoided by everyone since witnessing its horrific consequences during the great war against demon-kind, triggered by a Veldear in the past.

"In truth, even you would have had difficulty discovering this."

Meina said this and then fell silent for a long while.
I wondered if it was fortunate that making a deal had become a foregone conclusion.

"Then I shall simply keep my mouth shut about this matter."

With those final words, the Emperor rose from his seat and left the reception room.

Some time passed after that.
Meina, who had been furious, seemed to have calmed her emotions somewhat as she let out a long sigh.
Then she reached out and pulled me into her arms.

"Ah, I've missed this feeling."

I was suddenly drawn into her embrace and found myself lying across her lap.
As I tried to look up, Meina placed her hand on my head.

"Ei, what were you thinking, running off on your own like that?"
"Ah......"
"Do you know how worried I was? Didn't it occur to you that if I needed your help, I would have called for you in the first place?"

Her hand stroking my head suddenly applied pressure.
Despite being a mage, she was born an Aris, and her genetic strength hadn't disappeared—my head throbbed with pain.

"That hurts."
"It's supposed to hurt. After making me worry so much, a little pain isn't unreasonable, is it?"

But she couldn't keep me there for long.
Meina sighed and said, "Get up," lifting me from her lap.

"You've been out for quite a while, haven't you?"
"Yes."
"You should go back now. If you don't return, those perceptive fellows might become suspicious."

I had wanted to see my master's face once more before leaving.
But under the circumstances, I had no choice.

"I understand."

With reluctance, I left the Imperial Palace and headed back to the Meliar mansion.

*     *     *

When I returned, the mansion was in an uproar over the news that Meina Aris had come as an envoy.
The Veldear people were all anxious about what Aris might do to them, and the servants were walking on eggshells, watching their masters' moods.
I had chosen this place simply to annoy Baek-atin, but now even my four maids who genuinely followed me were affected.

"Where have you been, Master......"

I welcomed Bella, whose frame was even smaller than mine, into my arms as I entered the room.
Besides my four maids, two other maids were cleaning the room.
There was also tea on the table that I hadn't seen before.

"Who are those two?"
"They were sent by the Chief Mage, they said."

Four maids was already more than necessary, so why add two more?
Did they need people to monitor me?

Additionally, these two didn't seem to be in a slave contract but rather simple employment, as I couldn't sense the mana typically felt from slave contracts.
They must have learned from previous experience.
Presenting slaves before me wasn't a particularly good choice.

"Hmm, I'm uncomfortable having things that aren't mine in my room."

The two women flinched momentarily.

"We'll leave right away. We're sorry, Master."
"I'd appreciate if you'd clear out quickly."

The two unnamed maids hurriedly left my room.
However, the tea they had brought remained in place.
Curious, I reached toward it with my fingertips and sensed faint mana emanating from the tea.

"Who would... No, I think I know."

But dealing with the tea could wait.
I had more pressing matters to attend to.

Soon, the Meliar mansion would be stormed by the elites of Aris and the Rise Empire.
Meina's order would likely be to kill everyone except me, so I needed to help those I wanted to save escape from this castle beforehand.

"What should we do?"
"Leave it for now. We have other things to do first."

I took out a magic pouch from inside my coat and handed it to them.

"What is this?"
"I want all of you to go to your rooms right now and pack all your belongings. But don't let anyone else know."
"What?"
"I'll explain later. We don't have time."

The reason I had two pouches was because the other space bags belonged to Merian and Illemina.
While I would be spared since everyone knew my face, the others were the problem.
Especially the children who might become future Veldears—they were the biggest concern.
Just because they knew nothing didn't mean the blades would spare them.

"So now—"
"Family Head. There's a visitor looking for you. Wait, you can't just barge in...!"

A voice from outside sounded unusual.
As I was about to push the maids aside to open the door myself, the door to the Family Head's room opened.

"You......"
"He sent me."

The person who entered was my mother, who might actually be the true head of this family.
But why, how could she enter this place?
Surely the Veldear people would recognize her face.

"I apologize, Family Head. I told her she couldn't come in and should wait in the reception room, but she insisted on coming all the way here......"
"It's fine. If the Emperor sent her, what can I do? You may go."

After dismissing the butler, I led her into the room.
I had many questions for my mother, but with the impending conflict, I simply couldn't ask them now.

"What would you like me to do?"
"......Please wait for now."

My priority was to get my people out first.
Still, I was grateful.
The Emperor had thoughtfully sent her, giving me someone to entrust these people to.

"I understand."
"Don't just stand there, please sit here."
"Thank you."

However, seeing her lifeless eyes pained my heart.
The mother I knew wouldn't have such dull, vacant eyes.

"Everyone, pack your things, and if you see Merian, please tell him to come to me."
"Yes, Master."

The four maids quickly left the room.
As the door closed, I was left alone with my mother.
I had tried not to ask, but...

"Excuse me......"
"Yes, what is it?"
"Do you not recognize me?"

Out of longing and desire, I cautiously asked her.
Predictably, her answer was painfully cold to me.

"Aren't you the returned Family Head of the Meliar family?"

My heart ached.
This was why I hadn't wanted to ask.

"May I hug you just once?"

Well, it doesn't matter if she doesn't remember.
We can create new memories from now on.

Even if it won't be the bond between mother and daughter.

"Normally I would refuse, but you don't seem dangerous, so I'll allow it."
"No, I spoke nonsense. Please forget what I just asked."

I bit my lip hard.

Anyway, I just needed to pass this to Merian.
How long had I been waiting for him?
"Family Head, I'm here," the child said, and I quickly told him to come in.

"What is it?"
"Merian, listen carefully. You need to pack your things and leave this castle with Illemina right now."
"What?"
"You'll understand why later, but for now, could you just follow my instructions without asking questions?"

He nodded with a confused expression.

"Pack your things and come to my room. Bring Illemina with you too."
"I-I understand."

I wondered how this child would react if he knew that everyone he knew would be killed tonight.
A streak of anxiety suddenly crossed my mind.
That the sister who was the Family Head was planning to betray the entire family.

'No, it's not betrayal.'

After all, I came here to destroy this place for revenge.

"Your name was Lily, wasn't it?"

After sending Merian away with the pouch in his hand, I called her by the name the Emperor had used.
Setting aside my personal feelings, I needed to focus on my task.

"I have a favor to ask of you."

I took out a scroll that Meina had given me some time ago and handed it to her.
Even without her memories, she must know how to use scrolls from her time as a maid.

"Soon, the people I gave the space bags to will return. Please take them to a safe place."

The destination was quite far, but she could take them there later.
I had charged it with mana, so there should be no problem using it.

"Yes. I'll do that."

The maids who had left earlier returned to the room, having packed all their belongings.
That's when it happened.

"Kyaaaah-!"

An unexplained scream echoed faintly through the corridor.
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The Family Head's room.
In that place now empty except for the platinum-haired woman, she who had long been called Lily was staring vacantly at the surroundings.

"Nothing has changed."

A quiet murmur escaped her lips.
Her once hazy eyes had regained their vitality, and she was calmly surveying the room.

Everything was the opposite of what she had seen in her childhood.
Unlike a room filled with books, this one had half of it arranged as a bedroom, seemingly meant for pleasure, which filled her with disgust.
She could easily guess why.

A memory from the past suddenly surfaced.
A day when the castle was unusually busy.
A time when she, raised in a greenhouse environment, didn't understand the situation.

*Mother? What's happening?*
*Listen carefully, my daughter Amelia. From now on, you must leave this castle and hide yourself as far away as possible.*
*What?*

Simultaneously, the image of her daughter—whom she had been forced to send away from her embrace as a child—seeking her arms overlapped before her eyes.
The heartbreaking feeling of a mother who had to send her daughter away while speaking those words, whose meaning she hadn't fully understood then, was coming alive again with that memory.
It must have been a long yearning...

In fact, until recently, she had no memories of herself.
One day she woke up, and believing those who introduced themselves as Veldear had rescued her from somewhere she had collapsed, she accepted their offer to work in this castle rather than face the harsh outside world.
Then she was taken to the Imperial Palace after catching the Emperor's eye, and there she encountered her daughter, whose face she hadn't recognized at the time.

That's when she regained her memories.
Serin wouldn't have known.
That influenced by her mana, her mother had recovered her lost memories.

But she didn't show it.
She didn't want to give the child, who must have come with firm resolve, any reason to depend on her that would inevitably expose them.

"You're late."

Four women return to the Family Head's room.
She glances at the familiar faces and extends her hand forward.

"Now is not the time to pretend you know me."

The four maids express their surprise through their eyes as they find themselves unable to speak.
Amelia had used magic to seal all their mouths, preventing unnecessary words.

"If things go wrong, she will be very sad."

Though they couldn't use magic themselves, they had seen plenty of it within this family.
Despite wanting to say something about Amelia's overwhelming magical skill...

"I'll have to find the children myself."

With a puff of smoke, the five people vanished, leaving only silence filling the room.

*

"Elder!"

The first thing that caught my eye was the old elder sitting dead in his chair.
Someone of his rank would have had extraordinary magical skills, yet the only trace of resistance in the room was a scorched wall.
It seemed he had died instantly after casting just one spell...
I felt a shiver run through my body at the thought of the uncle's tremendous skill.

"Take care of the Family Head first and clean this up!"
"Y-yes!"

At the voice of an unknown old man, everyone turned their attention to me.
Meina's request was to eliminate the highest-ranking person in this family.

This was a declaration.
Meina's message that she was beginning the final elimination of the Veldear.
And since she had now come to the Erhent Empire as an envoy, the Veldear knew it too—their expressions were more serious than anyone else's.

"Family Head, please return to your room quickly."

Others approached me, urging me to move quickly.
Though their intentions were obvious, I followed their words and began walking.
I needed to quickly separate from them to avoid any possible mishaps in this place that would soon become a sea of fire.

"Wait."

But just as I was about to escape, a voice called out to me from behind.

"Chief Mage?"
"A research document has disappeared. The mansion's blueprint is missing, and you weren't invited to meet the Rise Empire's delegation, and just now the Elder was killed by an unidentified skilled person."

His accusatory voice reached my ears.

"All these incidents happened after the Family Head returned."

A high-level binding magic circle unfolds on the floor to restrain me.
Looking at the magic prepared to activate with just a bit of mana, I hear Baek-atin say, "Please answer, Family Head."

"Until now it was just suspicion, but with this incident, I have to ask if you really know nothing."

I almost laugh at his obvious intention to pressure me.
If he was going to reveal his true colors so quickly, why did he treat me as Family Head all this time?
Before I had adapted to Veldear, they could have put me to sleep with powerful magic and used me as a baby factory.

"After all, the Family Head maintained a very close master-disciple relationship with that Meina Aris."

Certainly, as he said, I hadn't returned to the family with pure intentions.
It was something I did wanting to protect my master, and I infiltrated against her wishes because I was confident I could do it.

"If I say I don't know anything, would you believe me?"

A critical moment.
The air grows heavy as we face a murder scene.

"Actually, you didn't find me with pure intentions either, did you? No matter what I say, you never intended to respond properly, right?"
"I'm sorry you felt that way."
"Of course I did. Zeon Erhent was spreading it everywhere. Return quietly to the family and produce heirs, he said."

Magic rises in my hand.
The original plan was to neutralize Veldear when Meina entered and escape with my master.
But now that they no longer hide their ambitions, the original plan must be discarded.

"I really didn't want to associate with such pathetic people, but my master was clearly heading somewhere she'd die if she didn't have a knife at her throat. As someone who's practically her daughter."

Crash!
I bend my knee, place my hand on the floor, and destroy the magic circle.
At Baek-atin's command "Capture her!" everyone hesitates.

"Damn it!"

As everyone is confused by the order to attack someone they had been revering as Family Head, Baek-atin unfolds several magic circles, clearly showing his hostility toward me.
Despite voices around us saying "Chief Mage, Family Head, please stop!" neither of us hear them.
Each spell would blow away at least part of me if it hit, and I stare at him.
As he infuses mana into his magic circles, I scatter mana and reverse-calculate all his spells, completely shattering them.

"Where do you think you're going, rookie!"

With those words, I spring forward.
What I learned from Meina was magic, but what my previous life taught me were survival skills.
Thinking I would respond with magic, momentary confusion flashes in Baek-atin's eyes.

"Where do you think you're escaping to."

As he tries to leap backward upon seeing me suddenly charging at him, I reach forward and interfere with his mana flow for the first time.
"Kuhek-!"
As his mana flow is disrupted and he lets out a painful groan, I stab his chest with a dagger formed from mana.

At the same time, the backlash from recklessly interfering with another's mana hits me.
I can use the authority as Family Head, but there's no way there wouldn't be a price for such an overwhelming advantage.
My mana circuit experiences some strain, but I don't show it as I vividly feel human flesh tearing on my blade once again.

Blood splatters on my face and body.
Part of the Family Head's pure white pants turns red.

But I don't stop there.
Knowing that simply stabbing someone won't kill them, I twist the dagger in his chest.

"I didn't like you from the first time I saw you."

As I pull out the knife, his body loses strength and collapses to the side.
Seeing the mana within him scatter around, I wonder if he's finally come to his senses.

"Everyone, follow the Chief Mage's orders and arrest that woman-"

But it was already too late.
Since there was no one here who could follow me through spatial magic, I quickly escaped the scene via spatial movement and headed straight to my room.
If they hadn't escaped yet, I couldn't guarantee the safety of those who had been friendly with me now that things had gone wrong.

Fortunately, the room was empty.
Given what I had provided them, they must have escaped well on their own.
Especially someone smart enough to catch the Emperor's eye and be given to him as a gift would have handled the aftermath well.

Now, I'm the problem.

"Release it quickly-!"
"Elder! Something terrible has happened! Rise is invading!"
"What?"

The timing is good.
Perhaps they were waiting for me to cause trouble within Veldear.

I can feel powerful spatial sealing magic being released in real time.
But I've already left the room.
From the castle rooftop, I look down to see the elite joint forces of Aris and Rise surrounding the castle.

Meina must have been waiting for something to happen inside the castle.
However, there's a grand principle in the extermination of Veldear:
When punishing those who don't carry Veldear blood, proper procedures must be followed.

That's why mass slaughter magic can't be used.
This is also why some Veldear members escaped.

"Everyone enter! Quickly!"

I see the allied forces rushing into the castle from below.
Now I must do my part.

I extend my hand forward.
As Family Head, I can sense the mana of those belonging to Veldear.

My plan is to sacrifice myself to destroy Veldear completely and protect my precious person.

It's time to hit those Veldear bastards who were trying to resist with magic from behind.

"This is the end."

As I say this and interfere with their mana, I feel my mana circuit instantly overloading.

At the same time, my time stops.
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Time, which had momentarily stopped, began to flow again.
My body refused to obey my control, swaying before losing balance and falling forward.
The pure mana that had always filled my body so powerfully was nowhere to be felt.

I needed to protect myself with magic, but the magic circuits that had burned along with the excessive mana—far too much to handle even with Mana Burn—now caused me nothing but pain.
The circuits that once allowed me to cast any spell by pouring in massive amounts of mana now informed me through excruciating pain throughout my body that they could no longer function.

In other words, I was going to fall to my death.

*At least I was happy in the end.*

I closed my eyes.
They say those who die by burning mana don't leave intact remains but turn to dust scattered across the world. Was that true?
How sad would Meina be if she saw my corpse?

Contrary to my wish that she wouldn't see it, someone caught my body and safely lowered me to the ground.
Through my dimming vision, I saw Meina's crying face—an expression I'd never seen before.

"No, Ei..."

She seemed to be saying something, but I couldn't hear it.
As I was fading, I wanted to hold Meina's hand one last time, but my body wouldn't move.
I felt someone's tears on my face.

Still, I had no regrets.
My life hadn't been stained with blood, and I could meet my end in the arms of the person I loved.
With that thought, my consciousness faded and my life came to an end.

*

"The request has been completed."

Meina heard the voice beside her and set down the teacup she had been drinking from.
The man to whom she had entrusted a dangerous mission stood beside her, looking directly at her.

"The child you told me to watch is still inside that castle."
"What, are you worried about me?"
"I'm just informing you."

Meina let out a small sigh at his words.
After Ei had shown her the documents she'd secretly obtained, Meina had to admit it.
To subdue Veldear without casualties, Ei's help was absolutely essential.

Veldear had thoroughly prepared to take revenge on the world.
Even she, who had been the chief responsible for completely eliminating Veldear within Rise in the past, couldn't guarantee victory without casualties.

That's why Meina's inner concerns grew deeper.
How could she safely protect Ei while ending the ill-fated connection with Veldear without anyone's sacrifice?

"I'll be going now."

Click.
Something was placed on the table.
Looking at the bracelet with obvious signs of modification, Meina could immediately guess who had made it.

"How was Ei?"

Judging by the traces of magical design, there was only one person who could have made this.

"Tell her that she was helpful in completing the request. If you're going to strike, you should go soon. That mansion was by no means a safe environment."

Meina shook her head at Jade's words.
His response seemed too emotionless.
He had always been that kind of person, though.

His figure disappeared through the open doorway.
It was time to start moving.

To break the final ill-fated connection.
And for Ei, who had gone into that dangerous place alone.

"All units, commence the operation now."

At Meina's command, the allied forces who had finished preparations and were waiting moved with a single objective.
To break the long-standing ill fate with Veldear.
As she had to stand at the forefront of the formation for the great magical battle, she tried to hide her nervousness before the battle she was fighting after such a long time.

"Deployment complete according to the operation formation."
"Stand by. Theo, Ariel."

She called the names of the two people who would rescue Ei.
Seeing them nod, she was about to teleport them to their predetermined positions.

"Dean, over there!"

At that moment, Ariel's urgent voice rang out, as if she had seen something.
At the end of the direction Ariel was pointing, someone was standing on top of a tower.
Someone with mana very similar to Ei's.

"It's Ei!"

Ariel's urgent voice, recognizing her, rang out.
She was clearly about to do something.
Whatever it was, Meina felt she had to stop it.

Instinctively, before even receiving orders, Ariel rode the wind and soared upward.
As Ei stretched her hand forward, a massive flow of mana swirled around her.

"Damn it! Start the operation right now!"

The situation was rapidly deteriorating.
At Theo's voice, the allied forces who had completed preparations all began advancing toward Veldear Castle.

Simultaneously, Theo launched himself to the frontline before he could even use his teleportation magic.
Seeing her nephew's actions, Meina quickly gathered her wits and deployed large-scale magic to dispel the defensive magic surrounding the castle's outermost wall.
The Imperial Palace mages she had personally selected supported her.

However, the dispelling magic would never be activated.
They had started the operation early to prevent Ei from sacrificing herself, but even that wasn't soon enough.
A powerful flow of mana had already struck the entire defensive magic surrounding Veldear Castle.

"No!"

As the defensive magic shattered, an enormous amount of mana swirling around one person turned into Mana Burn and was instantly incinerated.
For an ordinary person, burning all their mana would simultaneously burn their life with the backflow of magical power.

"Ei!"

The woman standing on the tower swayed from side to side before losing balance and falling forward.
The smoke rising from beside her body indicated that her breath was already fading.

The head of Veldear.
Clinging to a thread of hope in her magical resistance, which was on a different level from ordinary mages, Meina immediately launched herself with spatial movement.
Without any means to descend to the ground.

"It's dangerous!"

Ariel's wind wrapped around Meina and Ei's bodies.
It safely lowered them without colliding with the ground, but tears that had never been seen before welled up in Meina's eyes as she felt Ei's faint breath.

"No, Ei. Ei, no, this can't be happening!"

Only the slight rise and fall of her chest indicated that she was still alive.

"That's why I told you not to do it. No one wanted this..."

Meina's cries were drowned out by the screams around her.
Ariel, who had hurriedly followed her, collapsed upon seeing Ei's condition, and even Theo felt his heart sink.
The greatsword Theo had been holding fell from his hand to the ground.

"We did all this to save you, what are we supposed to do if you die..."

Ei's lips quivered.
As Meina grabbed her hand, Ei's head fell to the side.
At the same moment, her body began turning to ash from the fingertips, carried away by the wind.

"This can't be happening..."

This was never the situation she had wanted.
She had wanted to save Ei, but everything had turned out as if it were her fault.

Everything was going well, so why did you throw away your life like this, Ei...

"Your Excellency. The operation was successful."

Hearing the commander's voice beside her, she turned her head.
Seeing the clothes remaining in her arms, a flash of surprise crossed his face.

"...Those identified with Veldear's mana are being eliminated without casualties."
"...That's how it must be."

No casualties, he said.
The greatest casualty was right here in her arms.

In war, the value of human life is often disregarded.
Though this was hardly a war—more like a joint subjugation operation—human lives were still frequently undervalued.

Meina folded Ei's clothes, gathered her shoes, and slowly rose to her feet.

"Your Excellency, we'll take care of the rest."
"...Dean, you should return first."

Hearing Theo and Ariel's words, Meina slowly began walking.
With feet that felt like lead, she tried to head outside the castle.

"Dean!"

At that moment, an urgent voice called from behind her, making her look up.

"She has Veldear's mana."

Theo raised his sword again, pointing it at the platinum-blonde woman blocking Meina's path, protecting her.
The woman silently staring at her.
Seeing Amelia, Meina felt a moment of déjà vu.

"You are...?"

At that moment, as the woman's hand moved to the left, Theo ignited flames on his sword, darted forward, scraped the ground, and swung upward.
However, his attack never reached Amelia.

"Ugh...!"

Seeing Theo bound in midair, Ariel also raised her magical power as if to begin combat.
However, Meina's raised hand stopped Ariel.

"She's not an enemy."

Though she didn't know why this person had appeared here now, Meina could see it.
The sorrow etched on her face as well.

"You... I said I felt Veldear's mana from you when I first saw you..."

She spoke, recalling what she had heard from the Emperor.
Instead of answering, Amelia nodded and released the magic binding Theo.

"W-who is she?"
"Ei's... I mean, Serin's mother."
"...What?"

Shock spread across Ariel's face at Meina's words.
Ei had definitely said her parents were dead.

But the shock didn't end there.

"To save her, I need your help."

Everyone froze at Amelia's words.

"Especially you, Meina Aris. I have a favor to ask of you."
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"Is there a way to save her?"

Without anyone prompting him, a mixture of anger and hope simultaneously flashed across Theo's face.
In response to Theo's question, Amelia slowly nodded.
But her next words completely transformed Theo's momentary hope into pure rage.

"If those words are lies, I will never let it go."
"However, it seems impossible right now. They won't open the path to someone blinded by anger."

To someone who has lost something precious, dangling hope like this often provokes tremendous anger.
Theo, whose combat skills had improved significantly through his training with Ei, instantly leaped forward.

During their first meeting, she had been prepared to face another Veldear, but unable to cast her binding spell, she hastily deployed a magical barrier in front of her.
However, when Theo's sword met the barrier, it shattered helplessly before his overwhelming strength.

"Theo, stop it."
"......"

But Theo's attack ceased at Meina's touch.
Only when the flames on his sword died down did Ariel, who had regained her composure, ask:

"Who are 'they' that you're referring to?"
"Do you know about a race that disappeared from the world long ago?"
"Long ago...?"
"Well, long ago in human terms, at least."

At Amelia's words, Meina, who had been clutching Ei's clothes tightly, suddenly looked surprised as if something had crossed her mind.

"High Elves......"
"You know quite a lot."
"I heard about them when I was learning magic from my master as a child. But I heard they disappeared after passing down magic to the human world. Are you saying you know them?"

Amelia nodded.
At this, Meina's seemingly dead heart began to beat faster again.

Bringing back the dead is impossible.
But there is only one race.
Only one race that receives the world's blessing and transfers to a new body when their physical lifespan ends.

"But as you are now, approaching their domain would cost you your lives. Except for one person."

Amelia raised her hand and extended her index finger.
She pointed at the one person who appeared to be struggling to contain his anger—Theo Aris.
Meina and Ariel looked at Theo as her finger indicated him.

"I mean you, the one who tried to attack me."

A hint of surprise joined the anger on Theo's face.
How could he, someone who had never studied magic, be the only one able to face a race known as masters of magic?

".....I've never learned any magic, so how can I be the one to face them?"
"Because you've already mixed your mana with a High Elf."
"What?"
"But not now. Your anger must cool, and you must endure despair and waiting. That place must be filled with pure feelings for the subject."

Simultaneously, Amelia's body began to be enveloped in light as if about to disappear.
Theo, realizing she was about to vanish, quickly shouted "Wait!" but Amelia's final words, wrapped in light, were only that she would return when the time was right.
Theo couldn't stop her from disappearing.

"How can you just say such cryptic things and vanish......"

Overwhelmed by the despair of losing Ei, the hope that she could be saved, and the frustration of not knowing when that might be possible, Theo Aris collapsed onto the blood-stained stone floor.

*    *    *

After the successful annihilation of the Veldears, time continued to flow relentlessly.
The seasons changed, covering the Aris territory in white before melting the snow to breathe life into the earth. It was the time when crops were beginning to grow with a green hue in the enriched soil.

"Family Head."

Theo, who had been mindlessly organizing documents, looked up.
Seeing his father instead of the retainer who had been there moments ago, Theo quickly rose from his seat.

"Father."
"Is the work manageable?"
"......Yes."
"You're doing the work so well that this old man has nothing to do and feels restless."

In reality, Theo's eyes were deeply sunken.
Of course, the strength deep within those eyes still unconsciously intimidated anyone who looked at him.
Ironically, the person standing before him looked like he might collapse at any moment.

"I heard you didn't sleep last night."
"......I apologize."
"You should know better than to neglect self-care. How can you function like this?"

Of course, Carlyle knew why his son was acting this way.
That woman who died in the final annihilation of the Veldears.

Ei, was it?
Carlyle had also experienced losing someone he loved.
When he lost his wife to illness, he too had stopped eating and doing anything. How much more painful must it be when someone sacrifices themselves to save everyone?

"I'm sorry."
"I'll take care of the remaining work, so go get some rest. I'm worried you might collapse."
"No, there's not much left—"
"Son, it's not that I don't understand your grief. I'm truly afraid you're going to collapse."

Perhaps it would have been better if it had ended there.
The pain of losing a loved one eventually heals with time.
He had experienced it himself, and his son, being who he was, might have eventually overcome it too.

But there was supposedly a way for that girl to live again.
Having to wait indefinitely until an unknown time was a different kind of torture than letting go completely.

Knowing this, Carlyle couldn't bring himself to scold Theo for neglecting himself and focusing solely on work.
He understood that immersing himself in work was the only way to endure this terrible torture.
That's why he trusted and waited for his son, even when he submitted a leave of absence from the academy, abandoned his training, and devoted all his time to managing the territory.

But today, Theo's condition looked so poor that he couldn't help but say something.

"Then I'll go rest for a while."
"Good. Get some sleep, eat the meals you've been skipping, and take a walk. This is an order from a father to his son."
"Yes."
"And you should know that Ariel came to see you today, but I sent her away. She'll probably come back in a couple of days."

Theo nodded and rose from his desk.
It felt awkward without Ei, who would normally have been reading magic books in the office and then scurrying to his side.
Though they had spent what couldn't be considered a long time together in the grand scheme of his life, everything felt strange and unpleasant without her.

"Sigh."

Back in his room, Theo stared at the small bed Ei used to use before lying down on his own bed.
Bright sunlight shone in his eyes, but Theo forced himself to close his eyes and try to sleep.

"Does lying there like that help you sleep, Theo?"

At that moment, a woman's voice came from beside him. When he turned his head, he saw his sister Leana looking at him with a sigh.

"When did you get here?"
"Just now. Father said you'd probably just be lying in bed with a blanket, so he told me to check on you."
"Now that you've drawn the curtains, you can go do your work."
"Did you love her that much, Theo?"

Leana let out a long sigh as she looked at her brother's lifeless appearance.
She shook her head, wondering why men always seemed to live and die for women.
She just wished he would come to his senses and return to his position soon.

"Theo, you have many people depending on you, not just her. Don't forget that."

With those words, Leana left the room.
Many people depending on me, huh.

But among them, Theo wondered if there was anyone who had given new meaning to his life when he wanted to die.
No.
Theo believed that none of them had given him a reason to live.
Only Ei had done that.

She had started as a shadow, but eventually grew to proudly take her place by his side.
What was that pure heart that Amelia mentioned, and why did he have to wait through this long time again?
If he could save her right now, he would do anything.

*If I could just meet her again...*

He would ask Amelia once more what that pure heart meant.

Just as Theo was about to close his eyes thinking of her:

"I'm sorry. I've kept you waiting too long."

Hearing that unforgettable voice, Theo opened his eyes and sat up. Despite the drawn curtains, the room was bright with light.

"You......"
"Theo Aris was your name, correct?"

Looking at her, Theo's first thought was not anger but relief.
Relief that the time he had waited hadn't been in vain.

"I'm sorry. Until now, the path to them couldn't be opened, so there was nothing I could do."

Theo pressed his lips tightly together.
As she had said before, when he was consumed by anger, he couldn't see anything. But looking at her now, he had an intuition.
The intuition that to save Ei, he needed to follow this woman's words.

At the same time, he remembered what she had said in the past when she was with him, Meina, and Ariel.
That she had something to ask of them.

"To save that child, we need something that was part of her, and her mana."

Rising from the bed, Theo quickly got out, hastily put on just his coat, and ran out of the castle.
To find the one person who could provide answers.

Ch.138 - A Favor To Ask Of You (5)
"Meina!"

Theo was so excited that he forgot to address her formally as "Your Excellency" as he usually did.
Meina was quite surprised by Theo's sudden intrusion during her lecture, but since there was only one thing that could make such a composed person this agitated, she was about to pause the lecture to hear him out.

"She's-."

Meina's expression momentarily showed shock as she watched Theo collapse. She knew he had been overworking himself lately, but she hadn't paid much attention since she needed to maintain her own daily life.
Just how much had he been pushing himself?

"Sigh......"

Deciding that the remaining lecture would have to be continued another time, Meina had no choice but to dismiss all the students.
All except Ariel, who could help her due to their personal relationship.

*     *     *

"Phew."

After struggling to move Theo onto the bed that Ei once used, Meina let out a small sigh.
She could roughly guess why he had rushed over so urgently, but seeing her nephew push himself to the point of collapse out of dedication to his work filled her with frustration.
If she knew he was abusing himself like this to forget his sense of loss, she wouldn't be happy about it.

*I can't help it.*

Meina recalled Carlyle's behavior in the past.
Like father, like son—Theo was acting exactly the same way Carlyle had when he lost his wife.
How hard it had been to bring that man back to his senses.

"Oh my, look at those dark circles......"

Ariel sighed deeply, pained by Theo's appearance.
She had been worried since she hadn't seen him lately, and now she understood why the former Family Head of Aris had prevented anyone from meeting Theo.
Just how much emotional suffering had he endured?

"Still, if he came out after staying away for so long, there must be a good reason, right?"

Meina nodded at Ariel's words.
She still couldn't forget it.
The excited expression on the face of someone who had been living emotionlessly, just like in the old days before Ei's death.

"He'll tell us when he wakes up."

With those words, Meina left Ei's room and headed to the mansion's laboratory.
Opening a special storage container there, she found a small velvet box containing well-preserved samples of Ei's blood and artifacts imbued with her mana.
Magic stones were neatly placed inside.

Would these materials, kept for High Elf-related experiments through Veldear, be of any use?
Her eyes fell on the clothes Ei had worn at the moment of her death, placed next to the small velvet box.
These clothes were saturated with both Veldear's distinctive mana and Ei's mana due to the Mana Burn effect, so she had kept them.
They were also the first gift she had given to Ei.

She took out another specially crafted storage container with powerful preservation magic.
Meina placed items meant for Theo inside and closed the lid.
Would these truly be able to help him?

She let out a small sigh.
It had been half a year since losing the child she had accepted as family.
Her heart raced at the thought of being able to bring Ei back to life.
If she could, she would follow Theo and give her own life if necessary to bring Ei back.

After retrieving the box and returning to Ei's room, Meina carefully placed it on the table as she sat down beside the deeply sleeping Theo and noticed Ariel nodding off.

"Ariel."

Her body jerked in surprise.
Realizing she had dozed off, Ariel looked embarrassed as Meina gently told her to go home.

After sending Ariel away, Meina sat blankly in the room with just Theo, waiting for him to wake up.

A knock came from outside.
Gathering her scattered thoughts, she opened the door to find the butler, who rarely sought her out, saying, "Master, a messenger has arrived from the main castle," urging her to come outside.

"What's the matter?"
"Your Excellency. A powerful sealing magic has suddenly been placed on the Family Head's room, and they say Veldear's mana can be sensed from it."

She wondered what could be so urgent that they would send a messenger to summon her.
At the mention of Veldear's mana, Meina instantly knew she had arrived, and quickly followed the messenger to the castle, wearing only her coat.

"You're here, Big Sis."
"I heard something strange was placed in Theo's room."
"Isn't this your specialty, Big Sis?"

Arriving at Theo's room, Meina placed her hand on his door.
Though powerful, she judged the seal to be one she could break and calmly attempted to remove it.
However, she was met with a strong repelling force that prevented her from continuing.

"Ugh......"
"Everyone, stand back."

Carlyle ordered everyone around to step back, allowing her to focus entirely on the magic.
This was indeed magic worthy of the Veldear Family Head.
Even she, unmatched in spatial and sealing magic throughout the Empire, was having some difficulty.

She wondered what could be so important that it required such powerful magic to protect.
Meina attempted to break the seal with both curiosity and questions in mind.
If the magic was this powerful, something equally important must be inside.

"Carlyle, you step back too."
"Yes, Big Sis."

With even the Family Head stepping back, Meina concentrated the castle's defensive magic in this spot and tried once more to break the seal.
Though a powerful repelling force tried to push her away, with the help of the defensive magic, her magical affinity, and her own resistance, Meina forcibly broke through the sealing magic.

"I knew you were a capable magic user, but I didn't realize you were this skilled."

She felt momentarily dizzy from the flood of powerful mana that followed.
When was the last time she had felt mana this deep, pure, and powerful?

"And your resistance to mana itself is quite substantial."

Seeing Amelia releasing her mana without any restraint, Meina bit her lower lip slightly to withstand this flood of mana.
If not for Ei, even she might have lost consciousness.
If she hadn't experienced this feeling once before, when manipulating Ei's mana to hide her Veldear identity from the world, she would have truly collapsed.

The voice flowing through the massive mana belonged to someone she had heard before.
As Meina broke through the sealing magic and opened the door, a wide-open magical portal greeted her first.

"This is......"

Upon entering the room, Meina was speechless at the sight of the portal.
Through the storm of mana, beyond the portal, was clearly the legendary Great Forest that had disappeared long ago.
The forest described in ancient books as the birthplace of life and magic, mysteriously portrayed as the dwelling place of High Elves, was right there beyond the portal.

"It's been a while, Meina Aris. Great mage praised by humans and enemy to all Veldears."

Amelia stood directly in front of the portal with her hands clasped together, as if guarding it, greeting Meina.

"The Great Forest...... it really exists?"

Meina had been skeptical even when she first heard that High Elves existed.
Even in books written quite some time ago, High Elves were treated as a race that had disappeared an indescribably long time ago after teaching magic to humans.
Moreover, their dwelling place, the Great Forest, could not be found by any adventurers who scoured the world.

If this had been a mere illusion, Meina would have dealt with Amelia on the spot.
But everything before her eyes was real.
The magic that opened the portal was at a level too high for humans to comprehend, and nothing about it could be interpreted as illusion magic.
Besides, as Ei's birth mother, this woman wouldn't lie about something like this.

"You're intelligent, but applying your standards of knowledge to them wouldn't be wise. Ignorance isn't a fault, but it's extremely dangerous."

Meina unconsciously reached out toward things that far transcended human concepts.
But Amelia's hand stopped her.

"You must not approach them. The blood on your hands was spilled using what was taught for peace."

Meina snapped back to her senses at Amelia's words.
While Meina had certainly used magic to benefit many people and contributed to saving lives, that was only from a human perspective.
Since the "them" Amelia referred to were High Elves, Meina herself would be someone the High Elves might consider worthy of death.

"But I'm not the only one with blood on my hands......"
"That's right. The man called Theo, who currently holds the only qualification to enter the High Elves' forest, also has much blood on his hands. But the means by which he spilled blood was through his own body and weapons, not magic. The premise itself is different from yours. And......"

Amelia let her final words trail off.
Meina knew that what followed would be additional conditions for Theo to approach Amelia, but she didn't bother to ask.
She wouldn't tell her anyway, and knowing wouldn't help right now.

"I'm curious about something."

Instead, Meina asked about something else.

"What exactly is this 'pure heart' you speak of, that makes someone wait like this?"

She voiced a question that had long been buried in her heart as she watched her suffering nephew.
Of course, she didn't expect an answer; she asked because of her nephew's painful state.
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"That's....."

Amelia trailed off.
Then she seemed to be contemplating her answer.

Meina abandoned hope, sensing that she wouldn't get a reply.

"Even if I wanted to explain, it's difficult to put into words....."

A slight crack appeared in Meina's expression.
If it simply took a long time to open the path, she would have to accept it, but if they had made her wait all this time because they were judging whether she was qualified, she was afraid of how she might react.
Of course, she didn't really think they would make someone wait so long for such a reason, but she couldn't know the truth.

"A mind that thinks purely of only one thing, without any distracting thoughts, toward something...."

Meina took a small breath in and out.
Believing her assumption was correct, she decided to stop thinking about it and instead looked at the gateway she couldn't cross, secretly examining the magic formulas connecting the gateway behind Amelia's back, contemplating what path she should take to save Ei.

Of course, the moment she crossed that door without permission, she would be in a dangerous position where her life couldn't be guaranteed by the High Elves.
But sending Theo alone to such a dangerous place carried too much risk.

"May I know when the qualified person will arrive?"

Meina, who had been wondering how to support Theo when he went to the High Elves' forest, let out a small sigh at her voice.
But she couldn't say anything.
She knew all too well how a mother's heart would be torn apart after witnessing her child's death.
Meina had experienced it once herself, so she understood the woman's current feelings very well.

"That child needs to recover right now."
"There's not much time...."
"I know. But we can't kill someone to save someone else."

Realizing she couldn't argue with that, Meina left the room without saying anything more to Amelia and firmly closed the door.
Carlyle, who had been waiting outside with a sword at his waist, gave her a look that suggested he had many questions when she emerged.
However, Meina didn't respond to his wishes and said, "I'm tired, I need to rest," as she passed him.

But contrary to her claim of being tired, Meina headed to her main laboratory.
The place filled with books, where she first began teaching Ei.
In the laboratory, which had become a mess without anyone to organize it, Meina quickly began recording what she had seen before she forgot.

Such as the coordinate values of the destination that the gateway was trying to conceal.

It didn't matter what magic was used to open the gateway.
If she knew the coordinates, she had sufficient means to open a gateway to anywhere in the world.

Books flew to her side in droves.
Most were books containing the geography of the world, as she intended to determine where that place was located in this world.
Though she had rarely ventured outside the empire in her life, she searched for the location of the High Elves using the accumulated knowledge of many people who had explored the world.

Amelia seemed to have told Theo that she could save Ei, but Meina knew things wouldn't be resolved so easily.
Especially since the High Elves, who were hostile to humans, wouldn't easily save Ei, who was on the human side.
They might try to interfere with all sorts of excuses, so she needed to be prepared.

While Meina was racking her brain to prepare for the threats that might be posed to Theo when she set foot in High Elf territory, Ariel, who had returned from the Imperial Palace, was watching over Theo at Meina's mansion in the imperial capital.
Being Meina Aris's home, nothing dangerous would happen if they stayed put, but seeing him lying there like that still worried her.

Ariel had also heard.
That Ei could be saved, but a waiting period was necessary.
But if the price was a person being broken like this, that wasn't welcome either.

"Theo....."

As she stared blankly at Theo, who was sleeping deeply despite someone being next to him, with a simple meal placed on the table beside her, Theo suddenly sat up, startling Ariel who rose to her feet. After briefly glancing at her, Theo carefully called out, "Ariel...?"

"You're awake?"
"Why am I here...?"
"Don't you remember? You rushed to the Dean and then collapsed because of some good news."
"Did I?"

Theo answered quietly, holding his head with his hand.
Then, as he tried to get up, Ariel was surprised and quickly tried to stop him, saying, "Rest a bit more."

"I can't. If I miss this opportunity, I don't know what will happen."
"You'll really die like that. You still look like you're about to collapse."
"...My life would have been gone long ago without Ei anyway."

His intense determination was palpable.
Ariel urged him to eat the meal on the table, which had already gone cold, before getting up.

"Theo."
"What?"
"Take this with you."

Finally giving up on stopping Theo, Ariel instead handed him a storage box that Meina had prepared for him.
From the ornate storage box with several preservation spells that looked very expensive, Theo could instinctively tell that it contained what she had mentioned.

"The Dean seems to have prepared this for you."
"Thank you."

However, before departing, he needed to speak with Meina, the only one who could help him.
Although Theo thought he hadn't recovered sufficiently, he couldn't sit still because of the feeling that if he missed this chance, he might never see Ei again.
Even though he knew he was pushing himself.

Leaving Meina's mansion, he immediately caught a passing carriage and headed to the capital's warp gate.
Then, passing through the gate, he entered the cold northern chill again and headed toward Aris Castle.

It's not too late yet, is it?
What if they've already left, thinking the time has come?
With these worries, Theo arrived at Meina's laboratory and carefully pressed the call button on the side.

The security magic on the door was released with a soft sound.
Entering her laboratory, which was rarely accessible even to Theo, he saw books scattered everywhere.
When Ei was around, it was always neat under her touch.

"You're up."
"Yes."
"Who gave you that?"
"Ariel..."

Meina let out a small sigh.
She had thought he would come back, but she had hoped someone would stop him and let him rest more.
Indeed, the world doesn't go as one wishes.

"Listen carefully, Theo."

But there still wasn't enough time.
She knew the location, but it would take at least three or four more days to design and create a gateway that could directly penetrate to that place.

The central great lake located on another continent beyond the frigid northern region designated as the empire's northern limit.
The adventures' records and the coordinates glimpsed from the gateway pointed to that location.
Being too far from Aris, the northernmost part of Rise, many materials were needed.

"If you leave now, I'll need at least three or four more days to prepare what I need to help you from behind."
"Yes."
"During that time, you won't be able to receive help from anyone if you're in danger."

At those words, Theo briefly thought of Amelia.
It was a thought that came to him because he had heard from Meina that she was Ei's birth mother, but realizing that she might prioritize her daughter's safety because of that very fact, he found himself nodding at Meina's words.

"Amelia as well."
"Didn't she come here to save Ei?"
"That's true, but."

Meina recalled the gateway to the Great Forest she had seen in the room in response to Theo's question.
If that gateway had been designed with Veldear's magic, specifically the most advanced design among human mages, she might have trusted Amelia a little, as Theo suggested.
But that gateway was clearly of a very different design from human ones.
It was in a format that even Meina, who had encountered numerous magics and many mages throughout her life, had never seen before.

"She's already in contact with the High Elves. If you head there alone, I don't know what might happen."

Because of this, she really didn't want to send Theo to a place where he couldn't trust anyone, but she had no choice because she didn't know what might happen if they didn't follow their instructions.

"If things go wrong, I'll try my best, so prioritize your safety as much as possible. Understand?"
"I will."
"I don't think I can see you off because I don't have time. I'm sorry, Theo."
"It's alright."
"Inside are Ei's blood and clothes, an artifact containing Ei's magic design, and mana stones filled with Ei's magical power."

At Meina's words, he lowered his gaze to look at the box.
Everything that belonged to Ei was inside.
Thinking about it that way, the weight of the box, which he had thought was a specially prepared container, felt somewhat different.
After all, holding this box was essentially the same as holding Ei in his arms.

"Be careful, Theo."
"I will."

After saying his final farewell to Meina, Theo made his way to his room where she would be waiting.
Then, encountering his father who was guarding in front of his room, preventing anyone from approaching, he greeted him with actions instead of words.

"Just like when you went to the Imperial Palace, make sure you accomplish what you desire."

That was all the encouragement his father gave.
But those words, which reminded him of when he successfully saved Ei from the crisis of execution, were the greatest strength for Theo.
His father stepped aside, and when Theo opened the door he had been guarding, he felt a flood of intense magical power engulfing his body.

"You've come, qualified one."

Theo stared at the gateway and swallowed.
Even for him, who had experienced many things as the heir to the Aris family, this was the first time he felt so nervous.

"Are you ready?"

Instead of answering, Theo nodded.
Still in his Aris uniform and holding the box, Theo moved toward the gateway following Amelia's guidance.
Then, feeling quite different from Meina's spatial transfer magic, he was enveloped in light.

A few seconds that felt like an eternity.
In the air with a high concentration of magical power, different from the northern cold, the first emotion Theo felt was that the air was too thick to breathe.
He felt uncomfortable with a sensation he had never experienced even when holding Ei, who had such strong magical power.
But if he felt discomfort already, he wouldn't be able to overcome any trials that might come his way.

Just as he was about to take his first step, suppressing his discomfort, he heard a "swoosh!" sound near his ear.
Simultaneously, he felt a strange sensation at the nape of his neck, and what Theo saw was his own back holding the box.

Before he could even set foot in the Great Forest, Theo's head had been severed.

Ch.140 - A Favor To Ask Of You (7)
I felt my consciousness fading away.
I never expected to lose my head the moment I entered...

"Get a hold of yourself!"

At that moment, I felt someone grabbing my shoulders and shaking me.

"Don't be deceived by the illusion, Theo Aris!"

As my blurred vision cleared, Theo could see again. Wondering what had just happened, he looked around to find the Great Forest he had first seen when crossing the gateway still in its place. His head, which he thought had fallen off, was still intact.

"Huff..."

Catching his breath, Theo thought to himself that this was an experience he never wanted to go through again.

An illusion of his head falling off.
And a high-level, extremely dangerous magic at that—one where he couldn't even recognize he was under an illusion. Most people wouldn't realize they were under such a spell until they died from the illusion or starved to death while suffering.

"Fortunately, you woke up quickly."

Amelia looked at Theo with relief as he regained his senses. She had been worried about what would happen if he couldn't escape the illusion due to human limitations.

"...Where is this?"
"Do you know about High Elves?"
"I know they're a race that disappeared in the past."
"This place where you are now is the dwelling of those High Elves, the legendary Great Forest that was thought to have vanished along with them."

Theo, clutching the box containing everything of Ei's, looked around. Just as she said, the forest was unlike any he had seen before. From the entrance, they were greeted by strange, enormous trees resembling banyan trees, making Theo sigh in amazement.

As he had guessed from the powerful mana felt beyond the gateway, the mana concentration in the air here was incredibly dense. Dense enough that even an ordinary mage could freely use high-level magic as much as their cultivated mana circuits allowed. It was a dangerous place that made even Theo—who had spent his life honing his sword skills and was confident in not losing to most mages—wonder if he could defeat an ordinary mage here.

"Let's wait for the guide to arrive."

No sooner had Amelia spoken than a blue light appeared before them, and from it emerged a man with skin so white it seemed otherworldly.

"Human..."

The man frowned upon seeing Theo.

"I didn't expect to see you again so soon, Veldear. And with someone who isn't one of yours."

He was already acquainted with Amelia. She nodded in response. After all, the only way for a human to withstand the illusions of this place at present was with the help of someone immune to them.

"So, it hasn't been long since we met, but what brings you here this time?"
"We need the help of the Tree of Life."
"I must have misheard."
"You heard correctly, Ilios."

And Theo could feel it—the hostility directed at him and Amelia from this pale man's expression.

"You must know. Only the Family Head of the Veldear, who is closest to the High Elves, can use the Tree of Life."
"Yes, I know."
"Then you also know that you're wasting your time here."

The man raised his hand toward where Theo was standing. Mana gathered in his palm.

"This human seems to have come here without knowing anything, so I'll spare him. However, his memories of this place—"
"Isn't it beyond your authority to decide who can receive the blessing of the Tree of Life, Ilios?"

Just as he was about to erase all memories of the Great Forest from Theo's mind, Amelia interrupted with a slightly raised voice, preparing to cast a spell to prevent the memory erasure.

"I believe this is an overreach of your authority."

Ilios let out a small sigh at Amelia's words. The atmosphere grew tense.

"The Veldear may be a race born from your experiments, essentially experimental subjects, but they received the grace of the ancestral High Elves and earned the qualification to benefit from the Tree of Life. And according to that qualification, the decision to use the Tree of Life belongs to the Council of Elders."
"......"
"If you interfere with our path here, I will formally raise the issue of your overreach to the Council."

At that moment, Theo wondered if he had misheard. The Veldear were a race born from High Elf experiments? Such a fact was never mentioned in any historical records.

"Very well. But you should know that it hasn't even been ten years since your people last received the benefits of the Tree of Life."
"I'm aware."
"Good. I'll guide you into the depths of the Great Forest as you wish. But remember this: I am only responsible for guiding you, not for guaranteeing that human's survival."

Not guaranteeing his survival.
Theo swallowed involuntarily, recalling the illusion he had just experienced. Despite being the heir of Aris and naturally talented as a warrior, trained to the point where he could face even the Imperial Knights, he had fallen victim to an illusion spell that he couldn't even recognize—a spell the High Elves used simply as a defense against humans.

Using this amazingly dense mana in the air.

"Human, the mana concentration inside is incomparably higher than here. If your mana resistance isn't strong enough, the mana will fill even the spaces meant for your life force, and you won't be able to complete your already short life."
"......"
"If you still wish to proceed, follow me. Make your decision."

Theo briefly thought about mana poisoning. Though he had never experienced it himself, he had seen someone suffering from it and knew its dangers.

"I'll follow."

Why had he come here in the first place?
Wasn't it to save Ei?
And now they thought they could stop him with mere mana poisoning?

"What a fool."

He hadn't come this far, entering a place where he might die, just to stop here. Seeing Theo's resolute expression, Ilios withdrew the mana he had gathered to erase memories and instead turned to lead the way. Theo followed, holding the box containing everything of Ei's close to his chest, while Amelia anxiously followed behind them.

"Theo Aris."
"......"
"Are you alright?"

As they went deeper, Theo began to understand why the man had warned him. The deeper they went into the Great Forest, the denser the mana became, making even breathing difficult. It felt like moving through a swamp.

Though Amelia asked with concern, Theo silently continued following Ilios. It was no longer a matter of answering or not. With a human body unaccustomed to swimming in such dense mana, staying conscious was the most important thing.

The incredibly high concentration of mana that Ei had gathered from all of Veldear—had she not only endured this mana but burned it all away?

"You're holding up well."

But he couldn't show weakness. Theo gave a brief answer and continued following Ilios toward the center of the Great Forest.

One step, two steps.
The thickening mana pressed against not only Theo's lungs but his entire body, yet his will only grew stronger.

"...Your determination is impressive."

Even Ilios, who had looked down on Theo at the entrance of the Great Forest, had to acknowledge his willpower. If his physical condition had been better, it would have been much easier to endure, but his body was weakened from his long period as a shut-in. Despite this, Theo Aris never lost sight of what he needed to do and persisted in following Ilios.

"For the first time in hundreds of years, a human has set foot on High Elf land again."

After crossing one final hill, they reached the entrance to a vast hidden city in the center of the forest, facing the city of the High Elves.

"My role as guide ends here. Veldear, and human. I hope you find what you seek."

With their arrival, Ilios blended into the scenery of the Great Forest and disappeared. Theo's body wavered momentarily at the disappearance of their guide. Seeing his face starting to pale, Amelia decided they needed to find a place to rest and said, "Let's go this way," leading him.

"Where are we going?"
"You need to rest first. There's a house the High Elves provided for the Veldear, so let's go there and rest."

Though he wanted to head straight to the Tree of Life, Theo nodded at Amelia's words, knowing his condition wasn't normal. The hidden city of the High Elves at the center of the Great Forest was an environment harsh even for breathing for ordinary humans not accustomed to living in harmony with mana. Right now, he needed to rest somewhere to face the trials ahead.

"Here it is."

They arrived at an empty house. Though slightly dusty from lack of maintenance, Theo ultimately collapsed from mana poisoning, unable to control his body.

Still clutching the box that felt exactly like Ei close to his chest.

Ch.141 - A Favor To Ask Of You (8)
After moving the collapsed Theo to the bed in the room, Amelia turned her attention to the box he had been carefully holding against his chest.

She placed it right beside him, thinking he might look for it as soon as he woke up. The box emanated an incredibly powerful mana flow, too strong to be considered human. Even for her, a Veldear, the deep and pure mana was extremely tempting.

"Serin..."

Whispering her daughter's name from her memories, Amelia reached for the box secretly, away from Theo's notice.

There must be something inside that could bring her daughter back to life. That man had been clutching it preciously even as he was losing consciousness from the high concentration of mana.

A single impulse shook her heart.
The intense desire to see and feel the remaining traces of her daughter clouded her mind momentarily.

Before she knew it, she began reciting a spell to unseal the box.
Even to her, a Veldear, this was an extraordinarily complex locking spell that couldn't be easily broken. Yet unconsciously, she began raising her mana as if trying to forcibly shatter it.
At that moment.
The box sparked as if protecting itself, startling her out of her concentration.

Amelia realized what she was about to do and quickly withdrew her hand from the box.
What was she trying to do?
The moment she opened this box, she might see the last traces of her daughter, but in exchange, everything that could bring her daughter back would be lost forever.

Her daughter, whom she had to send away in childhood simply because of the blood that ran through her veins.
Though she had only given birth to her and provided a little family care during her early years, her daughter had grown up to be someone who would sacrifice herself to save the world once more.

She felt proud and deeply ashamed at the same time.
She hadn't recognized her own daughter who had sought her mother's embrace, unable to forget that thin family bond despite receiving nothing in return.
Despite not teaching her the magic she could use as a Veldear and practically abandoning her under a seal, her daughter had grown up wonderfully and come looking for her.

She hated herself for not recognizing her.
She thought she was paying the price for sending her away without even calling her name once to her face.

But that price was something she alone should bear.
However, the cost of losing her daughter was too painful.

Originally, as a mother who failed to protect her daughter, she had planned to live atoning for that sin.
Having given her nothing, she intended to live by fulfilling what her daughter would have wanted to do, erasing herself in the process.

She thought these people had no connection to her, until she saw them crying as lovers and close friends.
Until she saw people who should have no connection to Veldear, or rather should harbor hostility, grieving over the death of someone with the blood of the Veldear Family Head.

Surely Serin must have lived admirably enough to be loved even by those who should have been her enemies.
Otherwise, she wouldn't have received such sincere tears.

That was when Amelia changed her mind.
Did she have the right to take away the life that could continue from her daughter, who was loved so much, simply because she had fulfilled her duty by stopping the Veldear?
If they had missed each other for such a short time and people reacted like this, wouldn't she be able to live even happier if she continued her life?

The only problem was that she hadn't created any spare body in the Tree of Life.
Though she herself might not remember due to not receiving Veldear mana, she could have created a body to grow alongside her during childhood through normal procedures.
But Serin couldn't do that because she was born while her mother was hiding and running away.
That's why, although the Family Head should have been immediately resurrected in a spare body after burning herself with Mana Burn, Serin, unlike her, met death without being resurrected.

Of course, this only meant she couldn't resurrect immediately, not that resurrection was impossible.
If the conditions were met, Serin could be resurrected.

But the problem was that the High Elves wouldn't stand by and watch.
The Authority of the Tree of Life, which allows one to continue living as a privilege in exchange for protecting the Great Forest, doesn't come without a price.
Even High Elves need to reconstruct their bodies over quite a long period to resurrect from the Tree of Life after death.

In this situation, would the Veldear, born merely from their experiments, demand immediate resurrection?
Moreover, this Authority was granted to maintain control, but the reason for control had disappeared.
With only one descendant of the Veldear Family Head's bloodline remaining, there was no reason to share the Authority anymore, so the High Elves would no longer permit it.

However, there was one thing that gave her hope: if she disappeared from the world, no one would know the truth that the Veldear were born from High Elf experiments to control the world.
In other words, it was the best opportunity for the High Elves to hide their shameful past.
They could simply erase that human man's memories.
For the High Elves, who prioritize their own safety above all, it was a deal worth accepting.

Their perspective is different from humans.
One might think they wouldn't accept such a troublesome deal just to erase a human with memories of their past mistakes, but long-lived species think differently.
They prefer not to get blood on their hands, even under the pretext of being guardians of the source of life.
In other words, they had no reason to pass up this deal that would make things naturally disappear without direct intervention.

Amelia, who had unconsciously placed her hand on the box again, removed it and stood up.
Leaving the house, she looked at the enormous tree in the center of the Great Forest in the distance.
Inside would be the High Elf Council of Elders, and beyond that, in the deepest part of the tree, the Tree of Life protected by many High Elves.

She slowly walked toward the Council of Elders.
She moved forward steadfastly despite receiving stares from High Elves wondering why a byproduct of their experiment who had just been resurrected had appeared here again.
When a High Elf Guardian blocked her path, she stood waiting until a magical message came through and they cleared the way.
Thus, a mother who wanted to save her daughter slowly approached those who guarded the Tree of Life.

She walked along the roots that formed convenient steps without having been carved.
Entering through a huge knot, she headed toward the brightly lit center of the tree.

The place where the Tree of Life was.
The gazes of the three Grand Elders sitting on three elder seats in front of it turned toward her.

"Amelia Veldear, leader of those who inherited the spirit of us High Elves. I didn't expect to meet again so soon, but I'm glad."

The kind greeting from Grantumor, the Grand Elder sitting in the center, reached Amelia.

"This humble descendant of an experiment greets Grand Elder Grantumor, Grand Elder Glaveron, and Grand Elder Linamis."

But that kind greeting was merely false courtesy because they thought they would never see her again.
She must not be deceived by that courtesy.
They simply don't dirty their own hands.
They are experts at inflicting despair on someone through the cruelest method of not granting what the short-lived species want most.

"Since we have time, would you like to have some tea?"

Even their mention of having time is one of those cruel methods.
After all, High Elves have lifespans incomparably longer than humans.
Even their comment about meeting again quickly is only brief from their perspective; three years is certainly not a short time.

If one falls for such roundabout talk, only ruin awaits at the end.
Then they would say:
Short-lived species are all good, but their lifespans are too short.

"As much as I love tea and would sincerely like to accept your invitation, Grand Elder, I'm afraid I can't this time."
"Is that so?"
"There is someone who needs to borrow the grace of the Tree of Life."

At that, the deep voice of Glaveron, the large High Elf sitting on the left, came with a hint of question.
Then Linamis's high voice directed a question at her.

"Aren't you the Family Head of Veldear? But I understand you've already received the grace of the Tree of Life."
"I already transferred the Authority of the Family Head to my descendant at the moment of my death. Of course, as one with the blood of the Family Head, I unwillingly received the grace of the Tree of Life."
"Are you saying you are not currently the Family Head of Veldear?"
"That's correct. The one who needs the grace of the Tree of Life now is the current Veldear Family Head, Serin Veldear."

For a moment, a brief disturbance arose among the three Grand Elders.
It was about thirty or forty years ago when a major incident in human society led to the great purge of the Veldear and a change in the Family Head.
To the High Elves, it seemed like it happened just last year, so it was surprising that in such a short time, the Family Head had died again and the Authority had been passed down to the next generation.

"Humans truly create one surprising event after another."

Linamis's voice, filled with genuine surprise and admiration, softly echoed through the hall.

"But we cannot grant that request. I'm sure you understand why without explanation."
"That's why I'm proposing a trade. My daughter's life in exchange for the opportunity to erase the High Elves' wrongdoing."
"No."

But no matter how surprised they were, they couldn't grant an impossible request.
Just as they were about to refuse naturally, just as they were becoming interested in her audacious proposal to her masters.
An intruder's voice announced a denial.

"I can't allow you to save Ei at the cost of your life, Veldear. That's not what Ei would want."

Theo Aris was standing there, pointing some strange white rod at the three Grand Elders.
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"Ei. Mom...."

As Amelia left, Theo, who had been awake for some time, slowly sat up and looked at the box.
Was it really okay to let Veldear leave like this?

What he had heard while half-asleep.

"I'm sorry."

What was she sorry for?
Theo was lost in thought for a moment.
Did they really need a human like him to save Ei?
Veldear's revival wasn't about being human, but about being a High Elf.

The answer was no.
Meina had warned him not to trust Amelia, but his instinctive intuition was warning him.
If he remained idle, after everything was over, Ei would live with great sorrow.

She was someone who had thrown herself into danger to prevent those close to her from being sacrificed.
If she learned she was alive because of her mother's sacrifice...

Theo turned his gaze to the box.
To resolve what might explode here, he needed the ability to withstand the high concentration of mana outside the house.
But that seemed impossible for an ordinary human like himself.

With Veldear's blood, however, there might be a way.

He reached for the box and pulled it toward himself.
Recalling his past experience of being healed by Veldear's blood, he opened the box and took out a glass vial from the preservation pouch inside.
The blood of Veldear—Ei's blood—different from human blood, revealed its color to Theo.

She had said it was kept as material for magical experiments.
Theo briefly recalled a legend from a book he had read in the past.

- At the place where all life began, miracles can be performed with a single drop of blood, and all shall worship and revere the source of Gaia.

Since legends don't arise without reason, this must be related to how High Elves maintain their immortality.
Holding the vial in his hand, Theo contemplated while looking at Ei's blood.
His deliberation was brief; having concluded that he needed to save Amelia, Theo drank half of Ei's blood.

The result was truly extraordinary.
His entire body felt hot, as if everything would burn up, but Theo realized his gamble had succeeded when he felt the heat integrating with his body. He took out the mana stone from the box and...

The weapon Meina had given him, something called a "gun" that Ei had made, and immediately rushed out of Veldear's house.

"My body feels light."

The air that had heavily pressed down on him when he first entered now brought him peace, as if he were in Aris Castle.
Was this sense of peace something only Veldear could feel as a human?

But his contemplation was brief.
Time was pressing, so Theo quickly pursued Amelia.

"Stop, human. You have not been authorized to pass through here."
"......"
"If you don't turn back, even though you came with Veldear, we will deal with you according to High Elf law—"

Naturally, the High Elves wouldn't tolerate an impure human approaching their sacred grounds.
But that lasted only briefly.

"Ei, that doesn't look like a weapon at all."
"But it's much more powerful than anything you've seen before, Master."
"Hmm."
"Just aim like this, and put your finger here and pull—"

He pointed the gun at their heads.
Just as Ei had shown him.
With his innate talent as a warrior, Theo instinctively understood how to use the gun. A flash erupted before him, and immediately a High Elf's head exploded, spraying blood everywhere.

"Catch him!"

But even as guardians, the High Elves weren't as physically trained.
Having reached the pinnacle of magic, they could resolve all battles with spells, but because of this, the High Elf guardians couldn't catch Theo, who had adapted to the forest's mana after drinking Veldear's blood.
In the end, they had no choice but to allow Theo to enter the sacred grounds.
Despite sacrificing more than a dozen lives trying to stop him.

"How did a human get here...?"

Thus, Theo Aris was able to reach the Tree of Life, and it was only natural that the three Grand Elders who saw him showed surprise and hostility in their eyes.
This was the sacred ground of the High Elves, where even High Elves couldn't enter without permission.

What was more surprising was that this place had such a high concentration of mana that humans would die from mana poisoning shortly after entering.
Yet here was a human standing perfectly fine.

Amelia was equally surprised.
How did someone who had collapsed from mana poisoning symptoms and was resting at home get here?

"Ah—"

While the High Elves might not know, Amelia thought she understood how he was able to stand here.
He was definitely human.
But there was one peculiar thing about him.

He had been intimate with Veldear.
Whether desired or not, Veldear leaves traces of herself in the form of mana on humans she's been with.
However, the mana mixed through intimacy is usually so faint that only someone with excellent mana sensitivity could feel it when very close.
Yet somehow, Veldear's mana felt very strong in him.

"How did you get here...?"
"I'll say it again, I won't stand by and watch Veldear die. Even if I have to kill all three of those bastards in front of me."
"What? Such insolence—"

Amelia noticed bloodstains on Theo's clothes.
Too bright to be human blood—the distinctive blood color of High Elves and Veldear.

Did that mean he had forced his way here through violence?
Something even she, a Veldear, wouldn't dare do?
As she was struggling to accept this unbelievable fact, a brilliant flash suddenly erupted before her eyes.

"Aaaaargh!"

And Linamis, who was about to say "insolence," screamed.
As the two Grand Elders and Amelia turned toward the scream, another flash erupted, and this time a fountain of blood sprayed, splattering a few drops on Amelia's face.
Blood that had the same color as High Elf blood.

Immediately after, there was a thud as someone's body fell.
The body of Glaveron, who had been sitting to the left of Grantumor, was missing half its head and endlessly pouring blood.

"G-Glaveron...?"
"I am Theo Aris, Family Head of the Aris family and Duke of the Rise Empire."

Silence immediately fell over the scene.
With the sacred grounds stained with blood, confusion was evident on Grantumor's face.

"Mere human—"

But Linamis, consumed by anger, couldn't control herself.
As she was about to unleash her fury, she met the same fate as the person sitting opposite her, albeit in a slightly different posture.

"Pleased to meet you, High Elf."
"Though this isn't a good situation for greetings, I'm pleased to meet you too, Duke Aris."

When he first saw him, he thought he was just a bold human, regardless of how he had entered.
He assumed this human had the same purpose as the short-lived woman since he had followed Veldear here, and had succeeded in reaching this place with that single purpose.
From the High Elves' perspective, he was truly a human with remarkable mental strength and courage.

But that thought had completely changed now that two Grand Elders were dead.
This human was not merely bold, but extremely dangerous.
To appear here first and pick a fight, knowing he could take heads with just a gesture, was something one couldn't do without having something to believe in.
And if that belief was that he would never lose...

"I'll keep this short. Use your High Elf abilities to save Ei."
"Hmm, that's a bit difficult—"

But the moment he started to say it was difficult, another flash erupted.
This time he didn't blow off Grantumor's head, but it was a warning that if the next answer wasn't satisfactory, he really would blow his head off.
Instead of answering, Grantumor swallowed hard at the magical flash that erupted again.

"Is it possible or impossible? Just answer that."

His heart was pounding.
Feeling the warning from his instincts for the first time in a very long time, Grantumor felt his throat burning.
He was a Grand Elder, in the highest position among High Elves, yet had he ever been unable to move because of a mere human?

Probably not.
In the past, humans were inferior beings who could barely survive even after being taught magic by High Elves, and they were foolish creatures busy fighting among themselves with that magic.
For High Elves, who stood at the pinnacle of magic, to be unable to move because of such creatures?
It made no sense at all.

"You are not a mage—"
"Say one more word."

At that moment, a cry of "Grand Elder!" came from behind, and Grantumor felt that the world was indeed on the High Elves' side.
Simultaneously, Theo kicked off from where he had been standing to dodge.
An explosion occurred where he had just been standing, and another magical flash erupted from the barrel of the gun Theo was holding.

"Ugh!"

The only remaining Grand Elder was lucky enough to survive, but couldn't prevent one of his ears from being blown off.
As he was about to feel the burning pain in his ear, the High Elves gathered mana to capture Theo Aris.

"No! You can't use magic with the ambient mana—!"

Grantumor tried to shout, remembering that the enemy before him was human, but it was already too late.
Theo felt his movements become even lighter and was about to eliminate the five or six High Elves who had rushed in one by one when light unfolded behind the Grand Elder.

- That's enough, everyone.

At the same time, a resonant voice made everyone in the room stop.
Between the sacred light.
Everyone's gaze turned to the woman who revealed herself through the light, her entire body wrapped in a single long cloth.

"Guardian...!"
- Grantumor. What are you doing? Have you forgotten that Veldear also has the right to receive the blessing of the Tree of Life?
"No, but..."
- Veldear are also descendants of High Elf blood. You haven't forgotten that fact, have you?

Even Amelia's eyes widened at the sight of this woman she had never seen before.
Why now, when the Guardian had never shown herself to Veldear before?

- Human, I understand your displeasure, but would you please lower your weapon? I earnestly ask because I don't want to see any more of my kin sacrificed.

And Theo Aris's gaze met the woman's.

Ch.143 - A Favor To Ask Of You (10)
"I'm sorry, but I can't do that."

However, Theo Aris's answer was completely different from what the Guardian of the Tree of Life expected.
The tension rose again as he continued pointing his strange but extremely dangerous weapon—capable of blowing someone's head off with a single flash—at the Grand Elder.

"Because the moment I lower this, I feel like my life will be forfeit to the High Elves here."
"This is a sanctuary for High Elves. Even though you've killed High Elves, fighting is strictly forbidden here, so they cannot harm you. Even if something were to happen, I promise to guarantee your safety. Please, I'm begging you."

Theo frowned at her words.
Was she saying that humans could simply be revived if they died?

"In the name of the Guardian of the Tree of Life, I declare that anyone who harms this human man while he's in here will lose the right to use the Tree of Life's authority."

While he's in here.
Theo mentally weighed his options.
Whether to lower his weapon as she asked.

His safety might be guaranteed while inside, but that was only within the sanctuary.
The moment he stepped even one foot outside the tree, those High Elves would immediately turn on him.

"I'd like a correction. Not just inside this tree, but while I'm anywhere in the Great Forest."
"...I will grant you that."

Only after that agreement did Theo finally lower his gun.
But he never let go of his weapon.
After all, having just fought a battle with casualties, this place was extremely dangerous with unpredictable outcomes.

"You already know who I am from inside that tree, so I'll skip that. I have only one demand: save Veldear without sacrificing this woman."

The High Elves murmured at his boldness—speaking without hesitation to a being they would normally not even dare address.
But Theo focused his gaze solely on her, paying them no mind.

"If you need more life force, tell me. I can create as much as you need."

The Guardian of the Tree of Life examined Theo Aris carefully.
Though she hadn't revealed herself, she was a being who knew everything that happened in the Great Forest.
Of course, she had witnessed all the fighting he'd just done and knew he was an extremely skilled warrior.

"No, using the mana inside here will be sufficient."
"Thank you for the good answer."

She said that because she didn't want any more meaningless sacrifices.
However, Theo remained vigilant.
Though she might have yielded now to reduce immediate casualties, he couldn't predict how she might act next.

"But I'm afraid I can't just save her without conditions."
"......"
"After all, whether you like it or not, you've killed several of my kind. But if I were to hold you directly responsible, I'd have to face all of humanity."

Just as I thought.
As she herself had stated, she was a High Elf, so he hadn't expected her to simply agree.

"Instead, I'll have to hold Veldear responsible."

In that brief moment, Theo quietly charged his gun with mana, impressed by how she was exploiting the fact that Veldear belonged neither to humans nor High Elves.
Tension filled his body again, ready to kill every High Elf in here if necessary to achieve his goal.

"You clearly heard me. Sacrificing this woman's life is absolutely not an option."
"Please don't misunderstand, I have no intention of doing that either."

Mana from within the sanctuary was drawn to her hand.
The originally blue mana turned golden in her palm.
The golden mana gathered together, taking a form similar to an apple.

"But you've killed several High Elves. And I have a duty to revive them all. However, I'll need quite a long rest period to bring them all back."
"What are you trying to say?"
"I'll have to reclaim as much of Veldear's life-extending authority as the number of High Elves you've killed. That would be fair, wouldn't it?"

At her words, Theo turned his gaze to Amelia.
However, Amelia, who had been prepared to sacrifice herself to save her daughter, seemed completely bewildered by the current situation.
A human man had suddenly appeared, dominated High Elves in battle, and was now negotiating as an equal with the Guardian of the Tree of Life.

But Theo didn't like what she was saying.
If he hadn't shown up here, would she have revealed herself?

"Let me ask you something. If I hadn't fought against your kind, would you have shown yourself to me?"

The Guardian remained silent at Theo's question.
If things hadn't turned out this way, she wouldn't have revealed herself.
If events had flowed differently, Amelia would have sacrificed herself to save Ei, and later, upon learning the truth, Ei would have been devastated by her mother's sacrifice.
After all, the reason she sacrificed herself was for everyone's safety.

Of course, it was a clear fact that he had killed High Elves.
But that was merely the result of a clash where both sides were trying to achieve their goals in battle.
In other words, from Theo's perspective, what the Guardian was saying was extremely unreasonable.

"Your silence tells me you understand how contradictory your words are."

But this was only from the human Theo Aris's perspective. From the High Elves' standpoint, Theo Aris was still a killer of their kind.
Yet they couldn't simply deal with him as they pleased, as he was like a fuse to a bomb that might bring about the destruction of the Great Forest if killed.

"But if you don't accept, I can't grant what you want. To us, our dead kin are more precious than Veldear with her human blood."

At the Guardian's words, Theo considered his options.
Though Veldear had disappeared now, with Amelia and Ei still around, their talents would eventually bloom again, and Veldear might someday return.
But wouldn't this problem be avoided if he simply took Ei away properly?

"But to take away the rights of descendants..."
"I accept."

Just as Amelia was about to protest, Theo cut her off and made his decision.

"Theo Aris, you're not Veldear. What right do you—"
"But the current Family Head isn't you, it's Serin Veldear. You said it yourself, didn't you? That you transferred everything as Family Head to your daughter."
"That doesn't give you the right to decide Veldear's fate!"
"No, but I decide Ei's fate."

Amelia's face showed clear disbelief.
Ignoring her, Theo took a small breath in and out.

"She is my property, a slave I purchased from the slave market in the past."

At Theo's bombshell declaration, Amelia's face shifted from disbelief to confusion.
Not ordinary lovers, but a master and slave relationship?

"...What?"
"Veldear is marked for execution by the state. That means I could kill you right now and be innocent. The same was true for Ei, or rather, Serin Veldear. But instead of killing her, I took her in when she was about to end her life miserably as a sex slave, taught her magic, and enabled her to contribute to saving the world. So I won't accept your opinion."

But Amelia couldn't argue against Theo's words.
Because she saw in his face the same grief that had been etched on her own when her daughter died.

"As acting head of Veldear, I accept the deal."

In fact, while it might seem unreasonable from a human perspective, from Ei's individual standpoint, it wasn't such an unfair deal.
After all, Veldear had disappeared, and Ei had no intention of reviving Veldear.
She only wanted a peaceful life with the person she cherished.

"I accept the deal."

With that, the golden mana in the Guardian's hand settled into the Tree of Life.

"But to revive her through the Tree of Life, I need something that can tell me about her."

At her words, Theo pulled out Ei's blood that he had kept at his waist.

"Will this be enough?"
"Blood. Please pour it on the roots of the Tree of Life."

Theo nodded and approached the Tree of Life.
All the High Elves watched anxiously, holding their breath as he approached.
Would the human possibly harm the Tree of Life?

Theo stopped in front of the exposed roots and opened the vial.
Carefully, making sure not to spill anywhere else, he slowly poured Ei's blood onto the roots.
The roots absorbed Ei's blood, which then merged with the mana inside the Tree of Life, causing a fruit to slowly form at the end of one of its branches.

"With this, the preparations are complete. All that remains is time. You'll need to stay here for the day."

So Ei will come from there?
At that moment, someone rushed urgently into the sanctuary.

"T-terrible news, Grand Elder!"
"W-what is it?"
"Humans have opened a magic portal and invaded the Great Forest—"

They're here.
Theo finally smiled at the messenger's news.

"Please let them in. They're associated with me."

Meina had arrived, breaking the prediction that it would take three days.
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"What did you saaaay? Theo, have you finally gone mad? Of all people to fight, you chose those High Elves? Do you know how terrifying they are? And you even killed a Grand Elder and caused a confrontation between humans and High Elves? You just lost your mind at the mention of saving your wife, didn't you?"

"But if I hadn't fought..."

"Right! If you hadn't fought, it might have been harder to achieve such perfect results! But if you had died, all of this would have been meaningless, and you know that better than anyone! Lately everyone's been praising you, saying 'Our amazing Family Head is doing such a great job!' and it's made you think you can do anything, hasn't it? You need to know your limits. Completely out of your mind—"

The Veldear house was extremely noisy.

The sight of Meina venting her anger was unusual enough to make anyone who knew her stare in wonder. Even in Theo's memory, he rarely saw her this angry—she was always full of mischief.

"Sigh, I really wonder who she takes after, acting so recklessly. Even your father wasn't like this."

Amelia was watching all of this with great interest.

"And you, regardless of the situation, how dare you speak that way to the mother who gave birth to Ei through the pain of childbirth."

"...I apologize for that moment."

"The child has really become ill-mannered because everyone spoils him."

Meina sighed while looking at Theo. She couldn't understand why he would risk his life like that.

"Still, you did well."

"Are you saying I did well or I didn't?"

"This one complains even when I praise him."

* * *

After sharing what had happened with Meina, who had joined them a bit late but still earlier than scheduled, the time needed for Ei's revival had passed.

Though it was just one day, for Theo Aris it felt incredibly long.

After everything was over and they had accepted the outcome, the three of them arrived again at the Tree of Life, where its Guardian greeted them.

"You've arrived."

Unlike the magical telepathy from before, she was speaking with her actual voice. Theo had questions but didn't ask, instead looking at the golden fruit where Ei would return.

"How is Ei doing?"

"Serin Veldear's body has been successfully formed. You may take her back to the human realm."

"Can you return her to us?"

"It would be better for her to stay here until she wakes up, but neither the High Elves nor you would want that, I suppose."

The Guardian extended her hand. Golden mana flowed from her hand, enveloping the fruit and detaching it from the branch, bringing it before her.

"Take it."

Theo stepped forward to receive the fruit. It was solid but extremely heavy, causing him to stagger, which made Meina laugh.

"Our Theo, can't even properly hold that one thing? Some man you are."

"...Why don't you try holding it?"

"Oh my, this Meina Aris is delicate and fragile, so I might get hurt if I try to lift something like that."

Delicate and fragile?

Theo, Amelia, and the Guardian all looked at Meina.

Though Meina was a mage, she came from the sturdy Aris family. She was tall with a strong build, clearly not matching the description "delicate." Theo let out a small sigh.

"So that's how people use the word 'delicate' these days..."

Amelia showed surprise at this new information, and while Theo was protesting, Meina turned her attention to the Guardian.

"Excuse me..."

"I believe I've done everything I can for you. What is it?"

"Will there ever come a day when humans and High Elves can become close again?"

At Meina's question, the Guardian looked at Theo.

Just yesterday, they had shed much blood due to conflicting objectives. The Guardian's look seemed to question whether such a thing was possible. Meina said, "I shouldn't have asked," and turned away.

"As someone who follows the path of magic, it would have been nice to become closer."

"...It's been a long time for the High Elves since they taught magic to humans and severed their relationship. But seeing what that man did yesterday, I doubt they'll become close again."

"That's truly unfortunate."

Meina opened a magic portal leading to Aris Castle. Normally, she wouldn't be able to open it here, but since they had used a massive amount of mana for their task, there was hardly any mana left in this sanctuary, making it possible.

Theo crossed first, and as Meina was about to follow:

"Ms. Amelia."

"Yes?"

"Aren't you coming? Everything's finished now, so why don't you come with us?"

Meina asked Amelia, who was standing still.

"Um..."

Amelia felt dazed by the whole situation. She had come here prepared to sacrifice herself, but now she was being invited to return home.

"Well, if you prefer it here, you can stay. With your magic skills, coming back shouldn't be a problem anyway."

"No, no. I'll come with you."

After Amelia passed through the portal, Meina noticed the High Elves returning and the Guardian about to merge back with the Tree of Life.

High Elves.

As someone who practiced magic, she found them a fascinating race, but it was disappointing that they couldn't become friends. She lingered, unable to leave, especially thinking that the Guardian would have made a good friend.

*Well, it doesn't matter, I suppose.*

True, they had killed some of their kind, but that was merely a conflict that arose while pursuing opposing goals.

She didn't know what they thought, but that's how Meina saw it.

A smile formed as another thought occurred to her.

They cleaned up the mess the High Elves made, so if she forced her way back here later, what could they do? Kill her? It would be fifty years at most.

"I'm sure we'll have another chance to meet."

After Meina entered and the portal closed, the Guardian, who was about to disappear, called out to the only remaining Grand Elder.

- Grantumor.

"Yes, what is your command?"

- That tall red-haired woman will return, if no one else.

"What?"

- My intuition tells me so. It won't take long, so when she comes, guide her to me immediately.

The Grand Elder looked bewildered at the Guardian's words.

The Veldears were one thing, but this was a zone exclusive to High Elves where humans couldn't freely enter. And she wanted to let in another human? Even if she seemed to have impressive magical abilities for a human, she was still human.

- Don't create unnecessary conflict.

"Will it be alright?"

- Can we stop someone who has the ability to open a portal to this place and wants to learn magic?

But at her next words, he could only nod.

- Besides, I'm curious about who this Veldear is that they tried to save.

"If that is what you wish, I understand."

The Tree of Life grew quiet.

*

How much time had passed?

At some point, I became self-aware.

I could think and recall what had happened to me before entering this dark place.

I had died.

My mana circuits were damaged from burning mana far beyond my limits, consuming even my life force. My body probably didn't even remain.

Still, it was much easier than my previous death.

In my past life, I died from an untreated gunshot wound.

At least this time, I didn't experience that terrible pain before dying.

But what was strange was that despite having died, I felt alive, even though I was immersed in darkness.

I had experienced this exactly once before.

Before I was born as Serin Veldear, when I was in my mother's womb.

The difference was that I couldn't hear the beating of a mother's heart.

This small but significant difference made me uncertain of my current state.

So what state was I in now?

What mattered was that I could feel wet hair tickling my back, and vitality flowing through my body.

The sensation of something touching my skin.

Pulses felt throughout my body.

Yet I couldn't hear or see anything.

If I were alive, I should be interacting with my surroundings, but I felt nothing like that.

When I raised my hand, all I touched was something smooth yet solid.

This place was warm but dark and lonely.

At some point, I wanted to leave.

I gathered mana.

Unlike what I usually felt, only a very small amount was available, but it was enough to clear whatever was blocking me.

I reached forward and gently released the mana, causing a cracking sound as faint light leaked in.

I extended my hand and my fingers caught in the gap.

When I applied force, the shell-like covering shattered, and the warm liquid surrounding me drained away.

At the same time, slightly cool air entered, and I exhaled my first breath, which seemed completely unsuited for my current state.

"Haa—"

Strength returned to my body.

I grabbed the opening with both hands and pushed it apart, and dazzling light enveloped me.

I stretched my legs forward to take a step.

"Ugh—"

But my legs lacked strength, and I fell forward.

I braced myself with both hands on the floor.

"Where is..."

Where am I?

Just then, I heard a creaking sound.

I raised my head and through my blurry vision, I saw someone looking down at me.

"Ei, you've come back."

At the same time, he approached and embraced me tightly.

The warm embrace I couldn't imagine living without.

It was Theo.

Ch.145 - Not A Slave, But A Noble Lady
I adjust my clothes.
I button my shirt all the way up and fasten the brooch that will hold my cape in place.
As I put on gloves to cover my hands, the outfit I'm wearing after such a long time feels somehow awkward.

The clothes Meina first gave me before are completely unwearable now.
They were properly burned by mana and poorly maintained, becoming so ragged that they would crumble with just a little pressure.
So the clothes I'm wearing now are slightly different in design—made by Meina and considerably more expensive than the previous ones.

Actually, looking at just the clothes, one might wonder why they're expensive, but this outfit I'm wearing also serves as an artifact personally modified by Meina.
Though I wonder if I'll ever use its functions, it has several features that help control massive amounts of mana.
Plus enhanced magic resistance.

Finally, I put a pin in my hair, and now the person in the mirror is Serin Veldear, a complete noble young lady and capable young mage.
However, I'm still quite lacking as a capable young mage.
Having lived my entire life barely using magic, I no longer have the powerful mana I could once draw from within.

For someone like me who could generate destructive power in any spell through brute mana force, this is quite inconvenient.
For instance, I can no longer apply my previous magic style of compensating for design flaws by pouring in overwhelming mana.
I can't use magical equipment designed for my past self anymore.

"Well, shall we go?"

But perhaps it's because my body was completely purified during the reconstruction process.
My mana sensitivity, which was excellent in the past, has improved even further, as if I myself have become mana, which has its advantages.
I can now detect even the tiniest amounts of mana that would be difficult for even elves to sense.

"Ah, Lady Veldear, no, Family Head. The Young Master is looking for you."

Sensing someone approaching, I turn my gaze as footsteps stop outside and a voice asks if they may open the door.
When I tell them to come in, a still-young butler of the mansion looks at me with a very nervous expression.

"Thank you."

Family Head of Veldear.
This title still feels unfamiliar no matter how many times I hear it.
My mother is clearly still alive, yet I'm the Family Head.

"And if you're going to call me something, I'd prefer Lady rather than Family Head."

It hardly matters to call me Family Head when the original Veldear family, once my greatest enemy, is now gone...
Especially when the territory has been confiscated by the Imperial Family, and I'm living as a freeloader in the Aris household without a piece of land to my name.

"Ah, yes. I'll try my best."

He's telling me to give up because I'll continue to be called Family Head anyway.
There's someone else more suited to that title.

"Could you tell him I'll be there shortly?"
"Yes, of course."

With that, I dismiss the butler.
This noble lady treatment is truly awkward for me.
Before, people treated me according to my position as Meina's disciple, without any sense that my status itself was noble.

*I never thought they would announce the restoration of House Veldear.*

The Emperor is crazy.
A monster who tried to devour the world caused trouble once again, and using the excuse that they prevented it in advance, they restored the family.
A family with no money or anything else, one that the world had unanimously regarded as an absolute enemy.

"Hmm, where might he be now?"

I open the Aris estate's surveillance system to search for the master's whereabouts.
Seeing that he's in the Family Head's office, I leave the room and carefully close the door behind me.
Still an apprentice, I see.

This is one of the inconveniences of returning to the old ways after getting used to something else.
I had become accustomed to moving around quickly with spatial movement, so I stopped considering travel time.
Fortunately, this issue will be resolved once a bit more mana accumulates in my body.

"Family Head, you called for me?"

In the past, I would have had to knock and wait until I was told to enter.
Opening the door and walking in, I'm greeted by the master, not the previous Family Head.

"You're here. Sit on that sofa. Let me just look at this."

Theo was sitting in the Family Head's seat, intently reviewing documents.

*

When I woke up, the people around me had changed considerably from what I knew.
First of all, my master.
Meina was now being mentioned as both the Dean of the Department of Magic and the Chief Mage of the Imperial Mage Corps.
Her research achievements during that time were tremendous, but because her results were quite different from those of established organizations like magic towers, and she was practically considered a heretic in the magical community, Meina had been able to continue her independent activities.
Now she had become someone that even established mages couldn't ignore.

And my mother was staying at Aris Castle, readjusting to the noble system of the Rise Empire.
At first, she tried to live alone, saying the transaction relationship was over, but Meina stopped her.
Saying that her daughter would be hurt seeing her mother struggle alone.

She hesitated at first, they say.
But since this castle would be where I would stay from now on, she decided to stay here to spend the rest of her life happily with her daughter.
All blood relatives who once again tried to destroy the world were caught and completely eliminated, and what was once Veldear territory was now practically abandoned ruins.

Finally, the master.
Theo Aris had now become the proper Family Head of House Aris.
Though on the surface he might still seem like a problematic youngster who hadn't even properly graduated from the academy.
His decisiveness and boldness that could match even High Elves, along with his fully matured combat ability, were by no means those of a novice.

Moreover, he had received heir training for a long time during what should have been his middle school years at the academy.
The youngest brother in a family that valued martial prowess, yet lacking in swordsmanship.
And his sister, who had the limitation of being a woman to inherit the position of family head.
The other two people had their own limitations, so the succession of the Aris Family Head this generation was practically predetermined.

But that doesn't mean Theo inherited the position without any preparation.
Theo had already completed all necessary preparations and proven himself, and since he inherited the position while the previous Family Head was still alive, he could receive help.
Though young, he was already the rightful master of House Aris in name and reality.

"You seem busy."
"Indeed. It's endless no matter how much I look at it. And I told you to stop being so formal and speak comfortably."

I was no longer his slave but a parasite attached to House Veldear.
A great mage's disciple who can't even use magic due to lack of mana.
And my only connection to this family is being Meina's disciple.
Although the Empire decided to restore Veldear, it's a noble family in name only with just two members and no territory.
How fitting to be called a parasite.

"It's not easy to break a habit."

Theo welcomed me, but he had so many documents to review that he didn't get up from his seat.

I sneak behind the master and peek at the contents of the documents.
Since these are papers the Family Head is reviewing personally, most of their contents must be important, but there was clearly a difference between Theo, who grew up receiving heir training, and myself.
The documents he was reviewing with ease looked quite difficult to me.
Normally I wouldn't even be allowed to see them, but perhaps because he's the current Family Head, he didn't seem to mind.

"There's a lot here."
"Can you understand what's written?"
"Of course not."

If I could understand this, I would have worked as an office clerk somewhere instead of becoming a mage or wanderer.

"Haah—"

Quickly losing interest in the documents, I return to my seat and read a book while waiting for the master.
Then the master puts down the papers he was holding, gets up, and comes to me.

"Are you finished?"
"Ugh, it feels like the letters are crawling before my eyes."
"That must have been difficult."
"I could handle training, but I'm not used to this. Well, I'll have to wait for Leo to learn and contribute."

I follow him out of the office.
As we walk down the corridor, a maid with a cart full of laundry rushes around the corner and briefly greets the master with, "Hello, Family Head!"
Originally, when the red hair symbolizing House Aris passed by, proper etiquette had to be observed.
But the master, this generation's Family Head, had eliminated such troublesome procedures.

According to proper etiquette, even servants should receive a response when they greet someone, but he found it bothersome to greet people every time they met.

"She's gone."
"She seems very busy."
"It would be absurd to make such busy people stop and observe formalities until I pass by."
"You always take me with you though."
"Isn't that natural?"

In the empty corridor with no one ahead or behind.
Suddenly my bottom is grabbed by his hand.
I flinch in surprise, but the master is still looking at me with a playful expression.

"Eek!"
"What's wrong with me taking my woman with me?"
"Our slave contract is broken now. I'm a noble lady—"
"Alright. I won't do it anymore."
"...That doesn't mean I want you to stop."

At that moment, light appears before our eyes.
It's Meina Aris, who came directly to us through spatial magic.
My master had an excited expression on her face.

"Ei! Sorry to interrupt your good time, but it's finally here."
"What?"
"Your uniform! Shouldn't you go try it on right away?"

I thought there might be some good news, but it turned out that the academy uniform I would wear had been completed and arrived.
That's right.
Now I've been restored as a proper noble.

"...Can't we just throw that away?"
"What are you saying, Countess Veldear? Now that you've become a proper noble, shouldn't you graduate from the academy?"

I've found myself in a position where I must leave my previous free life and become bound to the academy.

Ch.146 - Not A Slave But A Noble Lady (2)
"Come with me for now."

Against my will, my master took me to her laboratory.
As the light from the floor disappeared, I was greeted by a scene of messily arranged books that hadn't been organized.
I couldn't help but sigh at the serious state of disarray in the lab that had worsened while I wasn't there to manage it.

When I first saw it, at least the books seemed to have been shelved...

"Oh, it's been a while."

Simultaneously, I heard a voice that shouldn't be here.
Looking up, I was greeted by someone who shouldn't be in this place.
Why is this man here again?

"I pay my respects to the former Family Head."
"Ho ho, there's no need to be so formal with me. You're now the renowned head of the Veldear family."
"It's just a family in name only with only two members and no territory."
"Hmm, is that so? From what I heard, the Empire hasn't officially reclaimed Veldear territory."

If they destroyed it to ruins and made it inaccessible to everyone, isn't that basically reclaiming it?
But right now, what happens to the Veldear territory isn't the issue.

"Ah, I requested a bit more material when making your clothes."

The real problem is that damned outfit I'll be forced to wear.

"I didn't particularly plan on going to the Academy."
"Come now, you're a noble. Shouldn't you graduate from the Academy?"
"The curriculum at the department seems less intensive than what you teach me, Master."
"You need to build connections with other nobles too. Hey, you've reclaimed your position as a noble now."
"Won't everyone run away when they hear the name Veldear?"
"Don't worry. Your magic skills are something everyone would covet."
"That's hard to say when my mana is so pitiful."
"You have High Elf blood. It should only take half a year to recover to your original mana levels."
"I don't really see why I need to attend."
"Hmm, is that so?"

Meina snapped her fingers, and a table with a pile of documents appeared before me.
A very familiar desk I had just seen.
The documents were laid out exactly as their owner had left them.

"Now, do you understand what this means?"

Meina picked up a sheet of paper and handed it to me.
Why would the Family Head summon a desk with documents here and show them to me?

"...No, I don't."

The document she handed me detailed the budget allocation for the next quarter within the family.
It contained information about funds for purchasing external supplies to improve food production for the territory's residents, but the problem was that I didn't understand why these supplies were necessary.
There were also some contract details.
Simply put, though it was written in characters I recognized, the content might as well have been in a foreign language.

"Look, I acknowledge your magical skills. You've already surpassed the level of a student. But your level of education isn't the same. Of course, you know the basics, but you won't stay confined to this castle forever, will you?"
"Staying with the Aris family is enough for me."
"No, that won't do. Until now, the world you've seen under Theo and me might be all you know, but now that you've returned as Veldear, you need to learn more about the world."

Learn more about the world...
Now I see Meina's intention.
She doesn't want me to remain just her disciple, but to contribute to the world's development as both the returned Veldear and her top student.

"Of course, Aris is a powerful shield. The military strength we've built over generations is stronger than even what the Imperial family possesses in the Empire, so everyone fears direct confrontation. Even if our influence doesn't seem strong within the Empire, just mentioning those three letters—Aris—will make many things easier for you wherever you go, in any family."

Meina takes something out of her pocket.
The Aris crest that I always carried with me.
Seeing it partially scorched from the mana storm during the Veldear subjugation brings back memories.

"But all this power of Aris didn't come naturally to us. We have it because we prepared and became strong enough not to be swayed."

She places the slightly scorched Aris crest back in my hand.

"Lady Veldear. Carlyle and I would like the next mistress of the family supporting the current Aris Family Head to have proper education. You already have enough power, don't you?"

The next mistress of the family?
I've never thought about that kind of relationship with Theo, and hearing it makes me feel somewhat distant.
I wonder what he would have said if he were here.

"Don't forget. Theo even broke off his potential engagement with the First Princess of the Rise Empire, who holds the second right of succession to the throne, to keep you."

It's not like I was planning to run away or anything.
I nod involuntarily at Meina's words.
Then Meina claps her hands and says, "Well, that should be enough," as she hands me the uniform.

"But from what you've been saying, it seems like you don't plan to put me in the Department of Magic."
"That's right. The drawback of the magic you use is its mana efficiency, which is hard to find fault with, but that will be resolved as your mana builds up anyway. The magic taught and evaluated at the Academy level can all be realized whether you like it or not if you pour in enough mana."
"Then..."
"I'm planning to put you in the Department of Humanities. It's called humanities, but it's where they teach everything a noble should know. I've already arranged a place for you. Of course, you'll need to pass the entrance exam."

Seeing her say, "Well, if that doesn't work out, I can put you in the Department of Magic for auditing classes," I felt there was no way out.
Since my master is essentially my parent now, how could I refuse her?

"Now, shall we try on the uniform?"

A curtain is drawn between Carlyle Aris, the only man in this laboratory, and us.

"How do I wear this?"

*

Carlyle Aris.
Having stepped down from his position as Family Head, he now spent his time on small tasks like garden maintenance when not practicing swordsmanship.
Of course, the family employed a gardener.
Not just anyone could manage the snow-white winter blossoms suited to the cold region.

But Carlyle had a long-held wish.
He wanted to revive the garden that his late wife had once tended, which he had sealed off after her passing.
It would have been better if his wife, who had passed away shortly after giving birth to their youngest child, were by his side, but what could he do?
He had to do it alone.

After about a year of effort.
His delicate pruning with large, strong hands befitting the "Sword of the Empire" surprised everyone who saw it.

At first, he too had injured his hands while pruning, causing the gardener to worry about his well-being.
But now he had become skilled enough to be praised as capable of becoming a professional gardener.
Along with the ability to select good flowers.

"How is it? Isn't our disciple so pretty?"
"Hmm, I'm not sure. My son would know better about these things."

But he had his limitations.
It was amazing how he had married and had three children, given how clueless he was about women.
Although the uniform was designed to look good on anyone, Carlyle could only tilt his head in confusion when he saw Ei in her uniform.

"Like father, like son. What would Theo know?"
"I'm sorry I'm not helpful, Big Sis."
"Well, it's fine. I didn't expect you to be able to see properly anyway."
"Are you looking for a fight? If so, I have some free time these days. How about heading to the Training Ground?"
"Want to destroy the whole castle? We don't have much money these days."
"If we're talking about who spent all that money..."
"Then how would we rescue her? Well, I don't mind if your son becomes an old bachelor."

The atmosphere suddenly turns hostile.
The master and Leana seemed to get along well, so why are these two so antagonistic toward each other?

"It's fine if we destroy it. Your mansion's value has increased a lot lately, so we can sell it and rebuild. Theo would sell it for you."
"We could also move the main castle to that mansion—"
"Please don't fight because of me. Since the money was spent on me, I'll earn it back if needed."

Both of them turn their gaze toward me.
But only briefly, as they resume their argument with, "Hey, my daughter has to go earn money because of you!" I let out a small sigh that I'd been holding back.
What would the servants think if they saw the two highest elders of the family fighting like children...

I quietly excuse myself, saying I just remembered something, and leave the laboratory.
It's not like I could stop their fight even if I tried.
I'd rather not get caught in the crossfire of their battle.

The design isn't bad, actually.
It's a bit embarrassing to think this about myself, but perhaps because I have a good figure, it looks like I'm wearing wings.
And if he saw me in this outfit, how happy would he be?

"Mom, are you there?"

I carefully open the door to the guest room.
My mother, who was reading a book, says "You're here?" but pauses when she sees my uniform.

"Um, how does this outfit look? My master bought it for me because I have to go to the Academy."
"You look beautiful. How wonderfully my daughter has grown up. Even though I haven't done anything for you."
"That's not true. Just having you back is wonderful enough."

I quietly nestle into my mother's embrace.
The hand stroking my hair feels very warm.

"You were reading a book?"
"There are many interesting books in your master's laboratory. So I'm getting some help from them."
"I'll write down some good recommendations for you later. I've read quite a few of the books there."

Ch.147 - Not A Slave, But A Noble Lady (3)
The sofa where Mother was sitting was quite spacious, enough for two women to sit comfortably.
As I nestled in her embrace reading a book, the familiar words seemed to appear new to me somehow.
In my mother's softness—something I no longer had in my current life—I felt like I might fall asleep while reading.

"So my daughter, what brings you here today, all dressed up so prettily?"
"Because I love you, Mom."
"I know and appreciate that you love me, but that's not the real reason you're here, is it?"
"Am I that obvious?"
"It's been this way since you were little—I might not know everything, but a mother has her ways."

Indeed, I can't fool my mother.
But I couldn't just say "I don't want to go to that academy," as it would disappoint her when she was so happy that her daughter had returned as a proper noble and would be attending the academy...

"I don't understand why everyone wants to send me to the academy."
"You don't want to go?"
"I wonder if it's really necessary. I've lived as a commoner my whole life. I'm not sure what difference learning these things will make now."
"But hasn't a lot changed already? Think about the difference between when you were living in hiding and the time you spent learning magic under your master. Even in that short time, so much has changed."

Then Mother's index finger pointed to the center of my chest, right above my heart.
More precisely, to my mana core, the center of mana storage in my body.
As a small amount of her mana entered my body through her finger, what little mana I had gathered around her energy.

"Even without much mana of your own, you've already learned to gather this much."
"But it gathers too slowly."
"That's all right. If it's too slow, just tell me. Staying in the High Elf territory would quickly restore you to your original level."

When Mother removed her finger, my mana scattered back to where it belonged.
I clutched the mana stone I had swiped from my master's laboratory and slowly absorbed its energy.

"But I don't want to go back there."

I knew the High Elf territory was abundant with mana, but remembering what the master there had done made me abandon the thought.
I'd be lucky not to die miserably if I went back.

"So you don't want to go to the academy?"
"Honestly, I don't. My goal is just to live peacefully with my people, but if I go to the academy, I might get caught up in trouble in a different way. Especially since I'll be enrolling under my real name."
"Are you afraid of conflicts with people?"
"Not afraid, just tired of them. I've finally found some peace, and now I have to go somewhere new to adapt, fight, and struggle all over again."

In truth, I was just being childish.
I had just experienced firsthand why I needed to attend the academy when Meina showed me those documents.
Looking back, my problems had always been solved by others, not by me. I was too powerless and ignorant to solve them on my own.

"Since I've been wandering the world from an age when I should have been sleeping safely in my mother's arms, I just want to rest now."

Besides, Meina's name and the Aris family, which had been my shield until now, might not hold power against Veldear's infamy.
Of course, since Meina Aris's name still carried weight, problems that came head-on could be resolved easily like before.
But what noble would be foolish enough to confront us directly?

"You've been through a lot."

Mother's hand stroked my head.
Her touch and embrace were so comforting that I felt I might fall asleep right there.

"But Mom believes in you. You know that, right?"
"Yes..."
"Until now, the Head of House Aris loved you so much that he overcame the prejudice against Veldear and embraced you, but you must remember that was achieved through the one-sided sacrifice of someone who wanted you. Understand?"
"I do."
"I heard he even broke off his engagement with the Princess. Fortunately, the connection that almost broke due to the canceled engagement with the First Princess was maintained when the Crown Prince and the eldest daughter of House Aris became engaged."

This was news to me, and it piqued my interest.
So that's how things had progressed...
Of course, since Theo also had imperial blood, his power wouldn't immediately diminish.

"Anyway, I got sidetracked, but whether you attend their wedding someday or participate in certain events as the head of House Veldear, you need to know how to behave in noble society, don't you?"
"I suppose so."
"When I, the Head of House Aris, or your master are with you, it might not matter, but you'll increasingly need to act independently. We can't always have someone by your side to protect you, can we, Duke Veldear?"

Suddenly, I remembered Meina saying she would put me in the Department of Humanities.
A department that teaches the overall aspects of society.
She said I would learn the proper etiquette required of a noble there.

For someone like me who had lived as a commoner all my life, it seemed like a necessary process.
But I questioned whether I really needed to accept it.

"What Duke? I'm no Duke."
"Is that so? Then when your mana returns, let's visit the old Veldear territory sometime. You'll understand why you're called Duke Veldear."
"That's all ancient history."

As I was conversing with Mother, there was a knock at the door.
The voice that followed belonged to someone I knew well, but who seemed out of place here.

"May I come in?"
"Ma—I mean, Theo?"

When I opened the door, surprise flickered in my master's eyes.
His expression seemed to ask why I was here at this hour. When I slightly pouted my lips, his index finger pressed against them.

"You're here?"
"Did you rest well last night?"
"I managed well, thanks to your concern."
"Theo, what brings you to my mother's room?"
"I come to hear stories about the world I don't know from your mother. But your clothes..."
"Oh, this?"

I had planned to show him my academy uniform last, considering that his first woman had been me, a sex slave.
Given that, he probably hadn't held a noble lady of equal status in his arms.
I wasn't sure how he would react to seeing me in uniform, especially if he had fantasies about it.

"Since I've regained my status as a noble, they say I should attend the academy like other young ladies my age."
"Hmm, is that so?"
"The Head of House Aris must be pleased? Being able to attend the academy with the child he wants by his side."
"Ahem, it's not like that. It's only natural for a noble."

My master put his arm around my waist.
It wasn't appropriate behavior in front of an unmarried young lady's mother, but my mother didn't seem to mind.

"Anyway, may I take her with me?"
"You don't need my permission."
"I'll hear the rest of today's story tomorrow. Please rest well."

With that, I left my mother's room with my master.
Following behind him as he led the way, I noticed we weren't heading to his office.
We were walking down a secluded corridor where people rarely came except for occasional servants.
Even I didn't know what kinds of rooms were there.

Could it be that my master wanted to take me in such a public place?
He who was usually so concerned about my well-being.

His hand was still around my waist.
I didn't mind him touching intimate places, but would he do it without warning as usual?

"Ei."
"Y-yes?"

Though it was a name I shouldn't be called anymore, my master naturally used it.
And having been called by this name for so long, I instinctively responded as Ei rather than Serin.

"I've brought you to a secluded place, yet you don't ask why?"
"W-well..."

My master's hand slowly moved downward.
Thinking it was finally starting, my heart began to race.
When his hand brushed the upper part of my buttocks over my skirt, my body flinched momentarily.

But his hand wasn't reaching for under my skirt—it was reaching for the doorknob right in front of us.
Seeing this, I snapped out of my fantasy and felt embarrassment wash over me.
What kind of person did I think Theo was, to imagine he would take me in a place where someone might pass by?
I'm trash.

"What's wrong?"
"Huh? N-nothing."

I wanted to say, "You got my hopes up by bringing me to a secluded place," but I held back.

But as Theo grabbed the door handle and began to turn it slightly, I sensed powerful magic emanating from inside the room.
I caught sight of part of a magic circuit that seemed designed to protect something.

"Do you know what this place is?"

The door opened silently, a testament to how well-maintained it was.
As it opened, soft lighting illuminated the dark room that had no windows, revealing what was inside.

"That's..."

For a moment, I doubted my eyes.
What captured my attention on the farthest wall from the entrance was a portrait of a woman and, placed among numerous flowers...

A coffin.

The final resting place of someone deceased, protected by an extremely powerful sealing magic.
It felt almost as if time had stopped there.

"This is where my mother rests."

What was important was that the caster of this magic wasn't my master.
Rather, what caught my eye was a preservation spell similar to what I had seen in Veldear Castle.

"This magic, could it be..."
"So that's the first thing you notice. Yes, this was created at my father's request by the Veldears before the incident happened. But that's not what's important, Ei."

My master grabbed my arm and led me to the center of the room.
There, I stood in a spot where the woman's portrait seemed to be looking down at me.

"This is my mother. Pay your respects."
"What? Your mother?"

This room was where Theo's mother had found her final rest.
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Her gaze seemed to look me up and down.
With her expressionless face resembling Ariel's, I was reminded of when I first saw her.
That appearance of someone unwilling to easily let others close gave the false impression of an unpleasant personality.

"She was truly a kind and caring person..."

From what Theo said, she seemed like someone who smiled often, so I wondered why she was portrayed like that.

"Pay your respects."
"Hello, Mother."

Following his words, I bowed respectfully to Theo's mother in the portrait.
I was somewhat surprised, as I had thought there wasn't a separate grave outside, not realizing they had enshrined her inside the castle with such powerful preservation magic.
Additionally, I could feel how much the previous Family Head had loved his wife, which made me a bit envious.

For a moment, I thought of my parents' graves.
Though it couldn't be helped at the time, I had only managed to move their bodies near the village and bury them in the soil. The comparison with my situation made me feel sorry toward my father.
Of course, there's no comparing me—someone with the blood of a traitor and marked for execution—with that uncle who was the head of the empire's greatest family.

"She looks a lot like Ariel."
"Of course, Mother was a Princess too. She was the Emperor's sister."
"Ah."
"I just wanted to show you. Mother wanted me to get along with Ariel, but I wanted to choose my partner based on my own decision, not the family's."

At Theo's words, I had the strange feeling that the mother in the portrait was indeed giving me a particularly cold look.
Even if she didn't know I was a Veldear, she would see me as some random woman who had taken Ariel's place beside Theo.

"Do I just imagine her glaring at me?"
"It's fine. I'm the one who broke the century-old promise with the Imperial family, so if she knew the truth, she probably wouldn't have said much."

My master's hand strokes my head.
I shouldn't call him master anymore, but the word keeps threatening to slip out.

"Come on, you're the one who managed to win over even the difficult Ariel."
"I... didn't really do anything special."
"That's exactly what many people like about you, Ei."

Besides, I wonder if it's even appropriate to call me Ei.
Unlike Serin Veldear, Ei reflects my desire to live as a shadow—a wanderer who nearly fell into the fate of a sex slave due to life's hardships.
If someone who knows that name were to appear, it might tarnish his reputation—it's not a good name to be called by anymore.

"Sometimes I find it regrettable."
"Huh?"
"What you've done is by no means small, yet you never ask for anything in return."
"That's not true. I've already received too much from you, Mas—Theo."

Despite being the heir to a great family, he risked his life to invade the High Elves' sanctuary to resurrect me.
To fulfill my wish of living peacefully with my people.
He probably doesn't realize how significant that is.

"That's enough, I was just returning what I received."

Even if I claim that I once saved his life in the past.

"Anyway, now that we've paid our respects, shall we go?"
"Yes."

I turn at Theo's words.
Actually, the room is cold, and my body was starting to shiver a bit.
Before I died, this level of cold would have been nothing.

"I was quite surprised. I never thought there would be such an elegant resting place inside a room."
"It's my father's work—he loved Mother immensely. Except for the magical elements and the portrait, he made everything else with his own hands."
"I see."

I feel somewhat envious.
I probably won't receive such treatment from Theo.
Since Veldears tend to live longer than ordinary people, if we both live to old age, Theo will definitely die before me.
Unless something unusual happens like last time.

But why am I thinking about such a distant future already?

"Ei, what are you thinking about?"
"Nothing."
"It seems like you just had a thought you shouldn't have..."

At my master's words, I turn my gaze toward the window.
Then he takes my hand.

"Anyway, Ei, you need to join the Department of Humanities now."
"Yes."
"Of course, you'll be directly entering the high school division because of your age, but you can't just go unprepared, right?"

My master, who is taking me somewhere, looks somehow pleased.
With a gentle smile on his face, he leads me to a training room that's no longer needed by the family's children.
A place where private tutors were invited or where the master himself taught basic education.

"Isn't this the Training Room? The one you used when you were very young..."
"That's right. The room where I received education before I even entered the academy."
"I'm not that young though."
"But the level of education required of a noble would be similar, wouldn't it?"

When I pout at what feels like blatant teasing, my master chuckles.
To be fair, what he said isn't wrong.
I haven't received much education on the knowledge and etiquette that nobles must possess, except for what Meina taught me a little.

When I turn my gaze to the bookshelf on one side of the wall, I notice books on basic etiquette.
These books, which Theo, his sister Leana, and his brother Leo all read, inevitably show signs of use.
They must have been well-maintained, but if they feel somewhat old, they might have been read not just by those three but also by the previous Family Head.

"Are you going to teach me, Master?"
"No, I've called someone to teach you. They'll be here soon."

Just then.
The door of the training room creaked open, and when I turned my head, my mother was standing at the door, looking at us with an affectionate expression.

"Mom?"
"Oh my, is my student my own daughter?"
"Since the perception of Veldears isn't good yet, there weren't many suitable teachers. The only ones qualified would be my sister or the Marquis..."

As I listen to Theo's words, I briefly imagine a lesson with Meina.
Considering she would probably hold me close and nuzzle my cheeks while reading books whenever I'm around, I finally understand Theo's choice.
And of course, he couldn't call someone who holds a commander-level position in the Imperial Knights.

"Then I'll be in your care."

My mother certainly spent her youth in a noble household, so she would have all the education a young lady should have.
It's clearly the best choice, as Theo made, but...

"That's what I should be saying, Aris Family Head."
"No, I should be the one asking for your help. I can't always be by her side to protect her."
"But I think I'll have to leave for today."

However, it seemed she didn't intend to start the education right away.
My mother's peculiar gaze moved between me and Theo, then she smiled and said, "I have an appointment today," before leaving.

"Then I'll take my leave first."

Her words, as if telling us to have a good time, made me tilt my head in confusion.
Theo doesn't seem to have any particular thoughts right now.

"Ei."
"Yes?"
"How long are you going to keep using formal speech? Aren't we friends now?"
"As I said, formal speech has become a habit..."

I sit on a sofa in one corner of the training room.
Then he, who had been looking out the window, comes over and sits close beside me.

"I don't really like being addressed formally by a friend. I'd like you to be more comfortable with me now."
"Ugh-."
"Is it difficult?"
"I want to, but it's not easy."

Theo grabs my shoulder with his hand and pulls me toward his body.
Naturally leaning against him, I feel comfortable, then suddenly notice that the room has gotten slightly darker.
The days have grown shorter, and evening was already beginning to fall.

"Anyway, let's work together to fix this before you go to the academy, Lady Veldear."

Being called by my family name so proudly feels quite awkward.
But Theo, who is more used to calling me Ei, is probably trying to treat me according to my original position.

"Okay."

I nodded at his words.

*     *     *

How much time has passed since then?
Ei, who had lived comfortably as Meina Aris's disciple and someone hidden in the shadow of the Aris family, no longer existed.
Instead, Lady Veldear was being treated as an honored guest, steadily preparing to attend the academy.

"Good morning, Serin."
"Oh, yes. Good morning."

I greet Theo, who is already prepared to go out.
Usually we get ready for the day together, but today he mentioned having some inspection to attend.
After greeting him as he leaves the room first, I stretch and get up.

Then I go to the window and admire Theo's retreating figure as he leaves the castle.
They say for any group to prosper, its leader must be diligent, but seeing him leave so early in the morning made me feel somewhat disappointed.
It would be nice if we could at least have breakfast together.

"My lady, breakfast is ready."
"Come in."

A table set for me alone is prepared, as if they had been informed in advance.
Swallowing my disappointment, I finish breakfast and have a brief tea time.

"My lady, Young Master Leo says he is ready."
"Tell him I'll be down shortly."
"Understood."

Today is a day for physical training, but it's a bit special.
The youngest of the Aris family, Leo, had been beaten up somewhere, was it?
Theo, having seen my bare-handed combat skills, had asked me to train his younger brother.

"Hello, Noona. Good morning."
"Did you sleep well?"

He should have.

"No, not really."
"Why?"
"You don't need to know."

Oh dear.
He's going to get thoroughly beaten today, and he didn't sleep properly?
I smiled slightly at Leo, whose lips were jutting out in a pout.
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Leo wasn't in a good mood.

True, something unpleasant had happened at the academy, but that didn't mean he hadn't been training with the Aris sword. It was an issue that could be resolved by picking up the sword again later, yet he was being told to learn bare-handed combat instead.

But that wasn't the only reason for Leo's bad mood.

Ei—no, his sister Serin—was undeniably talented with magic. Leo acknowledged this. After all, learning magical basics from her had helped him see the world from a broader perspective.

However, he couldn't accept being told to receive combat training from her. His father had said she was nearly his equal in hand-to-hand combat and ordered Leo to learn from her without complaint, but how could such physical power come from that slender, delicate body?

"It's been a while, young Master Leo?"

For a moment, his sister's smile made his heart flutter, but that was it. Shaking his head and looking at her again, she seemed too thin and fragile for the harsh northern environment. The Serin that Leo now saw as he'd grown up appeared delicate and vulnerable—someone he felt the need to protect.

"Are you sure about this?"
"Hmm? About what?"
"I'm still an Aris, so I'm pretty tough."
"Well, we'll find out soon enough, won't we?"

A subtle light seeped into Serin's body. Simultaneously, a different kind of smile settled on her face.

Having warmed up, Leo clenched his fists and raised both arms as he saw Serin rushing toward him.

He prepared to counter what looked like clumsy movements, wondering what he was supposed to learn from this, while worrying that she might break her seemingly fragile wrists if she threw a punch incorrectly.

*A kick?*

Seeing her foot coming straight for his neck, he quickly prepared to block it with both arms. But her foot wasn't aimed at his neck.

"Ugh!"

It was slightly higher. Leo barely blocked Serin's kick aimed at his temple, and when he raised his gaze forward, he couldn't see her foot. He looked down.

"Gah—!"

A powerful blow struck his solar plexus, causing his knees to buckle momentarily. Then, seeing a black-clothed knee right in front of his face, Leo sensed it was over. But instead of another strong hit, Serin's body stopped just in front of him.

"How was that? I fight better than you thought, right?"

He felt mana flowing gently into him as her hand rested on his solar plexus. Feeling the pain subsiding, Leo quickly nodded at Serin's words.

"Now, shall we try again?"

He sighed quietly, momentarily comparing her to the girls his age he'd seen at the academy. She was certainly very pretty. It seemed his brother had no talent for choosing teachers.

"This time I'll only defend, so come at me."

He understood she was a good fighter, but how could he throw a punch at someone who looked so delicate?

"Do I... really have to attack you?"
"I came down here to teach you. Or would you rather get hit again?"

Whoosh!
Seeing her fist thrown suddenly and stopping right in front of him, he swallowed hard. This was no joke.

Leo shook his head, took a deep breath, and charged at Serin.

*

*They said I could rough him up a bit if he was uncooperative.*

I sat down with a thud next to Leo, who was sprawled on the floor.

Truthfully, my close-combat skills weren't particularly impressive. In my previous life perhaps, but now, as Serin Veldear, I had such a weak body that I might break my wrist with one wrong punch.

Of course, my weak physical abilities could be compensated for with enhancement magic using mana, making me capable enough to fight. Though it would be better not to use any mana until I recovered the appropriate amount befitting a Veldear before entering the academy.

But I couldn't refuse when the Aris Family Head asked me to teach his younger brother.

"Noona, why are you so good at fighting?"
"Who knows."

I couldn't tell him it was thanks to memories from my previous life, so I gave a vague answer.

"Rather than that, wouldn't it be better to reflect on what you learned today so you don't forget?"

I'm not saying this just because I have nothing else to say, really.

"But why are you being so formal?"
"Pardon?"
"You didn't use formal speech with me before."
"You're my teacher now, aren't you?"
"Some teacher I am, when I'm hardly teaching you anything."

I got up. With about a week of instruction, he would probably develop enough to protect himself. He was an Aris, after all. Though his talent for combat might not match his brother's, and his interest might not be in swordsmanship, he definitely had potential.

"By the way, Noona."
"Yes?"
"I heard you're really good with daggers. Will you teach me that too?"

I wonder how much Theo told him. I was only planning to teach him how to use his fists.

"You're already better with blades than I am."

After saying that, I left the training ground. If Theo were here, I could learn about paperwork and take lessons from Mother until going to the academy. But today, Mother had her own schedule and went out.

However, there was a guest scheduled to visit the castle today. Someone the original me would never have bothered with. Today was the day Isabel Rise was coming all the way to this remote northern land, purely to play with me, for no other reason.

"Young Lady, would you like to bathe right away?"

Karen, who usually serves my mother, had somehow followed me and asked cheerfully. She was the only one of the four people I rescued from Baek-atin who remained at the castle. Originally assigned to my mother, she now seemed intent on helping me while Mother was away.

"Yes. And please tell the butler to prepare a carriage. I don't think we'll need guards."
"I'll relay that message. But why the carriage...?"
"Princess Ariel will be visiting the castle today. Oh, but it's nothing special."

Karen, who had been puzzled by the castle's normal atmosphere despite a princess's visit, quickly nodded. It would take some time to prepare the carriage and the bath.

"Karen."
"Yes?"
"How are the other three doing?"

Karen seemed to ponder my question for a moment.

"Bella and Mary seem to be doing well, but I don't think we've heard from Leila."
"Really?"
"Yes. Not long after Veldear fell, the four of us scattered. Bella returned to her family, Mary got married, but there hasn't been a single letter from Leila."

I fell into thought as I watched Karen hurry away, concerned about the urgent matters at hand despite finding her own words strange.

They must have been closer to each other than anyone else, yet despite going their separate ways, not a single contact? It was difficult to understand by common sense.

"Noona, what are you doing standing there?"

Leo's voice came from behind me, probably finding it strange that I was standing blankly.

"Leo."
"Yes?"
"If people who relied on each other decided to go their separate ways because things worked out well, but then lost contact, what could be the reason?"
"What's this about suddenly? Do you owe someone money?"
"It's not about me..."

Leo looked at me strangely. I must seem odd, bringing up such concerns when I should be living without worries.

"If it's not about debt, wouldn't they contact you eventually?"
"Hmm, I suppose so."
"At least within the Rise Empire. I'm not sure about other countries."

Perhaps I should look into it. The memories of what the four women endured during their time as slaves come to mind, making it difficult not to investigate. Unlike me who had a good master, they suffered unspeakable abuses that make me sigh just thinking about them.

*I won't be able to rest easy even at the academy.*

The problem is my current position. Before becoming a Veldear, I could move discreetly, but now this noble status hinders my movements. Even as a fallen noble family, Veldear didn't collapse due to lack of money, but rather is infamous for nearly destroying the entire continent.

I continue my thoughts while soaking in the bath. Though I personally have no connection to that infamous past, that's just my perspective—our external reputation remains in the gutter. In this situation, if I start stirring things up looking for a former slave maid, it would raise unnecessary suspicions...

"Young Lady?"

Karen's voice calls from outside, drawing my attention.

"The two princesses have arrived at the castle."
"Two?"
"The First Princess and the Second Princess."

I tilt my head in confusion. The First and Second Princesses refer to Ariel and Uriel, but while Ariel was expected, why Uriel?

"I'll be out shortly. Could you tell them to wait a moment?"
"Yes, I'll relay that."

Come to think of it, wasn't Uriel in the Department of Humanities? Thinking I might be able to make a useful connection for academy life, I emerge from the bath and wrap myself in a large towel.

With Karen and a few maids' help, I quickly get ready and head to the reception room, where I hear loud noises coming from inside.

"What's going on? Is something wrong?"
"W-well..."

The servants around me look terrified as they appeal to me for help. Wondering what could be happening, I quickly open the reception room door, only to find the two highest-ranking women in the Empire pulling each other's hair.
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The fight between the two of them only stopped after I got angry.

"No matter how much your opinions differ, fighting like this in front of everyone—what will people outside think?"

Who could possibly intervene when the two most noble figures in the country were fighting? And if one of them got hurt during their squabble, the consequences would be dire. Why couldn't they think about others?

"But she started it first......"
"Princess."
"Sorry."

I let out a small sigh at Ariel's words. We were supposed to gather today to have fun together, but starting with a fight like this—really.

"Now, you should apologize to each other, my two sisters."
"......I was too harsh with my words."
"It's fine. I was just the same."

I thought it was quite adorable how these two highest-ranking people in the empire apologized to each other at my single word. Though I had to break another sweat to stop them from fighting again right after.

* * *

"So the place you wanted to bring me today was the Imperial Palace?"
"That's right. No matter how much you've traveled outside, it's hard to find a place as familiar and with as many things to do as the Imperial Palace."

Princess Uriel nodded at Ariel's words.
The place we arrived at following the two princesses was the largest palace in the empire—the Imperial Palace within the Imperial Castle of Rise, where the imperial family resided and which was also their home.

"I think that's only familiar to you, Ariel."

After all, until I destroyed Veldear, this was a place I had to avoid.

"Ah, I guess you're right......"

Ariel nodded in agreement with my words after thinking for a moment.
But her determination to bring me to the palace remained unchanged, as she continued leading me deeper into the castle, despite the wary gazes of those who didn't know I currently had no mana.

Anyway, I was curious about what she had prepared that made her bring me here like this.
Earlier, the reason the two sisters fought was because they were discussing what style of clothes would suit me before it escalated into mutual insults.
If they fought that intensely, I was secretly looking forward to what they had prepared.

"Here we are."

The place they brought me to was a dress room of overwhelming scale that few would ever get to see.
For the first time in my life, I was in a place where all the clothes of the Rise Empire's imperial family were gathered.

"Ah, here it is. The matching outfits Father bought us for the first time, telling us to stop fighting."
"Wow, this still exists?"
"Do you want to try it on?"
"You try it on. If I wear it, it'll obviously burst, don't you think?"

The clothes in their hands looked too small for either of them to wear now.
But it was sufficient material for reminiscing, so I left the two to their conversation and slowly walked around, satisfying my curiosity about what clothes princesses wear.
Starting with cute clothes obviously meant for childhood, I could see how their fashion tastes changed as they grew up.

Ariel's wardrobe emphasized dignity, befitting the First Princess and next in line for the throne after her brother.
Uriel's was filled with splendid attire, as if showing she cared more about enjoying her life than the throne.
Just by looking, I could easily tell whose clothes were whose—

"Ah, right. I had clothes like that too."

While looking at a dress adorned with brilliant jewels and elaborate decorations, thinking it must be Princess Uriel's, I cleared my throat at the sound of Ariel's voice.
I suppose Ariel would have such clothes too, hmm.

"Why don't you wear what I bought you?"
"Do I look like someone obsessed with parties?"
"You're insulting me just now, aren't you?"
"Huh? I didn't insult anyone."

Meanwhile, I spotted a uniform that looked like something I could wear and reached for it.
A white-based outfit decorated with gold embroidery, clearly something only an imperial prince would wear, was hanging prominently in the princesses' dress room.
It seemed like something that shouldn't be here.

"Why is this hanging here?"
"Maybe it was stored here before we separated the dress rooms?"

The two sisters must have noticed my gaze on that outfit.
"Want to try it on?" Ariel's voice came as she placed her hands on both my shoulders.

"Why would I try that on?"
"Come on, try it once. It might suit you surprisingly well."

And so I became a forced mannequin in Ariel's hands.
I don't know how many outfits I tried on, but one thing was certain—clothes that should only exist in the imperial palace came with me to Aris Castle.

"E-Ei, what's all this?"
"They say it's a gift for Veldear."

I said to the surprised Theo, trying to suppress my embarrassment at the suddenly cramped dress room.
It was supposedly a gift to commemorate my formal return to noble society.

"We'll need to set up an entirely new dress room."

As I turned my gaze, I saw clothes meant to uphold the dignity of the Family Head, recovered from what used to be the Veldear mansion.
Clothes that, if worn in the current climate, would be more than enough to cause public outrage.

And so time passed once more.
While finishing preparations for the academy, I also brought my weakened body up to a satisfactory level and learned enough etiquette not to be looked down upon at the academy.
By the time my body, which had shrunk again, grew slightly larger than it was just before I nearly died at Veldear Castle—

"Are you ready?"
"Yes."

The only regrettable thing was that my mana hadn't accumulated to the level I wanted. This might have been a problem if I were entering the Department of Magic, but since I was enrolling in the Department of Humanities...

"What a shame. I wanted to show those Humanities kids how powerful my disciple's magic is."
"...What's the point of showing that to people who don't even study magic?"
"What do you mean? I need to show everyone that I am Meina Aris's star pupil!"
"Wasn't I already known as your disciple?"
"There are just rumors, but not many people know it properly, right?"

In the carriage heading toward the warp gate to the academy.
In the cramped space carrying myself, Meina Aris, Theo, and Leo, Meina was holding me in her arms again today.

"Anyway, Ei, you're a bad girl."
"What? Me?"
"Why won't you live with me? Our mansion is much better than some dormitory."

My heart stung at my master's words.
Though it pained me to hear her say her daughter had finally chosen a man over her mother, it was the basic rule that academy students should stay in dormitories.
Of course, being essentially a school for nobles, they probably wouldn't actually check whether students were staying in the dorms or not.

"That's all fine, but it's too far to walk to the academy every day."
"Huh? The daughter I know used to commute using magic, didn't she?"
"The circumstances are different now compared to then."
"Well, you can always take what you need from my laboratory."

Meina smiled as if finding my protests cute.
Suddenly, I felt something bustling outside and a sense of mana concentrating.
As I tried to open the window in surprise, Meina grabbed my hand.

"Ah, this must be your first time."
"What is?"
"They upgraded the warp gate recently. It's still in the trial phase between Aris Estate and the capital, but now you can travel while inside the carriage."

So that's how the two princesses came to Aris Castle by carriage that time?
As Meina was speaking, the carriage shook slightly, and I felt the surrounding mana flow that had been surging start to fade.
At the same time, the air that had felt quite cold now felt warm.

"You can open it now."

When I opened the window, the scenery of the capital greeted me.
As soon as I confirmed we had arrived in the capital, Meina said, "Then I'll go ahead," and disappeared with a flash of light.
Only the three of us remained in the carriage.

"I'll get off here too."
"Why?"
"Why ask why? I just want to look around the capital a bit more since it's been a while. Hey, driver, stop!"

The carriage stopped and the door opened.
Leo said, "See you later," and left, leaving just the two of us in the carriage.
That guy, could he be being considerate of us?

"He must have been very bored......"

But our gentleman lacks awareness.
Could he not realize that his brother deliberately created this opportunity for him?
However, Theo's eyes seemed filled with different thoughts.

"Serin."
"Yes?"

Quietly setting aside my feelings as a lover, I asked him, and Theo gave me a curious look.

"I have something to ask you."
"What is it?"
"About my brother—remember when I asked you to teach him how to fight barehanded?"
"Yes?"
"What exactly did you teach him? Every technique he uses could make him an assassin."

Cold sweat ran down my back.
What I taught him was simple hand-to-hand combat that might not suit a nobleman and knife-fighting techniques for emergencies.
Apparently, the problem was that the blood of the person who learned it was Aris.
The techniques that weren't destructive when I used them must have been transformed by the power of his bloodline.

"No, that's not what I meant to ask. Where did you learn such things? I've never seen such martial arts and sword techniques in my life."

The memories of my past life that had been vaguely surfacing.
Could I say that the combat methods I trained in, using those memories as my guide, were only techniques to kill others in order to survive?

"We've arrived, Young Master~."

At that moment, the driver's voice came from outside.
When I opened the window, the main gate of the academy where I would be attending as an official student from tomorrow came into view.

"Shall we get out?"
"......"

Thanks to this, I gained time to figure out how to answer.
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However, the more time I had to think about it, the deeper my worries grew.

How could I convince him that I had memories of a past life?

In truth, those past life memories hadn't significantly affected my identity. I had long ago decided to draw a clear line between myself now and that man from my previous life. When those memories first surfaced, I was quite confused, but ultimately, the person who exists here is Serin Veldear. That man from my past life was simply someone else—I had already settled this matter for myself.

But this was only my decision. Would Theo be able to accept it the same way?

"You worked hard today too."

I nestled against Theo's side. Same dormitory, same room.

"I sparred with my brother again today."

His arm slipped behind my shoulders, pulling me closer.

"If I fight the way you taught me, I won't lose, but if I end up killing someone, that would be troublesome."

"I see..."

"Leo might not be interested in swordsmanship, and he might be a bit lacking in talent for an Aris, but he still carries Aris blood. He needs correction, you know."

Yet the conversation was heading in a direction opposite to the comfortable atmosphere I should be feeling right now. Though I didn't want to bring it up, his genuinely curious expression showed a strong determination not to let me avoid answering.

"But it wasn't easy. If it were the kind of martial arts I know, correction would be simple, but what Leo showed me was something completely unfamiliar."

"...Should I teach you?"

"No need. If I ever need it, I'll learn it then."

His hand slipped between my slip, which was held up by just a pair of shoulder straps, touching my bare skin.

"Theo, do you believe in past lives?"

"Hmm, I've never really thought about past lives..."

"You're the first person I'm telling this to... but I actually have memories of a past life."

Theo's body flinched momentarily. The hand touching me paused briefly. Had I lied to him before, saying I had learned these skills somehow?

"Actually, I don't know for certain if they're past life memories. They just suddenly came to me one day."

"What kind of memories?"

"The struggles of someone who couldn't even remember their parents' faces, fighting desperately to survive."

I briefly recalled that man's memories. In some unknown place, at some unknown moment. The memory of holding a knife while facing a comrade who had survived death's edge alongside me surfaced.

"I don't know if it's really my past life. I only assume so because when I perform the skills and techniques that person experienced, they flow naturally from me as if they were always mine."

"What you taught Leo...?"

"More precisely, they're what he learned. I'm just stealing and using that person's abilities."

Theo seemed quite curious about what kind of memories these were. I would be no different in his position. What kind of memories would allow someone to master martial arts that don't exist in this world well enough to teach others?

"But Leo's movements were too good to be just superficially learned. That would be impossible if the teacher was merely stealing techniques..."

Suddenly Theo stopped speaking and looked at me. If someone taught assassination techniques and the student's movements were good, what would that say about the teacher?

"Theo, I'm sleepy."

I closed my eyes and rested my cheek against his body. I just want to remain as Ei and Serin Veldear in front of the person I love—why is such a simple wish so difficult?

Being skilled at killing techniques isn't something to take lightly. Whether intended or not, mastering such skills inevitably involves practical application.

I wanted to appear different to you.

"Sorry, I'm going to sleep first."

Theo seemed to understand my intention and didn't ask me anything more. Even if I hadn't wanted it, the fact that I had blood on my hands to survive remains unchanged.

As night faded and dawn broke, my first day as a student began.

The entrance ceremony. Last year, I had briefly watched it from afar as a staff member before slipping away.

But this year, being present as a student felt extremely awkward. Even more so because, thanks to my position as Meina's disciple, I recognized some faces from when I had wandered around the Department of Magic as a researcher. If I had entered the Department of Magic, I would have known quite a few people, which would have been comfortable.

I headed to the seat marked with my name, Serin Veldear. Following my usual habit of arriving early, there weren't many students present yet. However, I would need to erase the name written in mana lines. I didn't want to receive malicious glances because of the Veldear name.

After waiting for a while, students gradually filled the hall, and someone sat on either side of me. I could feel their gazes.

The gender ratio among students was noticeably skewed toward males. It didn't seem this extreme last year. As I sat staring blankly ahead, the empty seats around me were all filled.

"Hello, little ones! I'm Meina Aris, Dean of the Department of Magic. You know who I am, right?"

Would she be hosting the entrance ceremony this year too? Meina climbed onto the platform and spoke to the students in a friendly voice, revealing her playful personality as always.

"Well, since everyone seems to be here, shall we begin?"

From the platform, she smiled and instructed everyone to pay respects to the Emperor.

*     *     *

Although I had entered and exited classrooms many times on Meina's errands, entering as a student and sitting in my own seat felt distinctly different. After following the teaching assistant to the classroom, I sat in any empty seat, and I could feel the gazes and whispers of students entering after me.

"I've never seen her before."

"Yeah, was someone like that in the middle school?"

In the past, this kind of attention would have been uncomfortable for someone like me who didn't like being in the spotlight, but now this focus wasn't necessarily bad for me. Before entering the academy, I had thought a great deal.

How could I safely graduate from the academy? If I enrolled, my Veldear identity would surely be revealed, and I would face harassment. Of course, since Theo was the current head of the Aris family, they wouldn't stand by if something happened to me... but I couldn't always rely on the Aris family's help.

The conclusion was that I needed to prepare myself as someone carrying Veldear blood.

So the first thing I did was train myself while teaching Leo. Given my originally weak body, I couldn't become dramatically stronger, but enough to protect myself in situations where magic was restricted, like during my wandering days.

My preparations for entering the academy weren't limited to that. I read countless books and studied hard to perform academically better than those who had received specialized education at the academy. I even reduced my time with Theo.

I even received clothes that the Princess had worn from the Imperial family. While the academy basically required uniforms, being a school for nobles, they didn't particularly mind personal clothing as long as it wasn't too flashy. Though I wasn't without a uniform on the first day, I wasn't unadorned either.

The jeweled ornate hair tie that held my hair would slightly reveal the jewels of my earrings. On my left hand, rings on my index, ring, and little fingers. And if that wasn't enough, a bracelet on my right wrist to help absorb mana. Had I ever decorated myself this lavishly in my life?

While the rings might seem excessive, most noble young ladies would wear this much. But the reason I particularly stood out was probably because of my black hair.

"Hey, I heard a Veldear is also entering the school among the new students?"

So amid discussions about my appearance, curiosity about me, and mostly catching up among themselves, a familiar word caught my attention.

"What? That Veldear?"

"My brother works at the academy. He says it's already a rumor among the staff."

"Wow, that's crazy. After regaining their title, they should just live quietly and atone."

"What does a Veldear look like again?"

"I heard the women in that family usually have platinum blonde hair."

Unsurprisingly, the comments weren't positive. Who would have good feelings about it anyway? Of course, no one would know what this Veldear actually looked like.

"You are a beautiful lady."

Turning toward the voice from beside me, I saw a handsome young man addressing me.

"Since we'll be spending a long time together, if I may be so bold, could I know your name?"

I momentarily debated whether to tell him. According to etiquette, if I wasn't interested, I should politely decline, but considering the impact my family name carried, telling him might not be a bad idea. After all, to stand out, people needed to know who I was, and the Veldear name was perfect for drawing attention.

"Hmm, I'm not sure. I don't really feel like talking."

"I understand. We can get to know each other slowly over time. Excuse me—"

"Well, since you asked, I suppose I could tell you."

"I am Duchess Serin Veldear."

With that one sentence, a momentary silence fell over the classroom.

"Haha, your joke is a bit too much."

"It's not a joke."

Smiling, I showed a fragment of mana I had diligently gathered. Though it might be insufficient to be called a Veldear, no student, especially one not from the Department of Magic, could tell the difference.

"Shall I say it again? My name is Serin Veldear."

As I repeated firmly, highly hostile gazes began pouring toward me.
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This is the current state of Veldear.
Those who nearly destroyed the entire world.
Those who caused me to lose someone precious.
Their bloodline stands before me.

But among them, I don't see anyone trying to directly harm me.
That's natural, I suppose, since I directly hold the title of Duke.

There's no such thing as an honorary Duke title.
Like in Meina's case, the Emperor can bestow honorary titles up to Marquis for those who've made great contributions, but Duke is a special position.

It's an honorable title bestowed only upon the three major pillars that maintain and develop the Empire: the Aris, Veldear, and Draire families.
These titles symbolize the shield, mind, and backbone of the Empire respectively.
Even though Veldear fell and essentially only two families remain, no additional Duke titles have been awarded.

That's why the most these students in the classroom—and even professors hostile to Veldear—can do is give me hostile looks.
That's how significant the weight of a Duke's title is.

"Seems like you took a liking to me. How unfortunate."

Despite my mocking tone, that nameless male student couldn't say anything and simply turned away.
Even though the academy rules don't recognize discrimination based on status, a Duke is still a Duke.
Especially since they were just gossiping about Veldear until moments ago...

Just as the classroom atmosphere grew heavy, the front door opened.

"What's this? Why is everyone so gloomy? Is it because I'm your guidance professor this year?"

A white-haired male professor with curly hair and glasses stepped onto the podium with a puzzled expression.
This was my first time seeing him.
I think I'd visited the Department of Humanities once on Meina's orders to check some magical equipment.

He doesn't seem to take it too seriously.
He checks attendance by calling out names to see if everyone is present.
When he reaches my name last, as a high school transfer student, he flinches slightly when he sees me.

"So you're Duke Veldear. Pleased to meet you. I'm Martin Draire. Though inadequate, I occupy one of the Duke positions in the Empire."

This professor is another Duke?
The Draire family—I'd only heard the name before.
The head of that family is standing right in front of me.

"Of course, unless it's related to external matters, I intend to treat you strictly as a student during your time at the academy, so you needn't worry about that."

It was an unexpected meeting, but in a way, it made sense.
If a Duke himself comes as a student, anyone would want to avoid the situation.
...Maybe he got stuck with this job because of me.

"Now, as you've all heard, Duke Veldear will be joining us this term. I know many of you harbor ill feelings toward Veldear. I myself lost my brother because of Veldear. I'm not asking you to get along well, but you should know this: the current Duke Veldear has nothing to do with that incident."

After closing the student roster, Duke Draire sighs softly.
Then he addresses me.

"Well, you know today ends with the entrance ceremony, right? The schedule will be finalized and announced tomorrow, so keep that in mind. Duke, could I see you for a moment?"
"Yes."

By the way, it was unexpected.
I'd heard that generational changes for Dukes usually happen simultaneously, but while Aris and Veldear had their succession, Draire hasn't yet.

"Everyone else is dismissed."

As I got up to follow the professor, I noticed Theo standing in front of the lecture hall.

"Professor Draire?"
"Aris, hmm, now Duke Aris. Pardon me, I'm not used to it yet."
"I don't mind. Since we're in the academy, I'd prefer to be treated as a student."
"That was my intention. But are you here looking for Duke Veldear too?"

Our eyes meet briefly.

"Yes, I suppose so."
"I'm sorry, but I need to borrow her for a moment. Is that alright?"

We had planned to spend time together after today's schedule, and he looked slightly disappointed about the wait, but he followed behind us without complaint.
However, he only followed us to the entrance of the professor's office.
After asking for his understanding and telling him to wait outside, only the professor and I entered Duke Draire's office.

Unlike Meina's cluttered research room, Professor Draire's office was extremely neat.
Unlike her bookshelves where I'd have to hear "Where is that book..." if I didn't clean up as I usually did, Professor Draire's books were neatly organized by subject.
Only the necessary documents were on his desk.
Unlike Meina who found organizing research notes bothersome, the thick papers in his file folders were stacked neatly like books, giving me a glimpse of his personality.

"Please, sit down."

Unlike with Theo, whom he knew, the professor treated me quite respectfully.
Perhaps knowing I had stayed with the Aris family, he apologized for not having Northern-style tea in his office.

"I'm fine."
"Thank you for understanding."
"But why did you want to see me separately?"

There must be a reason he called me here.

"It would be awkward to discuss this outside, but I wanted to tell you that I, too, am not in a friendly position toward you, which is why I requested this private meeting."

...Perhaps his consistently respectful attitude wasn't a sign of friendliness but hostility.

"While you are at the right age to enter the academy as a noble and future leader of the Empire to build your education, you must be aware of the weight attached to the Veldear name."
"......"
"To be honest, I don't have particularly good feelings toward Veldear either."

The current Duke Draire said he lost his brother because of Veldear.

"When the Dean of the Magic Department mentioned your admission, many professors initially opposed it. You understand the reason without me explaining, right?"

I suddenly wondered why they admitted me to the academy.
I had heard from Meina that she enrolled me in the Department of Humanities simply to build the proper education befitting a noble.
But there might be other reasons behind it.

"They too, before being professors, are people who each lost someone dear to them because of what Veldear did. They could never see Veldear the same as other students. Aren't you curious about how you were admitted?"
"Quite so."
"The owner of this Imperial Academy—that is, His Majesty himself—directly ordered it. He commanded that Duke Veldear's admission be permitted."

Professor Draire showed me three documents he had set aside.
One was my application form with my information, another was Meina Aris's recommendation letter.
The last was an imperial decree bearing the Emperor's seal.

"To be honest, the Magic Department would suit you better. But there are only three Dukes in the Empire. No matter their position as professors, they're all Counts and Marquises, so everyone would feel burdened to directly oversee you."
"So I came to the Humanities Department because you're here?"
"If the Magic Department Head has other purposes, I wouldn't know, but that's probably the case."

Duke Draire set down his now-empty cup with a thud.
I hadn't even touched my tea yet.

"That's all I have to say as Martin Draire the person. Speaking as Duke Draire, Duke Veldear, I hope you do your best since you've made it here with difficulty. His Majesty has high expectations for you. Before that incident, Veldear was at the forefront of researching magic for the Empire's prosperity."
"The Empire's three great families..."
"I'm glad you at least know that much. I heard you were in hiding until your ducal title was restored."
"I received special education."

I thought I was going to die learning the middle school curriculum at an accelerated pace.
And to protect myself.
Training to reacquire the movements in my memories.

"Have I done something wrong?"
"No, it's just that all that time suddenly flashed before me."

I quickly wiped away the tears that had formed at the corners of my eyes.
It really was incredibly difficult.

"I wish we could sit around the round table like in the old days, Duke Veldear."

For a moment, the past seemed to flash in Duke Draire's eyes as well, as if reminiscing.

"I don't know what you mean, but I'll try my best."

I picked up the now quite cold cup and took a sip of tea.
A bitter taste different from Northern tea filled my mouth.

"You'll naturally come to understand what the round table means. His Majesty will summon you soon, so be aware of that. That's all I have to say as Duke Draire. And..."

Duke Draire stood up and walked to his research table.

"As a professor, I congratulate you on your admission, Miss Serin. I look forward to working with you."

I expected nothing but rejection, but that wasn't the case.
Despite being of the bloodline that caused him to lose his brother, to hear such words...

"I look forward to working with you too, Professor Draire."

This seems like a decent start.
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"You may leave now, Duke."
"I look forward to working with you, Professor. I'll be going now."
"Very well."

With a warmth in my chest, I opened the door of the laboratory to find a familiar face immediately catching my eye.
That conversation wasn't exactly brief.

"Theo."
"Is Duke Draire inside?"
"Yes, he's in there."
"I have some business with him."

I thought he could have just waited outside until I came out, but at Theo's words, I stepped aside.
As Theo entered his research room, Professor Draire greeted him with a pleased expression. "What brings you here?"

"I came to pay my respects since it's been a while."
"Haha, and how is the former Duke doing?"
"He's doing well as always."
"Suddenly handed everything over to his son and now enjoying life, I see."

They seemed to know each other from the past.
Their warm greeting suggested a history that I couldn't intrude upon.

"But how do you know the Duke of Veldear?"
"We're more than just acquaintances."
"Hmm, is that so? You two seem quite close."

He showed an intrigued expression seeing Theo and me together.

"But shouldn't you two be keeping your distance from each other?"
"Pardon? What do you mean..."
"For the current Duke of Veldear, the Aris family is practically a sworn enemy."

This person.
He really doesn't like Veldear itself, not just me as a person.

"It's fine, I don't mind."

Though it might seem fake to him, I deliberately smiled.

"Veldear might consider Aris an enemy, but I was never really part of Veldear to begin with."

So it seems the fact that they could have wiped out their enemies with my sacrifice remains unknown.
Not that it would have been good if it were known.

"And I have deep personal connections with Aris."
"I see."

Professor Draire's eyes flickered with interest in the relationship between Theo and me.
It must be quite fascinating to him—two people who should be at each other's throats getting along so well.

"Anyway, may I leave now?"
"Of course. Rather, I should thank you for your time. I hope you have a good day."

And so I left the research room, leaving the professor with his curiosity.

*     *     *

After that first meeting with Professor Draire, my assigned professor, I've been incredibly busy.

I may not be loved by all my classmates, but I've worked hard to be recognized by the professors. My classmates probably don't realize how much effort I've put in.
Except for the dark hours of night, I was always at the academy's central library.
Even while running errands for Meina, I never let go of my books.
Even if those errands took me into high-risk areas.

"The midterm evaluations are finally over. Everyone has worked hard."

Among the students, there were many unfounded rumors about Veldear.

They're rude.
They're arrogant mages who only care about magic.

In this atmosphere where such rumors were resurfacing, I was an odd exception.
Despite being someone who could easily be top of the class in the Department of Magic without even trying.
I surprised everyone by choosing the Department of Humanities instead, a place where students typically come just to get a Rise Academy diploma.

"The top student for this midterm written evaluation is Serin Veldear. While everyone wrote excellent answers, the professors' meeting determined that Serin's responses were the most outstanding. Let's congratulate her."

At the professor's announcement, looks of surprise and envy poured in all at once.
They too knew how I had been living my academy life.
Memories flashed by of times when no one would speak to me because I was a Veldear, and when I had to complete group projects alone.

"Well done."

Professor Draire looked at me with pride, completely opposite to the students' reactions.

Basic self-defense skills that nobles should possess.
The history of the empire that one should know for a better future.
Knowledge required as a member of the leadership that will guide the Rise Empire.

Days spent diligently studying and completing all assignments flashed before my eyes.
Even times when I had to do alone what should have been team projects sent outside.
Even assignments where the vast amount of material should have been divided among many people.

Fortunately, I had a powerful weapon that other students didn't have—magic.

"Other students should learn from her."

Contrary to my initial concerns about possible harassment, although other students refused to associate with me...
Thanks to that, I achieved one of my initial goals without anyone's interference—being recognized primarily by the professors while not caring about relationships with other students.

"Everyone did well today."

The professor paused briefly.
After a moment's hesitation, he looked at me with a gaze quite different from how he had looked at the other students.

"Duke Veldear, please follow me. There's someone who wishes to see you."

He addressed me by my title, something he had avoided doing to prevent creating a sense of alienation with students who hadn't yet inherited or been designated to inherit titles.
This meant there was an official matter that required addressing me by my position rather than as a student.

*The Emperor is looking for me.*

After all, there's only one person a Duke would need to address respectfully.
I followed Professor Draire.
As expected, we headed not to the professor's own research room but to the academy's main building.
Upon arrival, I was greeted by the Dean's office, a place rarely visited by ordinary students.

"You've arrived."

As expected, the Emperor greeted me, exactly as I had anticipated.

"I am honored to see Your Majesty."
"You're no longer surprised to see me."
"We're already acquainted, aren't we? We'll likely see each other often in the future, so I shouldn't be startled each time."

I couldn't see clearly, but the Dean's...
But what could bring him all the way to the school?

"It's nothing special. I heard you've been working hard lately, so I came to encourage you."

Ah...
So he just came without any particular reason.

"Your Majesty, the Duke of Veldear seems deeply moved."

At this interjection, I turned my gaze toward the Dean.
I wanted to give him a reproachful look, but he too was clearly struggling to hide his surprise, so I let it go.

"I'm glad. I was right to come and encourage you. It makes me happy to see my sister's daughter working so diligently."
"Thank you, Your Majesty. If I may make a small request, next time I would prefer if you summoned me to the palace."
"Would that be better? The Imperial Palace must still be an uncomfortable place for you."
"It doesn't matter. I'll have to get used to it anyway."

Changing people's perception of Veldear, making it a family that doesn't make others uncomfortable, is also my job.
Swallowing the rest of my words, I expressed my gratitude to the Emperor.
But really, did he visit purely to encourage me?

"Duke Veldear, there's something I'd like to suggest to you."
"To me?"
"Are you perhaps interested in becoming an Imperial Mage?"
"I appreciate the offer, but it's too much for me."
"No, please hear me out first..."
"How could I take a position that even my Master couldn't fulfill?"

I rejected it immediately.
So there was a reason he came to see me after all.
But Meina must have her reasons for not becoming an Imperial Mage.

"Indeed, like Master, like disciple. It's not easy."
"I appreciate the offer."
"And I hear your mother has returned."

My mother never officially inherited the title.
But if I don't maintain the Veldear name and change to the Aris name, she's expected to get it back.

"Should I arrange a meeting?"
"I'll send word to Aris sometime. There's much to do, including restoring the ruined Veldear territory. But you've only inherited the bloodline, haven't you?"
"I apologize."
"No need. It's not your fault, so don't worry about it. But the restoration of the territory must happen eventually. You understand what I mean?"
"I will convey that to my mother."
"Good. I thought Veldear would forever be at odds with us, but it's fortunate that you are the Duke."

The Emperor said that much and then stood up, extending his hand to me.
Wondering if he wanted to shake hands, I carefully took his hand, causing him to flinch slightly.

"Ah, I apologize. I momentarily forgot who was standing before me."
"Did I do something wrong?"
"No, it's just that the head of the Magic Department usually escorts me when I visit the academy. I've developed a habit."
"Ah, if that's the case, I can do it instead. Do you know the coordinates of where you're going?"
"Well..."
"I'll escort you to these coordinates, Duke Veldear. It's the central assembly hall of the Imperial Palace."

Since Meina is out on fieldwork today and not at the academy, I have to do it.
I usually travel with Theo, so traveling with the Emperor makes me a bit nervous.

"Phew."

After exhaling softly, I concentrate and draw the magic.
A massive magic circle forms beneath us, gathering mana around the Emperor and me.

"We'll be moving now."

I compensate for my magical skills, which are inferior to Meina's, with more mana.
Spatial movement.
As the light fades, the magic activation was successful.

"Thank you. Please go in."
"I'll see you next time."

The imperial staff seemed accustomed to this, having already gathered in the central banquet hall to prepare for the Emperor's arrival.
However, they seemed surprised that it wasn't the usual Meina Aris beside him, and perhaps displeased that it was a Veldear instead.

*Starting at the academy is too... late.*

The gazes of those around deepened my concerns.
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"....What is this?"

Professor Draire stared at me with a bewildered expression.
A form on top of a yellow envelope.

"As you can see, it's my withdrawal form from the Academy."
"No, you're the top student in the midterm evaluation, and with just a few more points, you'd secure the top position for the semester. Why so suddenly?"
"It's nothing special. I just determined that the Academy isn't the appropriate place for me to achieve my goals."
"Goals?"
"I have them."

In any case, my purpose is to revive House Veldear without bringing shame to House Aris.
But I sensed it would take too long if I started at the Academy, and since another method occurred to me, I no longer needed to attend this place.
However, if I said I was quitting, would my Master and mother really leave me alone?

*If the original intention was for me to do what other nobles do now that I'm a noble...*

I've already confirmed that I can't properly mix with others through normal channels.
Even the recognition I've received from professors is only because I've worked overwhelmingly harder than other students and consistently shown that I harbor no ulterior motives.
Prejudices don't change easily, after all.

"May I ask one thing? Could I know what that goal of yours is?"

At Professor Draire's question, I recalled what happened yesterday.

*

"Hey, young lady, do you have a moment?"

I stopped walking and turned around to see a very familiar face standing there with a funny expression that didn't suit him at all.

"When did you finish?"
"Not long ago. I just washed up quickly and came out, saw you, and followed. You didn't even notice me behind you, so I wondered how far you'd go."

Theo put his arm around my waist and pulled me to his side.

"I followed you quite a bit, but you didn't notice."
"I should have gone somewhere secluded. Then you would have pounced on me from behind, going 'ah!'"
"You see me as that kind of pervert?"
"You can be that way with me."

Before we knew it, we had entered the garden courtyard and sat down on a bench.
I let out a small sigh as I looked at the sunset sky.

"It seems attending the Academy is completely useless for me."
"After working so hard, you say it's useless?"
"Yes. To gain recognition here and successfully integrate into mainstream noble society to elevate Veldear's value—"

That was the original plan.
But that perception of being the main culprit who nearly destroyed the world by summoning demons doesn't change easily.
No.
Regardless of perceptions, who would want to keep close a rough, unpolished stone that suddenly appeared?
The more they try to polish it, the more it becomes a sharpened blade.

"But it seems like it was an unrealistic dream."
"Why?"
"To compete with them on equal footing, other nobles have backgrounds that I don't."

Of course, there are students at the Academy with humble backgrounds like mine.
But they're not the ones I'll be associating with in the future.

"True... you're not an Aris yet."

We're only extremely close, after all.

"Plus, no wealth, no territory, no people."
"But Veldear has nothing."
"No, there's land. I heard the Veldear territory hasn't been reclaimed yet."
"It's abandoned because no one knows what might emerge from it. Even if it were reclaimed, no one would try to revive it."
"That's enough. It's actually fortunate. A significant portion of Veldear's magical heritage should still be preserved."

The preservation of Veldear's heritage is just speculation, but...
Truthfully, I couldn't have attempted this alone, but fortunately, there is someone.
Someone who knows Veldear better than anyone.

"I'll tell Mother. Let's revive Veldear together."
"...It won't be easy."
"It's fine. I'm not literally trying to resurrect House Veldear itself."

I flashed a smile at Theo.
If those who once tried to destroy the world attempt to rise again on their own, the world will stop them.
But if they blend into society and offer themselves as a foundation to rebuild a broken world, society will willingly rest upon them.

"I don't know what you're planning, but if you need help, just say the word."
"Thanks. I appreciate it."

Honestly, I don't think there's much he can help with this time...
But just saying it is enough.

*

"It's somewhat personal, so it's difficult to explain."
"I see."
"I'm not thinking anything strange."
"You'd better not. There are still many eyes in the world watching Veldear."

Is that his way of showing concern?
But I have absolutely no intention of reviving House Veldear itself.
I only want to leave a name in a different direction.

"Thank you for your concern."
"However, unfortunately, I can't process this withdrawal form right now."

I didn't expect to be held back from such an angle.

"You haven't forgotten who wrote the recommendation letter that allowed you to enter the Department of Humanities, have you?"
"Ah."

Certainly, my current action is rather unilateral.
Meina pushed me here to help me not be looked down upon as a noble and to aid my future path.

"You'll need the Magic Department Dean's approval. I believe someone as intelligent as you understands why without explanation."

He wants me to establish a moral justification.
I know that Professor Draire is aware of what Meina did to get me enrolled here.
That's why he's blocking my current action.

"Or, how about taking a leave of absence?"
"A leave of absence?"
"Withdrawal and leave of absence are distinctly different. Withdrawal means leaving the Academy entirely, while a leave of absence means temporarily pausing your studies while remaining enrolled."

Professor Draire handed the withdrawal form back to me with a meaningful look.

"Perhaps it's your youth, but your passion is something I'd like to learn from. However, you should also prepare for when your plans fail."
"Are you saying that while running forward, I should occasionally look to the side?"
"Exactly. This system is typically used by students who want to escape academic life because they lack interest, but I think I can approve your leave of absence. Would two years be sufficient?"

And so I learn another lesson.
As the professor said, completely withdrawing from the Academy is indeed a very risky move.
I was just trying to block a path that I might unconsciously look back to in difficult times.

"I'll give you a document. Go and rewrite it as a leave of absence application. Unlike the withdrawal form, you'll probably need to present this to receive the leave of absence form."

Professor Draire took out a blank piece of paper and wrote a document, then handed it to me.
It's a simple document stating that the student has received permission from their supervising professor to apply for a leave of absence, but I felt quite pleased that my plan seemed to be proceeding smoothly from the start.

"Thank you, Professor."
"Go ahead. Before I change my mind."

Following Professor Draire's instructions, I teleported instantly to the academic affairs office.
The staff member who had given me the withdrawal form earlier looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"I've come to get a leave of absence form instead."
"Have you consulted with your supervising professor?"
"Yes, here."

Fortunately, the staff member gave me the relevant application form without further comment.
I was about to fill out the form with a pen provided on-site and return to Professor Draire's office when—

"Serin~!"

A very familiar woman's voice called me cheerfully from behind, and simultaneously, someone's arms wrapped around my shoulders.

"M-Master?"
"What brings you to the academic affairs office? If you tell this mother of yours about any administrative matters, everything can be handled without going through troublesome procedures!"

Well, I'm here because I don't think you'd handle this for me.
Perhaps she detected magic similar to her own but not hers being activated within the Academy and followed me.

"Ms. Mary, you know that we process any requests from our Serin Veldear the fastest, right?"
"O-Of course, Dean of Magic."
"Then, can this mother take a peek at what our daughter came here to—"

Meina's words stopped abruptly as she saw the contents of the form.
Cold sweat ran down my back.
It must be unbelievable reality that her disciple, who had maintained the top position through the midterm evaluation, suddenly wanted to take a leave of absence.

"What is this?"
"Ah, well, that's..."
"Ms. Mary, everything else is fine, but please hold off on processing this leave of absence."
"But, Professor Aris, Veldear has already completed the consultation with her supervising professor and received the official document..."
"Hmm, is that so?"
"And among student rights, there's a regulation stating that students can freely take a break from their studies at any time with their supervising professor's permission..."

Meina's half-murderous gaze pierced the staff member.
The employee avoided Meina's gaze, which seemed to say, "Just do as you're told, why are you talking back?"

"If you're citing academy regulations as a professor, should I make a scene as a parent?"
"N-No, not at all. I'll proceed after you two have talked it through."
"Good. Then let's go see Martin together, daughter?"
"Y-Yes."

Although Meina usually gives in to me, even I can't handle her in this state, so I quietly follow her words.
Still holding the form and pen, I'm forcibly led to Professor Draire's office by Meina's mana.

"You're back, and I see the Magic Department Head has come too."
"Hey, Martin!"
"As I've repeatedly said, I wish Professor Aris would maintain her dignity as a professor—"
"Do you really want to die? You should have told me about something like this!"

Meina's blunt speech made my head throb as I watched from behind.
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"Just calm down first."
"Sigh, alright. What's going on?"
"A student wishes to take a break from her studies due to personal circumstances. As a professor, I see no reason to refuse."
"Personal circumstances?"

Meina's gaze turns toward me.
I haven't actually discussed my thoughts with Meina yet.

"Besides, she may be your disciple, but within the academy, she's my student. I don't want an exceptional student like Miss Veldear to go astray, so perhaps we should have a conversation."

At Professor Draire's words, Meina purses her lips with a "Hmm."
Then she silently reaches out her hand to me, transporting us both to her laboratory.

"You're right. I've only heard that you've been doing well academically, but I haven't actually heard about how you've been living lately."

She sighs softly and places a cup of tea she personally brewed in front of me.
Then she sits beside me, staring at my teacup with me.

"Serin, this Master is truly proud of you. You don't know how happy I was to hear that you've been working so hard."
"Thank you for seeing me in such a good light."
"But shouldn't we discuss things like taking a leave of absence? I believe you'll make good decisions, but I don't quite understand why you suddenly want to take a break from an academy you've been attending well."

Meina's deep gaze turns toward me.
Would she understand?
The things I plan to do after leaving the academy.

"While attending the academy, I wondered if I could truly achieve what I want here."
"What you want?"
"I wanted to remove the Veldear colored glasses, to show the essence of who Serin Veldear is, and prove that I'm not the person my infamous reputation suggests."
"The professors already recognize you quite highly."
"Yes, the professors' view of me has changed. But the students' perception remains the same."
"You don't need to be loved by everyone, Serin. I know how hard you've worked to get this far. To show the person hidden beneath the Veldear infamy."

Meina carefully takes my hand.

"The academy has become something that every Rise noble should basically attend, and I wanted to give you a similar starting point."
"But I think I failed to stand on an equal starting point. Nobody tries to see me. So I thought about it. If people only want to see Veldear, then I should make Veldear impossible to ignore."

Things I could have endured if I were alone.
But now I have many precious things to protect, so I can no longer endure.
However, the fact that simply doing well wouldn't earn people's recognition was something I confirmed when I escorted the Emperor to the Imperial Palace.

"So that's what you were thinking, Serin."

At that moment, Meina embraces me.

"Meina?"
"It must have been hard."
"Why are you suddenly like this?"

Meina's hand cradles my head.
I can feel her voice trembling faintly.

"I thought you were doing well, but I was wrong, Serin."
"Meina?"
"While gaining recognition is important, my main reason for sending you to the academy was hoping you could somewhat reconcile with people who dislike you."

Meina's words hit me hard.
So that's what she meant by being wrong.
She wanted me to blend in well with others, but I've been doing the opposite.

"I'm not saying you should open your heart to people who dislike you, but you need to be able to work with them to some extent. Building noble etiquette would be good too."

But for a Veldear, wasn't it impossible to work with others from the beginning?
I understand what my Master wants, but others won't accept me to begin with.
That's why my solution was to gain recognition through overwhelming ability so that no one could ignore me.

But Meina didn't seem to like my approach.
She wanted me to blend in with others to some extent, but reconciliation is only possible when the other side accepts me too.

"It must have been difficult."
"Well, people who hate Veldear aren't just one or two, right?"
"Let's go with a leave of absence from the academy. I don't think dropping out is the right choice. And let's change your department to the Department of Magic."
"The Department of Magic?"
"With your skills, you can qualify for graduation anytime. Since you're already registered, if you can't attend later or want to do something else, you should at least get your diploma, don't you think?"
"Now that you mention it, leaving without anything would be a waste..."

If I hadn't become Meina Aris's disciple.
If I had remained just as Ei, could I have enjoyed such luxury?

"Master, thank you always."
"You're making me feel awkward after so long. I'll talk to Martin, and I'll let you know when the administrative process is complete. I'll handle the paperwork, so you don't need to write anything."
"Yes. I'll be waiting."
"Good. Now go get some rest. And no bad thoughts, okay?"

*     *     *

Anyway, I felt relieved as I left Meina's laboratory.
I was worried she might not listen to my opinion at all and we'd have to fight, but that wasn't the case.

Only after leaving my Master's laboratory did I realize how much Meina had accommodated my position.
It couldn't have been easy for her to watch me leave the academy that provides a diploma every Rise noble basically holds, yet she still supported me.
With my academy schedule gone, I now had empty time.
I slowly leave the academy, thinking about buying Aris's special black chocolate, Meina's favorite dessert, as a gift for tonight.

This chocolate melts slowly in your mouth but requires Northern-level cold storage to prevent melting elsewhere.
Even in Aris, it needs to be transported in cold storage containers with Northern border-level chill, which consumes a significant amount of mana, so she probably rarely tasted it at her mansion in the capital.

*I wonder how happy she'll be.*

I leave the academy with cheerful steps, excited about giving Meina a gift.
With my newfound free time, I head slowly toward the teleportation station, wanting to take in the sights of the capital that I might not see as often soon.

"Um, excuse me..."

Someone stops me.
Academy uniform.
Judging by the cracked glasses, probably not from a noble family, perhaps a special admission student?

"Yes?"
"I'm a special transfer student and don't know the capital's geography well. Could you tell me how to get to the academy?"

At that moment, an eerie smile spreads across the female student's face.
Just as I notice something strange and try to move away, I feel mana emanating from a tearing scroll.

*Encryption...*

Too late to counter the magic activation through reverse calculation.
Before I can respond, I'm enveloped by light from the floor, and I feel dusty, stuffy, warm, unpleasant air entering my lungs.

"I mean, how to get from this abandoned warehouse to the Department of Liberal Arts."

The cracked glasses in her hand fall to the floor.
Simultaneously, her black hair changes to light blue—apparently concealed by magic—and I finally recognize the female student who asked me for directions.
Though I didn't know her name due to lack of interest, she was the top student in the Department of Liberal Arts before I came, and around her are gathered the troublemakers from the academy.

"Wow, is this bitch the Veldear?"
"Her face is decent looking, but still not as good as our Razli."

So her name was Razli.
Objectively speaking, I'm much prettier, but these guys must be blind.
Just as I finish assessing the situation and begin channeling mana through my fingertips to escape, I clearly hear someone say, "Where do you think you're going?"

*Mana Burn.*

As a Veldear who inherited the High Elf racial trait of sensing mana throughout the body, I momentarily freeze from the hot sensation enveloping me.
It's not that the air is actually hot, but rather an abnormal sensation felt during the process of mana burning away, which isn't pleasant.

"Hey, this isn't what I heard. Veldear women were supposed to have huge tits through generations. Why is she like that?"
"I don't know, you pervert. Maybe she's the only mutant."
"Why do I like it even more? Can we start enjoying now?"
"Yes. We've done everything you asked for, so from now on."

No need for conversation.
I sigh softly and loosen my body.
They seem to have prepared quite a bit just to catch me.

"Let's strip her and tear—"

The Veldear mana isn't so little that it would all disappear from a mere Mana Burn.
While spatial movement is impossible due to the Mana Burn spell, and these perverts drooling at the sight of me are all of noble blood.
Moreover, if I harm them with magic, Meina who taught me magic would be in trouble, so I need to deal with them without using any externally visible magic.

"Gahk!"

Without hesitation, I lunge forward and drive my knee into the jaw of the one in front.

"Huh?"

While the gang is stunned, I strike the right side of another one standing nearby with my fist, hitting hard as if delivering a kick.
The gang freezes at the sight of a woman knocking down two men larger than herself.

"Brothers, what are you doing? Hurry up and get her!"
"Didn't you use Mana Burn?!"
"I did—!"

As I turn my gaze, the rest of them fall silent.
This is the current state of Veldear.
Or perhaps my actions seeking recognition through overwhelming skill had invited someone's jealousy.

"How about it? Want to continue? Are you that curious about a woman who's rolled in bed with men?"

Silence.
I take a small breath, then instantly release an enormous amount of mana, enough to shatter the Mana Burn spell.
With a crackling sound, the magic circles operating throughout the warehouse break, and after setting up a magic barrier to prevent them from following me, I leave the warehouse.

In the end, I couldn't get the chocolate for Meina that day.
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"Serin~ Are you not in yet? Not here?"

I heard the sound of the dormitory entrance door closing in the distance.
I wanted to get up at Theo's voice, but my body had no strength.

It was a mental issue.
Truly, since meeting Theo again, had there ever been a day as unproductive as today?

"Hmm? Serin, are you already asleep?"

Theo enters the room, sees me, and sits down beside me.
He brushes my hair aside to look at my face and asks, "Did something happen?"

"Serin?"

When I don't answer, he calls my name once more and lies down next to me.

"Yeah......"
"Do you want to rest?"
"Yeah......"

Hearing my halfhearted response, a small sigh comes from behind me.
His hand slides under my shoulder and turns me over.
Theo cups the back of my head and kisses me.
Surprised by the sudden kiss, I respond by exploring his lips as well.

"Theo, I'm not feeling very good......"
"Just be quiet and accept it. This is what I want right now."

After saying that, he undoes the buttons of my shirt.
He removes the now useless clothing, tossing it aside, and too impatient to properly remove my underwear, he pulls it up to forcibly expose my breasts.
I remove my underwear that was about to stretch out as I watch Theo place his hands on my small, cute breasts compared to others.

The fair bare skin around my secret cherries distorts as it swells slightly under Theo's touch.
His index finger rolls over my nipple, making my lower region tingle.

......That's too much.
I can already feel myself getting wet down there, and I'm half-undressed, yet how can you so calmly hide your bulging manhood?

"Ha, haah-"

I grab Theo's hand, which has been eagerly fondling my breasts, and guide it under my skirt.
I've been wanting him to touch me there for a while now, though I don't know if he's been deliberately teasing me.
Even at this point, he should know what to do.

His fingers slip past my sticky panties and trace the deepest valley between my legs.
My legs instinctively close together, and my arms around Theo tighten as he touches my chest.
Not that my strength could restrain this muscle-covered body anyway.

"No more-"

Unable to bear it any longer when something enters me below, I unconsciously undo Theo's belt and slip my hand into his waistband.
I caress his hot, hard shaft with my hand.
Just as it's about to throb and release what's inside from my light touch, my nipple gets pinched slightly between Theo's thumb and index finger.

"Hnngh!"

For a moment, I feel like my vision is spinning.
When I come to my senses, I find myself lying with my legs spread before Theo, who has already undressed.

"That was close."

A whisper in my ear.
At the same time, something much larger and hotter than fingers mercilessly penetrates me below.
Though I always feel this during our intimacy, why is it so hard to take today?

My whole body feels like it's being shattered as he roughly takes me.
Unlike his usual gentle self, Theo moves his hips relentlessly back and forth as if he doesn't care what happens to me, treating me like a sex slave.
My fragile body sways helplessly like a paper doll in his movements, yet I'm firmly bound in his grip with no escape.

And before I can even feel Theo releasing his seed, I lose my senses first.
When I regain consciousness, I can still feel him inside me.

I raise my gaze to see Theo looking at me with lust-filled eyes.

Phew-.
As my breath settles, Theo carefully takes my hand after withdrawing.
Then he wraps it around his member.
He silently asks me to touch his slick organ, wet with our mixed fluids.

"Make it grow."

I half-raise my exhausted body and position myself between his legs.
Carefully caressing with both hands, one hand fondling his member that's heating up again, the other gently holding the sack beneath.

As I do this, my broken rationality slowly returns.
This isn't like him to take me so inconsiderately, why is he like this today?
Just as I try to think about it, I hear Theo's voice saying, "Stop."

"Th-Theo?"

As if it's not over yet, Theo pushes me down again and positions himself between my legs.
With one hand holding my leg and the other spreading my womanhood, exposing the flower within.
He brings the tip of his shaft to my entrance and thrusts in all at once, as if he doesn't care about my condition.

"Hyaaah!"

A shrill scream escapes my lips.
Does he know how sensitive my sex is after being roughly taken just now?

Tears well up in my eyes.
But that's only momentary, as I lose my senses again and again with Theo's hip movements until I eventually pass out.

When I regain consciousness, Theo is holding me in his arms, looking at me with loving eyes.
I glare at him for roughly taking me against my will, but he smiles, holds me in his arms, strokes the back of my head, and asks me:

"Are you still feeling bad?"
"Of course-."

At that moment, I realize what he meant by his question, and I look at him with slightly surprised eyes, wondering if he planned this all along.

"Seeing you so gloomy and down, I wanted to comfort you but also tease you a bit."
"......Couldn't you have just talked to me?"
"You always suffer alone when something's bothering you. You don't tell me either."

I pout, and Theo presses my lips with his index finger.
I just didn't want to burden someone precious to me with negative emotions, but did it look to Theo like I was suffering alone?

"I decided to take a leave of absence today."

Without thinking, I started slowly telling Theo about what happened today.
From submitting my withdrawal form to the professor in charge, then agreeing to take a leave of absence instead, to getting caught by Meina when I went to get the leave forms, and finally being ambushed after finishing my conversation with Meina.

"What, what? Ambushed?"
"They prepared a lot, but fortunately, they were all weaker than me."

Theo's hand, which had been fondling my chest while holding me, stops.

"I beat up a couple of them, and the rest quieted down. When I shattered their Mana Burn spell by overwhelming it with pure mana, they couldn't say anything."
"No, how did this happen......"
"I told you I ranked first in our class for the midterm evaluation. There were probably students who looked at me unfavorably before, but now that I've overwhelmed everyone, their hostility has finally materialized."

I realized that with this kind of activity, it would be difficult to reconcile with others as Meina wanted.

"Thanks to that, I couldn't even serve Meina the Aris chocolate from the northern mountains that I bought for tonight."

Ah, thinking about that makes me even more upset.
It only has meaning if I can give it as a gift today.

Crunch-.
Though my face was smiling, my teeth grind again.

"Serin."
"Yes?"
"No, I'm just glad nothing serious happened."

Theo seemed to have a lot he wanted to say.

"Anyway, according to what you said, your leave hasn't been processed yet, right?"
"Hmm, that's right?"
"You'll have to go out tomorrow too, will you be okay?"

Instead, he brought up something else.
True to the efficiency-focused Aris way, he asks about the future rather than dwelling on the past.
His concern about what to do next is deeply embedded in his words.

"Well, does it really matter?"

No.
Rather, I'm slightly looking forward to tomorrow.
They tried to lynch me as a group but failed. I wonder how the former top student will react.

At that moment, Theo plays with my nipple with his finger.
As if pressing a button, he lightly presses it and then gently rolls it between his thumb and index finger.

"My nipple is not a toy, Theo."
"Why?"

Something soft and slightly enlarged touches the most secret mound below.
Suddenly, a brilliant idea crosses my mind.
Perhaps because my strength has recovered a bit while I was unconscious, I have no trouble sitting up.

"Um, Serin."
"Yes?"
"I'm a bit tired now."
"Huh? You enjoyed yourself enough and now you want to stop? I want to enjoy a bit more."

If earlier was your turn, now it's mine - that's what I mean.
I climb on top of Theo and look at him, licking the corner of my mouth with the tip of my tongue and smiling as if looking at a gentle lamb.
Like I've found my prey.

"Then excuse me."

Theo's soft manhood, not yet enlarged, is in my hand.

*     *     *

I felt unusually energetic today.
Theo's eyes were tired this morning, but that wasn't my concern right now.
It was clearly him who started it with me yesterday.

According to my original plan, I should be packing my things and returning to Aris Castle today, but since I couldn't submit the paperwork yesterday due to various incidents, I need to attend the morning assembly today.
Although Meina said she would submit the leave application for me, processing would be much faster if I went and filled out the forms in advance.

As I open the door to the Department of Liberal Arts classroom, everyone's gaze turns to me momentarily.
Except for one person.

"How did you find your way to the academy, Miss Razli? I was worried since you said you weren't familiar with the capital's geography."

I greet her with a smile and a friendly morning greeting.
"D-did you have a good night?" she asks in a small voice, avoiding my gaze.
I look at her for a moment. Oh, so she's going to pretend nothing happened?

"Kyaak!"

A crisp sound echoes loudly throughout the classroom.
I deliberately slapped her cheek with my palm instead of punching her, which might have shattered her, but the sound was louder than expected.

"Wh-what are you doing?"
"If I hadn't been able to fight hand-to-hand yesterday, I wouldn't be here now. Right?"

I approach her as she glares at me fiercely after being slapped.
"D-don't come closer!" she says, ridiculously crawling backward on the floor. I grab her collar and lift her slightly.
With the power of physical enhancement.

"Theo would have become much darker than before if I had been found late in that abandoned warehouse in the back, and Meina might have taken me somewhere to live in seclusion."
"S-sorry-."
"It's too late for apologies."

With those words, my hand flew once more.

Veldear has many enemies.
And I am a Veldear.
Already with many enemies.
One more crushed won't make much difference.

"M-Miss Veldear! Wh-what are you doing?"

As I was beating up Razli, I heard Professor Draire's voice from behind me.
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Professor Draire fell into thought as he watched Razli thrashing about.
After visiting the infirmary, Razli's face had returned to a somewhat normal state.
Throughout this incident, he thought the Duke of Veldear was impressive for how she had contained the situation without making it too serious while simultaneously demonstrating proper use of force.

"Miss Roden."
"Yes?"
"I understand your anger toward Miss Veldear, but this is my research lab."
"Ah, I'm sorry..."

Razli closed her mouth at Professor Draire's words, but her eyes still burned with the intense determination to somehow get rid of the Duke of Veldear.

But that wouldn't work.
What kind of family was Veldear?
The Veldear family—weren't they the world's demons who, except for the one person who opened a passage to the demon realm, were all sacrificed simply for being of the same bloodline, despite being innocent?

Professor Draire had faced those demons directly.
They weren't originally demons; he had once been on the brink of death before those who had been falsely accused and driven out by the world.
What kind of look had they given him then?

Professor Draire swallowed as he recalled the look in the current Duke of Veldear's eyes.
As if proving she too was a Veldear, that gaze—suggesting she lived in a different world from them—was colder than the northern ice fields.

'I wonder if Department Head Aris's judgment was correct...'

She was the one Meina had praised endlessly.
Moreover, her overwhelming academic performance had led Professor Draire to set aside his past feelings about Veldear and develop a different perspective on her.
But he too was human, and couldn't help the resurfacing of past trauma.

'I hope she shows a different path.'

At least not like those demons who ravaged the world, but like the Serin Veldear he knew as a student.
Professor Draire let out a small sigh as he instructed Razli to write an incident report.

*

I heard Meina sigh deeply.
Sitting across from me, sighing so heavily it seemed like the research lab floor might cave in, I couldn't help feeling sorry.

"Serin, I don't think you did this without thinking..."

But it was an action I felt necessary.
If I had just let yesterday's incident pass as if nothing happened, it would have been worse for both me and Aris.
If I had remained quiet after being treated that way, I would have been branded a coward.
Or given the impression that I was a pushover.

The academy was quieter than I expected.
Violent incidents among students rarely happened in the high school division, but they weren't unheard of.
Naturally, violent incidents at an academy where an academic atmosphere should be maintained weren't treated lightly, but there was no need to be afraid either.

"Meina."
"Yes, Serin?"
"Would you like to listen to this?"
"What is it?"

Meina, who had been clutching her head, looked slightly surprised at the mana crystal I held out.

"This is..."
"A memory crystal. I carried it just in case, and it recorded everything that happened yesterday."
"Yesterday? What happened yesterday?"
"Yes."

Meina's expression changed.
She urgently took the memory crystal I offered and infused it with mana.

"That b—"
"Meina, don't say it. I may be a fellow academy student, but you're a professor."

After hearing the words and sounds from the warehouse yesterday, she was about to curse.

"Razli? I was nice to her because she was the top student, and she dares to do this?"

The mana around her fluctuated momentarily.
I quickly grabbed her hand to remind her that she was in the midst of anger.
After she exhaled a long breath, there was a knock at the door as if someone had come to visit.

"Professor, I've collected the assignments as you asked. May I come in?"

Hearing Ariel's voice, which seemed like it had been a very long time since I'd heard it, Meina's face brightened instantly.
The disadvantage of memory crystals is that only mages can see the fragments contained within, and the mage themselves must set the range shown to others, which doesn't guarantee reliability.
Perhaps a card had appeared that could solve this problem at once.

"Ah, Ariel! Perfect timing."

Meina rushed to open the door of the research lab as if running barefoot.
Ariel, with an armful of mana boards for assignment submission, looked at her with confused eyes.

"Come with me to the Department of Liberal Arts."
"What? Why so suddenly—"
"I need a notary for a memory crystal."
"A notary..."

Meina glanced at me from the corner of her eye.
Ariel's gaze followed hers toward me, and she brightened with "Ah, Serin!" before suddenly flinching.

"Is Serin the subject?"
"That's right. I need someone to vouch for me or Serin, and you came at just the right time."
"W-what happened..."
"I'll explain once we get there."

I rose from my seat at Meina's words.
Ariel put down the mana boards and stood beside Meina, and a light enveloped the three of us—me, Meina, and Ariel—immediately transporting us to Professor Draire's research lab.

"Department Head Aris, you came quite quickly. And the person behind you..."
"As this is an academy, I should view her as a student, but I can't do that today. Duke Draire."
"I am honored to meet you, Princess."
"Please be at ease. I want to apologize for coming so urgently without prior notice."

Professor Draire, who seemed to have been waiting, greeted Meina and then showed a slightly surprised look upon seeing Ariel.

"Anyway, the reason I came with them is..."

Ariel glanced briefly at Razli.
Razli, who had been looking at me with eyes that seemed ready to tear me to pieces, flinched at Ariel's appearance and lowered her gaze.
In the presence of someone she could never reach no matter what she did, Razli was just looking this way with anxious eyes.

"Yesterday, it seems Duke Serin Veldear nearly experienced an unfortunate incident."
"What? What do you mean..."

Ariel took out the memory crystal she had received from Meina and showed it to Professor Draire.

"That's a memory crystal."
"It's something Duke Veldear always carries. I heard that today the Duke indiscriminately assaulted student Razli Roden, who has the same status within the academy, but the reason is contained here."

Ariel approached Professor Draire.

"Give me your hand. As the Princess, I guarantee fairness and will show you directly."

She placed her small hand on the professor's broad hand.
She was showing the contents of the memory crystal to Professor Draire through herself.

"Hmm, such a thing..."

The professor's gaze toward Razli changed momentarily after learning the truth.

"However, even if such a thing happened, violence is not the right action, Duke Veldear."
"I deeply regret that aspect."
"I'm glad to hear it. And Miss Roden."
"Yes, Professor."
"Please return to your dormitory for now."
"What?"

Razli was so surprised by the professor's heavy voice that she unconsciously asked again.

"Or, if you prefer, I will convene a disciplinary committee regarding the assault case and impose disciplinary action on student Serin Veldear for the assault. However, you will have to take responsibility for the attempted defamation of the current Duke. For something of this magnitude, all the families of the students involved could be ruined."
"What do you mean? Within the academy, aren't we all of the same status as students, regardless of our external ranks? This incident also occurred within the school—"
"That's true only as long as a student remains a student, but this is quite a serious matter. As a professor concerned about my student, I might add that perhaps not convening a disciplinary committee and withdrawing now might be best for you."
"What?"
"If you don't want your entire family to be destroyed over one childish act born of jealousy for losing your top position."

Perhaps Razli finally understood the situation.
She looked at me with a pale face, but I turned my head away, avoiding her gaze.

"I am giving you an opportunity through my final discretion as a professor in a matter the Princess has acknowledged."

Ariel, who had placed the memory crystal in front of Professor Draire, exhaled softly.
Then she approached Razli and placed a hand on her shoulder.

"How is Count Roden these days?"
"P-Princess."
"Give him my regards when you return. I won't make an issue of this with your family, but tell them the Princess is watching. Consider yourself fortunate that Duke Veldear has not held her title long and doesn't yet know how to properly use her status. Now, you may leave."

At Ariel's words, which were no different from a sentence, Razli rose from her seat with a vacant look in her eyes.
Professor Draire said, "Student Roden, take this document with you," and handed her a piece of paper.
After receiving the professor's confirmation letter necessary for withdrawing from the academy, she immediately disappeared from the research lab, and only after she was gone could Ariel exhale a long sigh and sit on the sofa.

"And you, Serin."
"Hmm?"
"You should have told someone when something like this happened. Why did you hit her? If you hadn't hit that crazy woman, she would have been bowing her head to the floor on her own."
"Well, I wanted to vent a little before leaving anyway."
"So it ends up like this after all..."

Ariel must have heard rumors about me.
About my academy life where I stood above everyone without a care, literally not afraid to make enemies.
About how I rose through everyone who tried to step on me, ultimately claiming the most brilliant title one could acquire at the academy.

"Will you come back someday?"
"If the opportunity arises."
"That's a shame. I wanted to go to the library with you."

At Ariel's words, I couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

Ch.158 - A Small Rebellion
"Madam, are you listening?"
"Uh, um? Yes. I'm listening."
"Then could you repeat what I just explained to you?"
"Heh, heheh."
"I'll explain again, so please listen carefully. As the person who will oversee the Aris household from now on, you need to understand the exact scale of Aris's assets. First, the size of the Aris territory—"

With all previous warmth gone, Head Maid Mabella began explaining the Aris family's assets to me again in a rigid voice.

Where am I?
Aris Castle.

Who am I?
Serin Veldear.

The truth is, I still couldn't accept reality.
After taking a leave of absence from the academy, my plan was to reopen the Veldear territory and establish an academy to teach magic to everyone.
So why am I now taking bridal classes for the Aris family?

*      *      *

"Theo."
"Yes?"
"Are you really not going out today?"
"This is our last week as fellow students, and I don't want to lose you to lectures."
"...Lectures don't take me away from you."
"But they reduce our time together. Being students at the academy together means more to me than you might think."

It all started with Theo's suspension incident.
At first, Theo had lied to me, saying he was just going to skip all academy lectures this week.

"Is it really that different?"
"Come on, that shows a lack of empathy."
"Hmph. And when did you start calling me 'Ei' again?"
"To me, Serin Veldear will always be 'Ei'."

Theo, who should have been attending academy classes, was busy lounging in the dormitory with me in his arms, and I spent quite a long time nestled in his embrace.
It felt wonderful knowing how much he loved me, but I was a bit anxious about whether this was really okay.

"Ah...!"

The book I was reading trembled as his mischievous hand slipped under my clothes.
It was Theo, rolling my cherry-colored peak between his thumb and index finger.

"Theo, why is it so hard to read a book when I'm with you?"
"This is quite addictive as a man."
"You know I'm sensitive there. Those damn bastards from before tormented me so much..."
"...When you say it like that, I feel sorry."

I closed the book I was reading and held his hand in place, preventing him from pulling away.
Sometimes I think this was Theo's problem.
If you're going to touch, then go all the way.
He should know what I like by now, but he always does this out of consideration for me.

"It's okay. These are your hands, Theo."

All that talk about the book was just for show.
If it's Theo wanting to touch my chest, how could I possibly stop him?

But I was also curious about something.
Did Theo really like these small breasts so much?
Men's instincts are supposed to be drawn to larger breasts, and just looking around me, there were women like Meina, Ariel, Leana, and others with chests incomparably larger than mine.

"By the way, I'm curious about something."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"Theo, do you really like my small breasts that much?"
"Why ask that suddenly?"
"Well, you know. Breasts that overflow and can't be held in one hand feel better, and they can be used for other things besides just touching."

At that moment, as if trying to silence me, Theo firmly gripped the most sensitive part of my chest.
It was like pinching but carefully controlled so it wouldn't hurt.
My chattering mouth closed briefly with a short moan as electricity ran down my spine, and only when I quieted did Theo continue.

"What does it matter if your breasts are small? You're the woman who protected me when I was young and will be my everything for the rest of my life."

So he's not saying he likes small breasts...
His love for me is just big enough to embrace that aspect too.

"You're overthinking again. Not all men prefer large ones."
"Then?"
"I actually prefer ones that are modest enough to fit in one hand like this. It feels like I have you all to myself. And Serin, you might not realize it, but your breasts have grown a lot since we first met at the slave market. So don't feel discouraged."

He's just saying that to cheer me up.
But I still like it.

"Theo."
"Yes?"
"Want to kiss?"

It went on like that for about three days.
We stayed in the room without going out, eating only once a day, rolling around in bed with Theo.
On the fourth day, we went on a date in the capital, knowing we might not be able to do so for a while, and on the fifth day, when we returned to Aris Castle...

In the Family Head's office, with the Head Butler, Head Maid, and Commander of the Knights all gathered, he made this declaration:

"From now on, treat Serin Veldear as the future Duchess."

At the time, I didn't fully understand the true meaning of those words.
That's understandable, given that the period I'd lived as a noble was an overwhelmingly short part of my entire life.
It was just a heart-fluttering, exciting declaration.

"Family Head, you've finally decided! I'll organize a personal guard for the Madam right away!"
"When is the wedding scheduled? The family has ample resources, so just let us know the date and we'll prepare everything without any shortcomings."
"Hmm, that's all well and good, but the Madam still knows nothing about Aris itself, so I'd like some time... She needs time to prepare."
"It's not happening right away anyway. I need time to prepare too—"
"Can I finally see my cute grandnephew? Our Family Head who got suspended for a week?"

At that moment, light shone from behind Theo, and a red-haired woman embraced her nephew from behind, asking.
I couldn't believe my ears when Theo, with his neck and head buried in Meina's chest, stammered, "M-Meina?"
So Theo hadn't been skipping classes to be with me—he'd actually been suspended?

"Suspended? Theo, you weren't skipping but suspended?"
"S-Serin. That's..."
"I'll get up first."

Theo probably didn't want me to know.
That he had suffered consequences for protecting me.

Those five or six men who were with Razli Roden.
One had his nose broken, another had his ribs cracked.

On the day I hit Razli, Theo had challenged all five or six of those thugs to duels, led them to the training ground in the form of practice matches, and beaten them all soundly.
However, he'd gone beyond the bounds of practice, practically assaulting them with excessive brutality, which resulted in a one-week suspension.

I was actually relieved and grateful that Theo had beaten those guys up for me.
But what made me angrier was that he had lied to me.

"S-Serin, wait!"

I ignored Theo's urgent call from behind and firmly left his office.

*     *     *

Several days had passed since then.
During that time, I hadn't seen Theo's face even once.
It wasn't that I was avoiding him specifically—Theo was busy with his life as an academy student, and I was too occupied with the unwanted bridal classes for the Aris family to have any free time.

"Madam!"

A sharp voice pierced my ears, making me jump.
The Head Maid's voice had cut through my thoughts, and seeing my startled reaction, she let out a small sigh.

"You weren't listening at all."
"I-I'm sorry."
"As I've said before, since you will become the mistress of the Aris family, you should speak down to me. Everyone in this castle knows what a saintly person you are, even if you don't use honorifics with us."
"I'm still not used to speaking down to people..."
"You must get used to it. Using honorifics with subordinates makes other nobles think you can't control your household, and they'll look down on you."

I could only fiddle with the ends of my hair in response to the Head Maid's words.
That's understandable—as Meina's disciple and an apprentice mage, I'd lived a perfect life, but as the future mistress of the Aris family, I was a complete failure.

"Well, I understand. It hasn't been long since you regained your noble status."
"You knew about that..."
"Not everyone in the castle, but many who worked here during that winter know how you first came to the castle."

My life at the Aris family began as Theo's sex slave.
Come to think of it, I've received so much from Theo. Maybe I was too harsh walking out on him without listening...

"Anyway, we'll stop here for today. Where has our brilliant Madam gone? You're unusually unfocused today."
"I-I'm sorry..."
"Also, you have a visitor coming today."
"A visitor?"

I have a visitor coming today?
As I tilted my head in confusion, the Head Maid pressed her palm against her forehead as if she had a headache.

"The First Princess sent word that she would visit you today. Don't you remember? Even if you're having a lover's quarrel with the Master, you should pay more attention to what's happening around you."
"It's not a lover's quarrel."
"Yes, yes. Anyway, it's almost time for the Princess to arrive, so you should get ready."

At the Head Maid's words, I put down the documents and stood up.
Just then, I heard someone announce from outside, "The Princess has arrived!" and I looked out the window.

"Serin! I'm here!"

Ariel waved at me as she spotted me perched by the window.

Ch.159 - A Small Rebellion (2)
Although I had been notified in advance, it still felt like a sudden visit from my perspective, so I could only welcome her after a brief preparation.
Of course, since she came here as my closest friend, I dispensed with all formalities and kept things comfortable.

"Our Ei, you've gotten prettier since I last saw you, haven't you?"
"That's just your imagination."

Ariel smiles at my response.
Still, seeing Ariel after so long was quite delightful.
The last time I saw her was right before my leave of absence, because of that violent incident.

"No, really, you've gotten prettier."
"R-really?"
"Something about your aura has changed. You seem more sensual than before. That's why I can't hold you close like I used to."

Not long after I entered the reception room, maids adorned the table with tea and desserts prepared for Ariel and me.
Somehow, though, I couldn't bring myself to touch anything.
A cup of tea was placed before me, and Ariel gave me a curious look when I didn't even touch the dessert, then smiled and reached out.

"Mmm, Northern chocolate really is delicious. Right, Ei?"
"I admit it's tasty, but well... I'm not particularly fond of sweet things."
"You really never change, Ei."

Ariel had a blissful expression as she ate the biscuit coated with half-frozen sweet chocolate.
Along with it, slightly sweet tea to help endure life in the cold North.

"Have you been well? I kept saying I should visit after you returned to Aris, but today's the first time I actually made it."
"Well, I've been busy."
"Busy?"
"I'm taking bridal classes at Aris."

Ariel choked on her tea the moment she heard "bridal classes."
Looking at her surprised expression, I casually asked "What?" before taking a sip of my tea.

"Razli ended up dropping out."
"So that's what happened."
"Actually, that girl always had bad rumors about her. She just got caught this time."

With that as her opening, Ariel shared with me everything that had happened.
Starting with the cancellation of Theo Aris's suspension and the deletion of related disciplinary records, to the storm that had passed through the academy.

*Why does my head hurt so much?*

This should have been a pleasant, fun time.
If my condition had been normal, that is.

*My head hurts...*

Ariel had made time to visit me, and it would be rude to show her an unpleasant side of me.
Not just as the relationship between a future duchess and a princess, but as friends.
I was thinking I should probably send her back.

"Something's going on between you two."

A hand that seems to be caught often lately is gently taken by someone.
There's only one person in this space who could treat me so casually.

"Wh-what do you mean?"
"Tsk, don't play dumb with this big sister. I've never seen Theo wandering around so absentmindedly before."
"T-Theo?"
"And now that I see you, Serin, you don't seem to be doing well either."

As expected of a princess.
She may show her casual side only in front of me, but she's quick to check on people.
My ears perk up at her words.

"Well, there's only one reason why that guy would be so distracted, right?"

The mention of Theo immediately erases my headache of unknown origin.

"He's distracted?"
"Yeah. The other day, sorry for involving you when you're still politically unstable, but there was a meeting about imperial affairs with two dukes, my brother, and me. Even there, he couldn't focus at all—"

Ariel suddenly stops speaking while looking at me.
I had been thinking I should go see him, but I didn't know things had gotten so bad at the academy because of me.
Was my anger such a shock to Theo?

"But seeing you today, I don't think I need to worry anymore."
"S-seeing me?"
"I enjoy watching you two. So, want to go together?"
"Where?"
"Where else?"

Ariel grips my hand firmly and pulls me to my feet.

"To see your lover, or rather, your husband, of course."
"He's not my husband yet. And—"

Leaving these delicious desserts behind would be unfair to those who put so much effort into preparing them for Ariel and me.

"How can we just leave these delicious treats? We should at least eat some."
"...Ah!"

The small piece of cake that I hadn't touched due to lack of appetite suddenly seemed especially delicious today.

* * *

Sweat trickled down my spine.
The academy is a place where you can't enter freely without connections.
Although my student record is still here, I'm someone who caused problems and then took a leave of absence to escape.
Of course, it's not like I'm completely barred from entering.

*Now that everyone knows I'm a Veldear, my back feels a bit hot.*

Ariel, who I thought would go with me to see Theo, suddenly said, "Oh, I just remembered I have something to do," and left me stranded at the academy, making me feel tense.
Actually, what worried me more was how Theo would treat me.

*What if Theo is angry with me too?*

I shouldn't have acted that way back then.
Lying is wrong, but he was trying to protect me from getting hurt, and my reaction must have shocked him considerably.
That's what it means to not be understood.

I thought I should apologize when I see him.
I could caution someone who acted for my sake, but I shouldn't have been so cold.

*And if Theo could be part of my plan...*

Lost in these thoughts, I soon found myself in front of a familiar building.
Entering the Department of Swordsmanship building, which felt even more familiar than the Department of Liberal Arts building I had entered daily for months, I was greeted by the rich scent of training.
Since it's still class time, I might have to wait a bit.

*This is where I came that time.*

Entering the lounge where I had come long before regaining my status as Veldear, I felt like I had gone back in time.
Sitting on the sofa, waiting while drinking a beverage like back then, my heart was far from calm.
As the time approached when Theo would enter the lounge, my heart started beating faster again.

*What should I say when I first see him?*

I worried about what if he was angry with me.

Just a little longer.
As I waited, I began to hear the voices of other students in the distance, indicating that the current lecture had ended.

*It's over.*

The fact that I would soon meet Theo made me stand up.
Footsteps passing by the lounge.
Theo always drank something after training, so he should be coming this way soon.

"Hey, who's that woman?"

But only other students came in.
Many of them didn't recognize me since I looked quite different from my slave days.
And since Serin Veldear as a student rarely went out, people from the Department of Swordsmanship wouldn't know me well.

But I thought he would definitely come if I waited here, so why wasn't he showing up?
He wouldn't know I was here since I came without telling him.

*Could it be...*

Was my cold rejection and leaving so hurtful to him?
Would he skip academy classes because of that?

This won't do.
I need to rush to the dormitory and drag Theo out.
They said he was distracted, but it seemed worse than that, so I hurriedly tried to open the door to leave the lounge.

"E—no, Serin?"
"Huh?"

And when I opened the door, a very familiar man was standing there.

"Serin, when did you—"

The moment I saw Theo's face, all the things I had planned to say evaporated instantly.
Seeing his face made me forget everything else, and I did just one thing.

"Why did you come so late..."

I simply fell into his arms.

Yes.
I had missed this broad embrace.
It was clear that just as Theo considered me his everything, I too regarded Theo as more than my other half.
Perhaps the inexplicable stress I had been feeling since returning to the castle was because I couldn't see him due to how I had treated him.

"The professor called me, so I was a bit late."
"No, not that. I didn't think you wouldn't come to see me at all just because I got angry and left."
"I was waiting for your anger to subside."
"My anger subsided long ago, you fool."

Theo briefly separated me from his embrace and stroked my head.

"But I'm so glad. I was actually planning to go to your estate to help you, since you seemed to be struggling with the bridal classes at House Aris."
"W-well, you can do that when I officially become your wife."
"True. But you should know in advance so you'll be more comfortable later. You'll be busy adapting to your changed situation, and it'll be overwhelming to take in so many things at once. And..."

He's so eloquent.
Even though he knows why I left the academy, he essentially confined me to the estate.
But I'm curious about what he was about to say.

"And?"
"Well, I shouldn't say I told you this. Actually, the idea of giving you bridal lessons early was the Marquis's idea, and after hearing why, it made sense, so I couldn't refuse."
"Meina?"
"She said that once you leave the academy, you'd insist on reopening Veldear territory, which is currently the most dangerous place in the empire. So she wanted to keep you confined for a while. You absolutely cannot tell anyone I told you this."

I thought something was strange.
Theo, who usually supports whatever I want to do, was doing the exact opposite by keeping me confined to the castle.

"Really? Meina said that?"

Hmm, but I'm the type who has to do what I want to do.

"Theo, you don't have any more classes today, right?"
"Huh? Yeah."
"Then would you like to go on a date with me to Veldear territory?"

I felt like giving Meina a cute little rebellion, though I'm sorry to her.
Ah, maybe it's not "little" but my first rebellion.

Ch.160 - A Small Rebellion (3)
"I'm not sure if this is right."

From behind me, Theo spoke with an uncertain voice as he followed me.
I was excited about our rare date outside, but his words immediately dampened my mood.

"What isn't?"
"Your Master told me. If you try to go to Veldear Territory, I should stop you no matter what."
"...I understand the intention, but really, how dangerous could it be?"

I dispel an interference spell someone had set up to naturally turn visitors away. However, I notice traces suggesting someone had already disabled it once and then recast it. The beginning doesn't seem like Veldear magic, but the end feels strangely similar to Veldear's style, creating an odd sense of dissonance.

*If I tell him someone's been here, Theo will probably want to turn back.*

I should probably tell him, but Theo Aris is such a straight-laced guy that I'm reluctant to say anything. I can't really criticize his proper behavior when he bought an illegal sex slave from the slave market and touched her all over before taking her, but at least he's sincere to just one person.

"But isn't it too quiet?"

It seems I wasn't the only one who felt something was off.
Despite hearing this place was extremely dangerous, with jungle-like overgrown plants everywhere, nothing unusual had happened yet. That's suspicious enough.
I should tell the truth.

"Someone's been here."
"What?"
"And the traces are strange. Veldear definitely killed almost everyone back then."

Theo stops walking.
It's already frightening enough to deliberately enter a place Meina warned us not to, let alone knowing someone got here before us.

"The traces left on this interference magic are Veldear's."

Could my mother be here?
She hasn't been around lately.
She left me a note saying she'd be going out for a while, but it's been too long, and I was starting to think I should look for her.

"Veldear was when you..."
"I burned my body and destroyed everything. I killed all the key figures then, so whoever's left would be just remnants, and they absolutely couldn't get in here."
"Then...?"
"My mother hasn't been seen at the castle lately. I think she might be somewhere in this territory."

I cast a wide-area detection spell.
Befitting an unmanaged territory, the detection spell reveals numerous deactivated trap and defense spells hidden among the lush vegetation.
This level of territorial defense would make even me tense, let alone an ordinary person.
But someone has carefully disabled a large number of spells one by one.

I had my suspicions while coming in, seeing all those disabled defense spells.
Only the spells designed to naturally guide people outside without harm remained active, which made me wonder.

"It should be safe inside."

I take Theo's hand.
If my mother is really here, she must have a purpose.
If she wants to revive Veldear, I should stop her, but if she's here to use Veldear's legacy for something else...

"Se-Serin?"
"Theo, hurry!"
"Why so suddenly? We should go slowly!"

I run straight into the territory.
In the distance, I can see the faded inner castle walls.
Though the castle looks eerie with moss growing like mold in places, I notice a faint light coming from beyond it.

"Huh?"
"I told you someone was in the mansion."

I didn't think whoever was there had malicious intentions.
Who would disable all the traps leading to the inner castle one by one and then so obviously turn on lights to announce their presence?
While the outer walls looked gloomy, once we entered through the open door of the inner castle, there were clear signs that someone had recently done some light maintenance.

This was definitely evidence that someone had recently entered the castle and started restoring it after years of neglect.
And as proof:

"My, my daughter. And even the Duke of Aris. What brings you here?"

As soon as we entered the inner castle, my mother appeared before us in a flash of light through teleportation.

"So it was you here after all..."
"Did you know I was here?"
"You disabled all the traps so no one would get hurt outside. Thanks to that, we could come easily."

My mother chuckles at my words.

"Really, my daughter is too smart to fool. I should thank the Marquis sometime."
"Why are you here, Mom? This is a restricted area."
"What does it matter if it's restricted when I'm coming to my own home?"
"That's true, but..."

As we walked into the castle, I saw that the interior was remarkably clean, as if someone had cleaned this vast castle alone.
Though the furniture showed signs of discoloration from years of neglect, and the faded carpets partially told the story of what the castle used to be like.
For a castle of this size to have no musty smell at all meant considerable effort must have been made to revive it.

"So, what do you think of your first visit to your real home?"

Unlike the Aris castle, which had been continuously renovated for practical purposes, this one had engravings on the walls and somewhat faded decorations everywhere.
The deliberately lit candles created a dreamlike, fairy-tale atmosphere.
Is this what it would feel like to tour an ancient castle?

"My real home..."
"All of this belongs to you. Because the current Family Head of Veldear is Serin Veldear."

The concept of a female Family Head suddenly feels novel.
The Aris family has traditionally had male heads, so I hadn't really felt it before, but I'm the head of the family.
Earlier it felt like visiting an old tourist site that was difficult to access, but hearing that it's mine makes everything in the castle suddenly look different.

"Of course, Serin, your surname will eventually change to Aris."
"Eh..."
"Oh my, was His Grace the Duke of Aris planning to join our family instead? That wouldn't be bad either~."

The dining room we entered had a very modest table despite its large size.
The kitchen I glimpsed also seemed too small for preparing food for the entire castle, with too few kitchen utensils inside.

"You must be hungry after coming all this way. Would you mind waiting a moment?"

Theo waves his hands saying, "Oh, Madam, we're fine," as my mother puts on an apron that doesn't quite suit the mother of the current Family Head.
He probably wanted to preserve her dignity as a noble lady, but my mother likely wanted to prepare a feast for me more than for Theo.
After sending me away, she couldn't meet her child until now when I've grown up.

"Oh, I'm fine. More than anything, I want to serve a meal to my daughter after such a long time."
"Ah..."
"Right now we may have met as Duke and noble lady, but I originally lived as a commoner since childhood. My daughter always ate food I made throughout her childhood."

My mother snaps her fingers, and two bowls of stew with spoons appear in front of Theo and me in a flash of light.
Veldear is Veldear for a reason.
What my mother just showed was not inferior even compared to Meina, who specializes in spatial magic.

*No wonder the Empire's magic stagnated after Veldear fell.*

I briefly recalled when I walked into the neighboring empire's Veldear of my own accord.
Back then, they were researching many magical concepts that far exceeded the world's understanding.

"It's been so long since I cooked, I'm not sure if it will taste the same as before."

A slightly dry salad and under-seasoned roast chicken that might seem inadequate for nobles are placed before Theo and me.
Along with bread that's more coarse than soft.

"It's delicious."

But for me, who grew up eating such food, it had an incomparable taste.
These dishes my mother is serving now are nostalgic foods I thought I'd never eat again.

"It really is..."
"I'm sorry, Duke Aris. Such food probably doesn't suit your palate."
"I'm fine. If Serin likes it, that's good enough for me."

Theo dips the dry bread into the stew and brings it to his mouth.

"And it's not bad at all."

With a satisfied expression, Theo begins eating.
Theo and I finished our simple but supremely satisfying dinner savoring the taste of home cooking, and we were able to spend the night in the Veldear Family Head's room.
Thanks to my mother's sacrifice of thoroughly cleaning the castle before we arrived.

"We'll talk about why I came tomorrow. It's late now."
"What about you, Mom?"
"I'd like to organize the archives with you, but I still can't break the sealing magic on the archives, so I'll be up late."

The archives.
The research at the mansion where Veldear regrouped was already unsettling, but what could be in their original archives?
On my first night of small rebellion against Meina, I lay awake with an excited heart, struggling to fall asleep.

Ch.161 - A Small Rebellion (4)
"Huh? What do you mean Serin isn't returning to the castle?"
"Madam hasn't returned to the castle since she left yesterday. I hope nothing has happened to her."

Meina sighed softly as she listened to the head maid through the crystal connection to the Aris main castle.
*So my lovely and adorable disciple has gotten herself into trouble after all.*
She had deliberately arranged for Theo to keep her at the main castle under the pretext of bridal classes to prevent her from going to that dangerous place.

"Don't worry."

However, Meina's calm response showed no particular concern.
Although Veldear Territory was riddled with dangerous magical traps, she believed her disciple's skills were more than sufficient to handle them.
In truth, if it were just the traps, Meina wouldn't have stopped her disciple from entering Veldear Territory for research purposes.

But recently, the former Family Head of Veldear had come to her with a request.
She had asked Meina to keep her daughter away from Veldear Territory while she was doing something there.

"She'll probably return in a few days. And the Duke is with her too."
"T-the Family Head is there too? I understand, Your Excellency."
"Good, thank you for your hard work."

After ending the communication, Meina smiled.
She found her disciple, who was like a daughter to her, incredibly endearing for pursuing her thirst for knowledge despite being told not to.
Of course, she would have to face consequences for disobeying her master, but at the same time, if she could actually access the Veldear archives...
How much world-changing knowledge, secrets unique to Veldear, might be hidden there?

"She's truly a treasure."

Though she would need to scold her for disobedience, Meina closed the book she had been referencing for research as she imagined her adorable disciple proudly showing off her discoveries.
After getting up and confirming she had no lectures today, she left her laboratory and exited the academy.

Meina then headed to the Imperial Palace's classified archives, which only authorized individuals could enter.
She was walking to the place that Serin, when she was Ei, had visited with Ariel in the past.
As one of the few people with free access to the imperial archives, the guards didn't stop her but asked a different question.

"Do you need a librarian?"
"I'm fine."

Meina dismissed the soldier and entered the archives alone, heading toward the section containing specific documents.
This place preserved the Empire's long history.
What Meina found there was a report she had personally written and submitted about Veldear's history of magical research.

*Ah, it should be somewhere around here.*
Meina searched through her memories, looking for the report she had submitted about Veldear.
The original should definitely be here somewhere.

"Ah, found it."

She pulled out the document with the title she was looking for in her handwriting and began reading it slowly.
The report detailed the level of magical development in Veldear, based on magical artifacts discovered in their castle.

On the day when Serin's mother had asked her to keep her daughter away from the territory,
Meina had asked what she planned to do in Veldear Territory.

She needed to prevent Veldear's resurgence if that was the goal.
It was true that only two members of Veldear remained, and both were favorable to the Empire.
But the problem was that both were women with Veldear blood.
Only Veldear women could pass down their bloodline, and the High Elf blood dissolved in their veins never diluted.

While her disciple was practically like a daughter to her now, and her birth mother was very favorable toward Aris, so there was no immediate concern.
But who knew what might happen in future generations?

*'However, as I have a duty to protect the Empire that the Aris family serves, I feel I should ask about your purpose.'*

So she had to ask Amelia, Serin's mother, despite knowing it might upset her.
But Amelia's response had been surprisingly forthcoming.

*'I'm going to release all of Veldear's magical knowledge to everyone.'*
*'...Release the magical knowledge?'*
*'Veldear was always about dedicating our lives to the advancement of magic. Of course, everyone was misunderstood and massacred because of one member's deviation.'*

Come to think of it, Amelia was around the same age as herself.
If her own son had lived, he would be around Theo's age or a bit older.
Though she didn't show it outwardly, Amelia must have experienced Veldear's glorious era.

*'Back then, we firmly believed that if our magical heritage disappeared, everything would end and civilization would regress by centuries.'*

But perhaps Amelia, having experienced Veldear's golden age, hadn't forgotten their purpose.
Even without past glory.
Even though Veldear was already dead in the past.
Meina had already been captivated by that single purpose of passing magic to the world—the beautiful, almost insane idea of releasing all of Veldear's research heritage.

*'But I'm curious why you want to confine Serin. She would be a strong ally and colleague to you, and could provide tremendous help.'*
*'Because Serin is not Veldear.'*
*'Pardon?'*
*'That child has never benefited from Veldear. I was born under Veldear, had a wealthy childhood, and learned many things, but she was born in a poor farmer's house and had to flee her whole life because of her mother.'*

Meina had been quite surprised by Amelia's words.
She had only thought of it as a good opportunity for her disciple to build her magical skills, but Amelia had considered it so deeply.
Was this what it meant to be a real mother?

*'I was a terrible mother who couldn't be there for half of my child's life, who couldn't even protect her from dying. I want to be a mother to her at least in this way.'*
*'But Serin would ignore the past and only run toward the future. She would actually be happy if she could build her magic in Veldear Territory.'*
*'Thank you for saying that. But I don't want my child to be involved with Veldear anymore.'*

Meina couldn't say anything in response to Amelia's words.
Indeed, since Theo had brought Serin from the slave market, how many things had happened to her just because of Veldear?

She was sold as a sex slave and couldn't live a proper human life just because she was Veldear.
Despite her precious bloodline, she couldn't even handle magic, Veldear's specialty, until Meina took her in.
She received a death sentence for being from the worst family that almost destroyed the world.
She had to live a terrible life, burning her own body, in what was actually not a very long time.

Of course, only Serin herself would know what happened to her from the moment Meina attacked that small rural village to eliminate the last Veldear, until she met Theo again at the slave market.
She never thought to ask, as it wasn't a past Serin would want to revisit, but surely nothing good had happened.

*'Do you hate me?'*

Looking back, Meina could have saved the last Veldear.
Then Theo, Serin, and herself might never have met, but perhaps Serin could have lived a simple but happy life, meeting a man she purely loved, unaffected by the times.
The woman before her wouldn't have had to experience the pain of losing her daughter and husband.

*'...In truth, I cursed the name Meina Aris in my dying moment.'*
*'I see.'*
*'But after seeing how you treat my daughter, my hatred has disappeared. Seeing you be a better mother than I could be, my hatred for you vanished long ago.'*

But Amelia had already forgiven her.
Of course, she forgave her thinking Meina would live her entire life as Serin's master and mother, so there was still much atonement left.

*'And I know you had no choice. We're the family that produced history's worst demon, and you were in a position where you had to follow imperial orders to protect the Empire.'*

In contrast to her daughter's chest size, Amelia was a woman with an incredibly big heart, enough to embrace even someone like her.

*'In a way, you're also a victim of the times.'*
*'Thank you for saying that.'*

That's why Meina couldn't refuse the request to keep Serin away from the family.
How could she reject the request of someone who forgave her, when that person had every right to hate her to death?
As long as it wasn't about reviving Veldear, Meina wasn't in a position to stop whatever she wanted to do.

Besides, Meina was a scholar with great interest in Veldear's heritage.
She was very curious about how Amelia would fulfill her promise to reveal all of Veldear's heritage.

*'I'd prefer if she opened an academy. So we could research without worrying about appearances.'*

Recalling the recent proposal for recruiting external lecturers for the Magic Department, Meina smiled.
She looked forward to seeing what her disciple, who had committed this small rebellion against her, would bring back.

Ch.162 - Veldear Magic Academy
I felt hands exploring my body as I drifted between sleep and wakefulness.
I guided those hands to where their owner liked most, placing them on my chest and firmly holding them there with both of my hands.

Surprised by the sudden resistance, the hands tried to pull away from my chest.
But since I wouldn't let go, they gave up and began to knead my breasts instead.

Though morning had come, I didn't feel like getting up.
There was a comfortable familiarity, like sleeping in my own home after a long time away, drawing me back into slumber. Only the hands on my chest, now moving lower, wouldn't leave me in peace.

"Mmh, ah..."

To an inappropriate place.
Something touching beyond the thin fabric under my nightgown made my body twitch just as I was about to drift back to sleep.
I'm pretty sure I only gave permission for my chest, not down there.

"Theo, stop..."
"Why? You got me worked up."
"We're not alone here."
"Then you shouldn't have let me touch your boobs."

I could feel something pressing against my backside.
The area being touched was starting to tingle.
My mother was also in this castle. I needed to get up early to help open the archives, and I shouldn't be wasting time like this—these thoughts kept circling in my head.

"Want to?"
"Mmh."
"If not, that's fine. I can just take care of it myself."

After letting him touch my chest as a consideration, and after all that groping, he says he can just handle it himself?
That makes me oddly petulant.

With a swift movement, I sat up, causing the blanket we shared to slide down my body.
I climbed on top of Theo and grabbed the prominent tent in his pants.

"Let me help you take care of it."

Since you've already made me wet anyway.

*     *     *

After satisfying our morning vigor, the sun was already high when we finally got out of bed, washed up, and I went to help my mother.
Theo said he was curious about Veldear Castle and went elsewhere, while I headed to the archives and manipulated the magic circle as my mother instructed.

"It's done! What's next?"
"That's all. It should open soon."

I removed my hands from the magic circle and watched my mother for a moment. The magic circle rippled with an incredible flow of mana, and the seal on the archives was released.
The level of security magic applied to this repository of knowledge for future generations was on a completely different scale from anything I'd seen before.
That's why it took so long to unseal, and I had enormous expectations about what might be inside.

"What do you think of this place, where all of Veldear's knowledge is gathered?"
"I'm speechless. If there's a heaven for mages, this must be it..."

As soon as it opened, I could see far into the distance and high above—an unbelievable number of books and various documents that filled me with awe.
The hastily assembled archives that the Veldears had put together in the neighboring empire now seemed like child's play compared to this.

"This is truly the real treasure of the Veldears."

I wonder if the Veldears of the past anticipated their unfortunate end.
The preservation magic installed throughout showed extraordinary care.
Convenience magic, set up for easy use by any Veldear, was preserved in its original form.

With just a slight surge of mana and a glance in the right direction, books automatically pulled themselves from the shelves and landed in my hand.
I hadn't seen this level of magic even in Meina's archives.

At least several decades.
Despite not being used for many years, the high-level magic functioned perfectly as if it had been installed yesterday—a testament to how well it had been maintained.

"Just studying the magic here would allow anyone to easily create an archive that's both vastly larger and proportionally more convenient than any other."

I infused mana into the book and sent it floating back to its place.

"My daughter. You've already figured out how to use it?"
"The magic circles installed throughout are telling me how to use them. In quite an appealing way."

Tap, tap.
After tapping the bookshelf a couple of times, mana threads gathered right before my eyes, forming letters.
The letters became sentences and paragraphs, briefly explaining how to use the archives while offering to summon a book with detailed instructions if I wanted to know more.

This was the magical technology unique to the Veldears.
It was clearly different from the magitech Meina had been researching.
While her technological achievements as an individual were impressive...

This family had truly transcended human limitations.

"And just looking at the book titles..."

When I focused on one bookshelf, the titles of the books appeared in order, formed by concentrated mana floating right in front of each book.
The way it detected the user's intention and immediately provided assistance made the entire archives feel like it was equipped with artificial intelligence.

"Seeing so many books that can't be found elsewhere, these are less like books and more like..."
"From research journals documenting the lifelong studies of the Veldears to papers outlining theories established through research. Most of them, anyway."

My mother reached out and handed me a book.
Wondering what it was, I took it—not a book but a research journal and thesis.

"A Study on Optimization Methods for Efficiency in Spatial Magic Connections...?"
"Your master would be delighted if you brought this to her."

Though the pages were unorganized, anyone who had studied and researched spatial magic would find joy in discovering treasures within its contents.
Just this one book could advance Meina's research tremendously.

But at the same time, I had another thought.
Magic of this caliber.
High-level magic that could help solve problems even Meina had been researching endlessly.

Was the world ready for this?

"Mom."
"What is it, my daughter?"
"Is it right to show this to the world?"

Mom just looked at me with a gentle smile.
Was she telling me to find the answer myself?

"How interesting that our first pleasant discussion as Veldears is whether opening the Veldear archives would benefit the world."

Come to think of it, it was Mom who was a Veldear, not Dad.
Perhaps she was proud of how much I'd grown during her absence.
As I stood still, feeling the love in her touch as she stroked my hair with a smile, I heard Meina's voice from behind me.

"From a non-Veldear perspective, I actually think it's right to open the knowledge in these archives to the world."
"Meina!"
"My, you usually listen so well when I tell you not to enter, but you never listen at times like this."
"Owww!"

Meina pinched my cheek so I couldn't speak properly.
I wasn't sure if she was pinching or just touching, but she finally let go when I apologized.

"So it was you, Amelia, causing that enormous surge of mana from the Veldear territory that prompted a search."
"Hehe, you must have been surprised. Please convey my apologies to the Emperor. Being a Veldear makes it a bit awkward to enter the Imperial Palace."

Meina snatched the book from my hand.
Then she smiled, saying, "So it's full of things like this."

"Of course, we can't just release everything. Unleashing this level of knowledge all at once would cause chaos in the world."
"I suppose so."
"That's why, Ei—oh, I'm using your old name. Anyway, Serin, I understand your concern. That's why there should be minimum requirements for accessing this knowledge."

Meina smiled.
Mom nodded, apparently sharing Meina's thoughts.

"Should I submit my resignation today, Founding Dean?"
"My, are you calling me the Dean?"
"Come now. Even if you own this castle, I can't call a child who hasn't even graduated from the academy 'Dean.'"

Saying that, Meina tucked the book into her bosom and took my hand, leading me out of the archives.

"Serin, look outside."

Following her lead, I went outside and looked through the window to see a completely transformed landscape.
Could it be that the Veldears managed their territory entirely through magic?
The moss that had covered everything was gone, and a clean castle stood before my eyes.

Though the cleanliness felt somewhat strange and awkward with no one around yet.
But if we opened the Veldear archives on the condition of recruiting professors to establish an academy and gather students, this place would soon be filled with people.

"But I'm worried people won't come because of the Veldears' notorious reputation."
"I actually think that's better. It means those who do come have such strong academic passion that they're willing to overcome the Veldears' reputation."

Now that she mentions it, that makes sense.
Someone with enough scholarly passion to overcome the Veldear name would certainly be trustworthy.

"So if we're going to open an academy, I think we should do it under the Veldear name."

Meina's words gave me much to think about.

"Right, Student Number 1 of the Veldear Magic Academy."
"I'm going to be a student?"
"There's no rule saying the Chairman can't be a student too, right?"

And those thoughts quickly turned into a sigh.
I had absolutely no intention of becoming a student.

Ch.163 - I Became Serin Aris
After that, Meina really submitted her leave of absence to the Imperial Magic Academy and began preparations for the initial establishment of the Veldear Academy together with my mother.

As for me, being both the first student and senior of the Veldear Magic Academy, I had to spend my time traveling between the Aris Estate and the Veldear Territory, serving as a test subject for the educational curriculum.

Meanwhile, rumors spread throughout the Empire. People whispered that Veldear was coming back to life and looking for opportunities. They cited strange sounds and mana fluctuations from what should have been a dormant Veldear Territory. Most decisively, they pointed to the movement of supplies in and out of the territory.

In truth, all of this was correct. Converting a castle once used by a ducal family into an academy was a massive project requiring significant time and resources. No matter how quietly we tried to proceed, some information was bound to leak.

"Hmm, this should probably be moved to the later curriculum?"
"Would it be too difficult for students at this stage to learn?"
"Meina, the spatial magic you're researching requires at least upper academy level students to even grasp the basics..."

Eventually, what people saw coming and going from inside spread to the outside, and at some point, rumors circulated that something was being prepared in the Veldear Territory. That was the last time we could proceed quietly with the establishment of the Veldear Magic Academy. Eventually, inspectors came from the Empire, and we had no choice but to report what was happening in the Veldear Territory to the Imperial Palace.

The news that a magic academy would open in Veldear caused a huge sensation throughout the Empire. It was widely known that Veldear had an enormous library that no one outside the family could access. And what kind of family had Veldear been in the past? They were considered the premier magical institution in the Empire, even surpassing the Magic Towers.

Moreover, Meina was a well-known figure throughout the Empire. She used her reputation to spread a rumor: academy students would be able to use the Veldear library.

This had a much greater impact than simply opening a magic academy. While Veldear's research had certainly brought remarkable development to the Empire, their research was extremely secretive, making everyone curious. What kind of research had they done, secluded in their castle, to advance the world so much?

The prospect of glimpsing fragments of that research had already enticed many mages. Several letters had already arrived.

"Chairman, please take these."
"Why are you giving these to me?"
"Because you're the owner of this magic academy, Chairman."

While I was taking a break after walking around the academy as a student, Meina brought me some letters. They were inquiries about how to enroll in the academy... when we didn't even have a system in place yet.

"What are you talking about? This is an academy owned by the Aris family, so of course you should handle this, Master."
"Hmm? I don't know much about such administrative matters."
"But I've never handled such matters either."
"But you're receiving education at Aris, aren't you? You'll need to handle family documents from now on."
"That's for internal Aris documents, not the kind of paperwork you'd see at an academy."

Through such experiences, Meina, my mother, and I continued to push forward with preparations for the Veldear Magic Academy.

With help from Aris Castle, we recruited staff. Under Meina's thorough verification, we hired professors. We didn't prevent people who wanted to open shops for the convenience of students and professors from entering the castle, gradually shaping Veldear Magic Academy into an academic city.

It had been less than a year since we began the transformation, and while many aspects remained incomplete, we reached the point where we could accept students.

"Hello, welcome, first class of Veldear Magic Academy students. I am Serin Veldear, the owner of this academy."

As the academy's chairman, having received a diploma from my mother, the dean, making me the "zero generation graduate" and thus the first senior and chairman, my first duty was to give a congratulatory speech to the academy's first students.

* * *

After that, the Veldear Magic Academy sailed smoothly.

In truth, I didn't have much to do as chairman. I was basically just an approval machine, reviewing and signing off on budget executions. Even that wasn't much work. My job was mainly to reject external investors and prepare documents to receive support funds from the Imperial Palace.

The Aris Castle greatly welcomed the Veldear Magic Academy. Originally a family from a northern territory living quietly, and that wouldn't change in the future. But with the Veldear Magic Academy coming under Aris control, no one would object to their position in the Empire becoming more secure.

"Serin!"

I was sitting and reading a magic book when the door to the chairman's office burst open. And a very welcome voice reached my ears.

"You're here?"
"Let's go home. We need to start preparing now."

Only one person would enter the academy chairman's office without knocking. Even my mother and Meina, who were professors and thus lower in rank than the chairman, would at least knock before entering. But Theo was my equal.

"Careful, careful..."

I carefully rise from my seat, holding Theo's hand. It's quite difficult to balance my body these days. My stomach doesn't feel good, and my belly is very heavy.

"Can't we have our wedding after I give birth?"
"I told you we can't. It gets complicated if we try to sort out the family name later. And it's better for the child's life to be clean from birth."
"Mmm."

I carefully walk, holding Theo's hand. Normally, I would just use teleportation magic to get there quickly, but Meina had absolutely forbidden it until after I gave birth. While the magic formula could be modified for physically separate entities, there was no confirmed safety for pregnant women using personal teleportation magic.

More specifically, there was a possibility that the fetus could be left behind at the current location while only the mother teleported. Thankfully, physically installed warp gates were safe to use. After similar cases early on, considerable research had been conducted, and modifications had been completed to make them safe.

"So how does it feel to take a vacation after so long?"
"What vacation? I come out when I want to, and stay in when I don't."
"Sure. You say that, but you've been going out every other day despite being heavily pregnant."

We slowly pass by classrooms where about 250 students from the first and second incoming classes are receiving lectures, and exit the inner castle building that was once Veldear Castle and is now Veldear Magic Academy. We board a carriage that was waiting in advance, and it slowly heads toward the warp gate installed in the Veldear Territory.

As we pass by, I look at the scenery of the Veldear Duchy, which I won't return to until after giving birth. It's truly a shame when the window closes on a view that could rightfully be called an academic city.

"Let's go, home."
"Yes."

The carriage shakes slightly. Soon, a cold chill seems to enter through the gap in the window. The northern Aris Territory, which will soon become my complete home, not just the Aris Territory.

"Are the preparations?"
"They're finished now. We're just waiting for you to be ready."

After getting off at the castle, I take Theo's hand and head to the fitting room of Aris Castle. As I enter, I see at least ten gorgeous dresses, each waiting for its owner's selection.

All of these have been prepared for me. There's a world of difference between being designated as the lady of the house and actually becoming the family's mistress. There are ten dresses that ordinary people in the Empire might wear once in their lifetime, if at all. Considering the alterations needed for my protruding belly, the value of these clothes is beyond imagination.

"Madam, please try on any dress that catches your eye."

Wedding preparations. Everything is becoming perfect, from my dress to the ingredients for various parties. After the birth of Leo, the youngest, the Aris family, which hadn't had a celebration in a long time, was filled with more excitement than ever before.

On the wedding day.
Aris Castle.

"Duchess, you look beautiful!"

Starting with Meina's voice, then Ariel, Leo, the Crown Prince, former Family Head Jade, and others. People I had met and passed by in Aris Castle, those connected to Aris Castle, and imperial people whose faces I barely knew—so many gathered in the spacious hall, with various nobles all blessing the path ahead for Theo and me.

My name is no longer Serin Veldear.

I have become Serin Aris.

- The End -
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