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There are many forms of revenge. But the one I prefer most is giving the most terrible despair at the moment of greatest happiness.

That's why I plan to commit suicide right before meeting the Demon King.
In the form they least desire.

[Suicide: D-Day 1]

*I drew the cover myself


Ch.1 - I Can Just Suicide, You Know?
Jung Hyun planned to commit suicide right before meeting the Demon King—the ultimate revenge by denying his enemies what they wanted most.

[Suicide D-Day -1]

1.

What happens when you try to force an ocean of water into a balloon the size of a child's palm?
Obviously, the balloon would burst without a trace of its original form.

But what if you forcibly tied it shut under the name of divine blessing?

This perfectly described the current Hero's condition—an ordinary body that had received an excessive amount of Divine Power.

"A living Divine Power bomb. Nothing could describe you more accurately."

Jung Hyun let out a hollow laugh at the voice that echoed briefly. Being dragged here against his will was bad enough, but now someone was calling him a bomb?
Normally, he would have cursed them out, but with a blade at his throat, he had no choice but to keep quiet.

"I'll tell you one last time. The moment you see the Demon King, self-destruct alone to defeat him. That is your mission and karma."

Self-destruct to save a world he'd only seen in game trailers? Did they realize how absurd their demand was?
Despite his thoughts, the people at the Royal Palace acted as if this was perfectly normal.

"Hah..."

It was nauseating to the point of making him want to vomit.
If they had even a shred of conscience, they wouldn't demand such sacrifice and goodwill.
Unable to bear this disgust any longer, Jung Hyun grinned and raised his middle finger.

"Go fuck yourselves. Why don't you tell your mothers to self-destruct?"

He knew it wasn't a wise choice to upset those in power, regardless of how they treated him.
Bowing his head, closing his eyes, and planning for the future would have been the rational choice.

"But still."

"That idiot's a moron, you know? He does whatever he's told. Just dump all the dirty work on him."
"If it were me, I'd be too embarrassed to continue. Why do you keep coming back?"
"One shouldn't live like that, I thought."

Even if he survived, nothing would remain. He would just continue being a pathetic underling.
So even if it meant throwing everything away...

"You'll regret those words for the rest of your life! I was trying to show you kindness, yet you dare wag your tongue with that flimsy title of Hero!"
"So what? Are you going to kill me? You can't even if you want to. You can't defeat the Demon King without me, right?"
"You bastard!"

He would no longer live at the mercy of others, even if it led to death.

* * *

"Archbishop Rea" approached him with a white bowl of food.

"This will be your last meal. Even for someone as worthless as you, I'd feel bad feeding you garbage until your death, so I brought proper food today."

Her snow-white hair swayed along with the accessories that marked her as the highest-ranking clergy of the Church.

"However, giving it to you as is would be too generous for someone who doesn't even know what crimes they've committed. So..."

She dropped the food into muddy water, then stepped on it as she spoke.

"This much should make it a fitting last meal for you."

Jung Hyun bit his lip until it bled as he looked at the food covered in sewage and dirt.
Using the excuse that he couldn't keep up with the carriage due to his heavy shackles, she had been giving him either leftover food scraps or food she had trampled like this.

"Eat up now. While barking like a dog."

In response, Jung Hyun spat bloody phlegm at her and said:

"...Go fuck yourself, bitch."

At those words, her pretense of a gentle smile crumbled.
That vulgar look that didn't know its place reminded her of "the Saintess who stole her position" every time she saw it.
She wanted to stomp on his head until her anger subsided, as she always did, but...

"There's no point in wasting energy on someone who'll die tomorrow anyway."

She didn't want to ruin things with unnecessary actions, so she held back and turned away.
After all, tomorrow would be their final goodbye.

"...May the goddess's blessing always be with you."

By the time her mocking voice completely faded, rain began to fall drop by drop from the cloudy sky.

The wounds covering his body screamed in pain just from the rain touching them, but he showed no reaction as he looked up at the sky.
Such pain was easy to laugh off when he thought about the revenge that would soon begin.

"Finally."

It was time to be freed from this long suffering.
How long had he endured for this day?
Jung Hyun repeatedly scratched at the restraints on his neck, arms, and ankles with his broken nails.

* * * * *

Karina, the Second Princess and known as the Sword Saint, stared expressionlessly at the Hero covered in blood and dirt.

Someone who didn't know his place. Someone who struggled, putting forth only his pathetic pride.
Some might call it courage, but to her, it was just vainglory filled with vanity.

"So while I wasn't pleased with the Hero at first..."

Seeing him sacrifice... no, that wasn't right.
She let out a hollow laugh and shook her head.
The word "sacrifice" wasn't appropriate for a tool.

"Being 'used' according to his role would be more accurate."

Yes. She had to acknowledge his existence after seeing him being "used" according to his role.
Without him, they couldn't have continued this unreasonable journey.

"...What the fuck are you staring at, bitch?"

Of course, that didn't mean she liked him.
Karina smiled as she looked at the Hero, whose eyes still held venom even after years had passed.
Thanks to his attitude, he had created an outlet for her and her two companions to relieve their stress.

Clank.

The shackles binding him, preventing him from doing anything, had allowed them to transfer the pressure placed upon them.
So regardless of whether she liked him or not, he was necessary for this party.

"This will be our last time together. Even at the end, your expression remains the same."

In response, he raised his middle finger.
While his continued defiance wasn't to her liking, since he would cease to exist tomorrow anyway, she decided to forgive such outbursts.

"With this one act, all the honor that would have gone to him will come to me."

With that, she could secure the right to succession, surpassing the First Prince and the cunning First Princess.

"So soon..."

She had no doubt that everything would fall into her hands.
Everything was flowing according to her will.

* * * * *

On a rainy day without a trace of sunlight, Jung Hyun opened his eyes and let out a hollow laugh as he watched a moth struggling in muddy water with torn wings.
It was laughable that this was what he saw on the morning of his last day.

"...The last day."

He touched the "collar made of Sealing Stone" and closed his eyes.
How many times had he tried to escape or kill them?
Each time, this collar had ruined all his plans.

"I've tried everything to remove this, but..."

Only the pain on his neck increased.
Until the very end, he couldn't escape it.

"...Whatever."

That wasn't important anymore.
What truly mattered was...

"Ah... finally the last day. It's been quite an interesting journey."
"Yes, indeed. There were many dangers and accidents, but as 'chosen ones,' it's only natural that we successfully completed our adventure."
"...It wasn't bad."

The task of plunging those happy, excited voices into despair.
So Jung Hyun slowly dragged his feet to the edge of the cliff where the Demon King's Castle was most visible.

One more step and everything would end.
The fate of this world, their fate, his fate.

He could have ended everything by throwing himself off, but a good idea occurred to him, so he paused for a moment.

"It wouldn't be polite to leave without saying goodbye."

Since he was leaving anyway, wouldn't it be better to end things more dramatically?
To see their expressions, he decided to call the tourists by picking up a fallen stone and casually throwing it at the tent.

It was a trivial action, but the collar around his neck judged it as an "act of aggression" against them.
It inflicted pain on his neck while sending a signal to those in the tent.

"...Fuck."

Despite experiencing it hundreds of times, the pain never became familiar.
By the time he was gritting his teeth, three figures emerged from the tent with deeply furrowed brows.
The woman wearing a sword glared at him first, grinding her teeth.

"...I was going to let you spend your last day quietly, but you just had to struggle until the end, not knowing your place."

Jung Hyun laughed briefly at her tone, which suggested his death was a given.
Her self-centered thinking was disgusting to the very end.
Without hesitation, he opened his mouth, thinking it was fortunate he could take revenge.

"...You know what? These shackles and this collar have a pretty serious flaw."
"Ha. You're struggling because you don't want to die. It's meaningless. Your death is already predetermined."

Just hearing her voice made him nauseous, but he swallowed it and continued.

"That's right. But the death you're talking about means self-destruction, right?"
"I don't understand what you're trying to say. Of course..."

At this point, they seemed to notice something was wrong.
The relaxed atmosphere disappeared, and they looked at him with suspicious eyes.
Jung Hyun spat out the words he had been holding back all this time.

"But did you think I would do that for you?"

Realizing something was going wrong, the woman in white priestly clothes hurriedly shouted something.

"There should be a restriction spell on the collar! Whatever you do is meaningless, so stop struggling and fulfill your duty!"

Jung Hyun sneered at her words.

"Restriction spell? The one that severely punishes me if I try to harm you?"

This was what had prevented him from doing anything for years, forcing him to be dragged around by them, making him unable to do anything.
Recalling the magic that had ruined everything, he gripped the collar made of Sealing Stone tightly and said:

"In other words, as long as I don't harm you, you don't care what I do, right?"

So if he didn't self-destruct but committed suicide instead, there would be no problem.

"Hero... Y-yes, you're the Hero, aren't you? You were born to save this place..."
"Are you crazy, bitch? What nonsense are you spouting? Why should I save this place? You kidnap me and then ask me to save you? Has all that praise gone to your head?"
"...What?"
"Your so-called salvation? Why should I care? Not only is this a place I've never seen before, but you've treated me like shit. What kind of idiot would sacrifice himself for that?"

It was obvious when you thought about it.
With those final words, Jung Hyun sneered and said:

"So farewell, idiots. I'm throwing off all the shackles and bonds of this world."

Recalling a photo that was once popular, he raised his middle finger.
Of course, in that photo the person was going up, while he was falling down.

"Well, we're both going to heaven anyway."

Thinking it didn't matter, he threw himself off the cliff.

"...Fuck."

Even as he fell, his mind was filled with nothing but frustration.
If he had been given even the slightest chance, he would have wanted proper revenge rather than this escape-like suicide.

"But I was stuck at level 1, unable to acquire any skills or traits."

Despite being the Hero, he couldn't grow at all, which forced him to make this choice.

"Damn it."

Through his gradually closing vision, he saw a world completely stained purple with Demonic Energy.
He twisted his lips, thinking it wasn't so bad that this terrible world would be destroyed by his death.
Still, he wished he could have taken revenge directly, and with these regretful thoughts, he hit the ground.

---
*Ding*

[Error. Confirmed that player died without completing the mandatory death tutorial and saw the ending.]

[Solution: Awarding special benefits based on playtime and achievements.]

Evaluation Result: EX Grade.

[Reward List]

1. Assigned highest grade, receiving 10 special points.

2. Affinity levels that were forcibly set to 0 and restricted are now unlocked.
->
1. Second Princess Karina Affinity: 0 (Indifferent) -> (Updating affinity points.)
2. Archbishop Rea Affinity: 0 (Indifferent) -> (Updating affinity points.)
3. First High Elf Daisy: 0 (Indifferent) -> (Updating affinity points.)

[Current special points: 10]

[Creating new character.]
*Appearance cannot be changed, will be 'identical to previous.'
- Assigned location (cannot be changed): Academy.
---

In a world of complete blackness like a character selection screen, Jung Hyun was given a new opportunity.

Ch.2 - I Can Just Suicide, You Know? 2
The error message chimed.

[Error. Confirmed that player did not die in the prologue where death was mandatory, and instead viewed the ending.]
[Solution: Granting special benefits based on playtime and achievements.]

Jung Hyun let out a hollow laugh as he looked at the message floating before his eyes.

*An error?*

The reason he'd been living a life worse than livestock for the past few years was just a simple error?

*These fucking bastards. Seriously.*

An unbearable rage washed over him.
He wanted to punch the system window, but swinging his hand at something without physical form would be meaningless.
He forced himself to calm down and suppress his emotions.

*Fuck.*

After spitting once, he calmly looked at the message in front of him.
Special points and unlocked affection levels.
He decided to focus on the special points first.

*I don't care if those bastards' affection rises to 100 or whatever. It has nothing to do with me.*

If a mortal enemy suddenly developed affection for him due to some incident and started treating him well...
How could he possibly forget and forgive all his grudges just like that?

*Only a pathetic fool would do that.*

While some people might, he certainly wasn't one of them.
Thinking there was no need to even know about it,
He dismissed that part and examined the list of special points.

*-*
[Special Point List]
1. Skilled Hands (1 point)
2. Agile (2 points)
3. Spirit Affinity (2 points)
4. Likable (1 point)
:
*-*

After examining hundreds of special points,
Jung Hyun selected two:

[Unrealistic Genius] (5 points)
- Player's growth rate and learning ability become unrealistically high.

[Unrealistic Luck] (5 points)
- Fortune favors everything you do.

Why these two?
Simple. They were the best traits he had observed during years of being dragged around by those bastards.

*No, it would be more accurate to say they're even better than the traits I've seen.*

Even Neria, known as the Sword Saint, only had "Overwhelming Genius"—
A 4-point trait one level below "Unrealistic Genius."
And "Unrealistic Luck" was one level higher than the trait possessed by Marco, known as the Golden King.

*What's certain is that these 5-point traits transcend human limitations.*

At least now he wouldn't fail his revenge due to lack of talent, or suffer injustice due to bad luck.
With that thought, he clicked on "Create New Character."

*-*
[Creating a new character.]
*Appearance cannot be changed and will be 'identical to previous.'

Name: (Please decide a name.)
- Assigned Location (unchangeable): Academy.
Traits: [Unrealistic Genius], [Unrealistic Luck]
*-*

*Academy?*

Why the Academy at this point?
When he clicked on it to find out why it couldn't be changed:

[The main storyline cannot be changed.]

A memory from the past surfaced as this message appeared.

A game trailer he'd glimpsed.
He remembered seeing the hero and companions training at the Academy.

*...Come to think of it, this was originally set in an academy.*

That's why when he first arrived here,
He wondered, "Why am I not starting at the Academy?"
Of course, that thought quickly disappeared due to the treatment he received.

*Well, whatever.*

Starting at the Academy seemed to be non-negotiable.

*It doesn't matter. If there's this much forced structure, it means there must be corresponding rewards prepared.*

An academy-based game meant that numerous arrangements had been prepared within the academy.
Staying there would likely provide many opportunities for growth.

*So I'll grow as quickly as possible at the Academy.*

Achieving revenge would be ideal.
With that determination, he clicked complete.

* * * * * *

"...Your pathetic pride led to this? Are you satisfied now?"

Daisy, the first High Elf and one of only ten 7-star archmages in the world,
Realized everything was over and demanded accountability.

"You bullied him day after day and finally drove him to suicide? Right before the mission?"

She deliberately pointed out their mistakes and sneered, trying to hide her own guilt for standing by.
Nearby, Karina muttered, denying reality.

"...That can't be right. As a hero... a hero should naturally sacrifice..."

She still cared only about his sacrifice, not about the hero's death.
Daisy noticed this and gained some insight into why the hero committed suicide,
But everything was already over, so such realizations changed nothing.

"...We should search below the cliff first. If by chance he's caught on a branch and still alive, we could still use him."

Archbishop Rea answered next.
She looked down the cliff with an expressionless face.
Daisy gave her a mocking look and retorted:

"Ha. Survive falling from this cliff? How nice for our Archbishop to have her head full of flowers."

Gritting her teeth at the mockery, Rea coldly replied:

"Then what do you suggest? We can't just sit around doing nothing, can we?"
Daisy had to close her mouth at that.
It was nearly impossible for the hero—whose physical strength was worse than an ordinary person's—to survive in this place filled with demonic energy.
...But if by some miracle he was still alive, it could solve all their problems.

*There's nothing else we can do anyway.*

Perhaps following Rea's suggestion was right.
Despite her irritation, Daisy showed willingness to follow Rea's lead.
Rea looked at her and the despairing Karina and responded:

"Besides, we need the body, dead or alive. We can't return to our country saying 'the hero committed suicide and disappeared.' We'll have to disguise it as another type of accident."

Indeed. Disguising it as an accident rather than suicide would reduce their accountability.
After all, the decision to put the sealing stone collar on him had been made by other authorities, not them.

"He tried his best against monsters but ultimately couldn't handle them and died... something like that would be appropriate."

Rea seemed to have already thought about what excuse to use.
After explaining how they should frame the narrative,
She glanced at the cliff and briefly said:

"So finding the hero is our top priority. Princess, please pull yourself together and focus on the search. You too, Daisy."
"Y-yes, I understand."
"...I suppose I have no choice."

With those words, they made eye contact and descended to search for the hero.

* * *

Several days passed, but they couldn't find the hero's body... not even a trace of it.
Rea bit her fingernails in despair.

*...Why?*

Even falling from such a height, there should normally be a body left.
Why couldn't they find even a bloodstain, let alone a corpse?
She closed her eyes, scratching her reddened fingernails with other fingernails.

[Using Divine Power Detection.]

She used Divine Power Detection again, though she had already used it over a thousand times. Again, nothing was detected.
Someone uninformed might wonder, "Did he escape or die elsewhere?"
But someone with as much divine power as the hero would leave residual energy just by standing somewhere briefly, so finding no trace at all made no sense.

*Why? Why?*

She questioned the hero who had seemingly vanished without a trace, as if he had disappeared in an instant.
But of course, there was no answer.
She bit her lip until it bled, harboring hatred.

*Just one more step... if only we had taken one more step forward.*

Everything was ruined by that hateful hero who resembled the Saintess.
As she was thinking about cursing his entire existence,
She heard something breaking nearby.

[Affection restriction has been released.]

She couldn't see or feel anything,
But she sensed something strange gradually enveloping her body.
Though she didn't know what it was, thinking it might be related to the hero, she splashed through muddy water to look around.

"......"

But no matter how much she searched, she still couldn't find anything.
She could only grit her teeth and express her anger.

*If he had died by Divine Power Bomb, he could have at least remained a hero, but to commit such a meaningless act as suicide... truly pathetic.*

How could he cause trouble even in death?
Thinking that the hero's actions were no different from the Saintess's,
She prayed that the hateful hero would not rest in peace even in death.

*May the hero who failed his role pay the price.*

Only then could she relieve some of her frustration.
After biting her fingernails for a while, exuding malice, Rea eventually sighed, pushed back her wet hair, and forcibly shook off these thoughts.
It was meaningless to waste more energy on something useless that had served its purpose.

*What's important now isn't hating the hero, but how to resolve this situation.*

No matter what they did, the fact that the hero was dead wouldn't change.
They needed someone to take responsibility in his place.

*For example... the refugees staying nearby.*

If they used these powerless people as scapegoats to avoid responsibility,
They couldn't completely eliminate their guilt, but they could at least reduce it.

*But since it would be difficult to reduce it through conventional methods...*

They would need to create a provocative story to appeal to others.
Having decided on this course of action, Rea gathered Karina and Daisy, and pretending to cry, told them:

"Sadly, while we were scouting the Demon King's Castle, some of the nearby refugees, unable to bear their hunger, killed the hero, then stole his possessions."

Daisy was the first to respond to this statement.
She smiled elegantly and nodded.

"I see... that's a good method. If we do that, we can't eliminate our responsibility, but at least we won't be the first victims."

Typically, the first victim bears the most responsibility.
So as long as they weren't the primary responsible party, they could somehow manage the responsibility that followed.
Since they couldn't even find the hero's body, putting the blame on suitable sacrifices—people they could discard—was the best option.

"...It would be better if the criminals couldn't speak."

The Second Princess Karina offered her opinion.
As the one who would suffer the most from this failure, she seemed ready to create evidence first.

"Yes. It's better not to have unnecessary variables."
"...Then I'll take the lead."
"Please do."
"I'll set the stage."

Everyone's opinions were unified.
Rea thought this would at least prevent the worst outcome, when suddenly she felt that strange sensation rising again.

- Ding.

*-*
[Due to an error, you are now receiving affection points that were previously unobtainable.]

[Companionship +1][Mission Completion +1][Companionship +1][Companionship +1][Companionship +1] ...

[Detected an excessive amount of affection increase.]
[Affection increase is temporarily suspended.]

[Current Affection: 50] (Considerable Affection)
[Time until affection unlock: 10 minutes]
*-*

A sudden sensation she had never felt before.
It was too warm, exciting, and gentle to be called an impure emotion.
It felt like an embrace that could encompass everyone.
As she wondered why she was feeling this in the current situation:

*-*
[Affection lock has been released.]

[Warning! Detecting another excessive increase in affection!]
[Affection increase is temporarily suspended again.]

[Current Affection: 80] (Irresistible Love)
[Time until affection unlock: 10 minutes]
*-*

The incredibly warm feeling instantly subsided when she looked at the cliff where the hero had fallen.
It transformed into a pain that seemed to pierce her heart, bringing an indescribable disgust.

"Ah...?"

Why was this emotion suddenly rising?
She tried to deny it, but:

- Ding.

[Warning! Affection is rapidly increasing again!]
[Affection is reaching maximum level!]

These emotions had already grown uncontrollably, plunging her into an emotional swamp that complicated her thoughts.

Ch.3 - After Suicide: The World One Year Later
As Rea headed toward the council that had summoned her, she reflected on the past year.
Just as they had orchestrated, the Church and the kingdom had shifted most of the blame onto the refugees.

*We, the war heroes and the Hero's party.*

Due to the shortage of talent and political circumstances, they received relatively light punishments.
Of course, "light" only compared to what they should have received. Her demotion from Archbishop to Bishop was an unprecedented fall from grace.
Considering the special circumstances of war, she knew she could create opportunities again, so she endured while watching for new chances.

"Bishop Rea, we've been waiting. Please come in."

The massive door exuded holiness just by looking at it.
A priest gestured for her to enter.
Rea walked in slowly, surveying the interior.

"The very idea of making the Hero sacrifice himself was absurd! Do you really think it made sense to waste such a precious resource bestowed by the Goddess?"

An angry voice greeted her as she entered.
Hearing this, she stood at the edge of the room where she was permitted and waited for her turn.

"If I recall correctly, Archbishop Helden, you also agreed at the time."
"That... that was only because of public opinion..."
"Since when does an Archbishop's position sway with public opinion?"
"..."
"Anyway, that's not what matters. We can't resurrect the dead Hero, so finding a replacement or solution is what's important."

The man with such exquisite features that it seemed as if God had personally sculpted his face
smiled warmly, mediating the conversation before turning to her.

"Bishop Rea... do you perhaps have any thoughts on this matter?"

At his words, Rea hunched her shoulders and lowered her head.

"...No, I don't."
"That's unfortunate. I thought you would surely know something, having assisted the Hero for several years..."

When she heard the word "Hero," Rea bit her lip.
At that title, all the things she had done to him flashed through her mind.

- *Penance is performed through pain. To cleanse that filthy, vulgar mind of yours, pain is necessary.*

She vividly recalled how, under the pretext of penance, she had transferred her accumulated stress onto the Hero.
The sadistic sensation in her hands and his cursing gaze.
Her past self had performed this act repeatedly for that shallow satisfaction.

*Yes.*
*Again and again.*

Those accumulated memories,
mixed with the realization she could no longer see him and the feelings that had developed for him,
eroded her like a backflow of emotions.

- *As if to erase the terribly disgusting person she had been.*

*Please... please stop.*

As the memories of that day tightened around her throat,
he called her name again.

"Bishop Rea. I have a request."
"Yes?"
"After you finish your current assignment, could you become a guidance counselor at the Academy within a week to guide the Saintess?"

It made no sense for someone who was a Bishop—and an Archbishop just a year ago—
to be sent as a guidance counselor at the Academy.
Yet he was making this request as if it were perfectly natural.

"...That's..."

Rea couldn't readily answer.
Even though she had fallen to Bishop due to her failures,
a Bishop was still a high-ranking clergy member. Such a task would normally be assigned to a High Priest at most, yet he was asking her.

However, in the current situation, yielding was the right choice. She could accept being dispatched, but
the problem was being asked to support the "Saintess."

*Ha.*

Her hands trembled, and she bit her lip so hard that the taste of blood filled her mouth.
Though rage welled up almost unbearably,
she had no choice but to accept. Refusing would have too many political consequences.

*No... thinking about it, this might be good.*

Using the position of guidance counselor to get close to the Saintess, she could pressure and torment her in various ways.
Of course, the Saintess might break and cause problems, but...

*It doesn't matter as long as I can drag the Saintess down.*

She was willing to endure anything if it meant revenge.
Having reached this conclusion,
she calmed herself and nodded.

"I understand. I'll go as soon as this matter is concluded."

Looking somewhat surprised by her answer, he replied:

"Thank you. May the Goddess's blessing be with you."

He continued with his kind smile:

"Sad as it is, if we can't find a replacement for the Hero, this world has at most 10 years, or as few as 5 years left."

The timeframe was shorter than expected, causing everyone present to fall silent with brief sighs.
The consequences and responsibility for sacrificing the Hero were increasingly weighing on them.

"So we must find a solution by any means necessary... even if it goes against the Goddess's will."

With those words that seemed to permit anything,
he turned the small statue of the Goddess that had been benevolently watching over the room, ending the meeting.

* * * * *

The faint scent of old wood rose in the air.
When he opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was a newspaper on the desk.

[The 2nd Knight Division is recruiting new Divine Power holders! Pass the interview with Divine Power!]
[Analysis of the current war situation and future trends]

Though the words were plainly written, they contained sentences full of anxiety and fear.
Jung Hyun calmly read through them, assessing the current situation.

*Seems like this is the world one year after my death.*

And a world that had taken a negative turn.
Reading that after his death, the Demon King's forces had grown stronger and were conquering everywhere, he laughed.

*Good.*

Shouldn't a world that requires the sacrifice of innocent people just collapse?
With that thought, he checked the next page.

[Therefore, this world needs a Hero more than ever, and awaits the Goddess to send down a Hero.]

"...Ha."

He laughed bitterly at how the newspaper wrote as if a Hero had never existed.
No doubt the Royal Palace was trying to hide his existence and pretend everything never happened.

*Right, it was like that from the beginning.*

Whether they wanted to claim all the credit for themselves or had other reasons,
they had called him a "Divine Power Bomb" rather than a Hero, trying to hide information about him.

*Those bastards.*

Their desperate attempts to avoid responsibility were utterly disgusting.
He covered his mouth, feeling nausea rise in his throat, then read the last sentence again with a deranged smile.

[This world awaits the Goddess to send down a Hero.]

To treat someone like that and then ask for another Hero?
There's a limit to shamelessness.

*Disgusting.*

All of this.
He crumpled the newspaper and threw it to the floor, reaffirming his resolve.

He would take revenge on those who had made him like this.
Even if those who had mocked and ridiculed him begged for their lives, he would put a knife to their throats.
And he would make those bitches experience the same humiliation he had suffered.

As he bit his lip until it bled, a message appeared before him.

*-*
[Main Quest]
- Graduate with excellent grades.
Current grade: F
*Warning: Continued poor performance will result in death.
*-*

A quest message he had never seen before attempting suicide.
Realizing once again that everything had been wrong from the start, he focused on the content.

*Excellent grades and death, huh.*

Though he only knew about this game from a brief trailer he had seen,
he knew it wasn't normal for a game to kill you for failing a quest.

*If they're doing something so unusual, it means the system has added this clause to prevent me from leaving the Academy.*

If it could "recognize" an error and determine its own "compensation,"
it was highly likely this flow was intentional.

*Whatever. That's not important right now anyway.*

Since he couldn't leave while growing stronger, it didn't matter for now.
Dismissing this, he checked his stats next.

*-*
Lee Jung Hyun [Level: 1]

[Stats]
Strength: 7 Agility: 6 Vitality: 4 Mana: 6 Divine Power: ???

[Traits]
1. (Unrealistic Genius)
2. (Unrealistic Luck)

[Skills]
None
*-*

Compared to the stats he had seen while being dragged around,
his current level was worse than Academy freshmen... no, even worse than ordinary citizens.

*When the average for a normal man is 10...*

He laughed bitterly seeing he couldn't even reach 8, let alone 10.
At this level, he wasn't just trash—he was waste material.

*It doesn't matter. As long as I can grow.*

Until now, his growth had been blocked by the system and restraints.
But now, at least he had been given "the opportunity to grow."
Jung Hyun scratched the desk until his nails broke, recalling the humiliation of the past.

* * *

After that, as soon as Jung Hyun stepped outside, he instinctively hid at the sound of something unusual.
The habit formed over the past few years emerged, making him smile bitterly.
Then he heard something rather interesting nearby.

"...The Hero did exist!"

Though the voice was young and clear, the words were deadly serious.
He never expected to hear about his existence here, so he could only look in that direction with a complex expression.

What he saw was...

*...Group bullying?*

A group was surrounding a white-haired woman, intimidating her.
Though they weren't causing physical harm due to their respective statuses,
the pressure from their numbers was weighing on the white-haired woman, making it substantial bullying.

"The H-Hero sacrificed himself for us. To say he didn't even exist... that's absurd!"
"No, Sister. Regardless of whether it makes sense, the Hero never came in the first place. Even if you ask my brother who's an official..."

Before the words could finish,
the white-haired woman chirped like a baby chick:

"I saw him! Whatever your brother said, this is a clear fact!"

The woman pressuring her seemed somewhat offended and sneered.

"...Ha. You seriously don't listen. No wonder you're bullied."

At the word "bullied," the white-haired woman visibly shrank and replied in a smaller voice.

"...That, that has nothing to do with this."
"You think so?"

But her retort was quickly dismissed.

"Who would want to hang out with someone who spouts nonsense all the time?"
"..."

From Jung Hyun's third-party perspective, it looked quite pitiful,
but those bullying her seemed to enjoy her distress, laughing.
Seeing this, Jung Hyun silently watched before cursing inwardly.

*This feels like shit.*

It felt exactly like when he was dragged around by those bitches.
Moreover, the fact that the only person in the world who knew of his existence was saying such things doubled that feeling.

*However.*

Even if he confronted them directly, he couldn't do anything with this weak body.
He planned to only create an "opportunity" for her to escape.

He picked up a stone nearby and looked ahead.
It would be nice to hit the target... but with his low strength, it was practically impossible.
So he decided to throw it just to draw attention, loosening his shoulders.

*Since I'm weak, I can only try to get the posture right.*

So he recalled the most perfect posture he had seen—
that of Sword Saint Nerea.

- *Everything comes down to flow, child. Once you understand what that is, you'll be able to handle not just swords but other weapons skillfully.*

Having only picked up a weapon a few times,
he couldn't understand what the Sword Saint meant by "flow."
But because the spear-throwing posture was strongly imprinted in his mind, he could imitate it clumsily even without understanding.

The rough texture and weight of the stone.
Previously, just taking this posture would have caused pain in his neck,
but now there was nothing restricting him anymore.

Since he was too weak to throw effectively from a standing position,
he stretched his legs and ran, using the momentum of his body to throw the stone at maximum speed.

He didn't have high expectations.
Strength 7 was worse than an average person, and his posture was just a clumsy imitation.
So he thought it would fly weakly, but contrary to his expectations:

BANG! CRASH!

The stone he threw tore through the air with an invisible speed,
embedding itself directly into what appeared to be the leader's body.

[Critical Hit!]

With this brief message,
the person hit by the stone let out a tremendous scream,
then began to dry heave.

[Congratulations! You've earned achievement points for landing a powerful blow on someone "much" stronger than yourself!]

Ch.4 - What Is Your Identity?
Erie. A genius born in Rurushié, one of the three great noble houses, who entered Melheim Academy's Magic Department as second in her class.
Following her grandfather's words that "politics is about building influence," she was working hard to imprint herself in the memories of those who would later enter central politics.

*The impressions formed during school days tend to last a lifetime.*

If she could somehow gain their "positive" impressions here, they would all become her influence and help achieve her grand ambitions. That's why, for the sake of her influence, she designated the naive commoner priestess before her as an "enemy" to gather sympathy from others.

*To be honest, I don't have any real malice, but...*

She had all the perfect conditions to be made a public enemy. For example, saying things like "The Hero is alive!" perhaps to emphasize her difference from others. Or being a "commoner" of unclear origin... things like that.

*So.*

She thought there would be no disadvantage in showing hostility toward her, nor would it cause any problems later.

...Until someone threw a stone.

Just as usual, while she was picking on the priestess who kept saying strange things to increase her own value, she heard someone running from the side. Concerned it might be the disciplinary committee or a teacher, which could escalate the situation, she turned to check who it was.

That's when she saw a stone flying through the air, drawing what could be called the most beautiful arc she had ever seen. Stunned by such beauty, she stared blankly at it before coming to her senses and quickly drawing up mana to create a protective barrier.

*This much is nothing.*

No matter how fast the stone was flying, it was just a "stone" after all. It posed no danger to her, a 3-star mage, so she stood still, trusting her barrier without much concern.

- Crack!

The stone mercilessly trampled her expectations and broke through the barrier.

*What the hell...!*

This should have been impossible, but the stone he threw made it possible. Like a rock thrown through a glass window, it pierced through everything and lodged firmly into her side.

"Kyaaak!"

An intense pain unlike anything she'd ever felt before rushed through her. With that pain came acid reflux and nausea, making her retch and vomit everything she had eaten that morning.

"Ughhhh."

Though it hurt enough to bring tears to her eyes, it wasn't so bad that she couldn't control her body. So she wiped her mouth and tried to stand up immediately, but the mana kept disappearing from her side where the stone had hit, making her body stagger.

"...Huh?"

This was the first time. Mana disappearing. She trembled with fear at such an alien sensation.

*This can't be happening.*

Mana disappearing? How could that be possible? She tried to deny it immediately, but denial doesn't make reality disappear. Her fear only grew stronger.

*What on earth... is that person?*

She couldn't help but tremble at that chilling, unknown sensation.

* * * * *

Jung Hyun, seeing an unknown woman get hit and collapse from the stone he had thrown as a threat, grabbed the cowering priestess by the wrist and ran away as he had initially planned.
After running for quite a while, he had to stop when he heard an exhausted voice from behind.

"Um, could we rest for a bit...!"

As soon as he stopped, the priestess sat down on the ground, breathing heavily. She seemed too exhausted to continue.
Jung Hyun looked at her and sat down on the ground himself, taking a deep breath. Though he didn't show it, he was also exhausted to the point of death.

*Damn, I need to build up my stamina first...*

Jung Hyun exhaled heavily, thinking of his stamina stat of only 4.

*I think my stamina was higher than 4 even before I committed suicide...*

He couldn't understand why his stamina was only 4. While thinking he should strengthen it through training as soon as possible, the achievement point system window that he had momentarily forgotten due to exhaustion caught his eye.

*-*
[Achievement Point System]
- When achievement points accumulate to a certain level, level-up is possible!
*-*

In this world, achievement points meant experience points needed for leveling up. There was one reason why they were called achievement points rather than experience points.

*Because levels have a much greater impact than in other RPGs.*

In other RPGs, leveling up only slightly increases stats and unlocks skills, but here, leveling up changes one's "caliber" to the extent that it can be described as a transformation.

*In mobile game terms, is it like going from a 1-star to a 2-star character?*

He couldn't know exactly since he had never leveled up himself, but everyone unanimously said there was a tremendous difference, so he figured it must be about that significant.

*Well, either way, it's better to level up as quickly as possible.*

That would be tremendously helpful to him. With that thought, he looked at his right arm, which was still sending waves of sharp pain.

*...It's completely wrecked.*

Not only was it red and swollen, but the skin was torn to the point where it could be described as mangled. He let out a hollow laugh. This couldn't have happened just from throwing a stone. He must have unconsciously used Divine Power.

*Divine Power, huh.*

He wore a complicated expression as he looked at the Divine Power rising from his right hand like a wriggling worm. This Divine Power was clearly given to him, but it kept getting him into trouble. He had complicated thoughts about it, but soon shook them off and focused on his right arm again.

*It doesn't hurt as much as I expected.*

Compared to the pain the collar had given him, this level was something he could laugh off. As he was thinking it wasn't so bad, he smiled slightly at the new message that appeared.

[Your stats have increased.]

*And above all, my stats went up too.*

Not much pain but stats increasing? This was practically free.

*In reality, overexertion leads to negative results.*

But not here, apparently. As he was finding this interesting, the priestess beside him seemed to have regained her composure. She stood up, looked at him, and then exclaimed in surprise:

"Y-your arm! Are you okay?"

Jung Hyun nodded briefly at her words. Though it was bloody to the point of being grotesque, it didn't hurt as much as it looked. So he was about to stand up saying he was fine, when—

"Wait...! Let me heal you."

He flinched momentarily at the mention of healing. Occasionally when he made mistakes, that bastard Rea would repeatedly inflict violence and healing in the name of atonement. Having bad memories associated with healing, he was about to refuse when—

A white, warm sensation, completely opposite to what he knew, flowed through his palm.

"You'll be better soon, so don't worry."
"...Thank you."
"It's nothing. You helped me first, so you don't need to thank me."

Hearing those words, he silently looked at the priestess.

Her snow-white hair and fair skin, as if proving she was a priestess, caught his eye. As he stared blankly at her appearance, like untouched snow that no one had stepped on, she blinked her long eyelashes, examined his arm from various angles, and smiled with satisfaction, saying, "I'm done now."

*...She is pretty.*

Her appearance was so exquisite that one could say God had come down and modeled her after himself. He couldn't help but acknowledge this, when suddenly she asked him an unexpected question.

"...Do you also think the Hero doesn't exist?"

Jung Hyun inwardly laughed at that. It was funny to be asked if he himself existed. After briefly considering how to answer, he replied concisely:

"I think he does exist. I've seen him myself."
"R-really? I knew it... right?"

Her excessive joy made him feel awkward. As he silently watched her rambling on about something, she suddenly made eye contact with him and said with curiosity:

"By the way, hmm. You look similar to the Hero I saw. Of course, I saw him years ago, so I'm not certain."

Not knowing how to respond, he kept his mouth shut. Seeing his reaction, she smiled awkwardly and said:

"Anyway, is there anything I can help you with? If I've received a favor, it's only natural to return it. I'd like to repay you if possible..."

Repayment. Hearing that word after a long time, Jung Hyun smiled and replied:

"Then I have one request."
"Yes? What is it?"

While maintaining his smile, he continued:

"First, since we seem to be the same age, shall we speak informally to each other?"
"Huh? Oh, yes."
"And let's go somewhere for a bit."

Faced with these sudden consecutive events, she blinked her large, bewildered eyes and wore a blank expression.

* * *

A secluded mountain path with trees everywhere and no maintained trails.

Jung Hyun was holding her wrist and going deeper and deeper into the mountain. As they went further into the depths, she began to show signs of panic. Eventually, unable to bear it any longer, she shouted at him with a bright red face:

"Ah... n-no! We shouldn't do this... we should get to know each other much better first...!"

Jung Hyun frowned at her words and said:

"You said you'd help me, didn't you?"
"But... it's right to do this kind of thing after we get close, at the very least..."

She seemed to be seriously misunderstanding something, so he decided to clear up the misunderstanding before she continued shouting:

"You seem to be misunderstanding something. I just brought you here to use healing while I train."
"You beast...! Men are really—"

She was screaming "kyaak" but then paused, tilted her head with a somewhat foolish expression.

"Huh?"
"I just found a way to quickly raise my stats. I want to experiment to see how much they increase, and I need your help."

She still looked at him with an expression that showed she didn't understand, so Jung Hyun gave up on explaining and immediately changed the subject.

"By the way, what kind of injuries can you heal, and how many times?"
"Well... as long as you're not dying, I can manage somehow? About 100 times... or 20 times for severe injuries..."

That's more than he expected. It seems like at least twice as many as that bitch Rea. He wasn't sure why a priestess could use so many healing spells, but he briefly expressed his appreciation:

"That's good. I'll be counting on you then."
"What exactly are you counting on me for...?"

Rather than explaining verbally, it seemed better to show her. Without answering, he forcefully punched the tree in front of him.

His strength and stamina were pathetic. Because of that, the power in his hand itself was negligible.

But Divine Power supplemented all of this, granting him strength several times greater than what he could normally exert.

However, as always, power beyond one's capacity destroys oneself. As a reaction to the strong force, his arm was shattered again, but—

[Your stats have increased.]

As a reward for surpassing his limits, his stats also increased by one level.

*I tried it on a hunch, but it actually works.*

Pain did rise, but seeing his stats increase brought satisfaction before anything else. He thought it wasn't a bad training method, when a horrified voice came from behind.

"...Are you insane?!"

With that cry, a warm energy immediately flowed into his arm. Watching his arm gradually return to its original state, he briefly replied:

"I'm not particularly insane."
"Then why are you destroying your own arm?!"

In this world where conventional training methods take at least days, or even years, to increase a stat by 1, did she realize how fortunate it was to be able to raise stats with just one swing?

He was about to explain this but then found it bothersome, so this time he silently continued his training by kicking the tree with all his strength in his legs.

* * * * *

Ch.5 - Saintess
As night approached, Jung Hyun paused his training.

*-*
Lee Jung Hyun [Level: 1]

[Stats]
Strength: 13 Agility: 10 Vitality: 9 Mana: 6 Divine Power: ???

[Traits]
1. (Unrealistic Genius)
2. (Unrealistic Luck)

[Skills]
None
*-*

Strength 6, agility 4, vitality 5.
Even for someone called a genius, he knew such rapid growth in just a few hours was impossible.
He was aware of how insanely fast this growth rate was.

*This isn't enough.*

Yet this still didn't satisfy him.
To an outsider, this might seem like the arrogance of someone already well-off.
But he needed to hurry because he didn't know when "those guys" might find him.

*The moment I'm discovered, I'll have to repeat that hell all over again.*

Therefore.
Even if it meant grinding himself to dust, he needed to grow as quickly as possible.
That was the only way he could survive.

Just as he was about to extend his hand to harm himself again,
a youthful but fierce voice came from behind him.

"...I'm never going to help you again!"

Like a chick emphasizing "I'm angry!"
She hopped up and chirped angrily, glaring at him.
Finding himself in an awkward position, he smiled uncomfortably and apologized first.

"Did you miss class today because of me? Sorry."

At those words,
she responded as if about to explode with anger.

"No, today is the weekend...! And that's not even the issue—your body... every time I heal you, I feel like my heart's going to stop!"

Hearing this, Jung Hyun looked down at himself.
Perhaps because he'd used so much Divine Power,
his body was covered in blood and his school uniform was in tatters.

"...Is that so?"

Having been dragged around in this state so many times before,
he couldn't even tell what was wrong.
As he wore a puzzled expression, she made a face like an angry hen and caused a scene.

"No! 'Is that so?' you say...! Anyone who sees you would be terrified enough to run away!"
"I don't think it's that bad."

At those words, she paused for a moment.
Then, with an expression completely opposite from seconds ago, she spoke calmly.

"So you don't think it's that bad?"

Though puzzled by her sudden change in attitude,
he nodded without much concern.
She gave him a kind smile and spoke again.

"Tattered clothes, covered in blood, and skin torn all over your body isn't that bad... is that right?"

Before his suicide, he had been dragged around for days in even worse condition without sleep,
so this didn't seem so serious to him.
Not feeling the gravity of the situation, he nodded.

"I understand what you're saying."

She smiled a bright white smile and picked up a palm-sized rock from the ground.

"Come to think of it, I was shortsighted. For a creature that only experiences endless pain, death would be a blessing."

Then, with a cold expression:

"So I should just kill you. Yes, that must be the goddess's will."

She charged at him quickly, swinging the rock as if she genuinely meant to kill him.

"Just die! Die already!"

Isn't "die" a bit much for a priestess to say?
He slowly backed away and opened his mouth.

"Calm down."
"How can I calm down? Do you know how absurd it is to harm yourself in front of a priestess and then ask for healing?"

Now that he thought about it, she had a point.
It was like smashing a phone on the ground right after getting it repaired,
then asking for it to be fixed again.

*But I have no other choice.*

- A living Divine Power bomb.

The memory of those days when he needed permission even to breathe,
gave him the feeling that those guys might come at any moment to put a leash around his neck.
So no matter what anyone said, he couldn't stop this training.

"Sorry."

The moment he stopped growing and remained in place,
it would be no different from those times when he could do nothing but wait for death.

So after a brief apology,
he avoided her and swung his hand at a nearby tree to continue training.

CRASH!

This time, perhaps because he used too much Divine Power,
his arm, which had barely maintained its shape, broke completely and dangled loosely.
A bit curious, he stared at it, while the priestess behind him spoke with an expression like she was about to faint.

"Not again! Oh my god! This time you've broken the bone...!"
"......"
"Say something to defend yourself!"
"Sorry."
"Well done...!"

At her words of "well done," he silently looked at her.
She pretended to be nonchalant and said:

"What? What are you looking at?"
"I didn't say anything."
"I'm just boiling with anger inside, so don't worry about it!"

After saying that, the priestess who had been healing him bit her lip, thought for a moment,
then revealed her complex emotions.

"By the way, doesn't it hurt? When bones are completely shattered... normally."

She seemed about to say something but swallowed her words.
It appeared to be uncomfortable for her to speak about, so he decided to ignore it and looked down at his mangled arm.

*It doesn't hurt as much as I expected.*

Whether it was thanks to the terrible pain from the leash that had given him pain resistance,
this level of pain was relatively bearable.
While thinking this could be quite useful, she slapped his back hard and said:

"Anyway, rest well at least until tomorrow. Divine Power can perfectly heal external wounds, but it can't properly heal internal injuries."
"......"

Whether he wanted to or not, he had no choice but to do it, so he deliberately avoided answering.
She glanced at him and said:

"...By the way, the healing works extremely well on you. Even with broken bones, it usually takes hours of Divine Power, but you heal immediately... you receive Divine Power unusually well."

Is that so?
It is certainly unrealistic to recover this quickly from broken bones.

"You're a strange person in many ways."

Hearing that, he had nothing to say and kept his mouth shut,
when suddenly an intense dizziness came over him, causing him to lose balance and collapse to the ground.
Seeing this, she jumped in surprise and called out to him.

"A-are you okay?"

Looking at her, he remembered something he had forgotten.

"I'm hungry."

At those words, she exclaimed as if exasperated:

"Oh, really...!"

Then she grabbed him and said:

"You know what? You're too much trouble."
"......"
"Say something to defend yourself!"
"Sorry."
"Well done...!"

With that, she took him somewhere.

* * * * *

As Jung Hyun entered the row of shops, he recalled what Archbishop Rea had told him.

- Even trash like you wants proper food? But what can I do? The only food allowed for you is leftover garbage.

Though it was an old memory,
it remained vivid because of how fucking awful it had been.
Thinking about how that feeling of awfulness was still fresh, he let out a hollow laugh.

*That bitch.*

Someday he would have his revenge. Definitely.
As he clenched his teeth, reaffirming his vow for revenge,
the priestess stopped walking and said to him:

"Here it is. This place is really delicious!"

Hearing that, he silently looked at where she was pointing.
It seemed ordinary, but it was a somewhat unique restaurant with a chicken drawn on it.
As he silently stared at the restaurant, she grabbed his wrist and pulled him, saying:

"Come on in."

Then, entering the restaurant, she ordered food with familiarity and said:

"To be honest, I'm a bit reluctant to treat you since you don't listen at all. But I'm grateful for your help, so I'll pay for the meal. Eat as much as you want."

Then she sat down with a bright smile.
Following her, he sat beside her,
and soon a server brought food to their table.

*It's been a while.*

Looking at the soup, bread, and few pieces of meat that were promptly served, he closed his eyes for a moment.

- The very idea of you eating proper food is absurd. It doesn't make sense for trash to eat proper food, does it?

Food he thought he would never be able to eat properly.
This stirred up strange emotions,
and as he stared blankly at the food, he recalled the words from his last meal.

- I should at least do this much. This will be a fitting last meal for you.

Food trampled underfoot and covered in sewage.
The vivid memory of that filled his mind with anger.
Due to his intense emotions, he just stared at the food without eating, prompting her to ask curiously:

"Do you not like this?"
"No, that's not it."
"Then eat quickly. You need nutritious food right now. So eat before it gets cold."

Words completely opposite to what Archbishop Rea had told him.
Hearing this, he slowly put the food in his mouth,
and the first taste of the warm soup that enveloped his mouth was...

*It tastes like blood.*

Not soup, but blood.
Confused, he opened his mouth,
and the priestess beside him exclaimed in horror:

"Oh no! Why are you coughing up blood while eating...! Healing!"

After receiving her healing,
the taste of blood soon disappeared,
and the savory taste of the soup stimulated his palate.

*...It's delicious.*

While thinking that food was this delicious,
she, who had been watching him, slowly opened her mouth.

"Come to think of it, we haven't introduced ourselves."

With a bright white smile,
her clear blue eyes curved as she introduced herself.

"I'm Lucia. Lucia of the Serea Church."

He couldn't help but pause at the name Lucia.
Of course he would.
Lucia was the real name of the Saintess whom Archbishop Rea so deeply hated.

Ch.6 - Arrival In 6 Days
Lucia.
A saintess of common birth.
Jung Hyun didn't know much about her either, only what he'd picked up while being dragged around.

*One thing's for certain though—they said she was born with such immense divine power that she was called the next Pope.*

Recalling this, he looked at Lucia.
Indeed, the healing magic she had used on him was several times more powerful than what the Archbishop had cast, and she had done it many more times.

*A mere priestess with healing power and divine energy exceeding an Archbishop's.*

The thought made him smile.
Everything pointed to Lucia being a saintess.

*But there are three strange things.*

The fact that the saintess Lucia was wandering alone without any "escort," why a saintess would bother receiving education at the Academy, and how nobody questioned her identity despite the divine power radiating from her.
These curiosities arose, but he decided to postpone asking about them.

*It's not the right time yet.*

He couldn't risk ruining everything by trying to satisfy idle curiosity, so he decided to take his time and focused on his food again.

* * *

The next day, Jung Hyun tried to train the same way as yesterday, but a warning message that appeared before him made that impossible.

[If you do not attend class, the probability of quest failure becomes extremely high.]

Quest failure. This meant death.
He had no choice but to postpone training until classes were over.
So he put on his new uniform... new uniform?

He could only close his mouth when he saw there was nothing in the closet.
He'd thought that as an Academy student, he would have at least two or three uniforms, but there were none.
Just in case, he searched the room but found nothing, which made him sigh.

*I'll have to go like this.*

A tattered, blood-soaked uniform.
It would draw attention, but he had no other choice, so he opened the door to leave in this state.
At the door, he found a note and a neatly folded uniform.

[I felt bad about just repaying you with a meal, so I'm sending this too.
P.S. - Please train normally from now on. Before I really kill you.
-Lucia]

He chuckled at the note.
After changing into the uniform from Lucia, he headed to the Academy.

[Attend Swordsmanship Department - Class A]

Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, a message appeared telling him where to go as soon as he entered the Academy.
Seeing this, he smiled bitterly and thought:

*Seems like all the content is focused on the Academy.*

That's why he hardly saw any system messages while being dragged around.
Thinking that everything had been wrong from the start, he entered the classroom.
Murmuring voices reached his ears.

"Isn't he the one who messed with Erie?"
"I think so. But of all people, why did he have to mess with Erie?"
"I heard Zer was determined to kill him."

Reactions to what happened yesterday.
Hearing these reactions, he sat in the seat the system indicated, and once again, everyone's eyes turned to him.

*This feels familiar.*

Before his suicide, he had become so accustomed to receiving all kinds of contemptuous, disillusioned, and hateful gazes that this level of attention was nothing.
So he ignored it and prepared for class, but someone kicked his desk and shouted:

"You fucking bastard!"

Fortunately, he was able to lean back and avoid injury, but being attacked first put him in a bad mood. Looking up, he saw a muscular male student, who looked like he ate nothing but chicken breast, glaring at him with gritted teeth.
The boy shouted at him, furious for some reason:

"You cowardly bastard, you dare to ambush me?"

Was his head filled with nothing but muscle?
He was the one who ambushed Jung Hyun, so why was he accusing him of ambushing?

*Well, that's not what's important.*

What mattered was that he was being provoked.
Just as one shouldn't block incoming provocations or chase after departing ones,
he decided to respond adequately to this provocation by grabbing his chair.

"......"

When Jung Hyun suddenly grabbed and lifted the chair, the other boy showed signs of confusion.
He apparently hadn't expected Jung Hyun to use the chair as a weapon.
Despite his size, he hesitated and couldn't take any action.

"A chair? You think holding a chair makes you something, you little shit?"

Though he couldn't suppress his pride,
his mouth moved ceaselessly, his vulgar tongue wagging.
At this sight, Jung Hyun laughed briefly and replied:

"It makes me something alright. A pig butcher."

Then he threw the chair at the boy and immediately rushed forward.
The abilities he had greatly enhanced yesterday allowed him to move without hindrance,
enabling him to quickly approach the boy and deliver a powerful punch to his stomach.

- WHACK!

A sound like something bursting.
It seemed divine power had manifested, concentrating greater strength in his hand.
Along with that sound, a message appeared before his eyes:

[Your abilities have increased.]

Good news.

*I was feeling uneasy about not being able to train, but now I feel better.*

Feeling his anxiety subside a bit, Jung Hyun looked at his arm.
Perhaps because he had struck the relatively soft flesh of a human rather than wood, there were no visible wounds on his arm.
Seeing this, he gained some insight and smiled.

*This is good.*

Not only did he get hurt less, but his abilities increased too.
After confirming this, he checked the time.

[8:40 AM]

Twenty minutes until class started.
Before then, he needed to beat that guy and raise his abilities as much as possible.

Thinking that coming to the Academy wasn't such a bad thing after all,
he charged at the muscle-bound student again.

* * * * *

Bishop Rea silently gazed at the battlefield where the fighting had ended.

A pile of white ash, with nothing remaining after a magnificent blaze.
Nothing could better represent this battlefield.
In this scene where everything had become meaningless, Rea silently looked at the scattered corpses.

- Don't you understand what a great blessing it is that trash like you can gain proper value by self-destructing?

Her own voice, shifting all the responsibility she had to bear onto him, bloomed again whenever she saw the dead.

- Trash deserves trash. You should sleep in the nearby garbage dump.

Though they were certainly words she had spoken,
every time they resurfaced, an indescribable disgust welled up inside her.
Why, why had she said such things?

Rea tried to deny her increasingly distorted thoughts, taking a deep breath.

*If only the Hero had been able to grow properly and control his divine power, or better yet, if he hadn't provoked the kingdom...!*

She wouldn't have denied his value and tried to trample him like that.
Why did he have to do such a thing!

Realizing that she was once again, unknowingly, shifting the blame to the Hero,
she covered her mouth with both hands.
These disgusting thoughts were escaping without her awareness.

*This isn't me. Yes, these aren't my true feelings... they're just words coming out because I'm stressed.*

While she was repeatedly shifting blame to comfort herself,
a familiar voice came from nearby.

"Rea? Could you heal me?"

The Second Princess, with a face worn by fatigue, approached Rea while wiping blood from her sword.
Then, looking at the soldiers growing cold, she squeezed her eyes shut and spoke.

"...As quickly as possible, please."
"Yes, of course."

Rea bit her lip as she saw the Second Princess exposing her side.
If only the Second Princess had mediated better, she wouldn't have made such a wrong choice.
Such thoughts made her feel murderous, but she suppressed them and said:

"Your condition isn't good. Even with healing magic, you won't be able to walk properly for days."
"Days?"
"Yes. So you should rest."
"...Where is the Saintess? If it's the Saintess, she could heal this quickly."

As soon as the Second Princess mentioned the Saintess,
Rea's expression distorted.
The Second Princess clearly knew that she hated the Saintess, and was deliberately bringing it up for comparison.

"Find her yourself. That's not my concern."

At those words, the Second Princess smiled coldly and said:

"That's right, it's not your concern. But managing the Hero wasn't your concern either, so why did you torment him so much?"

At those words, Rea stopped and looked at the Second Princess.
What did this crazy woman just say?

"I still remember. How you tortured him every night under the pretext of penance. If you hadn't done such things...!"
"You did it too, didn't you?"
"What?"
"The penance. Why are you pretending you didn't?"

At those words, the Second Princess fell silent.
Seeing this reaction, Rea began to unravel what she had been holding back.

"And wasn't it you, Princess, who created that situation in the first place? Talking about necessary sacrifices."
"...That was!"
"No matter how much you try to shift the blame to me, Princess, the dead Hero won't come back."

Rea thought that perhaps the last words were directed at herself, and squeezed her eyes shut.
Meanwhile, Daisy, her face pale, approached them and said:

"You still have strength to fight? If you had that energy, couldn't you have killed one more demon?"

At Daisy's words, all the emotions that had been burning subsided.
Like the battlefield she had seen earlier.

*Disgusting. Everything is.*

The Second Princess, Daisy, the Saintess, and everything surrounding her—all of it was disgusting and hateful.
As she dry-heaved from the terrible disgust rising through her body,

- she could see herself reflected in the puddle of filthy water on the ground, and realized that the truly disgusting one was herself.

The puddle was small, making it look as if her head had been severed.
That image reminded her of the collar she had put on the Hero, and for a moment, she felt everything becoming distorted.
Unable to bear the stress, she plunged her face into the puddle and regretted it, but

she couldn't even apologize to the dead.
So all of this was meaningless.

Unless he came back to life. Completely meaningless.
Completely meaningless.

As Rea's mind was gradually sinking into a swamp,
what awakened her consciousness was Daisy's voice.

"How about we disband now? The work is done."

At those words, Rea looked ahead.
As she said, there was nothing more to do here.

*...Then now, as the Cardinal said, I should go to the Academy.*

To clean up after that damned Saintess... no, to drag her down into the abyss with herself.

Ch.7 - Combat Practice
The fight ended surprisingly quickly.
Students from the same department rushed to separate the two when they heard a professor was coming.

"... See you during sparring time."

His mind, heated with violence, seemed angry at not being able to finish what he started.
He declared he would continue this later.
Jung Hyun responded by raising his middle finger in acknowledgment.

"This fucking bastard..."

Seeing the good reaction he got from raising his middle finger, Jung Hyun couldn't help but smile.
It felt satisfying to beat him both physically and mentally.

*Plus he's an all-purpose pig who even raises my stats.*

He was truly the perfect target for him.
Finding it simply amusing, Jung Hyun laughed for a while.
Then, sensing the professor might arrive soon, he quickly returned to his seat and checked his stats.

*-*
[Stats]
Strength: 17 Agility: 15 Stamina: 13 Mana: 6 Divine Power: ???
*-*

A growth rate so steep others would call it unrealistic.
But from his perspective, not knowing when he might encounter those demons,
he couldn't be satisfied with merely growing quickly.

*At this rate, I won't even be able to run away.*

Just as he was thinking he needed to grow even faster,
the Sword Department professor entered the classroom and began speaking.

"Let's begin."

With that deep voice announcing the start,
the Sword Department class immediately began.

* * *

Since all Sword Department classes except morning lectures consisted of "training,"
most time was invested in basic physical conditioning, weapon techniques, and sparring practice.
Among these, "sparring practice" was the most important.

*Sparring practice affects exam grades, after all.*

Through sparring practice, rankings were determined, and test scores were awarded based on these rankings.
Therefore, Sword Department students had to secure as many victories as possible
to climb to higher ranks and maintain them.

*Usually people fight all the time because of this.*

But now it was the end of the first semester.
This period was called a lull after all the fighting had already taken place,
so he heard that the number of practice spars had decreased.

*That's certainly true.*

Jung Hyun nodded as he looked at the sparring rankings board made of magic stones that updated in real-time.
Despite having around 300 students,
not a single rank had changed, indicating a serious stalemate.

*Well, that's fortunate for me.*

Unchanging rankings meant
he only had room to climb, which was a good trend for him.
He silently scanned from top to bottom.

[300th place: Lee Jung Hyun]

He couldn't help but laugh bitterly at seeing his name proudly displayed at the very bottom.
Being in 300th place—dead last.
He could only sigh at his ranking.

* * *

The Sword Department's sparring classes were conducted openly to all departments,
based on the department head's philosophy that sparring should always have an audience and variables.
He had heard that students from other departments occasionally came to watch, but...

"This is the first time I've seen so many people come."

Hearing a senior remark that this was the first time so many people had gathered for a sparring class,
Jung Hyun could only sigh. While moderate attention wasn't bad,
excessive attention wasn't particularly good.

*They must have spread rumors.*

For example, some nobody threw a stone at Erie for no reason,
and now the angry muscle pig was eagerly waiting to crush him in sparring practice.

*I look like the villain to everyone.*

In reality, these guys were at fault for bullying Lucia.

*Whatever, it doesn't matter.*

Such attention typically fades quickly anyway,
and it was simply a matter of winning the sparring match.

*Idiots.*

Jung Hyun couldn't help but smile seeing Erie and her group sitting in the front row of the audience.
They were all either glaring at him or sneering, as if they had planned it.

*It's funny seeing more than a dozen people acting like this.*

He wondered if they realized how idiotic they looked.
As he was determined to make those expressions crumble,
he noticed Erie and the muscle pig in the front row had expressions opposite to their group.

*Surprisingly calm.*

Unlike what he expected—faces full of mockery or anger—
Erie wore a tense expression, and the muscle pig looked serious.

*Whatever their expressions, it doesn't matter.*

No matter what expressions they wore or what they said,
it was less humiliating than what he had experienced in his past,
so he could just laugh it off.

*Speaking of which, a sword, huh.*

He wore a complicated expression looking at the sword—
something he never had to use in reality,
and hadn't had a chance to use here either since he was always being dragged around.
It was obvious he couldn't use something he'd never tried before.

*But I'll be at a disadvantage if I don't use it.*

He picked it up intending to use it at least for defense,
but a strangely familiar sensation flowed through his hand.
This sensation reminded Jung Hyun of a trait he had momentarily forgotten.

*Unrealistic genius.*

With the manifestation of his overwhelming 5-star talent—something even a Sword Saint wouldn't possess—
the sensation of the sword flowed through each fingertip.
With this feeling, Jung Hyun absentmindedly swung the sword, following where his talent led him.

A beautiful arc.

Though he could feel his sword stance was clumsy,
the path his sword traced was undeniably beautiful.
As he wondered how this was possible and laughed to himself,
he suddenly heard murmuring from behind.

Turning around to see who it was,
he saw a familiar face he didn't particularly want to meet.

*The First Princess.*

Strictly speaking, he had no ill feelings toward the First Princess,
but since she shared blood with the "Second Princess" whom he hated,
he couldn't help but feel uncomfortable.

*Besides.*

She had seen him a few times before his suicide.
Unable to hide his discomfort as he looked at her,
he accidentally made eye contact with her.

"..."

What expression would someone make if muddy water were splashed on a pristine white canvas kept clean for a hundred years?
The First Princess turned pale blue upon seeing him, her eyes wide open.
She looked as if she had seen a ghost, so he quickly turned his face away to avoid her gaze.

*She recognizes me.*

Honestly, they hadn't spent time together, and he thought she wouldn't notice since they'd only met a few times at the palace.
But apparently she did.
Though worry began to rise at being discovered by the First Princess,

*Come to think of it, it doesn't really matter.*

He soon realized he didn't need to worry after understanding her situation.

*The First Princess is a fugitive who fled in disgust from the royal succession battle.*

Even if she recognized him now, she wouldn't do anything about it.
The moment she tried to do or reveal anything,
she would have to rejoin the royal succession battle she had tried to escape.

*Given her position, the First Princess absolutely cannot speak about my existence.*

Even if she wanted to reveal it,
she had no evidence to confirm he was the "Hero,"
so there was nothing she could do even if she discovered him.

*Still, I should be careful.*

He hadn't expected this variable.
He never thought he would make eye contact with the First Princess in this vast Academy.
So he thought it would be good to be careful... but then shook his head as a better idea came to mind.

*No, wait. I think I might be able to use this.*

As he was considering how he might use this to completely crush the Second Princess,
the muscle pig, who had come down from the audience seats, approached the Sword Instructor and spoke.

"Instructor. I want to spar with that guy."

The instructor looked at Jung Hyun, whom the pig was pointing at,
checked his name, and showed a surprised expression.

"... 7th rank against 300th? Why?"

Not just a moderate difference,
but a difference like heaven and earth—the instructor couldn't understand why he wanted to spar,
so he demanded an explanation.
The pig heard this and casually replied.

"I just want to fight him once."

A truly stupid and blatant answer.
Normally, this would be rejected, but the supervisor here was the "Sword Instructor."
It would be ridiculous to tell a disciple full of competitive spirit not to spar,
so he remained silent, unable to give an answer.

*Seems awkward to both allow and forbid it.*

While there was no reason to refuse, he didn't seem to want to allow it either.
Seeing the instructor's predicament, Jung Hyun slowly approached and rescued him.

"I'm fine with it."

He deliberately said he was fine with it.
This way, he could create a debt with the instructor.
Hearing this, the instructor sighed, looked back and forth between the pig and Jung Hyun, and finally agreed.

"I'll allow it. But know that I'll stop the match the moment a winner is determined."

With those words, Jung Hyun nodded as he picked up a wooden sword nearby.

* * * * *

Zer massaged his muscular shoulders as he picked up a wooden sword.
Normally, he would fight lower-ranked opponents barehanded, considering wooden swords too good for them.

*But that guy...*

There was something different about him, so Zer had no choice but to take this seriously.
Zer silently took a deep breath and looked at Jung Hyun.
Seeing Zer's gaze, Jung Hyun responded by raising his middle finger again.

*This fucking bastard, seriously.*

Though it was a small gesture, it made him inexplicably angry.
He gritted his teeth before finally calming himself and exhaling deeply.

*Calm down.*

Though his opponent seemed clumsy and insignificant—making one wonder how he even got into the Academy—
the strike he had delivered to Zer's side earlier was more cruel and sharp than even the top-ranked student's attack, so he couldn't let his guard down.

*If I get hit even by mistake...*

He would likely be unable to endure the pain and lose the match,
so he suppressed his rising complacency and raised his tension to the maximum.

*...Though he's just a 300th-ranked loser, I don't know what trick he used.*

Apart from that one strike, the difference between them was overwhelming.
He was confident he could dominate if he just avoided that one attack.
So as soon as the match began, he swung his sword to drive Jung Hyun back, preventing him from using that strike.

But all he heard was the sound of wind being cut.
No matter how much he swung, his wooden sword couldn't even touch the hem of Jung Hyun's clothes.

*...?*

Actually, the fact that his sword strikes didn't hit wasn't a big problem.
His original goal was to drive Jung Hyun back with quick sword swings to prevent him from using that one strike,
so accuracy wasn't the priority, and missing was acceptable.

The real problem was his "judgment."
He clearly thought he had hit, but when he looked, he hadn't hit anything at all.

*...That can't be.*

After years of effort, his intuition had developed to the point where he usually hit what he thought he would hit.
But with this guy, it was as if that intuition didn't work at all.
No matter how many times he swung his sword thinking "I hit him," when he actually looked, he had never hit once.

It was just judgment—merely judgment that was off—
but an unusually creepy sensation was ringing alarm bells in his head,
telling him something was going wrong.

He wanted to stop immediately and invalidate this match,
but the gazes fixed on him and everything he had built up pushed him forward toward Jung Hyun.
So Zer, helplessly pushed by this, swung his wooden sword like a madman.

"Just die already!"

As if to prove his efforts hadn't been in vain,
the distinctive sound of air being torn by powerful sword strikes echoed repeatedly.
Yet his wooden sword never once touched Jung Hyun.

"Damn it!"

To hide the alien and eerie feeling rising in his heart, he deliberately cursed and attacked more violently.
But the more he swung his wooden sword, the greater this fear grew,
until he finally couldn't hold back and manifested sword energy.

Blue sword energy overlaid on the wooden sword.
When this sword energy—proof that it could fulfill its role sufficiently—manifested,
astonished exclamations erupted from the surroundings.

"No way! Sword energy?"
"I knew that guy was strong, but this is insane."
"Wow, sword energy as a first-year... his talent is crazy."

People seemed shocked that he, only a first-year, could use sword energy that usually required being an upper-ranked third-year.
But this wasn't important.
What mattered now was shaking off this fear.

So he approached Jung Hyun, roughly expelling mana as if he would use all he had,
and as soon as he cornered Jung Hyun against the edge of the arena with nowhere to run,
he delivered a sword strike with all his might.

"Die!"

It was the most perfect sword strike among all he had ever swung,
using perfect posture and explosively flowing sword energy, but...

With one flowing parry from Jung Hyun,
all the mana he had poured in disappeared in an instant, and his wooden sword was knocked away.

"..."

The wooden sword flew back rapidly and stuck into the floor.
Zer sat down in shock, seeing nothing left in his hand.
This... this really made no sense.

"...Fuck, this makes no sense. Fuck!"

Whether from the aftereffects of excessive mana use or not, Zer's hands trembled uncontrollably.
He tried to calm them by grabbing his hands, denying what happened,
but the trembling wouldn't stop no matter how hard he tried.

*This can't be.*

It couldn't be. How could he lose to such a pathetic guy?
It made no sense. As he was thinking something must be wrong,
Jung Hyun, who had been fiddling with his wrist in front of him, coldly said:

"You bastard. Why are you trembling? Aren't you getting up?"
"W-what?"
"I didn't get any stat points, so get up, damn it!"

Then he said something incomprehensible and pointed the wooden sword at Zer's neck.
Zer trembled and tried to back away using his hands.

"This is really pissing me off. You attack all you want and then it's over? Aren't you getting up quickly?"

As if he absolutely wouldn't forgive him, Jung Hyun followed and began stretching his shoulders.

Ch.8 - Surely Not, Right?
Jung Hyun let out a hollow laugh as he watched the pig who had collapsed after just one parry of his wooden sword.
Shouldn't someone ranked 7th at least grit their teeth and endure? Why did he just lie down and surrender immediately?

*This is ridiculous.*

He just swung his sword a few times, and when it didn't work out, he immediately surrendered? Does this guy have no sense of honor? If you attack someone, shouldn't you at least take a few hits in return?

As these thoughts crossed his mind, Jung Hyun couldn't hold back anymore and said through gritted teeth:

"Really? You're not getting up? Then I'll come to you. Stay right there, you pig bastard."

He approached the guy and swung his wooden sword while shouting:

"Today I'll see if beating pork ribs with a wooden sword increases my stats!"

As he continued striking the fallen opponent, thinking about grinding his stats properly, someone from the spectator seats broke the rule against interrupting duels and rushed into the arena.

"Stop!"

Looking to see who it was, he recognized Erie, the girl he'd seen yesterday. Honestly, he didn't have any particular ill feelings toward her.

He was focused on tenderizing the pork ribs... no, grinding his stats, when Erie manifested her mana and spoke:

"If you don't stop right now, I'll attack you!"

What was she saying?

Jung Hyun could only grit his teeth as he looked at Erie trying to interfere with his stat grinding. He couldn't understand why this world seemed so determined to stop him whenever he tried to get ahead.

"Why. Now."
"What?"
"Why are you coming out NOW! Damn it, if you were going to come out, you should have done it from the beginning!"

His suppressed emotions exploded outward. No, that's not right—it would be more accurate to say he simply stopped hiding them.

Jung Hyun, consumed by anger, immediately turned his gaze to glare at Erie.

"W-what are you doing?!"

Erie seemed shocked that the target of aggression might shift to her, and stared at him in horror.

As he looked at her, he quickly moved his feet and made a promise to himself:

*From now on, I'll destroy anything that stands in my way.*

Even if it was someone stronger than himself.

Having reached this conclusion, he charged forward toward Erie, who quickly deployed a fire spell in response to his rapid approach.

"Exact Flame!"

A massive fireball emerged from her refined mana. She waved her hand in the air to control it and sent it flying toward him.

Jung Hyun easily countered the rapidly approaching fireball by throwing his wooden sword at it.

- BOOM!

Having been dragged along on adventures, he had seen countless mages and already knew their weaknesses and how to counter them. Until now, he had been bound by shackles and a leash, unable to test these methods...

*But now those restraints are gone.*

He could experiment to his heart's content.

He quickly approached Erie as she hurriedly prepared her next spell, clenching his fist. Mages had a characteristic weakness—after using a spell, they couldn't do anything until the next one was ready, making this the perfect time to attack.

*It's a shame I don't have a sword.*

But like using chicken instead of pheasant...

He swung his fist powerfully toward the side of her head, but—

THUD! His hand stopped midway, blocked by a protective barrier made of mana.

Seeing his hand blocked, Erie formed an arrogant expression and shouted:

"Last time I was caught off guard, but this time you'll never break my barrier...!"

That confident voice.

Hearing it, Jung Hyun swung with all his might this time.

Before she could finish speaking.

The mana barrier shattered into pieces, consumed by the divine power surrounding his fist.

"I-impossible...!"

Erie, witnessing this firsthand, denied reality in shock.

But no matter how much she denied it, his fist wouldn't disappear.

His knuckles soon connected with the side of her head.

BOOM!

With a sound that should never come from a human body, Erie's body briefly rose into the air before falling to the ground in the most pitiful way possible.

*Oh, right.*

Seeing this, Jung Hyun couldn't help but feel a brief regret.

He just realized that if he had hit her body instead of her head, he could have landed at least a few more blows.

As he regretted striking too hastily, a message appeared before his eyes.

[Congratulations! You have gained achievement points for consecutively defeating opponents who are 'significantly' stronger than you!]
* You will level up soon!
[Your stats have increased.]

At the mention of increased stats, Jung Hyun couldn't help but look devastated.

If he had hit her body instead of her head, his stats would have increased by at least one more point.

Feeling an indescribable emptiness and regret, he turned around.

*I wonder if hitting unconscious people still increases stats?*

Since hitting trees and rocks had worked, maybe it would.

Thinking this might actually work well, he picked up the fallen wooden sword and was about to try it when—

"Good work."

The Sword Instructor's voice announced the end of the duel.

What had he been doing until now, only to intervene at this point?

*I got to farm some nice experience, but still.*

That doesn't excuse his dereliction of duty.

I was about to say something about it but then got too lazy and let it go. Looking at him now,
the Sword Instructor instructed an assistant to take care of the two fallen students, then asked with a more serious expression:

"Where did you learn that swordsmanship?"

To this question, Jung Hyun answered briefly:

"From you, Instructor."
"...From me?"
"Yes."

The instructor nodded with a somewhat disgruntled expression.

"...If you don't want to tell me, that's fine."

There seemed to be some misunderstanding.

Jung Hyun considered clearing it up, but then everything felt too bothersome, so he just nodded.

The instructor drew his own conclusions and spoke to him with unusual kindness:

"You should go to the infirmary for treatment too. You might have accumulated injuries without realizing it."

His normally indifferent voice had become strangely gentle.

Though it wasn't bad, Jung Hyun found it somewhat uncomfortable and awkwardly nodded.

The instructor, being exceptionally kind, pointed to the door closest to the infirmary and showed him the way.

"Off you go."
"Yes."

Jung Hyun could only nod with a disgruntled expression at this behavior.

* * * * *

Sword Instructor Mertan wore a complicated expression as he watched Jung Hyun head to the infirmary.

*...Sword Saint Nerea. He's likely her hidden disciple.*

Though his fundamentals seemed quite lacking, everything about Jung Hyun's fighting style resembled Sword Saint Nerea's, making it easy to deduce.

Having served by her side for several years, he had no doubt about this, but...

However, one thing, just one thing bothered him.

She valued fundamentals above all else, so her disciple should naturally have solid basics, but...

Jung Hyun was like a blank slate with no training at all, which raised questions.

After pondering for a moment, Mertan came up with a possible explanation.

*Could he be her hidden son?*

The thought disappeared as quickly as it had emerged.

How could she, barely in her early thirties, have a son this grown? The math simply didn't add up, so he tried to dismiss the idea.

But then he remembered how she had run away at 15 and returned for her coming-of-age ceremony at 19, and how she had said she had no intention of marrying.

The suspicion began to creep back.

*That's absurd. It's... absurd, right?*

After staring into space for a moment, Mertan resolved to ask Jung Hyun about his parents the next time they met.

* * * * *

While these complex misunderstandings were piling up, Jung Hyun encountered Lucia sleeping in the infirmary.

"...Lucia?"

Why was she sleeping in the infirmary instead of attending class?

Thinking she was kind but incomprehensible, he shook her awake.

"Mmm... no. No... you crazy bastard, stop getting hurt... I'll just kill you myself..."

Though he hadn't seen the content of her dream, he somehow felt he knew what it was about.

Sighing, he called out to her.

"Lucia?"

When she wouldn't wake up no matter how much he called or shook her, a mischievous impulse made him calmly say:

"Saintess."

The girl who had refused to wake up no matter what he did immediately sat up and began looking around.

"C-Cardinal. I absolutely wasn't sleeping, I was just meeting the Lord in a dream..."

Lucia mumbled nonsense while looking dazed, then saw his face and smiled brightly.

"Oh, it's just the Hero... I thought you were the Cardinal... I was..."

In the middle of speaking, she seemed to realize something was wrong.

Her eyes grew wider and wider as she exclaimed:

"...H-Hero, you're alive...?"

Then she screamed "Eeeek!" and fell backward along with her chair.

Seeing this, Jung Hyun felt a slight pang but tried to hide it as he extended his hand to her.

"Are you okay?"

Having regained her senses after falling backward, Lucia muttered "Oh, it's just Jung Hyun" as she got up.

Jung Hyun looked at her with disdain and pointed at the desk.

"So why were you sleeping here?"

To this question, Lucia awkwardly smiled and said:

"Someone uncomfortable is coming to the Academy soon. I was looking for places I could secretly use instead of my dorm room."

"Uncomfortable person?"

Was she talking about people like Erie?

He was about to tell her not to worry about Erie since he had already beaten her up, when an unexpected name came up.

"Yes. I don't know if you're aware, but there's an Archbishop... no, Bishop Rea. Whenever she sees me, she looks like she wants to eat me alive, so I find it very uncomfortable to face her."

Bishop Rea.

Perhaps because that name popped up unexpectedly, Jung Hyun bit his lip, feeling a mix of anger and complexity.

*Why the hell is that bitch suddenly coming here?*

From what he'd just heard, she was now a Bishop, demoted from Archbishop, but she was still a high-ranking clergy member.

There was no need for her to come to the Academy... unless.

Looking at Lucia in front of him, the situation roughly took shape in his mind.

It seemed someone was plotting something bigger than he had imagined.

As this thought occurred to him, Jung Hyun felt his mind becoming remarkably clear, and he quickly fell into contemplation about how he could use this situation to his advantage.

Ch.9 - The Most Unwanted Encounter
"So when is this Bishop Rea person coming?"
"Tomorrow or the day after...?"

It's more urgent than I thought.
After hearing this, I looked at the mirror hanging beside me.
My appearance is exactly the same as before I committed suicide. Even Princess Luciana 1 would recognize me, so if we meet...

*I'll be 100% exposed, I suppose.*

If I deny it's me, she might not be completely certain.
But suspicion would burn so strongly that she'd reach a near-certain conclusion even without evidence.
The conclusion that I am the Hero.

*So the options I have are...*

First, live my Academy life without ever being discovered by her.
Second, get her cut from her position as a guest instructor for some reason, forcing her to return to the Papal Office.
Third, kill her.

*Or... make it so that even if she discovers I'm the Hero, she has no choice but to keep quiet.*

Right now, I can only pursue the first option.
But since I don't know if opportunities might arise to try the other methods,
I decided to keep these approaches in mind.

*If possible, the third option would be best.*

Nothing is more satisfying than watching someone you despise meet their death.
So, to become even a little stronger, I decided to focus on training.
I grabbed Lucia, who was needlessly exploring the area, and moved to the mountain behind the courtyard.

* * *

"...I really should kill you myself."

By the time I had broken my arm about three times,
Lucia stared at me with lifeless eyes, speaking more like a murderer than a priestess.
Looking at her, I shared my impression: "I'm fine though."
Hearing this, Lucia made a face like she might faint and started shaking me by the collar.

"Just die already! Just die!"

Perhaps because I'd lost quite a bit of blood, even the slight shaking of my head made me dizzy, so I complained about feeling lightheaded.
Hearing this, Lucia...

"A-are you okay?"

Immediately released me with a worried expression.

"No, I feel like I might throw up."

"...I'm sorry. Should I bring you some water?"

To be honest, I felt fine now.
But if I said so, she'd probably grab my collar and shake me again, so I kept quiet.
So, still pretending to be dizzy, I casually probed her for related information.

"So have you found a place to hide from that Rea person or whatever her name is?"

"Umm... not yet. Bishop Rea is very sensitive and sharp-tempered, so even if you hide somewhere inadequate, she'll find you right away."

I know that from being dragged around on a leash in my past life.
I closed my eyes, recalling the memory of that day, feeling such hatred that I could bite through my teeth.

*Thinking about it won't solve anything.*

So it would be better to become even a little stronger now and increase my options.

*Sorry to Lucia, but...*

Thinking I'd have to repeat this training for a while, I walked back to the tree and swung my hand again.

* * *

The next day when I entered the classroom, everyone's eyes turned to me.
I realized their gazes contained a mixture of fear and curiosity, and I let out a hollow laugh.

*I'm not some beast. They're reacting like this just because I beat up a few people as an example.*

Thinking their reaction might be even more blatant than that of animals, I ignored them and looked ahead.
I didn't have the luxury to pay attention to them right now.

*So what should I do now?*

I needed a more definite means to deal with Rea, but nothing came to mind.
While I was pondering what that might be,
Someone secretly slipped a note into my arms.

*Bullying?*

I thought it would be full of insults, but when I opened it,
Unexpectedly, it contained a warning.

[Be careful. After yesterday's incident, the 2nd and 3rd year seniors are planning to get you.]

I felt surprised by this unexpected concern,
But quickly dismissed it.
I didn't have time to play along with the childish games of 2nd and 3rd year students.

*Shit...*

I touched my neck where the leash had been and closed my eyes.
Even breathing didn't feel like breathing, and only pain kept rushing in.
So I just bit my lip tightly and tried hard to calm myself down.

* * *

When afternoon practice time came,
There was a change in the ranking board made of magic stones that I had seen yesterday.
I saw that I had risen all the way to 7th place at once, and thought it was surprising they updated it so quickly.

*I thought they'd put me around 50th place even though I beat 7th place, but...*

But to be 7th place right away, surpassing that pig guy—this had significant merit.
After confirming this, I was about to challenge the 1st place to a duel, but...

"You cannot duel for a week after a previous duel," said the instructor.

So I had no choice but to postpone it.

*Disappointing, but can't be helped.*

I was feeling regretful about the suddenly suspended situation when
I spotted the pig guy hanging out with his friends and had a good idea.

*We can still train together even without an official duel, right?*

Yes, like practicing hitting or being hit.
With this in mind, I picked up a wooden sword nearby and approached the pig guy.
I wanted to continue tenderizing the pork cutlet that I couldn't finish yesterday.

As I approached the pig guy to greet him, intending to get his unlimited cooperation for my stat growth,
The pig guy, despite his muscular body, panicked and
Ran away somewhere.

"......"

Why? What did I do?
I felt wronged, but with so many eyes on me, I had no choice but to give up.
Just as I was feeling disappointed, I heard the Sword Instructor's voice nearby.

"Are you looking for someone to train with?"

At those words, I turned around.
The instructor approached with a wooden sword and said to me:

"I could be that person. What do you think? Would you like to train together?"

Thinking about it, it didn't seem like a bad idea, so I nodded and requested his guidance.

"I'd appreciate that."

"Good, and ahem. After training, I have something I'd like to ask, so please stay behind for a moment."

"What? Okay."

I didn't know what he wanted to ask, but I agreed and looked at the instructor.
The instructor looked at me and slowly took his stance.

"What do you think a sword is?"

"...A tool for killing, isn't it?"

"Quite blunt. Well, that's fine. That's also a correct answer."

The instructor looked at me with interest, then demonstrated the most basic horizontal slash while speaking.

"But if you learn the sword solely for the purpose of taking life, you'll eventually fall into a swamp. After all, taking life is like committing an irreversible sin."

"......"

"That's why I'll show you several paths besides the path of taking life. And teach you the basics while I'm at it."

With those words, a message appeared before my eyes.

*-*
[Special Quest - Sword Instructor Mertan's Proposal has occurred!]
- If you accept Mertan's proposal, you can acquire 'Sword Skill'.
*-*

Honestly, I wasn't very interested in learning about the way of the sword,
But I was intrigued by the possibility of learning the basics while acquiring a skill.
Even I could see that all my ways of using a sword were clumsy and crude, so this needed to be addressed.

*Of course, I could probably raise it quickly to some level just by swinging alone.*

But it was obvious that having a mentor would make progress at least twice as fast.
So I accepted and told him I'd appreciate his help.
The instructor looked at me and answered briefly.

"Then meet me two hours before class. You can come to my personal office."

I nodded in agreement, but
The instructor paused for a moment and then suddenly said something incomprehensible.

"How are your parents?"

I was taken aback by the sudden personal question,
But then realized it was genuinely asking after their welfare, so I answered honestly.

"I don't know. I can't meet them anymore."

Since I'd been transported to this world and couldn't even know if my parents were alive or dead, I said so.
The instructor muttered, "So my guess was right," and told me:

"I won't ask what happened in the past. It must have been a great wound for you."

"......"

"But just know that your parents... especially your mother, must have found it very difficult to make that decision."

What is he talking about, really?
I wore an expression showing I couldn't understand at all,
But the instructor, seemingly lost in his own thoughts,
Just spoke with a sad expression.

"Come tomorrow then. I'll give you special guidance."

I sighed, thinking I might have gotten involved with a strange person.

* * *

In the evening, I caught Lucia who was running around marking her territory like a puppy,
And was heading to the forest when I spotted a procession of white carriages in the distance.
As I was watching to see what it was, Lucia, who I had caught, muttered in panic:

"Bishop Rea has finally come..."

Hearing her voice mutter as if she really disliked it, I silently nodded in agreement and sighed.

*I'll have to hide for a while until I come up with a plan.*

Otherwise, it would lead straight to the worst conclusion I could imagine.
I was grinding my teeth in anger at myself for being unable to do anything despite having my enemy right before my eyes,
When Lucia gave me a smile mixed with complicated emotions and just silently smiled at me.

*Why is she doing that?*

Wondering what she meant, I met her gaze to signal her to speak,
But Lucia didn't say anything and just kept smiling.

"Well, let's start again."

At least right after arrival, she'll have to meet the Academy principal or be assigned quarters, so she won't have time to pay attention to us.
I swung my fist at a tree to improve myself,
And Lucia erased her previous expression and shouted at me with a panicked look.

"Oh, really!"

At that resentful voice, I smiled briefly and then slowly hardened my expression.
Because I sensed that from now on, everything would start moving rapidly.

Ch.10 - It Works?
Erie's reason for her tireless activities at the Academy was to advance into the "central political world."
The Academy had countless elements that could serve as stepping stones to the central political world.
Among these, the one that had the greatest influence on her, and would continue to do so, was:

- Ashris

This club she had joined called Ashris.

Children of high-ranking officials or nobles, children from the three great families, and even children of celebrities currently wielding strong influence.
This club, which required not only personal ability but also a perfect background, was like receiving the strongest possible connections in the central political world if one could just get in.

*Even though it's endlessly exclusive and endlessly corrupt.*

But what could she do?
For Erie to secure a proper position in the central political world, she had no choice but to join this place.
So she tried not to cause trouble and gradually built up her influence, but...

"Hey, how could you get beaten by a bottom-ranked student?"
"That's it, he's one of those who hide their strength."
"A strength-hiding loser, what a joke."

Everything fell apart because of that guy named Jung Hyun.
Erie bit her lip as she looked at the senior who was smiling calmly in front of her as if amused.
The last person she wanted to know about this had found out.

"Erie? So, you weren't hurt anywhere?"
"...No."

This woman speaking so gently was Regina, the vice president of Ashris and known as the second-in-command at the Academy.

She was from Erzate, one of the three great families.
She was the daughter of a swordsmanship family that included the recently famous Sword Saint Nerea.

*Just this alone would make her untouchable by anyone.*

This was even more pronounced because of Regina's uniquely cruel personality.
Erie squeezed her eyes shut as she heard the painful groans of a man nearby.
Seeing this, Regina said, "Sorry. Could you wait a moment?" and slipped to the side.

Antique furniture and carpets.
Among these surroundings, a male student covered in blood lay trembling, completely out of place.
He seemed to have been exposed to violence for a long time, as there wasn't a single uninjured spot on him, and he was crying, begging to be spared.

*...This is insane.*

Although Erie couldn't claim to have lived a virtuous life herself,
the scene unfolding was so excessive that she kept her eyes tightly shut, when Regina's gentle voice reached her.

"Fern? Why would I kill you? I just want you to rest well. So, finally, I'll ask—would you like to drop out of the Academy? I think that's a satisfactory proposal for both you and me."

If one only heard her voice, it would sound like kind persuasion, but the content was rather chilling.
Erie tried to suppress the fear that kept welling up as she watched this, when Regina's voice reached her again.

"By the way, Fern? I heard your family is conducting a life-or-death investment in magic stones... I've heard rumors that if you fail to win the bid, your position might be quite shaken."

As soon as the magic stone investment industry was mentioned,
the male student named Fern immediately said, "I'll do it... I'll drop out. So please stop..." and quickly signed the withdrawal form.
Regina looked at him with a rather expressionless face and said:

"So you're dropping out right away? That's a shame. I thought we were good friends."
"Please, just the magic stone investment..."

Instead of answering, Regina just finished with a smile,
and approached Erie again.

"Erie?"
"Yes, yes."

"If you can deal with the source of a problem in any way, things will eventually return to normal. Don't you think?"
"...Yes."
"So it's most important to eliminate that cause by any means necessary... what do you think?"
"...I think that's right."

When Erie agreed, Regina smiled brightly and said:

"This boy named Jung Hyun... I heard he has no affiliation and no background... I think the Academy wouldn't care much if he disappeared in the middle of the term, what do you think?"

Though she was speaking indirectly, that statement probably meant to kill him.
No matter how much Erie hated Jung Hyun, that was crossing a line,
so Erie just stared at the floor without saying anything.

"Could you please do this for me? I really hate things without value and things that decrease value."

The "thing without value" probably referred to that male student,
and the "thing that decreases value" probably meant herself.
Erie felt Regina stroking her head and nodded with her eyes tightly shut.

"So what should we do... ideally, it would be best if the first-years resolved it among themselves. But that would be too harsh on you, so I'll send some of my friends."

At those words, Erie's expression became complicated.

If first-year students were at the stage of learning to walk, second-years were at the stage of learning to run.
The combat skills of second-years were incomparably superior to first-years,
so taking him down would become infinitely easier, but...

*As long as I bring second-year seniors...*

Eyes would be watching.
She would have to kill him as Regina wanted, or inflict comparable injuries, which she really didn't want to do.
But if she didn't do this, she would be the one discarded, so she had no choice but to accept.

"...Thank you."
"Yes, make sure to come back with good results, okay?"

At those words, Erie nodded again, trembling.

* * * * *

When morning training began,
Mertan pointed out the flaws in my posture and explained what the correct posture should be.

"Place your left hand at the end of the hilt and your right hand just below the guard."

As he explained, he adjusted my body to the correct posture.
I changed precisely according to the posture Mertan intended and maintained it.
Mertan spoke to me with a somewhat admiring voice.

"Usually, everyone has at least one or two bad habits, but you're like a blank white sheet without any."

Since I didn't know what that meant, I just nodded silently.
He looked at me and smiled with satisfaction as he continued his explanation.

"There's no better starting point for a beginner, I can assure you. Nothing inhibits growth like a single bad habit. But you don't have any... your growth rate will be tremendous."

While I was thinking that it wasn't bad to hear my growth rate would be fast, though I didn't really understand,
Mertan suddenly slapped my back and said:

"So that's why I'm asking—what exactly did you do during my classes? We're almost at the end of the first semester, and you've built up nothing... did you even listen to my classes?"
"......"

Ah, so that's how he interpreted it.
This was honestly unfair,
but explaining would be complicated, so I just kept my mouth shut. Mertan sighed and said:

"Whatever happened in the past, don't hate the sword. What you should hate is not the sword but the human wielding it."

I don't know what this vague talk means.
As I looked at Mertan, wondering what he was trying to say,
Mertan muttered with a somewhat sad expression:

"I'm sure you had your unavoidable circumstances... I understand."
"......"
"Anyway, what's important now is training. Let's start again."

With those words, the instructor once again explained and showed me the basic postures.

* * *

*-*
[You have cleared the quest!]
[As a reward, you acquire Lowest-grade Swordsmanship (Lv:1)!]
[Your stats have increased!]

[You have acquired achievement points for learning a new skill.]
*-*

After two hours of training, what I gained was Lowest-grade Swordsmanship and a slight increase in stats.
Not bad, but
with Bishop Rea approaching imminently, it wasn't a satisfactory result.

*It's not enough.*

I needed a framework to fight against enemies,
but not finding one made me anxious.
As I worried about this, Mertan looked at me and said:

"While we take a break, let me show you the direction you could go."

Direction?
Come to think of it, it was strange. Yesterday too, he kept mentioning direction and the path I should take.

*Is there something to this?*

As I pondered this question,
I suddenly remembered that this was a game world.

*Surely the direction and path Instructor Mertan is talking about isn't something like a job class?*

While I was thinking it might be possible,
Mertan looked at me and offered me a sword.

"Do you remember the sword energy you saw in the duel?"

I nodded, recalling the blue sword energy that the pig guy had used.
Seeing this, Mertan smiled and said:

"Sword energy is both a testament to a swordsman's worth and a swordsman's most powerful weapon. To obtain it requires bone-grinding effort and countless hours of training."

I wasn't sure exactly how much effort "bone-grinding" meant,
but recalling how the training ground had become noisy as soon as the pig guy used sword energy,
I could infer that being able to use it as a student was itself an extraordinary feat.

*It seems to be an advanced skill.*

But as I was thinking that it hadn't been very impressive for such a skill,
Mertan showed me blue sword energy that was even more intensely colored than what the pig guy had shown, and said:

"So if you don't know what to do, it's not a bad idea to aim for creating this and swing your sword with that goal."

Hearing those words, I stared at it blankly.
Thinking I might be able to do something like that,
I tried to imitate it vaguely, but Mertan laughed and said:

"It's good to try, but don't expect too much. For you, sword energy isn't a mountain to climb, but a massive mountain that isn't even visible yet."

He smiled as he indirectly told me it was absolutely impossible.
Seeing this, I felt a strange stubbornness rise in me, so I grabbed the sword and took a calm, deep breath.

*Usually, sword energy means infusing mana into a sword.*

However, my mana stat was only 6.
Even if I could use a technique to infuse mana into a sword,
it was such a meager amount that it would scatter and disappear the moment I tried to infuse it, so I needed another method.

*For example, using Divine Power.*

That Divine Power that flows out occasionally and makes me exert strength beyond my abilities.
If I could infuse it into the wooden sword, then maybe,
even if it was insufficient and clumsy, I could handle it with overflowing Divine Power.

As that thought crossed my mind,
I applied force to my hand as if I were hitting wood or stone, and drew it up.
The massive Divine Power I felt in my hand, overflowing to the point where it was difficult for me to handle, I held it in my hand for a moment, and when I felt I couldn't hold it any longer, I pushed it into the wooden sword.

[Congratulations! You have acquired Lowest-grade Sword Energy (Lv:1)!]
[You have acquired achievement points for learning a new advanced skill.]

Then the wooden sword began to glow intensely, tinged with pure white Divine Power.
Seeing this, I smiled brightly and said:

"It works?"

Ch.11 - Meeting
A pure white sword aura.
Though it was his first manifestation, so the output was erratic and the intensity of light was weak.
Still, this was undeniably a sword aura that no one could deny.

Mertan couldn't hide his astonishment at seeing Jung Hyun effortlessly manifest a sword aura that he had assumed would be impossible.

"How on earth..."

Every time he taught him the basics, he was captivated by Jung Hyun's overwhelming talent to follow instructions perfectly.
He had casually mentioned it just to keep his motivation up.
Never did he imagine Jung Hyun would actually succeed.

*Though he's older than the Sword Saint was... he manifested it immediately without even having the basics.*

If only he had been able to properly learn swordsmanship from a young age, he probably could have displayed sword aura even earlier than the Sword Saint.
Feeling dizzy at such unrealistic talent, Mertan gathered his thoughts and focused on the fact that the sword aura was "pure white."

*A pure white sword aura is typically characteristic of those who use divine power... which means...*

He thought that Jung Hyun's father must be someone with talent similar to the Sword Saint.
Yes, at minimum, someone at the level of a Paladin.

*Which Paladin around the Sword Saint's age could it be?*

There shouldn't be anyone in her age group.
Still, just to be sure, if he compared the ages with the youngest Paladin at that time...
When his thoughts reached this point, Mertan put on a rather serious expression and asked Jung Hyun:

"By any chance, is your father a thief?"
"What?"
"...Never mind."

The Sword Saint, whom he had served and protected like a daughter for so many years.
The thought of losing her to some dark Paladin fellow made him want to weep tears of blood.

*So that's why James cried so much at the wedding.*

Mertan felt his lips trembling as he slowly opened his mouth.

"...Starting tomorrow, I'll add training on how to use sword aura. Come an hour earlier."

Jung Hyun nodded in agreement.

* * * * *

In the infirmary filled with medical equipment.
Lucia, who had somehow pushed out the school nurse and firmly taken her place, looked at me with a meaningful expression.

"Jung Hyun. I think we need a meeting room now."

At this rather... no, extremely random suggestion, I looked at her with a dubious expression.
Lucia made a "hmph" sound and continued:

"Having a meeting room would make it easier to maintain secrecy, and if problems arise, we could gather there, so it would be helpful in many ways, don't you think?"

I stared at Lucia with a pathetic expression, then suddenly realized I hadn't seen the school nurse since yesterday and asked about it.

"Speaking of which, where's the school nurse? I don't think I've seen her since yesterday."

Lucia answered with a somewhat triumphant expression.

"When I offered to treat patients instead, she thanked me and went on a trip."

"......"

No matter how skilled Lucia was at healing, leaving everything to a student and going on a trip didn't make sense.
Both the irresponsible school nurse and Lucia who volunteered to take over—they were equally problematic.
As I shook my head thinking this, Lucia continued:

"In that sense, how about we look for a meeting room today instead of training..."

Before she could finish, I grabbed Lucia's wrist and said:

"Training."
"If you push your body that hard, fatigue will build up and it's not good..."
"Training."
"If a person trains every single day, they'll eventually collapse from exhaustion! So you need to moderate and..."
"Training."
"Oh really! If you want to die, die alone. Why are you trying to drag me along?"

Hearing that, I felt a bit remorseful.
Come to think of it, I had been dragging her around as I pleased.

*I guess from Lucia's perspective, this has nothing to do with her.*

Remembering how I had forced sacrifices on her just because I was in a hurry, I released her wrist.
This was a problem I needed to handle, not something she should have to deal with.
So if she didn't want to, I decided to back off.

"...I'm sorry. Then I'll go alone."

At those words, Lucia bit her tongue with a surprised expression.

"What?"

Looking at me, who had pulled away so easily, she asked with incomprehension:

"...Are you really going alone?"

When I nodded, Lucia fell silent, seemingly experiencing some internal conflict.
As I was about to leave, I heard a voice from behind.

"...Suddenly today I feel like healing someone. I'm really good at healing. I wonder if anyone will take me along."

She paced anxiously behind me, then glared at me and said:

"It couldn't be, but there's no way someone would use another person as they please for days and then abandon them, right? I can assure you that the Goddess would never forgive such a person."

Hearing this, I stared at Lucia's face.
Her expression seemed to want something. Seeing that expression, I smiled.
Lucia, thinking she would get what she wanted, smiled brightly back at me.

After smiling at each other for a moment, we both nodded.
Looking at Lucia, I decided to give her the "rest" she so desperately wanted and told her to rest.

"Then stay and rest."
"...What?"

With those final words, I left the infirmary.
Lucia needed rest too, after all.

* * *

Alone on the mountain, I took off my school uniform and changed into the training clothes I had brought.

*Well then, let's begin.*

Since Lucia wasn't here today, it would be better to avoid methods that involved bursting divine power and overexerting my body.
So today, I decided to practice the basics, focusing on channeling sword aura and learning to "properly use" divine power, and took a deep breath.

*It's still amateurish.*

There's a saying.
The standard of satisfaction rises faster than the speed at which skills improve.
Just like that saying, even though my skills were improving rapidly, I kept noticing inadequacies and clumsy points, making it impossible to be satisfied.

*More concise, faster.*

Step by step, I gave myself feedback on the path I had walked.
What problems and advantages each sword strike had.
How to solve those problems and how to further enhance the advantages I possessed.

As I was immersed in finding these things, a voice came from behind.

"...Excuse me, but could you show me your face?"

At that brief request, I slowly turned around.

Beauty that would be etched into my mind entered my eyes, as if God had descended and sculpted her appearance directly.
Looking at the black eyes that were gazing at me without emotion, I calmly replied:

"...First Princess."

The older sister of the Second Princess Karina.
An uncomfortable person who had faced me during my time as a hero.
I felt tension as such a woman appeared before me without any warning.

*What's her intention?*

I couldn't understand why she was looking for me, but even more incomprehensible was that she had come alone without any escorts.
No matter how much she had escaped to the Academy, she was still the First Princess, never free from the threat of assassination.

*Yet she came alone.*

As my head filled with questions, the First Princess looked closely at my face and then, turning pale, said to me:

"...The resemblance is uncannily strong."

By "resemblance," she probably meant how I looked before my suicide.
In other words, how I looked during the time I was known as the Divine Power Bomb.
I remained silent at her words.

The First Princess trembled, covering her face, and spoke to me in a shaking voice:

"Why of all things... Finally... I could have obtained freedom by abandoning everything, but why..."

The "freedom" she spoke of probably meant renouncing her right to succession and being released from all oppression.
Looking at the First Princess muttering such words, I calmly replied:

"Excuse me, but you're interfering with my training. Could you please go somewhere else?"

At those words, the First Princess looked at me with the most bewildered expression in the world.

* * *

Meanwhile, in the infirmary.
Lucia was crumpled up, lying face down on the desk.
Of course she was, since the person who had become her first friend had abandoned her and run away.

*Why?*

Despite treating him so well to become friends.
Was it reasonable to abandon her and go train alone just because she complained a little?
Lucia thought it was still unfair and pouted, when someone knocked on the door.

*I shouldn't have any visitors?*

After classes ended, students usually went to the infirmary on the opposite side, not this one.
So there shouldn't be anyone visiting except Jung Hyun... Ah! It must be Jung Hyun.
With that thought, Lucia nodded with a somewhat smug expression.

*At least he came to his senses in the end.*

Thinking this was fortunate, Lucia pretended to be angry and said:

"What brings you here? I have nothing to say to you. But since you're here, come in."

After pretending to be angry, she planned to forgive him on the condition that he would "train carefully" from now on.
Having decided this, Lucia looked at the door with a determined expression, waiting for Jung Hyun to enter.
However, the person who opened the door and came in was unexpected.

"Saintess? It's been a while. Have you been well?"

Bishop Rea.
At that creepy appearance, Lucia felt goosebumps rising and clenched her fists.

*Why is Rea here...*

She really didn't want to meet her.
Why was the Goddess giving her such a trial?
As she trembled in that situation, Rea looked at Lucia and tilted her head.

"By the way, Saintess? Did someone from the Church visit? Why is there so much divine power lingering here?"

Despite the cheerful intonation, Lucia could only squeeze her eyes shut at the eerily chilling question.

Ch.12 - The Kind Devil
When I told her to leave because she was bothering me, the First Princess stared at me with a blank expression.

"... Bothering?"

Who would dare tell the First Princess to leave because she was a bother? Even if someone did, it would be someone of royal status or equivalent rank. Unlike me, they would have said it diplomatically, not so bluntly.

"... I'm bothering you?"

That's why the First Princess asked again with a shocked expression. She must have never encountered someone so rude before. She probably thought she'd misheard.

I nodded in confirmation to her question.

*This is the best approach.*

With Bishop Rea here now, I had absolutely no energy to deal with the First Princess. I planned to make her as uncomfortable or angry as possible by exploiting her political situation that prevented her from acting freely.

*But don't cross the line.*

The key was to make her just uncomfortable enough to think, "I shouldn't get involved with this guy," without going too far. So I deliberately provoked her emotions.

"..."

Whether she fell for my intentions or not, the First Princess just stared at me silently before returning to her earlier expressionless face and saying:

"... Sorry for bothering you."

She was either thoroughly angry or drawing a line because she felt the conversation wasn't worth continuing. Fortunately, she seemed to have fallen for my plan, so as I was about to send her off, I decided to drive the point home with one more comment.

"No, I'll leave instead. You can use this place, Your Highness."

With that short sentence, the First Princess gave me a look that said, "What kind of crazy bastard is this?"

*

Afterward, the First Princess and I left the mountain as if racing each other. It was incredibly childish behavior, but since this was her first experience with such treatment, she couldn't find her bearings and was being manipulated exactly as I intended.

*This is easy.*

She seemed accustomed to indirect speech, subtle mockery, and formal political battles, but she was quite vulnerable to direct confrontation due to lack of experience. So I decided to use this to push her away for a while, blatantly exploiting her weakness.

"..."

After we came down, we headed in different directions without even making eye contact. Thinking this kind of relationship was perfect until "Bishop Rea" disappeared, I climbed back up the mountain once the First Princess was far enough away.

*I can't give up training no matter what.*

As I was quickly climbing back up to resume my training now that the nuisance was gone, the nearby marketplace caught my eye. Despite newspapers reporting that the "Demon King's forces" were growing stronger and that the world desperately needed heroes, the marketplace was bustling with activity.

I let out a hollow laugh watching these people living happily without worry, then turned away. Soon enough, they too would wear expressions similar to those in war zones.

*They'll soon learn there are no more heroes in this world.*

Or more precisely, they would learn that even heroes had abandoned this world. Gritting my teeth, I directed my anger toward the kingdom that had tried to turn me into a divine power bomb, and vowed they would pay the price.

* * *

It wasn't until late evening that I finished training and could catch my breath. Though I couldn't practice bursting my divine power today, so my stat increases weren't that high, I was able to significantly level up my sword energy skill and swordsmanship, which wasn't a bad outcome.

*-*
Jung Hyun [Level: 1]
[Stats]
Strength: 22 Agility: 19 Vitality: 17 Mana: 6 Divine Power: ???

[Traits]
1. (Unrealistic Genius)
2. (Unrealistic Luck)

[Skills]
1. Lowest-grade Swordsmanship Lv:7
2. Lowest-grade Sword Energy Lv:3
*-*

Regarding my stats, I couldn't say they were high yet, but at least I could say I'd raised them to the level of an Academy freshman.

As for skills, although their levels were still woefully low, they were rising rapidly, so with enough time, I could raise them to higher levels. Yes, if only I had time.

*Time is running out.*

If I had just a few months of leeway, I could have raised my level to a somewhat satisfactory point, even if not completely. Without that luxury, I kept feeling pressed for time.

*I'd like to quit the Academy and go train alone in the mountains, but...*

The system constraint that would kill me if I didn't maintain excellent grades made that impossible. As I was returning to the dormitory lost in thought, I saw Lucia waiting anxiously in front of the building.

Wondering why she was waiting there, I called out to her, and she jumped in surprise.

"Oh, Jung Hyun... why are you coming back so late?"

I seemed to be arriving at my usual time, so I didn't understand why she was acting this way. I tried to calm the trembling Lucia and asked her calmly what was wrong.

"What's going on?"

At my question, Lucia looked around and whispered quietly.

"Bishop Rea found our hideout."
"Hideout?"
"The infirmary...!"

I'm not sure if that could be called a hideout, but what mattered was that Rea had found Lucia. Hearing this, I felt my expression harden as I asked her:

"So what happened?"
"I'm not sure, but she asked if anyone from the Church had visited. When we said no one had come, she just left."

My mind raced at her words. The Church asking if anyone had visited meant they had detected traces of "strong divine power"—my unique signature.

*After hearing no one from the Church had visited...*

She must have realized Lucia was hiding something and left to investigate further. Reaching this conclusion, I decided it would be dangerous to meet Lucia for a while and told her we shouldn't see each other.

"...What? Why?"

With an expression like a drenched puppy, Lucia looked at me dejectedly. Seeing her face, I hesitated, and Lucia muttered as if she wanted to sink into the ground.

"...Have you grown tired of me?"

Of course not. Who would dislike a priestess who freely uses divine power for them? But unable to explain my relationship with Bishop Rea, I was wondering how to clarify when Lucia's expression grew even more gloomy.

"Actually, I kind of expected this. Other people I met at the Academy tried to distance themselves from me after just a few days... so I had a feeling when you told me not to follow you to the infirmary."

Seeing Lucia's emotions sinking lower than the ground into the underworld, I quickly tried to salvage the situation with an excuse.

"That's not it. It's because of exam period. The performance evaluation is coming up soon, right?"
"It's okay. You don't need to make excuses. I'm used to this."

Having experienced this several times before, she didn't believe me at all. As I was wondering what to do, Lucia fidgeted with her fingers, smiled awkwardly, and bid me farewell.

"Thank you for everything... You're kind, so you'll easily win anyone's favor, Jung Hyun."

As she turned to leave, I had no choice but to grab her wrist and explain.

"No, really, that's not it!"
"What?"
"What nonsense have you been spouting? I just meant we might not be able to meet for a while because of exam preparations."
"But..."
"Forget it. From tomorrow, you're definitely coming to training with me. I won't let you go no matter how much you whine."

At my confident voice, Lucia made a strange expression that was half relieved and half terrified. She seemed both reassured that our connection wasn't broken and horrified at the prospect of helping with my intense training.

Lucia flinched for a moment, then smiled awkwardly and said:

"...Jung Hyun, I've been thinking. If it's because of exams, maybe it is better if we separate for a while."
"Forget it. I'm taking you with me no matter what."
"...Devil."
"Didn't you just call me kind?"
"...A kind devil."

Though she complained as if she really disliked it, she soon smiled and promised:

"I'll help you anyway. You can't manage without me, Jung Hyun."

* * * * *

In a dark room furnished with simple yet elegant furniture, Rea lay alone on the bed. Suddenly gripped by pain constricting her throat, she grabbed her neck and got up from the bed, coughing.

*Why...*

As soon as she woke from sleep, she bit her lip in frustration at being awake. If only... if only she could have stayed in the dream a little longer, she could have seen his face. But this wretched body wouldn't allow it, forcing her awake.

Blood seeped from her lips as she bit them, but she didn't care at all, trembling as she recalled the glimpse of his back that she'd seen in the dream. Just remembering his back view gave her immense happiness, so if she could have gotten closer to see his face, that happiness would have multiplied...

"Ah."

At that moment, a cold breeze touched her face, and everything returned to reality. As always, when the excessive emotions subsided, only rational thoughts remained. No matter how much she saw his face in dreams, apologized, or received forgiveness, it was all just a dream created by imagination. She realized it could "never" come true.

Of course not, because the Hero was... no, we as good as killed him.

Finding this reality unbearable, Rea tried to strangle herself with her own hands, wanting to die, but suddenly remembered the "traces of divine power" she'd seen at the infirmary that resembled the Hero's.

That feeling—vast like the ocean, intense yet incredibly warm. Recalling that sensation, Rea slowly released her grip on her neck and covered her face with trembling hands.

Perhaps she had found a replacement for the Hero... or someone who could save her.

Ch.13 - Unrealistic Luck
The Academic Evaluation Period had arrived.

Comparable to midterms and finals in high school combined, it was a major examination period where, for the Sword Department, it represented the most heavily weighted test outside of sparring scores.

*Well, there's a lot I could say about this, but to put it simply...*

This was a make-or-break examination period where failing the quest meant game over for me. I sighed as I looked at the academic evaluation schedule on the teacher's desk, set for three days. Taking exams was fine, but it was obvious I wouldn't be able to train properly for three days.

*I could gain one more stat point if I used this time for another training session instead.*

Why don't they understand this simple fact? I was clicking my tongue in dissatisfaction when Mertan looked at me and announced in a commanding tone:

"This academic evaluation will take place in the maze dungeon within the Academy, so everyone should prepare thoroughly."

At the mention of "maze dungeon," the class suddenly erupted in murmurs. I tried to ask the student next to me what it was, but—

"Eek!"

The students sitting on both my left and right turned away in terror, leaving me with no choice but to keep my mouth shut.

*What did I even do?*

All I did was beat up that pig of a student for stat points, and then beat up Erie when she came to stop me.

*This is pretty unfair.*

It's not like I started any fights; I was just dragged into them... Then I suddenly remembered picking a fight with the First Princess yesterday and kept quiet. While I had intended to avoid getting involved, I had indeed started that confrontation.

*I can't even argue against it.*

Just as I was thinking the world was treating me unfairly, Mertan tapped the podium and continued:

"As you know, the maze dungeon is quite vast, so if something happens deep inside, there's nothing we can do to help. Be especially careful the deeper you go."

Hearing this, I rested my chin on my hand and fell into thought. If I considered this place a game, whenever someone spoke in such an ominous way, there was a high probability that related incidents would occur.

*Something happening deep inside the dungeon, huh?*

I didn't know what might happen, but it would be wise to be careful. With that in mind, I resolved to conduct more intensive training to prepare.

* * *

"...Jung Hyun, what should I do? I haven't been able to study at all because I've been running away from Bishop Rea at the Academy, and then helping you after school."

In the middle of training, Lucia's dejected voice reached my ears. Hearing this, I was momentarily puzzled. Someone of Lucia's caliber should be able to get good test scores without studying or training.

*She could crush the others with just her healing magic, so what's the problem?*

When I looked at her with a confused expression, Lucia pulled out more than a dozen books from her bag and said:

"This is all the material for the exam... How am I supposed to get through all this?"

I frowned as I looked at the books. There are theory exams at this school? This was the first I'd heard of it. When I made a face suggesting I'd never seen these before, Lucia blinked at me and asked in a panicked voice:

"Wait... you've been studying, right?"

"...Why would I?"

"Um... I thought first-year Sword Department students had to do it too."

That can't be right. I'm certain I've never attended a single theory class since coming to this Academy. I was about to deny it, but then I recalled seeing other students carrying rather thick books.

*...No way.*

I tried to deny it, but the evidence kept pointing to the contrary. I held my throbbing head, thinking I might be facing the worst-case scenario.

"Are you alright?"

"...I'm fine."

Except for the fact that I'm about to die. I let out a hollow laugh and decided to continue with my training for now.

* * *

According to Lucia, on the first day of the evaluation period, they would quickly go through theory lessons, then assign groups based on academic performance for the rest of the classes.

Therefore, the first thing to prepare for was the theory exam, and she suggested reducing training for a while to focus on studying.

"This actually works out well. You've been training so hard lately that you needed time to heal your internal injuries anyway. Why not take this opportunity to rest a bit and study?"

I gritted my teeth at her words. I couldn't waste time on meaningless studying. While pondering if there was another way, I suddenly remembered one of my traits:

[Unrealistic Luck]

Luck even greater than the Golden King Marco. I thought that if I could utilize this well, I might be able to easily overcome the theory exam.

*The problem is...*

How to apply this unrealistic luck. There had been occasions where I could say I was lucky, but it was difficult to say they were definitely influenced by this unrealistic luck trait.

*I'll just have to experiment.*

I decided to experiment with how to use it and where it could be applied during my spare time. If successful, I could pass the theory exam without much trouble.

"Jung Hyun, I'm sorry to say this, but that expression just now made you look like a really bad person...!"

While I was smiling to myself, Lucia, who had been watching from the side, exclaimed something in admiration, but it didn't seem important, so I deliberately ignored her and pretended not to hear.

* * *

Time passed chaotically with various things happening, and the first day of the evaluation exam began. To be honest, when I heard that Rea had asked Lucia if the church official had visited, I thought, *I might get caught if I'm not careful*, but surprisingly, I managed to avoid detection.

*Whether it's just luck or if Rea is deliberately leaving me alone, I'm not sure.*

One thing was certain: during the joint exam, he would inevitably discover me.

*As a supervising teacher, he'll have to come watch the joint exam.*

He would naturally see me participating in the exam, and I wondered what tricks he might pull from then on.

*It's so complicated it's making my head spin, but let's focus on the exam for now.*

If I got distracted and received a low score on the exam, all of this would be for nothing. I focused on the test paper I had been given.

[Choose the name of the first head of the Ashris family who established sword theory.]

Looking at this, I slowly took out a hexagonal pencil and rolled it.

[3]

The number that appeared at the top. After confirming this, I immediately wrote it on the answer sheet.

"......"

While I was proceeding forward solely trusting my unrealistic luck trait, I suddenly felt a gaze from the front. When I checked, I saw a magic instructor wearing the distinctive robe and pointed hat of a magician, looking at me with an expression that seemed to say, "What the hell is this guy doing?"

*I understand.*

It would be like watching someone roll a pencil and guess answers during the Korean SAT. Understanding his feelings, I gave him a slight nod and rolled my pencil again.

[3]

The same answer as the first question. Seeing this answer made me unusually anxious, but I resolved not to doubt and solved the next problem in the same way.

[3]

The same answer came up again. I closed my eyes tightly, thinking that this might be the end of my life.

* * *

To cut to the conclusion:

[1st Place - Lee Jung Hyun 100 points]

I managed to get all the answers correct.

*Well, that was expected.*

Since I had already tested this method several times before the exam, I was confident I would get a good score, if not perfect.

*And above all, it was a 100% multiple-choice exam, which was a piece of cake.*

It was an unrealistic exam in reality, but perhaps because the original world was a game, I thought the exam questions might be like this due to game development limitations. Of course, I couldn't be certain if my guess was correct, but unless "someone intended it," there was no way an exam would be given like this, so I thought my guess might be right.

*Well, it's also possible someone deliberately made it all multiple-choice to raise the average score of the theory exam.*

Since this was just a conspiracy theory without evidence, I was about to dismiss the thought and prepare for tomorrow's exam when I noticed the magic instructor I had seen earlier looking at me with a shocked face.

*This must be what Munch's "The Scream" feels like.*

While I was thinking that perhaps souls might actually exist, a shocked voice came from beside me.

"Um, Jung Hyun... why are you so good at studying? Weren't we at the same level?"

Lucia looked at me with an expression full of betrayal, and I briefly replied:

"We are at the same level."

"Don't lie...!"

"No, really, I just got lucky."

There wasn't a shred of falsehood in my words, but Lucia didn't believe me at all and made a sad face.

"I thought you weren't studying together, so I played around... now I might have to take supplementary classes."

That would be a problem. I didn't like the idea of losing my free healer for a while, but as I was looking at her, Lucia sighed and said:

"I'm not talking to traitors for a while..."

Then she hung her head dejectedly and trudged off somewhere. I watched Lucia for a moment before turning my gaze away.

*Anyway, Lucia isn't important right now.*

What mattered was the joint exam tomorrow. I headed to my usual training ground, pondering how to proceed.

* * *

As soon as the exam ended, Erie returned to a dark room without a trace of light and carefully took out the "Dungeon Frenzy Potion" she had hidden under her bed.

The potion glowing with an eerie red light. She trembled as she looked at it. If she used this, Jung Hyun would surely die.

*I may dislike him, but...*

That alone wasn't reason enough to kill him, so she had asked Reginna again if there was another way besides killing him.

- Erie, I told you that unless you eliminate the source of the problem, that problem will continue to live and torment you. So when you have the chance, it's best to get rid of it by any means necessary.

She was told there was no other way, only elimination. And along with that:

- As you know, I hate anything that diminishes my value the most. So if there's something trying to diminish my value... no, never mind. Do well, Erie.

Having also received a threat that she would be eliminated if she failed, Erie found herself at a crossroads.

Either kill Jung Hyun, or do nothing and be killed by Reginna.

After contemplating for a long time which of these two options to choose, she finally put the Dungeon Frenzy Potion inside her clothes and thought:

*I can't die like this.*

She had made bone-breaking efforts to advance into central politics, and she couldn't die without seeing those efforts bloom. Therefore, she decided to sacrifice Jung Hyun and was about to head to the dungeon where the joint exam would take place when—

"My, my... you're holding something quite interesting."

A woman's voice laced with amusement stopped Erie in her tracks.

"May I take a look at that?"

The woman who had stopped Erie reached out her hand to her, smiling a fleeting, pure white smile.

Ch.14 - Joint Assessment Exam 1
# Joint Evaluation Exam

The Joint Evaluation Exam—the second largest exam at the Academy and a major event requiring participation from all departments.

While it was called an evaluation exam, it was also an opportunity to prove one's worth since the parents of the students taking the exam—notable individuals or family members from prestigious houses—would come to observe. Given the caliber of those in attendance, it could be considered a stage for demonstrating one's value.

Though preparations were always thorough, this year's level of preparation was exceptionally high.

"This year's evaluation exam will assess not only the students but the Academy itself. Please ensure no problems arise."

All instructors gathered in the conference room nodded solemnly at these words.

"As you all know, the world is reaching the end of its fate. Our Academy has been protected from these troubles thanks to the goodwill of the kingdom and various houses... but even that is reaching its limit now."

The instructors sighed at this statement.
Considering the headmaster's usual tendency to overlook even major problems, his words about "reaching the limit" truly meant that time was running out.

"Therefore, in this Joint Evaluation Exam, our Academy must show potential to those who have trusted and protected us."

Though indirectly stated, he was essentially telling them to strongly emphasize their ability to produce talents useful in war.
The instructors exchanged complicated glances before closing their eyes and sighing.

* * *

After the headmaster and vice-principal left the conference room, the remaining instructors and teachers expressed their concerns.

"I've heard the Demon King's influence was growing stronger, but if the headmaster is saying this... we must truly be approaching the end."
"Yes. My colleague told me recently that the situation is completely hopeless."
"Even so, asking us to promote students as war assets... does that even make sense?"

While everyone emotionally agreed with the last comment, they all knew that almost all available war personnel were already being utilized. No one could argue that the statement was incorrect.

"Surely you're not planning to face the students with those expressions? Come on, lighten up."

A Sword Instructor deliberately tried to lift the mood by clapping his hands. Once the faces of those gathered had relaxed somewhat, the Sword Instructor forced a smile and continued.

"By the way, the first-years are showing remarkable momentum. Who do you think will take first place in the first-year exam? Luke from the Sword Department?"

She seemed to be just trying to change the subject, but unfortunately, this topic was too sensitive with the joint exam approaching.
As soon as Luke's name was mentioned, other Sword Instructors showed discomfort and responded.

"Luke seems too conventional. Wouldn't Harie or Melk with their recent growth be better choices?"
"My goodness, you're overvaluing your own disciples. Harie and Melk may be growing, but they're not fully developed yet."
"Hey! Did you just finish speaking?"
"What? Did I say something wrong?"

Mertan watched as the gloomy atmosphere transformed into a quarrel in less than a minute, chuckling to himself.
Nearby, Magic Department instructors looked on with exasperation.

"Why do you think a Sword Department student will take first place?"
"Exactly. In terms of talent, Magic Department students are overwhelmingly superior."
"Indeed. We have Eerie and Lucia, geniuses among geniuses. I don't understand what gives the Sword Department such confidence."

The Sword Department instructors bristled at these casually thrown remarks. Seeing this, Mertan held his head and sighed.

*The downstream flows surprisingly well despite the chaos upstream.*

As he held his throbbing head, the quarreling instructors from both departments simultaneously turned to Mertan.

"Instructor Mertan, what do you think?"
"Obviously, Lucia from the Magic Department...!"
"What Lucia? Lucia is a one-trick pony with Divine Power. Luke is clearly the right choice!"

They all looked to Mertan—the second most senior instructor, chief instructor known for fairness, and a man of both skill and character—to settle the matter.
Mertan sighed at the barrage of questions before giving a brief answer.

"Jung Hyun."

Everyone was stunned by his response.
Jung Hyun was the student who recently defeated Zer to rise to 7th place, but there were too many unverified aspects to confidently pick him for first place.

"Instructor Mertan, no matter how you look at it, Jung Hyun is... He was at the bottom of dueling rankings until recently."
"Jung Hyun."

The instructors were bewildered to see Mertan repeating the same answer like a nutcracker, rather than using his usual solemn tone.

*Why is Instructor Mertan acting like this?*
*I heard he's been personally tutoring Jung Hyun recently, could that be why?*
*...This is hypnosis. 100% certain.*

Various thoughts circulated, but the common question was: "Why is he acting this way when it's so unlike him?"
As the instructors stared at Mertan in confusion, he briefly continued.

"In case you didn't know, not only did he rise from last place to defeat 7th-ranked Zer in one go, he also ranked first in the theory exam this time. Heh heh."

Why bring up the theory exam when they were discussing the joint exam?
The instructors looked incredulous, but Mertan continued unfazed.

"So I believe student Jung Hyun will take first place in this exam. If you disagree, know that this instructor is right."

At those words, the instructors could only nod, unable to offer any rebuttal.

* * * * *

I calmly closed my eyes as I received the team assignment sheet from the teaching assistants.

*All that's left is to do well on this joint exam.*

Then at least I could avoid death from quest failure for one semester.
Determined to stay focused until the end, I checked my team assignment sheet.

[First Year Group B - Team 3]

Teams would consist of three students from the Sword Department and two from the Magic Department.
With luck, I might get a divine magic user like Lucia from the Magic Department, but...

*With bad luck, I could end up with two attack mages with opposing attributes, which happens quite often.*

So I was hoping for good team luck, but...

"I'm Hena, fire magic specialist. Pleased to meet you."
"I'm Mizu, working on water attributes."

I ended up with mages of completely opposite attributes.

*...Shit.*

Where did my Level 5 Luck go?
I sighed, thinking about my luck trait that wouldn't activate unless I directly intervened.

*Fine, I can accept this much.*

The problem was that one of the Sword Department students was that pig.

"...I'm Zer. I mainly use a greatsword."

I held my forehead as I watched Zer introducing himself while holding a greatsword as big as his body.
I never expected to be teamed up with that brainless pig.

"I'm Miria. As you can see, I'm from the Sword Department!"

The one saving grace was that the remaining member seemed relatively normal.
Feeling complicated emotions inside, I introduced myself.

"I'm Jung Hyun... Nice to meet you all."

Group B Team 3 had a strange atmosphere.
I gripped my sword tightly, feeling that I was completely screwed.

* * *

[Group A Waiting Room]

In an atmosphere colder than the northern snow mountains, Eerie and her followers glared at Lucia, one of the collaborators who had pushed them into a pit.
Unable to accept Lucia despite being on the same team, they stared at her as if they would devour her.
Lucia trembled like a rabbit surrounded by apex predators, unable to withstand their gaze.

*...Why?*

Lucia wished she could change teams if possible, but once teams were decided, changes were impossible without special reasons.
She had no choice but to proceed as assigned.

*I want to cry.*

As Lucia pretended to be fine while holding back tears, Eerie, who had been glaring at her from behind, approached with a bright smile and unexpectedly extended her hand.

"Sister Lucia. Despite our past issues... let's work together for this exam."
"...What?"
"I can't bring myself to say let's forget the past completely, but this exam is important to both of us, so let's set aside our grudges and do well."

Lucia found Eerie's extended hand more burdensome than reassuring.
However, since failing this exam would mean having to take supplementary classes, she decided to accept just this once and nodded.

"...Yes. I look forward to working with you."
"Not at all. We're the ones who should be saying that. You have excellent healing abilities, don't you? You'll be a great help."

Though the content seemed complimentary, why did it feel so unsettling?
Lucia clutched her book tightly and prayed for things to go smoothly, though she knew better than anyone that was unlikely.

*Jung Hyun...*

As she trembled, thinking of her only friend Jung Hyun, a voice announced:

"Now please enter in order!"

At this signal for the exam's start, Lucia had no choice but to follow the others with a tense expression.

Ch.15 - Joint Assessment Exam 2
I silently watched the team that was already falling apart.
If they were a species that could communicate, I might have tried to talk and coordinate somehow.

*One pig, two idiots, and one human.*

Since there were more idiots than humans, I quickly gave up.

*No matter how much I yell at idiots, it'll just make my mouth sore.*

Rather than doing something meaningless, I sighed and decided to observe the situation.
After waiting for a moment, a message appeared on the Magic Stone bulletin board explaining the test procedure.

*-*
[Joint Evaluation Test]
- Objective: Reach the source of the labyrinth.
Evaluation criteria:
1. Whether you arrive.
2. Arrival time.

*Note: If you request rescue, you will be considered disqualified and receive the lowest score.
*-*

*In other words, reach the destination as quickly as possible.*

I nodded at the remarkably simple objective.
When it's this straightforward, there's nothing to be confused about.

*Well, what matters is...*

Breakthrough ability, stamina management, and the judgment to find the correct path—these three things.
While I was contemplating how to quickly reach the destination with these idiots, I heard a voice nearby.

"Team B, please enter in order!"

With that brief announcement, we entered the dungeon.

* * *

Dungeons, especially maze dungeons, tend to be dark and narrow.
As time passes, people become exposed to excessive stress.

*That's why even trivial matters...*

Can spark conflicts.
Unfortunately, our team was assigned the notoriously incompatible fire mage and water mage.
As soon as we encountered a group of monsters, problems erupted.

"What the hell. Hey, why do you keep using water magic where I'm using fire magic?"

It's understandable to be annoyed when your magic gets canceled out.
But it wasn't something worth picking a fight over.
The water mage hadn't intentionally canceled out the magic, and it was a problem that could be solved by simply coordinating spell timing and direction.

However, perhaps due to the combination of test stress and the dungeon's inherent pressure,
the fire mage kicked away any chance of a smooth resolution,
fanning the flames of conflict even higher.

"Are you brainless? If you have a head on your shoulders, use it somewhere else. You've been pouring water on my fire this whole time, damn it."

That spark then spread to the water mage,
turning the situation into complete chaos.

"What did you just say? Do you want to die?"

The conflict burned intensely, making their emotions excessively fierce.
They threw down their staffs and grabbed each other by the collar, seemingly ready for a fistfight.

*No... sigh.*

...They're really something else.
I felt a throbbing headache as I tried to break them up,
but before I could, Miria stepped in to separate them.

"Guys... don't fight!"

I was relieved that at least one normal person was present,
but I quickly realized my mistake when I heard what followed.

"But since they probably won't listen to me anyway... if you really want to fight, how about using magic instead of fists? If you really want to destroy each other, magic would be faster than punches..."

At this insane suggestion, both mages looked at Miria with equally shocked expressions, as if they'd coordinated their response.
It seemed like they were seeing true madness for the first time.

"Oh, you don't want to fight? That's good! It would have been troublesome if you really started fighting. Well, it might have been fun to watch... No, no, it's definitely better not to fight."

Realizing that not a single one of these four was normal,
I felt my headache double as I sighed deeply.

*What the hell is that luck trait guy doing?*

With level 5 luck, even higher than the Golden King's, it neither brings good fortune nor removes problems, so I'm not sure if it's helpful at all.
Just as I was regretting my choice, I felt an intense gaze from the corner.

*The pig is acting up again.*

Seeing the pig-like guy staring at me with murderous intent,
I laughed as if reaching enlightenment, then sighed.

* * *

About 30 minutes passed after that.
Thanks to Miria's unique madness, things had calmed down somewhat from the beginning.
But "calmed" didn't mean "improved," so we were still out of sync and struggling to work together.

*On top of that, whether it's because we're in a real battle situation or they're just not showing their true abilities...*

It was taking over ten minutes just to defeat a few low-level goblins.
At this rate, it was questionable whether we'd even reach our destination, let alone rank well.

*I should have just beaten them all up at the start and gone alone.*

That might have been faster.
Just as I was thinking I couldn't take any more of this,
the surroundings suddenly turned red, and a message appeared with a voice saying "Warning."

[Someone has used a Dungeon Frenzy Potion, causing the dungeon to enter a frenzied state!]
Warning - The dungeon's difficulty will greatly increase!

Dungeon frenzy.

People had different opinions about this phenomenon,
but there was one common thread among all the varying views:
when it happens, everyone—you, me, everyone—dies.

Recalling such stories, I frowned as I sensed something going wrong,
when a message appeared before my eyes.

*-*
[A quest has appeared! - Stop the labyrinth's frenzy.]
- Failure: A curse will befall everyone in the Academy.
- Success: You can obtain a special ??.
*-*

Seeing this, I composed my expression and drew my sword.
It was obvious that doing nothing would lead to a hopeless situation.
As I drew my sword, Zer, who was nearby, mockingly said:

"Don't show off. Who do you think you are? Why don't you just stay put?"

Miria agreed with him and continued:

"That's a bit harsh, but not wrong. Oh, sorry if you're suicidal! I was being insensitive."

Starting with that comment, the other three also voiced their opinions.

"If you're not suicidal, just stay here. If we wait quietly, rescue will come."
"Y-yes. If we focus on barriers, we can hold out until rescue arrives."
"You're finally making sense. Like the fire guy said, the most rational thing is to stay here and use barriers to hold out."

Despite everyone's attempts to dissuade me,
I ignored them, and Miria spoke again:

"I don't know much about this, but when a dungeon goes into frenzy, monsters become twice as strong, and the labyrinth structure becomes more complex. So don't be stubborn and come here..."

Hearing Miria mention "structure changes," I approached the wall with a suspicion in mind.
If what I was thinking was correct, this might be easier to resolve than expected.
So I calmly reached out to touch the wall, checking if my theory was right.

Cold, yet with a pulsing sensation as if alive.
Feeling that sensation from the wall, I could be certain.
This stone wall wasn't made of real stone, but of mana.

"Hey, stop messing around and get over here! You really have no sense, doing pointless things."

As I examined the wall,
Zer barked like a dog on a fence.
Ignoring him, I stepped back slightly and prepared to cut the wall with my sword.

"Wow, that's hilarious. Are you crazy? Do you really think that will work?"
"Yeah, that's a bit..."
"Everyone, focus! Is this the time to be playing around? It's a frenzy! We could all die, and you're laughing?"

Mocking laughter came from behind me.
Regardless, I drew upon my Divine Power and struck.

"That won't wo—"

CRASH!

With one strike, the stone wall crumbled, revealing the space behind it.
I looked at it expressionlessly and replied briefly:

"It worked."

Of course, doing it plainly would be boring, so I said it as sarcastically as possible.
The three behind me froze in place.
They had expressions as if they'd witnessed something impossible. While I was enjoying their reactions, a small voice came from behind:

"Y-you broke the dungeon wall? A frenzied dungeon wall? Is that even possible?"
"What exactly are you?"
"I thought you were suicidal, but that actually worked."
"...You're insane."

After receiving these various "compliments," I lost interest and slowly looked ahead.
There was still a large stone wall blocking our path.
I drew upon my Divine Power again and continued breaking through.

CRASH! CRASH!

Faced with the suddenly created path, my party members just stared at me blankly.
Seeing their expressions, I considered abandoning them,
but thinking they might be useful as arrow fodder or meat shields, I briefly spoke:

"Follow if you want, or get lost."
"I'll follow!"

The first to follow me was Miria.
She ran to stand behind me, clung to me,
and then, looking at me with an expression of awe, started asking questions non-stop.

"You're a first-year, right? How are you so strong when we're in the same year?"
"Want to be friends with me? I'm rich and from a good family, you know? What do you think?"
"I'll treat you well, okay?"

Sensing this would become annoying, I pretended not to hear and looked ahead.
If we continue straight like this, we should reach the source soon.
I moved forward, recalling something I'd heard before about destroying the "central dungeon stone" at the source to stop all dungeon functions.

Ch.16 - Dying Gracefully? Don't Even Think About It
Zer trembled as he watched Jung Hyun breaking through walls ahead of him.
Everything the man was doing went beyond surprising—it was surreal.

*Breaking through walls?*

Dungeon walls are composed of complex mana organisms.
Even renowned swordsmen struggle to cut through them.
Yet this guy was slicing through them as if such common knowledge didn't apply to him, advancing forward without hesitation.

*And that's not all.*

What he was breaking wasn't just ordinary dungeon walls, but walls in a frenzy state.
The dungeon's frenzy would have doubled their hardness compared to normal.
Yet he was cutting through them as if he couldn't feel any difference at all.

*...This crazy bastard.*

It was beyond shocking—it gave him goosebumps.
The most chilling part was that he had hidden this power all semester, pretending to be the worst student.
Zer couldn't understand why Jung Hyun had "deliberately" concealed his strength, and his face twisted into a deep frown.

As he glared at Jung Hyun for a moment, a thought suddenly struck him, forcing him to pause.
Maybe these walls weren't as hard to break as he thought?
While the others moved ahead, he channeled his sword energy and swung at the wall.

Ting!

His sword bounced off without leaving even a scratch.

"...Crazy bastard."

Confirming this firsthand only heightened his fear.
He couldn't begin to comprehend what Jung Hyun really was.

As Zer trembled, realizing that this explained the strange feeling he'd had during their first duel, Jung Hyun, who had been calmly advancing ahead, suddenly turned around with an enraged expression after Miria whispered something to him.

*...Fuck.*

That chilling gaze instantly extinguished any thoughts of revenge Zer had harbored.
He tried to back away, creating distance between them, but Jung Hyun closed the gap faster than he could retreat.

"...Where is she?"

The question's meaning was unclear.
Zer stared back with a blank expression.
Without hesitation, Jung Hyun drove his sword into Zer's thigh and demanded:

"Where is that fucking bitch Erie?"
"AAAAGH!"

The cold, alien sensation of the blade buried deep in his thigh sent waves of pain through him.
As tears welled up from the unprecedented agony, Jung Hyun pulled out the sword and continued:

"Not talking?"
"Urghh."

The pain was too intense for him to form words.
Jung Hyun stared expressionlessly at Zer's screaming form, then stabbed his thigh again, shouting:

"I said, where the fuck is Erie!"

Driven by the overwhelming pain and the will to survive, Zer repeated what he'd heard that morning:

"Urgh... n-near the... dungeon's... core."

Hearing this, Jung Hyun gave a hollow laugh, then drove his sword into Zer's thigh once more.

"I'll ask one last time. Where is that bastard Erie?"
"Really... near the core... ARGH!"
"What, it was true? Well, just to be sure—Miria, grab this guy and follow me."
"Me?"
"Didn't you say you wanted to be friends?"
"Oh, right."

Zer trembled as he listened to their conversation.
This demonic bastard intended to drag him along with the sword still in his thigh to verify if he was telling the truth.

*Fuck... this psycho.*

For the first time in his life, Zer discovered that true terror could make his teeth chatter like a skeleton's.
He was dragged along by Miria, following Jung Hyun.

* * * * *

Lucia held her breath as she observed the party moving without a single word.
Usually, parties would share breakthrough strategies or precautions with each other.
Even parties with bad relationships would exchange at least a few words, but these people just walked forward in silence.

Thinking this procession resembled a march toward the afterlife, she prayed that nothing would happen and that this would end quickly, but—

Boom!

Suddenly, the entire area turned red, and violent mana began pressing down on everything.
Recognizing this as "Dungeon Frenzy," Lucia quickly shouted to the party members:

"Th-the dungeon is going into frenzy! We need to escape quickly!"

But the party members merely looked at her indifferently despite her urgent cry.
Their expressions seemed to suggest they had anticipated this, filling Lucia with indescribable dread.

*Surely not... right?*

Though she tried to deny it, she couldn't shake the thought that they might have caused the frenzy.
She tried to convince herself that her past grievances with them were biasing her thinking, but—

"I know."

The moment she heard Erie's emotionless voice, Lucia realized all her negative suspicions were true.

"Are you insane? No matter how much you hate me, causing a dungeon frenzy... during a joint exam... Do you know how many people could die or get hurt because of this?!"

Erie responded with a laugh in her voice:

"Yes, I know?"

Lucia sensed something was very wrong with this response.
No matter how bad Erie's personality was, she wasn't someone who would drive many students to their deaths.
But regardless of her personal judgment, the problem had already occurred, and she had to hold someone accountable.

"But... why would you do such a thing?!"

Meeting Lucia's angry voice, Erie stared at her for a moment before answering as if stating the obvious:

"Because it makes it easier to kill him."

Lucia took a step back at those chilling, alien words, now certain that the Erie before her was definitely different from the usual Erie.

"...You're not yourself."
"Not myself? I've always been like this."
"No, looking at what you're doing now, you're like someone who's been through hell on the battlefield—!"

Slap!

In the middle of Lucia's sentence, Erie struck her cheek hard and said:

"That's not important right now. What's important is that bastard Jung Hyun."

Lucia held her stinging cheek, staring at Erie in a daze. She never expected Erie to resort to violence.

"So tell me. Where is that bastard Jung Hyun? You should know, right?"

Despite feeling terrifying fear at Erie's confident assertion, Lucia squeezed her eyes shut and shouted:

"How would I even know? How could I possibly know where Jung Hyun is...!"
"Bishop Rea."

Just one phrase. With just those two words, all her protests died.
Bishop Rea was one of the few who knew she was a Saintess.
Realizing further denial was pointless, she clenched her fists and answered:

"...No matter what you say, I absolutely won't tell you."

Erie sneered at this and replied curtly:

"...Oh really? Have it your way."

Then she began slapping Lucia's face repeatedly and mercilessly.

Slap! Slap! Slap!

The sound of slaps echoed everywhere.
Laughter erupted from all around, as if mocking her, suggesting she deserved this treatment.

"That bastard Jung Hyun is going to die anyway, so why keep your loyalty, Priestess? Is it because you're both commoners?"

The humiliation rising within her was even worse than the pain, crushing all the self-respect she had built up.
But knowing that surrendering would certainly harm Jung Hyun, she gritted her teeth and forced out:

"I-I absolutely cannot tell you... absolutely not."

As if to show her that such resistance was meaningless, Erie continued striking her face while saying:

"Sure, sure, whatever you say."

With the continuous violence, her right cheek began to swell, and her vision blurred.
Realizing she might collapse if this continued, Lucia pushed Erie away and began running forward desperately.

Lucia summoned every ounce of strength she had to run ahead and seek help, but her hopes were dashed when two figures blocked her path.

"Hey Erie, aren't you doing it right? She's trying to escape because you're not hitting her properly."
"Yeah, seriously. You never do anything right."

The two men who had been swaggering kicked Lucia hard in the stomach, sending her crashing to the ground.

"Uweeegh!"

The pain was incomparably worse than the slaps.
Lucia vomited on the floor, and seeing this, the two laughed and exchanged jokes.

"Hey, you're pretty good at this."
"I've been practicing for this. Look at that form! If the instructors saw this, they'd be in tears applauding."
"You're talking nonsense."

Lucia trembled and wept at this violent assault—the first she'd ever experienced.
Even she couldn't handle such cruel human malice.

"Hey, what's your name—Lucia, right? Anyway, stop this bullshit and tell us where he is. I'm getting bored."
"...I absolutely cannot tell you."
"Really? Then take some more."

Lucia could only curl up against the continuing kicks.
This was her first experience with such overwhelming violence that made her mind go blank.
As she lay there trembling, they sighed and said to her:

"Shit. This is pathetic. Hey, can't we just kill her? That Jung Hyun bastard will come here anyway."
"He'll come, but probably late. Shit, if we get caught by the instructors while waiting, we're fucked."
"The frenzy's causing chaos, so we should be fine. And even if we get caught, what can they do? Those salary men can't do anything to us."
"That's true."

With those words, they drew their swords and approached her.
As she squeezed her eyes shut, trembling with indescribable fear—

The sound of something exploding in the distance reached them.

"What's that?"

Everyone turned to look in that direction, but the light magic didn't reach that far, so no one could see anything in the darkness.
Just as they were about to return their attention to the matter at hand—

Someone's sword shot through the air and lodged deeply in the shoulder of the man standing on Lucia.

"FUCK! What is this?!"

He screamed in pain as the sword suddenly pierced his shoulder.
Along with his screams, a man approached with an enraged expression.

"You fucking bastards are all pieces of shit."

He approached while spitting out harsh curses, then after checking Lucia's condition, his face contorted even more as he said:

"Don't think you're going to die peacefully."

Ch.17 - Dying Gracefully? Don't Even Think About It 2
"Hey, don't think you'll die peacefully."

With those words, everyone's eyes turned toward me.
I nearly gagged at their disgusting stares, but I managed to hold it in. Taking the sword from the pig-like guy, I continued.

"The moment you die peacefully, I plan to hunt down each of your family members and kill them."

Trying to calm the divine power that kept surging within me, I finished my statement.

"Try to hold out as long as you can. Who knows? Maybe I'll just kill you and be done with it."

At my words, a man who hadn't been injured yet gritted his teeth and retorted.

"...This crazy bastard. He lands one lucky hit with a sword and now he's running his mouth."

I laughed mockingly in response.

"Of course I'm running my mouth—I hit you, didn't I? Makes sense."

It was a simple provocation, but given the situation, it worked perfectly. He gestured to those behind him and raised his sword energy. Clearly, he was about to charge at me.

*I should strike first.*

No need to give them the advantage.
As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I summoned my divine power and rushed forward.

As I charged, the guy in front signaled to those behind him and shouted loudly.

"Catch that bastard! Catch him and beat him!"

With those words, three people behind him drew their swords and rushed forward.
Seeing this, I swung my sword at the first one who came at me.

Swoosh!

The sound of air being sliced.
With that sound, a horizontal cut appeared across the man's neck, and blood gushed violently.

"Aaaaargh! Ggghhk!"

He tried desperately to stop the bleeding with both hands, struggling to survive.
He would die anyway if left alone, but I had two things to do. I grabbed his head, pulled him close, and spoke emotionlessly.

"First, one thing."

Then, deliberately making an aggressive motion, I stabbed my sword into the back of his neck.
The eerie sensation of flesh and the feeling of the blade hitting bone wasn't particularly pleasant, but "showing this" had many advantages I couldn't pass up.

To confirm the kill—my second objective—I moved the sword left and right, inflicting pain until his last breath. He made a deflating sound and died. I pulled out the sword, shook off the blood, and looked ahead.

*The effect seems good.*

Due to the dungeon's structure, once a smell spreads, it lingers. The scent of blood I created was spreading everywhere, stimulating their sense of smell. They just stared at me with anxious, trembling eyes.

*They really are just students.*

Trembling at the death of just one person.
Of course, being human, I wasn't indifferent to someone's death, but I'd seen too many lives fade away while being dragged around to be shaken by it.

*No, more than that.*

I could use the fear this created.
Thinking this, I saw the remaining people looking at me with terrified expressions. I stabbed another one in the chest and spoke.

"So, who's next?"

No answer came to my brief question.
Even the guy with the sword in his shoulder who had been screaming earlier was silent.
Seeing the momentum shift in my favor, I slowly walked forward.

"...D-don't come closer!"

The second guy in front panicked as I approached.
I clicked my tongue as he fell backward, landing on his butt, and without hesitation, I stabbed him in the chest.

"Guhhhk!"

This level of fear meant I could have spared him, but I needed to be certain.
If I let him live and things went wrong, that would be the stupidest mistake.

"Next. Actually, no need to ask—you're right here."

"D-die! You monster!"

This one at least swung his sword in resistance.
Whether it was anger over his friend's death or a strong desire to live, I don't know, but there's nothing as clumsy as a sword swung in fear. I easily dodged it and stabbed him in the heart again.

*Now there are three left.*

The two who were tormenting Lucia and Erie.
Realizing only the main dish remained, I slowly walked forward.

"Damn... damn it!"

Unlike the three who died earlier, this one seemed ready to fight properly.
He infused his ornately decorated sword with energy and shouted.

"You monster, how dare you!"

Then, trying to hide his fear with curses and gathering his resolve, he charged at me with his sword raised, driven by emotion.

"Die!"

Clumsy and crude.
Consumed by emotion, not even showing his true skill, I felt no value in his attack and kicked him hard.

With a loud thud, he flew backward.
Looking at him, I repeated what I had said earlier.

"I told you. You won't die peacefully."

Situations change the weight of words, don't they?
Earlier he hadn't even snorted at my words, but now he trembled all over in panic, dropped his sword, and begged me.

"I-I'm sorry. I'm sorry, please just once... spare me just once. If you do, I'll give you my wealth and slaves too—Aaaaargh!"

While he was speaking, I stabbed my sword into his shoulder and said.

"Interesting. Got anything else to offer?"

"Y-yes... I have... a villa I bought in my name... Guhhhk!"

This time, once in the thigh.
I left the sword in and spoke with disappointment.

"That's not great. I don't like villas."

"Th-then besides that... um..."

He seemed to be trying to come up with something to escape the crisis, but he just rolled his eyes and wrung his hands, unable to think of anything.
Seeing this, I spoke to him in a calm voice.

"Oh, come to think of it, there is something I need."

"Wh-what is it?"

An expression like he'd seen a ray of hope.
Seeing that face, I recalled a thought I had long ago.

*There are many forms of revenge, but my favorite is giving someone terrible despair at their happiest moment.*

With this in mind, I calmly asked him.

"If you tell me who's behind you, I'll let you live."

At those words, he trembled with wide eyes, then shut them tightly, refusing to speak.
Seeing this, I kicked him to the ground without hesitation and thrust my sword into his heart.

A terrible death cry echoed.
Ignoring it, I turned my attention to Erie and the last remaining person.

"So two left. Erie, I'll save you for last. So, your name is?"

"Lu...Lugerik."

"Ah, Lugerik. So, Lugerik, can you tell me who's behind all this?"

At my question, Lugerik, perhaps because he saw his friend die, quickly nodded and desperately shouted.

"...Regina. Regina, that bitch ordered it."

Hearing the name Regina, I approached him, pulled out the sword from his shoulder, and said.

"Good. As promised, I'll let you live."

His expression brightened at those words.
I gestured for him to go, and as soon as he saw this, he grabbed his bleeding shoulder and started running forward.

Seeing this, I threw the sword I had just pulled out, this time stabbing it into his other shoulder.

"Aaaah!"

A cry of pain.
Hearing it, I grabbed Lugerik by the hair, dragged him back to where he was before, and said.

"How naive."

Why did he think I would spare him?
Thinking that people believe what they want to believe, I pulled the sword out of his other shoulder and said.

"Now I'll really let you live. Go again."

At those words, Lugerik hesitated because of what had just happened, but his desire to live was stronger. He began to run again, swinging his tattered arms.
Seeing this, I stabbed the sword into his right thigh, bringing him down.

"Guhk... guhk... why...!"

I silently looked at Lugerik asking for a reason, then grabbed his hair again, dragged him back to where he was, and said.

"It's more surprising that you believed me again when I said I'd spare you. Don't you think?"

At that question, he looked at me, trembling all over.
His face, mixed with despair, fear, and desperation, was grotesquely distorted, but that didn't diminish my desire for revenge at all.

*Rather, I feel like I've found my direction.*

Until now, I wasn't sure what to do or how to take revenge, but after this experience, I understood a little.
I nodded as I realized I just needed to kill everyone who had pushed me into the abyss.

*I just need to kill them all. Why was I agonizing over this?*

It's obvious when you think about it.
They made me live a life worse than livestock, saying I had no value except to "self-destruct" for them when we first met. And then they told me to self-destruct for them in the final moment. Forgive and understand them?

*What nonsense.*

I absolutely cannot accept that.
So I set my goal to kill the kingdom, the papal state, and those damn bastards.

*Then the last one is...*

That bastard Erie.
I was slowly approaching Erie, who was standing still with a hardened expression, when Lucia, her face red and swollen, blocked my path.

"...Jung Hyun. I have a request."

At those words, I silently looked at Lucia, wondering why she was blocking my way.

*Surely she's not trying to save Erie?*

Given Lucia's usual personality, it was possible. But I had no intention of forgiving Erie, so I tried to pass by when Lucia said something completely opposite to what I expected.

"I-I can't let my friend bear all the burden. So please let me share that responsibility and burden too."

"...What?"

"All of this, Jung Hyun... no..."

Lucia tried to calm her trembling lips and shouted at me.

"Jung Hyun, it's too cruel for you to bear this alone... let me bear it too."

Informal speech instead of formal.
Using this speech pattern, Lucia took the sword from me, covered her snow-white hands with blood, and said.

"Because that's fair... and that's right. Please let me do this."

Then, with an expression different from her usual self, she smiled awkwardly, turned around, and looked at Erie.

"......"

Erie was still frozen in fear, unable to move.
Looking at her, Lucia trembled all over and stabbed the sword into Erie's heart.

"Kyaaaah!"

But being physically weak, the sword barely pierced Erie's chest and fell out limply.
Seeing this, I stepped on Erie who was trying to crawl away, lifted the wobbling sword, and said.

"I'll help you."

With a small nod, she made space on the sword handle for me to hold.
I grabbed it and thrust the sword into Erie's chest.

A strange sensation.
That feeling traveled through the handle.
Lucia seemed unable to bear it, nearly vomiting each time she felt the death throes through her fingertips, but she didn't let go and watched until Erie was definitely dead.

After Erie died, Lucia, her snow-white hair stained red with blood, muttered in a trembling voice.

"...This time, I won't leave you alone... so the sin, the responsibility, everyone's resentment. Together..."

As I listened to those disjointed words I couldn't fully understand, countless messages appeared before my eyes.

- Ding

[Hidden Achievement - You have completed the Corruption of the Saintess!]

[Warning! - You have destroyed the predetermined fate!]

<The Saintess's Hope Quest is destroyed!>
<The Saintess's Compassion Quest is destroyed!>
<The Saintess's Awakening Quest is destroyed!>

[A new hidden quest has appeared!]

Ch.18 - Broken Predetermined Fate 1
"... Predetermined fate? The fall of the Saintess?"

The predetermined fate of Lucia would mean her saving the world as a member of the hero's party.

*But now with the addition of 'the fall of the Saintess'...*

It seems this fate has disappeared and is heading in a new direction.
I couldn't know exactly what direction this would be, or how it would turn out for me.

*At least one thing is certain.*

I would be there in front of her, wherever she was heading.
I covered Lucia's trembling hand with both of mine, maintaining this position for just a moment... just a brief moment, waiting for her to calm down.

"... Mmm. *sigh*"

While I was calming Lucia down,
Miria made a loud gulping sound behind me, as if finding the situation complicated.
Wondering what it was about, I turned around to see Miria messing up her hair as she spoke to me.

"My goodness. Everyone's dead when we arrive here. What should we do?"

Speaking in a stiff voice like she was reading from a textbook,
Miria soon let out a long sigh, seemingly frustrated with her own acting.

"Haa... I can't act to save my life. So... um..."

Then she snapped her fingers and said:

"How about dumping them in the trap area near the source?"

Not a bad idea. But why is she helping me?
I looked at her questioningly, unable to understand.

"Hm? Oh, this? I'm doing it because I want to live, so don't worry about it."

Miria briefly stated her position and
spoke loudly enough for the two mages and the pig guy behind her to hear:

"I don't think you'd leave alive a witness who saw you killing Academy students, especially those from the Ashris club who all have good backgrounds."

I simply nodded silently at Miria's sharp response,
causing the others to look at me in horror.
Apparently, they thought I would spare them.

*They're too optimistic.*

Even if, giving them the benefit of the doubt, I could spare the fire mage and water mage since they hadn't committed any crimes,
how could that pig guy think he could survive with a clear conscience?
Anyway, while I was thinking about how stupid he was, just like his appearance suggested, Miria continued:

"So rather than dying here as a 'witness,' I think it's better to cooperate with you and survive as an 'accomplice.'"

Hearing this, I pulled my sword out of Erie's chest and said:

"Interesting. But when did I say I'd spare you if you became an accomplice?"

At those words, Miria showed a hint of confusion,
but quickly composed herself and replied:

"True, you never said that. But it would be impossible to handle all these bodies alone, so you need our help..."

"I don't need it."

After cutting her off and giving a brief answer, Miria clenched her fists and shut her eyes tightly.
She seemed to realize how presumptuous she had been.
Feeling this wouldn't work, she immediately knelt before me and said:

"...Please spare me. I'll do anything."

Anything, huh? Hearing this, I calculated the pros and cons.
Whether it would be better to spare them or not.
After weighing my options for a moment, I had a good idea and shared it:

"I'll spare you on three conditions."

Remembering how I had promised to spare someone earlier only to kill them anyway,
I explained the conditions while observing Miria's expression.

"First, as you suggested, help me dispose of these bodies."

The first condition wasn't anything special. I was simply delegating a tedious task.
The important parts were the second and third conditions.

"Second, using a memory storage Magic Stone, record evidence clearly showing that you four killed these people, then hand it over to me."

In other words, I wanted photos and videos framed to make it look like these four—everyone except Lucia and me—had killed them.
The four of them flinched at this condition but didn't protest. They knew they'd die if they did.

"And finally, you'll follow my orders from now on."

Promises fade with time,
and feelings dilute as time passes.
So I decided to keep them close and use them, to ensure they wouldn't forget.

"So what will it be? Do you accept?"

"Asking when you already know the answer is sadistic... but fine, I'll do it."

Miria nodded with a somewhat tired expression.
I urged the remaining three to answer as well.

"I'll give you three seconds. Three..."

Before I could continue counting, all three quickly agreed.
Seeing this, I decided to first create a contract and spoke to the two mages behind me:

"Soul contract. Can you cast it?"

At my question, the two mages turned pale and nodded.

* * *

I nodded with satisfaction as I fiddled with the memory storage Magic Stone in my hand.
This alone was enough evidence to send the four of them to prison instead of me, should any evidence be discovered.
I watched the four figures throwing bodies into a seemingly bottomless pit, then slowly turned my gaze backward.

*Now all that's left is destroying the source.*

Given the nature of the main quest, it would be better to reach the source to get a good grade in the exam, even if it was troublesome.
Moreover, I was curious about what reward I'd get for ending the dungeon frenzy.
So I decided to head to the source and told the four who were resting after disposing of all the bodies:

"Let's go to the source now."

At my words about going to the source, Miria sat down on the ground with a relieved expression.

"Thank goodness. Really... haa. I'm so glad you're really sparing us."

Apparently, she had been thinking I might kill them after they finished disposing of the bodies.
I looked at her with a complex expression, not understanding how she could view people in such a way.

*Well, anyway, heading to the source is the right move now.*

I grabbed Lucia's hand—she was still staring blankly at the ground without saying anything—and slowly headed toward the source.

* * * * *

Bishop Rea leisurely observed people running around frantically without a moment's rest,
then calmly approached the Magic Stone bulletin board displaying the list of missing and deceased persons.

A number that seemed to be around 200-300 at a rough estimate.
Considering that the Sword and Magic departments combined had 500 students, this was close to annihilation.
Rea offered a light condolence to the headmaster who would soon be forced to resign after taking all the blame, and scanned the list.

*Erie... there she is.*

Rea smiled faintly, making sure others couldn't see, upon seeing Erie's name next to "Missing."
Then she slowly closed her eyes and briefly recalled meeting Erie the night before.

*-*

One day earlier.
Rea was searching for traces of the Divine Power she had seen in the infirmary to confirm what it was.
That Divine Power closely resembled the Hero's, so it could certainly be used as a substitute for the deceased Hero.
But whether it could become the "Hero" capable of defeating the Demon King that this world needed was still questionable.

*So I need to confirm the person's actual Divine Power, not just its remnants, but...*

Every time she tried to meet him, "impossible misfortunes"... she wasn't sure how to explain it.
One thing was certain: consecutive "misfortunes" occurred every time she tried to meet him, preventing her from doing so.
Until now, she hadn't even been able to see his appearance, let alone his true nature.

*So even if I try to find him directly...*

It was obvious that all sorts of misfortunes would befall her again, preventing their meeting.
Therefore, she had no choice but to decide on another method to check if he could be used as a "Hero."

*The method is simple.*

Divine Power, like Mana, tends to reveal its essence when emotions become intense.
So she decided to provoke anger or sadness—the most intense and easily recognizable emotions—in him to check if he was suitable as a "Hero."
She looked at Erie, who had been brought before her.

Seeing her holding the Dungeon Frenzy Potion,
Rea immediately grasped the situation and her weakness,
then whispered a sweet temptation along with an irresistible offer.

"If you kill Lucia or bring her close to death in this joint exam, I will stand behind you."

If she killed Lucia or brought her to the brink of death,
not only would Rea overlook the Dungeon Frenzy Potion, but she would also cover up all subsequent problems.

Despite this tempting offer, Erie seemed conflicted and initially showed a negative reaction.
But when Rea threatened to expose her possession of the Dungeon Frenzy Potion,
she gave in quite easily.

"B-but to do that, I need to give others a reason to kill Lucia. There's no justification for killing her."

At those words, Rea inwardly sneered.
Why make such excuses when she was planning to lead all first-years to their deaths using the frenzy potion?
But since Erie was a student and seemed psychologically unstable, Rea decided to understand and give her an escape route.

"Then just make up a plausible excuse. For example, that person who hangs around with Lucia..."

She deliberately trailed off, not knowing the name,
and Erie took the bait and provided the answer.

"Jung Hyun?"

*Jung Hyun?*

A name that sounded very familiar.
It seemed like an important name, but she couldn't quite remember why.
Nodding, Rea continued:

"Yes, anyway, how about asking for Jung Hyun's location and using her refusal to tell as an excuse for violence?"

Violence, once started, can become uncontrollable,
and coupled with the dungeon's closed atmosphere,
there was a high probability that the violence would escalate until Lucia died or was close to death.

"That... doesn't make sense no matter how I think about it. It's impossible to know each other's locations in the dungeon..."

Erie initially refused, but
when Rea told her the truth, she accepted it.

"Of course it's possible. That child is quite capable, more than you think. With just remnants, she could easily find Jung Hyun."

Even someone less talented than Lucia, like herself, could sense and follow remnants.
For Lucia, whose talent was several times greater than her own, finding him wouldn't be difficult even with the maze's constraints.

*Well, even if it were impossible...*

What mattered now was the justification.
She just needed to provide a somewhat plausible excuse.

"Besides, given Lucia's personality, she would never reveal Jung Hyun's location. So it would be easy to use that as an excuse for violence."

"......"

Seeing her still conflicted,
Rea pretended to pat her shoulder gently while using holy magic.

*'Blessing of Fortitude.'*

Though called a blessing,
it was a buff that suppressed human emotions,
given to holy knights going to war—a buff that amplified violent tendencies and suppressed other emotions.

As the buff entered Erie,
Rea calmly smiled as she watched Erie's expression change.

*-*

*Seeing she went missing after the dungeon frenzy, it seems things went well.*

Having figured this out, Rea calmly sipped her drink and closed her eyes.
Now that the situation seemed to have calmed down a bit, it was time to go around and check what kind of "Divine Power" this Jung Hyun person had emitted.
So she decided to check and turned her face toward the direction where Divine Power lingered.

*I'm looking forward to it.*

If, by any chance, just by any chance,
the Divine Power left by this Jung Hyun person was similar to the essence of the Hero's Divine Power,

Then he would be perfectly suitable both as his substitute
and as the Hero that the world needed.
So, hoping they would be similar, she slowly headed in that direction.

When she arrived at a passage near the source,
Rea looked at the remnants of Divine Power blooming more brilliantly than anything else,
smiled fleetingly with happiness, and whispered softly:

"...Found him."

Ch.19 - Broken Predetermined Fate 2
Ending the dungeon frenzy wasn't particularly difficult.
All I had to do was enter the source and destroy the dungeon core that was glowing red as if about to explode.
So without any major issues, I destroyed the dungeon core and resolved the dungeon frenzy situation.

*-*
[You have acquired achievement points for destroying the dungeon!]
[Congratulations! You have acquired all the points needed to level up.]
*To level up, you must take a promotion test.
*-*

Along with that message.
A small white key descended from the sky before my eyes.
I suppose I'm meant to use this to take the promotion test.
With that thought, I grabbed it, and an item description appeared.

*-*
[Key of Growth]
- Using this will transport you to the Chamber of Trials where you can take the promotion test anywhere.
*-*

I'd heard that leveling up would change my "caliber" entirely,
making me incomparably stronger than before.
I wanted to use this as soon as possible, but...

*I have too many eyes on me right now, and there's still a lot of cleanup to do.*

I decided to postpone it and put the key in my pocket.
After pushing it deep into my pocket several times to make sure it wouldn't fall out,
I looked at the final message that remained.

[Quest cleared!]
- As a reward, you acquire an unidentified seed!

An unidentified seed?
Wondering what this could be, I checked its description as well.

*-*
[Unidentified Seed]
- A seed never seen before. This seed is desperately sought after by ■■s.
* It might grow if planted in the ground and infused with Divine Power.
*-*

I stared at the ■■ written in the middle of the description.
Just two characters, followed by the plural suffix "s."

There were too many possible words to know exactly what it meant.
But one thing was certain: if I grew this, I could receive a reward not from an individual but from a "group."

*And since it needs Divine Power to grow...*

Judging that it would likely be compatible with me, I decided to try growing it.
Thinking I had gained quite a lot this time, I proceeded with the final cleanup in preparation for the instructors who would soon arrive.

* * *

About two days had passed since the dungeon frenzy.
Many things had happened during that time.
The biggest event worth mentioning was "the retirement and demotion to the frontlines of the principal and vice-principal."

"In a way, it's an expected outcome."

I nodded at Miria who was explaining the situation to me.
To be honest, I thought she would feel uncomfortable or dislike me for threatening her life.
But contrary to my expectations, she actually clung to me and provided information I lacked.

*When I asked why she was acting this way out of surprise...*

She said that since her life was in my hands either way,
it would be more beneficial for her to become friendly and build goodwill with me.
So she had been gathering and explaining various information to me every day without fail.

*That's beneficial for me too. It's not bad, but it's certainly strange.*

I was nodding while thinking I could never act like that myself.
Seeing me, Miria continued speaking.

"This joint evaluation exam held tremendous significance."

The joint evaluation exam wasn't just a stage to test first-year students.
In the current situation where the Demon King's influence had grown too strong,
it was a place to confirm the potential of those who would be responsible for the future, making it more important than ever.

*But due to the dungeon frenzy...*

Far from seeing potential, all the growing sprouts had died or disappeared.
Someone needed to take responsibility for this.

"Usually, even in major incidents, it ends with the head instructor resigning. But this time, the matter was so serious that everyone from the principal down to the vice-principal was swept away."

It was certainly unprecedented for the Academy's principal to resign and be sent to the frontlines.

"Normally, someone who becomes the principal or vice-principal of the Academy is a person who has dominated their era, so they're treated with extreme respect... but not only were they fired, they were sent to the frontlines..."

Miria clicked her tongue and shook her head as she continued.

"Well, that's one thing. The real problem is that the parents of the students who died or went missing are absolutely furious."

The parents of dead or missing students.
This alone would create powerful repercussions, but the problem was that each of these parents held immense power and wealth,
making the impact unmanageably large.

"The Academy would be in trouble if just one child from a noble family got hurt, but with over 200 dead or missing... there's no solution."

Hearing this, I let out a hollow laugh while looking at the empty swordsmanship department.
Until a few days ago, it had been packed, but now it couldn't even fill half its capacity.

"A considerable number of students have withdrawn because of this incident... As you can see, the Academy can't even dream of rebuilding—they're just hoping not to collapse completely, so the Academy's future is pretty much decided."

Hearing this, I laughed inwardly.
I was quite pleased that with this incident, not only would the Academy fall,
but the future of this world would also be cut off.

*The future has disappeared, huh? I wonder what the kingdom thinks about that?*

They must be envisioning only a doomed future right now.
I was thinking I'd like to go see their faces and eat popcorn while watching them,
when Miria continued speaking.

"Well, the Academy itself will somehow keep running. If it stops completely, the problems will become even bigger than they are now."

This wasn't bad news for me, as I needed to maintain good grades.
After all, I had to clear the main quest.

"But I heard there's been crazy personnel changes among instructors and professors, so they might not do anything for a while."

I couldn't help but smile at those words.
If the Academy wasn't functioning properly, it meant more free time.
And more free time meant more time for me to focus on training.

*Then let's work on raising my stats again, which I haven't been able to do.*

While thinking about training intensively during this opportunity, I remembered Lucia, who hadn't shown her face for two days.

"By the way, how is Lucia doing?"

"Her condition is pretty bad, but she's eating regularly, so don't worry."

"That's good to hear."

I wouldn't have cared about anyone else,
but she was the first person in this world to reach out to me and become my first friend and companion, so I couldn't help but worry about her.
After thinking for a moment, I decided to visit her if things didn't improve.

"Please take good care of Lucia. Let me know if there are any problems."

For now, I decided to leave her in Miria's care.

* * *

While I was chatting with Miria about various things,
someone approached us.

"...I need to talk to you."

Looking to the side to see who it was, I saw the First Princess.
I frowned, wondering why she had come despite my having drawn a line and pushed her away.
She sighed deeply and spoke to me.

"I didn't come because I wanted to, so that expression... never mind. I'll get straight to the point."

She spoke to me with a complicated expression.

"You'll soon receive an award."

"...An award?"

"Yes, for stopping the dungeon frenzy."

At those words, my mind started racing.
It was ominously suspicious that the "First Princess" herself had come to inform me about receiving an award.
With that thought, I asked a question just in case.

"Who's giving the award? The Academy?"

"...Can't you tell from the fact that I, a princess, came personally?"

With that one sentence, I understood why I had felt such foreboding.
Her visit itself was equivalent to a message from the "kingdom," meaning the kingdom would be giving me the award.
Feeling a headache coming on, I lightly pressed my head.

*So I have to go to the kingdom to receive an award...*

Receiving it wasn't a problem in itself.
But since my face was identical to my Hero days before suicide,
it was clear that the moment I arrived at the kingdom, problems I couldn't yet handle would explode like crazy.

*And the biggest problem is that my Divine Power is the same as before I committed suicide.*

If I only looked similar, they might give up and let me go since I would have no value to them.

*But because I have so much Divine Power...*

The kingdom wouldn't care whether I was really the Hero or not.
They would likely try to make me the Hero again and turn me into a Divine Power bomb solely because of my abundant Divine Power.

*Fuck.*

While I was contemplating how to solve this sudden major problem,
the First Princess sighed and told me:

"Fortunately... though I'm not sure if 'fortunate' is the right word... because the current situation is so chaotic, they plan to call you after things settle down... in about two or three months. So you don't need to go right away."

Two or three months.
Short yet long, I wondered what I could accomplish during this period.
Just in case, I asked:

"Is it possible not to attend?"

"If you want to be officially marked as a wanted criminal, feel free."

My attempt to declare non-attendance didn't work at all.
I cursed inwardly, thinking these bastards had been doing whatever they wanted from the first time I met them until now, without exception.
It made me realize once again that one's true nature never changes.

*Fine, whatever. I'll prepare as best I can, and on the day I go to receive the award...*

I resolved to leave an indelible, massive wound on the kingdom.

Ch.20 - Promotion Exam
Regina silently stared at the three empty seats before slowly turning her gaze to the tea set Erie had gifted her.

An exquisite tea set handcrafted by the magic noble house of Rurushié. They say that to create even one of these small teacups, the high mages and master artists of Rurushié pour in tremendous effort.

*A luxury item of immeasurable value, made by one of the three great noble houses, a magic noble house no less.*

It was a precious item that could elevate the owner's personal value simply by possessing it, showcasing their connection to Rurushié. Yet Regina threw it to the floor without any hesitation.

The teacup rolled and hit the ground. Though various protective enchantments prevented it from getting even a scratch, everyone who witnessed this would forever remember that it had been thrown to the floor. Forever.

"It's useless now."

Even without visible damage, the mere fact that it had been thrown and rolled on the floor would drastically decrease its value. No matter how pristine its surface remained, no one would consider a teacup that had touched the dirty floor to hold the same value as before. Regina bit her lip until it bled as she stared at the teacup lodged in the corner.

*The second-year students were one thing, but especially Erie...*

As a child of the magic noble house of Rurushié, Erie could have been of great help to her in the future if properly cultivated, making her death particularly painful. Nothing caused such a sense of loss as the destruction of an ornament that elevated its owner's value simply by being possessed.

*Therefore...*

To alleviate this overwhelming sense of loss, she intended to hold responsible the one who had broken her ornament.

"Hilton, what about what I asked before?"

At her call, a man who had been drinking wine in front of her calmly replied.

"I looked, but there was nothing. No family, no household, even the birthplace was burned down and gone."
"...What?"
"So I thought there might be something to salvage and thoroughly investigated what they'd been doing at the Academy during the first semester... but there was nothing. They literally just attended classes, doing the bare minimum not to get expelled."

Regina swallowed a bitter laugh after hearing Hilton's words. Usually in situations like this, her standard approach was to pressure the responsible party's family.

*No parents, no guardians, not even relatives or acquaintances... there's no one.*

She couldn't use her usual methods. It was impossible to threaten someone who had nothing to protect, nothing to lose. This was the first time she felt so perplexed, as it was something she could never imagine.

"Oh, come to think of it, they did get involved with someone named Lucia recently... Hmm, no, it might be better not to touch that."
"Tell me. Who is Lucia?"

At this, Hilton looked around before approaching her and speaking quietly.

"This is top secret, so keep it to yourself. There's talk that this Lucia is a Saintess who has appeared after a hundred years."
"...A Saintess?"

Regina couldn't hide her shock. A Saintess was someone whose mere existence brought enormous influence to the Church, a figure prioritized second only to the Pope. Yet they sent such a Saintess to the Academy without informing anyone?

*Without even a security detail?*

Does this... make any sense? Of course it doesn't.
It was so nonsensical that Regina wondered if Hilton had brought back incorrect information.

*But knowing Hilton's personality, that's unlikely.*

Given his character, even more suspicious than herself, he would have denied such an absurd story after verifying the truth multiple times.

*Yet he states it with certainty, as if it's definite... which means this Lucia truly must be a Saintess.*

However, there were three questions that remained completely unanswered. For instance, why did the Church send the Saintess to the Academy without saying anything? Why didn't the Church order the Saintess to return despite numerous students dying from the Dungeon Frenzy?

*And finally.*

Even bishops have security details, so why wasn't there any protection for the Saintess who had no combat ability whatsoever?

*...Wait, come to think of it, didn't Bishop Rea, who was recently appointed as a guidance counselor, also have no security detail?*

She sensed that there were things deeply entangled that she couldn't—or shouldn't—know. From experience, meddling in such matters could cost her everything, so she had no choice but to abandon her plan to go after Lucia.

*Then I have no choice but to hold the person directly responsible.*

It wasn't her preferred method, but she had no alternative. Regina asked Hilton to make preparations while silently staring at the fallen teacup.

* * * * *

As soon as I had free time, I returned to the dormitory and checked two things.

*First, the seed.*

Despite it only being three days since I started pouring Divine Power into this mysterious seed I received as a reward, it had already sprouted and grown considerably.

*-*
[Unknown Sprout.]
- The ■■ are desperately searching for this sprout. It is currently growing rapidly after receiving sufficient high-quality Divine Power.
*-*

The description had changed too. I found a strange enjoyment in watching the sprout sway from side to side, as if responding whenever I spoke to it or gave it Divine Power.

*I'd like to find out what this is, but...*

I remembered the notice about the shortage of Divine Power holders and restrained myself. With the value of Divine Power-related items increasing in this situation, I couldn't even begin to imagine what kind of ripple effects this sprout, which was clearly related to Divine Power, might cause.

*This is quite troublesome in many ways.*

I just hoped it wouldn't turn out to be some kind of man-eating plant as I shifted my attention to the next item.

A white key.

I sighed as I looked at it. I had wanted to use it right away after obtaining it, but I was intensely investigated about whether I had caused the Dungeon Frenzy, being summoned under the pretext of being a witness or eyewitness.

Thinking that they were useless even in death, I sighed and turned the key in midair.

[Do you want to use the Key of Growth?]

When I nodded, a white door appeared where I had inserted the key, then slowly opened as if inviting me in. Seeing this, I did some light stretching and entered.

*

Upon entering the Room of Trials, a message appeared.

*-*
[The promotion test begins.]
- Reach the destination.

* If you die during the test, you will revive at the starting point.
* Time flows very slowly here.
* If you give up midway, you will never be able to level up again.
*-*

The fact that I could revive without any penalty if I died probably meant there would be many deaths. Wondering what kind of trial awaited me that warranted such a warning, I looked ahead with anxious eyes and saw some truly mind-boggling obstacles.

*...Wow, it's like they've gathered every trap in existence.*

I let out a hollow laugh seeing the incredibly cruel traps lined up, making me wonder if it was even possible for a person to get through them and reach the destination. This was too extreme.

*Still, I have no choice but to try.*

I calmed myself and ran forward.

The first trap I encountered was what would be called a "jump map" in games—vertical trees that I had to step on to move forward. This alone would have been manageable, but countless sharp wooden spikes covering the ground below made it clear that falling meant certain doom.

*That's going to hurt.*

Even with my tolerance for pain, that would be extremely painful. So I decided to try to proceed without falling, stepping on the trees to move forward.

It was more doable than I expected. The abilities I had gained so far had given me superhuman physical senses, so stepping on the trees themselves wasn't difficult. However...

Whoooosh!

Strong winds blowing from the sides occasionally, and...

Whisk! Whick! Whiiisk!

Arrows flying from somewhere kept creating variables that insanely interfered with my progress, making each step forward an enormous burden.

*Damn it...*

But I couldn't afford to give up, so I tried to calm myself as I attempted to climb onto the next tree. Suddenly, hundreds of arrows rained down on me, and I knew I was screwed.

*Shit.*

In that moment, I felt sharp metal objects piercing my entire body, lost my balance, and fell to the ground.

[You have died.]
[Reviving at the starting point.]
(Death count: 1)

The terrible sensation of my body being reconstructed. Having experienced death before, I could somehow endure it, but that didn't make the pain and sensation go away, causing my whole body to tremble.

*Damn it.*

If they're going to summon me back, they could just do it without that sensation. Why include such a terrible feeling? Thinking it was truly sadistic, I calmed myself and ran toward the trees again.

*

[You have died.]
[Reviving at the starting point.]
(Death count: 5)

Having died repeatedly at the same spot, I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. I had tried everything possible to dodge hundreds of arrows at once, but it was impossible.

"Damn it. This is really fucking awful."

Shouldn't they at least make it possible to avoid? And what kind of design makes the very first trap this difficult?

As I was grinding my teeth, feeling aggrieved and my whole body aching, a message appeared before my eyes.

[You have acquired the skill: Lowest-grade Tough Skin (Lv: 1)!]
- Increases health and defense.

[Your abilities have increased!]

*Skill acquisition... and ability increase?*

Seeing this, I felt energy returning to me, and I could feel the corners of my mouth turning up. This seemed like an opportunity for incredible growth.

*Moreover.*

* While you are here, time in reality flows very slowly.

No matter how long I stayed here, time in reality would flow very slowly.

*This means I can increase my abilities without any interference.*

Realizing this fact, I clenched my fist and smiled broadly.

Ch.21 - Promotion Exam 2
I once saw an interview like this:

"Through systematic and efficient training, we're developing our athletes into the world's best."

Minimum training for maximum growth. Drawn to these impressive-sounding words, I made them my motto when I was young.

*But now I'm doing exactly the opposite.*

Forget systems and efficiency. I'm just wildly swinging divine power as I charge forward. When arrows come flying, I either deflect them or dodge, falling countless times in the process.

*I think I'm even more reckless than a green muscle monster or a troll.*

I've been training with such complete disregard for my own safety that even the undead, who supposedly fear nothing, would back away in horror saying, "This is a bit much..."

*Of course, I have my reasons.*

First, I'm deliberately dying to develop tougher skin and greater stamina. Second, since I return to my original state no matter how many times I die or get injured here, I can engage in extreme training that would be impossible anywhere else.

Lucia would probably grab me by the collar and give me a serious scolding if she heard that second reason. But thinking she's not here so it's fine, I throw myself forward once again.

(Death Count: 21)

Though my body might be resilient, I could feel my mental state deteriorating rapidly. No matter how much pain I could endure, the sensation of my entire body reconstructing itself after death was absolutely unbearable.

*But still.*

Compared to the humiliation, disgrace, and pain I'd experienced before, this was not only bearable but something I could accept with a smile. There's an enormous difference between being forced to endure something and choosing it yourself.

*Above all...!*

[Lowest-grade Tough Skin level has increased!]

When skills and abilities rise so quickly with each painful experience, how could I possibly stop? Of course I have to continue!

Whoosh!

That's not to say I was deliberately getting hit by arrows or falling off cliffs. Besides abilities and skills, I needed to gain combat sense and crisis management skills. So I kept struggling on the treetops until I inevitably fell.

(Death Count: 22)

"Damn it. This is fucking awful..."

I got up, enduring the twisting sensation in my body. The training was far from over.

* * *

(Death Count: 31)

My unrealistic talent showed me the direction to go, and my life-risking training allowed me to progress at the fastest possible speed. Now I could dodge arrows and cross logs without much difficulty.

*But that's literally all I can do, nothing more, nothing less.*

To be honest, I was barely managing to dodge, which was far from satisfactory. This only allowed me to run away—I couldn't even counterattack.

*So at the very least...*

Shouldn't I be able to not only dodge arrows but also catch and return them? So instead of moving forward, I decided to repeat this trap until I could perfectly accomplish this, trying hard to catch the arrows.

(Death Count: 37)

I somehow managed to catch the arrows, but throwing them back was another matter entirely. When I caught an arrow and tried to throw it back in the direction it came from, my form was terribly awkward, and everything fell apart. I probably couldn't maintain my balance because my throwing posture was wrong. Making this assessment, I tried to think of the most efficient throwing stance.

(Death Count: 56)

I succeeded in catching arrows and throwing them back to hit "something," but those "somethings" seemed to realize I could counterattack and began to dodge.

*I need to make the flow of catching and throwing more natural.*

Or find a better approach than just catching and returning arrows. I decided to consider what else might work and experiment.

(Death Count: 63)

Through my experiments, I discovered a parrying system. After deflecting arrows in various ways, I found three types of parrying:

The first was simply deflecting or redirecting attacks.
The second was deflecting while simultaneously shocking the opponent to stun them.
The last was completely reflecting the opponent's attack back at them.

Having discovered these techniques, I continued forward to practice them.

(Death Count: 77)
(Death Count: 89)
:
:
(Death Count: 121)

Death is something you become numb to. I hesitated briefly when I realized I no longer had any reluctance about dying. I thought my mental state wasn't being significantly damaged, but strange symptoms were gradually appearing.

I considered worrying about this but shook my head and dismissed the thought.

*I'm still fine for now.*

Whether due to the system's influence or something else, my mental state remained "functional enough not to be a problem." So I decided to focus on the arrows flying toward me rather than worry about my mental condition. When I first saw them, I was overwhelmed by the rain of arrows, but now...

[Parrying successful!]

I reached the level where I could calmly catch incoming arrows and deflect them. Of course, this wasn't enough, so I took it a step further and became able to shoot them back with precision.

*But it's still not enough.*

I felt unsatisfied because I hadn't yet reached the level where I could catch fired arrows and use their momentum to send them back. So I resolved to continue training until I could achieve this goal, deciding to repeat dying until it became possible.

* * *

(Death Count: 200)

When I reached 200 deaths, I decided to end the training, judging there was nothing more to gain here.

*That took a while.*

My hunger had reached such an extreme that I couldn't even feel it anymore, and I let out a hollow laugh. I had no idea how much time had passed, but it was certainly a lot. Now it was time to move on to the next stage, so I quickly moved forward.

Just like before, numerous arrows flew at me. I caught the first arrow and used its momentum to send it back, letting out an exclamation of admiration. Even though I did it myself, it was impressive.

*That's it, that's what I wanted.*

Yes, this is what I kept dying for. I continued to admire myself as I used the arrows to hit those who were shooting at me. I heard screams in the distance as I broke through.

*Arrived.*

After 200 deaths, I finally passed the first gate. It was a long journey, but what I gained was not insignificant.

*No, it wasn't just "not insignificant"—it was excessive.*

I decided to take stock of what I'd gained after clearing the trial room, focusing first on completing the challenge.

*Let's see... the next one is also a trap.*

Though it was a different kind of trap from before, in the end, they were just traps, nothing more and nothing less. I broke through them all quickly with a sneer, rushing to the next destination.

*I could probably do this blindfolded at this point.*

Even though these were traps I was seeing for the first time, why were their trajectories so obvious? I easily avoided the blatantly incoming attacks.

After that, I continued forward, avoiding countless traps. There were many types, making me think "Even this?" many times. But traps are just traps, so I easily deflected them and reached the final destination.

*This must be the end.*

I raised the corner of my mouth as I saw numerous wooden soldiers making bizarre movements and staring at me in the plaza. I had been missing proper combat, and these wooden soldiers were coming to satisfy that desire.

*Let's see.*

I spotted weapons on the ground that the wooden soldiers hadn't picked up yet, finding one similar to the sword I usually used. I quickly went over and grabbed it.

The familiar sensation of it fitting perfectly in my hand. I loosened my shoulders and looked at the wooden soldiers who were staring at me with murderous intent.

Unlike when facing Erie's group, these were enemies without emotions, so tricks like intimidation or provocative displays wouldn't work to overwhelm them. But even knowing I couldn't use such tricks, I wasn't worried at all.

*Actually...*

I narrowed my eyes as I noticed my divine power flowing out much more purely than before.

*I'm confident I can win even more one-sidedly than before.*

The current me would be embarrassed to compare myself to how I was before.

Others might think this is arrogant, but I had earned the right to say such things. Looking at the results alone, I had grown enough to make such claims without hesitation.

I easily defeated all the wooden soldiers and folded my arms. The final stage was easier than I had expected. As I was thinking this, a message appeared:

*-*
[Congratulations! You have cleared the Trial Room!]
[Open the white door ahead and exit to receive a "level up" appropriate to your caliber!]
*-*

Don't they usually give rewards immediately after clearing? But I have to go outside the room to receive it? Realizing there must be something to this, I smiled and said:

"Yeah, no thanks. I'm going to level up my sword skills first."

With those words, I picked up a wooden sword behind me and walked past the door in front to see what was there. It looked empty, but I could see something wobbling in one corner.

*Aren't those the things that were shooting arrows at me?*

Recalling those "somethings" whose exact form I couldn't determine, I slowly approached. Perhaps there was an even better reward waiting there than a level up.

Ch.22 - This Time, It's From My Side.
I approached the pulsating area and slashed it with my sword.
Like cutting open the back of a sack filled with countless captured animals.
Something invisible poured out in abundance.

*I'm not sure if "pouring out" is the right expression.*

Since I couldn't see it clearly, I wasn't sure if "pouring out" was accurate. But something blurry continued to flow outward with enough undulation to warrant such a description.
Watching this, I stabbed it once with my sword.

Squelch.

It felt like stabbing a sword into a tree.
I brightened up as I felt the same dry sensation I had when cutting down the wooden soldiers earlier. Though I didn't know what this thing was, the fact that it provided tactile feedback meant it was perfect for leveling up my sword skills and sword energy techniques.

*Perfect timing. I was wondering if I should summon wooden soldiers after dying, but now I won't need to.*

As I continued stabbing it to raise my skills as much as possible, something distorted from above, and countless wooden dolls came pouring down.

*Wooden dolls?*

So stabbing this thing makes wooden dolls pour out?
I thought this was actually good and loosened my shoulders again. Honestly, it was more fun to cut down things that actually moved than to stab something that just sat there motionless.

*Besides, receiving attacks is how sword skills improve.*

Thinking I couldn't have found a better place, I drew upon my Divine Power, infused it into my sword energy, and swung at the wooden dolls charging toward me.

* * *

After summoning about 300 wooden dolls, nothing more came out, as if there was nothing left to release.

*It's a shame, but my stats and sword skill levels are barely increasing anymore.*

It was about time to leave this place.
I decided to end my lengthy training here and checked the abilities and skills I had gained so far.

*-*
Jung Hyun [Level: 1]

[Stats]
Strength: 49 Agility: 47 Vitality: 56 Mana: 6 Divine Power: ???

*-*
[Traits]
1. (Unrealistic Genius)
2. (Unrealistic Luck)

[Skills]
1. Advanced Swordsmanship Lv:9
2. Advanced Sword Energy Lv:8
3. Superior Tough Skin Lv:3
*-*

All my stats except Mana had at least doubled.
The most notable was Vitality. Perhaps due to countless deaths and injuries, it had risen to an abnormally high level compared to other stats.

*This alone is quite satisfying, but...*

That wasn't all I gained here.
I smiled as I looked at the skills I should pay attention to next.

*Unfortunately, I couldn't acquire any new skills after getting Tough Skin, but...*

I was able to significantly raise the levels of my existing skills.
Especially with Tough Skin now at level 3, I probably wouldn't die immediately even if I fell into the middle of a trap. In most battles, I'd likely only suffer minor injuries.

*I feel like I'm becoming more of a troll than a warrior, but...*

What could I do? To maximize what I had, this was inevitable.
Shaking off the distracting thoughts filling my head, I fell into contemplation. Though I had clearly become stronger than before entering, I couldn't tell exactly how much stronger I'd become.

After pondering briefly, I reached a simple conclusion.
Strength is relative, so if I couldn't tell, I should go compare it.

*Regina, was it? Anyway, I should go after that bastard.*

Previously, they had come after me.
This time, it would be right for me to go after them.

Having made this decision, I ended my long training and stepped outside.

* * *

[Congratulations! You have leveled up!]
[Based on your performance in the Room of Trials, a new trait has manifested!]

[Blood-Soaked Berserker]

Since no further explanation was provided, it seemed I was meant to figure out exactly what this trait did on my own.
But I could guess what it was just from the name.

*Seems like something that makes me stronger in battle but gradually makes me lose my sanity.*

I sighed, unable to even imagine what I might become when I reached the end point.

*That aside, the reward is less than I expected.*

While a rare trait wasn't a bad reward, it wasn't enough to change my "caliber" as promised... Wait, maybe that talk about changing caliber after completing an impossibly difficult test was just wordplay?
Perhaps it was. As I was realizing this was some kind of pun, a crisis suddenly struck.

*...Shit.*

Hunger and thirst accumulated from not eating or drinking for a long time enveloped my entire body.
It seemed that inside the room, the system had prevented excessive hunger and thirst to allow me to endure, but out here, there was no such protection, and the backlash was hitting me.

*Damn... seriously.*

As I was losing consciousness, thinking this world had nothing but awful things, someone knocked on the door.

"Jung Hyun, are you in there?"

Hearing Lucia's voice after such a long time, I called out to her with a dying voice.

"...Save me..."

At those words, Lucia opened the door in alarm and looked at me.
Seeing my state—naked, covered in blood, and filthy from not washing for a long time—she was horrified.

"...Oh my goddess."

Lucia looked at me with an expression like she might faint, then rushed over and said urgently.

"Are you alright? No, that's not it... first, healing!"

As I received the healing flowing into me, I shook my head.
That wasn't what was important right now.
Feeling the warm energy entering my body, I squeezed out the words.

"...Hungry."

At that single statement, Lucia looked at me like I was truly insane, then tightly closed her eyes.

* * *

Though nothing could be done about my lengthened hair, after washing up and putting on my uniform, I at least looked human again.
Lucia handed me food and exclaimed.

"Seriously! What on earth were you doing for a week?!"

It seemed a week had passed in the real world.
Thinking it fortunate that not too much time had passed, I stuffed food into my mouth, then suddenly realized something chilling and spoke with my mouth full.

"Wha' 'bout 'ttendance?" (What about attendance?)

Despite my unintelligible speech, Lucia surprisingly understood immediately and answered.

"It's fine. After the Dungeon Frenzy Potion incident, many instructors have been replaced, so they're not even properly taking attendance, let alone conducting classes."

The aftermath seemed more severe than I thought.
Well, it was only natural—when everyone from instructors to the principal had been replaced, it would be strange if the Academy were running normally.
Nodding, I continued stuffing food into my mouth, and Lucia placed drinks and soup beside me while starting to nag.

"You'll get indigestion, so don't just swallow. Chew thoroughly."

I nodded, and Lucia sighed deeply.

"You're good at responding, at least..."

Seeing Lucia behaving like her usual self, I felt relieved and fell into thought.

*Before entering the Room of Trials, she was holed up in the dormitory and I was worried about her.*

Whether she had overcome it or was still enduring, I wasn't sure.
But it was reassuring to see her usual self.

*A downcast look doesn't suit Lucia anyway.*

As I was thinking I'd like her to stay bright like that, Lucia stared at me and asked in a somewhat serious voice.

"...Are you really okay after what happened?"

By "what happened," she must have meant me killing Erie and her group.

*While I can't say it had no effect on me as a human...*

If she was asking whether it had a significant impact on me, well...
Perhaps because I had already experienced too much, honestly, it didn't bother me much.
When I nodded indifferently, Lucia smiled awkwardly and said.

"You're amazing, Jung Hyun. I... keep thinking about it... No, never mind. Don't worry about it. I'm sorry."

Her reaction was normal, and mine was abnormal.
I just looked at her silently to indicate it was okay.
Lucia closed her eyes tightly, assumed a posture as if praying, and said quietly.

"It's just... everything feels like it's gone wrong, so I ended up being childish without realizing it."

To that, I swallowed all the food in my mouth and replied.

"Feel free to be. I won't deny that much to someone who's willing to share my burden."
"...Yes."
"By the way, didn't we agree to speak casually before? Why the formal speech?"
"What? Me? When did I?"

Didn't she speak casually when I thrust my sword into Erie's chest?
But since mentioning this might bring up unpleasant memories, I decided to keep quiet.

* * *

As I inhaled an enormous amount of food like a vacuum, Lucia spoke to me as if disgusted.

"...You really eat a lot. It's good to see, though."

Honestly, even I thought it was excessive, but what could I do?
No matter how much I ate and drank, my hunger and thirst wouldn't disappear.
So I had no choice but to continue eating, when Lucia brought up a new topic.

"By the way, Jung Hyun. Have you heard? The rumor that Bishop Rea is temporarily returning to the Church."
"The Bishop?"
"Yes. I don't know the exact reason, but according to Miria, she seemed to be in a very good mood."

I felt annoyed hearing that bitch Rea was in a good mood, but it was somewhat good news that I wouldn't have to be on edge because of her at the Academy.

*I don't know what she's plotting, but...*

Resolving to destroy it all, I put down my fork.

"Are you finished?"

I patted my protruding belly and said to Lucia.

"Can you help me?"
"What? Are you going to do that training again? Absolutely not! As I've repeatedly said, fatigue accumulates, so you should stop such training...!"
"No, not for me. I need to treat others."

At the mention of others, not myself, Lucia blinked and replied.

"Huh?"

At her dumbfounded response, I smiled slightly and said.

"Regina. I'm going to go after that bastard. So I need your help."

At those words, Lucia stared at me with her mouth hanging open.

Ch.23 - Yeah, You're Fucked.
Having exceptional bloodline doesn't necessarily guarantee superior talent.
But those with good bloodlines are more likely to possess great talent.
With this principle in mind, the Ashris club had managed to become the second most influential club in the Academy, but...

[Academy. Its status plummeting endlessly after the Mana Frenzy incident.]

The influence they wielded had become virtually meaningless, as the Academy they belonged to was in a state of continuous decline.

*Even though there are no substitutes or competitors, they'll eventually regain their status over time.*

But that wasn't important to Regina.
Even if the Academy regained its former glory in the distant future.
Their generation would still be labeled as the "cursed generation," receiving more pity than respect.

She didn't need to think hard to know how much this would diminish her value, causing her recurring headaches.

*If only Erie had done her job properly...*

The original plan was for Erie to trigger the Dungeon Frenzy, eliminate Jung Hyun, and then pin all the blame on him while calming the dungeon.

But the opposite happened.
Not only did Erie end up dead, but more first-year students died than expected, and somehow Jung Hyun was portrayed as the one who resolved everything.

It was the worst possible outcome she could have imagined, and she desperately wanted to overcome this situation as quickly as possible.
But there was nothing she could do immediately.
The Academy's status wasn't built by a single student, but by the path the Academy had walked.

"Relax your expression. You look too tense."

Regina nodded, deliberately relaxing her face at Hilton's casual advice.

"Yes, I should relax... So how are the preparations coming along?"
"They're going well—better than well. It would be strange if we couldn't kill him with all this preparation, so don't worry."
"...Good. That's a relief."

She rubbed her tired eyes and sighed, fatigue evident on her face.
She wanted nothing more than to kill Jung Hyun right away.
But with all eyes on the situation, carelessly targeting a first-year student would only invite suspicions about using the Dungeon Frenzy Potion, so she had to be patient.

She was determined to kill him after just a little more time passed, just a little.
Then Regina heard the most incomprehensible news of her life.

"...Don't be shocked, but Jung Hyun is heading here right now."
"Here...? You mean the club room?"
"Yeah."

At those words, she clutched her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut, unable to bear the headache.
This was a development she could never have anticipated.

* * * * *

I was heading toward the Ashris club, swinging the sword I had extorted—no, borrowed—from that pig.
There were several reasons why I was going after Regina now, when public attention was focused and everything was in disarray.
Three main reasons stood out:

*Bishop Rea is absent, I have justification, and I have leverage for blackmail.*

That's why this moment was the only opportunity to strike at Regina.
Without hesitation, I headed toward the Ashris club room.
Suddenly remembering something, I turned to Lucia who was following closely behind me and warned her:

"Stay back during the fight, and when it's over, reattach the arms and legs of anyone who loses them."
"...Just so you know, I'm going to lecture you for about ten hours after this."
"Why? They started it first."
"...Well, if it's revenge, I guess it makes sense, but...! Ah, whatever! Go ahead and cut off their limbs and tear them apart!"

Lucia started to argue but then gave up with an "I don't care anymore" attitude, telling me to do as I pleased.
Taking her permission, I kicked the club room door hard.

CRASH!

Breaking wood was something I'd done countless times before.
With one kick, I easily shattered the door and calmly asked:

"Where's Regina?"

At those words, about a dozen second-year students looked at me, gripping their weapons.
Their expressions were filled with killing intent.
If not for their fancy uniforms and furniture, this place would have looked more like a gangster's office than a club room, with all the murderous aura leaking out.
But for someone like me who had experienced death several times, their killing intent was merely amusing.

"I asked where she is. Why aren't you answering?"

As I, a first-year commoner currently causing trouble, provoked them with my casual attitude, one of them couldn't hold back and approached me.

"You bastard! Do you know where you are?!"

He was like an upgraded version of the pig guy.
Not only was his build massive, but the mana he emitted was incomparably larger.

*And whatever his identity is...*

Judging by how the others watching nearby seemed relieved when this muscular pig-like guy stepped forward, he was likely one of the strongest members in this club.

*That means how overwhelmingly I defeat him will determine how much fear I can instill from the start.*

Deciding a rough approach would be best, I swung my fist without hesitation as soon as he got close, delivering a powerful blow to his side.

BANG!

It wasn't just the sound of flesh meeting fist.
With a sound like air exploding, his body crumpled and collapsed.
Looking at his pathetically fallen form, I grabbed him by the hair and lifted his head while speaking:

"I think you all probably know this already. Do you know how your friend died?"

At those words, the second-years glared at me with expressions full of rage.
As if to reward their stares, I repeatedly stabbed my sword into his shoulder while speaking:

"Like this."

THUNK!

"Over and over."

THUNK!

"I stabbed her until she died. What do you think?"

Finally, I stabbed the other shoulder.
The muscular pig screamed and thrashed in agony.
Seeing this, I wanted to stab him in the neck but restrained myself.

*I really want to kill him, but not yet.*

If I killed him now, I'd likely be blamed for everything and end up in trouble myself.
For now, I decided to just instill fear in them.
I deliberately stabbed him with my sword for them all to see.

"AAAAGH! URGH! Stop... STOOOP!"

Despite the screams echoing around, I didn't stop stabbing him.
When it seemed like he might actually die, I threw him to Lucia and said:

"Please heal him."

Looking at the pig-like guy who resembled a byproduct of an experiment on how many holes a human body can have, Lucia frowned and shouted at me:

"...It might be better to just cut off his limbs!"

At those words, I replied "I'll consider it" while looking at the nine cowering students.
Despite being second-years from powerful families, which had given me some expectations, they showed no difference from Erie's group, which was somewhat disappointing.
Deciding they weren't worth any more attention, I was about to cut off one arm and leg from each when someone shouted and opened an inner curtain:

"Wow, I knew you were crazy, but you're even crazier than I thought!"

A male voice, grinding his teeth.
Looking toward the source, I saw a rather skinny man emerging from the back room, laughing as if amused.
He pointed at me while laughing:

"Who are you? Why are you so entertaining?"

Hearing this, I felt something strange.
It wasn't that I genuinely felt that way, but rather it seemed like he was deliberately trying to draw attention.
While I was puzzled by this behavior, mana suddenly gathered beside me, and ice arrows flew toward me.

*So predictable.*

They seemed to be trying to trap me using their brains, but the trap was so obvious that falling for it would be strange.
Realizing these people might have good talent but were weak in actual combat, I quickly deflected the ice arrows with my sword. Suddenly, I sensed stronger mana in front of me and saw a large fireball forming.

"Die, you bastard!"

Apparently, the ice arrows from the side were just a diversion.
Noticing this, I cut through the fireball with my sword and moved forward.
This time, the students who had been trembling in fear gritted their teeth with determined expressions and simultaneously thrust their weapons with blade aura at me.

I spun around, deflecting all the swords aimed at me.
Then I chopped off the wrist of the nearest person with my sword.

"KYAAAAH!"

Ignoring the screams echoing around, I lightly stabbed the side of the person next to me.
Then I quickly drove my sword into their shoulder and knocked them to the ground.

"AAAAGH! Damn... you... crazy... bastard!"

Experiencing tremendous pain, they screamed and cursed.
I stabbed them again as a protest against the noise.

Though they didn't completely quiet down, they seemed to learn that I would stab them whenever they made noise.
With their only remaining functional hand, they trembled and covered their mouth.

"Urrrgh... ugh."

It was still noisy, but I didn't have time to focus on them, so I quickly began cutting down the others one by one.

"...You crazy monster."

One of them looked at me and uttered what could be considered the highest praise a person can give.
Recognizing him as the one who had tried to provoke me earlier, I slowly approached him.
He shouted at me in a somewhat desperate manner:

"Damn it! Do you think you'll get away with this?!"

I chuckled at his words and replied:

"What did I do?"
"What did you do?! You came here for no reason and...!"

I interrupted him mid-sentence:

"No reason? I have plenty of reasons."
"...What?"

Seeing his confused expression, I recited the justification I had mentioned earlier:

"Two second-year students, members of the Ashris club, were in the maze dungeon that should have only had first-years. That means you guys were behind the Dungeon Frenzy, right?"

Whether they actually did it wasn't really important.
What mattered was the fact that second-years were in the first-year maze dungeon, they were Ashris club members, and they had conveniently disappeared.

*So it's not about confirming whether these guys actually did it.*

What was important was planting suspicion that could pin everything on them.
So I smiled brightly and told them my purpose for coming here:

"So I came here for revenge, and you all drew weapons to silence me. Isn't that right?"

At those words, he swallowed hard.

Ch.24 - Conversation (Physics)
Hilton let out a sigh after hearing Jung Hyun's sophistry.
There was barely any truth in what he said.
The problem was that to outsiders unrelated to the situation, it sounded quite plausible.

*Would it make more sense that second-year students, especially members of the Ashris club who've officially started their activities, were bullying first-years? Or that a first-year was bullying over a dozen second-years? The answer is obvious without saying it.*

And if that wasn't enough.
The current situation had gone beyond sympathy for the first-years who survived the Dungeon Frenzy—they were practically being revered.
In such circumstances, what would happen if rumors spread that second-years were bullying first-years?

*Even if they can't be held directly responsible because of their backgrounds, rumors will certainly spread.*

Something like: "There must be a reason why the second-year Ashris club members are bullying the first-year who destroyed the dungeon core."
That was probably what this guy was aiming for.

*I'm cornered.*

From the beginning, everything was based on a wrong assumption.
All his plans were made assuming Jung Hyun was weaker than them.
Hilton bit his lip hard as he realized he had been played by Jung Hyun from start to finish.

*That bastard...*

How dare he toy with us?
This must be avenged...

Before he could finish his thought, a sword moved too fast to see pierced through his shoulder.
As his eyes widened from pain unlike anything he'd ever experienced, Jung Hyun spoke to him with an expressionless face.

"Where is Regina?"
"...Urgh. W-what?"
"I asked where Regina is... Never mind. You wouldn't tell me anyway, right?"
"Just a moment... AAAAGH!"

He made his own conclusion.
Then he thrust the sword into Hilton's forearm, causing more pain.
Looking at Hilton writhing on the ground, he clicked his tongue and said:

"I haven't even stabbed the really painful spots yet, and you're already crying out?"
"You fucking... bastard."
"I've learned quite a bit about which parts hurt most when stabbed or crushed."

Hilton frowned as he listened to these incomprehensible words.
He couldn't understand a single thing the other was saying.

"So let's experiment a bit. See if what I've learned is correct."

With those words, the sword was next plunged into his thigh.
As excruciating pain twisted through his entire body, helplessness and fear enveloped him.
He tried to endure by spewing every curse he knew.

"Urgh! You fucking bastard!"

But the fear from pure violence wouldn't disappear no matter how many curses he shouted.
As he felt his mind going blank and his hands trembling uncontrollably,
Jung Hyun, watching this, showed no concern and stabbed the sword into his other thigh.

"...Urgh."

Now he couldn't even scream, only fear welled up.
As he rolled on the ground in an unsightly manner, trembling from the pain dominating his mind,
Jung Hyun looked at him as if something wasn't right.

"This shouldn't be the reaction..."

What kind of reaction was he expecting?
Thinking that even a murderer wouldn't act like this, he just panted and shed tears.
Then, from behind, a voice of salvation was heard.

"You... think you can handle this?"

It was Regina.

* * * * *

I was contemplating how to instill fear in this nameless guy in front of me when
a calm, elegant voice came from ahead.

"You... think you can handle this?"

Looking forward, I saw an expressionless woman approaching with a sword in hand.

*Judging by the atmosphere, that must be Regina.*

As soon as she arrived, not only did the face of the guy I was torturing brighten,
but even those sprawled nearby began to stir and try to get up.
Of course, I couldn't allow that, so I thrust my sword into the one in front of me again to interrupt the flow and said:

"Asking if I can handle taking out the trash? You have quite a unique worldview."

As soon as the word "trash" left my mouth,
something seemed to touch Regina's sore spot, and her expression twisted terribly.
Seeing this, I thought I'd discovered something good, so I shook the blood off my sword and stood up.

Regina drew her sword in response and taunted me:

"To think they'd be bitten by a dog who can't tell if he's a dog or a tiger. I've lived long enough to see everything."

Having heard too many sneers throughout my life, this was just like an everyday greeting to me.
So I could answer with a smile:

"It's only natural for a dog to bite trash, isn't it?"
"..."

At those words, Regina bit down so hard that I could hear her teeth grinding from here.
I was satisfied watching Regina's expression as she tried to pretend she was fine, unbothered.
But soon I grew bored, so I pushed divine power into my sword and said:

"What are you waiting for? Come at me."

My provocative tone worked.
Regina silently manifested sword energy and charged at me.

Originally, the Sword Department could never match the Magic Department in terms of mana quantity and quality.
But perhaps because she was from Erzate, one of the three great families specializing in swordsmanship,
she swung her sword at me while displaying overwhelming mana that surpassed all magic students I'd seen so far.

*It seems the title of Academy's number two isn't just for show.*

Not only did she have enough mana to devour magic department students,
but with the swordsmanship and talent unique to a sword family,
there would have been few in her age group who could defeat her.

*Even if there were any,*

They probably couldn't clash due to social status.
That's why her sword was arrogant, always using a haughty fighting style that assumed superiority over opponents.
I watched the numerous sword energy blades coming at me and lightly swung my sword to deflect them.

Regina showed signs of bewilderment as her attacks disappeared so easily.
She probably didn't even know someone could nullify her sword energy like this.
Seeing that face, I quickly approached her and punched her in the lower abdomen.

Bang!

Again, something burst with a sound, and Regina's body floated up.
But she seemed to be enduring, befitting a second-year from a sword family, so this time I used my elbow to strike her face.

"Kyaaah!"

With a smack, I felt a definite impact on my elbow.
I was impressed that Regina had managed to protect her face by drawing up mana even in that situation.
I picked up my sword and approached the fallen Regina.

"...Haa."

She wiped her blood-covered face with the back of her hand.
Then she stood up, holding her trembling legs, and spoke to me with a ghastly smile:

"...Just wait. After this is over, you'll... huk... regret this for the rest of your life."

Usually, after being beaten like this, people would show signs of submission regardless of their true feelings.
But far from it, she was becoming more defiant and taunting me.
Finding this quite interesting, I quickly thrust my sword into her shoulder.

Squelch!

The sensation of tearing through flesh traveled through my fingertips.
Feeling this, I drove the sword deeper and said:

"Then you won't regret this after it's over, senior. Because you're going to die now anyway."

Then I kicked her leg to break her balance and laid her on the ground.
I wanted to stab her heart, but decided to save that for another time and just give a simple greeting today.

*What I need now is someone to take all the blame and be sacrificed.*

So focusing on instilling fear rather than killing, I stabbed my sword into Regina's forearm and said:

"Lucia, help me here."
"...With what?"

When I called Lucia, she approached me with an uneasy expression.
I asked her one thing I was curious about.

"If someone heals with a sword still embedded, will the flesh grow around it?"
"......"

At this cruel question, Lucia grabbed her head as if getting a headache.
Then she nodded and answered:

"Probably?"
"Really? Then let's experiment now."

While we were talking,
Regina suddenly raised her body quickly and
lunged toward Lucia.

She seemed to be trying to grab Lucia as a hostage.
But before she could, I struck Regina's back and knocked her to the ground again.

"Urgh... huk."

Regina could no longer even scream, just writhed on the ground.
Looking at her, I asked Lucia to do what I had mentioned earlier and left the sword embedded.

"Urgh... kuk... urgh. Kill... I'll kill you."

Despite the continuous pain, she still snarled at me with murderous intent.
Seeing this, I asked her as if truly puzzled:

"But weren't you going to kill me anyway, even if I hadn't done this?"

It's disgusting how she's acting like I'm the perpetrator.
Anyone watching would think I'm doing this for no reason.
I stepped on her wrist and said to Regina:

"So, you fucking bitch. Don't try to whitewash yourself by acting pitiful. Just accept that you're the aggressor."

With those words, I stabbed her shoulder again with my sword and said to Lucia:

"Please."
"...Oh really. Only you, Jung Hyun, would use healing magic like this...!"

Despite her complaint, she used healing magic on the wound where the sword was embedded, as I had requested earlier.
Watching the wound heal around the embedded sword, I decided it was time to have a proper "conversation" and lifted Regina's head by her hair.

Ch.25 - Information Acquisition
Regina trembled violently as I held her head in my grip. It was hardly a fitting sight for the Academy's second-in-command. Despite all the values she had built up, they did nothing to lessen her pain, forcing her to submit to violence.

"...What do you want... I'll do anything you say. AAAAGH!"

A proposal I'd heard many times before. Why do people with some power always make such offers? Thinking about how incomprehensible these types were, I moved my sword back and forth as I spoke.

"What I want? Many things."
"T-then first... ugh... the sword..."

At those words, I said "Oh right," and pulled out the sword. Regina stared at me with a face turned deathly pale. Looking at her, I gave a brief answer.

"No, on second thought."

I thrust the sword back in as I spoke.

"We're still negotiating, aren't we? Why would I remove the sword?"
"J-just a moment...! Urrrgh!"

Regina screamed again, realizing she had unintentionally brought more pain upon herself. Watching her writhe in agony and gasp for breath, I said:

"What do I want, you ask."

What I've wanted since falling into this world has always been one thing. Revenge. To inflict the same pain on those who drove me to the brink of death and made me suffer for so long. That was all.

"And can you actually give me what I want?"

My opponents were Bishop Rea, Sword Saint and Second Princess Karina, and Daisy, the first High Elf and Grand Mage. More broadly, the entire kingdom and Church. Regina couldn't handle even one of these, so her asking what I wanted was complete nonsense.

"I think you're misunderstanding something. You people are nothing. Just crippled brats who haven't even grown up yet."
"I-if I use my family's power!"
"That would still be difficult. And can you even mobilize your family in the first place?"

A promising talent. In other words, someone with only potential value but nothing tangible yet. It was laughable that she would talk about mobilizing her family.

"So I'll ask again. What exactly can you offer me?"

I was talking more than usual, unlike myself. Maybe seeing Regina reminded me of Second Princess Karina.

*I feel bad for Regina, but...*

The torture I was about to begin had a bit of personal interest... No, she tried to kill me in the first place, so it doesn't matter. Realizing I didn't even need to feel sorry, I thrust the sword in again.

* * *

The torture didn't last as long as expected because Regina passed out rather quickly. Feeling somewhat disappointed, I spoke to Lucia.

"Finished with the healing?"
"...Yes."

Lucia looked quite exhausted, but I sensed it wasn't from using healing magic repeatedly. Rather, she seemed mentally affected from participating in the torture.

Still, not wanting to show it, she shook her head and tried to calm herself. Looking around with a somewhat worried voice, she asked me:

"But will this be okay? If there's such a commotion, I don't think the Academy will just let it slide..."
"Oh, that's fine. These people won't tell anyone else because of their pride."

And besides the blood-soaked club room, "technically" no one was injured or killed, so they'd probably let it go. I wiped the blood from my sword on Regina's clothes and told Lucia:

"Wait a moment. There's someone I want to take with us."
"T-take someone? If that's the case, wouldn't it be better to just kill them...!"

Isn't that a bit extreme, suggesting I kill them? I shook my head at the thought.

"I'm not taking them for torture. I just have some questions, so don't worry."

At those words, Lucia made a relieved expression and said:

"I thought you were going to keep stabbing them with your sword to raise your stats."

Is Lucia a genius? When I made a face like I'd realized something, Lucia recognized her slip of the tongue and laughed awkwardly.

* * *

Unlike the women's dormitory, the men's dormitory is more accessible to visitors. I don't know why, but considering this world was originally a game, it might be a convenience feature to allow teammates to gather easily. Anyway, I had Lucia, Miria, and an unnamed man in my room.

"...Ugh."

The boy I'd met earlier. He was the one who said something about me being interesting. Normally I would have ignored him, but he seemed knowledgeable enough to be useful, so I brought him along.

*Information is always important.*

Deciding to extract whatever information he had that we didn't, I told Miria:

"If he lies or avoids answering, let me know. A few stabs with the sword will probably get him to answer properly."
"...Ahaha."

Miria laughed awkwardly at my words. When I first met her, I thought she was crazy, but for some reason she gets gentler every time we meet. Of course, that's fine with me. Since it wasn't bad for me, I accepted it and nodded at Miria, signaling her to gather information.

"You're Senior Hilton, right?"

Apparently he was well-known, as Miria immediately recognized him. I rested my chin on my hand and looked at Hilton, who trembled and avoided my gaze.

"...Yes."
"Then I have a few questions..."

Watching the two talk, Lucia shared her impression with me.

"It's like a victims' support group."
"Victims? You and me?"
"No..."

The only victims here would be Lucia and me, right? I couldn't understand what she meant. When I looked at her in genuine confusion, Lucia shook her head and said:

"Never mind. It was my mistake to bring it up."

With nothing else to say, I kept quiet. Lucia, seemingly wanting to change the subject, looked at a nearby flowerpot and asked:

"By the way, what's this?"
"...Ah."

I was startled to see the sprout I had completely forgotten about since the promotion exam. I'd been too busy lately to pay attention to it.

"Wow, you're growing a plant? I'm touched that you still have this sensitive side, Junghyun."

Again with nothing to say, I remained silent. Lucia picked it up and examined it from different angles, then tilted her head and asked me:

"But aren't you watering it? There's no water dish."

At her words, I glanced at the two engaged in serious discussion nearby. They probably couldn't hear us, but I didn't want to create unnecessary complications, so I deflected:

"I'm washing the dish right now, so I removed it."
"...Oh."

Watching Lucia nod, I had a good idea.

*What if I combine my divine power with Lucia's to pour into it? Wouldn't that produce better results?*

Since it required divine power, it seemed quite possible. I decided to ask her about it later when those two were gone, and as I was nodding to myself, Miria called out to me.

"Junghyun."

Hearing that, I drew my sword, causing Miria to panic and shake her head.

"No, no, that's not it."
"Didn't he refuse to talk? Usually people can't talk because of pride or loyalty."

I was surprised he spoke so readily when I expected him to resist at least once. Looking at him questioningly, Hilton avoided my gaze and said:

"...Whether I speak before being stabbed or after being stabbed, I'd end up talking anyway, so I just talked."
"I don't believe you."
"I swear on my family name."

Hearing that, I idly fingered the sword handle. It was a chance to raise my stats, but he was being too cooperative, so the opportunity was lost.

*Maybe Regina will come to rescue Hilton?*

Then I could legitimately beat her up one more time. As I was praying for Regina to burst in, Miria continued:

"From what I've heard and what senior said, it seems most of the new teachers coming to the Academy are likely from within the kingdom."
"...From the kingdom?"
"Yes. You know how all the instructors were replaced recently. The kingdom saw the opportunity and filled all the positions with their own people."

I asked with confusion:

"...Why bother? They must be short on manpower during the war."
"I wonder about that too. Maybe because the Academy is in the rear... it's safe here."

At that, I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. Selfish behavior right to the very end.

*Kingdom people... I don't know who's coming, but one thing's certain—there's a high chance someone who knows my face will arrive.*

In other words, I'd face danger twice: once when receiving an award, and once while attending the Academy. I realized I was in a rather troublesome situation and was lost in thought when Miria dropped the most shocking news she'd heard recently.

"And there's a rumor that the Second Princess will be appointed as the headmaster."
"...You mean Sword Saint Karina?"
"Yes, that's right."

Karina, one of only two Sword Saints in the world. I felt my insides twist at hearing that name and said:

"...The First Princess is enrolled as a second-year student, but the Second Princess becomes headmaster? Does that make any sense?"

Miria sighed and replied:

"Of course it doesn't make sense, but what can we do? The kingdom holds all the power now."

Having sent the headmaster and vice-headmaster to the army, and filled all Academy positions with their own people so no one could oppose them, they were creating ridiculous situations with nonsensical appointments.

*Damn, this is full of things I can't understand.*

In the middle of a war, sending Karina to the rear made no sense. Sending the Second Princess to the Academy when the First Princess was clearly there, knowing conflict would arise, was equally baffling. I couldn't understand why they were so intent on controlling the Academy in the current situation.

At this point, I suddenly realized that the "Church" to which Lucia and Bishop Rea belonged was doing something similar.

Ch.26 - Sacred Power
"The Kingdom and the Church, targeting the Academy at the most critical moment..."

Even in a situation where all resources should be focused on the war, they were inexplicably concentrating on the Academy. The fact that they were doing this as if it were the natural course of action was beyond my comprehension. Seeing them so fixated on each other suggested something was going on, but I couldn't figure out what.

*I still don't have enough information.*

Since I lacked sufficient information to be certain about anything, I decided to observe the situation for now and focus on getting stronger until more information came in.

*Bishop Rea will be returning soon.*

I gritted my teeth and gripped my sword tightly. I had to restrain myself from driving my blade into her neck right then and there.

*So I need to become at least twice as strong as I am now.*

Having resolved to achieve my revenge, I looked at Lucia to find a more efficient way to train. When she noticed my stare, she seemed to sense something ominous and spoke with an uneasy expression.

"...You're not looking at me because you want help with training, are you?"
"......"
"You're not, right?"
"Actually, I am."

At those words, Lucia sighed deeply as if collapsing and sank to the ground.

* * * * *

Regina trembled violently, her blood-covered face in her hands. In just one hour, everything she had built up had crumbled completely. She tried to deny it all with a voice full of disbelief.

"......"

But nothing changed. Unable to believe what had happened, she spent a long time frantically denying it, throwing things around, but that changed nothing either.

*This can't be happening... Me? Why me? Why should I end up like this?*

The prestigious club room had been completely destroyed and was now covered in blood. Though cleaning magic and new furniture could restore it to its original state, the humiliation she had suffered would remain forever, following her like a shadow for the rest of her life.

Regina couldn't bear it. As she was sinking deeper into the despair of her own making, her eyes fell on Erie's teacup that had rolled out of the trash. Despite being tossed around amid all the magic, the cup appeared completely undamaged. Looking at it blankly, she had a thought.

*Come to think of it... couldn't I erase such traces by eliminating everyone who knows about them?*

That was it. Value decreases because "someone remembers the problem." If no one remembers, there's no reason for the value to decrease.

As this thought occurred to her, Regina wiped the blood from her face and picked up Erie's fallen teacup.

Despite being dropped and thrown in the trash, the excessively ornate teacup still shone brilliantly. Looking at it, she calmly made her decision.

*Jung Hyun... I have no choice but to eliminate him by any means necessary.*

Only then would everything return to normal. She placed Erie's teacup back in its original spot and pulled out a magical communication device from deep in her drawer. With this, she could summon people from her family.

*Normally, I would never even think of using this.*

But she had no other options. She contacted her personal guard unit, the only ones under her direct authority in the Erzate family.

*Normally, this would be enough, but...*

Having already confirmed his prowess, she said to the captain of her personal guard who had answered her call:

"...Connect me with the execution squad."

She pulled out the Erzate family's most powerful card—beyond her normal authority, but something she could use once as the heir apparent.

* * * * *

After taking Lucia up to the mountains, I fell into contemplation. I needed to decide how to train from now on.

*In the Room of Trials, I could just go all out since I'd revive even if I died.*

But that kind of training was no longer possible. I needed to grow quickly within normal training methods.

*But even so, I don't really have many options.*

My skills had improved to the point where punching trees or stones and manifesting sword energy barely increased my proficiency anymore. I needed a different training method, but I didn't know any other approaches.

*If only I could find a master.*

With that thought, I first went to Mertan, but he said, "As the head instructor, I must take responsibility. I'm afraid it will be difficult from now on."

He had been forced to resign due to the mana frenzy incident.

As I was falling into serious contemplation with seemingly no options left, Lucia offered an unexpected solution.

"What about training your divine power?"
"...Divine power?"
"Yes. Your divine power is already so vast and powerful that it's a formidable weapon on its own, but if you use it 'properly' instead of haphazardly like now, its power could be multiplied."

At her words, I silently looked at my hands. Indeed, as Lucia said, I had always just poured out divine power rather than using it properly.

*Though even using it that way, my divine power has never been depleted or weakened.*

But if I were to face even stronger enemies in the future, the advantages I currently possessed might disappear. I needed to prepare for that.

"So I'll teach you how to control and use divine power. Since I specialize in healing, I don't know much about combat applications, but I can teach you the basics, so don't worry."

When I nodded, Lucia held out her hand and said:

"Now, take my hand and I'll show you."

I took her hand, and she smiled brightly.

"I just realized this is what I should have done. Rather than putting you through that ridiculous training, teaching you divine power would have been much better..."

Then she gently pushed divine power into my palm and continued:

"Anyway, please feel the flow of divine power I'm sending. This is the path you should follow from now on."

The path I should follow. Thinking about those words, I slowly concentrated in the direction Lucia was guiding me. I still didn't understand or know anything, so I wasn't even sure if this was the right approach, but for some reason, I felt confident I could do it.

As I closed my eyes and sent my divine power following Lucia's guidance, circulating it throughout my body, she spoke with a somewhat bewildered voice:

"Y-you're doing amazingly well."
"...Really?"
"Yes. If I didn't know you, I would have thought you'd been training for at least a year."

Honestly, even with the praise, I didn't know how impressive it was, so I just stared blankly. Lucia smiled awkwardly and changed the subject.

"By the way, I've never seen such pure divine power before. At this level, it's even more than mine or the Pope's... Oh! That might be blasphemy."

Lucia cleared her throat and said to me:

"Please forget what I just said. The Pope would be furious if he found out."

I nodded silently, and she returned to the main topic:

"Usually, the purer the divine power, the less of it one has... but you're the opposite, which is amazing."
"...Really?"
"Yes. Purity means there are fewer impurities or heterogeneous energies mixed in. To put it another way, it means you've discarded everything unnecessary."

Yet despite discarding all those impurities, I still had an insane amount of divine power, which seemed to astound Lucia.

"It's truly unfair. If you had joined the Church, you might have become the next Pope immediately."
"......"
"But what worries me is that because it's so pure and abundant, if you use it incorrectly, you might not be able to withstand it and could shatter into pieces."
"Really?"
"Yes. Honestly, it's amazing you've survived using divine power in such a crude way until now."

I was about to joke that her words were too harsh, but Lucia's expression was deadly serious. Seeing that, I had no choice but to keep quiet. Lucia stood up, looking determined.

"This won't do. I was hesitant before, but from now on, you'll spend 20 hours a day training your divine power."
"...But I need to grind my stats."
"What stat grinding? You could die at any moment in your current situation!"
"But if I don't grind my stats, I'll lose stat points..."
"Be quiet. This is non-negotiable, no matter what."

I thought about running away, as this seemed to cross a line even for Lucia, but then she said something that immediately dispelled that thought:

"Besides, no matter how hard you work on that stat grinding now, you'll only get a little stronger, not twice as strong, right?"

Since that was true, I nodded, and Lucia triumphantly told me:

"But if you train your divine power, you can become twice as strong in a short time!"
"Twice as strong?"
"Yes. It would normally be impossible, but with your talent, it's definitely possible."

Thinking that investing time in this wouldn't be a bad idea, I took the bait Lucia had thrown.

Ch.27 - Sweet Deal, Isn't It?
This world is distinguished by three types of power.
The first is Mana, the second is Divine Power, and the third is Demonic Energy.

*As everyone knows.*

Mana is a neutral form of power based on natural elemental systems.
Divine Power is a force created from the power of gods, based on light.
Demonic Energy is classified as a power based on darkness, influenced by demon gods.

*This is similar to what appears in other novels or games, so it's not particularly important to explain in detail since it's familiar.*

What's important here is how these three powers grow.

*Mana is a combination of talent and bloodline, Divine Power is purely a matter of talent, and Demonic Energy is purely a matter of bloodline.*

That's why Divine Power is uniquely manifested only in those who are chosen, regardless of whether they're commoners, nobles, or royalty.

"So you'll occasionally see Saintesses or saints appearing among commoners. The reason isn't anything special—it's just because there are more commoners."
"...Is that so?"
"Yes, though it's difficult to say this directly. They usually claim the goddess reached out to commoners to bring salvation to those at the bottom, but that's not really it."

As I smiled awkwardly at her blunt honesty, Lucia glanced at me and continued.

"So being a Saintess isn't particularly special—it's just good luck. It's better not to think they're different or special."
"Right, right."

Knowing that Lucia was a Saintess, I could only nod in agreement.
Lucia didn't seem particularly pleased with my response, but she found it difficult to say anything more and just wore a blank expression while fidgeting with my hand.

"Anyway, in that sense, Jung Hyun, you were born with truly incredible talent."

As I nodded silently, a question suddenly occurred to me.

"Come to think of it, if Divine Power's strength is determined solely by talent, is there any need to practice?"

Lucia shook her head in response.

"If we compare Divine Power to strength, Divine Power is the strength itself, and what I'm teaching you is how to use that strength."
"So if it were a sword, Divine Power would be my stat, and what you're teaching me is swordsmanship?"
"Yes!"

Lucia nodded quickly while playing with my palm.

"So rather than just crudely forcing it out like you're doing now... it's better to channel it more efficiently."

She then guided my Divine Power, making it flow back and forth between her hand and my palm.
It felt like our blood vessels were connected, exchanging blood with each other.
There was a strange discomfort, but the characteristic warmth of Divine Power calmed me and made me accept it.

"Can you feel it? The way you've been using it is like causing an explosion, so most of the power dissipates before reaching your hand."

With those words, Lucia made an enormous yet gentle amount of Divine Power alternate between our palms.
She smiled brightly and continued.

"If you use the proper method like this, you can transfer Divine Power without any loss."

Lucia was right.
The intensity of my Divine Power had been relatively weak compared to the amount I was releasing.

*Of course, I've never been overpowered by anyone.*

But that was only because I was fighting students.
Compared to those I'd seen before my suicide, it wasn't particularly impressive.

*I'm glad I listened to Lucia.*

If I had ignored her and just focused on stat grinding, this issue would have inevitably become a problem.
I mentally thanked Lucia and removed my hand to try the technique she taught me.

"Um... Jung Hyun?"

As I grabbed my sword to try it out, Lucia spoke in a surprised voice.

"It might look easy, but this is as difficult as using sword energy. It usually takes about five years of practice, so don't rush—"

Lucia fell silent as she saw the Divine Power blade I was emitting. Contrary to her expectation that I would fail, I succeeded on my first attempt.

"You succeeded...?"

Looking genuinely surprised, Lucia stared at me.
She clearly hadn't expected me to succeed at all.
Seeing her expression reminded me of Mertan, and I replied.

"It wasn't that difficult."

This was less about my talent and more about the power of my character traits.
I silently thanked my unrealistic genius and asked:

"So what's next?"

At my question, Lucia just blinked with a disgruntled expression.

* * *

In the end, since Lucia wasn't a combat personnel, while she knew efficient Mana usage methods, she didn't know how to apply them in battle.
So I decided to leave Lucia—who had become useless... or rather, had served her purpose?

...No matter how I phrase it, it sounds terrible.
Anyway, I decided to practice alone, leaving Lucia nearby since she couldn't help me anymore.

*I said it wasn't difficult, but it's actually quite challenging to move my body in this state.*

The output itself wasn't hard since I only needed to release it once, but pouring out large amounts of Divine Power was quite a demanding technique.
Currently, rather than maintaining it consistently, my Divine Power was fluctuating between strong and weak.

*If it only works properly when I focus on it, that means I need to make it work continuously without having to focus.*

So I poured all my Divine Power into my sword, thinking I should emit Divine Power all day long.
Lucia exclaimed in shock:

"I knew you had a lot of Divine Power, but... just how much do you have?"

I smiled bitterly at her question.
The reason the kingdom and Church wanted to turn me into a Divine Power bomb was precisely because of my Divine Power reserves.
Though I didn't know exactly how much I had, it was probably enough to kill or severely wound the Demon King in one go.

"This amount... seems more than what I have."
"Really?"
"What do you mean 'really'? If an ordinary priest tried to release even one second—no, even one second—of the Divine Power you're releasing now, they'd struggle!"

Honestly, even with that explanation, it's hard to grasp.
I haven't seen many Divine Power users.

*At most, just Lucia and Bishop Rea.*

As I continued releasing Divine Power, a message appeared.

[Congratulations! You have acquired Inferior Divine Power Efficiency Lv:1!]

Probably a skill similar to Mana Efficiency.
While I was happy about this unexpected gain, the efficiency skill level began to rise rapidly.

[...Inferior Divine Power Efficiency has leveled up!]

After about a dozen such messages, it suddenly jumped to Lower-Intermediate, and then immediately reached Intermediate level.

*What the heck?*

As I was confused by this unprecedented rapid skill leveling, Lucia, who was watching from the side, exclaimed in shock:

"...What on earth did you do for your Divine Power to suddenly..."

Looking at my sword after hearing her, I saw that the black sword energy had transformed into a perfect, pure white color that seemed to absorb all other colors.
After staring blankly for a moment, a hypothesis crossed my mind.

*Could it be because I've been continuously using Divine Power that ordinary priests can only use for about a second?*

That might make sense.
Whatever the reason, the result was so good that I smiled broadly and thought:

*This is awesome!*

It's so sweet it could rot my teeth.
I decided that from now on, I would spend all day pouring Divine Power into the ground, and I told Lucia:

"Thank you."

At those words, Lucia nodded with an uneasy expression, as if sensing something ominous.
After seeing her reaction, I immediately turned to look at a tree.

*If I swing my sword while emitting this much Divine Power, I can level up not only my stats but also my sword skills, sword energy skills, and Divine Power efficiency skills.*

Thinking I had found the most efficient training method possible, I charged toward the tree in front of me.

* * *

In the Great Temple, so dark it seemed devoid of any light, a man pointed his finger at the face of a small goddess statue and spoke.

"Bishop Rea. So you've found a replacement for the new Hero?"
"Yes. I found someone at the Academy whose Divine Power reserves are equal to or greater than the previous Hero's."

Bishop Rea spoke with a voice full of joy, but the man responded without any particular interest.

"...Is that so? Well done."

Rea felt puzzled by his unexpected reaction. In this situation where the tide was turning against them, shouldn't finding a Hero's replacement be cause for celebration?
Why was he responding like this?

She sensed something was wrong, but the gap between their positions was too great for her to question his attitude based on this alone.
She could only silently wait for his response.

"By the way, Bishop Rea, how is the Saintess doing? I heard there was a dungeon frenzy incident... I'm worried she might have been hurt."
"...She wasn't injured."
"Is that so? That's good."

His tone suggested he was asking more out of conversational flow than genuine concern.
This tone made Rea question again: why hadn't the Church taken any action despite knowing about the dungeon frenzy incident?

At this point, Rea could recall one fact she had been trying to deny and ignore:
- The question of why the Church had assigned her, not the Saintess, to the Hero's party in the first place.

As her emotions wavered, unable to resolve this question that had been buried in her heart, the Cardinal who had been watching her indifferently stepped forward and spoke.

"Bishop Rea. Don't try to know too much. It would be better for you to simply think that everything is the will of the goddess."

Rea could only nod in response to his gentle yet ominous whisper, unable to say anything in return.

Ch.28 - What Are You So Worried About?
The next day, when I arrived at school, Miria handed me a notice from the Swordsmanship Department.

"They're canceling the joint exam scores and holding a retest."

At the mention of a retest, I frowned. I was already busy enough with training, and now I had to take another exam? How annoying. Wanting to know more, I asked for an explanation, and Miria said:

"Because of the dungeon frenzy, it was impossible to properly evaluate everyone's performance, so they're starting over from scratch."

Though irritated, I had to agree. When the dungeon frenzy began, the exam essentially stopped. Everyone would have just pressed the rescue request button and waited.

*Come to think of it, there really was no contingency plan.*

Putting first-year students in a maze dungeon made no sense to begin with. If they were going to hold exams in a dungeon, they should have at least monitored it properly. They failed to do even that. And even if I tried my hardest to understand all that, I couldn't comprehend why they hadn't prepared staff who could quickly resolve problems when they arose.

*...At this point, it almost seems deliberate.*

Maybe not the dungeon frenzy specifically, but it feels like someone wanted problems to occur during the joint evaluation exam. These are all just speculations without solid evidence, but I couldn't help being suspicious as it all seemed too convenient.

*Setting that aside, who benefits most from problems occurring during the joint evaluation exam?*

Actually, I don't need to speculate. I just need to think about who already benefited.

*First would be me, and second would be... the kingdom?*

As soon as problems arose, they made a show of sending the principal and vice-principal into exile. Then, as if they'd been waiting for this opportunity, they implemented large-scale personnel changes, filling the Academy with royal loyalists. Though I thought "surely not," it kept seeming more plausible, making me wonder "what if?" Concerned I might be overthinking this, I asked Miria for her opinion.

"...It is suspicious. But there's no evidence."

As she said, while the theory was compelling, there was no concrete evidence to confirm it. We could only suspect, not conclude. I nodded at her words and asked:

"True enough. Anyway, how will they conduct the retest?"
"I heard the new instructors will personally evaluate us through duels."
"...New instructors meaning people from the kingdom?"
"Yes."
"When?"
"In two days?"

I don't know who these people will be, but if even one of them recognizes my face, I'll be in an impossible situation. Feeling the walls closing in around me, I resolved to train even harder.

* * *

In a room that seemed to house masterpieces created once in a lifetime by renowned craftsmen—a place filled with furniture so exquisite it went beyond luxury to inspire awe—First Princess Charlotte looked around expressionlessly, showing no interest. Eventually, as if giving up, she approached a shabby desk in the corner.

A humble desk, oddly out of place and unworthy of its surroundings. One might wonder why such a thing existed in a princess's room. Yet the princess not only didn't mind it but cherished it above all else, gently caressing it.

*When I feel complicated emotions...*

After glancing around the room, she crawled under the humble desk, curled up, and smiled happily.

*This is the best.*

Had her personal attendants seen this, they would have been horrified and tried to stop her. But the First Princess found nothing more comforting. Like a cat, she curled up and closed her eyes.

*How wonderful it would be to live like this forever.*

Then she could forever avoid seeing all those disgusting things. After sighing briefly, she rolled around for a while, perhaps to forget her troubles. Then, looking at the dolls lying inside, she said:

"You guys...! Your sister comes and you just stand there staring? Aren't you coming over?"

She embraced them with a broad smile.

*This is such an embarrassing side of me that I could never show anyone else.*

But if she didn't relieve stress this way, she couldn't maintain her usual composure. She rationalized this behavior as necessary stress relief and smiled broadly.

*Be happy...*

How nice it would be to die like this. While rolling around with such thoughts, she recalled the junior she'd been encountering frequently lately—Jung Hyun.

*He definitely resembles the Hero very closely... no, not just resembles—he's identical.*

Of course, since it was such an old memory, her recollection might be wrong. But as far as she remembered, they were perfectly identical, which left her increasingly bewildered the more she saw him.

*I don't know if he's disguised that way for some reason or if it's purely coincidental.*

If this information reached the kingdom, it would cause quite a stir.

*And I've been hearing rumors about his recent accomplishments too.*

The potential political complications this could cause gave her a headache, making her sigh.

*Why of all things...*

Knowing he had done nothing wrong made her feel a complicated frustration. Since anger with nowhere to go tends to turn inward, she was berating herself as a fool when she suddenly recalled her first encounter with the Hero.

*Well, more like the first time I saw him.*

She pressed her forehead as she remembered the Hero wailing desperately in prison. Despite having seen it long ago, it remained one of the memories that still troubled her.

*I didn't particularly like the Hero, but his wailing in prison was so desperate that for a while, I went to everyone in the court asking them to treat him better.*

"It is the king's order."

Despite her earnest pleas, all her requests were rejected. Eventually, they would chase her away just for approaching the prison, leaving her unable to help no matter what she tried.

*So I had no choice but to share my food portions and ask my nanny to secretly deliver them.*

Most of the time, the guards refused to let it through. Even when the food did make it in, his condition from torture was so severe that her nanny couldn't even speak to him and could only leave the food.

*After repeating this several times, one day I heard he had left on a journey without saying anything.*

The problem was that the journey's end wasn't freedom but death—suicide, to be precise.

*For their own safety, they forced an innocent person to take the blame and sacrifice himself... it was so disgusting, even thinking about it now makes me sick.*

Finding all of this revolting, she realized that all her efforts for this kingdom were meaningless. She abandoned the royal succession battle and headed to the Academy...

*Why did someone who looks like him have to appear...*

She couldn't understand why he was making her recall what she had tried so hard to forget. Feeling complicated, she fidgeted with her dolls trying to calm herself, but couldn't settle down. Finally, she got up and bit her lip.

*When did Karina and the others say they were coming?*

Checking, she saw only two days remained, and she sighed deeply as she crawled out from under the desk. Though she really didn't want to do it, she felt that if she truly did nothing, it would haunt her forever like her previous memories.

*Let me just help this once with my eyes closed.*

Not for his sake... well, actually it was for his sake. Anyway, she resolved to get it over with this one time and then be done with it, sighing deeply.

* * * * *

Two days passed, and on the day of the retest, I sat in the waiting area near the dueling grounds, observing the new instructors who had replaced the previous ones. Since I had no way of knowing who they were, I was puzzled, but Miria seemed to know better as she whispered to me in shock:

"This is insane. These new instructors make the previous ones look like jokes with their credentials."

An assessment mixed with admiration. Honestly, I didn't know what kind of credentials the previous instructors had, so I just nodded silently. Seeing this, Miria continued:

"First, at the front is Marquis Marfe, the 2nd Knight Caption of Fer. I heard he's a genius among geniuses who manifested sword energy at age 15, and he's from the famous swordsmanship family, the Mashe family..."

Miria was explaining something beside me, but honestly, I couldn't understand any of it. Her explanation was excessively long, and most of the names she mentioned were filled with strange terms.

*Besides...*

What good would it do me to remember these guys' names? When the time comes, I'll kill them all anyway.

*If I'm memorizing their names just to teabag their graves... well, that wouldn't be so bad.*

But I don't have that level of grudge against them, so there's no need. I rested my chin on my hand as I observed them.

*So they're knights, huh.**

Knights is the polite term. To describe them directly, they would more accurately be called sword-obsessed maniacs.

*Crazy people who abandon everything and dedicate their lives to the sword.*

Since they're full of people who think that's normal, if I were to face them, it would certainly be tricky.

*At least I can be sure they won't be helpless just because one person dies, unlike with Erie or Regina.*

As I was thinking I needed to train more diligently to improve my skills and stats, Miria suddenly grabbed my sleeve with a very stiff expression.

"What's wrong?"

Wondering why she was pulling my clothes instead of just speaking, I looked at her. Silently, she pointed to a dark corner where light didn't reach.

*What's this about?*

Given her unusual behavior, I silently looked in the direction she pointed and saw an expressionless man who resembled Erie. As I watched him, feeling an ominous presence, Miria muttered in a hushed voice:

"...The Second Archmage Esik. Called the next Grand Magician, a genius who entered central politics immediately after graduating from the Academy, and..."

Miria ended with a short sigh:

"Erie's brother."

Hearing this, I patted Miria's slumped back lightly and said:

"Why so gloomy?"

"...Well."

Perhaps aware of listening ears, she couldn't continue. Looking at Miria, I smiled slightly and whispered:

"What are you so worried about? Erie was killed by Regina, wasn't she?"

At those words, Miria stared at me with a blank expression.

Ch.29 - Reexamination 1
Although I directly stabbed the sword into her chest along with Lucia, wasn't Regina the real culprit behind this whole incident?

*After all, if you think about it, we're just victims of Regina's actions too.*

If Regina hadn't intended it, none of this would have happened...
As I was thinking this, a bitter laugh escaped me.
I knew perfectly well how twisted my own logic was.

*Anyway, that's not what matters right now.*

What's important now is conveying the information to Esik that Regina killed Erie.

*Of course, simply telling him would only create suspicion.*

Instead of verbal communication, I plan to manipulate or hide evidence to guide Esik's thinking in only one direction.

*It won't be easy, but it's doable.*

I silently observed Esik. Despite his expressionless face, his hands were trembling red with emotion. I was certain he wasn't in his right mind.

*Nothing's easier than shaking someone who's desperately trying to maintain their composure.*

People like that always believe they're truly being rational.

*So, I'll scatter the bait little by little.*

The moment Esik swallows even one piece of that bait, I'll trap him in a net he can never escape from.

*That's all well and good, but here's the real problem.*

I sighed as I looked ahead. To be honest, I couldn't remember any of the faces of the people who came this time, but some of them might remember me.

*That's why I want to hide my face if possible.*

But with "excellent grades" being such a vague yet crucial goal, I can't skip the retest or wear a mask in front of everyone. It's frustrating.

*Damn it.*

If I were just overwhelmingly powerful, I wouldn't need to worry about this. I could just kill everyone and do what I needed to do. As things stand, I need to work harder on my stats, I thought as the retest began.

* * *

"For this exam, our new instructors will duel with each student individually to determine scores..."

As I listened to the explanation from the front, Miria remarked admiringly:

"I wondered why they suddenly chose a one-on-one dueling format, but now I see. Through these duels, they want to make everyone aware of the changes and firmly establish the new instructors in our minds. Not bad."

She was saying a lot, but simply put, they were trying to show that the old instructors were trash and the new ones were much better. They wanted to prevent negative opinions about the change while simultaneously sending a message.

*They're advertising how much better things have become.*

It's a signal that the Academy can be revitalized, so don't worry. It was an obvious, even transparent ploy, but it would probably work precisely because it was so direct.

"Using the reduced student numbers to do something like this. I don't know who came up with it, but it's not bad."
"I agree."

The problem is that it's got me by the throat. I sighed as I checked my turn. Two people ahead of me. Soon it would be my turn to face them.

As I was pressing my throbbing head, someone poked my back.

*Is it Lucia?*

Thinking she might have come to cheer me on for the exam, I turned around to find an unexpected person standing there.

*The First Princess?*

Why is the First Princess suddenly here? As I looked at her questioningly, she sighed deeply and placed something in my palm.

*A ring?*

A blue ring made of magic stone. It had no special decorations, but the inherent elegance of the magic stone gave it an obviously high value. I looked at the First Princess with confusion, wondering why she gave me this.

"...What."

The First Princess responded with a somewhat pouty expression. Isn't that what I should be saying? Unable to understand her reaction, I frowned, and she spoke with a complicated expression.

"...It's a facial recognition reduction ring. Once you wear it, people won't be able to clearly recognize your face, so keep it on."

It was exactly what I desperately needed in this situation, but I couldn't understand why she would give it to me. We hadn't parted on good terms the last time we met, and we weren't close enough to exchange such favors.

As I stared at her with confusion, the First Princess looked at me as if she didn't know how to explain, then sighed lightly and said:

"You might not know this, but your face... is quite problematic."

The moment I heard that, I sensed something was going wrong. Apparently, the First Princess misunderstood my expression as confusion about why I needed to hide my face, not about why she was giving me the ring.

"The reason... never mind. Just wear it when you go out there."

Then, with a relieved expression, she turned and left. After watching her go, I showed the ring to Miria and asked:

"Is this really a facial recognition reduction magic ring?"
"......"

At my question, Miria seemed to have a lot to say but ultimately decided against it. She just pressed her lips together and nodded.

"I see."

After hearing that, I called over the pig guy nearby, just to be sure.

"Help me for a moment."

At my request for help, he flinched and looked at me with a fearful expression. I felt somewhat wronged since I hadn't done anything yet, but I didn't have time to argue about it, so I gestured for him to come quickly.

"What is it...?"
"Never mind that, just hold out your hand."

At those words, Zer stepped back with a shocked expression. Unable to understand his reaction, I stared at him silently, and he quickly looked around before saying in horror:

"Are you trying to cut off my arm right now?"

What are you talking about? Why would I cut off your arm? I grabbed his hand and pulled it, not wanting to deal with his nonsense. Zer closed his mouth, his expression completely distorted as if he was enduring pain.

Though I found his behavior ridiculous, I didn't have time to argue, so I quickly put the ring the First Princess had given me on Zer's finger.

*...It's real.*

As soon as he wore the ring, I could still see Zer's face, but somehow couldn't properly recognize it. I let out an impressed sound.

*How should I describe this?*

If before, looking at Zer's face would immediately bring to mind "muscle pig" and stick in my memory, now I could see his face but nothing came to mind.

*It's like scenery you pass by without really noticing.*

You know it's there, but you can't quite identify what it is. Seeing this effect, I smiled slightly.

*Not bad.*

Perhaps it was even more pleasing because it was an unexpected gift. I immediately took the ring back from Zer, put it on my finger, and said:

"Thanks. You can go now."

At those words, Zer looked shocked again and said:

"...Why aren't you stabbing me with your sword?"

What nonsense is this guy suddenly spouting? Thinking it wasn't worth responding to, I ignored him and started warming up.

*Let's see how skilled these supposedly impressive knights really are.*

Thinking I couldn't miss this precious opportunity to legally beat up an instructor, I waited for my turn.

* * * * *

Marquis Marfe, Captain of the 2nd Knight Order of Fer.

He couldn't help but grimace at the lazy, pathetic faces of the Academy students before him. While children younger than them were sacrificing themselves on the frontlines, holding weapons to buy even a little time, these students were carelessly wasting that precious time without any sense of gravity.

*...I truly cannot understand why His Majesty sent me here.*

Rather than educating these immature brats, he thought it would be far better to send him to the battlefield to take more demon heads. Why on earth had he been sent to a place like this?

Though despair washed over him, a king's order took precedence over everything else. He resolved to perfectly complete his assigned mission regardless of his feelings and looked at the nervous male student standing before him.

*Truly pathetic faces.*

Wondering when these kids would ever become proper people, he flicked his wooden sword, signaling the student to attack first.

"Here I come!"

Marfe couldn't hide his sigh as he watched the swinging sword. Somehow, every single one of them was performing swordsmanship meant "to show off to others." Finding it utterly pathetic, he frowned deeply and swung his wooden sword without hesitation, knocking the student down.

"Urgh!"

Watching the student fly away mercilessly, he felt a headache coming on. He had only swung with enough force that the student could have blocked if he had truly tried, yet the student couldn't even manage that much.

*What am I supposed to do with these kids who lack skill, effort, and spirit?*

He felt so frustrated that he wanted to immediately send a petition to the king requesting to be returned to the battlefield. But remembering the king's high expectations when sending him here, he could only endure the situation.

*...If only there were even one promising student.*

At least then there would be some reason for him to be here. He had already tested nearly half the students, but not a single one had met his standards.

*If I had to pick someone, that Zer fellow was decent.*

But only to that extent—he still didn't meet Marfe's standards. Just as he was about to lose interest completely, thinking the remaining students would be similar, the next student stepped onto the dueling ground.

"Pleased to meet you. My name is Jung Hyun."

At those words, Marfe responded with an uninterested expression:

"Yes. Pleased to meet you too."

Ch.30 - This Instructor Is Killing Me.
Jung Hyun. Remained at rank 300 in dueling throughout the first semester.
A promising student who rose to rank 7 with just one duel.

At that age, minor realizations often led to significant rank improvements, so this wasn't particularly extraordinary.
However, rising from dead last to the top tier with a single duel was certainly an achievement worth noting.
Normally, this might have raised expectations, but...

*This time, the skill level of those who came before was so substandard that I can't really get my hopes up.*

He thought Jung Hyun might be just slightly better than Zer.

*Still, he's one of the few minnows worth catching.*

Thinking he should try to make something of this mediocrity, he opened his mouth to offer some instruction.

"Come at me with all your soul. As a commoner, unlike others, you'll need tenacity and fierce determination to endure."

Despite offering sincere advice distilled from his observations, Jung Hyun not only ignored his words but responded with a mocking smile.

"Can you handle it?"

At those words, Marfe smiled condescendingly.
Rising from last place to 7th rank in one go, plus neutralizing a dungeon source—his arrogance must be sky-high.
From his perspective, having seen so many with similar symptoms, it was merely amusing, but...

*Reality won't be so kind.*

A commoner overstepping his bounds without backing was perfect for making an example.
He would likely crumble before long.

*As his elder, I should teach him.*

He resolved to show him how insignificant his achievements were in the upper world.
And how powerless his talents and abilities truly were.
With this determination, he gripped his wooden sword tightly.

"Come at me."

Then, just as he was about to thoroughly crush the young man's arrogant attitude and thoughts...

With a loud explosion.
Something struck his shoulder forcefully.

"...!"

Eyes wide with shock at the unexpected blow, he looked forward.
A low, beast-like growl reached his ears.

"You fucking bastard... What? 'With all your soul'? I can't understand why a worthless piece of shit keeps running his mouth."

Even on the battlefield, no one had ever spoken to him so vulgarly.
The insult was so intense it momentarily shook his emotions.
He tried to calm himself, but...

"Stop flapping your mouth and come at me. It's fucking annoying to hear."

At this continued disrespect,
Marfe pulled the wooden sword from his shoulder and spoke, intending to teach him what manners were.

"You don't have a speck of courtesy. I'll make you regret those words."

Then, determined to ensure his regret, he channeled his mana.
While using sword energy was normally prohibited in duels,
When both duelists could use sword energy, such restrictions became quite relaxed.

Marfe fully manifested his mana to teach him manners.

* * * * *

I watched Marfe with seething anger, grinding my teeth internally.
I hadn't recognized him from a distance, but up close, I remembered who this bastard was.

*This guy was definitely one of the Second Princess's close associates.*

One of those who followed the Second Princess around, guarding that bitch Karina.
His face had thinned considerably, making me uncertain at first.
But looking into his eyes, I knew for certain.

- Even speaking with you is disgusting. If you became a Hero, you should fulfill your duty as one, yet you struggle against it... truly pathetic.

Recalling those words from long ago, I grabbed one of the new wooden swords.

*Forced me to come, and then what? Duty? Something I should naturally uphold?*

Remembering how he spouted nonsense about sacrificing ourselves for them as if it were natural,
I manifested sword energy made of divine power and looked at him.

*As much as I'd like to kill him right now.*

I didn't want to be expelled from the Academy and face death from failing the main quest.
Instead of that choice, I decided to destroy his social authority.

*That alone would be quite a blow to that bastard.*

Moreover,
If rumors spread that a mere Academy student defeated a new instructor in this duel...

*I could thoroughly trample the kingdom's reputation.*

So, deciding not to kill him, I drew out a moderate amount of divine power.

*Not too much, just the right amount.*

If I used too much divine power, they might force me to become a divine power bomb like before my suicide attempt.
Emitting divine power at about the same level as Regina's mana when I met her before,
Those watching from behind exclaimed in shock.

"What kind of sword energy...!"
"A first-year displaying that level of sword energy?"
"Isn't that comparable to Second Princess Karina's level from before?"

As if they'd already forgotten how I'd driven my wooden sword into Marfe's shoulder,
They only expressed amazement about my divine power.

*I only emitted sword energy at Regina's mana level. They're comparing me to Karina?*

Judging by the comparison to that bitch, the current Sword Saint and Second Princess,
I realized Regina must have been stronger than I thought.

*Well, anyway.*

What mattered now was thoroughly crushing the guy in front of me.
I quickly moved forward and swung my sword at Marfe.

"Not a chance!"

With spectators watching, he chose to meet my attack head-on rather than dodge,
Apparently trying to overpower me, but
The unique nature of my divine power distorted his mana, neutralizing it.

"...What?!"

A voice filled with surprise.
Shock filled his eyes, clearly not expecting his sword energy to be so thoroughly broken.
I swiftly swung my sword at his head, but...

"Ugh!"

The 2nd Knight Caption barely avoided my attack by rolling backward, his face contorted in a grimace.

*I heard knights consider rolling a great humiliation.*

Having done just that,
I could roughly guess what emotions he was feeling without being told.
Seeing Marfe glaring at me with one knee on the ground, I decided to press my advantage before he could properly regain his stance.

*Start with the head.*

I decided to target his most vulnerable point first, swinging my divine power-infused wooden sword at his head, but...

CRASH!

He must have read my attack path.
Before my wooden sword could reach Marfe's head, his wooden sword blocked mine.

"Where do you think! With just this!"

Marfe, thinking my attack was over,
Seemed about to counter-attack, shouting as he did so, but
Before he could, I used my divine power-infused foot to kick him hard in the stomach, knocking him to the ground.

"ARRRGH!"

A painful scream echoed around.
At this unexpected sound from such a person, everyone focused their attention here.
Seeing their gazes, I wondered if I'd gone too far, but...

*I've already done it.*

Since it seemed impossible to smooth things over anyway, I decided to go all the way and loosened my shoulders.

*Well then.*

Let's properly begin now.
Of course, it would be difficult to truly beat him up with everyone watching.
But I could still land a few hits.

With that decision, I quickly approached Marfe as he tried to get up,
Knocked his legs out from under him with my own, laying him flat on the ground.
Then I struck his shoulder hard with my wooden sword.

CRASH!

It sounded more like an exploding bomb than flesh being struck,
But I thought that made it more impactful for me.
I struck him hoping he would pass out, but...

"I will...! No longer forgive this!"

Marfe, seemingly resolved to fight seriously, emitted sword energy twice as powerful as before and quickly rose to his feet.
Seeing this, I smiled with satisfaction, thinking it fortunate.

*An instructor sent to test students, losing control and going berserk after being hit by a student... this is turning out better than I imagined.*

Of course, what I did was also outrageous, so I'd draw some attention too.
But one thing was certain—it would be far less than what he would receive.

*Time to wrap this up.*

Having come this far, all that remained was the highlight.
I wiggled my fingers at Marfe, whose face burned with rage despite his still-composed actions.
He approached me with increasingly rapid steps, then swung his sword at me with almost imperceptible speed.

If I had to describe that attack, it might be like this:
The most powerful attack I'd ever seen.
I smiled slightly as I saw the sword energy not just swinging but erupting outward in a crescent shape.

*Crazy bastard.*

To be honest, when he kept crumbling under my consecutive attacks, I thought he was nothing special.
But now that he was showing his true strength, my impression changed somewhat.

*Well, I suppose it makes sense.*

It would be stranger if the 2nd Knight Caption, who fought on the front lines, were weak.
With this realization, I dodged his sword energy by moving to the side.
As if he'd been waiting for this, he flew behind me and thrust his sword quickly toward my body.

*This is pretty good too.*

I was satisfied to learn about this fighting style, then
I turned my body and used my divine power-filled elbow to forcefully deflect the side of the incoming sword.

"Ugh!"

Marfe grimaced intensely as his attack was easily blocked.
Apparently, it had been quite a sincere attack, and he needed time to regroup.
Seeing this, I struck his head hard with my divine power-infused hand.

Crack.

Hearing something break, I worried I'd misjudged my divine power control.
Fortunately, it wasn't his neck that broke but his teeth.
Marfe endured this, let out a cry, then gathered his maximum mana in his hand and swung hard at my head.

*Now!*

Thinking this was acceptable to take, I protected my face with divine power and took Marfe's punch.

THUD!

With all his mana neutralized by divine power and reduced in power,
Plus my Advanced Tough Skin skill blocking almost all physical damage,
It didn't even hurt, let alone knock me back, but for the highlight, I pretended to be thrown and fell to the ground.

"AAAAARGH!"

Adding a scream of pain for good measure.
I pretended to convulse, trembling on the ground and rolling around a bit.
Subtly, I smeared some of Marfe's blood from the floor onto my face as evidence, then pretended to pass out, closing my eyes.

"......"

Listening to the dueling hall suddenly fall silent,
I could sense that Marfe was truly screwed.

Ch.31 - Uncomfortable Encounter 1
When introducing a new direction in any organization, nothing is more important than the first step. At the very least, the beginning that's shown to others should be executed perfectly. But Marquis Marfe had ruined it as thoroughly as possible.

Princess Charlotte, who had been watching this, grabbed her throbbing head and let out a resigned laugh.

*I want to give up everything and hide under a desk.*

Why had she bothered giving him that ring?

She considered this the second most regrettable decision of her life as she covered her face with both hands. She resolved to smack Jung Hyun on the back when he returned and stared at the training hall.

*This will cause all sorts of talk. Questions like whether the 2nd Knight Captain who was momentarily pushed back by a student—and then tried to kill that student with all his might—is truly suitable as an instructor.*

Of course, since this was a major initiative by the kingdom, not many would speak about it openly. But at least in the minds of all the students who witnessed this and everyone else who observed it, such doubts would bloom.

*And those doubts will resurface whenever Marquis Marfe makes a mistake or the kingdom makes a wrong decision.*

Questions like whether it was right for the kingdom to determine all Academy personnel appointments would continue to emerge.

*Sigh...*

If it were just them getting entangled among themselves, she wouldn't care. The problem was that as the First Princess, she too would likely be dragged into this mud fight. For someone who had given up the succession battle and fled to the Academy, all of this was nothing but stress.

*Thinking about it again makes me angry.*

Perhaps a smack on the back wouldn't be enough—maybe she should grab him by the collar... or would that be too much?

Charlotte thought that if there weren't so many eyes on her, she would have messed up her hair wildly and screamed. She suppressed these urges and forced herself to smile calmly, when a thought suddenly crossed her mind.

*By the way, that strength... is it even possible?*

Looking at the result alone, he did lose to Marfe. But the process leading to that outcome was so impressive that it was difficult to judge based solely on the result.

*For instance, how he easily neutralized Marquis Marfe's sword energy...*

Not only did he one-sidedly push back Marquis Marfe despite the latter fighting seriously, driving him to his limit, but in the end, he even forced him to use techniques that are rarely employed outside of actual combat. Everyone who witnessed it would surely agree that Jung Hyun's martial prowess was beyond comprehension.

*...In any case, things will certainly become quite chaotic from now on.*

With Marquis Marfe, who came to establish order in the Academy's Sword Department, crumbling like that, it was expected that those who had been cautious under the kingdom's authority would start asserting themselves. She continued to awkwardly force a smile while contemplating how to avoid getting entangled in this situation.

* * *

I had pretended to faint after being hit by Marfe, but accidentally fell asleep. When I opened my eyes, instead of seeing an unfamiliar ceiling...

"Sob... Jung Hyun. I knew your training methods would kill you someday, but I never thought you'd actually go like this."

I heard Lucia's tearful voice. As I stared blankly, the distinctive smell of the infirmary wafted over.

*Looks like Lucia has taken over the infirmary again.*

Thinking she was quite something, I shook my head and decided to slowly get up.

*I had a good sleep for once.*

I was thinking that next time I wanted to sleep, I might just take a hit from Marfe and use it as an excuse to go to the infirmary, when I noticed Lucia's tear-stained face.

*Why is she crying so much?*

Anyone would think I'd actually died. While I was still confused, Lucia saw me sitting up and exclaimed in shock:

"...A ghost!"

"What do you mean, a ghost?"

Isn't that a bit harsh? I shook my head and asked her:

"So what's happening now?"

I had originally planned to pretend to be asleep and see how things unfolded, but I accidentally dozed off due to my convincing act of fainting and accumulated fatigue. So I asked Lucia about the current situation.

"Huh? What do you mean?"

Of course Lucia wouldn't know.

*I'm stupid for expecting that.*

I decided to ask Miria what happened when I saw her later, and tried to get out of bed.

*No, wait. The longer I stay in the infirmary, the worse it is for Marfe.*

I thought it would be better to show off as much as possible and tried to lie back down, but as soon as I did, I heard the devil's whisper suggesting I could raise an ability score by 1 if I trained during this time.

*Ah.*

I couldn't afford to lose ability points. My body was itching with restlessness, showing addiction-like symptoms as I tried to get out of bed.

"Rest."

Lucia pushed me back onto the bed with an unusually serious voice and continued:

"From what I saw while treating you today, you've accumulated more fatigue than expected. You really need to rest, at least for today."

Lucia had been telling me this repeatedly before, but I had no choice but to ignore it due to the urgency of everything happening around me. Honestly, there were still so many things to do and issues approaching that I couldn't rest easy yet.

"I won't say anything if you start training again tomorrow. But at least for today, don't think about doing anything and get some proper rest."

Since it was the first time Lucia had spoken so earnestly, I decided to listen this time. If I ignored her and pushed myself too hard, causing my body to need several days of rest, that would be an even bigger loss.

"By the way, the First Princess was causing a scene outside the infirmary earlier, saying she was going to kill you. Did something happen between you two?"

"..."

"I kept her out with the excuse that only clergy could enter, but if you did something wrong, you should apologize quickly."

"I might actually die if I try to apologize."

"I don't know the details, but it seems like you're in the wrong, Jung Hyun."

Whose side is this person on? I sighed and asked Lucia to call Miria for me.

"Miria said she had something to check and went somewhere."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes. She said it was something she absolutely had to confirm, but she didn't tell me exactly what it was."

Looking at Lucia smiling foolishly made me feel at ease.

*How should I describe it? Like seaweed rolling around? Fish moving in an aquarium? Sand flowing down?*

It was the kind of feeling that brings peace of mind the more you look at it. While I was thinking this, Lucia suddenly exclaimed "Ah!" and told me:

"Oh, by the way, the First Princess said she wants to see you as soon as you recover. She said you must come to her."

"Really?"

"Yes. And she left these fruits for you."

I nodded as I accepted the fruits Lucia handed me from beside the bed.

*Well, this isn't bad.*

I had properly humiliated Marfe, significantly undermined the kingdom's position, and would surely secure good test results too.

I took a bite of the apple I received, thinking it was so sweet my teeth might rot, and stretched widely.

* * * * *

Bishop Rea returned to the Academy with a rather stiff expression. She had thought that finding a replacement for the Hero would restore her position and allow her to return to her original post, but contrary to her expectations, the Church seemed very indifferent to her discovery and showed little interest.

*Why?*

At this point, with the Hero gone, a replacement was absolutely necessary to prevent the world's destruction. She couldn't understand why they wouldn't grasp the lifeline she had brought them.

*Am I missing something?*

It made no sense otherwise, so she bit her nails while deep in thought, but no matter how much she pondered, she couldn't figure out the reason.

*Fine. When the crisis becomes urgent enough, they'll have no choice but to accept this proposal.*

She decided that until then, she would mold the "Hero's replacement" to be controlled according to her wishes, breaking down his autonomy to make him move entirely according to her thoughts.

*First, I need to meet him...*

As before, it felt as though all the world's misfortunes were blocking her way. Every time she tried to meet him, all sorts of incidents occurred, forcing her to give up, but...

*I cannot give up this time.*

With nowhere left to retreat, she resolved to meet him even if it meant getting hurt, and went looking for him.

The first place she checked was the training hall. There was no place where divine power could be felt more strongly, so she was certain he would be there, but all she found were lingering traces of divine energy, nothing more.

Seeing this, she frowned deeply and asked a nearby student:

"Do you know where student Jung Hyun might be?"

"Oh, Jung Hyun? He's probably in the infirmary. But I'm not sure which one."

"Thank you for answering."

It was surprisingly easy to find his location. Without hesitation, she immediately headed toward the nearby infirmary, calmly lifting the corners of her mouth.

*I can definitely feel the flow of two powerful divine energies in the infirmary.*

She headed straight there, determined that this time, no matter what happened, she would face the Hero's replacement.

Ch.32 - Uncomfortable Encounter 2
I was having a long conversation with Lucia in the infirmary when suddenly, she seemed to sense something ominous and jumped up with a shout.

"J-just a moment!"

She looked extremely flustered.
As I stared at her in confusion, Lucia spoke to me with an anxious face.

"...Bishop Rea is coming here."
"What?"

I couldn't hide my bewilderment at the news that an unexpected person was heading our way.

"Didn't she go back to the Church?"
"I heard she did... but it seems she returned right away...!"

Upon hearing this, I immediately tried to escape, but after realizing there were no windows, I bit my lip.

*Damn, I'm screwed.*

I really didn't want to run into her if possible.
As I was sighing deeply, thinking about my rotten luck in encountering her of all people, Lucia was fidgeting anxiously with her hands covering her face. Then, as if she'd suddenly thought of something, she urgently said to me:

"I'll try my best to keep Bishop Rea from coming in here. Please hide inside...!"
"Hide, you say?"
"Yes... Ah, the reason you need to hide is complicated to explain right now... But please, just hide! I'm begging you!"

She pushed me under the bed while speaking.

"No matter what happens, you absolutely must not come out! Even with that perception-reducing ring you're wearing, it probably won't work against Bishop Rea."
"Why?"
"I'll tell you later! For now... Ah, she's here."

Lucia made a terrified expression and sighed, then spoke again with a resolute look.

"Even if I get hurt or cry, you absolutely must not come out. No, you mustn't be discovered. So... never mind. I'll tell you the rest later."

She rubbed her face several times with both hands, then slipped out of the infirmary.

* * * * *

Rea grabbed the infirmary doorknob with an expression full of joy.

She had already tried countless times to approach him, but unfortunately, everything that could go wrong had gone wrong for her.
Until now, she hadn't been able to approach the "substitute" for the Hero, but...

*This time for sure.*

She had cornered him in the infirmary where there was nowhere to escape.
Even if he hid, she could easily find him if she searched well enough.
Just as she was about to open the door to confirm this...

"...Bishop Rea."

The Saintess, whom she hated so much she wanted to tear her apart every time she saw her, opened the infirmary door and came out.

*I expected her to be inside, but...*

She never imagined the normally timid Saintess would come out first and confront her with such a defiant look. It was surprising to see her acting this way, but that wasn't important right now, so she ignored it and spoke.

"Saintess Lucia. Have you been well?"

At those words, the Saintess stared into her eyes silently before answering.

"Yes. I've been doing very well."

Rea found it strange that Lucia was speaking with an uncharacteristically sharp voice. Despite recent events, personalities and behaviors typically change gradually through accumulated experiences, not so drastically from a single incident.

But since the Dungeon Frenzy Potion incident, the Saintess had changed as if she were a different person... or perhaps it would be more accurate to say she had returned to her original personality.

*She has the same look in her eyes as when she was a commoner.*

That look from before she became intimidated by her.
Seeing this, Bishop Rea ground her teeth and sighed inwardly, then forced a smile and spoke to Lucia.

"That's good. Now, I'd like to have a word with you... but there are eyes and ears here. Wouldn't it be better to talk inside?"

It was a naturally flowing suggestion.
Such a natural suggestion is usually difficult to refuse, so she expected Lucia to accept it.

"Bishop, didn't you just call me 'Saintess'? Since you openly called me Saintess, it seems there aren't any eyes and ears around... or am I wrong?"

She unexpectedly responded aggressively, pointing out her mistake.

*...Hah.*

To think this woman who couldn't even make eye contact before was now talking back to her after experiencing a few things. It made her stomach churn.
Unable to understand what gave her such confidence and feeling the conversation wasn't worth continuing, she ignored the Saintess and tried to enter, but...

"What are you doing?"

The Saintess blocked the doorway with her entire body and glared at her.
Suppressing her contorting expression and calming her anger, she spoke calmly.

"Saintess. Are you hiding something inside?"
"No, I'm not."
"Then please step aside. I have some business here."
"I'll move if you tell me what business you have."

Rea could no longer tolerate the Saintess's defiant responses and whispered the words she had used many times to entrap her.

"...Sigh. Please stop acting up. Saintess."

At those brief words, the Saintess froze as if her entire body had stiffened.
Of course she would be traumatized, having been whispered to like this whenever she tried to do anything.
Rea was inwardly smiling at the frozen Saintess and about to enter when...

THWACK!

Something pierced through the wooden door and into her shoulder.

"...!"

She was too shocked to react to the pain, never expecting someone would dare attack her so boldly in the Academy.
As she stood there stunned, an angry voice came from inside the infirmary.

"You fucking bitch... who do you think you are, trying to come in here?"

That deep, brief voice gave her a chilling feeling... yet strangely familiar and nostalgic.
With that unsettling, almost twisted feeling, she looked ahead and saw a powerful Divine Power emanating from within.

*...Why?*

The first thing that came to mind was confusion.
Judging by the amount of Divine Power, the one who had stabbed her with the sword seemed to be the "Hero's substitute."
She couldn't understand why the Hero's substitute, whom she had never met, would attack her.

Her mind was filled with questions, but that wasn't important right now.
She deliberately put on a weak, pitiful voice to evoke sympathy, speaking loud enough for the "Hero's substitute" to hear.

"Hic... I-it hurts."

Sympathy is a more powerful weapon than anything else.
The moment someone feels pity, they naturally make concessions and sacrifices.

*So if I whine and complain about the pain here...*

The Hero's substitute would not only quickly extinguish his anger but would also hand over control to her, feeling guilty for hurting a weak priestess.

*Then I can easily manipulate him.*

She could more easily mold him into the Hero she envisioned.

*Perfect.*

She could endure this much pain, so she continued to speak in a weak voice and whimper.
She felt the sword twitch slightly, then withdraw from her shoulder, slowly retreating behind the door.

*It seems the sympathy strategy worked. How simple.*

Just as she was thinking that he was not only impulsive but also full of sympathy, making him easy to tame...

THUNK!

The sharp blade pierced through the door again, this time into her lower abdomen.

"KYAAAAH!?"

An even more tremendous pain than before surged through her.
Rea writhed in agony, screaming, then removed the sword from her body with trembling hands and immediately used a healing spell.

*You, you crazy bastard!*

How dare he... how dare he swing his sword at her twice?
This was absolutely unforgivable. She clenched her fists and shouted loudly at the Hero's substitute.

"The Church will never forgive this!"

She deliberately used the word "Church" to intimidate him.
Finally seeming to grasp the situation, the door slowly began to open.

Rea watched the door open with a mixture of slight satisfaction and strong anger, glaring at whoever was inside.
And there... she discovered a face she never expected to see.

*...Ah, aah?*

She was trembling all over, too shocked to even think properly, let alone speak.
After all... the person across from her wasn't some "Hero's substitute" but...

*The real Hero.*

Yes. The real Hero.

The realization made her face light up with joy in an instant.
She looked at him with an expression like someone who had just encountered a god announcing the salvation of the world, but the man in front of her spoke with an indifferent expression.

"What are you looking at? You fucking bitch."

His tone would offend anyone, but it actually reminded her of the Hero who had committed suicide, making her smile even more brightly.
He made a disgusted face and channeled energy into his sword as he spoke.

"How convenient. I was wondering when to kill you, and now seems perfect."

Then, as if he truly intended to kill her, he took a big step forward.

The intense flow of Divine Power that seemed capable of tearing everything apart.
She wrapped her entire body in Divine Power to resist that sharp Divine Power, but a tingling sensation penetrated her body, paralyzing her.

With that sensation, Rea stared blankly as he approached her.
Now standing right in front of her, he raised his arm high and then, without a moment's hesitation, cut off her left arm.

Ch.33 - Uncomfortable Encounter 3
"You must never come out or be discovered, even if I get hurt or cry. No, you must not be discovered. So that... no, I'll tell you the rest later."

I fell into deep thought as I watched Lucia leave the infirmary to protect me.
Rationally speaking, it would be right to hide and not come out as Lucia said.

*But when my sworn enemy and target of revenge is right before my eyes.*

It was incredibly difficult to hold myself back.

*Damn it.*

I wanted to draw my sword and stab it into that bitch's head.

*If I did that, the Church would make a move.*

For me, who couldn't yet handle the Church, it was a choice I absolutely had to avoid.

Despite becoming so strong, I was furious at myself for being unable to do anything with my enemy right before my eyes, my body filled with anger... wait a moment.
Just as I was about to become genuinely angry, a good idea suddenly occurred to me.

*Come to think of it, I just need to avoid killing her, right?*

My opponent was like a training dummy with infinite healing, infinite regeneration.
As long as I didn't stab vital points causing instant death, I could stab her with my sword as much as I wanted.
Reaching this conclusion, I couldn't help but curl up the corners of my mouth.

*Right, I was overthinking this.*

There was only one thing I needed to do from the beginning.
I don't know why I was weighing so many options.
So I...

Crack!

I drove my sword into the door where Bishop Rea was, announcing my arrival.

* * *

After stabbing Rea's body several times.
Feeling it wasn't enough, I filled my blade with sword energy and cut off Rea's left arm.

"Kyaaaah!"

A loud scream echoed everywhere.
Looking at the crimson blood on my sword, I thought, so her blood is red too, as I shook the blood off my blade.

"Ugh... kuh."

The pain of losing an arm seemed quite excruciating.
Rea trembled, biting her lip until it bled.
Then she calmly grabbed her severed arm, lifted it, and spoke.

"H-Heal...!"

Having been part of the hero's party hunting the Demon King, she seemed to know exactly what to do.
I smiled slightly as I watched Rea's arm gradually restore itself.

*It's a shame it doesn't restore instantly.*

After seeing Lucia's healing all this time, I unconsciously thought an arm would reattach immediately when healed.
Anyway, it was laughable to see someone without ability making a fuss about hunting the Demon King.
I approached Rea silently and opened my mouth.

"How should I kill you to make it a good story?"

At those words, she looked at me with a complicated expression.
I thought that expression was extremely pleasing and laughed inwardly for a long time.

*Damn, who said revenge is empty?*

Having tried it, it's actually sweet enough to rot your teeth. Who said it wasn't worth it?
Thinking I would never forget that expression for the rest of my life, I was contemplating how to beat her when Rea urgently called out to me.

"H-Hero, please wait. This is just a misunderstanding that's built up over time. We can resolve this through conversation."

I genuinely scoffed at those ridiculous words.
They say perpetrators forget the fact that they bullied others.
She either truly forgot what she did or tried to lump everything together as a "misunderstanding," treating it as if nothing happened.

This attitude was so disgusting that I almost dry heaved.
But rather than throwing up what was inside...
Like this.

Stab.

"Kyaaaah!"

Stabbing with my sword was more productive.
I decided to continue the torture until I was satisfied.

*Now, what's the best way to torture her?*

Just imagining it was enjoyable.
Meanwhile, Rea, thinking this couldn't go on, firmly gripped her tattered left arm and shouted at me.

"...I, I see you can't make proper judgments because you're with the Saintess. Hero... you are...!"

Is she truly insane? After doing all that, she shouts as if she's wronged and shifts the blame to Lucia?
Realizing that I was truly speechless from disbelief.
I drew more Divine Power and silenced her by stabbing my sword into her thigh.

The sound of flesh tearing and metal embedding.
Hearing the screams that accompanied it, I lowered my voice and spoke.

"What the hell are you saying? The word 'misunderstanding' is for victims to use, not perpetrators."

"Ugh... kuh."

Seeing my reaction, Rea judged her life was in danger and cast healing magic on herself while slowly backing away.
As I followed her, suddenly Lucia blocked Bishop Rea from behind and shouted.

"J-Jung Hyun! I've caught her! You can eliminate her right away...!"

Eliminate her right away? That doesn't sound like something a Saintess should say.
I felt somewhat disappointed, but it wasn't bad for me, so I nodded.
Seeing this, Lucia blocked Rea with her whole body to prevent her from escaping further.

"...Stay still!"
"Get lost!"

Rea tried to escape by pushing Lucia away forcefully.
But I wasn't going to just watch.
Before Lucia was pushed away, I stabbed my sword into Rea's thigh, making her stop in place.

"Kyaaah! Ugh..."

As the crying sound echoed, I stepped on her head and spoke.

"Remember? You used to do this a lot in the past."

At that question, she looked at me with trembling eyes as if she didn't remember at all.
Finding this expression absurd, I stomped on her head hard and said.

"This damn bitch doesn't remember anything I say. What the hell do you remember?"

"I'm... I'm sorry."

Instead of answering, she deflected with an apology.
At this response, I calmed my emotions, gritted my teeth, and asked.

"Do you even know what you did wrong?"
"......"

She couldn't answer that question.
Well, that's to be expected.
That damn bitch probably thinks all of this is someone else's fault.

*Same as before, nothing's changed.*

Thinking how grateful I was that she confirmed people don't change, I raised my sword to cut off her right arm when.

"...Holy Declaration!"

She raised her Rosario, deploying powerful Divine Power.
I frowned as I felt the invisible Divine Power pushing me back to the infirmary wall.

*Looks like she used a sacred object.*

The Church's treasure that greatly amplifies Divine Power.
Normally, only those of Cardinal rank or higher are allowed to use or possess it.
But I recalled that in her case, due to the special circumstance of having to defeat the Demon King, she was granted this even when she was an Archbishop.

Feeling the Divine Power swirling around, at least twice as powerful as what Rea could normally produce, I looked ahead.
I saw Rea taking out a magic scroll from her bosom, trying to cast it to escape from here.

*I absolutely cannot let her go.*

Though I had already achieved my goal, I wasn't satisfied yet.
To at least cut off one more arm, I slashed through the Divine Power pressing against me with my sword and rushed forward.

"Before you go, leave an arm behind, you bitch!"
"......"

As I charged, Rea looked at me with an expression stained with fear.
Thinking it was good enough to set as my phone wallpaper if I had one, I swung my sword, but.

Crash!

Blocked by a powerful barrier, my sword didn't reach Rea's body.
It seemed that unlike mana, which has absorbing properties, Divine Power has a repelling force, so they didn't cancel each other out.
Judging it impossible to break this with my sword, I threw it aside and started pounding the barrier with both hands.

Bang! Bang! Boom!

Rather than swinging with a sword.
This way of repeatedly striking was more efficient for breaking the barrier. Continuously striking the barrier without rest.

Crack.

I could see the barrier gradually cracking and breaking.
Confirming this, I used my heel to stomp down hard, creating a hole in the barrier.
Then I grabbed it with both hands and started to forcefully pull it apart.

"......"

Perhaps because no one ever breaks a barrier with bare hands and pulls it apart like forcing open elevator doors.
Rea stepped back in shock, waiting for the scroll to activate.
Looking at her, I made the hole large enough for me to enter and went inside.

"Where do you think you're going?"
"H-Hero...!"
"Don't call me Hero, you bitch!"

With those final words, I swung my fist hard at Rea's face to interrupt the scroll, but.

Whack!

Though I definitely felt the impact of the hit.
Rea's figure had vanished without a trace.

*Ah, damn it.*

I missed her.
Still, I was quite satisfied with landing that final punch.
It wasn't terribly disappointing.

*Well, I've achieved my modest goal.*

Now I just need to show her what it means to die slowly.
I touched my neck, now empty of anything, planning to replicate exactly what I had experienced before my suicide.

*I'll return the pain I received more than twofold.*

Thinking about making her feel the same way I did during those days when death seemed preferable, I noticed the corners of my mouth kept rising as I expressed quite a satisfied sentiment.

*This is definitely thrilling.*

Punching the face of someone you want to tear apart.
Thinking it was sweeter than any revenge, I was smiling as I resolved to find Rea as often as possible from now on to stab her with my sword or punch her.

Suddenly, I noticed something pure white had fallen below.
Wondering what it was, I picked it up.
It was something I tried to forget but couldn't.

The Church's sacred object and Rea's symbol, the pure white Rosario.

Ch.34 - Rosario
Near the Academy's Church.

Rea rose from the white cross, her body stained with red blood. Despite the intense pain visible on her face and throughout her body, she used the most powerful healing magic available to treat her wounds.

Normally, injuries this severe would require several priests working together for recovery. However, by drawing on the immense divine power circulating within the Church, she could heal such wounds alone. With just two or three days of rest without overexertion, she could return to normal.

*But...*

Now that she had confirmed the Hero's return—the one she had longed for—she couldn't just lie still doing nothing. She forced her bloodied body to move and walked out the door.

*Cough.*

When forcing something abnormal into use, one must pay the price. She felt intense pain with each step she took.

Yet, perhaps because she knew the Hero was alive, all that pain transformed into joy. By the time she reached the exit, her contorted expression had vanished, replaced by one of pure happiness.

*The Hero is alive.*

She never thought she would personally speak those words she had only dreamed of. Realizing that the pain he had inflicted on her was proof of his existence, she smiled for a long while before taking a deep breath and straightening her posture.

*The Hero seems bewitched by that Saintess now, unable to distinguish friend from foe.*

But soon he would know. Who his true companion was, and who would be more helpful.

*So... I need to deal with that Saintess first.*

Only then could he focus solely on her without distractions. She wanted to handle it immediately, but there was one problem.

*The Hero is excessively hostile toward me because of past events.*

While she admitted she had been harsh in the past, she wanted him to understand her actions were unavoidable given the stressful situation.

She wished to convince him until he accepted this, but with the Saintess clinging to him and bewitching him, she knew better than anyone that such persuasion wouldn't work. She needed to take different action.

*For example, transferring his negative feelings toward me onto the Saintess...*

After directing those emotions toward the Saintess, if she could kill the Saintess together with the Hero, everything would flow as she desired. So using this Rosario...

"...?"

The Rosario that should be hanging around her neck...
Huh?

Rea's mind went blank when she couldn't find the Rosario that should have been around her neck. She had lost the Church's sacred object that she should never have misplaced even at the cost of her life. Unable to believe this, she searched her entire body but couldn't find the Rosario anywhere.

"..."

Dumbfounded by this realization, she absently touched her neck, her hands flailing aimlessly. But no matter how much she flailed, the fact remained that it was gone. Only drying blood stuck to her fingertips.

Her breath caught as if a blade were pressed against her throat. Unable to bear the sensation, she began to dry heave, but soon regained her senses at the sound of a priest's scream nearby.

"B-Bishop!"

Apparently seeing her covered in blood. Feeling a corner of her mind calm at the sound of the scream, she gestured that she was fine, but the priest couldn't accept this and rushed to her side, frantically casting healing magic.

Watching this blankly, she noticed that the priest had dropped various items at the spot where she was first discovered, and realized an obvious fact.

*The Rosario must be in the infirmary.*

It was such an obvious fact, but she had been too shocked to realize it. Mixed feelings of relief at knowing the Rosario's location and the need to retrieve it washed over her.

*I must get it back.*

If she failed to recover it, or if rumors of her losing the Rosario spread through the Church, she clearly saw how all her plans would crumble. Determined to retrieve it as quickly as possible, she spoke to the priest beside her.

"...Priest, could you do me one favor?"
"Y-Yes?"

Seeing the priest's confused expression, she slowly whispered a request that couldn't be refused, causing the priest's face to turn pale and his eyes to tremble.

"This is a request from your Bishop. Please comply."

With those words, the priest stopped the treatment and could only nod.

* * * * *

I chuckled as I looked at the Rosario I had picked up. I wondered how desperate she must have been to leave behind the Church's sacred object.

*This is sweet.*

It was already satisfying to have beaten her up, but getting such loot made it even sweeter. As I hummed a tune while looking at it, Lucia beside me asked with sparkling eyes.

"Jung Hyun...! What's that?"

At her question, I showed her the Rosario, and Lucia looked at me with surprise in her voice.

"...Wait, is that Bishop Rea's?"
"Probably."
"..."

Hearing my answer, Lucia stared at it blankly before speaking with a serious expression.

"...We could use this to finish giving Rea those stabbings we couldn't complete earlier."

Stabbings? I'm not sure that's appropriate language for a Saintess, but since I was the reason she spoke that way, I had to keep quiet.

*...This is why adults tell you to choose your friends carefully.*

It was funny that I was the one thinking this, but I had to admit it was true.

*Well anyway.*

It was true that I could use this Rosario to teach Rea a lesson. As I was considering how to use it against her, Lucia, who had been watching, said:

"...I just realized there's a serious problem."

She spoke with such a serious expression that even I felt tense. Wondering what problem could make her look like that, I nodded calmly, and Lucia pointed to the bloodstains spread throughout the place.

"We need to clean all this up before the infirmary teacher returns."

For something she presented so seriously, it was really nothing special. Feeling somewhat deflated, I questioned her.

"...That's it?"
"Yes. Scary, isn't it?"

She seemed genuinely concerned about it and said nothing more. After looking around, I sighed lightly and spoke.

"Don't worry. I have a solution."
"A solution?"

Instead of answering, I nodded and fell into thought.

*Cleaning is always faster with more people than alone or in pairs.*

And cleaning is faster when done by mages rather than ordinary people. Deciding to use my slaves—I mean friends—that I hadn't utilized before, I told Lucia:

"Could you go to the magic department and call Hyena and Mizu? One's a fire mage and the other's a water mage."

At my request to call the two friends I made during the Dungeon Frenzy, Lucia exclaimed, "That would definitely be faster," and immediately left the infirmary. Watching her reaction, I sighed lightly with a hint of self-reflection.

* * *

After finishing all the cleanup, I returned to the dormitory and checked the information on the Rosario.

*-*
[Amplification Rosario] (Unique)
Description: A Rosario that symbolizes the Church.
Simply possessing it amplifies divine power and grants various blessings.
When infused with divine power, it enables the use of powerful divine skills.
*-*

A unique-grade Rosario.
Looking at it, I fell into contemplation. Given its exceptional performance, it seemed wasteful to use it merely as a negotiation tool.

*I'd like to wear it myself, but...*

The problem was that wearing it could potentially lead to all-out war with the Church, making it quite awkward to use.

As I was stuck in this dilemma, someone knocked on my door.

"Can I come in?"

Miria's voice.
Hearing her, I was considering whether to let her in when Miria, somewhat brazenly, entered my room before I could answer and waved at me.

"I'm here."
"..."

Anyone would think we were close friends. I wondered if this was really the same person who had been threatened with death by me, when Miria noticed the Rosario in my hand and asked:

"What's that?"
After a moment's consideration, I realized that with our contract, she couldn't betray me anyway, so I answered honestly.

"Bishop Rea's Rosario."

At those words, Miria froze momentarily, just blinking her eyes. She clearly hadn't imagined I would possess such an item.

"Why? How... no, how do you have that?"

After brief consideration, I answered honestly.

"I punched Rea and picked it up."

At the mention of punching, Miria grabbed her head as if dizzy, closed her eyes, and spoke in a very complicated tone.

"That... punch? Is it the kind of punch I'm thinking of?"
"Yes."
"...You're remarkable in many ways."

I watched as Miria's expression gradually changed to one of despair before asking about the problem I was facing.

"Do you know any way to use this Rosario without the Church finding out?"

Contrary to my expectation that she wouldn't be able to answer, Miria surprisingly told me there was a method.

"Yes. It's difficult, but there is one way."

Ch.35 - Unrealistic Luck
I wondered why Miria knew such a method, but what was more important right now was "how" to do it. Skipping over the minor details, I asked Miria how I could use the Rosario without being detected.

"It's simple. Just absorb the power contained in the Rosario."

Her unexpected suggestion left me bewildered.

"What?"

"It's exactly what I said. The Church values the Rosario itself as a symbol, not the abilities it contains."

Having seen the Rosario's power with my own eyes, I found it hard to agree with that statement. As I stared at Miria with a dubious expression, she shrugged and explained further.

"Holy artifacts are primarily symbolic. The object itself is what matters, not whatever powers it might possess."

"Even so, if the power of a holy artifact disappears, I'd think the Church would do something about it."

To my comment, Miria responded as if she'd been waiting for it.

"Yes, if they found out."

At the words "if they found out," I realized what Miria was getting at.

"Looks like you've caught on. After absorbing the power, return the artifact to Bishop Rea, and the Church will think there's no problem."

"They can't even tell whether the power is there or not?"

"Exactly."

At that, I gave her a thumbs up and said:

"Thanks, Miriamong."

"...What's a Miriamong?"

"It's a thing."

I brushed off her question and dangled the Rosario in front of me. I wasn't sure exactly what powers it contained—I'd need to unlock its power to find out—but recalling how Rea had used it to amplify her abilities, I was confident that absorbing it would make me significantly stronger.

*This seems good.*

Feeling a smile spread across my face, I asked Miria:

"So how do I absorb its power?"

Miria responded with an awkward smile.

"The method itself is simple. You use something called an Extract to draw out the power and absorb it, but..."

"But what?"

"It's difficult to find an Extract powerful enough to extract abilities from a holy artifact."

Hearing this, I calmly asked:

"Is that something you can get at an auction house or something?"

"Usually, yes."

"How much would it cost?"

"The prices vary so wildly that it's hard to say... about 100 million gold?"

I wasn't sure exactly how valuable 100 million gold was, but before my suicide, I'd heard that with 50 million gold, one could live luxuriously for a lifetime without working.

*It's definitely an amount beyond what an ordinary person could imagine.*

Coming to that conclusion, I thought for a moment before telling Miria:

"Sounds doable."

At my casual response, Miria looked at me incredulously and listed all the reasons why obtaining this item wouldn't be easy.

"...Huh? Do you have 100 million gold? Even setting that aside, we don't even know if an Extract will appear at auction. What exactly is 'doable' about this?"

I just smiled and replied:

"Luck is always on my side."

"...What are you talking about?"

"It's a thing."

As Miria continued to stare at me with a bewildered expression, I silently smiled at the trait that appeared before my eyes:

[Unrealistic Luck]

* * *

Unrealistic Luck (Level 5)
Even the Golden King Marco, said to possess the greatest wealth and luck in the world, had Abnormal Luck (Level 4), one level lower than mine. If I wanted something, I could probably achieve most of what I set out to do.

Sensing that I could easily overcome Miria's concerns, I decided to gather 100 million gold and head to the auction house. I asked Miria:

"So, tell me how to make money."

"...You're asking me how to make money?"

Miria looked at me in disbelief before sighing and explaining:

"Realistically speaking, what ways do students like us have to make money? At best, we could enter competitions for prize money, or if you're in the magic department, take on some outside commissions..."

Thinking about it, that made sense. As I nodded, Miria gave a hollow laugh and continued:

"Besides, to earn a huge sum like 100 million gold, unless you're gambling somewhere, it's impossible..."

"Oh."

Seeing my reaction, Miria's expression immediately hardened.

"'Oh'? You're joking, right?"

Since I was completely serious, I remained silent.

Miria asked again: "...You are joking, right?"

Avoiding Miria's gaze, I decided to gather some seed money for the gambling house and said:

"Call Zer, Hyena, and Miz. Oh, and Miria, you said you had a lot of money, right?"

"......"

"Lend me some."

Miria lowered her head with an expression that suggested she'd really gotten involved with the wrong person.

* * *

With one million gold that I'd extracted—no, borrowed—from the four of them, I headed to the gambling house. I had originally planned to take Miria along, but she said she'd only come if I wanted to see her die, so I had no choice but to go alone.

*Shouldn't it be the other way around?*

She was following me because I had her lifeline, yet she was saying "if you want to see me die." I couldn't understand Miria's logic. I attached the "Ashris Club Badge" that I'd extracted from Hilaton to my chest.

*According to Miria, wearing this will allow me to move to the VIP room without any conditions.*

Since only executives could wear this badge, I should be able to enter without any problems.

*Plus...*

There was the added benefit that if anything went wrong, I could pin it on Ashris. Humming a tune, I put on the mask Miria had prepared. With this, no one would be able to guess my identity.

*At most, they'll think I'm an Ashris Club executive.*

Feeling quite satisfied that I could dump all the mess on Regina, I entered the gambling house.

"Welcome!"

Dozens of staff greeted me as if they'd been waiting. Seeing this, I acted as arrogantly as possible, nodding slightly as I moved forward. Someone attached themselves to my side and began guiding me.

"Thank you very much for visiting today. Please come this way."

They pointed to a path made of what they claimed were expensive, top-grade magic stones, then led me along it while briefly explaining what games were available. After listening calmly, I responded in a flat voice:

"Give me the one where I can bet the most money."

At those words, the guide replied with a slightly excited voice:

"Right this way, sir."

Judging by the slight rise in their tone, they probably thought they'd found a real sucker. I smiled at their reaction as we headed to the top floor.

"Excuse me, sir. Are you familiar with the rules of the Monster Arena?"

When I said no, the guide began to explain briefly. Though the explanation was somewhat lengthy, it could be summarized as:

*Bet on one monster out of thirty, and if that monster survives until the end, you win all the money.*

Up to this point, there was nothing particularly special, but what followed caught my interest.

"The interesting part is that all the monsters entering the arena are different species. From the lowest-ranked goblins to higher species like trolls. Because all sorts of monsters are thrown in together, you never know what variables might arise, which makes it quite popular."

Hearing this, I asked out of curiosity:

"So if I bet on a goblin and it wins?"

"Almost no one bets on goblins... so you'd probably take all the money for yourself. Though of course, that would never happen."

Hearing that, I knew this was it. I handed my backpack to the guide and said:

"Then put all this money on the goblin."

At my words, the guide froze as if they'd received all the shock in the world at once. Their eyes trembled endlessly before they finally spoke to me in a shaky voice:

"Sir, if the goblin fails to win, you won't get a single coin back. Are you sure about this?"

"Yeah."

"...I understand. Then I'll place all this money on the goblin."

I nodded and asked:

"Just out of curiosity, what are the odds roughly?"

"On average, about 300 to 1, but..."

So with 1 million gold, I'd get about 300 million gold. I nodded, thinking I could return with plenty to spare.

*If it doesn't work out...*

I could always extract more from those four, I thought as I sat down in a nearby chair.

*It's not my money anyway, so what does it matter?*

Since I wouldn't be significantly affected even if I lost, I wasn't particularly nervous. Of course, having my trait also helped with that. As I rested my chin on my hand, waiting for things to start, I heard a voice from beside me.

"...I said Ashris Club members were banned from the gambling house for a while. You're quite brazen to come in."

Turning around at that familiar tone and voice, I saw Regina, whom I hadn't seen in... well, just a few days. Looking at Regina, who was glaring at me with a hardened expression, an interesting thought occurred to me.

*Since we've met after so long, should I mess with her stats a bit?*

Regina would be tough enough to endure for quite a while, so it seemed like a good idea. I waited eagerly for the Monster Arena to end.

Ch.36 - Unrealistic Luck 2
I stared at Regina while wearing my mask.
Regina glared at me silently with her chin resting on her hand before speaking briefly.

"I'll make sure you pay dearly for breaking the rules."

Pay dearly.
There's nothing I like more than that.
As a sign of gratitude, I replied:

"Thank you."

Hearing my unexpected response, Regina looked at me with an extremely bewildered expression.
Seeing her reaction, I chuckled, ignored her, and turned my gaze away. It seemed things were about to begin.

"... Are you joking right now?"

Of course, I was the only one doing the ignoring.
I could still hear her voice behind me saying something, but I treated it as white noise while focusing on the Monster Arena.

* * * * *

Max had been working as a VIP guide for five years and had seen all types of people, but he couldn't hide his confusion when faced with this unprecedented stubbornness.

*Even an orc would be understandable, but betting 100,000 gold on a goblin that was just thrown in to fill numbers...*

No matter how wealthy someone might be, it wasn't easy to bet money on something without even "the slightest possibility" of winning. People naturally expected to win back their money, regardless of the amount.

*That's why even guests who claim they're spending money just for fun...*

They typically bet on favorites like orcs or centaurs, not on goblins that would die as soon as the match started.

*This guest...*

Had placed 100,000 gold on a goblin without a moment's hesitation.
Unable to understand this behavior, Max recommended changing the selection until the very last moment.

"It's fine, proceed."

Since the guest insisted on proceeding rather than listening, Max had no choice but to place all the money on the goblin.

*And to make matters worse...*

This rotation featured not just one or two strong contenders, but five or six, making the goblin's chances of winning significantly lower.
Max sighed, hoping the guest wouldn't cause a scene after it was over.

"Let the match begin!"

Hearing the announcement from above, he looked down.
As expected... wait, what?

Perhaps because all the strong contenders had entered at once, none of the monsters paid any attention to the goblin as they fought and killed each other.
Seeing this, Max's eyes widened, thinking it was the first time he'd seen a goblin survive this long.

*Still, it won't last long. It'll either get caught in the crossfire or be killed by the last surviving monster. It's impossible for a goblin alone to do anything.*

While it was impressive that it hadn't died immediately, that was all. As he watched, thinking the goblin would inevitably die one way or another...

Something... something started to go strangely wrong.

"Graaaargh!"

The typically cunning werewolf charged at other monsters like a berserker instead of using its craftiness.
The troll died suddenly before it could regenerate its body.
The golem collapsed and somehow managed to destroy its own core...

Events that would never normally happen occurred one after another.
All the formidable monsters met their deaths for various absurd reasons.

*...Huh?*

His mind couldn't process what was happening as incidents that would each normally be considered major accidents continued to occur.
Unable to understand what was happening, he watched with a blank expression as the announcer shouted with the most excited voice he'd heard recently.

"With that, the troll has fallen! Only three remain! The gargoyle, the orc, and the goblin! My goodness... a goblin! This is a historic moment! To think a goblin would make it this far... As far as I know, this is the first time since the Monster Arena began!"

The voice was almost annoyingly loud, but due to the surreal event unfolding, no one complained about the announcer.
Instead, everyone joined in his excitement... with cheers twice as intense as usual echoing throughout.

*The same goes for the VIP room.*

The VIPs, who normally watched in quiet, composed atmospheres, were all standing up with excited expressions, unlike their usual demeanor.

...No.
It wouldn't be correct to say everyone. Only his assigned guest remained calmly seated.
Max looked at his composed guest with a complicated expression.

*Shouldn't he be at least a little excited if the monster he bet on is winning?*

But instead of excitement, he seemed to accept it as if it were natural, which felt strange.
As Max felt a mixture of awe, disconnect, and a strange fear...

"Oh my! The gargoyle and orc started fighting each other and ended up destroying each other! What's happening? Has the goblin actually survived till the end?"

As the announcement that the goblin he bet on had won echoed, grand victory music began to play throughout.

Amidst the astonished cheers and frenzied excitement, the guest maintained an indifferent expression, showing no interest.
As Max struggled with how to interpret this behavior...

"Oh, I just realized I don't have a way to carry the money. Could you use some of the prize money to buy me a dimensional storage space?"

A surprisingly practical request followed the surreal reaction.

* * * * *

Watching the goblin win, I thought, of course.

*With Luck at level 5, it would be strange to lose after betting so much money.*

While it even helped me get perfect scores on theory exams, this much was expected.
Though I was happy, it felt like receiving something inevitable, so I was rather nonchalant about it.
From behind, Regina's sharp voice reached me.

"Now that it's over, shall we have our talk?"

Though she was pretending to be calm, her lowered voice suggested she was quite angry.
Looking at her, I smiled slightly and answered.

"Sounds good. I was actually wanting to talk with you too."
"...What?"

Judging by her confused reaction, she still hadn't figured out who I was.
I found her slow recognition surprising, but then remembered I was wearing the ring and realized why she reacted that way.

*With a perception-lowering magic ring and a mask that conceals my face, it's natural she wouldn't recognize me.*

Thinking it made sense after all, I stood up and said to Regina:

"But how about later instead of now? I have something to take care of first."
"...Do I look like I'm joking to you?"

I was about to say yes when the guide returned, so I decided to keep quiet.
There was no point in causing a scene here.

"Then I'll escort you, sir."

As soon as the guide arrived, I smiled at Regina, who had quickly changed to a nonchalant expression, and followed the guide to another location.

* * *

"After deducting 50 million gold for the premium dimensional storage and taxes and fees, we'll be giving you a total of 220 million gold."

To be honest, I thought they might threaten me with a knife and refuse to pay, but contrary to my expectations, they gave it willingly, which disappointed me.

*If the guards here had attacked me, I could have raised at least one stat point, but it's a shame they didn't.*

Disappointed at missing a legal opportunity to farm stat points, I decided to stab Regina twice instead of once, when the guide started explaining about dimensional storage and its specifications.

"The premium dimensional storage can be used anywhere..."

To summarize briefly:

The dimensional storage is as large as the Academy's field—spacious enough that you'd never fill it completely in a lifetime.
Time doesn't flow inside, so food won't spoil.
You can summon the entrance anywhere, adjust its size as needed, and simply reach in while thinking of an item to have it appear in your hand.

*So basically it's like an inventory system.*

I had to pay for a convenience feature that other games would provide by default—another thing I disliked about this world.
As I was thinking this, the guide handed me a document and said:

"Please press your thumbprint here and infuse it with mana or divine power to acquire ownership of the dimensional storage."

After carefully reading the document, I pressed my thumbprint on it.

[Congratulations! You've achieved the incredible feat of acquiring premium dimensional storage!]
[Your experience has greatly increased!]

An achievement notification appeared after a long time.
Pleased with this unexpected gain, I asked the guide who was staring at me a question that suddenly came to mind.

"By the way, what happens if you put a corpse or a person in the dimensional storage?"
"......?"

His expression filled with horror, clearly not expecting such a question.
After trying to calm himself, he answered with a trembling voice:

"...As I mentioned earlier, time doesn't flow inside the dimensional storage, so whatever you put in will remain in the same state as when it entered."
"Ah. So that's how it works for corpses, but what about living people?"
"...I'm afraid I don't know anything about that... I'm sorry."

Though I was disappointed not to get an answer, I knew I'd soon have a chance to experiment with this, so my disappointment quickly faded.

*Regina will provide the answer to this question anyway.*

After confirming that the 220 million gold was in my dimensional storage, I headed straight to Regina, who must have been eagerly waiting for me.

Ch.37 - Extermination Squad
As I headed toward the entrance, I could see Regina waiting for me with her arms crossed.
It seemed she was quite angry about how I had provoked her earlier.
I approached her with a smile, thinking how upset she must be to abandon her usual composed and seemingly generous demeanor.

"Did you wait long?"

At those words, Regina glared at me while grinding her teeth.
Then she spoke to me in a deliberately calm voice.

"I have a lot to talk about, so follow me."

I also have things to say... no, it would be more accurate to say I have many things I want to do.
Either way, since I had something to do, I nodded.
Regina moved forward, gesturing with her finger for me to follow.

"As I said before, I'll make sure you pay properly for breaking the rules. You can look forward to it."

I was getting tired of responding, so I just nodded vaguely.
Something seemed to irritate her, and she turned away in anger again.

We arrived at a nearby alley.
I let out an exclamation of admiration at this secluded place with no crowds in sight, as if it had been created specifically for such occasions.

*Indeed, no one would see anything that happens here.*

If I had known about a place like this, I would have used it often myself.
As I decided to remember this location well and looked around, Regina called out to me.

"Alright... now take off your mask."

Thinking it should be fine now that we've come this far.
I didn't take off my mask... instead.
I immediately drew my sword and plunged it into Regina's thigh.

*Squelch!*

The tough sensation unique to a swordsman's flesh, honed over many years.
As I was feeling satisfied with that pleasantly firm texture.
Regina reacted somewhat belatedly, letting out a scream mixed with pain and shock before collapsing to the ground.

"Kyaaaah?!"

Perhaps because it was a completely unexpected ambush.
Regina couldn't even react properly as she let out painful moans.
Looking at her, I quickly stepped on her shoulder to completely knock her down.

"So, Regina?"

I spoke while slowly removing my mask.

"It's been a while."

This must be what they mean by turning deathly pale.
All her previous confidence had vanished, and Regina froze, her face devoid of any vitality.
Looking at her like this, I pressed down hard on her shoulder and continued speaking.

"Do you know how much I've missed you?"

Of course, the reason I missed her was to stab her with my sword.
But seeing her already trembling with fear, I swallowed those words and spoke while pulling the sword out of her thigh.

"You must have missed me too, right?"

She probably did miss me. Though for negative reasons.
I looked at Regina's expression with satisfaction and smiled as I spoke.

"Now that we've reunited after so long, let's settle that payment you mentioned."

Just as I was about to stab her with my sword again.
A long spear came flying toward me.
I lightly deflected it with my sword to reduce its speed, then performed the return technique I had practiced countless times when leveling up.

*Boom!*

Perhaps because I had infused divine power into my hand, there was a sound of air bursting as the spear returned to where it had come from.
As I was thinking this was my first time returning a spear rather than an arrow.
I heard something exploding in the distance.

*Looks like it hit.*

I wasn't sure what it was... but one thing was certain—someone had tried to kill me.
Finding this fact quite satisfying, I stabbed Regina's shoulder again with my sword and said:

"Keuup!"
"You might not think so, but I've quite liked you since that last incident."

When I whispered that she was excellent for stat farming.
Regina trembled with a face that looked like she was about to faint.
I sighed, feeling somewhat wronged by her reaction.

*Come to think of it, I'm the victim here. I'm not the perpetrator.*

Ah, although my response might have been a bit excessive.
Since the beginning and cause of all incidents started with Regina.
It's unfair that she looks at me as if I'm the perpetrator.
So to express my sense of injustice, just as I was about to stab her with my sword again.

"Stop!"

Someone blocked my action and swung a sword at me.
It was the fastest sword strike I had seen so far.
But not so fast that I couldn't dodge or block it, so I raised my sword to deflect it and looked ahead.

*Black armor, huh.*

Since none of the students wear armor like that.
It's certain they're not from the Academy... but I don't understand why such people suddenly appeared.
After pondering briefly, I soon reached one conclusion.

*Well, it doesn't matter.*

I'll just kill them all anyway.

Fortunately, this was an alley where no one passed by.
And I had a dimensional space useful for disposing of bodies, which would ensure complete elimination of evidence.
So without hesitation, I looked at those who were closing the distance with me, thinking I should go wild.

*Let's see, quite a few.*

Roughly five of them.
Among them were archers and mages capable of ranged attacks, which would make them quite troublesome to deal with. This gave me several concerns, but soon those concerns all disappeared thanks to one "interesting thought" that came to mind.

*Come to think of it, I have a meat shield... no, a hostage, don't I?*

I looked at Regina lying under my foot and smiled.
Realizing it would be extremely stupid not to use such good material.
I grabbed Regina's head and lifted it up, preparing for the imminent battle.

* * * * *

The Erzate Extermination Squad.
They were the unofficial killing group of Erzate, one of the three great noble houses and a renowned swordsmanship family.
They were famous for doing what Erzate couldn't do officially and for ruthlessly eliminating those who stood in Erzate's way.

Usually, when people saw the black armor that symbolized the Erzate Extermination Squad.
They would either be terrified or at least try to run away.
But this green youngster who hadn't even become a second-year student was sneering and confronting them.

*Originally, I would have thought he was arrogant.*

But after seeing the technique where he caught and returned the spear thrown by one of the squad members, I had to change that thought.
Regardless of his age and background, it was clear that he was quite skilled.
Upon reaching that conclusion, they began to spread out to surround him from all directions, but a major unexpected problem arose.

"What? Can't stab Regina?"

The problem was that their young mistress, Regina, had been taken hostage and was being used as a shield.

*Hah...*

Throughout all the missions I've carried out, I've seen cases where people take hostages and try to escape.
But this was the first time I'd seen someone use a hostage as a shield while trying to fight.

Though I shouldn't be the one to say this as an extermination squad member.
I thought this was the first person whose nature was so cruel and bizarre that I wanted to avoid him.

*The most ideal method would be to wear him out over time and then capture him, but...*

Because that damned guy had stabbed the young mistress's body several times with his sword, it would be dangerous for her life if we dragged this out too long.
So I was thinking of finding a new approach when, breaking everyone's expectations, that guy started moving first.

*Crazy...*

Since there's never a case where the hostage-taker charges in first.
His charge was somewhat surprising, but that was all.
After all, for us who had experienced numerous battles, this wasn't difficult to handle.
Just as we were about to launch a coordinated attack as we always did.

"Heuuk! Keuup... kyaaak!"

The young mistress's pain-filled screams spread all around.
At this sound, everyone stopped and looked at him.
He shouted while stabbing her body with his sword as if it were the most natural thing to do.

"If you want to see this bitch die, come at me all at once."

If the hostage had been just an ordinary ally, we would have abandoned them and attacked.
But unfortunately, the one captured was the young mistress, making such action difficult.
Seeing this, I felt a sense of despair as the entire flow seemed to revolve around him.

"Don't worry about me... huup... attack... now."

At that moment, the young mistress's order came down.
An order to attack regardless of whether she died or not.
As we looked at each other, ready to carry out the order.

An intense divine power unlike anything we had ever seen before spread everywhere.
And a calm voice, completely opposite to what we had heard until now, pierced our ears.

"Come to think of it, I don't need a hostage. After all, I have this."

Then he grabbed a pure white rosario, put it around his neck, and continued speaking.

"What are you doing? Aren't you going to attack?"

With those final words, he threw the young mistress away like trash.
Seeing this, we exchanged glances, sending silent signals before charging in all at once, but.

A divine power so immense it was hard to believe it came from a human.
No, a killing intent-filled divine power beyond what humans could comprehend shot out in all directions.
Tearing apart the mana of all extermination squad members, including myself.

*How... is this possible?*

Normally when mana and divine power collide, they clash with each other, not like this where mana is unilaterally destroyed.
Yet he did this as if it were natural, completely eliminating our mana.
As a result, all members of the extermination squad simultaneously retreated to create distance, but.

Before that.
I saw him quickly approach one of the squad members and plunge his sword into their heart.

Not an assassin, but a mere student.
The sight of him unhesitatingly stabbing someone in the heart was beyond bizarre—it was appalling.
Even I, who had seen plenty in my time, had never witnessed such a thing, and I felt my emotions stirring, but.

*Now is not the time to be distracted by such things.*

Since it didn't prevent my actions.
I quickly approached the young mistress, and just as I was about to pick her up and escape to rescue her.
I felt something alien and cold metal piercing my thigh, and a voice full of amusement was heard.

"Sorry, but could you help me with an experiment?"

Then he struck my head hard with his fist.
Separating the young mistress and me, he threw me into a dimensional space while saying:

"Remember your impressions well."

With my fading consciousness.
Everything before my eyes fell into darkness.

Ch.38 - Experiment Results
A void space so pitch black that its depth couldn't be measured.
I placed a man inside it, eagerly anticipating the results of my experiment.

*It wouldn't be terrible if he came out dead, but I'd prefer if he came out alive.*

Since having him alive would be more useful in various ways.
Hoping he'd survive, I turned my attention to the remaining subjects.

*Now then... let's gather the rest of the experimental materials.*

This time, I decided to test whether a nearly-dead creature would remain alive until retrieved, as the guide had mentioned that "time stops" inside.
To find someone willing to cooperate with this experiment, I looked around.

"You bastard!"

How considerate—an experimental subject came charging at me.
To indicate his acceptance into the experiment, I drove my sword into one of his legs, knocking him to the ground.
After pulling the sword from his thigh, I pondered for a moment.

*Where should I cut him?*

I wanted to stab him somewhere that wouldn't kill him instantly but would ensure his eventual death.
While contemplating which area would be best, a good idea suddenly occurred to me.

*I didn't need to overthink this at all.*

Wondering why I'd been deliberating so much, I opened the void space.
As I placed the fallen man inside, I simultaneously drove his sword into his heart.

*This way...*

I could confirm all the results I wanted.
Deciding that all necessary experiment preparations were complete, I shook the blood off my sword.

*Now, while we wait, let's clean up a bit.*

Since the subjects in the void space would need some time anyway.
While waiting, I decided to deal with all the black-clad figures and summoned my Divine Power.

The Divine Power surged more intensely due to the Rosario's effect.
Seeing the Divine Power enveloping me at twice its usual strength, I realized why people in RPGs work so hard to acquire good equipment.
I channeled the Divine Power into my sword.

*While I'm at it, let me try that technique.*

I recalled the sword energy technique Marfe had shown me.
Taking a stance, I concentrated Divine Power into one point in the sword, then swung as if throwing it.
Though not all the Divine Power was properly channeled, something similar flew out.
I made a subtle expression as I watched the released Divine Power strike an archer in the distance.

*That was less impressive than I expected.*

Since I was using it without properly understanding the principles, I must be doing something wrong that reduced its power.
I decided to practice this through training later and determined it was time to stop playing around and get serious.

*Well then. I should deal with those in front first.*

Normally, I'd need to be careful not to let anyone escape, as that would cause headaches.
Fortunately, with Regina beneath my feet, such concerns were unnecessary.

As I thought for the first time that Regina actually had some use and continued stepping on her,
the remaining two men finally couldn't bear it anymore and charged toward me, shouting:

"M-Master!"

If they had tried to flee, it would have been annoying to chase them. I was grateful they came directly to me.
I cut the throat of the swordsman who charged first.
Then quickly threw my sword, embedding it in the mage's body.

"Aaaaargh!"

A scream echoed from the distance.
As I approached slowly, the mage cried out to me in a terrified voice:

"D-Do you think Erzate will let this slide? No matter how strong you are, if the captain comes...!"
"If he comes?"
"You will definitely... pay the... Aaaaargh!"

Before he could finish speaking, I kicked his head and pulled the sword from his body, then drove it into his heart.
I realized his words weren't worth listening to.

*These bastards are obsessed with consequences. They're always talking about making someone pay.*

Thinking they were an incomprehensible bunch, I shook the blood off my sword again.

*Well then.*

Now that enough time had passed, it was time to check the results of my experiments.
First, I pulled out the subject from the void space who was part of the "will a living person stay alive" experiment.

"Cough... cough..."

Given that he was still alive after roughly 10 minutes, it seemed that placing living beings in the void space didn't kill them.
Finding this result very satisfactory, I pulled out the next subject.

"...Urgh."

A man trembling with a sword pierced through his heart.
Seeing this, I realized the guide was right—time truly "stops" inside the void space—and I broke into a wide smile.

*This is amazing!*

Just thinking about the possibilities: I could save dying allies by placing them in the void space,
and I could transport hostages without needing to feed or treat them, keeping them in the same condition indefinitely.

Extremely satisfied with the experiment results, I grinned broadly and
placed Regina, who was lying below me trembling, into the void space.
I had some uses for her for a while.

*As much as I'd like to keep her around and stab her repeatedly...*

If Regina went missing, it would cause various problems,
and I wouldn't be able to execute my previous plan of "shifting the blame."
So I decided to keep her for just a few days and closed the void space.

*Now, let's start the cleanup.*

Though cleanup simply meant stuffing the corpses into the void space.
I put all the people I had killed into the void space without exception,
completing the cleanup neatly.

* * *

After finishing all the cleanup, I headed straight to the infirmary where Lucia was.
There were several reasons, but the main one was to heal Regina.

*It would be quite troublesome if she died unexpectedly.*

So, deciding to use Lucia's healing magic to completely heal her,
I called for Lucia as soon as I arrived at the infirmary.

"Lucia."

As I entered calling her name,
Lucia, who had been alone in the infirmary, greeted me with a bright face.

"Jung Hyun...! You're here!"

Thinking she looked like a dog wagging its tail, I shared some good news with her.

"I brought something interesting."
"...In-interesting?"

Lucia's expression turned somewhat alarmed at the word "interesting."
She seemed to have intuitively sensed that I had done something terrible.
Seeing her reaction, I waved my hand and said:

"It's nothing strange, so don't worry."
"...Is that so?"

Despite my reassurance, Lucia still gave me a suspicious look.
Finding this somewhat unfair, I sighed and continued:

"Yeah. It's someone you know well, so don't worry."
"...?"

As soon as she heard the word "someone," Lucia froze.
Then, with her mouth hanging open like a nutcracker doll, she stared at me
and asked again with a blank expression:

"S-Someone?"

I nodded at Lucia and pulled the bloodied Regina out of the void space, saying:

"I caught her earlier. What do you think?"
"......"

So this is what it means for one's soul to leave their body.
Looking at Lucia, who was gradually losing her vitality, I said:

"Anyway, can you heal her? It would be quite troublesome if she died."

At those words, Lucia barely managed to regain her senses.
Then she immediately cast a healing spell and exclaimed:

"You've completely reduced a person to a rag...! Why didn't you just kill her?"

That doesn't sound like something a Saintess should say.
When I gave Lucia a disapproving look and said "That's a bit much,"
she gave me the most incredulous expression in the world and said:

"You're... so cruel!"

Then she quickly healed Regina, restoring her to her original state.
I let out an exclamation of admiration as I watched Regina's wounds disappear in an instant.

*At this rate, she's back to her pre-fight condition... or rather, her condition before being unwrapped.*

Of course, except for the holes in her clothes and the bloodstains all over her body.
In any case, as I was looking at Regina who had returned to her normal state,
I drew my sword and drove it into her thigh.

"No..."

Seeing this, Lucia seemed to have many things she wanted to say.
But she apparently gave up, just sighing and shaking her head.
As I was glancing at Lucia while wiggling the sword from side to side, Regina woke up with a pain-filled groan.

"...Urgh... ugh. What is... Kyaaaah!"

A scream echoed through the infirmary.
I covered Regina's mouth with one hand to silence her and said:

"If you don't want a sword in your other thigh too, shut up."

At this polite suggestion, Regina shed tears, then nodded and bit her lips tightly.

"Mmph... mmph... urgh."
"That's right, good job."

At my praise, Regina's whole body trembled, and she looked at me with a pale expression.
Seeing her reaction, I maintained an impassive face,
then asked her in a calm voice:

"Regina. There's something I've been wanting to ask you."

I pulled the sword from her thigh and placed it against her neck, saying:

"Why did you kill Erie?"

At those brief words, Regina looked at me with an expression mixed with shock and terror.
She seemed to understand what I wanted.
Seeing her expression, I calmly smiled at her.

Ch.39 - Auction House 1
"Why did you kill Erie?"

That short question.
Regina immediately understood what he wanted the moment she heard it.

*All responsibility for everything that happened and the price for it.*

It was a somewhat vague statement, but the meaning was literal.
He was telling her to take sole responsibility for all the problems that had occurred since the frenzy began, their long history of bad blood.

Upon reaching that conclusion,
Regina couldn't help but laugh like she'd lost her mind.
She realized that all of this had been planned to pin everything on her from the beginning.

*That monster...*

When had he started planning this?
When they encountered the execution squad? Or when he was causing chaos in the club room?
Or perhaps... when he first heard her name?

She couldn't pinpoint exactly when it began.
But one thing was certain: no matter what she did, he had consistently acted to ensure that "his enemy" would bear all responsibility.

*....*

As the entire situation became clear in her mind, her thoughts became ice-cold, allowing her to envision the process, conclusion, and all the consequences...
But perhaps because this was her first time experiencing such extreme violence,
despite her clear mind, her body surrendered to fear, trembling uncontrollably and begging him to spare her life.

"Why aren't you answering? I asked why you killed Erie?"

The moment she admitted to that,
she knew she would have to bear a responsibility worse than death.
She forcibly kept her mouth shut to avoid acknowledging it, but he smiled and wiggled the sword stuck in her thigh as he spoke.

"I wonder if this will raise my stats. Well, it doesn't matter if you don't talk. Your admission isn't what's important anyway."

Intense pain swept over her.
The pain was so severe that she momentarily lost consciousness, her entire body consumed by terror.
But knowing this pain was temporary and that he wouldn't kill her,
she tried not to say what he wanted.
Yet the growing fear and pain kept clouding her reason.

"Huk... huuk... kk. Please... stop..."

Pain that crosses a certain threshold transforms into fear that devours reason.
As the torture continued,
her mind became so foggy that she could no longer think clearly.
Gradually, instinctive words began to escape her lips without her realizing it.

"Please... I was... wrong... KYAAAK! Keuup."

He showed no concern for her words and spoke with self-admiration.

"Wow, you're tough. You still won't talk? Fine by me. Now, should we move from the thigh to the calf? Or maybe the forearm? The stomach? Which do you prefer?"
"Stop..."
"Oh, the forearm? I like forearms too."

New pain.
She trembled so badly that she could no longer speak, only hoping for this torture to end.
But from beside her:

"Heal."

A powerful healing spell restored her body to its original state, allowing the torture to continue.

"Jung Hyun, really...! I told you not to stab there...! She could die if you stab there."
"Really?"
"Yes. It's better to stab here instead of there."
"Ah, thank you."

Hearing the conversation beside her, she could only squeeze her eyes shut.
She had expected that the Saintess, even if she couldn't stop the torture, would at least try to dissuade him.
But contrary to her expectations, she was actually participating by suggesting more effective methods.

Regina realized that the healing was only prolonging her torture time.
She felt herself sinking deeper into despair.
After continuing the torture for quite some time, he seemed to grow tired and stretched before saying:
"Well, good work today. Let's take a break... no, come to think of it, time stops inside the subspace, so saying 'take a break' might not be correct? Whatever."

He clapped his hands as if calling a dog and pointed to the subspace.

"Now, let's go in."

Then he grabbed her limp hair and threw her into the pitch-black subspace.

* * * * *

After putting Regina into the subspace, I stretched with satisfaction.
The stat increase message that appeared midway had put me in a particularly good mood.

*To think there'd come a day when Regina would be useful to me.*

I was grinning at the thought of having obtained a decent training dummy.
Beside me, Lucia, who had been watching, sighed and said:

"You shouldn't torment people too much..."

Hearing those words, I could only look at Lucia with disbelief.
She had been the most excited during the torture, yet now she was saying I shouldn't torment people.

*Of course, Lucia didn't stab her directly.*

But wasn't it Lucia who had precisely indicated where to stab?
I found it quite absurd, but since arguing would be pointless, I let it go and brought up an important topic.

"By the way, Lucia. Have you heard any rumors about Rea? She should be coming to look for the Rosario, so I thought she might be making some moves... but it's strangely quiet."

Mentioning the infirmary incident—when I beat up Rea and obtained the Rosario—
Lucia blinked with a flustered expression.

"Rumors about Bishop Rea? Um... ugh."

It seemed she hadn't heard anything.
I was disappointed by her response and was about to move on when
I suddenly realized that Lucia was an outcast with no sources of information, making me feel awkward for asking.

*I shouldn't have asked that.*

Feeling like I'd only hurt her feelings, I decided to only ask Miria about such information in the future and deliberately changed the subject.

*Well, anyway, it's Rea's turn to come now. I should prepare for that.*

I decided to first extract the power contained in the Rosario and absorb it quickly, smiling at the thought.
A Rosario without power would be meaningless to me and could be discarded,
but not to Rea.

*Depending on how I use it, it could be a tremendous means of blackmail.*

I decided to dangle it to prevent that bitch Rea from escaping,
and smiled as I looked at the still-open entrance to the subspace.

*When I catch Rea, should I put her in here too and carry her around?*

That might not be bad.
It seemed like a good idea to open it whenever I was bored and train my stats.

*Even training meat needs time to rest.*

I decided that when I caught Rea, I would adopt an alternating training method, stabbing them in turns.
I could already feel myself salivating at the thought.

*Not bad. Torture and stat increases.*

Thinking about how advantageous this was,
I made a new goal to put those who had caused me that terrible pain into my subspace as well.

*The Pocket Master of this world.*

Though I said it jokingly,
keeping them in my subspace rather than killing them all would actually be more helpful to me in many ways.
So I decided to change my approach from killing to kidnapping them into the subspace.

*Not bad.*

Just by keeping them alive and carrying them around, I would effectively be holding hostages for blackmail 24/7.
Forces with hostages in my possession wouldn't be able to move easily,
and since the subspace could never be opened if I died, assassination attempts would be very difficult.

Realizing this, I felt my direction for revenge and my goals becoming clearer.
I decided to first visit the auction house to absorb the power of the Rosario.

* * *

The next day.
I brought Miria to the dormitory and asked her to tell me about the auction house and how to enter it.
In response, Miria flopped down on my bed and began explaining about auction houses.

"There are two types of auction houses. Regular auction houses and those in the black market. You need to participate in the black market auction house."

When I asked about this unfamiliar term:

"Black market?"

Miria gave me a brief explanation.

"It's... an underground market. Simply put, it's a place where illegal items are bought and sold secretly."

It seemed to be an underground market.
Having seen such things before, I nodded in understanding.
Miria crossed her arms and continued:

"Anyway, while anyone who knows about the black market and has the password from an information merchant can enter the black market itself, not everyone can participate in the auctions held there."

At the mention that not everyone could participate,
I showed her the Ashris token I had obtained earlier, but
Miria shook her head, indicating it wouldn't work this time.

"What the black market auction requires is personal credit. Not a token representing a group like the Ashris token, but the reputation and credit that an individual possesses."

In other words, belonging to a famous group wasn't enough.
The person participating in the auction needed to have their own reputation.
I sighed, thinking this was quite a troublesome condition.

"Then is there no way for me to participate?"

To that, Miria answered with a playful smile:

"Why wouldn't there be? Of course there is. Even if you're not such a person yourself, you can participate if the person accompanying you qualifies."
"Like Regina?"
"Yes, Senior Regina would definitely be able to enter... wait. Aren't you and Senior Regina enemies?"

I didn't answer Miria's surprised question and just smiled,
which made her look at me with a strange expression.

"Anyway. Let's think about it after you earn 100 million gold. Honestly, it's not an amount you can earn by working diligently... but with your exceptional abilities, you could probably earn it in about 10 years."
"Really?"
"Yes. And as for the black market entry conditions... hmm. That's difficult right now, but in about 10 years, I should be quite successful, so I'll take you there. Don't worry."

At that, I smiled wryly and poured out 100 million gold and Regina from the subspace, saying:

"Don't worry. All preparations are complete."

Miria looked at Regina, who had tumbled out and was twitching on the floor,
then opened her mouth with an expression as if she had taken on all the world's worries.

Ch.40 - Auction House 2
"Um... you know."

Miria was about to say something while looking at the blood-covered Regina, but she turned her gaze away and spoke in a shrinking voice.

"...Never mind."

I stared at Miria's incomprehensible reaction.
Then I briefly asked if we could participate in the auction.

"You said I needed certain preparations. Now that I have everything, we can go, right?"
"...Huh? Yeah, that's right. But you're not planning to bring Senior Regina in this condition, are you?"
"Obviously I'm going to heal her before taking her along."
"...Just to be clear, when you say 'take her along,' you don't mean while she's unconscious, right?"

Having hit the nail on the head, I was momentarily speechless.
Unable to answer, I just smiled silently.
Seeing my face, Miria clutched her head as if troubled and said:

"That's not going to work... It's a place where reputation and credibility matter. There's no point bringing Senior Regina if she's flopping around like a corpse..."

At her reaction, I laughed inwardly while looking at Miria.
I was just teasing a bit, but she reacted better than expected.

*Well, what's certain is...*

Regina needs to be conscious and moving normally when we participate in the auction.
Honestly, I wasn't too worried about this part since I had a clear solution in mind.
Removing this concern from my list, I asked Miria "when the auction would be held."

"As far as I know, the next auction is scheduled for three days from now. Though I'm not sure if Extract will be available even if it's held."

Whether it appears or not might be "a matter of luck," but with my abilities, it will definitely appear.
So I wasn't worried about its availability.
The problem was that only three days remained until the auction.

*Threatening Regina into submission within three days seems quite tight.*

Seeing her earlier, she has remarkable mental strength. Since ordinary methods clearly wouldn't work,
I decided to add another approach besides torture.

*What would that be?*

Isn't it obvious? Something I greatly prefer and frequently use.
Yes, blackmail.

* * *

For someone with high self-esteem and strong will like Regina,
rather than direct threats, it's more effective to grab and shake something precious to her.

*Usually that would be family, but...*

I didn't know if Regina valued her family, and besides,
kidnapping her family within three days would be logistically impossible.
So I decided to proceed with blackmail using Regina's other weaknesses.

Therefore, to discover Regina's weakness, I asked Miria about it.

"Senior Regina's weakness? There's a lot to explain, but to sum it up in one word... value."
"Value?"
"Yes. Senior Regina values value above all else."

Finding this quite interesting, I nodded for her to continue.
Miria obliged with an explanation.

"Senior Regina assigns value to everything—not just objects but people around her too. She categorizes everyone based on that value. If someone doesn't meet her standards, she discards them without hesitation."

Up to this point, I couldn't understand why this was a weakness, so I just nodded.
Miria smiled and revealed the crucial part.

"So far she might just seem opportunistic, but what's unique about Senior Regina is that she applies those standards and rankings to herself as well."

As soon as I heard that, I understood what Miria was getting at.

"In other words, she can't stand anything that lowers her own value, right?"
"Hmm... that's quite simplified, but correct."

Then my course of action narrowed to one option.
Since value only exists when there are people who acknowledge it,
I should threaten Regina by taking hostage those who know and recognize her.

Having made that decision,
I sat the still-unconscious Regina in a chair and,
somewhat kindly, slapped her hard on the cheek to wake her up.

Slap!

Miria, who was watching from the side, flinched at my action.
Ignoring her, I spoke to Regina, who was opening her eyes with a dazed expression.

"Regina. Do you like parties?"

Regina stared at me with trembling pupils at my sudden question.
I smiled kindly at her and said:

"I'm thinking of gathering all the first and second-year students to show them how you play with me. Doesn't that sound fun?"

By "play," I meant the torture from earlier.
Regina seemed to realize this, as her dried, twisted lips quivered.
I grabbed her face and turned it toward a nearby mirror so she could see her battered appearance.

"......"

Her utterly disgraceful appearance.
Watching Regina's eyes widen as she saw herself,
I whispered to her as if comforting her.

"What will people think when they see you like this at the party? That Regina is past her prime? Or that everything Regina has shown so far was an illusion? Or that this is Regina's true self?"

Seeing Regina's expression sink into thought, I raised the corner of my mouth and
whispered in her ear as if truly pitying her.

"Whatever the case, one thing's for certain. Everyone at that party will forever remember this image of you—crying and being tortured by a commoner."

After numbing her brain with physical pain,
I gently shook her weakness, and I could visibly see her mind collapsing.
Since she was someone I'd use and discard anyway, I continued stimulating this without hesitation, making her keep looking in the mirror.

"...Stop... please stop now."

Unable to endure any longer, she just repeated pleas to stop.
Such a pitiful sight might evoke sympathy in others, but I didn't particularly feel that way.

*If I had been weaker than her, she probably would have killed me or done even worse things to me.*

So while what I was doing might not be justified,
I whispered to myself that it was something I had to do,
and continued whispering the words she least wanted to hear to make her fall further into the abyss.

* * *

Three days later. The day the auction opened at the black market.
I looked at Regina following behind me with a haggard face.

Since the torture hadn't lasted long, I couldn't say she was completely subjugated,
but I had damaged her mind enough to use her at the auction.
I reached out my hand toward Regina, who flinched and stepped back as soon as she saw me.

"Shall we go?"

Seeing my outstretched hand, Regina trembled as if about to burst into tears.
I grabbed Regina's immobile hand and said to Miria:

"We're ready, so let's get going."

At those words, Miria handed me a new mask from somewhere and said:

"Here. A gift."

I smiled as I put on the mask Miria gave me.
As expected of Miriamong, she was thoroughly prepared.
"Thank you."
"It's nothing. I should be thanking you for not torturing me."

In response to Miria's playful words, I joked back:

"If you keep this up, I won't have to."

Miria shuddered as if getting goosebumps and said:

"Sorry... please don't joke like that, it's really scary."

Hearing that, I felt mischievous and pushed a bit further.

"You think I'm joking?"

Miria raised a white flag, declaring complete surrender.

"I was wrong, so please stop... I'm going to cry."

Laughing at her reaction, I pointed to the door and said:

"Anyway, let's get going."
"Shall we?"

With those words, we headed to the black market where the auction would be held.

* * *

Miria seemed to have visited the black market several times before,
as she skillfully guided us through its maze-like paths.
When I looked at her with a surprised expression, Miria smiled awkwardly and said:

"When you need important information, you have to come to places like this... so I memorized it."

It was already beyond my comprehension that a regular Academy student would come to the black market for information.
I suspected Miria might be hiding something, but
I needed to focus on the auction now, so I put that thought aside for the moment.

*Still... it's surprising that such a place thrives right next to the Academy.*

I had my suspicions when she mentioned illegal items being bought and sold,
but I didn't realize they traded such seriously illegal goods.
As I chuckled at the realization that this world was more corrupt than I had imagined, I witnessed an interesting sight.

*Academy students?*

Seeing uniformed groups wandering around as if on a tour, I couldn't help but click my tongue.
I had roughly guessed this since the "Ashris badge" received VIP treatment at the gambling den,
but it was laughable that Academy students, who should be setting an example, were brazenly frequenting illegal places without even trying to hide it.

*Well, looking at the state of the kingdom, it makes sense that these kinds of people rise to the top.*

That image of them—shirking all responsibility while taking all the benefits.
As I snickered thinking about it,
I resolved to make those bastards experience the same pain I had suffered, and said to Regina, who was following blankly behind:

"I'll be counting on you, Senior."

I attached the badge symbolizing Ashris to my body,
pushed Regina forward, and satisfied the conditions for participating in the auction.

Ch.41 - I Like Alleyways.
As we entered the auction house in the black market, numerous staff members in elegant uniforms welcomed us warmly. I couldn't help but chuckle at the reception, which was even more lavish than when I entered the gambling hall as a VIP a few days ago.

One of the guides stepped forward and bowed politely to Rea.

"It's an honor to serve you. I'll escort you right away."

The guide focused all their attention on Rea, anxiously ensuring she wouldn't feel any discomfort as they skillfully led us to our destination. Watching this, I smiled inwardly with satisfaction as all eyes were on Rea.

*Thank goodness. It would've been troublesome if they'd paid attention to me too.*

If rumors spread that a commoner had spent 100 million gold on an Extract, there was a high chance that some very problematic individuals would come after me. It was better if rumors about me didn't spread at all.

*So let Rea get the attention, while I reap the benefits.*

I decided to participate in this auction by letting her take the lead. To avoid drawing attention to myself, I kept my mouth shut and followed Rea.

* * *

If I had to describe the auction house in one phrase:

*It's more like a ballroom than an auction house.*

Rather than being arranged for people to focus on the auction, tables and chairs were set up to allow conversation. There were also several private spaces where the auction couldn't be heard, for those who didn't care to focus on it.

Perhaps this place was designed more as a massive social venue with socializing as its primary purpose rather than auctions. While I was pondering this, Miria poked my side gently and whispered:

"Look over there."

Surprised, I turned to see a somewhat familiar face.

*Marfe.*

The guy who recently became the head sword instructor. As I was feeling quite interested in this unexpected appearance, Miria spoke to me with a worried expression.

"I heard that after you destroyed Marfe last time, he's been grinding his teeth wanting revenge on you. So it might be better to stay out of sight here, at least."

Hearing that, a good idea came to mind, and I spoke to Miria in a calm voice.

"I have somewhere to go for a moment. Get me that Extract instead. Oh, the budget is up to 200 million gold. Make sure to secure it."

"With 200 million gold, it shouldn't be difficult to get... but where are you going?"

I nodded and answered briefly.

"I found a new collectible... no, a sucker. I think it would be good to have a little chat with him."

At those words, Miria glanced at Rea trudging along ahead of us, then shuddered and said:

"R-really? Have a good time."

Then she pretended not to have heard anything and looked away. Watching her, I thought she was quite perceptive as I headed toward where Marfe was.

* * * * *

Marfe.
Captain of the 2nd Knight Division and recently appointed head instructor at Melheim Academy, he had always followed an elite path and was one of the main pillars of the Second Princess's faction.

However, after recently making a massive mistake, he was in a situation where he had to observe self-discipline. He tried to restore his shattered reputation and standing by using the connections he had built up over the years, but...

*Since what happened in the training ground was too intense...*

Whatever he did became meaningless, dragging down everything he had.

*...How fleeting.*

It was truly ridiculous that everything he had built over many years had collapsed after a single defeat by a mere youngster.

Since everything had become futile, he was just sipping alcohol when suddenly, an intense anger rose within him. Unable to control his emotions, he threw his glass to the floor and ground his teeth.

*If it weren't for that damn bastard...!*

Even on battlefields where only instincts collide, he had never lost control of his emotions like this. But that damned youngster had broken this restraint. Just thinking about him made his emotions waver with surging anger.

*I must... no matter what happens, that guy...*

Just as he reached this point in his thoughts, he picked up a new glass and forcibly calmed himself down. He rationally understood that now was not the time for revenge, but rather the time to expand Princess Karina's influence.

So rather than doing anything now, he decided to endure and be patient, resolving to continue his revenge when all problems had disappeared. As he was pouring himself a drink, a voice he knew all too well came from behind.

"Well, who do we have here? Isn't it Head Instructor Marfe? I wonder if the wounds you got from me have healed."

That provocative, mocking tone. As soon as he heard it, Marfe immediately turned around, and there stood "Jung Hyun," the person he so desperately wanted to kill.

"Actually, I got hit at the end, so I guess I should be worried about myself rather than Instructor Marfe."

Jung Hyun continued to provoke him with a mocking tone, then fearlessly approached and said with a sneering face:

"So, Instructor Marfe. How did it feel to use your sword energy seriously against a student you just met? Did it feel good?"

"...Shut up."

"Don't tell me you didn't enjoy it? That's a problem... You thoroughly messed up the kingdom and Second Princess's carefully planned project and even got disciplined for it. What if you don't even feel good about it?"

He cleverly mixed formal and informal speech, endlessly grinding at Marfe's mind. Despite there being too many watching eyes and his self-discipline period not being over yet, Marfe was enduring when Jung Hyun suddenly threw him an offer he couldn't refuse.

"So I was thinking. You couldn't go all out back then, right? So how about we fight seriously?"

This lowly commoner who didn't know his place was irritatingly presumptuous, relying only on his status as an academy student and his contracted skills to provoke him. Deciding to teach him that there's always someone stronger, he gripped his sword that he hadn't touched for a while and said:

"Fine. But on one condition."

"A condition?"

"The outcome and process of this duel will not be mentioned to anyone."

"That's what I want too."

"And you won't hold a grudge even if you lose your life."

At those words, Jung Hyun clapped his hands as if that was exactly what he wanted.

"That sounds good. So when do you want to duel? Right now?"

"That wouldn't be bad, but..."

Noticing the gazes around them, he decided to postpone the duel.

"There are too many eyes right now... Come to the back of the auction house after the auction ends. There's an alley there where people don't go."

At the mention of an alley, Jung Hyun laughed for a while, then waved his hand and said:

"Why do you guys love alleys so much? Everyone's always telling me to come to some alley. Anyway, I got it, Instructor. See you later."

Then he left without looking back.

Marfe watched him go, grinding his teeth again and clenching his sword tightly, then took a deep breath to calm himself and stared at where Jung Hyun had been with cold eyes.

*I'll definitely kill you.*

Even if, for various reasons, he couldn't kill him, he was determined to take at least an arm or a leg, and he ground his teeth again.

* * * * *

*Teabagging is so much fun.*

I thought it was quite enjoyable to tease Marfe and smiled with satisfaction. I don't know why noble elites who've walked the elite path all act so similarly, I thought as I returned to where Miria and Rea were.

"...Oh, you're back?"

When I returned, Miria welcomed me with a voice that seemed frightened. She furtively looked at my hands and body, then sighed with relief and said:

"I thought you might have beaten up Instructor Marfe and stuffed him into your spatial storage like you did with Senior Rea."

That comment hit the mark so accurately that I was momentarily speechless as I looked at Miria. Seeing my reaction, she made a flustered expression and said:

"...Oh, I'm wrong?"

I hadn't done it yet, but was planning to soon, so I just smiled. Miria broke out in a cold sweat and tried to say something, then shook her head and said:

"...No. It's nothing."

At that response, I shrugged and immediately got back to the main point.

"By the way, the Extract hasn't come up yet?"

Miria made a somewhat embarrassed expression and told me:

"I've been telling you all along. We don't know if a top-grade Extract will appear in the auction or not. This is purely in the realm of luck, so even if we come with expectations, if we're unlucky..."

"Next up is... Oh! It's been a long time since this item appeared! The top-grade Extract that many of you have been waiting for!"

At the sudden announcement of the Extract's appearance, Miria closed her mouth tightly and looked back, then pressed both hands against her eyes and said to me:

"Somehow... when I'm with you, Jung Hyun, it feels like common sense collapses."

I didn't particularly respond to that and looked down at where the auction was being held, then placed my hand on the shoulder of Rea, who was trembling in the corner, and said:

"Then I'll leave it to you, senior."

When Rea didn't answer, I placed a dagger I had kept in my spatial storage on her thigh. Only then did she quickly nod, indicating her cooperation.

Thinking that I would finally be able to absorb the power of the Rosario, I smiled at the thought of draining its power and then selling it. I eagerly anticipated the Extract coming into my possession.

Ch.42 - One Strike Four Kills
Since I could only participate in the auction with an official invitation, and there wasn't much I could do just sitting beside her, I told Miria to help Regina with the auction and got up for a moment.

*I'd better walk around the auction house and gather information during that time.*

The Black Market auction house was built in an illegal location, accessible only to those with guaranteed social status. As you might guess from that description, this place was designed less for actual auctions and more as a social venue for the upper class.

*Rather than sitting idly beside her, I'd better walk around and memorize people's faces.*

Just knowing someone's face could broaden my opportunities to make both negative and rational choices. Of course, I couldn't stray too far from Regina, as I needed to stay within a distance where I could intervene if she suddenly did something strange.

*There are so many people here.*

Despite the requirement of guaranteed social status for entry, the place was crawling with people like ants that had found candy. As I watched them, thinking I'd like to throw a Molotov cocktail down there, I heard the announcement of the auction's official start.

"The starting bid is ten million gold!"
"Eleven million... fifteen million! Twenty million!"
"In the blink of an eye, we've reached fifty million gold!"

The price of the Extract was rising rapidly. Even a miraculous subspace pocket could be purchased for fifty million gold, but the Extract's price easily surpassed that and was heading toward 100 million gold. I couldn't help but laugh.

*Seems like there are many people after it, just as the auctioneer said.*

It made sense considering the current situation. If newspapers were reporting that the world was falling apart due to war, the upper class would have even more detailed information.

*So they want to use the Extract—the ability extractor—to gain abilities that might help them survive.*

It was a reasonable action, so I accepted it without much thought. Then I heard the auctioneer's urgent voice.

"Eighty million gold...! Now one hundred million! One hundred million gold! Any more bids? One hundred twenty million gold!"

The Extract's price continued to rise beyond what Miria had predicted.

"One hundred fifty million gold! Any more bids? Congratulations! Sold for one hundred fifty million gold!"

In the end, it was purchased for 150 million gold. When I saw Miria's gesture indicating she had successfully made the purchase, I felt strangely regretful.

*It feels like we paid 150 million for something worth 100 million. Like we got ripped off.*

Although the gold in this world would likely become meaningless soon enough, I couldn't shake the feeling of having lost out. After thinking for a moment, I came up with a good idea.

*Should I really throw a Molotov cocktail?*

Since getting an actual Molotov cocktail would be difficult, I thought about using the Rosario's power as a substitute to cause some chaos.

*Not a bad idea. Because entry is so restricted, there's little security inside, and the place is full of corrupt high-ranking officials who frequent this illegal black market.*

I figured that releasing Divine Power anywhere would provide me with considerable benefits. Of course, what happened afterward would be problematic, but I had enough ways to escape that I wasn't too worried.

*After all, I came in here using Regina's identity.*

In other words, if I caused any trouble, the attention wouldn't be focused on me, a commoner, but on Regina, the club leader of Ashris and a child of one of the three great families.

*So in short...*

If I didn't get caught, that would be good. If I did get caught, I could blame Regina, which would also be good.

Of course, if I were captured, death would be certain, so I'd need to escape the auction house somehow.

*Good thing I wore a mask.*

I applauded Miria's foresight and headed toward her to discuss our strategy.

* * *

When I told Miria about my plans, she sucked in her breath excessively.

"Sssssss."

Then she covered her eyes with both hands in despair.

"...You're crazy, absolutely crazy."

She spoke to me with a voice full of desperation.

"Even though the kingdom is rotting from war problems and corruption, if you massacre all the high-ranking nobles here, even the kingdom will have to intervene directly. You know that, right?"

I nodded, knowing that even if just one or two high-ranking nobles died, the kingdom would likely intervene. Miria looked at me with an expression of increasing incomprehension.

"...That means you'd have to face the kingdom alone... Can you handle that?"

"Of course not."

"Then stop talking nonsense and let's go get the Extract."

Miria waved her hand as if there was no point in continuing the conversation. Seeing this, I pointed out one fact she seemed to be forgetting.

"But I think you're misunderstanding something. It's Regina who would have to face the kingdom, not me."

"...What?"

Miria looked at me with a surprised expression, as if she hadn't expected that answer. I summarized what I had been thinking in one sentence.

"We came in using Regina's identity, didn't we?"

With that one statement, Miria seemed to understand what I was getting at, and she opened her mouth wide before asking me:

"I, I think I misunderstood, so let me ask again. Are you planning to pin all of this on Regina?"

I looked at her with an expression of incomprehension and replied:

"What are you talking about? Pin it on her...? It's not pinning anything on her—Regina really did it."

"...Huh?"

When I spoke as if Regina had actually done it, Miria looked at me in horror. I continued as if nothing was wrong:

"Think about it. Someone who set off the Dungeon Frenzy Potion and even killed Erie—do you think she wouldn't set something off in an auction house? She'd probably love doing it."

"W-well, that's true, but..."

"So, let's say Regina did all this. But it would be a bit strange if Regina did it alone, so let's mix in a few... seasonings."

"...Seasonings?"

"Nothing fancy. I just have a couple of cards in my hand that I think would work well together."

As soon as Miria heard the phrase "cards in my hand," something seemed to dawn on her, and she asked with trembling eyes:

"Could it be Instructor Marfe...?"

I smiled and snapped my fingers.

"Bingo. Now, who's the other one?"

"...I don't know."

"Think about it. Who's the owner of this Rosario?"

With that one hint, Miria sat down as if she wanted to cry and said:

"What did I do wrong in my past life... ugh."

Seeing her reaction, I patted her shoulder.

"Don't worry. You're not included in the sacrificial lambs."

"...How reassuring."

"Now stop whining and let's go. Regina is waiting."

"...Fine."

Miria sighed as she looked at Regina, who was standing far away.

"I don't know if I should be grateful she's not my enemy... or if getting involved at all was the mistake."

She muttered as she followed me.

* * *

"We've received exactly 150 million gold. The user rights certificate and warranty are contained here, so please take them with you."

I smiled as I received the Extract contained in an elegant box. Miria, who was watching from the side, discreetly asked the employee a question.

"Is there a private room or a place to rest for a while? Regina is feeling a bit tired."

Using the title "Lady" instead of "senior," emphasizing her role as Regina's subordinate or attendant, Miria asked if there was a place where we could use the Extract immediately. The employee responded kindly, "There's a private room nearby. Would you like me to guide you there?"

"Yes, please. We need a resting place right away."

"Very well. I'll guide you immediately."

With that, the employee gave some orders to those waiting nearby and began to guide us.

"If you find anything uncomfortable or lacking in the private room, please let us know at any time."

We were assigned to a private room on the upper floor, listening to hospitable comments and conversation along the way. After confirming that all three of us had entered, I closed the door and said:

"Now then... Regina, would you mind going inside to rest for a while?"

With those words, I opened the subspace and gestured for her to enter. Regina trembled and said to me:

"Y-you're not going to... have that party, right? I did everything you wanted... so please, anything but that."

One of the things I had said to break Regina's mental state was that I would invite people related to Regina to a party and, as a commoner, brutally beat her. That statement seemed to have stuck in her mind. Hearing this, I replied, "I promised, didn't I? I'll keep my word, so don't worry," and pointed to the subspace again.

"So hurry up and go in before I change my mind."

"......"

Regina nodded and entered the subspace on her own. Watching this with satisfaction, I lifted the Extract and the Rosario.

*Now, let's use it.*

The sacred object that the Church had given to Rea to capture the Demon King. As I brought the Extract into contact with the Rosario that Rea had cherished so much, and mentally said "use," a brief notification appeared:

*-*
[Would you like to use the Premium Extract?]
- Upon use, it will be immediately absorbed into the user's body.
*-*

When I nodded slightly at this prompt, the Extract in my hand transformed like a blue slime, enveloping the Rosario and beginning to absorb its radiant light.

*How fascinating.*

After absorbing all the light from the Rosario as if not wanting to miss a single drop of power, the Extract returned to its original form. Then it mixed around before compressing into a small orb and returning to my palm.

*I suppose I'm meant to eat this.*

Realizing this, I immediately put it in my mouth and swallowed it, lest someone steal it.

[Congratulations! By using the Premium Extract, you have absorbed the ability of the Amplification Rosario (Unique)!]
[Incredible achievement! You have achieved absorption of a unique item's ability!]
[Congratulations! You are not far from leveling up with achievements!]

Feeling the massive Divine Power I already possessed becoming even more frenzied, I raised the corners of my mouth into a smile and briefly said to Miria, who was watching me anxiously:

"Now then, shall we go commit some terrorism? With the Rosario that Bishop Rea gave me for terrorism."

With this one act, I decided to strike against the kingdom, the Church, Regina's family, and Marfe all at once, and began channeling an unmanageable amount of Divine Power into my hand.

Ch.43 - The Power Of The Rosary
In various forms of media, they say that when you obtain immense power, there's a backlash that causes tremendous pain throughout your body. Strangely, I didn't feel any pain... or rather, my body felt unusually calm.

*It feels like an ability I've always possessed.*

Clearly, the Divine Power raging inside my body seemed capable of destroying everything, yet I who controlled it felt no different than usual. With a smirk at this strange sensation, I gazed at the Divine Power gathered in my hand.

*It's definitely gone berserk.*

True to its name "Amplification Rosario," it not only amplified my existing Divine Power but also seemed to have greatly improved its efficiency.

*Before, I had to consciously push Divine Power into something when I wanted to use force.*

Now, the moment I merely thought about Divine Power, it gathered in my sword. I was extremely satisfied with the speed—it was as if an entire step had been eliminated from the process. As I raised my sword, several messages appeared in succession.

[Blessing of Amplification, Blessing of Sharpness, Blessing of Fire, Blessing of Divinity, Blessing of Strength, Blessing of Agility activated!]

So many blessings.
Seeing this, I recalled the explanation that simply possessing the Rosario would allow one to "receive blessings," and I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration.

*This is it. This is what I wanted.*

No wonder people go to such lengths for good equipment. With these blessings enhancing my power beyond its usual capacity, I released it without hesitation. I gathered as much Divine Power as possible, then shot it forward in an explosive burst.

BOOM!

A violent explosion.
It felt like detonating a powerful bomb. Everything touched by the energy blade I fired shattered into pieces and disappeared.

Seeing the enormous hole that had formed before me, I hesitated briefly, then gathered Divine Power into my sword again and began firing energy blades in all directions, causing the building to collapse.

BANG! BOOM! KABOOM! CRASH!

Divine Power exploded endlessly in every direction.
Everything nearby vanished without a trace, yet I still wasn't satisfied. Deciding to go one step further, I set down my sword and channeled Divine Power into my palm while closing my eyes.

*I'm sure this is how it was used.*

The Divine Power barrier I had seen when fighting Rea. Though I didn't know the exact method, I understood the principle—using massive Divine Power to push everything away. I concentrated all my Divine Power and strength into my arm.

A blinding white light gathered in my hand, so intense it seemed capable of blinding anyone who looked at it. Even for me, who regularly unleashed Divine Power recklessly, this attack was so powerful that for the first time, I felt unbearable pain in my palm.

*...Just a little more.*

For a more powerful strike, I endured the pain and continued channeling everything into my hand.

Just once more, truly just one final time.

Greed upon greed pushed me beyond my limits, and then new greed pushed me beyond those new limits. The more I repeated this, the more the backlash weighed on me, but the Divine Power I gathered grew increasingly powerful, so I continued with satisfaction until...

*...Wait. I think I've screwed up.*

At some point, I realized I had accumulated so much Divine Power that if I released it, things would truly go to hell. As soon as I realized this, I gestured for Miria to enter my subspace. With this much power, she would certainly die instantly if caught in it.

*Shit.*

Watching Miria flee into my subspace, I took a moment to catch my breath, then hurled this Divine Power at the ground.

- KABOOOOOOOOM!

The loudest explosion I'd ever heard.
I couldn't help but show my surprise at the blast, which was incomparably stronger than before. This destructive power completely exceeded my expectations.

I wasn't sure if the screams were drowned out by the explosion or if everyone who could scream had vanished with it, but I noticed that the screams that had been assaulting my ears were now gone. I laughed hollowly. If I wasn't mistaken, everyone in the vicinity had been annihilated.

*...This is insane.*

Before absorbing the Rosario, no matter how much power I gathered, I couldn't have produced even a quarter of this effect. Despite pushing myself, the fact that I accomplished this was astonishing. I absentmindedly looked around while massaging my tingling hand, which felt like it had been electrocuted.

Buildings shattered beyond recognition, white flames consuming furniture as if the apocalypse had arrived—a scene that looked like a powerful bomb had detonated. As I stared blankly at this landscape, a message appeared.

*-*
[Congratulations! You have achieved the incredible feat: Completely Destroy the Black Market Auction House!]
[You are not far from the achievements needed to level up!]
*-*

The complete destruction of the auction house, acknowledged even by the system.
As I was running my hand through my hair at this realization...

In the distance, I could see something pushing through stone fragments and emerging. To confirm the kill, I drew my sword and slowly approached. I saw Marfe crawling up, covered in blood.

*I really am lucky, aren't I?*

When food practically jumps into your mouth without effort...
I grabbed Marfe's head as he emerged, pulled him out, then pressed my foot against his chest and greeted him.

"We were supposed to meet in the alley, but here we are. Good to see you, Instructor?"

At those words, Marfe spoke to me with a face contorted by fear.

"Cough... h-how... how can you be... unharmed..."

His question made me curious too. With such a powerful explosion, it would be normal for even the person who caused it to be caught in it. Yet I wasn't just unaffected—I wasn't even scratched.

*It is strange that I alone wasn't affected.*

I wondered if it was a game system mechanic where I'm immune to my own attacks, or if I'm immune to attacks made of Divine Power. With an emotionless voice, I said to Marfe:

"That's not what's important. What's important now is why you caused this terrorist attack, don't you think?"

"...W-what are you talking about...!"

"Huh? What am I talking about? After our duel, your standing and reputation were ruined, and you said, 'I can't be treated this way by a war hero!' Then you teamed up with Bishop Rea to cause this terrorist attack, right?"

Marfe gaped at me as I spoke of things he had never even thought of doing as if they were facts.
Seeing his reaction, I patted his cheek and continued:

"So. Are you satisfied after killing so many people, you murderer?"

"That's... that's absurd...! Do you think others will believe such nonsense!"

"True. Normally they wouldn't, but they might if there's obvious evidence."

"...Evidence?"

At that, I smiled brightly and drew the sword from Marfe's waist.
I infused this white blade with my Divine Power to make it similar to the Divine Power in the surroundings, then casually tossed it aside while saying:

"I hear the 2nd Knight Caption gets a sword bestowed by the country?"

At those words, Marfe seemed to realize what I was planning to do.
He crawled toward me with trembling hands, and I stepped on his chest again, saying:

"When people see that sword with a clear owner, filled with the same Divine Power that blew up the auction house, what will they think?"

"Haha... with just that? Since I use mana... filling it with Divine Power would be meaningless!"

Seeing his confident declaration, I smiled and replied:

"I thought you might say that, so I prepared something else."

I picked up the now powerless Church relic, the Rosario, smeared it with Marfe's blood, and tossed it near the sword while saying:

"But what if the Church's sacred relic, the Rosario, is found near that sword, covered in blood? What thoughts... no, what suspicions would people have?"

At a crime scene that defies comprehension, people fixate on the most obvious evidence. By placing these mutually suspicious items together, I would create confusion that would benefit me one way or another.

*Of course, this alone isn't enough.*

To create even better evidence, I cut off Marfe's right arm with one stroke of my sword and said:

"Then your arm? Blood? Whatever you call it. Anyway, I'll be borrowing your body."

"AAAAARGH!"

I couldn't hear well because of the screaming, but I'm sure he agreed.
To silence the screaming Marfe, I forcibly threw him into my subspace while thinking:

*Now, let's start farming.*

Of course, I needed to do some preparation first.
I sprinkled more blood from Marfe's arm near the Rosario and sword, then picked up the arm and dragged it as I looked around.

*Let's see... anything to farm?*

Surely there would be survivors—high nobles, heirs of prestigious families, or other notable figures who would have protective magic to survive this explosion.
As I looked around for such people, I found someone trembling and groaning nearby.

*Nice.*

Judging by his attire, he seemed to be someone important.
Though I didn't know exactly who he was, I thought he might be useful and put him in my subspace.

*Now let's go over there.*

Before others arrived at the auction house, I hurried around, sweating profusely, to capture—no, to take hostage—as many people as possible. The number of people I captured here would determine how easily I could bring down the kingdom later.

*Not much longer now.*

Instinctively, I realized that the day I could capture Bishop Rea and Second Princess Karina was approaching soon.
I smiled broadly, looking forward to seeing their faces filled with despair.

Ch.44 - Farming
After finishing up with the survivors and corpse farming, I was about to leave before people arrived when I suddenly noticed a massive door made entirely of magic stones.

*That incredibly expensive door made purely of magic stones.*

Since there was only one thing this could mean, I smiled as I immediately guessed what it was.

*Treasure storage.*

A place for storing auction items or gold collected from customers. Realizing this, I thought about getting some proper payback and drew my sword.

*Now, let's see. Should I cut here?*

Despite having excessively used my divine power earlier, I chuckled as I confirmed it had fully recovered. Even to me, it was an overwhelming amount of divine power.

*No wonder the kingdom wanted to use me as a divine power bomb.*

Overwhelming divine power with no end in sight. I had thought of it as both the goddess's ignorance and blessing. Shaking off these thoughts, I slowly channeled divine power into my sword.

- Ziiing.

Just like before, I merely channeled divine power, but the sword energy swirled more intensely than usual, vibrating powerfully. Seeing this, I realized my sword energy had advanced to the next level and smiled as I slowly swung it toward the magic stone door.

Slash.

With an incredibly clean sound, the magic stone door was smoothly cut. With just this one strike, I realized I had definitely become stronger, and my face filled with satisfaction.

*That's it. That's what I wanted.*

I had been frustrated for a while as my skills and abilities barely improved, but advancing like this was refreshing. Feeling an incredible thrill, I took Miria out from my spatial storage and spoke.

"Miria, help me out."

"I'm in...! Huh?"

Miria seemed to realize everything around her had suddenly changed. She looked around with a blank expression. Since we didn't have much time left, I called to her again.

"Gather anything useful or valuable from in there and put it in the spatial storage."

"...Ah? Huh? Oh? Okay."

Miria still seemed dumbfounded, nodding with a somewhat stupid expression. Seeing this, I smiled slightly and said:

"Don't space out, hurry up."

"Oh, got it. By the way, what on earth did you do to make the building..."

Miria looked around admiringly at the surroundings, then went inside. Not long after, she let out a scream of joy.

"Wow, my goodness...! What is all this? This is insane, absolutely insane...!"

Hearing that, I became curious about what was inside. I followed Miria in and saw countless treasures piled up as if all the world's riches had been gathered there.

*...This really is insane.*

I realized that among all the wealth overflowing in there, gold coins were the least valuable items. I chuckled before lightly tapping the back of the still-dazed Miria.

"Snap out of it and quickly grab the good stuff, Miriamong."

"Oh... okay! But I've been wondering for a while, what does Miriamong even mean?"

I pretended not to hear and looked around at nearby items. This wasn't the time for jokes with Miria.

*Anyway, I should focus on items that seem valuable.*

The problem was that I didn't have the ability to distinguish what was better or worse, so I decided to just grab everything I could. I started quickly moving around and collecting items that looked decent.

"My goodness...! Gold coins are like trash!"

While I was working hard, Miria's crazed voice came from beside me. I clicked my tongue at her and was about to scold her, but remembering how she had helped me, I decided to let her enjoy herself and sighed.

*How did she end up like this?*

When we first met, she seemed somewhat normal... thinking about it, she wasn't really normal. I nodded as I recalled. I thought she had become strange from hanging around me, but she was strange from the beginning.

I shook my head and focused on farming again when I spotted a long safe made of purple-glowing magic stones in the distance.

*If it's purple magic stones, then surely...*

Only Heartrate-grade magic stones, the highest quality among magic stones, would have such a color. Realizing immediately that something extraordinary must be hidden there, I quickly approached the purple safe.

*Let's do some unboxing then.*

Just as I was about to cut it open with my sword, wondering what could be inside that they had hidden so securely, I felt an intense wave of mana from far away.

*Looks like they're here.*

It seemed it was time to leave. I called to Miria, who was frantically stuffing items into her pockets, and pushed the fan-sized safe directly into my spatial storage.

*I think I've gathered everything I need.*

It was time to escape. I grabbed Miria as she ran toward me and put her into the spatial storage. Then, to leave evidence that the Church was involved, I deliberately scattered divine power once more before making my escape.

* * * * *

Second Archmage Esik.
Erie's older brother, the next head of the Rurushié family.
A figure marked as the next Grand Magician who had entered central politics at a young age.

Currently, at the request of Second Princess Karina and to uncover the truth about his sister Erie's death, he had been transferred to the position of Head Magic Instructor at the Academy. However, due to a critical mistake by Marquis Marfe, the 2nd Knight Captain, he was unable to even begin his planned investigation.

While he had faced critical problems before, this was the first time he couldn't even start his work. As he was feeling the futility of being unable to do anything to uncover his sister's death, he suddenly faced an unexpected major problem.

"...Esik. I have a favor to ask. Could you investigate this incident for me?"

An order from Second Princess Karina.
Having received no prior information, he was trying to gauge the seriousness of the situation just by the Second Princess's facial expression when she briefly explained what had happened.

"According to the investigator, they found evidence that Marfe collaborated with the Church... no, with Bishop Rea to carry out a terrorist attack on the auction house."

Terrorist attack?
He was momentarily speechless at this unexpected word, but what was even more shocking than the terrorism was that Bishop Rea was somehow involved with Marfe.

"...Marquis Marfe with Bishop Rea? What does that mean?"

"Of course it doesn't make sense, but they say such clear evidence was found at the scene that all attention will be focused in that direction for a while."

At those words, Esik bit his lip calmly and fell into thought. He realized he had become entangled in a more troublesome incident than expected.

"Esik. As you know, Bishop Rea is too cunning and shrewd to carry out a terrorist attack that wouldn't benefit her at all. And Marfe, no matter how damaged his reputation might be, isn't the type to do something like this."

As he completely agreed with this assessment, he nodded in agreement before naturally stating the conclusion.

"That means there's likely a third party... the real culprit is probably someone else."

"Yes. It's an obvious conclusion if you think about it a little."

An obvious conclusion, but the investigators wouldn't listen to the Princess's words. With the workload increased due to war, combined with the nobles' protests and the blatantly planted evidence, they would be forced to wrap up the case quickly rather than uncover the truth.

*And that will create a scapegoat who will take all the blame for this situation.*

They would dump everything on that scapegoat, and the kingdom would turn its attention elsewhere again.

*But the problem here is the scapegoat.*

The person who would take the blame.

*Since Knight Captain Marfe is directly under the Second Princess, they'll naturally hold her responsible regardless of the facts.*

The First Prince, who had been having succession issues recently, would not miss this opportunity to place blame on the Second Princess and bring her down. Regardless of the truth.

*If that happens.*

He would be caught up in it for a while and unable to investigate what was most important to him—the truth behind Erie's death. Everything would sink into a swamp. Therefore, he needed some way to break through this.

"Esik. So I was thinking, what about shifting the blame to the First Princess and the Church?"

"To the First Princess and the Church...?"

"Yes. Considering the timing, we just arrived, while the First Princess and the Church were already established, making it easier for them to carry out a terrorist attack."

It was a sophistry full of logical flaws, but if this simple opinion was combined with the power dynamics between the First Princess, who had been pushed back in the succession rights, and the rising power of the Second Princess, it seemed quite possible.

*The Church would be difficult, but if we focus just on the First Princess, it might work.*

With this solution in mind, Esik smiled and said:

"Then we just need to find evidence that the First Princess... no, since the Church is definitely involved anyway, we just need to find evidence that the First Princess did it."

At those words, the Second Princess nodded with satisfaction.

"Yes. I'll leave it to you. Make sure you find it. Whatever it takes."

"Definitely" and "whatever it takes."
Hearing these two phrases, he understood that he was to "create" evidence if necessary, and he nodded calmly to indicate he would certainly carry out the task.

"I will definitely do so."

"Good. As always, I'm counting on you."

Hearing those final words, he bowed respectfully and slowly left the room.

Ch.45 - Settlement
Escaping wasn't as difficult as I'd expected.

The massive building that symbolized the Black Market and occupied its largest portion had collapsed all at once. Everything nearby was destroyed as well, creating more chaos than I'd anticipated.

So I was able to hide among the dust and debris, quickly escape from the Black Market, and return to my dormitory room.

*Now then. Let's organize everything first.*

Though I wanted to rest because I was tired, I thought it would be better to organize things first and then rest. I took Miria out from my spatial storage and said:

"Help me sort through everything."

After emerging, Miria slowly gathered her wits, then stared at me with a dumb "huh?" expression. She tightly gripped the unidentified luxury items in both hands and said:

"Of course. Leave it all to me."

I wish she'd wipe that drool first.

I sighed as I watched Miria becoming increasingly foolish, and as I was about to take out the items I'd farmed from my spatial storage, someone knocked on the door.

"Jung Hyun, I'm here to feed the seedling. Are you in?"

For reference, "seedling" referred to the mysterious seed I'd obtained earlier. Due to its peculiar trait of consuming divine power, I'd asked Lucia to help, thinking it might benefit from a Saintess's divine power. She'd been coming to feed it once a day without fail.

*This works out well.*

Since there were so many items, I thought it would be good to ask Lucia to help organize them too. I opened the door with a smile, and as always, Lucia greeted me with a bright grin.

"Oh, you are here!"

Hearing this, I nodded slightly and gestured for her to come in. She entered while humming an unidentifiable tune. Then, seeing the excited Miria, she approached her with a bright smile.

"Ah! Miria is here too...! You look especially happy today. Did something good happen?"

At those words, Miria hid the objects she was holding behind her back and began making awkward excuses.

"...Huh? Oh... um, yes, something did happen!"
"You've seemed really depressed lately, so I was quite worried. I'm glad you're happy now."
"...I was like that?"

I left them to their conversation and emptied valuable-looking items from my spatial storage onto the floor, excluding gold coins.

*There's more than I thought.*

There was enough that sorting or appraising them would take all day. I had no idea how much these things were worth, but judging by how Miria's eyes had rolled back, they were likely worth more than I could imagine.

*But rather than finding valuable items right now...*

It was more urgent to find equipment I could use or items that would increase my stats. So I asked Miria and Lucia to set aside anything like that separately.

* * *

About three hours later.
I smiled at the three items on the bed.

*-*
[Elixir of Growth] (Artifact)
Description: An elixir created by concentrating all the essence of the Church. When consumed, doubles training effects for one week.

[Dragon's Blood] (Unique)
Description: When consumed, greatly increases health and mana.

[Rapid Growth Elixir] (Artifact)
Description: When used on plants, causes rapid growth.
*-*

Two items to help my growth.
One item to help the seedling I was raising.

*Honestly, it's a bit disappointing that out of that mountain of items, only two are useful for me.*

Still, both items would have a tremendous impact on my growth, so I thought this was better than nothing.

*The Dragon's Blood goes without saying... and the Elixir of Growth makes my mouth water just looking at it.*

I wanted to use the Elixir of Growth immediately and focus on training, but it would be most efficient to use it in the "Room of Trials" that I'd enter when leveling up. So I decided to hold off using it now and save it for the Room of Trials.

*I want to level up quickly.*

The thought of terrorizing a gambling den for quick leveling crossed my mind, but I might mess up everything if I got too greedy. So I had to suppress the urge and could only sigh.

*...And the last one is the Rapid Growth Elixir. I can just use this on the seedling.*

I didn't feel much excitement about this one since it wasn't for me, so I passed. I immediately tossed the round, grape-like nutrient to the seedling to feed it, then turned my attention elsewhere.

*Now, let's open that.*

The purple magic stone safe I'd found last. Wondering what could possibly be inside that warranted making a safe from the most expensive magic stones among already expensive magic stones, I carefully cut open the safe door with my divine power.

Boom.

What appeared when I cut open the safe door was a single rusty, gray, lifeless sword.

*What the...*

I was perplexed to find just a simple, ordinary-looking sword inside. After seeing countless luxury and high-end items earlier, it was strange that only this one item had been so heavily protected.

As I stared at it, puzzled by the auction house's behavior, Lucia, who was watching from the side, exclaimed in shock:

"J-J-Jung Hyun... sir! That... could it be."

From her reaction, Lucia seemed to know what this was. I signaled for her to quickly tell me what it was, but she just stood there with her mouth hanging open, unable to answer.

*I'd better check it myself.*

Since Lucia in this state was of no help, I decided to leave her be. I immediately picked up the rusty sword to check its information.

*-*
[Holy Sword That Lost Its Light]
Description: ???
*-*

Upon seeing this, I realized that my unrealistic luck trait was working even better than I had imagined.

* * *

Where should I start fixing the wrongs? The fact that the Holy Sword is damaged? Or that the Church doesn't have a Holy Sword? Or that the Holy Sword was being kept in an auction house where illegal activities take place?

There were so many issues to pick at that my head wasn't working properly. I let out a laugh of disbelief, then sighed as I looked at the rusty sword.

*Well, it's not bad.*

No, it's not just "not bad"—it's more like hitting the jackpot.

*Of course, the Holy Sword is dead for some unknown reason, but...*

Recalling that this was a "game world," there was likely a way to revive it that had been prepared.

I was thinking that "reviving the Holy Sword" had been added to my to-do list as I swung the rusty sword around, when Lucia exclaimed from beside me:

"W-wait...! Jung Hyun, quickly hide that in your spatial storage...! If the Church sees that, they might come after you right away!"

Seeing her panic again, I replied:

"It's so rusty that I don't think the Church would recognize it."

But Lucia shook her head rapidly and said:

"No, they'll definitely recognize it. The unique divine power flowing from that sword reveals it as the real Holy Sword...!"
"Really?"
"Yes!"

Since it was awkward to use as a weapon right now anyway, I decided to just carry it and tossed it into my spatial storage.

*But isn't she a Saintess?*

I thought a Saintess would be obligated to report to the Church immediately upon discovering a Holy Sword, or to take it and return it to the Church. But looking at Lucia's silly smiling face, I decided not to think too deeply about it.

*I just don't understand.*

I thought I'd like to probe her mind someday if possible, then shook my head and changed the subject.

"By the way, how's that seedling doing? Is it growing well?"

At that question, Lucia finally came to her senses and nodded quickly.

"Oh... yes! Since I've been giving it divine power regularly, it's growing day by day."
"Really? That's good."
"Yes. But I still don't know what the seedling actually is. A plant that feeds on divine power... I've never heard of such a thing."

I felt the same way and could only nod, when Miria, who had been watching us, sighed and said:

"Would you two stop chatting and help organize? At this rate, we won't finish even if we stay up all night for days."
"Oh... I'm sorry. I'll help right away."
"Yes, yes."

I smiled at their exchange, then sighed as I looked at the pile of items stacked like garbage. It seemed like it would take quite a while to finish organizing.

*But the results are good, so...*

Thinking that I wasn't in a bad mood, I started organizing the items.

* * * * *

After organizing for a long time, we were finally able to sort through all the items. Looking at the neatly arranged objects, I called out to Miria, who had collapsed from exhaustion.

"Miria."
"...Yeah?"
"Come here for a moment."

At my words, Miria approached me looking like an office worker who had just finished overtime at 3 AM.

"...What is it?"

I pointed to the items in front of me and said:

"I'd like to invest in you."
"...Invest?"

Miria looked at me quizzically at this sudden statement, then her eyes sparkled as she asked:

"...How much?"

Seeing her come back to life at the mention of money after nearly dying from exhaustion earlier, I chuckled before answering briefly:

"As much as you want."
"...A-as much as I want?"

Miria looked at me in surprise, then shuddered slightly and asked:

"...Why so suddenly?"
"I need information."

With those words, Miria seemed to immediately understand what I wanted. Unlike before, she spoke to me with a serious expression:

"Timeframe?"
"As soon as possible. I think things are about to speed up."

Miria silently looked at the organized resources, falling into thought. Then, after a short sigh, she gently asked me:

"This doesn't include my life allowance, does it?"
"I set aside your life allowance a long time ago, what are you talking about?"
"Oh right... so it's an offer I can't refuse even if I wanted to."

That wasn't exactly the case, but I just stared at her silently, hoping she would participate. Miria grumbled while saying, "I'll do it then."

"This is the first time I've felt depressed about someone giving me money..."

I laughed heartily at that, then told her the first piece of information she needed to find.

Ch.46 - Bishop Rea 1
"Although there have been several unfortunate incidents during the semester, we will now resume classes normally. Your grades for the first semester will be determined based on the retests you've taken, so students..."

After that day, about a day had passed.
The Academy announced they would resume classes normally and gathered the remaining students to explain the direction of future classes.

Normally, this would have calmed the atmosphere within the Academy somewhat, but whether due to the unfortunate incident caused by the newly appointed Chief Sword Instructor or the drastically reduced number of students...

*It's a complete mess.*

Everything was generally in a state of disarray.
Not just students, but instructors and teachers as well seemed unable to find their bearings, resulting in an overall state of limbo.

Looking at this, I thought it was remarkable they hadn't closed the school yet.
Suddenly, a new message appeared before my eyes.

*-*
[You have cleared the Main Quest!]
- Achieve excellent grades.
Current ranking: 1st.
*-*

*Oh right, this existed.*

So many things had happened lately that I'd momentarily forgotten about it.
I was thinking how fortunate it was to have cleared a main quest that would result in death if failed, when the system message began to distort and take on a twisted form.

- Ding

[Error - You have destroyed the predetermined fate.]

- Crackle.

[It has been determined that proceeding with the second Main Quest is impossible. Main Quest temporarily suspended.]

Something seemed wrong.
The system message announcing the suspension of the Main Quest disappeared from my sight even though I hadn't done anything else.

*What the heck.*

Now it just says what it wants and leaves.
As I was thinking how incomprehensible this was, I decided to focus on the "destroyed the predetermined fate" part I had seen earlier.

*This definitely appeared when the Saintess... I mean Lucia, stabbed a sword into Erie's heart.*

Having been kidnapped after only seeing the game trailer, I couldn't know how this game was supposed to progress.
But one thing was certain: when Lucia killed Erie, the message about "destroying predetermined fate" appeared.

I suspected that such a message only appears when a "certain point" completely changes the future.

*In other words, it's like a branching ending point.*

Where the ending changes depending on your choices.

*...But the difference from the Lucia incident is...*

This time it explicitly stated there was an error.
Seeing this, I thought that perhaps the path I was now taking was a completely new one that even the system hadn't anticipated.
I closed my eyes calmly to consider this.

* * *

While attending class for a while, I suddenly wondered why I was even bothering.

*Come to think of it, do I really need to attend classes anymore?*

The main quest requiring excellent grades was over, so did I really need to attend anymore?
Realizing there was no reason to, I considered skipping not just classes but leaving the Academy altogether, before shaking my head.

*Leaving now would be disadvantageous.*

Whether intentional or coincidental, seeing how the targets I needed to take revenge on were gathering at the Academy, I realized that the flow of the entire story was centered around the Academy.

*So I'll just attend enough not to get expelled...*

And spend the rest of my time training, gathering information, or on personal activities.
That seemed like the best approach.
I decided to attend just this class and then focus on personal training for a while, when Miria poked my arm and said:

"Big news. I heard that because there are too few students, some classes will combine the Sword Department and Magic Department."

"...Combine them?"

"Yeah, and I heard that Esic will personally teach some classes?"

Esic. Erie's brother.
Hearing this, a good idea came to mind and I smiled.

"If Esic is teaching personally, that means there's a chance to meet him directly, right?"

"...I guess so?"

And if there's a chance to meet directly, there's also an opportunity to request a private consultation.
I decided to finally implement my plan to frame Regina and asked when Esic's class would be.

"It's in two days, but... you're not going to, right?"

Miria answered reluctantly and asked me a question.
Not understanding, I asked "Not going to what?"

"You're not going to stab him with a sword, kill him, or cause terrorism as soon as you meet him, right?"

I had no idea how she could see me that way.
I sighed and answered briefly:

"I'll see when I get there."

"......"

I glanced at Miria's gradually hardening expression and decided to focus on training for a while.

* * * * *

At the Church near the Academy.
Bishop Rea silently stared at a small, blood-covered goddess statue.
Like a hero falling from a cliff, she pushed the goddess statue under the desk with her finger and watched it.

The goddess statue shattered helplessly.
She stared impassively at the fragments of the blood-covered statue before slowly biting her lip.
If things continued like this, she would have to take responsibility for all of this.

So she clutched her body, which hadn't fully recovered yet, and fell into deep thought.
What exactly should she do to completely overcome this situation and clear up the hero's "misunderstanding"?

*...The simplest way would be to hold the Saintess responsible, but...*

The problem was that the wickedly cunning Saintess had taken her Rosario, shifting all control to the Saintess.
As she was stuck in this dilemma, someone entered the church and called out to her.

"Bishop Rea...! Something terrible has happened!"

The cleric who had helped her before.
The cleric urgently called for her and began to spout words she couldn't quite understand.

"So, at the auction house... an auction house that only high-ranking nobles and family heirs attend... there was a terrorist attack..."

What did a terrorist attack have to do with her?
Though she wasn't pleased with the fuss over something seemingly irrelevant, she decided to be patient since this person had saved her life before.
Then she heard a shocking statement she couldn't believe.

"You, Bishop Rea, have been named as a suspect in the terrorist attack!"

"...Me?"

"Yes, yes!"

She had clearly been recuperating here, so what nonsense was this?
She stared in disbelief, unable to comprehend, and the cleric continued while trembling.

"...I-I heard that your Rosario was found at the scene of the attack... so everyone is saying that you might be an accomplice."

Why would her Rosario be there...?

With that one statement, she felt her mind going blank.
No matter how hard she tried to understand, the situation was so absurd and incomprehensible that she could only stand silently with her mouth shut.

"So you should flee quickly! I think investigators will be coming for you soon!"

"...Investigators?"

"Yes! Investigators from the central government are coming to arrest you! So you should escape quickly!"

Investigators... investigators.
At those words, a way to break through this situation came to mind.
She quickly erased her previous bewilderment and calmly replied:

"It's alright. I have committed no crime, so there's no need for me to flee."

At those words, the cleric blushed and answered:

"Ah... right. Come to think of it, that's true. You're completely innocent, so there's no need to run..."

"Yes. So there's no need to worry. Truth always comes to light. But I am curious about one thing. Is this auction house large?"

The cleric looked somewhat puzzled by the question but nodded.

"Yes. I heard it's at least twice as big as this place."

Realizing that all conditions were met, she tried to suppress her involuntarily rising smile and said:

"Is that so? That's fortunate then."

"...Yes. Huh?"

The cleric momentarily didn't understand why she said "fortunate," but seemed to decide not to think too deeply about it and nodded.
Seeing this, she folded her hands and smiled brightly.

"Well then, let's pray to the Goddess as usual."

"Ah, yes!"

With those final words, she sat down nearby and closed her eyes, continuing to think about the "method" she had come up with.

*Actually, there was no need to think so complicatedly. The answer was already there.*

The answer was to shift all responsibility for this matter to the Saintess.
With this alone, all the problems surrounding her would transfer to the Saintess, breaking through all the issues piled upon her at once.

*Of course, it won't be easy... but that doesn't mean there's no way.*

For example, using the Church's authority to blind the investigators.

With the war in full swing right now, the kingdom needed the Church's help more than ever.
The entire kingdom was being cautious with the Church, making it difficult for them to put much pressure on her for the sake of maintaining relations with the Church.

*In such a situation, I can subtly let them know that there's another option—the Saintess.*

This would guide the investigators to shift their attention in that direction.
Of course, if they discovered that the Saintess was indeed the Saintess, they would focus on her again.

*But during that time, I can meet with key figures in the kingdom and Church officials to have them advocate for me.*

Then, as mere investigators, they would have to follow orders from above and wouldn't dare try to arrest her.

*After that, I'll subtly let them know that the Saintess has no value and that only the Saintess's power could cause problems of this magnitude.*

She thought she could pin all the charges on the Saintess.
Having decided on this course of action, she heard the back door being roughly opened.
She slowly rose from her seat and extended her hands in welcome to the approaching investigators.

"Welcome. I've been waiting for you."
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I decided to focus on training rather than classes.
Except for mandatory courses, I planned to train either in the dormitory or in the mountains behind the school.
As soon as the class ended, I headed for the mountains.

*The skill I need to practice first is definitely the one I used to destroy the auction house.*

Though the skill name was marked with a question mark in the description section, I didn't know its exact name.
One thing was certain—it used divine power in a "pushing manner," so I decided to call it Territory Declaration and began practicing it.

*My goal is to practice until I officially acquire this skill.*

I decided to train until the skill was formally registered in my skill list and gathered my divine power.
Since gathering too much divine power would make it unmanageably powerful,
I pulled in a moderate amount and threw it at the ground, focusing on the feeling of pushing away nearby objects with divine power.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Previously when using divine power, it felt like it simply exploded.
Using it in a pushing manner felt more like causing a powerful collision.

*In other words, my previous method specialized in delivering external impact, while this pushing method specializes in delivering internal impact.*

Because of this, my usual method was more powerful overall,
but I thought this method I was practicing might be more effective against enemies wearing plate armor or those with strong outer shells.

*Now that I've gotten used to the pushing sensation, let's start practicing in earnest.*

What I needed to do now wasn't simply concentrating divine power in one area.
I needed to truly declare my territory by emitting divine power throughout my entire body, pushing away everything around me.

*But the key point here is...*

It wasn't just about emitting divine power and being done with it.
The point was to completely dye the pushed area with my divine power, filling the surroundings entirely with it.

*In other words, it's a skill that creates a space made of divine power and maintains it continuously.*

Creating a divine power space that prevents weak enemies from approaching,
and suppressing strong enemies within my divine power space so they can't exert their full strength.
It sounded powerful, but there was one fatal drawback.

*The divine power consumption is excessively high.*

Since it required pouring massive amounts of divine power into a wide area and maintaining it,
an ordinary priest wouldn't be able to maintain it or even use it in the first place.
But as you know, that didn't apply to me at all.

*One of my advantages is my endlessly flowing divine power.*

So maintaining it shouldn't be difficult.
I was determined to acquire this skill where the drawbacks had disappeared and only advantages remained, so I readied my stance again.

* * *

After practicing for a while,
I sat down on a nearby rock to rest and pulled Regina out from my subspace.
It was about time to release her.

*As much as I'd like to keep her locked up...*

If I continued to keep her with me, I wouldn't be able to execute my plan of "pinning all wrongdoings on Regina."
So I decided to release her now.

*Of course, I need to take some precautions.*

I took out from my subspace the contract I had made Miria, that pig, and the two magicians sign before,
and held it out to Regina, who was trembling before me.

"I'll let you go if you sign this."

At those words, Regina trembled and said to me:

"... You think I'll believe that?"
"What are you going to do if you don't believe me? Want me to torture you again?"

At those words, Regina shut her mouth and flinched.
I smiled at her and waved the contract.

"You seem to misunderstand something. I'm not making a suggestion or request—I'm giving you an order."
"... An order?"
"Yes, an order you can't refuse."

At those words, Regina bit her lip and glared at me,
but that was all. She couldn't do anything more than narrow her eyes at me.

Seeing this, I realized the effects of the torture were wearing off.
I put the contract back into my subspace,
smiled broadly, and whispered to Regina:

"Oh, I'm really glad. If you had agreed to sign this, I would have been terribly disappointed."

At my words, Regina looked at me as if I was talking nonsense.
I continued to smile at her and went on:

"I recently learned a new skill... called Territory Declaration. I can use it perfectly, but I haven't tried it on a person yet."
"..."
"So I wanted to try it on someone, and you're just volunteering to help with that training? I'm really grateful."

At those words, Regina seemed to understand what I was implying.
I looked at her as her pupils trembled and calmly whispered in her ear:

"Wait just a moment, I'll call Lucia."

Since saying I'd call Lucia meant I was going to torture her for a long time,
Regina hurriedly shouted "I'll sign the contract!" to avoid it.
But I ignored her and stuffed her back into my subspace, saying:

"Too late."

* * *

[Congratulations! Your Territory Declaration level has increased.]
[Territory Declaration Lv: 2]

I smiled as I looked at my Territory Declaration skill, which had risen to level 2 thanks to Regina's dedicated help.
When I was practicing alone, it was difficult even to acquire the skill,
but practicing with her made the level rise faster than expected.

*Regina really is useful in many ways.*

She takes the blame for me, helps increase my stats, and even helps level up my skills—she couldn't be more perfect.
I waved the blood-stained contract with satisfaction and said to Regina, who was trembling before me:

"Good job. You can go now."

At those words, Regina hurriedly ran backward, rolling this way and that as she began to descend the mountain.
I had no intention of chasing her even if she didn't flee like that.
Thinking that Regina was making things unnecessarily difficult for herself, I shook my head and said to Lucia who was nearby:

"Thanks for working hard with the healing magic too."

At those words, Lucia shook her head and said:

"...Sigh. I have a lot to say, but I'll keep it to myself."

I chuckled at that.
Despite always finding fault with me, she consistently cooperated,
so I mentally expressed my gratitude to Lucia, who was a great help, and pointed down the mountain saying:

"Shall we go get something to eat then?"

At that, Lucia pouted slightly and exclaimed:

"Then since I worked so hard today, Jung Hyun should treat me...!"

Since money was no object to me anyway, I nodded without hesitation.

"Sure, why not."
"I-I was just kidding...! I'll pay for my own meal..."

She suddenly lowered her tail and became flustered.
I smiled, thinking that I still couldn't understand Lucia's reactions.

* * *

The next day, I attended class after hearing there would be a joint session between the Magic Department and the Sword Department.
As I stood with my arms crossed amid the crowd, Miria approached me from the side and said:

"Did you hear? They say investigators took Senior Regina away."

That was quite interesting news first thing in the morning.
But since I had more or less expected it, I nodded calmly.
Miria looked somewhat worried as she said to me:

"I hope Senior Regina doesn't say anything... If we get involved, we'd have to fight the entire kingdom right now."
"You don't need to worry about that. I made her sign a contract yesterday."

At those words, Miria's eyes lit up as she said to me:

"Can you show me that contract? I can tell you if there are any deficiencies."

Seeing no reason to refuse, I nodded and handed her the contract.
Miria looked at it and spoke to me with an expression mixing shock and horror:

"Um... there are only cruel clauses here that make me think signing a slave contract would be better than this."
"Really?"
"What do you mean 'really'... At least slaves are treated as living beings."

Miria shuddered as if the contract gave her chills, then handed it back to me and continued:

"Anyway, it seems perfect without any flaws, so there's nothing to worry about."

I was just nodding vaguely when
I felt a strong wave of mana flowing.
Looking toward the source of the wave, I saw Esik opening the door with an expressionless face.

"Let's begin the class."

He placed a magic book on the podium to signal the start of class,
then explained what kind of lesson he would be conducting.

"War is a repetition of variables. To adapt to these variables, we'll be conducting duels in a place where all sorts of traps spring up, but..."

Esik paused mid-sentence, looked at me,
and gestured for me to come forward by flicking his finger.

"You won't need such duels."

What, is he challenging me to a fight?
Thinking this was good, I grabbed the handle of my sword and slowly approached Esik.

As I got close to Esik,
he pointed to a chair nearby and said:

"So you'll watch the others' duels from over there."
"...?"

Why aren't we fighting? I want to increase my stats.
I was considering pretending not to hear him and drawing my sword,
but then a good idea occurred to me, and I smiled as I said to Esik:

"Instructor, I have something I'd like to discuss with you. Could we talk over there?"
"Talk? Is it important business?"
"Yes. Extremely important business."

At those words, Esik thought for a moment, then nodded and said:

"Then I'll listen while conducting the duels."
"Yes."

With that, Esik arranged for the Magic Department and Sword Department students to duel with each other,
then returned to me and opened his mouth:

"So what did you want to tell me?"

Hearing his somewhat arrogant tone, I held back a smile that was about to form and calmly said:

"Did you know that Erie... was killed by Regina?"
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I had heard about it before.
The story that when a high-ranking mage becomes angry, the surroundings become one with the mage due to mana unconsciously flowing out.

As I watched the surroundings slowly freezing over, I realized that the bait I had thrown had been taken quite well.
Esik looked at me with sunken eyes and asked about it.

"What do you mean by that?"

Urgency flickered in those calm blue eyes.
Seeing this, I deliberately took my time, steadying my breath before calmly throwing him one piece of bait after another.

"Don't you find it strange? The joint exam takes place in spaces where first-year and second-year students are completely separated. So why did second-year students go missing during the Dungeon Frenzy?"

"An interesting topic, but what does that have to do with Erie?"

"Think about it. Which club were those two second-years affiliated with?"

"...Ashris."

It seems he's done some investigation after all.
Watching him say this, I slowly continued throwing out more bait.

"Erie is a top student in the Magic Department and a child of the prestigious Rurushié family. It would be impossible to kidnap or defeat Erie with ordinary combat skills, yet she disappeared without a trace during the exam..."

I deliberately paused to stimulate his imagination, giving him time to think as I silently stared at him.
He met my gaze and answered briefly.

"...You're saying only those missing second-year students could have made it possible."

"Yes."

At those words, he pondered for a moment before seemingly forcing himself to dismiss it.

"It's a plausible story, but there's a severe lack of evidence. While it's true the second-years disappeared, that doesn't necessarily mean they kidnapped Erie."

"Yes, that would be the case if you only heard this much."

"...You have more related information?"

"Of course. I wouldn't bring this up based on that reason alone."

Esik nodded as if telling me to continue.
I threw more bait at him.

"Don't you think the timing of the Dungeon Frenzy was too perfectly coincidental?"

"...What do you mean?"

"Think about it. A maze dungeon that never caused problems throughout its entire existence suddenly goes berserk on the day of the joint exam? This can't be explained as mere coincidence."

"..."

If it wasn't coincidence, then someone must have forcibly caused it.
Esik seemed to understand what I was implying and tried to deny it, but...

*Someone injecting a Dungeon Frenzy Potion makes more sense than it happening by chance.*

He started to say something but shook his head and deliberately kept his mouth shut.

"So then we need to think about who used the Dungeon Frenzy Potion... and the answer comes quite simply."

I smiled as I told Esik.

"The Dungeon Frenzy Potion is an item impossible to obtain unless you're a child of one of the three great houses, which means..."

"It would be impossible to obtain unless it was Erzate, one of the three great houses."

"Yes."

The blind spot here was that Erie was also someone who could obtain a Dungeon Frenzy Potion.
But to Esik, Erie was blindly seen as a victim, so he didn't seem to consider that possibility.

"And there are even rumors that Senior Regina was involved in the auction house terror, so looking at what's happening now reveals the past... well, I'll stop here."

When you think about it, each point is just sophistry, speculation unrelated to facts, and mere conspiracy theories.
Esik wouldn't conclude that "Regina" was the culprit just from hearing these words, but...

*Still, suspicion will continue to rise.*

No matter what investigation he conducted, he would keep drawing connections between Regina and Erie.
I happily watched him, hoping that Esik would remain trapped in his own perspective.

* * * * *

Blue sky.
Lucia was blankly staring at the fleeting clear sky, then looked at Jung Hyun in the distance who was toying with—no, diligently training with—Instructor Marfe.

"Territory Declaration!"

To anyone who didn't know better, it would seem like Jung Hyun was the villain and Instructor Marfe the victim.
Jung Hyun was pressing down on Instructor Marfe using divine power, repeatedly creating and dispelling territories made of divine power.

*Jung Hyun is truly amazing.*

Even she, a Saintess, couldn't withstand using Territory Declaration repeatedly without depleting her divine power.
Yet Jung Hyun was using divine power as easily as breathing, which was truly marvelous.
She was admiring this when she shook her head and sighed.

*I shouldn't admire him like this...! If I say he's doing well, he'll just train even more intensely.*

As she'd mentioned many times before, healing magic only treated external wounds, not internal ones.
Training so recklessly would eventually reach its limit.
That's why she needed to control the amount of training to allow his body to recover.

*Though Jung Hyun probably won't listen anyway.*

But still...! She couldn't give up.
Just as she was about to tell him to stop using excessive divine power—

"Would you talk with me for a moment?"

The voice of First Princess Charlotte came from behind.

"P-Princess?"

Startled by the unexpected appearance of such an important figure, she flinched.
Charlotte waved her hand as if telling her to calm down.

"...I'm not here to harm you, so please calm down."

"Y-yes."

Why would the First Princess suddenly come here?
Unable to understand her intentions, she fidgeted nervously, then realized Jung Hyun was still tormenting Instructor Marfe behind her.
To hide Instructor Marfe, she spread her body wide to block Charlotte's view.

"Um... what are you doing?"

As she blocked the view with her entire body, Charlotte asked incredulously.
She hesitated before offering a suitable answer.

"Th-this kind of stretching is really good for your body...! So I do it occasionally."

"Oh, really? Being a Saintess must mean you live healthily."

Surprised by those words, she accidentally bit her tongue and replied.

"Huh? Huh? I'm not a S-Saintess."

"You don't need to lie to me."

"I'm really not a Saintess, so even if you say I don't need to lie..."

"As your senior, I'm giving you sincere advice—it's better not to lie or act."

"..."

Hurt by the sudden truth, she became dejected.
Charlotte sighed at her reaction and calmly spoke.

"Anyway, that's not important. I have something to ask you."

"Me?"

"Have you heard anything about what position the Church is taking?"

Hearing that question, she could only offer an awkward smile.
Though called a Saintess, that was all she was—a Saintess in name only, without any power or authority.

"No, nothing specific."

"Really?"

"...I'm sorry."

At her apology, Charlotte stared at her for a moment.
Then, without a word, she began pinching her cheek.

"Wha' are 'ou doin'?" (What are you doing?)

She tried to protest in surprise, but Charlotte, as if not hearing her objection, began absentmindedly playing with her cheek.

"Pri'cess?" (Princess?)

Unable to let her cheek be taken like this, she kept calling out, but Charlotte continued touching her cheek as if entranced.
After having her cheek played with for so long that it started to hurt, she made a tearful face.

"It hur's..." (It hurts...)

Charlotte finally came to her senses and released her cheek.

"Ah... sorry. I haven't been able to rest lately, so when I see something soft and cute, I unconsciously start touching it... I'm really sorry."

At those words, she kept her mouth shut to show she was genuinely upset.
Charlotte made a sour face and told her:

"Well... I was going to use this as negotiation material, but since I'm sorry, I'll just tell you."

Negotiation material?
Curious, she glanced over, and Charlotte shared something rather shocking.

"I heard Bishop Rea is persuading the investigators. They say she's telling them you did it."

"...She's saying I did it?"

At this absurd claim, she cried out to Charlotte, "It wasn't me!"

"Telling me that doesn't mean anything, so maybe you should visit them directly or send evidence through a representative proving you're not the culprit."

Charlotte merely waved her hand as if troubled.

"...Y-yes, I should go see them directly."

"Right. But be careful, the investigators are quite persistent."

After hearing this, she immediately headed toward where the investigators might be to express her innocence.
But someone grabbed the top of her head from behind, stopping her.

"Where are you going?"

"Ah... Jung Hyun. You see, actually..."

"No, more importantly, why is the First Princess here?"

With the situation being so complicated, she felt her mind overloading, unsure how to explain everything.
Seeing her like this, Jung Hyun quickly ruffled her hair and said:

"Calm down and tell me slowly."

Though her hair was now disheveled, strangely her mind felt calmer.
She composed herself and explained what she had just heard.

"We need to stop Bishop Rea...! And the investigators too...!"

At those words, Jung Hyun pondered briefly, then said "That works" with admiration.
Drawing his sword, he spoke as if telling her to trust him.

"Come to think of it, it wouldn't be bad to add the story that Bishop Rea, caught as the culprit, killed the investigators and fled."

"Huh?"

Sensing something was going wrong, she tried to stop Jung Hyun, but...

"Especially if we kill the investigators, the kingdom will have to escalate the matter. That would increase Rea's punishment, and the Church wouldn't be able to cover for her."

"...?"

No matter what she did, she simply couldn't stop him.
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In a dark room.
Rea maintained a rather relaxed attitude as she faced the investigators surrounding her. There were several reasons she could afford such composure, but the most significant was this:

*In the current situation where the world could be destroyed by the Demon King at any moment, the Church's value is incomparable to anything else.*

Therefore, even investigators couldn't easily touch her, a Bishop, for political reasons. Deciding to take control by exploiting this fact, she calmly greeted the investigators who were merely "at the stage of suspicion."

"I'll answer anything you ask, except for the Church's classified matters."

Speaking as if she were merely attending as a witness, she smiled. The investigators looked at her with expressions of disgust.

"Yes... thank you."

One of the investigators reluctantly accepted her thanks, pulled out a magic book, and said:

"Then, Bishop, I'll ask you a few questions."
"Yes, by all means."
"Regarding the recent auction house incident..."

She'd heard that investigators gathered evidence before beginning interrogations. They typically maintained an "aggressive attitude" and in extreme cases, even resorted to torture if things didn't go their way.

*But surely these low-level officials couldn't do such things to me, a high-ranking cleric of the Church.*

How could they possibly act against her when even high nobles and royalty were cautious around the Church? Planning to steer things in her desired direction, she dangled a piece of bait before them.

"About that, there's something I should mention. I recently lost my Rosario due to an unfortunate incident..."

Though losing a Rosario was implausible, no one could challenge her statement. She continued rather shamelessly:

"While searching for it, I heard a rumor. Apparently, a first-year student, Sister Lucia, found my Rosario."

At those words, the investigators exchanged glances and whispered among themselves. Whether it was because an unexpected person had appeared or because they knew Lucia's identity, she couldn't tell.

*What matters is that I've dragged that wench Lucia into this mess.*

Once suspicion takes root, it doesn't disappear until it's completely burned away. She eagerly anticipated that suspicion growing and ensnaring everything. One investigator sighed and said to her:

"Isn't Lucia the Church's Saintess?"

That brief statement contained two meanings:

*First, 'We have this much information, so don't think about lying.'*

Second, that the Church's Saintess wouldn't do such a thing. In response to this loaded answer, she smiled briefly and presented her prepared story.

"Do you know how large the auction house was?"

The investigators frowned, displeased at suddenly becoming the ones answering questions. But having no reason to refuse, they reluctantly described the auction house's size. After hearing this, she pointed out one "fact" they had overlooked.

"A building of that size would be impossible to destroy using holy artifacts, even for a Bishop... no, even for an Archbishop. The total amount of Divine Power granted to an ordinary person is limited."

This was an undeniable fact. No matter how hard one tried, destroying a building of that size with Divine Power was only possible for a Saintess or those of higher rank like Cardinals or Paladins.

The investigators, realizing her words were true, began discussing among themselves. They had considered her a prime suspect, but now a reasonable alternative had suddenly appeared, causing confusion.

*Additionally...*

Seeing the seed of doubt she'd planted growing rapidly, she decided to use it. Watching their confusion, she deliberately let slip in a quiet voice to make their suspicions grow:

"...Of course, a Saintess could do it."

Hearing this, the investigators seemed divided in opinion and left the interrogation room for quite some time. The longer this continued, the more advantageous it was for her, so she closed her eyes slowly, hoping for these seeds of doubt to grow further.

*Now I just need to contact key figures in the Church and Kingdom to show them the easiest path forward.*

Then Lucia, who had neither power nor authority, would bear all the suspicion. Of course, they couldn't harshly punish the Church's Saintess, just as they couldn't touch her.

*But it can still be an opportunity to hold her back and blame her for everything.*

If this succeeded, she could get revenge for all her accumulated grievances at once.

*I can't wait to see that damned Saintess's face.*

Thinking about seeing the Saintess's distorted face and reclaiming the Hero whom the Saintess had bewitched with her wicked schemes, she couldn't help but smile.

*Didn't they say crisis is opportunity?*

Thinking there couldn't be a more fitting saying for the current situation, she covered her face with her hands and broke into a full smile.

* * * * *

Since I didn't know where the investigators were, I decided to first ask Miriamong—no, Miria—where their headquarters was.

As soon as I found Miria and asked about this, she responded with a voice tinged with dismay:

"...No way?"

What did she mean by that? Though I had a rough idea, I deliberately pretended not to understand and kept quiet. Miria made a dizzy expression, squeezed her eyes shut, and said:

"Can I cry for a bit? Just 10 minutes... no, 20 minutes."

Then she collapsed into a nearby chair, let out a long sigh, and explained:

"There's a guest reception room in the Academy basement... behind the bookshelf there's a hidden room. The investigators should be there, so go check it out."

I was the one surprised by this. I wondered where she got such information.

"This? This is just information you naturally learn when you have many friends... oh!"

Miria covered her mouth and glanced around nervously after seeing me and Lucia. While I might have friends, Lucia had been bullied so severely that we were the only people she talked to.

Lucia seemed deeply affected by Miria's comment and hung her head dejectedly, muttering:

"...It's true I don't have friends, as you said, Miria."

Hearing this, Miria tried desperately to smooth things over:

"Haha, you know I'm just joking, right?"
"......"

But it was too late to fix the situation, and Miria fidgeted anxiously, sweating. I shook my head at the two of them and briefly said:

"I'll be going then."

Just as I was about to leave to give Rea a taste of her own medicine, Miria grabbed my shoulder and handed me a mask.

"Wear this!"

A new mask I'd never seen before. Given that she was offering it, she probably meant I shouldn't reveal my identity. I nodded lightly and accepted it.

* * *

As soon as I arrived at the guest reception room in the Academy basement, I saw people in armor blocking the door. Seeing their black armor, I realized I'd come to the right place and immediately drew my sword and headed toward them.

"Stop."

As I approached, a lone man wearing luxurious cloth garments stepped forward to intercept me. I glanced at him briefly and saw a man with a stern expression addressing me:

"This reception room is currently being used for official business, so if you interfere..."

Before he could finish, I drove my sword into his body and said:

"Sorry, but I don't have time to listen right now."

A scream immediately rang out. To silence it, I stepped on his head to knock him unconscious, then lightly deflected a sword flying at me from the side.

"...What?!"

Though our swords had only touched for an instant, the investigator cried out in shock as he saw his mana being devoured instantly. I looked at him briefly before quickly striking his head and knocking him down.

BOOM!

Something exploded loudly. As I felt the need to control my strength better, one of the nearby investigators trembled and shouted at me:

"...You, you monster!"

Having received such high praise, I slowly approached him with a hollow laugh.

*First a bomb, now a monster.*

As I wondered when I might get a normal nickname, I finished him off by driving my sword into him. Just then, the door behind me burst open violently, and numerous investigators emerged with drawn swords. The last investigator to appear saw the three fallen men, contorted his face, and shouted loudly:

"Capture that bastard and make him kneel before me!"
"Yes, sir!"

Hearing this, I thought it was time to try the Territory Declaration I'd been looking forward to, and drew up a full measure of Divine Power.

*Territory Declaration.*

As I silently uttered these words in my mind, an overwhelming Divine Power began to spread in all directions from me, powerful enough to distort everything.

Crack!

In that moment, everyone was either slammed against the walls or sent flying, with all personnel falling face-first onto the floor before me.

"Hnngh... urrrgh!"
"Please... spare me."
"Aaaaargh!"

Screams erupted from all directions. Listening to them, I slowly entered the reception room and looked around.

*There it is.*

That must be the bookshelf Miria mentioned. Without hesitation, I swung my sword and cut it down.

CRASH!

The bookshelf instantly collapsed, revealing the space behind it. There, I saw Bishop Rea along with numerous investigators. I shouted the line I had prepared earlier, but louder:

"Bishop Rea! I've come to rescue you! Please wait just a moment while I save you from these vicious heretics!"

At that brief exclamation, Rea's face turned pale, her mouth fell open, and she stared blankly.

Ch.50 - Bishop Rea 5
The Wicked Heretics and Rescue.

The team leader sighed at these two keywords. Both were terms that defined them as "the enemy."

*I absolutely cannot let those bastards escape.*

If they did, not only would they lose crucial bargaining material, but he'd face unbearable "responsibility" for it.

*Shit...*

Though he'd felt lucky this morning, he declared to his subordinates that he would handle this personally. Moving forward slowly, he began to speak.

"There seems to be a misunderstanding. We didn't kidnap Bishop Rea."
"You didn't kidnap her?"
"No. As you can see, we haven't harmed Bishop Rea at all, and we haven't even put restraints on her."

At those words, he let out a mocking laugh and shouted.

"In all my life, I've never heard someone claim it's not kidnapping just because they didn't torture or restrain someone. Is your head screwed on right?"
"..."

Though crude, his words weren't exactly wrong, leaving the team leader momentarily speechless. But if he conceded now, the conversation would end, so he tried offering a carrot.

"Anyway, let's stop this commotion here. If we end this now, I can use my authority to make it like nothing happened."

Of course, this was a lie. With so many casualties and injuries, quietly letting this go was impossible.

*Especially now during wartime when talent is scarce.*

The kingdom would never overlook this. So he continued his lie, trying to gently persuade the man, but—

"I don't want to."

Contrary to expectations, the man flatly refused.

*This has become quite troublesome.*

If the opponent were weaker, he could just handle it lightly and move on... but seeing how he'd taken down the combat team without a scratch suggested considerable skill, making him difficult to confront carelessly.

*Damn, I'll have to use my last resort.*

Sighing inwardly, he spoke in his distinctive low voice, threatening the man with something he absolutely couldn't handle.

"Can you really deal with the consequences? Brutally murdering kingdom investigators and obstructing official duties—the punishment won't end with just execution."

At those words, the man stared at him silently.

* * * * *

I could barely contain my laughter at the investigator's threat asking if I could "deal with the consequences."

*Well, all this responsibility falls on Rea and the Church, not me.*

I was reminded of that "Not my problem!" meme as I tried to hold back my laughter. Behind me, Rea was looking at me with a bewildered expression.

"Just who are you...?"

If I had to pick the most dumbfounded expression in the world, it would be the one I was looking at. Feeling extremely disappointed that I didn't have a camera, I whispered briefly.

"I'm the grim reaper, you fucking bitch."

At those words, Rea momentarily shuddered as if goosebumps covered her entire body. I was about to stab her with my sword... but restrained myself and turned around.

*Well then, I should kill everyone except a few.*

Even in wartime, that would make the kingdom express deep regret to the Church. I drew up my Divine Power and smiled at the person in front of me.

*Now, let's begin.*

I should start by killing the one who was running his mouth first. To make them realize I was using Divine Power, I released it fully while speaking.

"What are you waiting for? Aren't you going to attack?"

At those words, the investigators drew their weapons and confronted me. They responded skillfully, clearly experienced in such situations, but—

*They're still just low-ranking soldiers.*

They wouldn't be that strong once crushed by Divine Power. I considered using "Territory Declaration" again but decided against it since it wouldn't have much impact. Instead, I filled my sword with Divine Power and swung it.

- KWANG!

It was no longer just swinging a sword with energy—it was more like exploding everything around me. With each swing, everything in all directions was crushed and burst apart.

"AAAAARGH!"
"Run... run away!"

Screams spread in all directions. I moved forward expressionlessly, stabbing my sword into a fallen body while speaking.

"What did you say earlier? Can I deal with the consequences?"

I stepped on his chest with my foot and said:

"Do I look like I can't handle it?"
"..."

Judging by the lack of response, he seemed to be dead. Since I don't have a hobby of teabagging corpses, I lowered my foot and looked for the next prey, but there wasn't a single investigator still standing.

*Ah.*

I let out a short sigh of disappointment, then turned to look at Rea. It was time to reward her for waiting so patiently. I slowly approached her and immediately stabbed my sword into her thigh.

"Did you wait long?"
"KYAAAAH!"

A self-healing meat doll. Thinking how I'd missed this all-purpose doll, I grabbed her hair and pulled her up.

"I'll play with you all day, so don't worry and just wait a little longer."

At those words, Rea looked at me with trembling eyes. I slightly removed my mask to show my face and smiled at her.

"...He...ro..."

As Rea tried to say "Hero" with a blank expression, I immediately struck her head hard to knock her out, then roughly stuffed her into my spatial storage like throwing away garbage.

* * * * *

Lucia trembled as she asked Miria about his well-being.

"M-Miria, Jung Hyun is okay, right?"

At that question, Miria made a disgruntled face and asked as if she truly couldn't understand:

"Are you seriously asking that?"
"Yes?"
"I mean, are you seriously asking if he's okay?"

Since she was obviously asking sincerely, she nodded quickly, and Miria sighed while holding her forehead.

"You've seen him fight before, multiple times... I don't understand why you're still worried..."
"I-Is that so?"
"Of course I don't understand! Have you seen how terrifying he is when he fights!"

At those words, she nodded dejectedly. No matter how much she tried to cover for Jung Hyun, his past actions made it impossible.

"Anyway, stop worrying about Jung Hyun. If you're going to worry, worry about yourself."
"...Yes."
"The fact that you're on the investigators' list means that from this point on, the kingdom will be watching you."

Hearing this, she closed her eyes and sighed. The Church had told her to live while hiding her identity as a Saintess, and she had tried to live without attracting attention, but now her name had become known because of this incident.

*I'll definitely be reprimanded.*

Either the Cardinal or the Pope himself might step in to say something. Ugh... just thinking about it was unpleasant, and she became visibly depressed. Miria patted her shoulder and said:

"But don't worry too much. You have Jung Hyun, and you have me too."
"...You, Miria?"
"Yes, we're friends, aren't we?"

...Friends?
Hearing that word, she stared blankly, and Miria scratched her cheek awkwardly and said:

"Hahaha. I guess I was the only one who thought that... Sorry, forget it."
"...No."
"Hm? What did you say?"
"No, I'll never forget it!"

At her words, Miria—no, her "friend Miria"—looked even more flustered and said:

"R-Really? Then you don't have to forget it."
"Yes! Friend Miria!"
"Ah... yes. Right."

Friends...! She couldn't contain her excitement about having her first same-sex friend. She had tried incredibly hard to make friends before, but had always been blocked by the harsh walls of reality.

*Though Jung Hyun is also my friend...!*

Same-sex friends and opposite-sex friends were different, so she was even happier than when she became friends with Jung Hyun. Finding herself unable to stop smiling, she had a good idea.

*I should designate today as our friendship anniversary and remember it forever...!*

Deciding to make delicious food every year on this day, she firmly grasped her friend Miria's hand and said:

"Friend Miria! I'll buy you delicious food...! And I'll use as much healing magic as you want! And if you want, friendship fees too...!"
"What are you talking about... calm down."
"But you're my first friend, so I want to treat you well!"

At those words, Miria sighed and said:

"Your actions are the complete opposite, but seeing the madness that occasionally leaks out, I guess you and Jung Hyun are similar after all."
"I'm like Jung Hyun?"
"Yes."

Though she didn't think they were similar at all, she wasn't offended and just blinked silently. Suddenly, someone entered the dormitory.

"I'm back."

Jung Hyun's voice. She quickly stood up to look at him. She needed to be ready to use healing magic if he was injured or had any problems. But as she prepared to use healing magic and looked at Jung Hyun—

"You don't have any wounds?"

Surprisingly, Jung Hyun appeared before her without a single scratch.

"It was easier than I thought."
"Ah, I see."

Weren't the investigators supposed to be strong people? Though she didn't know much about combat, she nodded in understanding. Jung Hyun summoned his spatial storage and said to her:

"Anyway, that's not important. Could you heal this person? I thought she could self-heal, but either she's lacking Divine Power or there's some other problem, she can't do it properly."
"Yes, I'll heal them. Who should I heal?"

At that, Jung Hyun pulled someone out of his spatial storage and said:

"Someone you know well."

Looking at the person Jung Hyun had taken out... she saw the face of Bishop Rea, who had tormented her so much.

Ch.51 - Unknown Seedling
I threw Rea to the floor like a fish caught from the sea.
Lucia, who had been watching, jumped up in surprise.
I thought it was funny how she still got startled despite this becoming routine, and I briefly stated my request.

"Please heal her."
"Y-yes...? Yes!"

Lucia made a sour face as she manifested her Divine Power.
I fell into thought as I watched Rea's wounds slowly healing.

*Now, what should I do with this one?*

Now that I've caught her, I have so many options that I don't know where to start.
I realized that having too many choices can sometimes be poisonous.
I decided to do what needed to be done first and drew my sword.

*I should start with stat farming and then move on to revenge.*

Determined to be rational about this, I stabbed my sword into Rea's thigh to bring her back to consciousness and said:

"Get up."
"Guhh...?!"

Rea's body twitched from the sudden pain as she rose.
She looked at me with eyes mixed with fear and a strange emotion.
I smiled at her and voiced a curiosity that had occasionally crossed my mind.

"I've always wondered how strong a Bishop's resistance to Divine Power is... Will you help me find out?"

To my question, Rea trembled and desperately shouted:

"...Hero... Hero! You're being deceived by that wicked Saintess! All of this is a curse created through brainwashing...!"

I couldn't help but laugh at how ridiculous this was.
The whole reason for my revenge was what they had done to me.
Yet here she was, not remembering any of it and trying to blame the innocent Lucia, which I found endlessly amusing.

*At least she's consistent.*

If she had shown remorse and asked for forgiveness, I wouldn't have forgiven her... but I might have given her a quick death. Her shamelessness is actually quite helpful.
Grateful that Rea continued to prove herself garbage, I asked:

"Are you calling me the Hero?"

Rea nodded desperately at my question.
I chuckled and replied briefly:

"Why would I be your Hero? You're talking nonsense."
"B-but, you have the same Divine Power, and your appearance..."
"My appearance what? I look like the Hero? What's with all this nonsense? Are you just making shit up to avoid torture?"

As I pretended to be genuinely confused, Rea, lacking definitive proof that I was the Hero, began to doubt herself.
She fell silent for a moment with a troubled expression, but then desperately cried out:

"That damned Saintess must have erased your memories so you'd forget you're the Hero. Don't believe that wicked Saintess and trust me, your comrade...!"

I felt a sense of awe at those words.
Does she really not remember what she did?
I smiled in amazement as I watched the perpetrator pretending to be the victim.

*She's really something else.*

From her expression, it didn't seem like she was trying to deceive me.
It felt more like she genuinely believed what she was saying.
After laughing to myself for a while, I silently stabbed my sword into her lower abdomen and said:

"I don't want to."
"...Kyaaaak! Guhk... m-my words are the truth... kuuugh!"
"I said I don't want to."

Screams echoed throughout the dormitory room.
As I watched with satisfaction, Lucia, who had been observing, slowly spoke to me.

"Um... Jung Hyun."
"What is it?"

Lucia hesitated, struggling to speak.
I thought she might be asking me to stop torturing Rea because of her status as a "Bishop," and I was about to refuse, when:

"That... you said it hurts more if you heal while the sword is still in, right? Should I do that?"

I couldn't help but look surprised at her unexpected words.

"...Huh?"
"If you're going to torture her, I thought it would be better to do it properly... Oh, if you don't like the idea, please ignore it...!"
"No, it's actually a good suggestion, but..."

It seemed a bit odd for a Saintess to be recommending torture methods.
As I watched Lucia's enthusiastic expression, I felt my karmic debt growing larger.
Lucia began taunting Rea with eager eyes.

"...Bishop Rea! I'll make sure you don't die, so don't worry!"
"...Saintess... I will definitely kill you..."
"You shouldn't say such bad things...!"

While her tone sounded kind, the content was incredibly cruel.
I closed my mouth at Lucia's madness and silently raised my sword to stab Rea's thigh again.

* * * * *

[Congratulations! Your stats have increased!]

After seeing the message about my stats increasing, I healed Rea just enough and put her into my spatial storage.
Since she was an item I needed to use for a long time, it wouldn't be good to overuse her.

*Now stat farming will be much easier.*

Since this was her first torture session, she couldn't properly "self-heal" yet.
But I thought she could be trained to do it well with practice. As I turned away with satisfaction, I noticed Lucia looking disappointed beside me.

*......*

Thinking this must be how Miria feels when she looks at me, I deliberately ignored Lucia and thought about what I needed to do next.

*For a while, it would be good to operate using Rea's name.*

If I went around attacking people from the kingdom using Rea's name, all the responsibility and consequences would fall on her.
As the sins and responsibilities piled up, they would eventually reach a breaking point.
The kingdom and the Church would cross a point of no return.

*The kingdom has to endure it for now, but...*

If they suffer too much damage, it will eventually explode.
So I decided to use Rea's name to drive a wedge between them, and began preparations for that.

"Miria?"
"Hmm?"

Perhaps because she had witnessed the torture earlier, Miria looked at me with a somewhat uncomfortable expression.
I gave her instructions on what needed to be done.

"Can you spread a rumor that Rea is plotting something with Marquis Marfe?"
"It's not difficult... but what kind of plot should I spread?"

At that, I smiled and whispered to Miria about the rumor that would cause them the most trouble.
As soon as she heard my words, Miria gasped and her mouth fell open in shock.

* * *

At this point, I'm considered strong, but not strong enough to reveal my identity and do whatever I want.
For the upcoming "Kingdom Award Ceremony," I needed to grow even stronger.

*Ideally, I should level up before going to the kingdom.*

So I decided to prioritize earning achievement points for leveling up.
I asked Miria if there were any achievements I could earn.

"Miria, do you know any ways to earn achievements?"

Miria, still dazed from what she'd heard earlier, finally snapped out of it and said:

"Uh... huh?" with a somewhat vacant look.
I shook my head slightly to tell her to focus, and she smiled awkwardly and said:

"Sorry... what I heard earlier was quite shocking... Anyway, you mentioned achievements?"

I nodded slightly, and Miria thought for a moment before answering.

"It varies depending on the era, the group you belong to, and your situation... but things like conquering a dungeon no one has cleared before, or hunting legendary monsters might earn you achievements."
"...Monsters?"

I showed a somewhat surprised expression at the mention of monsters.
In typical RPGs, you usually hunt monsters, but I realized I had killed far more people than monsters.

*......*

As I was wondering how to express this, Miria tilted her head at my expression.

"Anyway, should I look into dungeons or monsters for you?"

As expected of the perceptive Miria, she suggested exactly what I wanted.
I nodded in acceptance.

"Please do."
"Then I'll organize information about unexplored dungeons or wanted monsters and let you know."

While Miria prepared that information, I thought it would be good to use Marfe for stat farming next.
I called Lucia, who was playing nearby, asked her to help with healing again, and took Marfe out of my spatial storage.

* * *

While I was focused on training, Lucia suddenly called me urgently and tugged at my clothes.
Wondering what was wrong, I looked over to see Lucia holding the sprout and saying:

"The sprout is growing...!"

Confused by her saying it was growing rather than had grown, I looked at it with a puzzled expression.
Just as Lucia said, the sprout was visibly growing before our eyes.
Watching this, I said to Lucia in a perplexed voice:

"I think we need to repot it?"
"...Yes! We should do it as quickly as possible!"

Wondering what kind of thing could grow so quickly, I told her to put it in a nearby container for now.
I was thinking I should go buy a proper pot when a message appeared before my eyes.

[The unknown sprout has grown into a sapling!]

*-*
[Unknown Sapling]
- A sapling I've never seen before. ■■ are desperately searching for this seed.
* It seems it will interact with a Holy Sword that has lost its light if placed nearby.
*-*

The description had changed.
Just in case, I took out the Holy Sword I had acquired from the auction house and carefully placed it in the container.
The two began to interact, glowing and resonating with a humming sound.

[The Holy Sword is being assimilated with the sapling's growth!]

The Holy Sword is being assimilated with the sapling?
As I watched this message in confusion, the Holy Sword literally melted and disappeared into the soil.

Wondering if it had vanished, I couldn't hide my bewilderment when a message appeared before my eyes as if it had been waiting.

[Holy Sword Restoration - 0%]

Ch.52 - Easy Win
While I can't determine the exact value of a Holy Sword in this world, considering the tremendous value and power of the Rosario that Bishop Rea carried, it likely possesses comparable—no, probably far superior—value and abilities.

Therefore, the fact that the Holy Sword was being restored by integrating with the sapling was extremely fortunate. Yet faced with these strange occurrences, I couldn't help but harbor two questions.

*What exactly is this sapling that it can integrate with a Holy Sword?*

And why was this Holy Sword stuck in an auction house—an illegal one at that? Unable to comprehend it, I turned to Lucia, asking her to take care of the sapling.

*I'll figure it out eventually as time passes.*

Thinking there was no need to rush, I rested my chin on my hand when suddenly a word flashed through my mind.

*World Tree.*

As that thought crossed my mind, I looked at the sapling with a skeptical expression. The sapling, as if responding to my expression, shook its leaves.

*...There are several things that make this more than just a wild guess.*

For instance, the way it consumes Divine Power excessively, its integration with the Holy Sword, and finally the description stating someone is desperately searching for it. All these pointed to this sapling being the World Tree.

*But I can't definitively conclude it's the World Tree without decisive evidence.*

I decided to wait and see, leaving it alone until its true identity was revealed. While I was staring at the slowly growing sapling with a complicated expression, Miria, who had gone outside and returned, approached with a document.

"I found and organized information about unconquered dungeons and monsters."

"Already?"

It seemed like less than ten minutes had passed, yet she had already compiled all the data—truly impressive. I was thinking Miria was really becoming like Miriamong when she shrugged and told me:

"It wasn't that difficult. The information about unconquered dungeons and monsters within the Academy is quite thoroughly documented."

If the information was so thorough, why hadn't they been conquered yet? A minor question arose, but examining the documents Miria had brought was more important right now, so I pushed the thought aside and looked at the papers.

*-*
[1. Shadow Dungeon]
[2. Mysterious Art Room]
[3. The Forbidden 13th Room]
：
：
*-*-

I made a bewildered expression seeing that while some names were reasonable, most were written like ghost stories. I couldn't understand why they were named like horror stories rather than dungeons. Miria, reading my expression, calmly explained:

"The names are quite unusual, aren't they?"

"Very much so."

At my response, Miria awkwardly smiled and explained the reason.

"Dungeons are often discovered in unexpected situations, so people who first encounter them tend to think of ghosts or supernatural phenomena rather than dungeons."

"So that's why they're named that way?"

"Yes, and naming them like ghost stories makes them easier to spread as rumors."

Finding it quite amusing, I chuckled softly and checked the list. There were about 30 dungeons listed. While exploring all of them wouldn't be bad, there was no need to waste time on meaningless dungeons, so I decided to filter them.

"Among these, is there..."

Before I could finish, Miria playfully smiled and handed me another paper.

"You want me to pick dungeons suitable for you, right? I thought you might ask, so I prepared this in advance."

Why has she become so competent? Well, she was always capable, but not to this extent. Thinking that investing money really does bring returns, I checked the two dungeons listed.

*-*
[3. The Forbidden 13th Room]
[21. Altar of Sacrifice]
*-*

While I was wondering what criteria she used to select these, Miria calmly added:

"I selected them based on the strength of monsters appearing at the entrance. The stronger the monsters at the entrance, the higher the difficulty and the better the potential rewards."

Not a bad criterion. I nodded and decided to head to the first recommended dungeon.

"Can you guide me to the 13th Room?"

"Uh... right now?"

When I calmly nodded, Miria made a surprised expression and said:

"Usually, when entering a dungeon, we notify the school and make various preparations... but since it's you, Jung Hyun, I guess it's fine?"

I nodded slightly, and Miria sighed before saying:

"...Alright, I'll guide you there immediately."

I nodded at her words.

* * *

On the way to the 13th Room, a question suddenly occurred to me.

"By the way, there are quite a lot of dungeons inside the Academy."

"Yes, there are quite many."

Seeing Miria's nonchalant reaction, I voiced my concern.

"Don't people usually try to clear dungeons quickly? Why is the Academy leaving them be?"

"Well, they're useful in various ways, and basically, the Academy's magic prevents monsters inside the dungeons from escaping, so it's fine."

In other words, as long as no one enters, there's no major problem.

"And above all, you can enter and exit immediately, so there's no real issue if you're careful."

"Still, it seems like it could be easily abused."

"That's true... but the Academy doesn't really care about students who fall behind. They seem to deliberately neglect it, but... I don't know the exact reason."

For an institution called a prestigious academy, it has quite a few lax areas. There's definitely something going on, but I couldn't figure out what. Pushing the thought aside, I looked at the door in front of me.

"So this is the entrance to that dungeon?"

"Yes."

Hearing that, I drew my sword, kicked the door open, and said:

"I'll be back then."

"Why did you break the door... never mind, take care."

I entered the dungeon, hearing Miria's sigh-mixed voice behind me.

* * *

[Congratulations! You have cleared the intermediate-high level dungeon "The 13th Room" and gained achievement points!]
[You are close to leveling up!]

After defeating all the monsters inside, the dungeon clear message appeared. Although I didn't level up, I received a reward for clearing the dungeon:

[Minor Growth Elixir]
- When used, training efficiency increases by 10%.
*Can be used in conjunction with other elixirs

Considering the previous elixir I obtained doubled efficiency, this wasn't a high percentage, but the fact that it could be used with other elixirs was a tremendous merit, making me unable to hide my smile.

*I really want to level up.*

Originally, I planned to rest for a day before moving to the next dungeon, but since this dungeon was easier than expected and I barely used any stamina, I decided to head straight to the final dungeon.

"...So you're saying you want to go to the Altar of Sacrifice right away?"

When I briefly nodded, Miria looked at me with complicated eyes and said:

"Every time I see you, my common sense crumbles, whether in a good way or bad."

At those words, I shrugged, and Miria shook her head, gesturing for me to follow.

"Then I'll guide you."

I nodded and followed Miria. After following her for a while, she spoke with concern:

"There's a bad rumor, or rather... several rumors about the Altar of Sacrifice. The most prominent one is that while you can obtain massive rewards for clearing it, there's a condition that makes it absolutely impossible to clear."

"A condition that makes it absolutely impossible to clear?"

When I asked, Miria shrugged and sighed.

"Yes, it's somewhat vague, so I tried to find out exactly what it was, but not a single person would say what the condition is, so I don't know."

"We'll find out when we get there."

"That's true."

Wondering what could be inside to generate such rumors, I descended to the third basement floor where the Altar of Sacrifice was located.

[Basement Floor 3 - Storage Room]

"They did well to find something in a place like this."

"I know, right?"

Miria looked at the dust piled on the floor with horror, then closed her eyes tightly and pointed to an area stacked with boxes.

"The Altar of Sacrifice is behind those boxes, so we should move them."

"Really?"

I nodded and roughly pushed the boxes aside with my hand, revealing a small passage leading to the Altar of Sacrifice.

"That's it, that's it."

After getting confirmation from Miria, I nodded and entered.

* * *

Upon entering, a message appeared before my eyes.

[You have entered the Altar of Sacrifice!]

With that message, countless skeletons revealed themselves from the floor and ceiling, glowing with red eyes and emanating killing intent toward me.

*This is good.*

A place swarming with skeletons was perfect for leveling up my Territory Declaration skill. I drew up a large amount of Divine Power and dominated all visible space with it.

Countless skeletons fell helplessly. Looking at them, I slowly walked forward toward the altar ahead and checked the inscription in the center of the altar.

- Offer 10 people as sacrifices, and the true path of this place will open.

Seeing this, I understood why others wouldn't speak of the condition and why no one had cleared it. At the same time, I realized this dungeon would be incredibly easy for me as I began to take out those I had stored in my spatial storage.

Ch.53 - The End Of The Trap
I pondered for a moment as I stacked the people I'd collected from the auction house to one side.

It wouldn't be difficult to kill any 10 of them as sacrifices. However, since I wanted to avoid killing those who might be useful later, I felt the need to sort through them first.

*I never know when or where I might need them.*

Just as I was about to call in Miria, who was waiting outside, to help with the sorting, a good idea struck me. I decided to take "just one" out for interrogation purposes and left the dungeon.

Outside, I waved to Miria, who was running around trying to avoid the dust. When she saw me, she gave me a confused look and said:

"... You're done already?"

I shook my head and beckoned her over with my hand. Miria approached me with a puzzled expression.

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"

I grabbed her wrist, telling her "I need your help sorting them," and pulled her along.

"W-wait a second!"

Ignoring Miria's startled reaction, I returned to the place where I'd stacked the hostages.

* * *

"... Wow."

Miria let out an astonished gasp when she saw the mountain of people, then offered a brief observation.

"It's quite a sight seeing all these supposedly important people stacked up like this..."

I chuckled softly at her comment and explained what I had in mind. Miria nodded, seemingly not displeased with the idea.

"That shouldn't be difficult. Give me a moment and I'll sort them right away."
"I'm counting on you."

She nodded and began examining the people to sort them.

About 30 minutes later, Miria pulled out a small notebook from somewhere, wrote down everyone's personal information, and after checking the list, told me:

"Sorting complete."
"Already?"

I was surprised she had finished so quickly when there were easily over 100 people. Miria replied with a proud expression:

"It's not that hard when I just need to write down what I know."
"Really?"
"Yeah. But you know... every single one of these people piled here is garbage enough to make you lose faith in humanity."

I silently smiled at her comment, and Miria began listing their crimes one by one.

"Exploitation and extortion are just the basics. There's assault, murder, rape..."

Most of them seemed to have committed every crime imaginable. As I silently looked at the collapsed figures while listening to her, Miria sighed and said:

"I'd like to kill them myself if I could."

Hearing that, I handed her my sword and asked, "Want to kill them then?" But Miria waved her hands frantically and shook her head.

"No, I didn't mean I'd actually kill them... just that they're that level of trash."
"I see. Anyway, pick out 10 people who wouldn't matter if they died."
"Okay."

Since everyone piled here might die if left alone, I decided to put them in my subspace. Following Miria's sorting, I placed everyone into my subspace except for the 10 sacrifices and one person needed for information gathering.

* * *

By the time I had sacrificed 9 people, the one I'd kept for information was regaining consciousness. If Lucia were here, she would have healed his wounds, but unfortunately, she wasn't. I sprinkled a low-grade potion that Miria had given me on his wounds to stop the bleeding.

"......"

His face was pale, mixed with an expression of anger. He seemed to immediately realize I was responsible for everything and tried to shout something at me, but fell silent when he saw the corpses piled nearby.

"... Kugh."

He clutched his wound with one hand and stared at me. I met his gaze, then calmly spoke as I drove my sword into the chest of the last person I'd set aside for sacrifice.

"I'll keep this brief. Tell me everything you know."

Having witnessed me taking a life so casually, he let out a scream like a pig being slaughtered. I took a step toward him and sighed.

"Can't you hear me?"
"I-I hear you."
"Then don't waste time and spill everything you know. Now."
"W-well, gold was recently discovered in the Mellis Mine, so..."

Hearing this, I deliberately stabbed my sword into his thigh and twisted it from side to side. He screamed in pain and began to cry.

"AAAAARGH!"

I deliberately created this "unreasonable" situation to heighten his tension. Writhing in pain from his thigh, he said to me:

"W-what do you want? I'll tell you anything if you just let me know..."
"All the kingdom's secrets."

At that, he rolled his eyes, deep in thought. He was probably trying to decide whether speaking or remaining silent would be more beneficial. Realizing he still had room to think, I thrust my sword into his calf and said:

"You think I'm joking when I speak?"
"AAAAGH! Wait... just wait a moment!"
"Why is it that noble bastards never seem to understand words?"

Just as I was about to stab my sword into his arm, he blurted out some shocking information in a tearful voice:

"T-the joint exam recently held at the Academy was actually a sacrificial operation planned under the kingdom's direction!"

A sacrificial operation?
This part needed more explanation, so I nodded for him to continue. Seeing my reaction, he continued speaking in a trembling voice:

"Kugh... It's strange enough that they pushed first-year students who hadn't even had proper combat training into a maze dungeon. But isn't it odd that they didn't properly implement accident prevention or surveillance measures?"

It was indeed strange.
The joint exam was a major event where many people came to see their sons, daughters, or family members. Yet they created conditions where incidents were bound to happen.

*Come to think of it, the Academy's top priority should have been to ensure the event proceeded safely without accidents. It doesn't make sense that they would hold it in such a dangerous place without proper surveillance.*

At this point, it became clear that someone's intentions were definitely involved.

"... All of this was planned with accidents in mind, but even the kingdom didn't expect the dungeon frenzy to occur, so they had to postpone what they were planning to do."

What they were planning to do?
Wondering what they were trying to accomplish by sacrificing first-year students, I asked about it.

"T-that's..."

Just as he was about to reveal the truth, intense mana surged up. His head exploded, silencing him forever.

* * *

Surrounded by blood. I had certainly obtained important information, but I felt more unsettled than satisfied since I couldn't learn the complete reason.
I was lost in thought, unable to figure out why the kingdom would do such a thing and what they were trying to accomplish.

*I just don't understand.*

As I was sighing and cleaning the blood off my sword, unable to come up with any answers, a message appeared:

[Congratulations! You have satisfied the Altar of Sacrifice.]

I decided to enter as the massive stone door blocking my path opened from side to side. I needed to complete this dungeon to obtain achievements and rewards anyway.

Leaving Miria behind, I entered and found a long passage leading downward. Wondering what could be hidden that required going so deep, I descended the stairs. An overwhelming smell of blood, far stronger than what I'd encountered earlier, assaulted my nostrils.

*... Blood?*

An ominous feeling spread through me. As I continued downward, I saw dozens of skeletons that looked stronger than the ones I'd seen above, blocking my path.

*This is interesting.*

I'd heard that sacrificing just ten people would bring rewards, but once inside, I was only greeted by skeletons. Thinking that rumors truly couldn't be trusted, I spread my Divine Power, smashed the skeletons to the ground, and rushed forward.

After that, skeletons appeared about 10 more times to block my way. But since they weren't particularly strong, I could easily defeat them with "Territory Declaration," allowing me to reach the final location without much difficulty.

*The reward better be good.*

Determined to cause havoc if the reward wasn't worth this hassle, I opened the door blocking my path. I couldn't hide my surprise at the sight before me.

[Congratulations! You have discovered the end of the Hidden List trap!]

I let out a hollow laugh seeing countless corpses piled up instead of a reward. I couldn't believe I'd come all this way for this.
I sighed and was about to turn back when I noticed something strange.

*The corpses haven't decomposed? ... And most of them are wearing student uniforms or staff clothes.*

Realizing this, I climbed to the top of the pile of corpses with a sinking feeling and looked around. Far away, among the corpses, a familiar face caught my eye.

*... Erie.*

The one Lucia and I had killed and disposed of by pushing into a trap. I couldn't help but laugh hollowly when I confirmed that Erie's corpse was well-preserved and hadn't decomposed.

Thanks to Erie's corpse remaining here, I now had the power to manipulate Esic... or perhaps one of the three great houses, Rurushié, as I pleased.

Ch.54 - Golem
"Rurushié."

I wasn't sure how much influence the Rurushié family had, but since they were called a prestigious family, I smiled thinking they might be able to hold back the kingdom at critical moments.

"Maybe I should visit Regina after this dungeon. It's been a while."

Thinking I might find something else to exploit while chatting with my kindhearted collaborator, I placed Erie's corpse and the bodies of the two second-year Ashris students who had helped her into my spatial storage.

"Well, I should head back now."

For a dungeon, it was disappointing that there was no boss monster or reward, but I'd obtained something useful, so it wasn't too bad. As I was brushing off the blood covering my body before leaving, I noticed a red flower in the distance.

"A flower?"

The single flower blooming among the pile of corpses created a strange dissonance—something normal in an abnormal space felt even more abnormal. As I approached, I could feel massive waves of mana emanating from the flower.

"Ah, so that's why."

It seemed the corpses were being preserved without rotting because of the mana flowing from this flower. As I silently observed it and moved to pluck it, the corpses suddenly began to stir. Sensing danger, I quickly deployed my Divine Power and stepped back to watch.

A massive trembling, like an earthquake, shook the corpses violently before they began gathering around where the flower had been. Watching this, I thought, "Of course," and channeled Divine Power into my sword.

"A dungeon without a boss or reward? That wouldn't make sense."

I watched with satisfaction as the corpses formed into the shape of a massive golem, and I loosened my shoulders.

"Now, what's the best way to deal with this?"

There were several methods, but I preferred a frontal assault. Among many reasons, the biggest was that it provided a clear benchmark of my strength. So I briefly muttered "Territory Declaration" and began infusing the surroundings with Divine Power.

[The final boss of the Altar of Sacrifice, Corpse Golem, has appeared!]

Seeing this message appear, I charged toward the golem.

* * *

Territory Declaration was a skill that involved spreading massive Divine Power in all directions to take control of the space. Those who were ordinary or weak would collapse just from being hit by Territory Declaration, while those with strong power would have to fight me under massive debuffs.

"In theory, it sounds perfect, but..."

As evident from how Bishop Rea only used Territory Declaration in the most desperate moments, maintaining or frequently using it required too much Divine Power. For most clergy, it was an unattainable skill, merely a pipe dream.

"But I can immediately replenish my Divine Power no matter how much I use."

Since I could handle the only drawback—massive Divine Power consumption—it was an area attack with no disadvantages for me.

[Blessing of Amplification, Blessing of Sharpness, Blessing of Fire, Blessing of Divinity, Blessing of Strength, Blessing of Agility are activated!]

As the blessings contained in the Rosario appeared, I saw Divine Power flames rising all around me and slashed at the corpse golem with my sword energy.

Slash!

Since its entire body was made of corpses, cutting it produced the sound of slicing through flesh. It was a sound I'd heard many times, so I didn't feel particularly uncomfortable, but it still gave me an odd feeling as I continued cutting.

"GRAAAAH!"

The golem's roar echoed like thunder. I scattered sword energy as I heard it, but realizing these attacks weren't very effective, I fell into thought.

"External attacks seem to have limited effect."

I decided that instead of cutting away at the external mass of corpses, I should attack the "core" hidden inside. I gathered the Territory Declaration energy spread around me into my right hand.

"This should work better."

An internal explosion attack—a method I had practiced before using Territory Declaration. Thinking this could deal massive damage to the golem, I channeled more intense Divine Power into my right hand and jumped upward.

"GRAAAH!"

As I leaped up, the golem seemed to realize I was about to launch a critical attack. It dropped corpses from its body to the ground and, like a necromancer, reanimated them to attack me.

Countless living corpses fell. I dodged them while approaching the golem, and when I reached the center of its body, I unhesitatingly thrust my right hand into the middle of its torso and released a flood of Divine Power inside.

BOOM!

A massive explosion. The golem began burning with a bright white flame. I quickly jumped back to observe its reaction.

"Is it feeling pain?"

The golem seemed to be in pain, flailing its hands to extinguish the flames on its body. Seeing this, I smiled with satisfaction, realizing my attack had been effective.

"So I just need to keep attacking this way."

When I cut it with my sword, it showed no reaction, but when I pushed Divine Power inside and set it on fire, it responded immediately. Looking at the golem's reaction, I thought I could defeat it with a few more attacks like this, so I gathered my Divine Power again.

* * *

[Congratulations! You have perfectly defeated the Corpse Golem!]

After a fierce battle... well, it's actually misleading to call it fierce. I was able to end the fight easily by just injecting Divine Power a few times, so it wasn't particularly difficult.

"Was the Corpse Golem weak, or am I strong?"

I couldn't tell. I brushed off the blood covering my body and slowly approached the flower I had discovered earlier.

[Flower of Life]
- A flower that grew by consuming the life talents of many at the Academy. Massive mana and life force are concentrated within it.

A flower blooming on corpses named the Flower of Life? Thinking "Corpse Flower" or "Death Flower" would be more fitting, I carefully plucked it, and a message appeared before my eyes.

*-*
[You have acquired achievement points for clearing the dungeon!]
[Congratulations! You have acquired all the points needed to level up.]
*You must take a promotion test to level up.

[You have acquired the Key of Growth!]
- A key that allows access to the Room of Trials.
*-*

"Finally leveled up."

Thinking that tears were clouding my vision, I realized I could finally become stronger. I put the Flower of Life and the key into my spatial storage and decided it was time to head back.

* * *

As I emerged from the dungeon, I heard Miria's startled scream.

"W-what on earth did you do in there?!"

After thinking for a moment, I told her everything that had happened inside without omitting anything. Miria responded with a confused voice.

"C-corpse Golem? Erie? The end of the trap?"

After hearing all this, Miria seemed dazed and stared at me with a blank expression. I shrugged, gesturing that it was all true.

"Well... let's set aside the Corpse Golem and the fact that all the Academy's traps are connected to one place... it's shocking, but not that important."

I nodded, and Miria continued.

"The important thing here is that you found Erie's corpse..."

Miria pinpointed the key issue and covered her face as if she had a headache.

"Finding it itself isn't a big problem... but when I think about what you might do with it, Jung Hyun, I feel overwhelmed."

I wondered why she was reacting this way. I felt a bit wronged, but I didn't want to argue with someone who looked so distressed, so I remained silent. Miria sighed deeply and said to me:

"Haah... anyway, I should probably hear what you're planning to do. Tell me what you're going to do with Erie's corpse first. That way I can make practical preparations or at least mentally prepare myself."

Hearing this, I answered briefly:

"I'm going to blackmail Regina and shake down Esik."

At those words, Miria looked like she was about to cry, then her expression changed to one of complete resignation.

"Yeah... of course you would."

Still not understanding her reaction, I shook my head, then remembered the Flower of Life I had found and took it out.

"By the way, do you know what this is?"

Miria looked at the Flower of Life, blinked, and asked:

"...What is that?"

I explained that it was a reward from the dungeon and that it had functioned as the core of the golem. Hearing this, Miria's eyes sparkled as she said:

"It functioned as the golem's core? That means you could use this to make your own golem, right?"

Her words gave me a great realization.

"Oh."

"You have plenty of money anyway... you could get unlimited materials, so making a golem would be good, right? Though they're tricky to use, they could be helpful in dangerous situations..."

Miria started rambling about golems, and after listening to everything, I replied briefly:

"A corpse golem would be fine too."

"...Huh?"

Miria froze at my words and stared at me. Seeing her expression, I silently smiled and fell into thought.

"When I destroy the Church or the kingdom later, it might be quite nice to have a massive corpse golem made of nobles and clergy with me."

Setting aside its power, the impact of a corpse golem would be considerable. The larger I made it, the more it would become a symbol of terror, exerting tremendous influence in all battles.

"Not bad."

Having seen many instances of people crumbling helplessly to fear during battles, I sensed that a corpse golem could have a similar effect. I grabbed Miria's hand, shook it, and said:

"That was a good idea."

"W-wait, what I meant was a normal golem, not a corpse golem...!"

"What does the material matter?"

Cutting her off mid-sentence, I decided it was time to enter the Room of Trials to become even stronger.

Ch.55 - Thank You. Thank You.
They say that rumors without substance tend to grow endlessly.
Second Princess Karina bit her lip as she recalled the rumor that had been spreading recently.

"Knight Captain Marfe and Bishop Rea are plotting treason."

Normally, this would have been mere gossip not worth her attention. But due to recent incidents and evidence pointing to those two as likely suspects, she was suffering from countless people trying to probe her under the guise of concern.

*How foolish.*

If they thought about it even a little, they would know the truth. It was endlessly pathetic how they only saw the sensational parts without looking at the whole picture. She wanted to ignore it, but...

"Bishop Rea summoned Church knights, killed the investigators, and fled."

Because of this new bait that would make these idiots' suspicions grow even larger, she could no longer ignore the situation.

*...This is truly troublesome.*

Regardless of the actual circumstances, it was clear that Rea had killed the investigators and escaped. Countless people would use this to inflate the rumors... Karina sighed, sensing how each person's speculation would become "evidence" for others.

*In any case, it would be better to make an official statement as soon as possible before the rumors get worse.*

Of course, it would be best to coordinate with the Church before making such a statement, so she closed her eyes, deciding to contact them.

* * * * *

When I returned to the dormitory, Lucia, who had been rolling around on the bed, jumped up in shock.
I was amazed at how high she could jump—like some kind of frog—when Lucia used healing magic on me while making a tearful face.

"Oh really...! Why are you injured like this again...!"

I sighed at her words and briefly explained.

"This isn't my blood, it's someone else's."

At that one sentence, Lucia made a foolish expression and asked again.

"What?"

Seeing that expression made me want to tease her more, so I decided to add a "completely truthful fact" while pretending to be nonchalant.

"By the way, the blood belongs to Erie."

When Erie's name reached her ears, Lucia froze and blinked blankly.

"...Huh?"

"Erie. The Rurushié heir and Esik's younger sister."

"...That joke is going too far."

Lucia rubbed her arms as if she'd heard a ghost story. To prove this was real, I asked Miria, who was sprawled nearby, to confirm the truth.

"Miria, you tell her. She won't believe me."

At my request, Miria sighed and answered.

"...Surprisingly, it's true."

"What? Why?"

"Well... I don't know why this is true either. Anyway, it's definitely true, so there's no need to doubt it."

"......"

Lucia stared at me with her mouth wide open, apparently in great shock. Ignoring her gaze, I got back to the main point.

"Anyway, I'll need to be away for a while, so I'll give you the key. Could you take care of this seedling?"

"Y-yes, it's not difficult since I do it regularly anyway... but where are you going?"

"Going to level up in the Room of Trials."

"What? You've leveled up already?"

Seeing Lucia's surprised reaction, I nodded, and she spoke admiringly.

"I've never seen someone level up so quickly... Usually it takes at least a few years, but you do it so quickly."

Well, that's because I'm doing in a few days what others do over years. I deliberately swallowed the rest of my thoughts and decided it was time to enter the Room of Trials.

"Oh, and if you have time, could you buy some food for the room? Last time I just left and almost starved to death."

"Oh yes. I'll buy some right away."

Then there's nothing else to worry about for now. I picked up the Key of Growth and said:

"I'll be back."

With those final words, I immediately entered the door that appeared in midair.

* * *

Upon entering the Room of Trials, a message appeared just like before.

*-*
[Promotion test begins.]
- Survive for 7 days.

*Warning - Your total amount of Divine Power will be significantly reduced.

* If you die during the test, you will be resurrected after the test resets.
* Time flows very slowly in the Room of Trials.
* If you give up midway, you will never be able to level up again.
*-*

Most of the content was not much different from the previous promotion test, but there were two differences: the objective and the penalty.

*The objective is one thing, but the reduction in Divine Power really hurts.*

Since my fighting style relied heavily on Divine Power, having the total amount significantly reduced was equivalent to restricting a substantial portion of my combat ability. This promotion test was expected to be much more difficult than the previous one.

*...Though it's not necessarily a bad thing.*

Although I was in a much better state than at first, I was still using Divine Power inefficiently. I decided to use this opportunity to train in using Divine Power more efficiently and to improve my personal skills rather than relying on Divine Power. I opened my spatial storage.

*Now, let's start by taking some potions.*

I took out the two Growth Potions and Dragon's Blood that I had acquired previously, consumed them immediately, and signaled the start of my training.

*

True to the instruction to "survive," as soon as the trial began, hordes of monsters rushed in from all directions without pause. Looking at what seemed to be several thousand—no, over 10,000 monsters—I let out a hollow laugh.

*This is too much, even for them.*

Does the Room of Trials not understand the concept of moderation? I decided that if I ever met the creator of this room, I would punch them in the face, and raised my sword.

*Let's see, with my Divine Power... I can only use sword energy twice before it's gone.*

That was only because of the Amplification Rosario's effect. If I hadn't absorbed the Rosario, I wouldn't have been able to properly use sword energy at all. I decided to save this sword energy as much as possible and swung my sword at an approaching orc.

Thwack!

Instead of the usual explosive sound, there was just the ordinary sound of a sword embedding in flesh. However, the flesh was so tough that the sword didn't penetrate deeply. Seeing my unexpectedly weak strength, I stared silently before eventually raising the corners of my mouth in a smile.

*Didn't they say that stats increase faster when facing stronger opponents?*

I hadn't had a proper chance to raise my stats because I'd only been facing opponents that died in one hit. Thinking that this was a good opportunity to properly increase them, I let out a laugh of happiness.

"Thank you... thank you..."

As I was offering my sincere thanks, the nearby orcs looked at me and hesitantly backed away.

"...?"

From what I'd heard before, orcs enjoyed frenzied battles and never succumbed to fear, so what was this reaction? I wondered if the information I'd heard was just a false rumor as I swung my sword at the neck of the orc in front of me.

*Oh.*

Since it was a surprise attack, the sword did embed in the orc's neck, but due to its uniquely tough skin, I couldn't kill it in one strike. It seemed difficult to kill with just basic strength, so I quickly twisted my body to pull out the sword and swung it again, driving it into the neck.

"Gweeek!"

Striking precisely at the same spot a second time seemed to do the trick. I was satisfied with this and was about to swing my sword again when attacks started coming from the opposite direction.

Whoosh!

The sound of a club cutting strongly through the air reached my ears. True to their reputation as a race with stats concentrated in strength, even a simple club swing posed a significant threat. I was going to keep dodging, but then...

*No, this is a good chance to level up my Tough Skin skill.*

Deciding that simply taking hits would be more beneficial for growth, I resolved to just get hit from now on.

*Though it's a bit disappointing. It would have been nice if there were swords or spears mixed in, not just blunt weapons.*

But this was only day one. Believing things would change by day two, I smiled brightly.

*Oh, and I need to practice with Divine Power too.*

I decided to use Divine Power occasionally as I turned my body.

* * *

[You have died.]
[The Room of Trials will reset.]
(Death count: 1)

Since I was fighting while taking hits, I couldn't last very long. Although my Tough Skin was at Advanced Level 5, my vitality stat wasn't particularly high yet, so there was a limit to how much I could endure. Still, I wasn't in a bad mood... no, I was actually quite pleased, and the reason was:

[Your stats have increased!]

It had been a long time since I'd seen a stat increase message.

*I'm so happy I could get a cavity.*

My vitality stat, which had barely increased because I rarely got hit, rose after just an hour or two of being beaten. Thinking that I could do this kind of rewarding training all day, I waved at the orcs running toward me from the distance.

*This is truly blissful.*

If it weren't for all the issues piling up outside, I'd want to live here for about 10 years. But realizing I couldn't stay here too long because of the upcoming award ceremony and the loose ends I needed to tie up, I sighed with regret.

*So without resting even a little...*

Thinking that I should make the most of every second for training, I ran forward toward the orcs charging at me.

Ch.56 - Um, The Child That Jung Hyun And I Created Was Born Yesterday...!
Facing countless hordes of monsters and surviving for a week.

To be honest, if I ran away or used various tricks, surviving for a week wouldn't be that difficult. But clearing the trial that way would leave me with nothing.

*I should do this in a way that helps me grow.*

I wanted to continue training here and achieve as much growth as possible. While getting hit by clubs flying from all directions, I calmly fell into contemplation.

*Then I need a goal.*

Not simply raising skill levels or stats as I'd thought before, but a specific and clear goal of what to accomplish here. As I pondered what that might be, a good idea came to mind.

*Kill all the incoming monsters?*

When this thought occurred to me, I couldn't stop smiling. If I could manage to defeat all these countless monsters by myself, I would level up in a "completely different class," as I'd put it before.

*This is good.*

I raised the corner of my mouth, resolving not to leave this place until I'd killed every last one of them.

* * *

[You have died.]
[The Trial Room will be reset.]
(Death count: 7)

Becoming a different class is a reward earned through bone-breaking effort and realization. It wasn't something I could achieve just by burning with determination. Watching myself die repeatedly on the third day, I muttered a brief reflection.

*It's painfully obvious that my fundamentals are rock bottom.*

In normal situations it might be fine, but when backed into a corner, the first thing that shows is one's fundamentals. I realized I wasn't handling crisis situations as well as I thought, and crossed my arms.

*I suppose I've never really faced a crisis before, and without a proper master to teach me the basics, my limitations are clearly showing.*

Realizing I'd been overly reliant on Divine Power in fights, I decided to use this opportunity to correct that bad habit and massaged my shoulders.

*And I haven't had many opportunities to experience crisis.*

Deciding to build experience by facing countless crises, I charged once more toward the incoming orcs.

*

[You have died.]
[The Trial Room will be reset.]
(Death count: 15)

The death count was rising quickly. Of course, it was significantly less than in the previous trial room, but the density contained in each count was incomparably greater. Even with fewer deaths, the experience gained would be many times more than before.

*Evidence of that is how much my stats and skill levels have risen, and how I can now kill orcs in one hit when I couldn't before.*

I smiled as I saw an orc's head fly off with a single swing of my sword. I still had many shortcomings, and could only kill orcs instantly by targeting their necks.

*If I keep training...*

I had a feeling I'd soon be able to kill them with a single strike anywhere on their bodies, and I launched myself forward.

[You have died.]
(Death count: 31)

Fortunately, the Growth Potion seemed to flow according to real-world time rather than training room time. The icon showing the potion was still active remained in the upper right corner of my vision. I was glad I'd used the potion inside and continued swinging my sword with admiration.

*Whether it's thanks to the potion or because I'm throwing myself into death repeatedly, I'm definitely growing faster.*

By now, I could fight all the way to the seventh day without much difficulty, but the problem was that I hadn't achieved my initial goal of "defeating all enemies within 7 days." So I kept choosing death before clearing the trial room, starting over again and again.

*At least I can see the end now.*

Before, the number of incoming orcs seemed truly endless, but now when I checked my surroundings after enduring to the seventh day, they had noticeably decreased. If I could deal with the orcs twice as fast as now, I could achieve my goal.

*So I need to cut their necks faster.*

I clenched my fist, determined to clear it next time.

*

[You have died.]
(Death count: 67)

With the potion time almost running out, I realized this would be my last chance.

*Since the potion lasts for a week, if I can't succeed this time, I should just clear the trial room normally.*

The reason was the upcoming "award ceremony" in the kingdom. Since I needed to attend that ceremony for all my plans to proceed normally, I took a deep breath, thinking I should kill all the orcs this time and proudly exit the trial room.

*Well then, let's begin.*

Looking at the orcs charging from the front, I decided to use everything I'd learned and grown to definitely clear it this time.

*First, check movement patterns.*

The most important thing was calculating which path to take to efficiently take the enemies' lives. Just doing this well allowed me to take two or three lives with a single sword swing. After cutting the necks of orcs rushing from behind simultaneously, I stabbed my sword into the head of a nearby orc.

"KRAAAGH!"

The loud screams coming simultaneously. Though I'd heard them countless times and felt no particular emotion, I could use them to determine position and numbers, so I listened carefully and checked my path again.

*Faster.*

Though I was taking orcs' lives at a speed others would find marvelous, it still wasn't fast enough by my standards, so I increased my speed further. I continued to quickly reduce their numbers, taking down the incoming orcs with single strikes.

Time continued to decrease. The momentum of the incoming orcs had greatly diminished, and they were no longer approaching, only maintaining vigilance. I checked the system message showing [Day 7] and assessed the number of remaining orcs.

*About a hundred.*

With about 10 minutes left, I needed to kill 10 per minute, which was doable. The problem was that unlike before, these orcs were running away.

*Shit, this is bad.*

When they flee, I have to chase them, creating a penalty that requires more time than usual. I took the life of an orc I'd caught up to and considered how to catch the rest.

*Damn, there's no way.*

No matter how much I thought, I couldn't come up with a way to kill all those bastards in time. Still, I couldn't give up, so I kept running like crazy and killing them, but the word "failure" kept creeping up.

*A method... I need to find a method.*

A way to round up and catch all those scattered fleeing creatures at once. I wrung my tired brain but couldn't think of anything, gritting my teeth in frustration.

*Damn, if the clubs hadn't disappeared and remained, I could have thrown them, but of course they're gone...*

I couldn't get any help from the items the orcs had brought. And one of my strengths, Divine Power, wasn't enough to send out a sword aura... wait a minute.

*Come to think of it, if I can't send out a sword aura, can't I just throw the sword?*

As soon as I reached this extremely simple conclusion, I immediately bound the sword with a little Divine Power and threw it quickly.

Whoosh!

The sword flew through the air like a boomerang. Seeing it embed itself in an orc's head at a steep speed, I pulled on the Divine Power binding the sword to bring it back to my hand.

*Wow, this actually works?*

Right now I only had one weapon so I could only throw one, but later if I had multiple weapons, I could throw dozens at once and retrieve them repeatedly. I decided to practice this after dealing with the orcs first, and used this technique to handle all the remaining orcs.

After embedding my sword in the last remaining orc, messages popped up one after another.

*-*
[You have achieved an unbelievable achievement and hidden piece!]
- Eliminate all orcs in the second trial room.

[Calculating rewards...]
- The achievement is so great that it will take a long time to calculate.
[Time remaining: 71 hours 59 minutes 59 seconds]

*-*
[Congratulations! You have cleared the Trial Room!]
[Open the white door ahead and exit to receive a 'Level Up' fitting your class!]
*-*

*Wow, I finally did it.*

Feeling so out of breath I could barely breathe, I collapsed on the floor and checked the messages that had appeared above.

*Everything else aside, what kind of reward takes so long to calculate because it's "too great"?*

Though I didn't know what it was yet, I grinned thinking my hard work had paid off. Then, to check the "real reward," I summoned my status window.

*-*
Jung Hyun [Level: 2]

[Stats]

Strength: 72 Agility: 70 Health: 80 Mana: 6 Divine Power: ???
*-*
[Traits]
1. (Unrealistic Genius)
2. (Unrealistic Luck)
3. (Blood-Soaked Berserker)
4. (Amplification Rosario)

[Skills]
1. Advanced Swordsmanship Lv:7
2. Advanced Sword Aura Lv:1
3. Superior Tough Skin Lv:9
4. Advanced Divine Power Efficiency Lv:1
5. Territory Declaration Lv: 8
*-*

I was still at level 2 since I hadn't gone outside yet, but that wasn't important. I smiled once seeing how much my stats had increased compared to before, then smiled even more broadly seeing how much my skill levels had risen.

*Unfortunately, my Sword Aura and Territory Declaration levels barely increased due to my limited Divine Power.*

But the other skills had increased insanely, which just made me smile.

*I'm so damn happy.*

I'd have to actually fight to know for sure, but at this level, couldn't I hold my own against the Sword Saint to some extent? I thought my teeth might rot from the sweetness as I got up.

*Now all that's left is to cause a scene at the award ceremony.*

I resolved to carry out my plan there and get revenge on the Second Princess Karina, deciding it was time to go outside.

* * *

[Congratulations! You have leveled up!]
[Based on your performance in the Trial Room, a new trait has manifested!]

[Evil Spirit]

As soon as I came out, messages appeared congratulating me on "leveling up" along with the manifestation of a new trait. As I was about to check what this "Evil Spirit" trait was, Lucia's urgent call came from in front.

"Jung Hyun...! L-look here!"

I wondered why she was calling so urgently as soon as I came out. I was about to ask her for food, thinking it was good timing, when Lucia showed me a white-horned baby girl cradled in her arms and exclaimed:

"T-the child you and I made was born yesterday...!"

With those words, my mind went completely blank, and I could only blink vacantly.

Ch.57 - One
I guess this is what they mean when they say your mind goes blank and you can't think of anything.
I'm so flustered that I can't say a word.
The child in Lucia's arms fidgets while looking at me.

An unintended eye contact.
I awkwardly smile and observe the child in Lucia's arms.

*Horns?*

Long, pure white horns with light blonde hair.
Blue eyes like Lucia's, and appears to be about four or five years old.
Judging by the age alone, it was clear this wasn't Lucia's biological child, but I was wondering where on earth this child came from.
Lucia smiled and revealed the child's identity.

"Ah...! This child is the sprout... no, sapling? Anyway, it's the plant we were raising."

A plant grew into a child?
I couldn't believe it, so I asked again with a bewildered voice.

"...Really?"
"Yes!"

Seeing how confidently Lucia answered, it seemed this really was that mysterious plant from before.
I didn't know what to say, so I just silently stared at the little girl who would sniffle one moment and then grin whenever our eyes met.
Suddenly, a message appeared before my eyes.

*-*
[Congratulations! You have achieved a remarkable feat!]
- Discovery and Birth of the World Tree!

[Achievement points have significantly increased!]

[Young World Tree]
- Still too young to properly utilize its abilities, but once awakened, it will become your most powerful ally.
* Growth is linked to the Holy Sword.

[Recovering Holy Sword]
- Currently in a shabby state as it hasn't regained its true form, but once restored, it will become the most powerful weapon in this world.
*-*

Seeing this message, I let out a short, hollow laugh.
My previous speculation of "Could it be the World Tree?" had been confirmed true.

*To think it really was the World Tree.*

Who would have thought that such an extraordinary seed would suddenly appear from the Room of Trials?
Realizing that once confusion starts, it never seems to end, I squeezed my eyes shut.
Then, regaining my composure, I recalled the most important part of the message I had just seen.

*So the growth is linked to the Holy Sword, huh.*

It means if I want to use the Holy Sword, I need to raise the World Tree well.
Honestly, if the Holy Sword's abilities seemed vague or worthless, I might not have been motivated, but...

*"The most powerful weapon."*

That single phrase made me determined to fully restore the Holy Sword.
After pondering what to do for a moment, I calmly brushed my bangs aside and said to Lucia:

"Let's eat first."

At those words, Lucia exclaimed, "Oh right...!" and offered me the food she had prepared.

* * *

Perhaps remembering how much I had eaten before, Lucia presented me with a substantial amount of food, gesturing for me to eat.
As soon as I saw it, I began shoving the food into my mouth somewhat ravenously.

*I seriously feel like I'm going to die.*

I was thinking that quite a few people might die right after leveling up, as I continued to force down the food.
The World Tree, who had been in Lucia's arms, somehow made its way to my side and began mimicking my ravenous eating.

*...*

I hadn't expected it to copy such behavior.
Feeling instantly self-conscious, I tried to eat more calmly, and the World Tree, seeing this, blinked brightly before following suit and starting to eat slowly.

A strange sensation.
While I was wondering what exactly was happening, Lucia, who had been watching, commented happily:

"You two look so alike...!"

Not knowing how to respond to that, I remained silent.
But before I could say anything, the World Tree smiled broadly and exclaimed in agreement:

"Yeah!"

It can already speak?
Of course, if I were to point out what's strange, I should start with how it looks four or five years old when it was born just yesterday.
But it was simply amazing that it could use language without having learned it elsewhere.

I wanted to ask something to see if conversation was possible, but whenever I stopped eating even briefly, an intense hunger struck me, so I decided to postpone it.
For now, I decided to focus all my attention on eating.

* * *

Only after consuming a considerable amount of food was I finally satisfied.
As I smiled with contentment, the World Tree suddenly climbed into my lap and sat there.

*I don't know what's what anymore.*

Finding this situation extremely complicated, I eventually gave up trying to understand it.
I called out to Lucia, who was sitting across from me, and asked for a brief explanation of the current situation.

"So what exactly happened here?"

At my question, Lucia thought for a moment before briefly explaining what had happened yesterday.

"Around lunchtime yesterday, I was giving divine power to the plant in the pot, when suddenly the sapling transformed into this child."

It was more or less what I had expected.
After considering this for a moment, I expressed what I didn't understand.

"Why did it change into human form?"

At this question, Lucia pondered briefly before offering a plausible answer.

"Maybe it took after the form of the person who raised it? I've heard that dragons, too, if raised by humans from the egg stage, will polymorph into human form as soon as they're born."

Hearing this, I realized something.
If dragons can transform into human form right after birth, it means they can hear and understand speech even while still in the egg.

*In other words...*

There's a high probability that the World Tree had been listening to our conversations and growing while it was still a sprout or sapling.

*That explains how it can speak, to some extent.*

Though even with that explanation, its learning ability was still remarkably advanced.
While I was wondering what exactly a World Tree was, Lucia looked at us fondly and brought up a new topic.

"First, we should give the sapling a proper name...! 'Sapling' is too impersonal, so how about giving it a nice name?"

Indeed, both "sprout" and "sapling" lack sincerity.
I considered calling it "World Tree" as an alternative, but using that name could invite unnecessary danger, so I decided to give it a different name.

I made the decision, but nothing came to mind.
I had never named anyone before.
As I remained silent, unable to come up with anything, Lucia, who had been watching me, offered a suggestion.

"How about the name Hana?"
"Hana?"
"Yes. I saw this name in a registry before, and it was so pretty that I still remember it."

It sounded good the more I thought about it, so I decided to go with it.
I turned to the World Tree sitting on my lap and asked:

"How do you like the name Hana?"

At my question, the World Tree blinked, looking at us.
Then, smiling broadly, it repeatedly said it liked the name.
I wasn't entirely sure if it really liked it... but since it said it did, I decided we would call it Hana from now on, and I resolved to clarify the situation.

"Then from now on, your name is Hana."

The World Tree quickly nodded at my words.
I wondered if it truly understood, but there was no way to confirm, so I just chose to believe it did and spoke to Lucia:

"Could you call Miria for me?"
"Lady Miria? Yes, I'll go get her now."

After saying "please," I decided to first check the "Evil Spirit" trait I had acquired earlier.

*-*
[Evil Spirit]
- Your abilities increase with each enemy you defeat.
*-*

Seeing this, I couldn't help but laugh.
Before they called me a "Blood-Soaked Berserker," and now an "Evil Spirit."
Thinking that the wording was a bit harsh, I closed the message.

*Well, it's not bad anyway.*

Since I've been facing multiple opponents simultaneously more frequently, this skill that increases abilities with each enemy defeated is like rain during a drought.
So I thought it would be quite useful and was smiling when Hana, who was in my arms, smiled along with me.
Seeing this, I felt the need to be more careful with my actions, when Hana suddenly called out to me.

"Daddy...!"

A speech pattern similar to Lucia's.
It seems she picked it up from listening to Lucia a lot while growing up.
Feeling a strange sensation, I awkwardly nodded, and Hana pulled out a shabby-looking sword from thin air and said:

"I'll give you this."

Wondering what it was, I accepted it.

[Recovering Holy Sword]

A message about the Holy Sword appeared.
I was puzzled about why she was giving me the Holy Sword, but as I accepted it, Hana looked at me with sparkling eyes, as if expecting something.
Seeing this, I thought I should try:

"Thank you."

Upon hearing my thanks, Hana beamed with happiness, smiling broadly.

*She acts a lot like Lucia.*

I was thinking that this must be what Lucia was like as a child when Miria and Lucia entered my room.
After entering, Miria playfully smiled and said to me:

"Have you ever heard of 'responsibility without pleasure'?"

It sounded familiar, but I pretended not to know.
Miria sat down naturally on my bed and said:

"Congratulations on becoming a father. Being a dad already—you're in for a tough road!"

Miria, seemingly determined to get revenge for all the teasing she'd endured, began to mock me in various ways.
As I was about to stand up to flick her forehead in retaliation, Hana in my lap whimpered and said to me:

"Daddy... don't you need me...?"

The most surprised by this was Miria herself.
She hadn't expected Hana to understand what she was saying and froze, immediately starting to explain herself.
Seeing this, I thought it was perfect and whispered to Hana to bite Miria, signaling the start of a war.

Ch.58 - Revealed Truth 1
Everything requires an appropriate sacrifice, and that sacrifice should be the most useless thing.

Second Princess Karina knew more clearly than anyone that she had risen to become a candidate for the throne succession despite being a concubine's child whose name wasn't even mentioned.

'So this matter too.'

Resolving to handle this according to the beliefs she had maintained, she gave orders to Esik regarding the matter.

"I heard that many commoners have recently joined the 2nd Knight Division. Among them, there must be those with talent who are struggling with hunger."

Though she spoke indirectly, her meaning was clear: transfer all suspicions accumulated against the 2nd Knight Captain to those under his command. Esik seemed to immediately understand what she was ordering and fell into contemplation.

"That may be difficult as the investigators have already discovered too much. Even if we present a new scapegoat, I'm not sure they will accept it."

A valid point. The investigators had indeed discovered too much. However, Karina mentioned something that Esik had overlooked.

"I heard that Bishop Rea recently killed all the investigators and fled."
"Yes."
"If we inflate the suspicion that someone participated as one of her accomplices, it could become quite convincing."

Hearing this, Esik started to speak but then closed his mouth. Perhaps he found it too dangerous to create a bigger crime just to pin blame on someone. So she explained how to navigate this situation.

"...I hear the First Princess cares deeply for commoners."

At those brief words, Esik suddenly inhaled sharply and looked at her with a surprised expression. She calmly continued.

"It wouldn't be strange if there were some extremists who, inspired by her character, are causing trouble in hopes of restoring the First Princess as heir to the throne."

Though she spoke at length, she was essentially suggesting they fabricate a story that a spy sent by the First Princess had committed these acts while pretending to be from the Second Princess's faction. Esik silently pondered, seemingly considering what consequences this might bring. She spoke to him in a tone suggesting there was no need to worry.

"Counter sophistry with sophistry, distortion with distortion."

Still, he remained anxious, his expression stiff. She added more words.

"Don't worry too much. First Princess Charlotte, who abandoned everything and fled from her right to succession, will have nothing left."

With those words, Esik finally nodded and said he would do as instructed.

* * * * *

In the dormitory.
I laughed as I watched Miria bringing numerous toys to comfort the sobbing Hana. Miria was now showing the complete opposite behavior from when we first met, when she pretended to be crazy.

'Where did all that madness from back then go?'

They say it usually disappears when you meet someone even crazier, but I couldn't think of anyone like that around Miria, which left me puzzled.

'At most there's that pig Zer, or Marfe, or maybe Lucia, but that seems unlikely?'

As I was thinking that I didn't understand it at all, I decided that whatever works is fine, and continued watching the interesting situation unfolding before me.

"Hey Hana? This is really expensive and nice, what do you think? I'll give it to you if you forgive me."
"Don't want it..."
"Then how about this? It's expensive and delicious."
"I want Daddy more..."
"Sigh, this isn't working. I'll give you money. How much do you want?"
"..."

Does Miria think everything can be solved with money?
Anyway, thinking it was time to get to the main point, I called out to Miria, who was fidgeting anxiously.

"Miria, can you tell me about the award ceremony?"
"Ah... sure."

I stood up as I called the somewhat dejected-looking Miria. As soon as Hana saw this, she followed me closely, hovering around my legs.

"First, you should know this award ceremony isn't normal. Usually, no matter how well an Academy student performs, they wouldn't be invited to the kingdom for an award."

I nodded at her words, and Miria continued.

"So I investigated why they're suddenly holding an award ceremony at the kingdom, and found quite a lot of things are intertwined—issues related to throne succession, war, conflicts between nobles, and..."

After explaining various details, she seemed to realize her explanation was getting too long and sighed before saying:

"To summarize in one sentence, it's a show of power to establish authority."
"Really?"
"But what's strange is that they're focusing excessively on the Academy... no matter how much I investigate, I can only make guesses about this."

Hearing this, I asked her to share her "guesses," and Miria replied:

"Just remember these are only guesses with low reliability."

Then she explained:

"This applies not only to the kingdom but also to the Church. Both groups seem to be targeting something at the Academy, persistently placing personnel or holding award ceremonies to recruit students to their side..."

In the middle of speaking, Miria suddenly let out a sigh mixed with laughter and told me:

"Ah, you know this is all conspiracy theory, right? It's completely unreliable, so don't take it too seriously."

She waved her hand as she spoke, and I fell into thought watching her reaction.

'Evidence that both the Church and the kingdom are targeting something at the Academy is appearing in every aspect, so this seems true. But I still don't understand what they're after.'

I decided I would probably need to attend the award ceremony and investigate at the heart of the kingdom to find out.

* * *

'Only about two days left until the award ceremony.'

Since we would depart for the kingdom the next day, I needed to finish all pending tasks and prepare for the journey.

'Normally, I would have finished preparations without much trouble, but...'

The problem was that the sprout... no, Hana had changed from a seedling to a human form, and figuring out what to do with her was my biggest concern.

'The best option seems to be leaving her with Lucia while I'm gone.'

The issue was that Lucia had her own schedule and couldn't watch Hana all day. After thinking for a while, I came up with a decent solution: leaving her with Miria in the mornings.

'Miria doesn't usually attend morning classes anyway.'

I thought if Miria could watch her in the mornings and Lucia could take over from lunch, it would work well during my absence at the award ceremony. So I asked Miria about it.

"...In the mornings? For a few days, that's not too difficult. I've given up on my grades anyway."

Fortunately, she agreed, and I also successfully got Lucia's permission. But the problem was Hana.

I tried to calmly explain the situation to Hana, who was clinging to my calf.

"Hana."
"Yes?"
"For a while, I... I mean, Daddy has somewhere to go, so..."
"Don't abandon me..."
"No, I'm not abandoning you."
"I'll be good... please don't abandon me..."

Where did she even hear about abandonment to be so fixated on it?
I couldn't understand as I tried to comfort the sniffling Hana.

'So how do I handle this?'

I didn't want to put her in my dimensional space, so I was sighing and pondering when Lucia suggested a solution.

"Come to think of it, Hana-nim, can't you transform into a tree? If you're in tree form, I could look after you from the morning."

Hana-nim? I thought the intonation sounded strange and made a mental note to ask Lucia not to use honorifics with Hana. Looking at Hana's reaction, she seemed reluctantly willing to compromise with being left with Lucia all day.

"Okay... but Daddy has to come back quickly."
"I'll come back as soon as possible."
"Mm."

Whether it was fortunate or not, at least the problem was resolved. I asked Miria to help Lucia and decided it was time to start packing.

* * *

The next day. As promised, I tried to leave Hana with Lucia, but Hana clung to me and wouldn't let go. It was awkward to forcibly detach her, so I stood there with an uncomfortable smile as Hana buried her tear-soaked face in my thigh and sobbed loudly.

I thought that since coming to this world, Hana was the first person who was so reluctant to let me go, and I smiled awkwardly.

'This is the complete opposite of my previous life.'

Back then, I was surrounded by people who wanted to kill me or push me away. Now it was the opposite, which left me feeling somewhat strange. I wiped Hana's crying face and said:

"I will definitely return, so please wait just a little while."
"..."

I picked up Hana, who was sniffling loudly, handed her to Lucia, and said:

"Please take good care of her."
"Yes."

Lucia nodded calmly while patting Hana's back, and seeing this scene, I let out a small laugh before heading to the meeting place.

When I arrived at the meeting place, I saw the First Princess waiting in front of a carriage. Normally, it would have been impossible for me, treated as a commoner, to travel with the First Princess. However, this arrangement came about because the kingdom promised to treat me as an honored guest, and the First Princess said she had something to tell me during the journey.

Either way, I was glad to travel comfortably. As I approached, the First Princess sighed and said to me:

"Why are your pants so wet? Did you spill water while washing up?"

At her question, I looked down at my pants and smiled awkwardly when I saw the tear stains in the shape of a face.

"Anyway, let's depart right away. I have a lot to talk to you about."

Since I also had many things to discuss with her, I agreed and approached the carriage she indicated.

Ch.59 - Revealed Truth 2
Inside the luxurious carriage, expanded to the size of a small house through spatial expansion magic, I sat on a sofa in the corner, watching Charlotte who was calmly sipping her tea.

After savoring her tea in silence for a while, she finally spoke when her cup was about half empty.

"How much do you know about the existence of Heroes?"

A brief question.
I couldn't help but chuckle at it. After all, the Hero she was referring to was me.

*How am I supposed to answer this?*

Finding it awkward to respond, I kept my mouth shut and just stared at her.
She sighed briefly before continuing.

"You probably don't know much. The kingdom has been blocking any information about the Hero from leaking out."

At her words, I silently recalled a knight I had seen long ago—one who didn't even know of my existence, or rather the Hero's existence, and was asking the goddess to send down a Hero. Remembering that knight, I nodded briefly.

"So most people, or those not involved, believe that Heroes don't exist, but the reality is different."
"Are you saying Heroes do exist?"

Charlotte responded to my question with a bitter smile, correcting me.

"To be precise, they existed."

'They existed,' she says.
I was curious how Charlotte would react if I told her that the dead Hero she was referring to had been resurrected and was sitting right in front of her. But I suppressed this urge and, pretending to know nothing, asked:

"So why are you telling me all this?"

Charlotte grabbed her head as if she had a headache, sighed, and then slowly spoke.

"This might sound foolish, but your face... it looks too much like the Hero's. No, it's not just similar—it's identical."

Well, of course it would be, since my appearance hadn't changed.

"I can't tell you the details because they're classified, but just because you resemble the Hero, the kingdom will try to use you somehow."
"..."
"From your perspective, this must sound ridiculous, but that's the reality... truly absurd, isn't it?"

Charlotte shook her head with an expression that suggested she was also fed up with the situation.
I fell into thought, wondering what she was trying to accomplish. While I was pondering this, Charlotte pointed to her ring and said:

"By the way, do you still have that magic stone ring I gave you before?"

I nodded, recalling the perception-reducing ring she had given me.
Charlotte sighed briefly and continued:

"It might have worked at the Academy, but the kingdom has many high-level magicians, so that alone won't be enough to hide your identity."

That was definitely a major problem.
Since it was better not to be discovered, I silently considered what to do.
Seeing this, Charlotte made a suggestion:

"So, if you don't mind, how about using a body double to attend the award ceremony?"

If I had heard this suggestion without knowing anything, I would have thought the reasoning was too flimsy to accept such an offer.
But knowing the context, I had no choice but to agree.

*A body double, huh? I never would have thought of that.*

She must have been pondering this for quite some time and finally found a solution.
I nodded in agreement.
Relieved by my response, Charlotte said:

"Then you just need to help with the signature showing you participated and the preliminary preparations. I'll take care of the rest."
"Sure, why not."
"And this goes without saying, but don't stand out too much. As I mentioned, your face... never mind. It's a matter of your life, so you'd better be careful. There's a limit to how much I can protect you."

Charlotte, seemingly tired of talking, let out a deep sigh, looked at me, and said:

"I'm going to rest for a while, so you should too."

With that, she went inside and disappeared from view.
I found it quite fascinating that there was a room inside the carriage and closed my eyes to think for a moment.

* * * * *

Upon arriving at the Royal Palace, I covered my face and body with the large robe Charlotte had prepared for me and followed her inside.
Normally, they would have checked my identity, but since I was accompanying the First Princess, they merely welcomed us with a gesture and didn't interfere with me.

"Award recipients will stay in the guest rooms inside the palace."

After entering the palace, an attendant asked who I was and then guided me.
Satisfied with the straightforward guidance, I looked around as I headed toward the accommodation the kingdom had prepared for me.

*The atmosphere isn't very good for a major award ceremony.*

I had noticed it while riding in the carriage, but there was a gloomy atmosphere permeating everything.
I laughed inwardly for quite some time, thinking I never expected to feel the same atmosphere in the kingdom that I usually felt from defeated soldiers after a battle.

*It's like a country on the brink of destruction.*

They had been talking about being destroyed by demons, and it seems that was true.
I wanted to walk around clapping my hands, but that would cause problems, so I just curled up the corners of my mouth while holding back.

*Ah, this makes me happy.*

After looking around with satisfaction, I entered the room I had been guided to.

*Now, let's prepare.*

Since a body double would be attending the ceremony in my place, I planned to wander around the busy palace alone to do some "farming."

*It would be difficult normally, but...*

Since the king, royal family, and high nobles would be personally attending the ceremony, the palace interior would likely not be heavily staffed.

*So I'll...*

I decided to put the treasures or important items of this place into my spatial storage and escape during the ceremony.
I determined to first check where the treasure vault might be located.

*Where could it be?*

I fell into thought, trying to recall where a treasure vault might be.
When I was imprisoned here before, I had only gone between the prison and the corridor, so I hadn't seen any important locations.

*So I should gather information first.*

Thinking it was a shame that Miria wasn't here, I decided to put on my robe and go outside to explore the Royal Palace.

*I just need to move carefully to avoid being noticed.*

Even if I were discovered, my high stats would allow me to easily evade them.
So I decided to move around avoiding attention, putting on the ring Charlotte gave me and the mask Miria had given me before going outside.

As I stepped outside, I encountered someone I never expected to see.

*...Second Princess Karina.*

One of the bitches who formed the core of the Hero's party along with Rea.
Seeing Karina's face after such a long time, I felt anger rising within me and ground my teeth.

* * * * *

Having heard about the large-scale award ceremony, Sword Saint Nerea and Mertan were returning to the kingdom.
Mertan looked at his tattered armor, chuckled, and let out a sigh of complaint.

*The kingdom still obsesses too much over formalities.*

It made no sense to call back Nerea, a key military force, in such an urgent situation, but the kingdom had summoned them without considering that at all.
Mertan bit his teeth in frustration, but since nothing would change, he had no choice but to silently return to the kingdom.

*I wish I could show them what's happening on the front lines.*

But probably none of the kingdom's personnel would want to see it.
As he was thinking that everything was showing warning signs, he suddenly remembered a student who had shone brightly at the Academy.

*Come to think of it, Jung Hyun was also supposed to attend this award ceremony.*

As he recalled this fact and thought it would be nice to see him again after a long time, he suddenly remembered something he had forgotten due to the war.

*Now that I think about it, Jung Hyun and... Nerea's relationship was that of mother and son, wasn't it?*

Though not certain, the circumstances matched up so well that he was about 90% confident.
Deciding to ask about this, he spoke to Nerea, who was walking ahead with a stern expression, in a somewhat playful tone:

"By the way, Nerea, is there something you've been hiding from me?"

At those words, Nerea turned around and replied with a puzzled expression:

"Old man, what are you suddenly talking about? What am I supposed to have hidden?"

At her response, he told her in a low voice, so others couldn't hear, about everything that had happened at the Academy.
After hearing the whole story, Nerea looked at him with an incredulous expression and briefly said:

"Are you crazy?"

Judging by her reaction, it seemed he was wrong.
As Mertan laughed awkwardly, Nerea sighed and said to him:

"That's always been your problem, old man. Getting fixated on strange things and letting your imagination run wild... I won't tell you to stop completely, but you need to exercise some restraint."
"I'm sorry. Hehe."
"That said, similar to my swordsmanship... that's quite interesting. I should go see him."

At those words, Mertan silently smiled.
He couldn't be sure how much the student had grown, but he was certain that without a good teacher, he had not yet spread his wings.
So he nodded, thinking that if he could arrange a meeting with Nerea during this opportunity to provide good guidance, it might bring hope to the kingdom's future.
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I found myself conflicted as I watched Second Princess Karina in front of me, surrounded by numerous subordinates, engaged in some discussion.

Though I wanted nothing more than to draw my sword and plunge it into her face right then and there, I knew better than anyone that rationally speaking, I couldn't do that.

*Just be patient a little longer.*

Since I could start what I had planned tomorrow anyway, I decided to wait just a bit more and tried to refocus on my reconnaissance. But suddenly, an interesting thought occurred to me.

*Come to think of it, Karina will be attending the award ceremony too, right?*

In other words, Karina wouldn't be in her room while the ceremony was taking place. If I was lucky, I might be able to take some "useful items" from her room.

*Not a bad idea.*

What if I managed to snatch a royal emblem or something similar? That would significantly increase my available options. I decided to go through with this plan, the corners of my mouth curling upward.

*Anyway, the priority is breaking into the royal treasury.*

I decided to first figure out where the treasury was located and continued my exploration, checking places where it might be.

* * *

Finding the treasury's location was easier than expected. The reason it wasn't particularly difficult wasn't because of my exceptional reconnaissance skills, but because... I was able to recall conversations I'd occasionally overheard while in prison.

*There were those faint voices that reached me when I was imprisoned.*

Muffled conversations that traveled along the walls. I never thought that what I'd listened to while trying to escape prison would be so helpful now. I smiled as I gazed from a distance at the door made of top-grade Magic Stone Heartrate before me.

*Now that I know the location, I just need to come back tomorrow for some farming.*

My mouth was already watering as I imagined what might be inside.

*Personally, I hope there are lots of growth elixirs.*

Or perhaps equipment suited for me, or items related to growth. Before the guards could notice me, I decided to head back to my room.

When I returned to my room, the First Princess was waiting for me. Wondering why she was hanging around here when she must be busy with award ceremony preparations, I looked at her quizzically. First Princess Charlotte sighed and spoke to me.

"I need to talk to you."

Well, obviously she's here because she has something to say, right? I nodded with a not-so-pleased expression, and Charlotte spoke to me with a complicated look.

"Do you happen to know Sword Saint Nerea?"

In my previous life, I'd only seen her from afar a few times. Since I'd never met her directly, I shook my head. Charlotte made a puzzled expression and said:

"Really? Then why does Nerea want to meet you?"

At those words, I felt a strange sense of déjà vu. I recalled someone mentioning Nerea to me before. After pondering for a moment about who it might have been, it suddenly came to me.

*Mertan.*

The instructor who taught me basic swordsmanship. Judging by the mysterious things he kept saying to me, he clearly had some mental issues, but he was a good person, so I didn't have any particularly bad memories of him.

*Since Mertan was the only one trying to connect me with the Sword Saint, Nerea's sudden desire to meet me must be because of him.*

As I was thinking about how troublesome this was, I suddenly realized something I'd been missing.

"Your Highness, will Sword Saint Nerea be participating in the award ceremony?"

To my question, Charlotte nodded and answered:

"That's right."

They're calling the Sword Saint to participate in an award ceremony while still at war with the demon race? I couldn't help but laugh at this incomprehensible decision before shaking my head and falling into thought.

*In any case, this means the Sword Saint is an additional variable now.*

It would have been quite troublesome if I hadn't known about this beforehand. As I was thinking how fortunate I was to learn this in advance, Charlotte asked for my decision.

"Anyway, Nerea wants to meet with you. What do you want to do? Will you meet her?"

"Could I possibly set the place and time myself?"

"That shouldn't be a problem. However, as you know, Nerea needs to return to the front lines soon, so try to schedule it for today or the day of the ceremony."

After hearing this, I asked to meet outside the castle in the village after the award ceremony ended, and we concluded our conversation.

* * *

The next day, the day of the award ceremony.
With about three hours left until the ceremony, I was strolling around when I spotted a somewhat welcome face.

*Regina?*

Thinking I'd met someone truly welcome after a long time, I called out to Regina and approached her. Regina, who had been elegantly sipping tea, dropped her cup and froze the moment she heard my voice.

"...Ah?"

Then, with an expression of disbelief—no, an expression of not wanting to believe—she looked at me, her hands trembling as she spoke:

"W-what do you want?"

Looking at Regina, who was trembling so pitifully, I calmly sat down across from her and said:

"I have something I need you to do."

At that brief statement, she flinched and then bit her lip, crying out to me as if in desperation:

"W-why should I listen to someone like you...!"

Hearing those words, I silently opened my spatial storage. When Regina saw the spatial storage appear before her eyes, she covered her face with both hands and trembled uncontrollably.

*At this point, I do feel sorry for her.*

Realizing this was sympathy I could feel only because I had won, I shook off the unnecessary compassion that had arisen. If I had lost, I would have been killed by her.

*So putting aside useless emotions...*

I decided to proceed as planned and briefly stated my demand:

"Make sure the Second Princess stays at the award ceremony."

"......"

At my commanding tone, she momentarily flared up and glared at me, but as soon as our eyes met, she lowered her gaze and nodded. Seeing this, I patted her head and said:

"If you behave, I won't kill you. Can I ask this favor?"

At those words, Regina clenched her fists until they turned red, showing her anger, but unable to defy me, she simply nodded and said she understood.

* * *

In the deserted corridor.
After confirming that only minimal guards were stationed here, I moved to my next location.

*First, Karina's room.*

Deciding to tackle the easier task first, I quickly moved to Karina's room.

*The target is the window.*

Of course, even if I entered through the window, there were several layers of protective magic to prevent entry. It would be difficult even for high-level mages to break through, but...

*If I use my Divine Power's unique property of consuming mana...*

I could enter without much difficulty. Using this, I successfully infiltrated Karina's room. Once inside, I looked around and let out a light scoff.

*Her bad taste remains the same.*

The bad habit of plastering her achievements all over the room.

I frowned at seeing Karina's numerous achievements posted all over the room like wallpaper. If she had truly earned them through her own merit, I might have let it slide, but I knew that most of those were obtained by "sacrificing others."

Past incidents flashed through my mind, momentarily making me feel disgusted, but I calmed myself and decided to collect useful items first.

*Let's see.*

It's probably best to start with places full of privacy. I opened Karina's personal drawer and checked what was inside.

*A letter?*

A letter stained with blood in several places and a fountain pen. I didn't know what it was, but it seemed important, so I decided to take it.

*Next...*

It would be good to steal items from the stand where personal equipment and items were placed. I approached the stand and began collecting small items that could be easily lost but could symbolize the Second Princess.

*Frequently worn accessories or emblems.*

I roughly threw items representing the Second Princess into my spatial storage and looked around to see if there was anything else worth stealing. Then I noticed something unusual on the bed.

*A jewel?*

Since it was emitting Divine Power too strongly to be an ordinary jewel, I picked it up to check what it was, and an unexpected name appeared above it.

*-*
[Fragment of the Holy Sword]
- When used on the Holy Sword, it accelerates the sword's restoration.
*-*

Why did I find a fragment of the Holy Sword with the Second Princess? I couldn't understand it at all, but I decided to think about it later and headed to my next destination, deciding to escape from here first.

*Next, the treasury.*

As I approached the treasury, I saw that it was guarded by at least twice as many security personnel as Karina's bedroom. Upon confirming this, I decided to execute what I had planned and took Marfe out of my spatial storage.

"Aaaaargh! ...You bastard...!"

As soon as I pulled Marfe out, he cursed and swore at me. I lightly kicked his head to knock him unconscious, then took out an item I had previously acquired from my spatial storage—the "Flower of Life," or in other words, the "core of a corpse golem."

*Miria did say that inserting the core into a living person would enhance its effect.*

So if I used this on Marfe, I could create a golem of quite good quality. Without hesitation, I stabbed it into Marfe's heart and waited for him to transform into a golem.

*-*
[Converting to golem.]
- Please input materials to compose the golem's body!
*-*

A message appeared after I stabbed it into his heart. Realizing there were no corpses around, I initially thought about killing some nearby people to use as golem materials, but then a better idea came to mind and I shook my head.

*No, come to think of it, I have some good materials!*

I recalled that when I was summoned, they had magically preserved the corpses of past kings and royalty in the summoning chamber. Deciding to use these to create a corpse golem, I immediately headed to the summoning chamber where I had been summoned.
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The summoning platform was made of pure white magic stones.

I let out a hollow laugh as I saw countless bodies of kings and royalty arranged above, positioned to look down upon this place. I could vividly feel that same wretched emotion I'd experienced when first summoned here.

*This place is just as disgusting the second time around.*

After carelessly tossing the bodies of the guards into my spatial storage, I drew my sword and plunged it into the five-layered grand magic circle designed to protect the corpses.

Normally, the intense mana would make approaching impossible. But thanks to my Divine Power's ability to devour mana, I broke through without much difficulty, tearing the magic circle to shreds until it was unrecognizable, then looked upward.

*Now then, let's get to work.*

I quickly moved to gather all those corpses staring down from above into one place.

*Roughly 100 bodies, huh?*

They seemed like a lot from below, but once gathered, there weren't that many. A hundred bodies wouldn't match the size of the corpse golem I'd seen before.

*Still, this should inflict significant psychological damage on anyone who recognizes these figures.*

I smiled, confident that the impact would be no less than that corpse golem I'd seen before.

*I can't wait to see their reaction.*

Curious about how the king would respond, I followed the system message's instructions and placed all the bodies into the materials section, completing the preparation.

[Insert your power.]

Insert my power? At those words, a thought crossed my mind. If I were to insert my "Divine Power" into this golem, would it gain my ability to neutralize mana?

*That would be incredible.*

Since golems are typically monsters extremely difficult to deal with using conventional means, people usually counter them with sword techniques imbued with mana or Divine Power. If such a golem had mana-neutralizing properties... nothing could be more troublesome for opponents.

*Not bad.*

Deciding to experiment, I infused the corpse golem with an abundance of my Divine Power.

The bodies twisted together with Marfe at the center. It was a grotesque sight, not particularly pleasant to look at, but thinking about the psychological damage it would inflict on others made me smile.

*-*
[You have successfully created a Corpse Golem!]
[Congratulations! Achievement unlocked.]
*-*

I commanded the corpse golem radiating intense Divine Power to approach the treasury and cause havoc.

"GRAAAARGH!"

Watching the golem advance with a monstrous roar, I decided it was time to move and quickly headed toward the treasury.

*I want to see the chaos as much as possible.*

I resolved to loot the treasury as quickly as possible and then watch the spectacle from nearby, filling my body with Divine Power.

* * *

Thanks to the golem causing a disturbance, entering wasn't particularly difficult. I just had to slip in quickly amid the commotion.

However, befitting a royal treasury, there were numerous guards inside. I decided it would be best to deal with them appropriately, closing the outer door firmly and drawing my sword.

*Let's take the strong ones with us.*

Thinking they'd make good components for future corpse golems, I declared "Territory Declaration," pinning everyone down with Divine Power, then stabbed each one in the neck before looking at the door leading to the treasury.

*Heartrate.*

Another name for top-grade magic stones. I salivated at the sight of the massive vault door made from this rare and expensive mineral, wondering what could be hidden that required such extreme protection.

*Well then, shall we go in?*

I cut through the Heartrate with my sword energy and entered.

*Wow.*

If you gathered all the precious items in this world, wouldn't it look something like this? I exclaimed at the sight of countless treasures piled in a space far larger than any auction house. I quickly passed by the wealth accumulated over generations and proceeded deeper.

*I don't need money right now anyway.*

What's important now are things that can help my growth and things that can inflict critical damage to the kingdom. With these two criteria in mind, I ventured deeper into the vault, where I discovered something quite interesting.

*Elixir.*

The panacea said to revive even the dead. I picked it up almost in a trance and placed it in my spatial storage.

* * * * *

Fear becomes ingrained, and no matter how much time passes, it only fades slightly. Under certain conditions, it becomes vivid again.

Regina couldn't help but tremble as she recalled Jung Hyun's face from their earlier encounter. The instinctive fear etched into her body kept resurfacing whenever she saw him. After sitting in her chair, suppressed by fear for quite some time, she finally calmed herself and covered her face with both hands.

*It's okay... at least he can't touch me here.*

No matter how strong he was, it would be impossible for him to face everyone here. Moreover, two Sword Saints, Karina and Nerea, were present, so if he tried anything against her, he would immediately be subdued...

As her rational thoughts continued, the fear occupying a corner of her mind quietly posed the question, "Would he really be subdued?" The moment this doubt surfaced, her mind went blank, and she froze.

*...Ah.*

Momentarily frozen, she accidentally dropped the teacup she was holding. Blaming herself for this undignified action, she tried to quickly pick it up "before anyone noticed," when she felt Magic Instructor Esik watching her from a distance.

Feeling his gaze, Regina considered approaching him to tell him that everything Jung Hyun said was a lie and that he was actually responsible for everything. If things went well, she might somehow escape this quagmire.

*...So it might be better to at least try talking.*

As she was contemplating this, hoping for a solution, a knight urgently opened the door, approached the front, and whispered something to Butler Minister Perten.

*...?*

It was unusual for a mere knight to bypass protocol and speak directly to the Butler Minister, so she realized something major had happened. She tried to understand what was going on as Butler Minister Perten's face turned pale.

*...A crisis?*

Whatever it was, it was clearly a serious problem. Thinking it might be good to use this crisis to prove her abilities to the royal family, she forcibly steadied her trembling hands and tried to step forward when a loud noise erupted from behind.

BOOM!

The sound of something exploding. Everyone in the room simultaneously looked toward the source of the sound.

"Wh-what is that? A c-corpse golem? Why is such a thing here?!"
"Wait... isn't that the Queen's corpse mixed in the golem?"
"What are you saying? Why would the Queen's corpse be... wait, that's the former King..."

What started as fear and confusion turned to shock as the faces and ornaments of the numerous corpses embedded in the golem became visible. The countless attendees at the ceremony trembled in disbelief and backed away, while the corpse golem, seemingly excited by this, pounded the floor with both arms and made strange noises.

Crack, crunch.

Although it was a golem, the materials making up the corpse golem were still corpses. When struck with great force against something, the bodies that formed it would break.

So when it pounded the floor like that...

Crunch.

The bodies that had been preserved by magic spells were instantly crushed. Seeing the intact bodies of kings and royalty suddenly mangled, many nobles could only watch with their mouths agape.

"Knights! Eliminate that golem immediately!"

Of course, some remained clear-headed and tried to manage the situation by giving orders.

"Are you insane?! Would you harm the sacred bodies of royalty?"

Due to their status, no one dared to step forward and cut down the corpse golem.

*...Ah.*

This applied to Regina as well, who could only watch cautiously. Despite being from one of the three great families, cutting down royal bodies, even as corpses, would require sacrificing too much.

*The punishment would outweigh any reward... no, it would be even worse.*

Therefore, not getting involved was the most sensible choice. The problem was that this applied to the royalty as well.

*Even royalty would be held accountable for damaging the corpses of fellow royals.*

Additionally, no one could bring themselves to cut down their parents or family members, even if they were already corpses. So everyone could only watch helplessly.

As everyone hesitated, unable to act, someone exclaimed in a panicked voice:

"Isn't that... the 2nd Knight Caption Marfe embedded up there...?"

The name of this person, who belonged to the Second Princess's faction and was recently suspected of being involved in the auction house terror attack, spread throughout the room. Everyone simultaneously looked at Second Princess Karina, creating an atmosphere that demanded an explanation or even accountability from her.
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Second Princess Karina felt the gazes turning toward her face and clenched her teeth.
As if the incidents at the Academy weren't already causing enough trouble and demands for accountability.
She realized that with this latest incident, her responsibility had grown to an irreversible extent.

*I can no longer maintain a middle ground by mediating.*

Realizing it was impossible to keep her balance while securing her own interests,
She had tried to cut down the corpse golem herself to resolve the situation, but
She was forced to stop due to a more realistic problem.

*A concubine's child cutting down pureblooded royalty? And the bodies of the deceased at that?*

Unlike First Princess Charlotte, she was the lowly child of a concubine whose mother she didn't even know.
And yet... while even the pureblooded royals were standing by, should she step forward and cut down that pile of royal corpses?

*They would surely hold me severely accountable.*

Regardless of the circumstances or how unavoidable the situation was,
They wouldn't consider any of that and would tear her down, dragging her below rock bottom...

*I can neither act nor stand aside.*

Realizing she was completely blocked, she hoped "someone would sacrifice themselves instead."
But such people were already dead, demoted, or sent to the frontlines.
Everyone present was simply observing the situation, with no intention of stepping forward.

Yes, everyone including herself.

* * * * *

I looked at the Elixir in my hand and let out an exclamation of admiration.
With just one of these, I could resurrect the dead without any restrictions.
I carefully placed this new lifeline of mine into my spatial storage and looked around.

*Now, let's properly clean this place out.*

Looking at all the splendidly displayed valuables, I began putting them all into my spatial storage as if sweeping them up.

*Of course, not the useless jewels or gold.*

I focused on items that proved their value simply by existing,
Or items that seemed to be filled with Mana or Divine Power.
As I was randomly collecting these items, I spotted a familiar shape in the distance.

*...No way.*

Though thinking it couldn't be, I approached it as if in a trance.
There I discovered the "Growth Accelerant" I had been desperately wanting.

*-*
[Growth Accelerant made from the World Tree]
- A growth accelerant that maximizes growth. Manufacturing it requires the sacrifice of the World Tree.
- Increases growth speed by 3x for one month.
*-*

Seeing this, I couldn't help but be surprised on two counts.
First, that these crazy bastards had sacrificed the World Tree to make this accelerant.
Second, that the efficiency of the growth accelerant was absurdly good.

*Is this even possible?*

With just this one... I could become at least twice as strong.
I felt my mouth watering and experienced an intense desire to consume it and devote myself to training, but...

*It would be much more efficient to drink it in the Room of Trials.*

Deciding to hold off and drink it later,
I put it into my spatial storage, holding back tears of frustration.

* * *

After spending about an hour going around the treasure vault and stuffing everything useful into my spatial storage,
I discovered something interesting nearby.

[Large Teleportation Device] / [Small Teleportation Device]

Two types of teleportation devices.
Upon seeing them, I instinctively realized I could use them to easily evacuate the corpse golem, so I took them and
Decided it was time to leave this place.

*On the way, I'll pick up the golem and*

Head to the Academy.
Of course, before that, I decided to leave a small gift behind.
I took out the large teleportation device and began piling most of the items here on top of it.

*Bishop Rea killed the investigators and went missing, and Miria said the Church was ignoring the auction house incident.*

In the midst of this, if traces of a large teleportation device being used in the royal treasure vault were discovered,
And if the "fact" that it was directed toward the Church came to light, what would the Kingdom think?

*This is too obvious again, but*

If such incidents happen consecutively, the Kingdom will have no choice but to respond.
The Church will have to explain or express regret, and seeds of distrust will sprout between them.
So, deciding to send this, I set the teleportation device to "Church Headquarters" and activated it.

[Using Large Teleportation Device!]

An intense wave of mana.
Realizing it was strong enough to be noticed from far away, I immediately decided to escape from here.

*Of course, it would be a shame to leave without a parting gift.*

I used Divine Power to set fire to the items being sent to the Church and the treasure vault, then quickly slipped out.

* * *

I looked around as I escaped outside while the guards were in confusion.

*Since everyone's attention is on the corpse golem, escaping isn't very difficult.*

At this rate, they wouldn't even notice if I snuck in and out once more.
Feeling the intense mana waves from the treasure vault, I decided to leave this place for now.

*Troublesome people will surely gather here.*

While the corpse golem was difficult to touch because it was made of royal flesh,
Other things weren't, so they would come here to avoid being held accountable for doing nothing.
Knowing their habit of avoiding responsibility better than anyone, I watched mockingly before
Deciding to head to the award ceremony venue where the corpse golem was headed to carry out the finale.

*But before that*

Since I've already started fires, I might as well set a few more.
Deciding to set Divine Power-infused fires around the castle, especially near the Second Princess's room,
I briefly visited the Second Princess's room to set a fire, then decided to end my mischief there.

*Now, let's go retrieve the corpse golem.*

I should take the royal meat pile with me since it's done its job.
I quickly moved toward the award ceremony venue, drawing Divine Power into my body.

* * *

What's the best way to benefit in this kingdom?
As I came here, I kept thinking about this and realized that the conclusion was for the Kingdom and the Church to completely split apart.

*Since a war is ongoing in real-time.*

And not a war where both sides retreat after suffering moderate damage,
But a war waged for the extermination of one species.
It was clear that if the Church, which had many "Divine Power" users—a powerful means against demons—and
The Kingdom, which had the largest population in this world, were to split apart, the already difficult situation would become even more challenging.

*That's why I came here and planted several seeds of doubt.*

First, the corpse golem leaking Divine Power.
Second, using the teleportation device to send items from the royal treasure vault to the Church.
Finally, setting fires with "Divine Power" in the castle.

Of course, with a little thought, anyone would notice that all of this was contrived.
But when combined with the various incidents that occurred at the Academy earlier,

*No matter how contrived it seems, the Kingdom will have no choice but to be suspicious.*

When things are repeated, people become accustomed to them and fail to notice the strangeness.

*Of course, this alone isn't enough.*

So I decided to give the Kingdom one more certainty.
With that decision, I took out "Bishop Rea" from my spatial storage and greeted her softly.

"Have you been well?"
"...Urgh... ack."

I could see her trembling in pain, trying to suppress her agonized groans, probably because I had put her away in the middle of torture.
I patted her shoulder comfortingly and said:

"I've been thinking... and I think you're right, Rea. No matter how I look at it, Lucia... no, the Saintess's words seem strange."

Perhaps due to the continuous torture,
Or because I whispered the words she so desperately wanted to hear,
Rea looked genuinely happy despite her pain.

*Crazy woman. What's wrong with her?*

Every time we met,
She would say things like "Lucia is deceiving you, the Hero!" so I was testing her to see if she might have feelings for me.
But her reaction was as if she really did have feelings for me, which was bizarre.

I wanted to shake her off right now because her reaction gave me the creeps,
But I decided to endure it briefly for the sake of my plan and whispered to Rea:

"So from now on, I'll follow your words and stay by your side."

If I had said such things to a normal person after torturing them,
They would have been terrified, angry, or tried to escape.
But Bishop Rea showed the opposite reaction, nodding her head vigorously.

"Finally... finally my voice has reached you. Sob... finally."

Anyone watching would think she was the victim.
Thinking that Lucia would foam at the mouth and collapse if she saw this, I spoke quietly to Rea:

"So I was wondering if you could do me a favor?"

I tested her, half-expecting rejection.
Contrary to my expectations, Rea eagerly accepted and nodded.

"Yes... anything as long as it's not related to that damned Saintess."
"Ah, then could you just stay by my side for a moment?"
"Yes, yes."

What's this? Is it okay for her to give in so easily?
I felt strange about Rea's unusually cooperative response, but
Since that wasn't the important thing right now, I decided to think about it later. I took Rea with me, stood above the award ceremony venue, and drew up Divine Power.

Intense Divine Power.
As this Divine Power enveloped the award ceremony venue, everyone below shifted their gaze from the corpse golem to me.
Looking at them, I shouted loudly:

"Bishop Rea will punish you all for your blasphemy!"

After shouting this brief statement,
I immediately drew up Divine Power, imbued it with the Fire Blessing from Rosario,
And sent a huge blade of light made of Divine Power toward them.

KWAAAANG!

A massive explosion.
Thanks to the Sword Saint being there, human casualties probably wouldn't be severe.
But for now, the dust from the collapsing building and the black smoke rising from the fires were enough.

*The important thing now is to block their vision.*

So, deciding to retrieve the corpse golem in this confusion,
I pushed the now useless Rea into my spatial storage with a bright smile.

"By the way, do you know something? When I was the Hero, neither you nor anyone else ever called me by my name."

Hearing those words, Rea wore a somewhat blank expression as she fell into the spatial storage.

Ch.63 - Return
Princess Karina, the second royal daughter, gazed at the two figures standing above.

While one wore a mask concealing their identity, the other was someone she knew well.

*Bishop Rea.*

A member of the party formed to defeat the Demon King and a longtime comrade. Seeing her standing near the corpse golem, Karina couldn't help but wear a complicated expression.

*No matter what the truth is... this confirms it.*

All the recent incidents, including the "Academy incident," would now be linked to Bishop Rea and acknowledged as her doing.

*This alone is troublesome enough, but...*

The bigger problem was Marfe's connection to this matter.

*If Bishop Rea is concluded to be the instigator of everything... then Marfe, known as her accomplice, might be associated with all her actions.*

Her numerous enemies would use this to attack her.

*So if I deal with those two... no, dealing with Rea would cause problems with the Church, so I should only handle the masked one.*

She needed to demonstrate that they weren't accomplices and that the series of incidents weren't connected. Having decided this, she charged forward with mana-infused sword, but was forced to stop midway by an overwhelming Divine Power that pressed down on her body.

*...Is this even possible?*

Such powerful Divine Power—she hadn't felt anything like it since the Hero. Recalling that now-nostalgic title, she gritted her teeth and looked at him. After placing Rea completely into his spatial storage, he turned his gaze toward Karina and mockingly raised his middle finger.

A blatant provocation. Having seen so much on the battlefield, she remained unfazed by the taunt itself. The real issue was his use of spatial storage.

*He's carrying people around in spatial storage?*

Carrying people in spatial storage wasn't unusual in itself. The problem was that he was doing it without anyone detecting it.

*Spatial storage is a magical tool created by magicians. In other words, it's merely a tool made by humans.*

Since it wasn't created by gods but by humans, spatial storage had a "fatal flaw"—its security was seriously compromised against high-level magicians.

*When high-level magicians use detection magic, they can not only see items in spatial storage but even steal them if they're significantly more powerful.*

At least within the castle, where high-level magicians were abundant, hardly anyone carried important items in spatial storage. Yet this person was blatantly putting Rea into his spatial storage without any concern, which was bewildering.

*Does he have something he's relying on?*

Yet apart from the immense Divine Power, she couldn't sense anything else. Feeling the need to verify, she ordered nearby high-level magicians to check his spatial storage.

"We... we can't interfere with it."
"We can't even detect it!"

They couldn't even search the spatial storage, let alone extract items from it.

*Why?*

She was perplexed. All the magicians here weren't just anyone—they were court magicians with skills and experience that ordinary magicians couldn't match. It was incomprehensible that they couldn't penetrate a single spatial storage.

*Hah.*

Whatever his method was, she'd just have to defeat him and investigate. Having decided this, she ordered the combat personnel around her to cover her, then leaped toward him again, firing a sword energy blast.

With the sound of air being torn, everything around momentarily slowed before returning to normal. As the sword energy flew toward him while destroying everything in its path, those nearby exclaimed in admiration.

"As expected of Lady Karina...!"
"Everyone, help the Second Princess attack!"
"This is the opportunity the Second Princess created! Capture that guy immediately!"

Everyone rushed toward him, cheering for what seemed like certain victory due to the powerful attack. But an unexpected scene unfolded before their eyes.

*Clang!*

Her sword energy was blocked—no, consumed—by the pure white Divine Power he was emitting.

*It wasn't just blocked; 'devoured' might be the right word.*

As she gritted her teeth watching her sword energy disappear without a trace, a hypothesis flashed through her mind.

*Could it be that spatial storage can't be detected because of that Divine Power?*

Whether it eliminated or devoured mana, she wondered if that peculiar property was preventing magical detection. After all, magical detection worked by spreading mana and gathering information from it.

While thinking about this truly disgusting characteristic, a memory suddenly surfaced in her mind.

"The Hero's Divine Power has the property of devouring mana, so be careful, Second Princess."

Recalling Rea's warning, she looked at the unidentified man with disbelief.

*That's impossible. Yes... I know it's impossible, but...*

Strangely, everything about him overlapped with the Hero in her mind, causing hallucinations.

*...Ha, haha.*

She couldn't help but laugh at herself. As she tried to suppress the laughter that kept trying to escape and prepared to leap toward him again, she saw a blinding white Divine Power rapidly approaching.

* * * * *

I smirked watching Karina going berserk. She was certainly putting up a good fight, befitting her title as Sword Saint.

*Though it's because my Divine Power is stronger.*

While pushing her back wasn't particularly difficult, I decided it was time to escape, as it would be hard to handle if all of them took a serious combat stance and came to kill me.

*Of course, I need to take the corpse golem first.*

I scattered smoke created with Divine Power everywhere, then used Territory Declaration to disorient everyone nearby. Quickly descending, I dismantled the corpse golem.

[Golem activation has been terminated.]

With that brief message, the corpse collapsed. I hastily gathered the corpse and flower into my spatial storage and immediately ran outside.

* * *

As soon as I escaped, I saw the castle burning brilliantly. While feeling somewhat disappointed about not getting the sweet potatoes, I tried to escape from the castle when First Princess Charlotte blocked my path.

"...Hah."

She sighed at me, glared, then spoke while gritting her teeth.

"Honestly, I don't know what's going on... but you're behind this, aren't you?"

I shamelessly shook my head at her question, but she looked at me with complete disbelief and said:

"There's no use hiding it. The Divine Power rising from your body... it's too obvious."

Hearing this, I fell into contemplation. Though we had maintained a friendly relationship until now, if things turned sour, she would certainly become a troublesome enemy. I was considering whether to put her in my spatial storage when Charlotte said something completely unexpected.

"Anyway, let's talk about this situation later. For now, if you go straight to the far right, there's a small hole where you can escape the castle. Not many people know about that passage, so escaping shouldn't be difficult."

Hearing this, I looked at her questioningly, wondering why she was helping me. Charlotte narrowed her eyes and coldly exclaimed:

"What are you doing? Hurry up! Do you want to die here?"

Deciding to continue this conversation later, I ran in the direction she indicated.

* * *

*-*
[You have achieved an unbelievable feat!]
- Setting fire to the kingdom.
- Desecrating royal corpses.
- Obtaining Elixir.
- Obtaining Holy Sword fragment.

You have acquired a large amount of achievement points!
*-*

Numerous messages appeared as I escaped through the place Charlotte had shown me. Despite achieving so many feats, I was still far from leveling up. I thought the leveling conditions were excessively strict as I looked around.

*It would be best to use teleportation from a nearby Church.*

Since evidence should be consistently unified, I decided to use the teleportation device at the Church to implicate them with the final piece of evidence. Having decided this, I headed to a nearby Church to use the teleportation device, when someone addressed me.

"Welcome. I've been waiting for you."

At those words, I frowned and looked at the smiling man in front of me. Wondering why he kept talking as if he had been waiting for me, I watched with suspicion as he turned the goddess statue, which had been facing backward, to face forward.

"You seem to be in a great hurry. If possible... I would like to have a lengthy conversation, but it's better to postpone that for now."

His tone suggested he knew my entire situation, which made me feel ominous. I tried to draw my sword, but he raised his hands in surrender, saying, "Please calm down. Now is not the time." I stopped, as he was right—escaping was the priority now.

"Then let's talk another time. It was an honor to meet you."

He bowed politely and walked away, so I decided to let him go and activated the teleportation device. Just as I was about to return, he suddenly turned back, smiled brightly, and said:

"Ah! And welcome back from the dead, Hero."

At those words, I reflexively threw my sword. Fortunately, my arm hadn't been teleported yet, so I succeeded in embedding the sword in his body. Unfortunately, the teleportation activated, preventing me from doing anything more as I was instantly transported to the vicinity of the Academy.

Ch.64 - Return 2
As soon as I was teleported to the Church near the Academy, I let out a hollow laugh the moment my feet touched the ground.

*What the hell is wrong with this bastard?*

I couldn't believe some unknown person had provoked me, and even touched on my sore spot.

*I have no idea who it is.*

But I should definitely make them take responsibility for this.
I made that decision while looking at the teleportation device that was still active.
If I went back in now, I could probably return to that place, but...

*There's a much simpler way.*

There was a far better method than going there directly, so I just gathered Divine Power in one hand and pulled it back.

*I'll just put my hand into the teleportation device and throw Divine Power into the Church.*

In other words, I planned to insert only my hand into the teleportation device and throw the Divine Power I'd gathered outside the Church.

*Of course, since my Divine Power has the property of consuming Mana...*

The chances of failure were extremely high.
But I couldn't just let this go without doing anything, so I decided to give it a try.

*And above all else.*

Even if the Divine Power didn't transfer and exploded here instead,
the Church would take the damage, not me, so it didn't really matter.

Whatever happened, there was nothing to lose for me, so I immediately decided to try it.
I gathered Divine Power in one hand—at least twice the amount I had released at the auction house.
Then I put my hand into the teleportation device, threw the power, and quickly pulled my hand back out.

- KWAAAAAANG!

Even though I quickly withdrew my hand and closed the teleportation device,
the Divine Power leaked out during that brief moment and spread a powerful shockwave around me.

*...Oh.*

It was just a shockwave that escaped through the teleport gap, not a direct hit.
Yet seeing all the trees around me broken, I smiled with some satisfaction.

*It's a shame I couldn't crack their heads directly.*

But since this was their first offense, and we weren't properly entangled yet,
I decided to keep it light this time and dusted off my palms.

*I'm curious about what happened to the Church...*

Since I couldn't check right away, I decided to save that pleasure for later and turned my gaze elsewhere.

*Well then, shall we return to the Academy?*

Since others would clean up all the messes I made anyway,
I decided to leisurely go back to the Academy for some training.

* * * * *

Since becoming a Saintess, Lucia had faced hardships and adversity in most situations.
She had confidence that she could endure and resolve whatever came her way...
But looking at the trial before her now, for the first time in her life, she thought it might be impossible to overcome.

"No... Daddy... I want Daddy."

Seeing Hana curled up like a pill bug in her sulking state, Lucia could only wear a gloomy expression.
The children she had cared for at the Church had always listened to her well and followed her words.
She naturally thought Hana would listen to her too, but the child wouldn't hear a word she said, so she didn't know what to do.

*I definitely gave her plenty of Divine Power and watered her every day... why won't she listen to me?*

Since Hana called her "Mommy," she seemed to recognize her as a parent.
But Lucia couldn't understand why the child wouldn't listen to a word she said.
As she was feeling frustrated about this, Miria, with dark circles hanging under her eyes, sighed and spoke to her.

"At least you can have a conversation with her..."
"..."

At those words, Lucia could only give Miria an awkward smile.
While she was simply dealing with disobedience,
Miria had been going through all sorts of hardships as Hana spent the whole day crying and running away from her.

*I wish Jung Hyun would return quickly...*

Only then would this unbearable trial end.
She was wondering why she felt so tired despite not having moved much, when someone opened the dormitory door and came in.

"I'm back."

At those words, Hana, who had been sobbing and looking for Jung Hyun,
stopped crying and quickly approached the door.

"Daddy... Daddy."

As if she hadn't been crying at all, she smiled happily and clung to Jung Hyun.

"...Ha."

Watching this scene, Miria let out a disbelieving laugh, covered her face with both hands, and muttered somewhat resentfully.

"Really... I was so nice to her. But she wouldn't listen to a word I said..."

Feeling a strange sense of solidarity, Lucia tried to pat Miria's shoulder,
but Miria avoided it and spoke with narrowed eyes.

"You're the same... you deceiver."
"W-what?"

Deceiver? She had been just as manipulated by Hana as Miria had been...

Though she felt somewhat wronged, she realized this was probably a natural reaction from Miria's perspective, so she kept her mouth shut and sulked. Jung Hyun saw her expression and spoke with a somewhat bewildered look.

"What's wrong with you two?"

After dumping all the hard work on them, he casually walked in holding Hana, looking completely carefree. His worry-free expression annoyed her, and feeling quite upset, she responded somewhat sharply.

"Didn't you bring any gifts...! I was really looking forward to it!"

She tried her best attack—complaining about not bringing gifts—but contrary to her expectations, Jung Hyun calmly countered and spoke to her and Miria.

"Of course I brought some. Let's eat first... I haven't had a proper meal since yesterday, so I'm starving."
"S-shall we?"

Since he said he was hungry, it seemed best to stop the complaints here.
Deciding to feed him first and then have a conversation, she took the sprawled-out Miria and went outside.

* * * * *

I headed to a nearby upscale restaurant with Hana in my arms.
Since I had more money than I knew what to do with, I could afford this much luxury.
As I was thinking this on the way to the restaurant, Hana whimpered and fiddled with both my cheeks.

"Daddy no go..."

Her childish, lisping voice.
I was somewhat taken aback by her tearful plea not to leave.
Wondering why she was suddenly acting like this, I patted her back and asked Lucia and Miria for help, but...

"Why don't you figure it out yourself?"
"This is all your karma, Jung Hyun."

Both of them just looked at me with satisfaction rather than offering any help.
I had no idea what I'd done to be treated like the villain, but I tried to comfort Hana.

"We're just going to eat something delicious, so stop crying."
"Don't want yummy... want Daddy more..."

She buried her face against me, tears and snot flowing, which made me very confused.
But then I realized it would be easier to just accept it, so I stopped telling her not to cry, meaning she could cry as much as she wanted.

"Hmm."

Still, I thought I should wipe away her tears and snot.
As I was cleaning her face with a handkerchief I got from Miria, she quietly said to me.

"So what happened? The award ceremony should still have some time left, why are you back so early?"

At that question, I silently looked around and then answered with a serious expression.

"Let's talk once we're inside the restaurant. It's not appropriate to discuss here."

After hearing my answer, Miria made a complex expression and fell into thought.
She seemed to have realized that something major had happened.
I thought this is why it's convenient to have someone perceptive around, and briefly said:

"Of course, it's nothing that will cause us major problems, so don't worry."
"Really? That's a relief... but if it's something you're reluctant to talk about, I'm a bit scared to think how big an incident it might be."

In response, I just smiled and headed toward the restaurant.

* * *

After arriving at the restaurant and ordering some food, I briefly explained to Miria and Lucia what I had done.

"Basically, I made golems from the royal family's corpses and had them cause a riot, then robbed the royal treasury and Karina's room... then set fire to the place and ran. Oh, and I arranged everything to make it look like the Church did it."

At my brief summary, Miria seemed unable to follow my words.
She stared at me with an incredibly stupid expression, as if she was overloaded.
I shook my head, stroked Hana's hair, and said:

"Hana, you shouldn't end up like that, okay?"
"Mm...!"
"That's right, good girl."

She's definitely cute.
As I was touching her tiny cheeks, experiencing healing from something other than training for the first time, Miria, who had finally come to her senses, exclaimed in shock:

"Are you c-crazy?"

Hearing that, I sighed and said:

"Watch your language in front of the child."

At my admonishment, Miria flinched, then said "Ahem, sorry" and sat back down to continue:

"I mean... what exactly did you do? I can understand robbing the treasury, but you set fire to the castle and even made golems from the king and royal family's corpses to cause chaos? No, wait."

Since it was all too much to handle,
Miria covered her face with both hands, bowed her head for a while, and then quietly said to me:

"Since you said you made it look like the Church did it, we should be safe for a while. However, the kingdom isn't stupid, so they'll realize something is strange about this series of incidents."

The events that had occurred were pointing too obviously at the culprits,
so someone would question it once emotions settled down.
Like, isn't this too blatant about who the culprit is?

"When that happens, the kingdom will mobilize forces they couldn't use before because they were wary of the Church, under the pretext of finding the real culprit."

Miria predicted that those forces would tighten around my neck and restrict my actions.

"I know you're strong... but I don't think you can face the entire kingdom. Even individuals have their limits."
"That's true."
"So you need to start forming a group soon. A group composed of people who can help you."

At those words, Hana, who was in my arms, fidgeted and said to me:

"H-Hana help too. I can help Daddy."

As I was smiling at her adorably sweet words and patting her head in gratitude, I suddenly remembered the Holy Sword fragment I had obtained from Karina's room.

*Come to think of it, Hana's growth is tied to the Holy Sword's growth.*

Thinking that giving her this Holy Sword fragment might help Hana grow in terms of abilities,
I took the fragment out of my spatial storage and handed it to her.

"A gift."

At those words, Hana's eyes sparkled,
and then she swallowed the metal Holy Sword fragment whole.

Ch.65 - Return 3
Everyone froze in place—that's the perfect expression for this moment.

I noticed how we all stopped moving at once, our eyes fixed on Hana. I immediately tried to press my fingers against both her cheeks to remove the blade, but...

"Ow."

I couldn't hide my confusion when I found nothing there.

*How did she swallow something that big?*

I'd heard stories about kids eating things like Lego pieces, but I never imagined someone could swallow a blade this size...

With a worried expression, I asked her, "Are you okay?"

In response to my question, Hana stared at me blankly, tilted her head, and then giggled with a "hehe." She didn't seem to be in pain, which was a relief, but I still felt I should check. While I was wondering what to do, a message appeared before my eyes.

*-*
[The World Tree absorbs the Holy Sword fragment!]
- [The World Tree's growth accelerates!]
- [The Holy Sword's restoration accelerates!]
*-*

Contrary to my concerns, the Holy Sword fragment had been absorbed into Hana's body. Feeling relieved, I was about to dismiss the message when Hana grabbed some food from the plate in front of us, stuffed it into my mouth, and said:

"Daddy eat too."

As I chewed the piece of meat she'd put in my mouth, Hana, apparently pleased with this, kept grabbing more food and putting it into my mouth with sparkling eyes.

"......"

It felt awkward to tell her to stop, so I just kept accepting the food. Watching this, Miria sighed and asked me:

"So what did you bring from the treasure vault?"

"An Elixir and growth accelerant."

I avoided mentioning that the growth accelerant was made by brewing the World Tree since Hana was present. Miria responded with a calm "I see," but then suddenly jolted in surprise.

"E-Elixir?"

I nodded slightly, and Miria stared at me with a dazed expression.

"That legendary potion? The one that can bring the dead back to life?"

I nodded again, and Miria's eyes widened.

"Just one of those... how much profit could that bring? Of course, there's the penalty of having to use it without the kingdom finding out, but even considering that..."

As Miria muttered to herself, I cut her short.

"I don't plan to profit from this."

The Elixir was literally a lifeline. This item, which I might never obtain again, was too precious to use for mere trading. I decided to save it for when it was truly needed.

*Besides, its origin is too obvious.*

The moment I used it for trade, everything I had planned would collapse. Rather than gaining a small profit, I decided to store it safely in my spatial storage until absolutely necessary.

"Really? Well... if that's the case, I can't help it. Did you bring anything else besides that?"

"Of course I did."

I summoned the other items I had brought one by one to show Miria. She covered her mouth and let out a cheer of joy.

*I'm not sure, but these must be pretty good.*

While I left Miria to calculate their value, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*Oh, I was supposed to meet with Sword Saint Nerea, wasn't I?*

It would be too troublesome to go back now, so I debated whether to go at all. Eventually, I shrugged and came to a conclusion.

*I'll just make up an excuse that I couldn't go because of the terrorist attack in the kingdom.*

She would understand, right? Not that it mattered if she didn't. Having decided this, I focused on finishing my meal.

* * *

Back at the dormitory, after confirming that Hana was asleep, I brought up what I hadn't finished telling Miria and Lucia.

"Remember the potion I mentioned earlier? It's actually made by grinding up the World Tree."

"What?"

Lucia was the most shocked by this statement. She stared at me with trembling eyes, clearly unable to believe what I'd said.

"...You're saying it's a potion made by grinding up the World Tree that supports and protects the world?"

With that description, the kingdom's atrocious act became even more apparent. I silently nodded, and Lucia could only respond with a short "Ah..." as she stared at me, too stunned for words.

As we all fell silent, looking at each other in the face of the kingdom's unspeakable actions, Miria seemed to realize something important and asked me with a disbelieving expression:

"Wait, didn't you say you found this in the kingdom's treasure vault?"

I nodded to confirm, and Miria fell into thought before sharing what she knew with Lucia and me.

"I once heard a rumor that it wasn't demons who cut down the World Tree, but humans. Everyone denied it, saying it made no sense... but it was true all along. No wonder relations with the elves were cut off after that day. So that's why."

"That day?"

"Oh... you know, when the kingdom and the elves joined forces to select three people to defeat the Demon King. Remember that?"

At those words, Lucia froze before I did. She gave Miria an incredulous look at the mention of "three people," while Miria, not understanding Lucia's reaction, continued:

"Second Princess Karina, High Elf Daisy, and Archbishop Rea. The three of them went to defeat the Demon King but failed and returned. That's what I'm talking about."

Hearing that there wasn't even a record of my existence, I could only let out a bitter laugh. I already knew this roughly from the articles I'd read, but it still felt awful.

*Well, anyway.*

Feeling grateful to the kingdom's people for reminding me of such terrible memories, I crossed my arms and fell into thought.

*Come to think of it, I still need to get revenge on Daisy too.*

I hadn't had the chance to deal with her yet, but I would need to extend my reach to her soon. Thinking of Daisy, Karina, and Rea who was sleeping in my spatial storage, I reaffirmed my decision that none of them would die peacefully.

*Now I need to decide what to do next.*

Until now, my goal had been to survive the award ceremony. Now it seemed appropriate to focus on building my influence or thoroughly destroying the kingdom. I decided to think about this.

*So my next opponent is Second Princess Karina.*

Unlike Archbishop Rea, whose position had weakened after the hero party incident and who was being held accountable, Karina had secured an even stronger position and powerful backing, making her a more difficult opponent.

*Not that it matters.*

If she has many followers, I'll just cut them down. If she's difficult to deal with, I'll crush her head-on. Of course, it would require more conditions and higher demands than with Rea, but I would grow stronger too, so it didn't matter.

So for now, it was important to become stronger, to have enough power to suppress any variables that might arise. It briefly occurred to me that I'd been reaching the same conclusion of "getting stronger" from the beginning, but I ignored that thought and looked at the message flickering beside me.

*Well, the reward is finally here.*

*-*
[Calculating rewards...]
- The achievement is so great that it will take a long time to calculate.
[Time remaining: 29 minutes 32 seconds]
*-*

Level-up reward calculation. Thinking it had taken quite a long time, I waited for it to activate.

* * *

*-*
[Reward calculation complete!]
- As a reward, the rank of Territory Declaration has been elevated!

[Territory Declaration -> Sacred Territory Declaration]

Sacred Territory Declaration Lv: 1
- Effect 1: Declare a sacred territory, bestowing blessings on allies and curses on enemies.
- Effect 2: Ability to summon stored soldiers.
*-*

The elevation of Territory Declaration's rank. Since I couldn't tell how much better it had become just from the description, I decided to test it directly by activating Sacred Territory Declaration on a small scale.

*Oh?*

While Territory Declaration simply pushed things away and exerted physical force on objects within it, Sacred Territory Declaration added the unique feature of applying "healing and buffs" to allies.

*The effect doesn't seem that strong yet, probably because the level is low.*

This could be resolved through leveling up. Above all, the ability to apply it to a wide area at once was incredibly attractive, making me quite satisfied.

*Not bad, and it even applies debuffs to enemies.*

From my perspective, it was nearly a perfect skill.

*That's fine, but... the really important part is summoning soldiers.*

Since this could drastically change my fighting style going forward, I checked it with somewhat excited anticipation.

[After storing soldiers, you can summon them in areas where Sacred Territory Declaration has been activated.]

Again, there was no detailed explanation, suggesting I should check it directly. Since it would be difficult to test this in the dormitory, I decided to go to the mountain behind the school where I usually went.

*

After moving to the mountain, I recreated my masterpiece, the Royal Corpse Golem, and declared that I would store it.

[Successfully stored the Corpse Golem!]
(1/3)

I was impressed that something so large could be stored. It might even be possible to store things regardless of size.

With that thought, a good idea occurred to me, and I slightly raised the corner of my mouth.

*If storage really is possible regardless of size...*

That would mean I could create a golem as large as when I first encountered corpse golems and carry it around.

*Not bad.*

Of course, a simple corpse golem wouldn't be interesting. If I combined it with flesh from those with blue blood... no, those called nobles or royalty, it could create quite an amusing sight. So I headed to where I first discovered the corpse golem and began merging bodies with it.

Ch.66 - Secret
A place where the dead from the Academy were gathered.
I looked at the corpses piled like mountains with confusion.

*Didn't they say there would be an uproar if even one noble's child died?*

I stared at the scene with bewilderment.

*Of course, the student population isn't particularly large, but even so, there are far too many corpses here.*

I didn't know when the Academy was established, but thinking that the number of accumulated corpses seemed excessive, I climbed on top of them.

*They've clustered the royal corpses around the center of the life flower...*

It would be good to wrap the core with the corpses piled here.
Having decided this, I activated the golem creation window and made it according to my plan.

*Yes, this is it.*

I let out an exclamation of admiration, feeling once again the impact I had when I first saw the corpse golem.
Not only were the corpses grotesquely mixed together, but the size was large enough to dwarf most high-rise buildings.
It was enough to make most people lose their will to fight just by looking at it.

*Of course, it's too large to use easily.*

Conversely, if I could bring it to a battlefield where it could be used, it would fulfill its role better than anything else.
I was about to pat the corpse golem with some satisfaction, but when I saw that the part I was going to pat was someone's head, I awkwardly lowered my hand.

*Well then.*

Now I should check if the corpse golem can be stored through Territory Declaration.
I used Territory Declaration and declared that I would store the corpse golem.

[Corpse golem has been stored.]

*This actually works?*

Seeing the corpse golem being stored more easily than expected, I let out a brief exclamation.
I never thought this would be stored.
As I smiled briefly, delighted by this unexpected harvest, I noticed something strange—a magic circle drawn on the floor.

Though it was covered with the blood of corpses making its exact form impossible to discern,
even at a glance I could tell it wasn't a magic circle with positive intentions, so I examined it with curiosity.

*A magic circle...*

Come to think of it, there were many strange things from the beginning.
An academy is originally an educational institution for teaching students.
As an educational institution, it should be a place that pays more attention to safety than any other facility.

*Yet they placed something like a dungeon here, and didn't even remove it.*

I had thought it was strange before.

*Until now, I thought it might just be part of the game content and ignored it.*

But now it was so blatantly saying "something is hidden here" that I couldn't help but be curious.

*For now, since I don't have enough information, it would be better to postpone figuring it out.*

Still, I needed to find out what this was, so I decided to investigate it through Miria.

* * *

After going back up, I told Miria about the magic circle I had discovered below.
Miria thought for a moment, lightly biting her thumb before speaking to me.

"I might be getting ahead of myself, but... considering that all the traps and dungeons are connected to one place, that corpses have been preserved and piled up without rotting for a long time, and finally that there's an unidentified magic circle..."

"All of this was planned?"

"...Yes."

The question now was what they were planning that required piling up so many corpses.
As I was pondering, unable to get a good grasp of it, Miria wiped her forehead and said to me:

"I'll go check it out myself. Since I'm from the Sword Department, it might be difficult for me to understand what it is... but I think it would be good to check it out anyway."

Thinking it was a good idea, I decided to guide Miria and headed back to where the corpse golem had been.

"Wow... that's quite grotesque."

Coming down, Miria looked around in shock, then slowly examined the magic circle drawn below and spoke to me.

"I'll take an impression of this magic circle with a Magic Stone. Could you help me clear away some of the blood?"

I nodded lightly and used my Divine Power to physically push away the blood.
Miria thanked me and took an impression of the magic circle, then spoke to me with a complex expression.

"Seeing such an obvious magic circle drawn here... all kinds of conspiracy theories keep coming to mind."

"Conspiracy theories?"

"Yes, like wondering if the recent personnel assignments from the kingdom and the Church to this area might be related to this."

I silently looked at Miria.
Miria looked back at me and explained her reasoning.

"First, this joint exam. Usually, when conducted on such a large scale, many people get hurt or die. But the Academy seemed to just let it happen, which is very suspicious. Just looking at the exam itself..."

She mentioned the existence of traps that led to instant death when fallen into,
the lack of security personnel, and the absence of monitoring—things she couldn't understand.

"It might be too much to say, but... it feels like they were openly praying for problems to occur."

I nodded as I had heard about this before.
Miria sighed and continued:

"What I don't understand is why it seems more blatant than before. Like they were in a hurry? Considering how long this facility has remained hidden, they must have been proceeding carefully to avoid detection, but suddenly pushing people into the dungeon on such a large scale..."

Her words continued endlessly.
From the middle, I couldn't follow what she was saying, so I looked around elsewhere.
Miria seemed to have reached her own conclusion and delivered her final statement:

"So my conclusion is that the kingdom and the Church might have known about the existence of this magic circle from the beginning."

Although it was still an unconfirmed speculation and I couldn't be certain if it was true,
strangely enough, I found myself leaning toward that opinion as well.

*Well, it doesn't matter.*

Whatever those bastards are planning, I just need to thoroughly destroy it all.
I clenched and unclenched my palm, deciding to face the truth that would soon be revealed.

* * * * *

Second Princess Karina let out a hollow laugh as she looked at her horrifically burned room.
She didn't know who had committed such an act.
But one thing was certain—this single act of terrorism had utterly ruined her plans.

*Hah...*

That wasn't all.
Even the fragment of the Holy Sword she had kept as a negotiation material had disappeared somewhere, making the future of negotiations uncertain.
She grabbed her increasingly distorted face and sat down on the bed that had turned to ashes.

*Who did this?*

Though she had many enemies who came to mind,
none of them would be crazy enough to set fire to the main castle, so she couldn't figure it out.

This situation was already troublesome enough.
But what was truly giving her a headache was that the missing Marfe had been found embedded on top of a corpse golem, attacking nobles.

*And wearing a corpse golem made of royal bodies, no less.*

Even a single royal would cause an uproar.
When it became known that the bodies of deceased royals had been mixed together to create it, an unmanageable commotion began.

*And the repercussions of that...*

Fell on her, as Marfe's superior.
To escape responsibility for this, she personally killed all of Marfe's family with her own hands to show she had nothing to do with the incident.
But the suspicion that had begun grew uncontrollably, leading to the direction that she should bear all responsibility.

*I need to find a way out somehow.*

Even if it was the wrong thing to do.
So she briefly called to Esik, who was guarding her nearby.

"Esik. What is the First Princess doing?"

"Right now, the First Princess is..."

Before Esik could finish, someone opened the door and entered.
Wondering who would enter the Second Princess's room without observing proper etiquette, she turned around to see
a somewhat brazen-faced woman with blue hair—the opposite of her own height—entering with an expressionless face.

*...First Princess Charlotte.*

The daughter of the queen who had inherited the royal bloodline most strongly.
Looking at this woman whom she disliked in every way, she forced herself to appear calm and greeted her.

"What brings you here?"

To that question, Charlotte looked at the collapsed furniture and said to her:

"I was worried about my sister and came to check on you. Why?"

"Hah... you never even glanced my way normally, but now you come running at the news of a fire..."

Perhaps because so many things had collapsed at once, she couldn't hide her anger.
She openly displayed the anger she had never shown before and was hostile toward Charlotte.
Charlotte wore an expression that seemed to say "whatever" and replied:

"At least I came now, didn't I?"

At that tone, she could only grind her teeth.
From childhood, she had hated that tone of having everything, and had worked harder than anyone to stand above her.
But because of that bloodline, she had fallen behind Charlotte in every aspect.

"Anyway, I see you're fine, so I'll be going now... what was it? Looks like you need to clean up your room."

"...You defeated runaway from the throne competition sure talks a lot. You may enjoy everything now because of your bloodline, but soon!"

"Soon what? The kingdom will soon fall?"

That one statement momentarily left her speechless.
She never expected Charlotte to say it so directly.
As she ground her teeth at those words, the First Princess mockingly said to her:

"If that's the case, you should have saved the Hero and brought him back by any means necessary. Not those pathetic comrades."

"...What?"

"From the beginning, only the Hero could save the world. When you should have been coaxing him gently, you treated him like a tool and a bomb? Does that make any sense?"

Hearing those words, she realized the First Princess knew nothing and burst into laughter.
She apparently had no idea why the kingdom had treated the Hero like a bomb and why they had tried to make him "die" by exploding.

*Well, she ran away, so I guess it's natural.*

Having turned her eyes from the truth and fled to the Academy... she seemed to know nothing about it.
Realizing this, she silently raised the corners of her mouth.

Yes... she was feeling good enough to smile, but
strangely, thinking about the Hero made her mood sink.
She kept thinking that what she had done back then might have been something she shouldn't have done.

*Of course, that's just how I feel. My belief hasn't changed that it's natural to sacrifice something worthless.*

She didn't regret it.
But seeing these thoughts arise for months now.
Maybe a little... ah.

She let out a hollow laugh and shook it off.
She realized she was having all sorts of stray thoughts, perhaps because she was in a situation where she might lose everything.

*It's better not to worry about it. There's no meaning in what's already dead anyway.*

Deciding not to think about the Hero anymore, she glared back at the First Princess who was still glaring at her, and let out a mocking laugh.

Ch.67 - Secret 2
I looked at Hana who was clinging to my side, arranging flowers and stones she had collected from somewhere.
I wondered why she had picked up such things...
Well, whatever makes her happy. I just left her alone and watched.

*I don't really understand.*

No matter how much I looked, I couldn't figure out what she was doing.
As I watched with a puzzled expression,
Hana suddenly looked up at me, then smiled brightly and held out a small white stone.

"This is for daddy."
"For me?"
"Yep!"

I decided to play along and accepted it, when a system message appeared.

*-*
[Small Divine Power Fragment with World Tree's Affection]
- When consumed, slightly increases training efficiency.
*-*

"...?"

Is this how it feels to pick up a random stone on the street only to discover it's actually a diamond fragment?
While I was stunned by this unexpected windfall,
Hana anxiously watched my facial expression.

"Don't like...?"

My face had frozen from surprise, which Hana must have interpreted as dislike.
I stroked her head as she was about to cry and shook my head.

"No, I love it."

At those words, Hana's eyes sparkled.

"Weally?"

When she asked again, I nodded.
Hana giggled and spoke while gathering the grass in front of her.

"Then Hana will make lots and lots more for you...!"

Oh.
Hearing Hana promise mass production,
I wondered if I should draw up a contract and looked at Miria.
Miria seemed to read my thoughts and looked at me like I was crazy, so I had to give up.

*How cruel.*

After knowing each other for so long, shouldn't she be on my side by now?
I sighed briefly while playing with Hana's cheek when
a note slipped through the door crack.

Miria calmly unfolded it, gave a hollow laugh, and told me.

"I found out what that magic circle we saw was."

Already?
Thinking she had discovered it faster than expected, I asked about its identity.
Miria revealed the nature of the magic circle.

"A binding and sealing magic circle."

I couldn't hide my surprise at this unexpected revelation.
What on earth were they trying to bind and seal with such a massive magic circle?
I looked at Miria in complete confusion, and she responded with equal bewilderment.

"I don't know why something like that is there either... Usually I can at least see the general context, but this... I can't even guess."

Miria sighed and continued.

"And just for reference, magic circles that large are often semi-permanent. I have no idea what they were trying to bind and seal with something so enormous."

After that, our conversation died out.
When dealing with problems where even the context is difficult to grasp, it's better not to make wild guesses that might lead thinking in strange directions.
Better to avoid thinking about it until new evidence emerges.

"I'll ask around about it. It seems like the magic circle has been there for quite some time, so I should ask the former headmaster. He's probably at the front lines now, so I'll try to contact him."

I nodded to show my appreciation.
Miria looked at Hana who was clinging tightly to my side and said:

"...Hana? Aren't you going to say goodbye to auntie?"

At those words, Hana stared at Miria blankly, then wiggled her fingers to say goodbye.
It was a rather unique way of saying farewell, but Miria seemed satisfied as her lips curled into a smile while she spoke to Hana.

"Next time I'll bring you a present, so look forward to it!"

Hana nodded halfheartedly as if she wasn't particularly interested.
Then she turned her attention back to me, tugging at my clothes and saying:

"Daddy... I made another one!"
"Oh."

I smiled as I accepted the new Divine Power Fragment Hana had created.
If I use this together with the World Tree extract later... wait a minute.

Isn't there something strange about consuming both an extract made from the World Tree and a Divine Power Fragment created by the World Tree at the same time?
That thought made me pause momentarily.
But then I decided to ignore it and stopped thinking about it.

* * *

While I was taking care of Hana and training my Divine Power,
Lucia came in and said to me.

"Jung Hyun...! You have a visitor."
"Visitor?"

Who would be coming to see me? I looked behind Lucia and saw a familiar figure.

*The First Princess?*

I thought she would still be busy cleaning up matters in the kingdom, but she's already back at the Academy?
I wasn't sure if the kingdom's affairs had been resolved quickly or if Charlotte had cleverly escaped, so I greeted her.

"Why is the First Princess here?"

It was more of a jab than a greeting, but Charlotte didn't seem to mind as she replied.

"I came because I have something to tell you."

Since she came personally instead of sending a servant, it must be quite important, so I nodded and started to approach her.
But Hana clung to my thigh and was dragged along.
I had no choice but to carry Hana in my arms and ask Charlotte what she wanted to say.

"So what brings you here?"
"...Wait a minute. You're a father?"
"Ah."

As I was wondering how to explain this, Lucia cleared her throat and spoke to Charlotte.

"Hana was created by Jung Hyun and me...! But that doesn't mean Jung Hyun is her father! ...There are various circumstances I can't explain in detail, but Hana wasn't born through conventional methods but through special means!"

Her unnecessarily elaborate explanation made no sense at all.
I was sighing, regretting that I had left the explanation to Lucia, when
Charlotte, who had been listening, spoke to me with a bewildered expression.

"...Created together with Lucia? Special means? Circumstances you can't talk about...? What exactly have you two been doing at the Academy?"

Charlotte's face turned pale as she looked back and forth between us.
It seemed she had misunderstood something, and I was about to clarify when:

"It's nothing special, I gave her lots and lots every day in this room...!"
"W-what did you give?"
"White and thick stuff...!"

Technically, it wasn't wrong.
I did give her Divine Power once a day.
And it was white and thick Divine Power.

*But the way she's explaining it...*

She was leaving out all the important parts, so I sighed and provided a proper explanation.
After learning the truth, Charlotte seemed less flustered and said to us:

"Well... I understand now. I understand, but... what exactly is that child? Those white horns? Or are they branches?"

Although the First Princess had helped me a lot, my level of trust in her wasn't particularly high, so I gave a vague answer.

"She's like a spirit."

I'm not sure if the World Tree can be called a spirit,
but at least in the sense that she's not human, it's similar enough, so I explained it that way.
Charlotte gave me a suspicious look but then shook her head.

"...I'll accept that for now."
"So what did you want to tell me?"
"In four days, the Second Princess Karina will hold an inauguration ceremony at the Academy."

This wasn't particularly special news.
I had already heard that Karina would be appointed as headmaster during the major personnel changes.

*But I don't understand why they're holding an inauguration ceremony now.*

With the personnel changes having failed, I wondered why they would hold a ceremonial inauguration, when
Charlotte provided the answer.

"Until now, she was headmaster in name only and didn't interfere with the Academy. But from now on, she'll not only interfere directly but is likely to be actively involved within the Academy."

This course of action made so little sense that I could only feel confused.
Charlotte observed my reaction, thought for a moment, and continued.

"There are widespread rumors that the kingdom is moving Karina directly to 'do something.' The problem is that no one knows what they're trying to do."

At those words, I suddenly remembered the magic circle I had seen where we discovered the corpse golem.
I wondered if what Karina was planning might be related to that.

*Well, whatever the case...*

What's certain is that that bitch Karina is coming to the Academy, and I'm in a position where I need to welcome her.
Having reached that conclusion, I smiled slightly and wiggled my finger.

*So Karina is coming here.*

First Bishop Rea, now Karina.
I let out a hollow laugh as I watched my enemies gathering here one by one, like pieces of a puzzle falling into place.
I had no idea what was happening to create such a flow of events.

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

What's important now is what kind of reception to give Karina when she arrives.
After thinking for a moment, I decided to send her a "congratulatory gift" to commemorate our reunion after so long.

*A ordinary gift would be boring.*

Perhaps I should send something Karina would really want?
With that thought, I recalled "Marfe" sleeping in my spatial storage.

*Marfe's head, neatly cut off and sent in a gift box with flowers would be perfect.*

And I could also include a welcome letter.
Thinking that no one else would be as pleased about Karina's appointment to the Academy as I was,
I hoped she would come here as soon as possible.
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Karina silently looked around.

*Empty.*

Just a year ago, this place had been crowded with all sorts of important figures.
But due to a series of incidents and the elements of war mixed in, the scene unfolding was the opposite of its former glory.
Having lost interest in observing this, she casually turned her head and stepped onto the platform in front of her.

*...Well, it doesn't matter.*

The plan to take control of this place had been canceled by Marfe long ago.
At this point, dominating them or bringing them to her side had little meaning.

*Rather than wasting energy on unnecessary things...*

It would be better to focus solely on what needed to be done and concentrate entirely on advancing "that matter."
So she decided to conduct this inauguration ceremony moderately, simply announcing the fact that she had taken office rather than wasting energy on it.

"Greetings. I am Second Princess Karina, who will be taking on the role of principal. I know everyone must be confused due to the recent unfortunate incidents, but..."

After finishing her brief inauguration speech, Esik took her place on the platform and skillfully continued the proceedings.
She watched for a while before slowly closing her eyes.

*The Academy...*

Marfe, who had been transferred here, and Rea, who had been so weak before coming here, both seemed to change completely upon arrival and caused all sorts of trouble.
If their actions had been somewhat understandable, she might have accepted it.
But they committed acts that could only be done by someone who had lost their mind, which she couldn't comprehend at all.

*I can't understand what happened here that made them act that way.*

No matter how much she pondered, she couldn't find an answer, so she slowly covered her face with her hand and sighed.

*I'll have to investigate while carrying out my duties.*

Thinking that her workload had increased, she waited for this useless inauguration ceremony to end as quickly as possible.

*

After the hour-long inauguration ceremony finally ended, she immediately handed over all procedures to Esik and headed to the principal's office.

*I need to rest for a moment.*

Given how mentally exhausted she was from the recent unfortunate incidents in the kingdom.
She thought it would be good to collect herself in the principal's office for a while, so she headed straight there.
But an ominous sensation began creeping up her entire body.

*Ominous feeling? Ha, I'm experiencing all sorts of emotions these days.*

It was amusing that she was suddenly feeling something she hadn't felt even once since becoming a Sword Saint.
As she let out a hollow laugh thinking about how difficult things had been lately,
she suddenly noticed faint traces of Divine Power scattered across the floor near the principal's office.

*...Divine Power?*

Divine Power being scattered on the floor itself wasn't particularly unusual.
The problem was that the Divine Power scattered around was absorbing the surrounding Mana.

*Divine Power that absorbs Mana... wasn't that a characteristic of those corpse golems that carried out the terrorist attacks?*

As that thought crossed her mind, the ominous feeling that had been merely amusing turned into a sense of reality.
The fact that Divine Power with the same characteristics as the corpse golems was scattered around meant that the mastermind behind the terrorism was here.
Without needing to think deeply, she opened the door to the principal's office to subdue them, but...

[Welcome.]

Starting with a banner of welcome.
The office was filled with pure white chrysanthemums, but there was no sign of anyone who could be the mastermind.

*Ha.*

Of course, they wouldn't be stupid enough to wait for her here.
As she clicked her tongue in disappointment, she suddenly noticed an incredibly ornate box hidden among the chrysanthemums.

*...A gift box?*

A strange sensation enveloped her body. But curiosity struck first, so she slowly reached for the gift box.

-Crunch.

The strange sound of flowers being crushed.
Feeling something odd about the sound, she opened the lid, and instantly, the smell of old blood surged throughout the room.

"...Marfe?"

Unable to die peacefully even in death, Marfe's severed head stared with wide-open eyes.
The moment she saw it, she felt an immediate urge to vomit and could barely stand.
As the acid rising up her throat tormented her and her whole body trembled, a letter that had been beneath the gift box fell to the floor.

Though it was difficult to maintain her sanity in this situation,
strangely, she felt she absolutely had to read that letter, so she picked it up and opened it with trembling hands.

[ㅗ ㅋㅋ]

Words she couldn't understand were written there.
What could this possibly mean?

As she held it with her trembling, blood-covered hands trying to understand,
she suddenly noticed small writing at the bottom that read, "Oh, by the way, it will explode in 10 seconds, so be careful."

At those words, she looked up with a disbelieving expression.
There, she could see the waves of Divine Power gradually intensifying.

*Surely... it can't be.*

Even in that cruel war, people didn't play such pranks with corpses.
...To use a corpse to cause an explosion in an Academy, not even a battlefield?

Just as she was thinking that this violated the basic attitude one should maintain as a human being,
the growing waves of Divine Power spread at an unmanageable speed.
Then, creating a massive shockwave, the Divine Power began to explode.

- BOOM!

White light filled the principal's office so completely it seemed as if it would envelop everything in the world.
Intense pain began to strike her entire body.

"AAAAGH!"

Since becoming a Sword Saint, she had never felt pain.
But this intense Divine Power gave her tremendous agony as it burned her entire body.

She immediately tried to extinguish the flames by releasing Mana.
But no matter how much Mana she released, the fire on her body didn't diminish—instead, it burned even more fiercely.
With no other choice, she jumped out the window and threw herself into the fountain outside.

"Ugh..."

Her whole body was burning, and fluid was seeping out.
As she clenched her fist with trembling hands from the pain, Esik ran over in shock from nearby.

"Call the priests right now! Hurry!"

Seeing Esik like that, she tried to force herself up and approach him.
Suddenly, she caught sight of her wounded appearance reflected in the fountain.

A hideous appearance she had never seen in her entire life.
As soon as she saw that appearance, anger surged again, and she gritted her teeth.
Suddenly, a memory flashed in her mind.

- Princess, did you know? One of the Hero's characteristics is that they can devour Mana.

One of the things Bishop Rea had said while torturing the Hero.
As that statement came to mind, her body stiffened with a terrible thought.
If what Rea had said then was true, the Divine Power seen in this incident and the previous one was too similar to the Hero's characteristics.

With that fact, she wondered if perhaps all of this was done by the Hero.
But she immediately shook her head and denied it.
It wasn't time "yet" for the Hero to appear.

*Ha. My mind is so confused that all sorts of thoughts are coming up.*

Thinking it would be better to treat her body before having any more strange thoughts,
she slowly climbed out of the fountain and gritted her teeth, determined to uncover the truth behind all this.

* * * * *

I watched Karina jump into the fountain and let out a disappointed sigh.

*Should have put in more Divine Power.*

If I had burned her more spectacularly, I could have watched her suffering longer, but unfortunately, I couldn't do that, which was disappointing.
I decided that next time I would definitely fill it with Divine Power as I headed back to the dormitory.
Then I remembered something I had forgotten.

*Oh right, I took a letter from Karina's drawer, didn't I?*

I had forgotten about it with everything that had been going on.
I decided to check it out and opened it, but there were only incomprehensible words written inside.

*What is this? Alien language?*

No matter how much I looked at it, I couldn't identify what it was, so I frowned while staring at it.
Then I decided to ask Miriamong to decode it and headed straight back to the dormitory.

When I returned to the dormitory,
Hana, who had been creating as many Divine Power fragments as possible, ran over and clung to my thigh.
I patted her head, then handed the letter to Miria, who was collapsed nearby, and said:

"Decode this for me."

At my request, Miria took the letter with a blank expression, then spoke in a startled voice:

"B-blood, what is this blood?"
"It was already there, don't worry about it."

Hearing my words, Miria looked at me with a complex expression.
Then, as if giving up on something, she shook her head and stopped trying to speak.

"No... Hah. Never mind. So what is this?"

She opened the letter and read through it, then blinked and told me:

"It's a royal cipher."

How does this girl know about royal ciphers?
I nodded my head, wondering what Miria's true identity was.
Miria picked up a pen from nearby and said:

"Hmm... I learned this before, but it's hazy and I don't remember well... but since it's this short, I think I can somehow interpret it."

That was good news to hear.
I nodded to Miria to indicate my request, and seeing my reaction,
Miria slowly examined the letter, repeatedly scribbling something with her pen.

*Seems quite difficult.*

It was just one short sentence.
But seeing that she couldn't solve it even after three hours had passed, the difficulty level must be considerable.
I was stroking the hair of the dozing Hana while waiting, when suddenly Miria shouted "I solved it!" and stood up.

*Good thing she solved it.*

Thinking it would have been quite troublesome if she couldn't solve it, I asked what was written inside.
Miria gave me a completely unexpected answer to my question.

"It says, 'The Hero will soon be resurrected'!"

At those words, Lucia, who had been watching, dropped the teacup she was holding onto the floor.
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When I first heard about the Hero's resurrection, my immediate question was when this letter was written.

*Before my resurrection? Or after?*

The timing would completely change its meaning.
I decided to check, starting with the condition of the letter itself.
While I was examining it, Miria tilted her head and asked me:

"What are you doing?"

I told her what I was trying to figure out, and after thinking with a "hmm," she offered an answer.

"Based on the faint traces of mana still lingering on the letter, it seems it wasn't opened too long ago."

She went on to explain that when sending confidential messages, people often infuse mana into letters to seal them. If mana still lingers, it likely means the letter was opened recently.

"And this particular stationery was popular this spring. So it was probably written in spring..."
"I can't tell whose bloodstains these are, but since they're only on the outside of the letter and not on the content itself, it's likely the recipient got blood on it, not the writer."
"Plus, the recipient is Second Princess Karina—the Sword Saint. Given her position, she wouldn't participate in minor skirmishes... so this was probably bloodied after a major battle."
"Most likely she received it after the Battle of Baras two weeks ago."

After muttering extensively, Miria finally reached a conclusion.

"Hmm... considering the stationery was popular in spring and the battle took place in Baras, it was probably written about two to three weeks ago. It would have been after spring began, and since letters sent directly to a princess are usually important, it would have been delivered immediately."

Lucia, who had been listening, nodded along saying "That's right, that's right" until about halfway through. Then she suddenly spaced out before busying herself picking up pieces of a fallen teacup.
I shook my head at her behavior and briefly summarized:

"So it was likely written two to three weeks ago?"
"Yes. Just a guess though."

Three weeks at most...
This made me fall back into thought.
Three weeks ago, I had already been resurrected.

*Is this just gossip?*

But that didn't make sense. The existence of the Hero was kept secret except from those directly involved. It made no sense to suddenly send a message about the Hero's resurrection to the Second Princess who was on the battlefield.

*And furthermore...*

The fact that someone brought this letter from the battlefield to the castle and carefully placed it in a drawer suggested it wasn't just casual gossip.

*This is complicated.*

I wasn't sure where to begin. Then a thought occurred to me.

*The magic circle installed in the Academy.*

What if its purpose was to bind and seal me, the Hero?
But I quickly dismissed this idea. The whole reason for summoning a Hero was to defeat the Demon King. There would be no reason for the Academy to bind and seal the Hero.

*Besides, they already know they can control me with just a collar. Why would they need such a massive magic circle?*

As the problem seemed to grow more complex, my eyes fell on the blood stains on the letter.

Demon blood.

Related words began swirling in my mind, and soon I formed a hypothesis.

*Did they set up that magic circle to capture the Demon King?*

I couldn't help but laugh at this theory. The Demon King would be in the center of the Demon Realm, in the Demon King's Castle. It made no sense to set up a sealing magic circle in the Academy and wait for him to get caught.

*Damn it, I have no idea.*

It was the first time I felt more confused the more evidence I found. I could only sigh.

*Then there's only one way.*

I needed to find the owner of this letter and uncover the truth.

*Why am I overthinking this? Whatever the case, they'll confess everything under torture.*

I was about to go straight to Karina, but then I remembered she was the Sword Saint and had to stop myself.

*The Sword Saint... I've never properly faced one, but even if I could win, I probably couldn't overwhelm her completely.*

Unlike with Rea, I couldn't just resort to one-sided violence. I needed to become even stronger.

*Ideally, I should enter the Room of Trials, use the World Tree extract, and focus on training...*

The problem was that I hadn't accumulated many achievement points for leveling up.
I thought it would be best to sweep through every dungeon like before, so I asked Miria to research this for me.
She replied:

"I figured you'd ask, so I've been gathering information since you last requested it. I'll bring everything when we get back, so just wait a bit."

I could only awkwardly nod at Miria, who was suspiciously competent.

*What exactly is Miria's true identity?*

She seemed too capable and knowledgeable to be just a student, which was becoming increasingly suspicious.

*I'll have to ask her later.*

For now, I decided to focus on the immediate problem.

* * *

While I was looking after Hana, Miria returned and handed me a stack of documents.

"Here you go."

Curious, I accepted them and saw they contained names, locations, and detailed information about dungeons and monsters.

"This time I've included detailed locations so you can find them on your own. You shouldn't need me to guide you."
"Really?"
"Yes, and I've included places outside the Academy too, so there are quite a few more this time."
"...I can see that."

I nodded as I looked at the stack of papers in my hand, and Miria shrugged while explaining:

"Considering you just leveled up recently, I thought it would be better to focus on quantity rather than quality. I've mapped out a route for all nearby dungeons and boss monsters."
"Is that so?"
"And based on how quickly you cleared dungeons last time, I've included estimated completion times so you can decide which ones to enter."

After hearing all this, I couldn't help but ask:

"What exactly are you?"

Miria laughed and replied:

"What are you suddenly talking about?"
"No, I'm seriously asking because I don't understand."

Miria continued laughing, thinking I was joking, then finally said:

"I'm just an ordinary noble."

But her efficiency, and the fact that she knew royal codes... there were too many suspicious things. When I gave her a doubtful look, she awkwardly smiled and said:

"It's hard to explain in detail, but my parents work in related fields, so you could say I'm just imitating what I've seen."

Related fields.
I thought of the investigators I'd seen before and wondered if she might be from the intelligence department.

"Oh, it's not really related to the kingdom."

Her unexpected answer only increased my confusion.

*Why does nothing make sense?*

Shouldn't things become clearer as we progress? Why do I keep accumulating more questions?
While I was lost in thought, Miria pushed my back and said:

"Anyway, hurry up and go. It'll be easier for me if you leave while Hana is still sleeping."
"Fine, I got it."
"And bring back a gift for Hana when you return."

I nodded vaguely and was about to leave when Lucia, who had been watching us, scurried after me and said:

"I-I'll go too!"

I was surprised she wanted to come, but having someone who could cast healing spells and buffs would help clear dungeons faster, so I welcomed it.

"Shall we?"
"...Yes!"

I gestured for her to join me, and we promptly left the dormitory.

* * *

While walking toward the dungeon, Lucia called out to me from behind in a strained voice.

"Um, Jung Hyun...!"

I looked at her with an expression asking what was wrong.
Lucia fidgeted nervously before speaking in a tiny voice:

"I... I have something to tell you."

Wondering what was making her act this way, I nodded for her to continue.
Lucia fidgeted with her fingers and spoke quietly:

"I've wanted to say this for a while... but couldn't... actually... um."

Seeing her stall endlessly, I sighed and decided to take a guess at what was bothering her.

"You knew I was the Hero, didn't you?"

At those words, Lucia froze momentarily before starting to tremble, looking at me with an expression that asked how I knew.
I chuckled and explained:

"You made it so obvious, how could I not know?"
"I-I made it obvious? That can't be..."

Hearing this, I considered bombarding her with facts but held back and said instead:

"You called me the Hero before in the infirmary. I figured out you knew my identity when I saw how you tried to gloss over it."

At this, Lucia's face turned pale as she stared at me, and I smiled slightly before asking:

"Is that all you wanted to say?"
"Ah... um. Yes."

Lucia seemed perplexed by how anticlimactically this had ended, and just nodded blankly while staring at me.
Thinking her somewhat foolish expression resembled Hana's, I was about to turn away when Lucia grabbed the hem of my clothes and said:

"D-don't you hate me...? When you—I mean, when the Hero was suffering so much, I couldn't help at all."

From the way she spoke about my hardships, it seemed she had known about my situation.
I looked at her with surprise, then shook my head and said:

"Not at all. I'm actually grateful."
"...What? Why?"

Remembering how Lucia alone had insisted I was still alive when everyone else was trying to forget me, I shrugged.

"I wonder why."

At this response, Lucia protested, demanding to know the reason, but I deliberately avoided answering as we continued toward the dungeon.

Ch.70 - Chairman Election
Unlike before, the dungeons I was running through this time seemed to focus on quantity rather than quality. On average, I could clear one dungeon in as little as 3 minutes, or at most 10 minutes.

*Of course, the rewards are somewhat mediocre because of that.*

Since my purpose for running dungeons was to achieve accomplishments anyway, it wasn't really a problem. So I was focusing solely on clearing dungeons as quickly as possible, but Lucia, who had been casting buffs on me, collapsed face-down with a tearful expression, seemingly unable to keep up anymore.

"I... ugh... my stamina. I can't go on..."

As she made gestures like dry heaving, I patted her back and asked if she was okay. Lucia, still face-down, nodded and said:

"I... I was planning to follow you all the way... but... urgh."

She kept dry heaving and twitching even while collapsed—she must have been completely exhausted. Thinking it would be better to let her rest and go on alone, I patted her back again and said:

"Then rest here for a bit. I'll go by myself."
"Y-yes."

After looking at Lucia nodding weakly, I immediately headed to the next dungeon on my list.

* * *

After about three days of dungeon conquests, I finally finished with the Moon Dungeon. Looking at the message that appeared before me:

[You have accumulated almost enough achievement points needed for level up.]

I felt somewhat disappointed.

*Honestly, shouldn't this be enough for a level up?*

I thought that after clearing all the dungeons on that stack of documents, they would at least have the decency to let me level up. But instead, the message brazenly stated that I still hadn't done enough, which only made me sigh in frustration. While thinking that the level-up difficulty was excessively high, I pondered what else I could do, but...

*Strangely, there's nothing to do.*

I realized there truly was nothing to do and made a puzzled expression.

*Usually, this would be when I should progress the main quest.*

Since the main quest hadn't appeared since that day, I was confused. Just then, I found something interesting in the school newspaper that Miria had brought.

[Starting from the 10th of this month, we will proceed with school events that have been postponed. The academic schedule will be adjusted accordingly. For more details, please check the bulletin board within the school...]

I couldn't help but laugh at the mention of school events. I didn't expect something so romantic to still exist.

*Well, it has nothing to do with me.*

I was busy sharpening my blade of revenge and didn't even have enough time to focus on training, so I had no time to participate in school events. As I was about to dismiss it, the phrase "Ashris Club President, Regina, Running for Student Council President" written right below the event notice caught my eye.

*...Oh.*

The first thing that caught my attention was the name "Regina."

*Usually by now, she'd be either locked up in her room or trembling in fear.*

I was quite proud and touched that she had endured my intense torture and stood up to run for student council president. Thinking it was time for some mental education, I was about to go find Regina when...

*Wait, if I think about it, if I just let her run and...*

Would I achieve some kind of accomplishment if I made her kneel down at the moment she was elected student council president? As this thought crossed my mind, various scenarios flashed through my head, and some quite good ideas emerged, so I decided to try them out.

*This will be fun.*

I started creating a list of achievements to accomplish—more like a list of mischief—deciding to experiment with Regina.

*First, should I cause some trouble at the student council election? No, that would make it difficult for her to get elected.*

Maybe I should use violence after she gets elected? That didn't seem bad, so I was writing it down when suddenly a very interesting thought occurred to me.

*Oh, come to think of it, Regina and Esic's relationship hasn't been resolved yet, has it?*

Since I hadn't used Erie's corpse yet, I thought it was about time to put it to use. I decided to use it to drag both Regina and Esic down into the abyss, and satisfactorily continued writing my to-do list.

*

While I was in the middle of writing my list, Hana, who had woken up at some point, clung to my leg. Wondering what was wrong, I patted her head, and she looked up at me with her arms spread wide, as if asking to be picked up.

*Seriously.*

Thinking that her behavior was strangely similar to Lucia's, I picked her up, and Hana hugged me tightly and said:

"Daddy, listen... Today I ate sandwiches with mommy and they were delicious... And I collected lots of stones for you. And... we played with dolls..."

Perhaps because I had spent less time with her recently due to dungeon conquests, Hana kept talking to me, trying to prevent me from leaving. I had no choice but to pause what I was doing and listen to her when someone knocked on the door.

*Who could it be?*

Since Miria or Lucia rarely came in the evening, it was probably someone else. The problem was that I wasn't alone—Hana was with me—so I was reluctant to open the door. As I was considering pretending to be absent, an unexpected voice was heard.

"It's me."

The voice of First Princess Charlotte.
I couldn't understand why she suddenly came, but it seemed inappropriate to keep the First Princess waiting outside the men's dormitory, so I quickly opened the door and let Charlotte in.

"What brings you here at this hour?"

To that, Charlotte replied with a somewhat stern expression:

"I came because I have something to tell you."

Right now?
I patted Hana's back as she clung to me tightly to prevent me from leaving, and briefly answered:

"What is it?"
"May I sit down? I think this will take a while."

Couldn't she just say it quickly and leave?
Although I wasn't too pleased, it seemed awkward to turn away a princess who had come all this way, so I nodded and pointed to a chair.

"Please sit."
"Thank you."

Charlotte sat in my chair and immediately got to the point.

"You know about the recent terrorist attack on the Second Princess, right?"

Of course I knew, since I was the one who caused it.
I nodded to indicate that I knew, and Charlotte sighed and told me:

"Because of that incident, the Second Princess has revived the system that allows her to bring in guard forces, which had been previously rejected for disrupting the academic atmosphere of the Academy."

At those words, I inwardly laughed.

*Well, after setting off fireworks with Marfe's head, I can understand why she'd react that way.*

Especially since everyone—students and instructors alike—saw him burning... From Karina's perspective, she needed to do something to prevent such incidents from happening again.

*And that was bringing in guard forces.*

Of course, they were called guards, but they were closer to combat personnel.

*Well, it doesn't matter, but at this point, I'm not sure if this is an academy or a conflict zone.*

Most of these incidents happened because of me, which was a bit of a flaw, but who cares? As long as it benefits me.

*Anyway... I need to achieve accomplishments as quickly as possible to level up and...*

I would need to continue my unfinished business with Karina. I decided to do so and was nodding when Charlotte sighed and told me:

"As you know, when combat personnel enter a closed space, there's a high probability of it turning into a dictatorship. Of course, since this is an academy, incidents as severe as we fear might not happen, but..."
"Everything will likely revolve around Karina."
"Yes. And once that atmosphere is established, those who oppose Karina or aren't on good terms with her will be oppressed under the pretext of management."

What she meant here was herself.
By this point, I understood why Charlotte had come here in the middle of the night.

"Are you asking for my help?"

At that, Charlotte clenched her fist and calmly nodded.
Hearing this, I fell into contemplation.

*What should I do?*

It didn't feel right to refuse help, considering how much she had helped me without asking for anything in return. Moreover, the recent attack on the kingdom couldn't have been accomplished without Charlotte's help. I thought it would be okay to help her just once.

*Besides, helping Charlotte itself is an act of getting back at Karina.*

That didn't seem bad. I decided to do so and asked Charlotte what she wanted, to which she replied:

"...The terrorist attack we carried out at the palace a few days ago. Can you do the same within the Academy?"

She made a request I hadn't expected at all.

* * *

I looked at the spot where Charlotte had left and let out a small laugh. I never imagined she would request a terrorist attack.

*I thought she would at most ask for protection...*

It was quite amusing that she requested something beyond that. As I was contemplating how to carry out the attack, a fun idea suddenly occurred to me.

*The student council election.*

Since the student council election was a school event in which all students participated, if I carried out an attack there...

*I could show everyone in the Academy the sight of Karina's downfall.*

I could also deal with Esic and Regina at the same time. I decided that if there was no main quest, I would set the direction myself, and made carrying out an attack during the student council election my top priority.

*Of course, I should send a gift to Esic first.*

However, sending Erie's corpse as is would be too cruel. To show my gratitude, I decided to attach the Life Flower, the core of the corpse golem, to play with Esic for a while. I decided to visit Esic tomorrow.

Ch.71 - Goodbye, Eri
The "Life Flower," the core of corpse golems, has a fatal flaw.

*No matter what method is used, only one golem can be created from a Life Flower.*

Because of this, sacrificing golems or creating multiple entities to overwhelm opponents isn't possible. Using this method comes with various conditions.

*The problem is...*

This issue overlaps with what I'm trying to do now.

*Placing the Life Flower in Erie's corpse and turning it into a golem to act is fine, but the problem is...*

After arranging a meeting between Esik and Erie, retrieving the Life Flower attached to Erie would be quite tricky.

*Esik is a troublesome opponent in many ways.*

Not only has he risen to the position of 2nd Senior Mage at a young age, but he's also surpassed veteran mages and is called the next Grand Magician. Manipulating him as I want would require considerable effort.

*How annoying...*

Needing effort means I have to pay that much more attention. I briefly considered just killing him and storing him in my subspace, wondering if all this trouble was necessary.

*No, simply killing him wouldn't be enough to get back at Karina.*

Despite the effort required, I decided to go through with this plan. I sighed and began planning my strategy.

* * * * *

Esik closed his tired eyes as he stared at the numerous reports piled on his desk.

*Too many misfortunes are piling up...*

Until now, his life had been like a straight road without obstacles, completely lacking in ups and downs. But since Erie's death, it seemed like every possible obstacle had gathered to block his path.

*How troublesome.*

In this wartime situation where the entire human race faced extinction—not just some ordinary crisis—these incidents kept happening one after another. Feeling overwhelmed, he sighed deeply and pulled out documents he had hidden underneath.

"...Erie."

The very reason he had followed 2nd Princess Karina here was to investigate "Erie's death," but since arriving, he'd been caught up in all sorts of incidents, preventing his investigation from progressing properly.

*I've gathered some information, of course.*

But it was far from enough to draw conclusions, so the investigation remained stagnant.

*This is frustrating.*

Just when he thought he couldn't even get a clue, he remembered what the student named Jung Hyun had told him.

*Regina killed Erie.*

The Ashris club, the unexpected Dungeon Frenzy Potion incident, and the disappearance of second-year students to support this...

It was a plausible story he would have believed immediately if there had been solid evidence, but unfortunately, without concrete proof, it remained mere speculation.

*Still... my thoughts keep drifting in that direction.*

As Jung Hyun had said, if not Regina, there was no one else who could have caused the Dungeon Frenzy, so suspicion toward Regina kept growing, but...

*No matter how I think about it, Regina had no reason to kill Erie... unless they were close.*

Why would anyone kill the younger sister of the next Grand Magician... and the youngest daughter of the magical noble house of Rurushié? Regina, more than anyone, would know that killing Erie would bring more harm than benefit.

So he held his throbbing head and fell into contemplation again, but he simply couldn't find a reason why Regina would kill Erie.

*Still, soon enough...*

Specialized investigators would be coming with the royal escort forces. Soon, these unsolved problems would be resolved... Just as he decided to be patient a little longer and was about to put the report away—

- Clunk.

A strong wind blew open the slightly ajar window. Thinking the wind was rather rough, he stood up to close it when—

"...Erie?"

In the distance, he saw Erie, the very person he'd been longing to see.

At first, he thought it was an illusion and rubbed his eyes, but no matter how much he rubbed them, the figure remained, leaving him speechless.

*That's impossible... but if by some chance she's really alive.*

It would be best to rush out to Erie right now. Dazed by the situation, he enveloped his body with mana and jumped out the window, quickly approaching Erie, but—

"..."

Erie had already entered the building before he could reach her, so he couldn't confront her.

*What is this...*

It was difficult to understand what was happening. He wanted to organize his thoughts to make sense of it, but finding Erie was more urgent now, so he decided to temporarily suspend all thoughts and follow his sister.

"Erie!"

Even though it was evening, there should normally be at least one student or faculty member around, yet why was there no one? As he followed Erie, he wondered if this might be a dream, but—

*Judging by the impact I felt when I hit the ground...*

It was clearly reality, but strangely, he couldn't use mana, which made him wonder if it really was a dream.

*Considering I can't use teleport, blink, binding magic, or even enhancement magic... this really might be a dream.*

He'd never heard of dreams where you could feel pain, but since mages have tremendous talent for "materialization," perhaps that influence extended even into dreams.

*If everything is an illusion...*

If this was a dream, everything was fake and false, so there was no reason to continue following. He was about to stop when he saw Erie entering a room marked "Ashris Club" ahead.

*Hah...*

He'd been thinking about Ashris so much lately that it had carried over into his dreams. He was about to turn back with a bitter laugh when—

*Still, just once...*

Even if it was a dream, he wanted to see his sister, so he slowly made his way to the Ashris club.

*Ashris... Regina.*

Nothing was certain yet, and jumping to conclusions would be dangerous, but he couldn't shake the thought that Regina had killed Erie. Trying to calm himself, he opened the club room door and—

"...Erie?"

He saw Erie collapsed on the floor.

"...Erie! Wake up! Erie!"

As soon as he saw her, he quickly approached and tried to lift her, but her cold, stiff skin against his palm drained all strength from his body, making it impossible to lift her.

"Ah... aah."

This must be what despair feels like. Sadness and helplessness rose through his body, weighing him down. As he was cursing this wretched situation, a familiar voice came from behind.

"Instructor, are you alright? What are you...?"

It was the student named Jung Hyun. Covering Erie's form, he turned around to see Jung Hyun looking shocked and exclaiming:

"W-what are you doing?"

He was about to say it was none of his business when he remembered that Jung Hyun was the only one who had told him that Regina had killed Erie. Suppressing the negative emotions spreading throughout his body, he explained the situation.

"Erie's corpse... was in the Ashris club."
"What? Erie's corpse? So the person you're holding now is..."

He nodded silently, and Jung Hyun looked at him with a shocked expression. He closed his eyes tightly at the sight.

A brief silence. What broke that silence was Jung Hyun's voice.

"...By the way, isn't this the Ashris club room? That means my previous speculation was correct."
"..."
"But why would they leave the corpse in the club room... Wait, no. It couldn't be... Never mind."
"...It's fine, tell me."
"Well, it's a far-fetched rumor, but there's talk that the reason Regina killed Erie was under orders from the kingdom."

At those words, his mind suddenly went blank. The kingdom ordered Erie's death? Why?

He looked at Jung Hyun, demanding further explanation, and Jung Hyun continued with a perplexed expression.

"I've only heard this, but... I was told the Dungeon Frenzy was actually orchestrated by the kingdom."

The Dungeon Frenzy orchestrated by the kingdom? It made no sense, so he stared silently, and Jung Hyun continued his explanation.

"What was it again? The reason for causing the Dungeon Frenzy was to activate a magic circle created underground? Anyway, they say the kingdom was plotting something and used Regina to drive students to their deaths."

It was absurd nonsense. No matter how bad the kingdom's situation might be, they wouldn't sacrifice Academy students, and they certainly wouldn't entrust such a task to a mere student like Regina.

*However.*

The thought kept nagging at him, so he decided it would be best to check directly, when Jung Hyun said something that was difficult to simply ignore.

"And there's another rumor that the kingdom sending the 2nd Princess here might be related to this reason."

It was an extremely inappropriate statement, but he lacked the strength to hold him accountable right now, so he remained silent. Jung Hyun opened the door and said:

"Anyway, we can't leave Erie like this, so let's move her quickly!"

At those words, he nodded silently and lifted Erie in his arms.

* * * * *

I watched Esik carry Erie out, and the corners of my mouth twitched calmly. I could feel things flowing in the direction I wanted. Trying to suppress the laughter that kept threatening to burst out, I put the Life Flower I was holding into my subspace.

*Well, retrieval complete.*

I should head back now. Just as I was about to follow them out, Esik spoke to me in a calm voice.

"...Did you say the magic circle is located underground?"
"Yes."
"Thank you. If this is true... I'll reward you."

With those final words, the club door slowly closed. I silently watched, and when the door completely shut, I could no longer hold back my laughter.

Ch.72 - Chairman Election 2
"Summer will be here soon...!"
"I like summer...! But what is summer?"

I watched as Lucia held Hana in her arms, looking outside, and checked my schedule.

*Not much time left until the council president election.*

It's already been several days since we sent Erie back to her family.
There wasn't much time left until the "council president election day" when the terrorist attack was scheduled to happen.

*To be honest, I thought Esik would have caused a commotion by now.*

I don't know if he regained his senses halfway through or if he's planning something else.
I couldn't help but feel disappointed after hearing that things have been quieter than expected.

*Well, does it matter? I've delivered what needed to be delivered anyway.*

According to Miria, some of the recently arrived 2nd Magic Officials have started exploring underground.
They would likely discover something about the magic circle soon.
I got up from my seat, waiting eagerly for that moment to arrive.

*By the way, the council president election, huh.*

To briefly summarize the current council president election:
It's a battle between Regina and some nobodies I've never even heard of, with Regina being the likely winner.

*Miria said Regina would win the election even if rumors spread that she killed someone.*

Unless there's a major variable, Regina's victory seems certain.
I looked forward to Regina's election so she could become a sacrifice for my achievements, and spoke to Lucia.

"By the way, how are things with the Church? Have you heard anything else?"

At my question, Lucia smiled awkwardly and replied.

"I... haven't heard anything in particular."
"Really?"
"...Yes."

I found her response somewhat strange.
A Saintess is among the most important figures in the Church.
I don't know exactly what position she holds, but as a symbolic figure of the Church, they should be paying considerable attention to her...

*Far from paying attention, they're completely neglecting her.*

I couldn't help but wonder why.
Though curiosity urged me to ask more, seeing Lucia's expression gradually harden, I decided to postpone my questions.

*Seems like there's some kind of problem.*

I decided to wait until Lucia was ready to tell me herself.
I deliberately kept quiet, pretending not to notice.

* * *

After finishing training and returning, Hana clung to me as usual and told me about her day.

"Daddy, listen... I ate bread that looked like this today."

As I nodded along listening to her, Miria, who was watching us, sighed and said to me.

"Honestly, as a third party, I shouldn't interfere... but aren't you being too harsh?"

When I looked at her questioningly, Miria glared at me and pointed at Hana.

"The child clings to you because she likes you so much. But you haven't properly spent time with her even for a single day, always busy with training or the Second Princess, neglecting the child. As a father, shouldn't you at least play with her for one day?"

When Miria spoke somewhat harshly, Hana, who had been hovering around me, tearfully said to Miria.

"D-don't bully daddy."

Startled by this response, Miria became flustered and said to Hana.

"No, that's not it. This is just offering an opinion that would help improve your treatment..."

She was so flustered that she mixed in words she rarely uses.
Hana, as if trying to protect me, spread her arms to shield me from Miria and glared at her.
Miria looked at me with an aggrieved expression, but having nothing else to offer, could only smile awkwardly.

"Sigh... this is why I said there's no need to be nice. Anyway, since you're busy, how about making time at least once a week, if not often?"

At those words, I picked Hana up and nodded.

*Since my training to increase stats has plateaued anyway.*

It was about time I needed to look around.

*And I do feel a bit sorry too.*

As I patted the back of Hana, who smiled brightly and snuggled into my arms, Lucia, who had been watching us, spoke with sparkling eyes.

"How about we all go out together after the council president election is over? We can't leave the Academy, of course... but there are mountains and rivers nearby that might be nice to visit."

At her suggestion, I wiped Hana's sniffling face and decided to do just that.

* * * * *

Time passed quickly, and on the day of the council president election.
I woke up at dawn and got out of bed, breathing in the somewhat cold air.

*Well then... shall we head out now?*

After arranging Hana's hair as she slept and pulling the blanket up to prevent her from catching a cold, I organized what I needed to do today.

*Terrorist attack.*

There's no need for lengthy explanations.
After all, there was only one thing I needed to do.
I checked my physical condition and went outside.

*The key points of this terrorist attack are to accumulate achievement points and to teach Second Princess Karina a lesson.*

And if possible, to find out what the magic circle is about.
Having decided on this, I first moved to a place where Regina might be.

The place I went to was the Ashris club room.
Seeing the lights on, I entered, and quite a few people looked at me simultaneously.
I waved at them cheerfully and greeted them.

"It's me, you bastards."
Mimicking a popular apology letter format, I greeted them.
Their expressions changed to ones of anger as they looked at me.
Seeing this, I was about to draw my sword to show off a bit, but Regina spoke first.

"...What brings you here?"

I answered rather shamelessly.

"I came to cheer you on?"
"......"

Regina tightly gripped the pen she was holding, closed her eyes, and then spoke in a surprisingly calm voice.

"...I'm sorry, but I need to talk for a moment. Everyone inside, please step out."

Then she gestured for me to enter her office and went inside.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly and followed her in.

Once inside, the first thing I heard was:

"...What do you want?"

She was asking about my demands.
As I silently approached Regina in response to her somewhat arrogant question, she began to tremble all over, perhaps because the fear I had instilled in her was resurfacing.

It felt like watching a small, frightened animal.
Looking at her, I was tempted to stab her with my sword again, but...

*For the sake of achievements at least.*

Deciding to be patient for now, I sat down on a nearby chair and said:

"What I want? Nothing in particular. I really came to cheer you on, wishing you well."

At those words, Regina narrowed her eyes and looked at me.
In response, I smiled slightly and told her:

"Oh, and one more thing. That new Magic Chief Instructor Esik who recently arrived? I heard he's plotting to kill you."

At this, Regina made a face that showed she couldn't understand at all.
I threw her another piece of information:

"I heard he figured out that you killed Erie."

At this, Regina exclaimed somewhat angrily:

"That wasn't me who killed her, it was you...!"

Before Regina could finish, I got up from my seat, grabbed her shoulders, and said:

"I did what?"

The moment I grabbed her shoulders, Regina's face turned pale and her teeth chattered.
Looking at her, I whispered briefly:

"Let me tell you something since you seem to misunderstand. The reason I'm keeping you alive isn't because you're valuable or someone who shouldn't be killed."
"......"
"I'm just keeping you alive because I thought it would be fun."

Honestly, this is a lie.
I kept her alive to pin all the problems on her, not for fun.
But seeing no need to tell the truth, I spoke this way, and Regina responded tearfully:

"O-okay, I get it... just stop."

Where did that proud and confident demeanor she usually showed go?
Looking at Regina, who had crumbled in fear, I smiled brightly.
Calmly stroking her hair, I told her:

"So I'd like you to do as I want before I change my mind, okay?"

Regina nodded, unable to resist even as her enemy stroked her hair.
Looking at her, I now dangled a small hope, a carrot:

"And who knows. If you listen well and follow me well, I might let you go."
"...Let me go?"
"Yes, if you do well."

A single hope offered in a situation filled with darkness.
Regina stared blankly at this hope.
Waving it tantalizingly before her, I continued:

"Anyway, I hope you get elected in this election. I'll be cheering for you."

After indirectly telling her to make sure she gets elected, Regina wiped her tears and said to me:

"...It's not difficult. I'll be elected no matter what I do anyway."
"Really? That's good."

With those final words, I was about to leave when I threw one more brief question:

"I'm really curious about something. Why did you kill Erie?"

At those words, Regina closed her eyes tightly and told me:

"I didn't like her from the beginning."
"Really? Nothing else? Like, for example, pressure from the kingdom?"

At those words, Regina seemed to realize what I wanted.
She bit her lip slightly, hesitated, and then slowly opened her mouth:

"You're right... there was pressure from the kingdom too."
"Is that so?"
"......"

I left Regina, who couldn't speak anymore, and walked out of the club room.
Now that I had obtained everything I wanted, I took out a magic stone with a "recording function" from my pocket and decided to head to Esik next.

Ch.73 - Chairman Election 3
"Karina. Poor Karina. To survive, you must discard useless things. Even if that includes your mother."

Despite the passage of time, that curse-like whisper still echoed in her ears. Karina woke up in a cold sweat.

*This damned memory just won't leave me alone.*

It had been over ten years since she heard those words... Yet those final words her mother left before dying refused to leave her mind. She buried her face in her hands.

The approaching headache, her unsettled mind, and heightened senses—everything warned her that things weren't right. But with so many responsibilities piled up, she had no choice but to ignore it and get up.

*Come to think of it, isn't the student council election today?*

She was certain Regina had a high chance of winning... She'd heard it was tradition to personally meet and congratulate the new president.

*It won't matter anyway. Soon after the election, everything will become meaningless.*

There was no need to worry about such things. Rather than focusing on that, she decided to concentrate on her own duties. Looking out the window, she could see rain falling.

*...Rain.*

Perhaps because of her nightmare, the rain reminded her of the day the Hero died. That voice screaming and spewing curses. At the time, she thought his sacrifice was right... she sacrificed him to maintain everyone's sanity.

*Only after everything became futile did I realize what went wrong.*

Though she knew better than anyone that regretting past events was meaningless... an unidentifiable, intense pain kept stabbing at her heart, forcing her to remember.

*...Sacrifice. Sacrifice, huh.*

She let out a hollow laugh, thinking she couldn't understand anything anymore, when someone knocked on her door.

*At this hour?*

No matter how much her authority had diminished, for someone to knock on a princess's door at dawn, when she was alone...

*And judging by the knock without any announcement...*

It wasn't a maid but someone else intruding... This was puzzling.

*Did they sneak past the guards?*

That seemed impossible. After that incident, the number of guards had increased, making it nearly impossible for anyone to sneak in quietly. A sense of foreboding rose within her.

The rain outside had grown stronger, flowing in through the window with a loud sound.

With an odd feeling, she silently drew her sword and slowly approached the door. She kicked it open.

The smell of blood hit her, and she saw the same gift box she'd seen before placed in front of her.

"......"

The dark corridor and bloodstains faintly visible whenever lightning flashed. She couldn't even begin to guess what had happened.

But one thing was certain—this situation was definitely not good.

As she trembled momentarily from the fear and pain she'd felt before, the gift box moved, and something inside made a sound.

"Save... me..."

Frozen at the sight, Karina slowly opened the gift box with the tip of her sword.

"...Hah."

Inside was a mass of intertwined corpses. They were too mutilated to identify, but judging by their uniforms belonging to the 2nd Knight Caption and 2nd Magic Division, they were likely the guards who had been protecting this place.

*...How?*

Before anger, what rose first was emptiness, helplessness, and bewilderment. These were elites who had followed elite paths since childhood, with skills to match their reputation.

She couldn't understand how someone had "silently" dealt with all of them and placed them here.

Moreover, she wasn't an ordinary person but a Sword Saint who had spent years on battlefields. She should have noticed even the slightest mana fluctuation or suspicious presence.

*Have I grown dull? No... that can't be. The instincts I honed over years on the battlefield couldn't have dulled in just a few months.*

That meant someone had used some method to block her senses. As she smiled despairingly at the incomprehensible situation, she heard screams from afar. It seemed a maid coming to wake her had discovered this.

"Y-Your Highness!"

Concerned for her safety, the maid bravely rushed in, but upon facing the gruesome scene, she couldn't hold back and began to retch. Karina left the retching maid behind and went outside.

The rain was pouring heavily enough to soak her entire body instantly. Out there, she could sense divine power faintly spread around. She didn't know who had done this, but...

*I will definitely...*

She gritted her teeth, thinking she would return the pain she felt in equal measure.

* * * * *

I watched Karina's frustrated figure from afar while eating snacks. I thought watching this in person was indeed more entertaining, when a curious thought crossed my mind.

*By the way, isn't Karina too weak for a Sword Saint?*

She was strong, certainly, but not strong enough to be called a Sword Saint. Of course, I didn't know exactly what the standards for a Sword Saint were in this world, so I couldn't jump to conclusions...

But even considering that, she didn't seem to be at that level.

*Well, it doesn't matter.*

What mattered was getting revenge on Karina. So I decided to put aside useless thoughts and focus on the first step of my revenge.

*Ah, but I should finish watching first.*

The despair of an enemy was always refreshing to see. As I calmly observed and enjoyed Karina's despair, Miria approached from behind, shaking off the rain.

"...How on earth did you manage to silently kill all of the Second Princess's guards like that?"

Since I hadn't explained the method in detail before executing it, she seemed curious about how I'd accomplished it.

"It's simple. Even living people become quiet when put into subspace. So I snuck in, put them one by one into subspace, went outside briefly, killed them all, and then..."

All I had to do was put them in the gift box and leave it there. I chose a very simple and straightforward method.

"...Oh."

Hearing this, Miria nodded with a surprised voice, and I decided it was time to execute the plan and stood up.

"Shall we begin then?"

At those words, Miria nodded with a somewhat tense expression.

* * *

At 9 AM, everywhere became noisy, and a loud voice was heard.

"Everyone! Voting will take place here! Please write down your student number and department, then line up here in order!"

The voice announced the start of voting. Students scattered around gathered at the polling station and began receiving their ballots.

Looking at this, I decided to start the terror I had been eagerly anticipating.

*Well then, let's start with...*

Naturally, a corpse golem with strong impact. After declaring my territory, I summoned the large corpse golem I had created last night near the polling station and gave a brief order.

*Smash all the buildings.*

At that command, the golem let out a strange cry of "GRWOOOAR!" and swung its fist made of corpses at the Academy.

CRASH!

Normally, the golem's attack should have been deflected by the protective magic on the Academy, but due to the nature of my divine power, which devours mana, all protective spells were broken, allowing direct damage to the Academy buildings.

"KYAAAAAAAH!"

As the building collapsed, Miria let out a loud scream as planned.

*A high-pitched scream not only carries far but also raises the fear and tension of those nearby.*

It was perfectly suitable as a signal to start. When Miria screamed, the surrounding students all looked at her simultaneously, and Miria screamed again with perfect timing.

"Monster... it's a monster!"

Along with those words came a shadow. Seeing the corpse golem, large enough to cover the Academy buildings, move its body, the students froze, unable to think of resisting or fleeing.

"Corpses...? No, a golem? What is that?"
"Save... save me please... Call the instructor!"
"Wake up, you idiots! Run away quickly!"

As I happily watched the place filled with despair and fear, I decided it was time to move to the next phase and signaled Miria. Seeing this, Miria quickly delivered her next line.

"Everyone, it's okay! The Second Princess is here... the Second Princess will protect us!"

At those words, the commotion around subsided slightly. If it was the Second Princess Karina, known as the Sword Saint and a member of the Demon King subjugation party, a war hero—she could surely defeat that corpse golem.

So everyone desperately searched for Karina, hoping she would quickly deal with the corpse golem. But even as time passed, Karina showed no sign of appearing.

Fear mixed with confusion, and the spreading chaos turned into individual thoughts and doubts.

As the doubts blooming everywhere gradually grew, I approached and loudly said what they wanted to hear.

"Could it be that the Second Princess has run away?"

At those words, everyone began to murmur, and watching this, I struggled to hold back my laughter and added a short remark.

"Damn... that coward."

Some tried to hold me accountable for my words, but the rumor that the Second Princess had abandoned the students and fled for her own safety spread even faster.

Ch.74 - Ta-da!
# The Second Princess's Escape

Originally, no one would have complained about a royal family member escaping. But perhaps because of her position as the person in charge here and the achievements she had built as a Sword Saint...

*Fled not for safety, but abandoned and ran away.*

This thought began to spread among the students.

*Well, it's understandable in a way. In this situation, the only person they thought could save them is nowhere to be seen and has essentially run away.*

In other words, their only hope had abandoned them.
I smiled as I watched how someone who should have been the highest priority for protection had transformed into someone who needed to be at the forefront of battle.

*Everyone's trash, without exception.*

I quite liked that attitude—not caring about anything as long as one's own life could be preserved.
I ordered the corpse golem to rampage more spectacularly and decided to move on to the next phase.

*Now for the next part.*

After summoning a sacred domain in a small area earlier, I now expanded it significantly, making it large enough to envelop everyone here.
Then I fully activated it, pressing down on everyone inside with divine power.

"Arghhhh!"
"Kyaaak!"
"Help, help me!"

Since all of this was meant to build resentment toward the Second Princess,
I controlled the pressure so they wouldn't die or faint as I pressed down on them.

Soon, screams erupted from all directions.
I listened to them with satisfaction, using divine power to eliminate their mana.
Eventually, even the screams stopped, and as I looked around at the now-silent surroundings, I opened a subspace.

*Well then.*

It was time to start the highlight of this operation.
I pulled Bishop Rea out from inside and forced a gag into her mouth.
Of course, screams would still be heard nearby, but since I planned to conduct everything while standing on the corpse golem, it didn't matter much.

So I slowly climbed onto the corpse golem with the struggling Rea, infused divine power into my voice, and shouted loudly.

"Second Princess Karina! If you come out right now, I'll spare these people's lives!"
"Mmph! Mmmmph!"

Ignoring Rea's struggles beside me, I shouted, making it seem like Karina was responsible for all this.
I posed a question to those who still supported her:
*Will you continue to support someone who won't come out even when your lives are at stake?*

Of course, they wouldn't immediately harbor resentment and malice toward Karina from this one incident.
But it would plant seeds of doubt deep in their hearts.

*That's enough.*

The emergence of doubt meant a high probability of constraints on all actions.
Those constraints could slow down all future progress.
I stimulated this further, emphasizing that Karina had abandoned them.

"Did she run away to save herself? Ha... what a worm."

Of course, there was a critical weakness in this whole situation.
If Karina rushed out and confronted the corpse golem, the atmosphere I had carefully created would completely disappear.

That is, if Karina came out.

Since I had already terrorized Karina at dawn,
I had already guided Karina's faction to evacuate to a safe place.
I didn't know how far they'd gone, but this alone would delay the news reaching her.

*Even if she does hear about this...*

Those guarding her would likely think this situation itself was a trap to lure Karina out.
Whatever choice they made, the decision would inevitably be delayed.

*Of course, I can't be 100% certain she won't come.*

I needed to keep the threats moderate and proceed with the plan.
Having decided this, I moved on to the final highlight.
I gave a signal to Miria nearby, indicating it was time to wrap things up.
Seeing this, Miria nodded and shouted loudly.

"Fi... First Princess Charlotte! Princess Charlotte has come to save us!"

Everyone flinched at that cry.
While even the Sword Saint, Second Princess Karina, had fled, the First Princess, who wasn't even close to being a Sword Saint, had come to save them?

This fact made them think various thoughts,
but the common emotion they all felt was a tiny glimmer of hope.

*Of course, it's so small it's barely visible.*

No one seemed to think that the First Princess, who was merely at a student's level, could defeat that massive corpse golem.
They were still just struggling in fear, trying to find a way to save themselves.

*Well then, shall we begin?*

I decided to transfer all the reputation I had stripped from Karina to Charlotte.
I signaled Charlotte and began to "pretend to fight."

*There's no need to actually fight anyway.*

Most people were lying face down and couldn't see well, so they'd be fooled even if we just pretended to fight.
However, since someone might be watching from afar, we still had to make it look convincing.

I unleashed divine power everywhere, avoiding Charlotte, and demolished all the buildings.
Charlotte pointed her sword at me and shouted.

"As long as I'm here, you'll never harm these people!"

A somewhat awkward textbook-reading tone.
If listened to critically, no one would think this voice came from the heart.
But after being suppressed by divine power and filled with the fear of imminent death, no one was questioning it.

I could barely contain my laughter at Charlotte's awkward acting.
Trying hard to think of something sad, I said to her:

"Oh really? Someone like you? Consumed by your royal status, you really think you're something... pay for that arrogance with your death!"

I resolved to prevent Miria from writing scripts in the future.
Then I ordered the corpse golem to demolish the surrounding buildings.

It was a bit of a shame about the buildings.
But they weren't mine, and they had nothing to do with me.
So I decided to just destroy everything and waved my hands around.

BOOM! CRASH! KABOOM!

Explosions erupted from all directions.
Due to its size, even a light swing of the corpse golem's hand caused vibrations everywhere and loud explosions.
I was admiring this when Charlotte climbed up onto the corpse golem and said to me:

"... Aren't you destroying too much?"
"We need to destroy this much. They'll think we fought intensely, right?"
"Even so, this seems excessive... Ah, whatever. So now I just need to cut down the corpse golem?"
"Yes, yes. Just cut it down after a little more time."
"Then I'll pretend to run away for a bit and come back up."
"Yes."

I waved my hand, meaning she should suffer a bit more.
Charlotte sighed and went down.

*Good.*

I was excited to see how much Charlotte would rise and Karina would fall because of this incident.
As I was waiting for this to end quickly,
an unexpected person appeared in the distance.

*That was faster than expected?*

The one who appeared was none other than Second Princess Karina.
Karina noticed our presence, gritted her teeth, and glared at me.
I briefly considered behind my mask.

*Ah, that's how I'll do it.*

Coming up with a good method, I ordered the corpse golem.

*Stop destroying buildings. Attack the Second Princess first.*

Sad for the Second Princess, but
most people's attention and interest were already focused on the First Princess.
So if we defeated the Second Princess before they noticed her presence, there wouldn't be any problems.

*Even if they do notice,*

If we staged the corpse golem's defeat after the Second Princess fell, it could yield even better results than before.
So what mattered now was:

*Beating Karina.*

Having decided this, I drew my sword,
put Rea into the subspace, and rushed toward Karina.

When Karina saw me approaching at high speed, she swung her sword and sent a blade aura at me.
I easily deflected it and said to her:

"Are you really the Sword Saint?"

At that sincere question,
Karina gritted her teeth as if her sore spot had been touched, then unleashed an even more powerful blade aura and shouted at me.

"You talk too much..."
"Isn't that better for you? If I didn't talk, you'd be down in one second."

As I deliberately provoked her,
Karina, unable to contain herself any longer, ordered her guards to kill me and said:

"I'll make sure you don't die easily."
"If you can catch me, that is."

I fully activated my sacred domain to press them down,
then quickly beheaded those rushing at me from the side.

*Slower than I thought.*

I wasn't sure if it was because they were in the sacred domain and their speed was greatly reduced,
but seeing them die without even being able to react to my movements, I clicked my tongue and said to Karina:

"By the way, did you like my gift?"

At those words, Karina momentarily froze,
then unleashed her mana as if pouring out everything in her body and said briefly:

"... It was you."
"Oh, you just figured it out? Don't people often tell you that you're not very perceptive?"

At that taunt,
she immediately rushed at me and swung her sword.

*She is certainly fast.*

Karina approached at a speed that made it unfair to compare her to the guard personnel beside her, swinging her sword.
Of course, that was fast in comparison.
For me, it wasn't a difficult speed to avoid, so I easily deflected it.
Then I stabbed my sword into her lower abdomen.

Squelch.

The sound of metal piercing flesh spread around, giving me a strange satisfaction.
Thinking that I was feeling a sense of accomplishment from doing this often, I said to Karina, who was looking at me with an expression of disbelief:

"Weaker than I thought."

It seemed foolish that I had leveled up to beat her.
Finding this one strike woefully insufficient, I pulled out my sword and stabbed it into her thigh, saying:

"And more boring than I thought."

Rea would scream every time I stabbed her.
But Karina gritted her teeth and endured, making only a "Kugh" sound without screaming.
Finding this reaction boring, I pondered before coming up with a good idea.

"Ah, I forgot to introduce myself."

At that unexpected statement, Karina spat blood at me.
I avoided it, slowly removed my mask and ring,
and then, smiling as brightly as possible like Lucia often did for me, I said to her:

"Ta-da! I'm the Hero you love so much."

Ch.75 - Let's Live Together.
"Ta-da! It's the hero you like."

At my brief words, Karina freezes as if time has stopped just for her.
This must be what it feels like when someone turns deathly pale.
I speak to Karina, who stares at me blankly, unable to say a word.

"Did you miss me? Because I fucking missed you."

At those words, Karina seems to finally come to her senses and tries to say something.
But before she can, I lightly slash at her body and say:

"What? Were you going to say something like 'I killed you because you were useless'? That kind of thing?"
"Ugh... that's not it...!"
"Then what is it?"

I ask with a smile.
In response, Karina tries to say something, but I can see she can't really make excuses.
She's lived her entire life trapped in the mindset I just described.

"See? That's exactly what you were thinking."

I sneer, kick Karina in the stomach to knock her down,
shove her into the mud, and press my foot firmly on her forehead, soaking her entire head in muddy water.
Seeing this, I speak to Karina, who still hasn't regained her composure.

"You know what? Until recently, I was acting solely out of a desire for revenge against you all... but now things have changed."

Even with her face being stepped on, she seems to hear my voice.
She raises her trembling hands upward in response to my words.
I drive my sword through the back of her raised hand and continue:

"Now, instead of revenge, I just find it fun to torment you."
"Nngh... ugh."
"See? Even now, it's quite entertaining."

I've heard people say that after getting revenge, you feel empty.
Of course, everyone's different, so that might apply to some people, but...

*In my case.*

Satisfaction outweighed any emptiness.
If I succeeded in my revenge, I wouldn't fall into depression or anything like that.
No, I might even celebrate with a festival.

*That's why.*

I hoped Karina would struggle more against me.
That way, I could torment her more thoroughly.

*Now, what should I do?*

I continued pressing my foot down on Karina's head while pondering.
Since we've met like this, it wouldn't be bad to take her away and vent my feelings, or maybe it wouldn't be bad to just let her go and watch her fall apart.

As I watched the dark brown soil turning crimson red,
I crouched down and spoke to Karina, who was lying face down like a dying fish.

"What should I do with you?"

Being called the Sword Saint, she must not have passed out yet.
Hearing my words, she trembled and tried to get up.
Watching this, I came to a conclusion.

"Right, come to think of it, we've known each other for so long. It would be too cold to just let you go. So let's..."

I drove my sword into her still-unwounded forearm and said:

"Since we've met, let's have some fun catching up."
"Nngh! Ugh..."

Karina seems to like my proposal, as she flaps her body in response, showing her agreement.
I'm glad Karina agrees with me, and I decide to release all my pent-up feelings as I raise my sword again.

* * *

*
- If you're trash, act like trash. Fulfill your role.

Back when I was being dragged around, whenever I resisted due to pain or did something that displeased her,
Karina would grab my neck just below the collar and choke me until I was nearly dead.

That sensation of being unable to breathe, becoming disoriented,
mixed with the feeling of resentment echoing throughout my body.

Whenever I vomited or screamed in pain from such torture,
Karina would smile with satisfaction as if she had done her job and say:

- That's the look that suits you. Don't forget it.

Then she would throw me to the ground and leave.

Surrounded by nearby garbage and the acidic vomit flowing on the floor,
I would spit out the sour stomach acid that stung my mouth and collapse.
Whether it was because I hadn't eaten properly for days or because I was overwhelmed by unbearable resentment, I simply couldn't move.

*Fuck.*

As I coughed and muttered this curse that I had already repeated thousands of times,
Daisy, who had been watching, approached me with a contemptuous expression and said:

"You're truly disgusting. If I were you, I would have just killed myself. Why are you even still alive?"

Then she left as if she didn't care, and I had one thought:

*Suicide...*

Since I, bound by the collar around my neck, had no way to take revenge on them,
this thought led me to consider using it as a means of revenge.
So, clutching my pain-ridden body, I decided on the most cruel way to take revenge on them:

- To give them despair at the moment when they are happiest.
I waited for that moment to come as soon as possible.

*

... I laughed hollowly as I recalled what happened long ago.
Back then, I thought suicide was the ultimate revenge.
But now that I actually have the power for revenge, my thoughts have completely changed.

*Now, instead of thinking about revenge, my main thought is how to torment them as severely as possible.*

I wiped away the rainwater on my face as I looked at Karina, whose body was covered in stab wounds.
It was quite satisfying to see her flapping like a fish, soaked in pain.
I whispered softly to her:

"Thank you. Thanks to you all, I've discovered the joy of torture."
"... ugh... ngh."
"What? You're glad I'm enjoying it? Well, you're the one who taught me everything."

As I was deliberately provoking her with this one-sided conversation,
I realized that taunting someone who doesn't respond isn't much fun.
Deciding this was enough for now and wanting to move on to the next step, I grabbed Karina's head and lifted it.

*As much as I'd like to stab her more with my sword.*

She would really die if left like this.
It would be better to heal her or take her to Lucia.

*It would be a waste to kill her now.*

So I decided to play with her just a little... just for a very short while, and put Karina into my spatial storage as I stretched.

*This is fun.*

Thinking that it had been a long time since I felt this satisfied in this world, I decided to return to Lucia quickly,
and resolved to start wrapping up this matter.

*The first thing I need to do is stage a scene where Charlotte defeats the corpse golem.*

I ordered the corpse golem to lose to First Princess Charlotte,
and slowly moved forward to retrieve the Flower of Life embedded in the corpse golem.

* * *

Just facing the giant corpse golem alone would be a remarkable achievement.
But going beyond that to defeat the corpse golem would be an accomplishment worthy of being recorded in history.

*Moreover, if the Sword Saint fled and the First Princess, who is merely a student, accomplished this...*

The story would grow even bigger.
After the corpse golem fell, I approached Charlotte, who was still helping with the rescue of the injured, with a smile.

"Your Highness, you've done something impressive."

At my words, Charlotte, looking somewhat troubled, pressed her head and said to me:

"...Thanks to you."

As I smiled at her words, Charlotte glanced around cautiously, then approached me and said:

"Things have gotten bigger than I expected... but anyway, thank you for fulfilling my request."

Charlotte seemed embarrassed about expressing gratitude honestly and awkwardly averted her eyes as she thanked me.
I felt a strange feeling at her words and nodded.

"Anyway, if you ever need my help, just let me know. To be honest, I'm not sure if you'll ever need my help... but I'll help with whatever I can."

As Charlotte said, I didn't really have anything to ask for help with, so I was just about to nod and move on.
But suddenly, one thing I could ask for help with came to mind.

*Dormitory.*

When I was living alone, it wasn't a problem.
But not only did Miria and Lucia barge in,
recently Hana was born too, so I felt the need to move to a larger and better space.

*The aging dormitory has many inconveniences.*

So I decided to make this request to Charlotte.

*I guess my request would be something like asking for a spare room in the royal quarters?*

Of course, many would oppose a commoner like me entering such a place...
but with Charlotte's authority now at its peak, she could push it through.
Thinking it didn't matter much whether it worked out or not, I decided to ask.

*Well, if it doesn't work out, I can solve it with money.*

Since I couldn't build a building within the Academy, there would be the disadvantage of being farther from the dormitory or royal quarters.
But I could use a massive amount of money to buy land nearby and build a building, or purchase a commercial building or property, so I wasn't too worried.
I decided to casually bring it up:

"May I ask for a favor then?"

Charlotte seemed surprised that I would immediately make a request, but she nodded with a somewhat startled expression.
I briefly conveyed my request to her:

"Let's live together."

At those words, Charlotte gave me the most dumbfounded expression I'd ever seen from her.
Seeing that face, I immediately realized I had chosen my words poorly.

Ch.76 - Vulgar
Cohabitation.
In its dictionary meaning, it's a rather ordinary word that simply means living in the same house or room.
But when you hear this word from someone who isn't family, especially from someone of the opposite sex, its meaning becomes quite special.

"... Co-cohabitation? The kind I'm thinking of?"

I let out a light sigh as I looked at Charlotte, who appeared flustered with a dumbfounded expression.
It seemed the lingering excitement from earlier when I had dealt with Karina had made me careless with my words.

I tried to quickly open my mouth to correct myself to Charlotte, whose soul seemed to be gradually leaving her body.
But before I could, Charlotte:

"... I did agree to listen to whatever you asked within reason... but cohabitation? Surely not... in the same bed? Wait a minute... you even have a child! Well, of course, that child isn't exactly ordinary, but... still, making such an indecent proposal to a princess doesn't seem right... but then again, you did help me, so maybe I should hear you out..."

She suddenly started rambling at length, self-destructing in the process.
Feeling a slight headache coming on, I quickly corrected myself.

"Ah, not cohabitation—I meant I'd like a room nearby."

With that one sentence, Charlotte, who had been muttering incoherently, froze.
Then, blinking her eyes while looking at me,
she spoke calmly—or rather, with a face pretending to be calm.

"Oh, is that what you meant? You're asking for royal quarters?"
"Yes. If it's not possible, that's fine, but I have a lot to take care of, so I was wondering if I could get royal quarters if possible."

When I asked with a "no big deal if not" attitude,
contrary to my expectations, Charlotte surprisingly told me it was possible and added an explanation.

"It shouldn't be difficult. Except for the top-tier Heartrate rooms, the others can be used for guests, so I can lend you one of those."

It seems lending a room isn't as difficult as I thought.
I thanked her and made one more request.

"Also, could you make sure the staff can't enter my quarters?"

At those words, Charlotte seemed to imagine something strange again.
She froze once more and started rambling incoherently.

"We are... students. No matter how close we are or how much we want to connect, I think it's better to be discreet. Of course, I could turn a blind eye if you want, but wouldn't it be better to follow school rules?"

It was too obvious what kind of misunderstanding Charlotte was having for me to say I didn't understand what she meant.
Seeing this, I felt mischievous and decided to play along, pretending not to understand.

"Oh, would the princess like to come to my room to play too? It might be awkward at first, but you'll start feeling good soon, so it won't be bad."

At first, she might be startled because of Hana, but she'd gradually feel better due to Lucia's divine power.
I deliberately included elements that could be misunderstood.
Charlotte, losing her composure, waved both hands at me.

"... I-I'm sorry, but I don't think that's appropriate. No matter what, making such an indecent proposal to me, a princess, seems a bit much."

Looking at Charlotte who had taken the bait, I feigned confusion and replied.

"Huh? Indecent?"
"... What?"

Charlotte, seemingly realizing something was off, looked at me with a somewhat bewildered expression.
Inwardly laughing, I explained.

"I don't know what misunderstanding you have, but I meant you might be startled because of the baby, but you'd feel better due to Lucia's unique divine power... I think you misunderstood something else."

Once again, Charlotte's face went blank.
While teasing her was quite fun, I noticed attention starting to gather around us, so I decided it was best to wrap things up.
I decided to conclude appropriately and head back to the dormitory.

"Anyway, thank you. I have things to do, so I'll be going now."

With those words, I left Charlotte behind and headed toward the dormitory.
From behind, I heard an "Ah!" followed by the sight of Charlotte stomping on the innocent ground.
Seeing her venting her frustration, I smiled again and continued toward the dormitory.

* * *

Upon returning to the dormitory, the first to welcome me was Hana.
Hana clung to my legs, not minding that my pants were wet, and hugged them tightly as if not wanting to let go.
While calming Hana down, I called for Lucia.

"Do you have a towel?"
"I prepared one...!"

As I wiped off the rain with the towel Lucia gave me, I told her about my conversation with Charlotte.

"I'll be moving dormitories soon."

Hearing this sudden announcement about moving, Lucia made a silly "Huh?" sound and asked me again.
Looking at her, I added an explanation.

"This place has poor security, it's cramped, and it's messy. I think it would be better to move, especially for Hana's sake."
"Ah, that's true..."

Lucia didn't deny it, suggesting she had been thinking the same thing.
Seeing her reaction, I smiled wryly and continued.

"So I'm planning to move to the royal quarters nearby. Would you like to come too?"

Since I often wander around alone, I made this offer hoping for some help.
But Lucia seemed to interpret my proposal differently, as she suddenly flinched.

"... No, I mean, let me think about it for a moment! Just a moment!"

Then she ran off somewhere as if escaping.
Thinking she might have had a misunderstanding similar to Charlotte's, I decided to leave her alone until she calmed down and spoke to Hana.

"Aren't you cold?"

I asked, wondering why she was clinging to my rain-soaked pants, which must be cold.
Hana nodded her head vigorously and said to me.

"Yes. Love Daddy."

I was talking about the pants, not me.
I smiled awkwardly, then picked Hana up and asked.

"Is there anywhere you'd like to go?"

Since I promised to take her out, I asked this to decide where to go.
Hana just blinked and stared at me blankly.
Wondering why she was responding like that, I looked at her.

"Hana has never been outside, that's why," Lucia explained, with a somewhat excited expression.
Hearing this, I smiled bitterly and spoke to Hana with an apologetic tone.

"Then shall we go for a walk when the rain stops?"

When I made this suggestion to Hana, she fidgeted with her fingers and said to me.

"Really...?"

A face beaming with a pure white smile.
Looking at Hana, who was touching both my cheeks, I nodded, and Hana, seemingly very pleased with my promise, smiled broadly.

*Since it will take quite some time to find where the elves are anyway.*

I decided to focus on Hana in the meantime and play with her.
As I was stroking Hana's head with this decision in mind, Hana excitedly said to me.

"Daddy, look. I made this big thing today."

Then she held out a divine power fragment larger than the one she had shown me before and spoke.
When I checked what it was:

*-*
[Large Divine Power Fragment Created by the World Tree]
- When used, greatly increases training efficiency.
*-*

I saw a divine power fragment with better performance than before.
Holding back a laugh that was about to escape, I stroked Hana's head and praised her.

"Thank you, I'll use it well."

At my praise, Hana's eyes sparkled brightly.
Then she smiled, similar to Lucia, and nodded.
As I sat quietly looking at Hana in my arms, someone entered, completely soaked.

"... I'm back."

Wondering who it was, I checked and saw Miria.
I handed her a towel to signify "good job," and Miria received it with a sigh.

"Never thought I'd see the day I'd have to act..."

As I shook my head looking at her, Miria shook her head completely dry and said to me.

"So what happened with the Second Princess in the end?"

Having only instigated things without seeing the detailed outcome, she seemed curious about the result.
To Miria's question, I briefly replied, pointing to my spatial storage.

"I put her in here."
"... What?"

She clearly hadn't imagined I would stuff the princess into my spatial storage like I did with Bishop Rea.
Looking at me with a shocked expression, she eventually covered her face with both hands and said.

"My goodness... kidnapping a royal, and not just any royal but the Second Princess who's at the crossroads of inheriting the throne, and putting her in spatial storage. This is insane."
"You really have no filter in front of the child."
"No...! Well, you're not wrong, but no...!"

Miria, seemingly frustrated with the situation, just repeated "no" before eventually giving up and asking me.

"... Anyway, what are you going to do now? What do you plan to do with the Second Princess?"

I answered as if it were obvious.

"I need to have a little chat with her."
"A chat?"

I covered Hana's ears with both hands and said.

"Torture."
"... Ah."

Miria pressed her head as if a headache was coming on, then crossed her arms and asked me.

"Right now?"
"Not immediately. I'm planning to do it after we move dormitories."
"You're moving dormitories?"

Oh, I guess I hadn't told Miria yet.
I explained about the royal quarters I had secured from Charlotte.
Miria, sounding somewhat envious, said to me.

"That would definitely be better. It's spacious and quiet... Anyway, I understand. I'll go rest now."
"Ah, wait a moment."

I added one more request to Miria as she was about to leave.

"After you rest, could you gather some information about elves for me?"
"Elves? Haven't heard about them in a while. Alright, I'll look into it."
"Thanks."
"No problem."

Miria nodded, looking genuinely tired, and went back outside.
Watching her, I fell into thought for a moment.

*As soon as we move dormitories, I'll torture Karina to find out what the magic circle is and what she was trying to do.*

Thinking that I would finally discover what she was plotting, I decided to wait a little longer while touching Hana's cheeks.
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Esik looked at the hidden cavity beneath the Academy and let out a hollow laugh.
It was strange that something this large hadn't been discovered at the academic level.
What bothered him most was that the magic circle installed here was far from normal.

*A magic circle that sacrifices living beings to seal or bind someone...*

When a magic circle requires the sacrifice of multiple living beings, especially humans, it typically gains power several times stronger than its original potency.

*That's why normally, even small-scale magic circles with just a few sacrifices can achieve most objectives.*

But the magic circle spread before him now was not only among the three largest existing magic circles, but the traces of countless corpses piled up here made it impossible to guess what purpose it could possibly serve.

While he was carefully examining it and pondering its purpose, one of the investigation team members behind him blurted out something unexpected.

"Wow... Team Leader, this could seal even a Demon King, couldn't it?"
"...Demon King?"
"Yes. Something this scale could probably give one a good fight."

Demon King... indeed.
Certainly, as he said, something of this scale could be used against a Demon King without much issue.
However, there was one critical problem with the theory that it was made for the Demon King—its location.

*The Demon King would be in the Demon King's Castle. Why put something like this in the Academy?*

If the Demon King were to invade, he would first attack the royal capital, not bother with a distant academy.
So if they were going to build such a thing, it would make more sense to install it beneath the capital or at the frontlines.
He couldn't understand why it was placed here.

*Though it's an absurd assumption to begin with...*

Yet the idea that it was made for the Demon King kept lingering in his mind.
Perhaps being stuck in this bloody, enclosed space was making his thoughts rigid.
Just as he was about to step outside for some fresh air, he saw a group dressed in pristine white church robes walking in.

"Wait! Who are you people?"

One of the investigation team members tried to stop them.

"We're from the Church, so please don't be too cautious."

Upon hearing they were from the Church, which had recently been gaining significant influence, the investigator backed down without even trying to block them.
Seeing this, Esik thought the kingdom's authority had fallen to new lows as he looked at the person walking at the front.

*...Cardinal Zemen.*

A man who had risen to the highest position in the Church at a young age and was called its power player.
Rumors said that recently all decisions in the Church came from him, showing his tremendous influence within the organization.

*For such a big shot to visit a place like this without any prior notice...*

And not just anywhere, but a dark, damp underground chamber.
Realizing something was deeply entangled here, Esik decided to probe subtly, but Cardinal Zemen spoke first.

"Isn't it beautiful? Unfortunately, someone seems to have taken what was contained here... but thankfully, this magic circle remains."

Beautiful? This blood-soaked cavity?
Frowning at this sentiment, which seemed beyond a mere difference in values and made him question if the man was even human, Esik saw Cardinal Zemen smile at him with a pristine white grin.

"Second Archmage Esik. Learning information beyond your station only brings responsibility. So rather than digging further, I suggest you focus on your primary duties."

Even he, a candidate for the next Grand Magician and the next head of the magical noble house of Rurushié, was being told that merely knowing about this was "beyond his station"...

*No matter how powerful the Church has become, this crosses the line.*

With discontent already building among the kingdom's key figures over the Church's recent aggressive attitude, it seemed the breaking point was near.
Esik thought this moment might be that breaking point and opened his mouth.

"Aren't you being quite arrogant, Cardinal?"
"Arrogant... haha. Perhaps. However, there was no lie in what I said. The moment you learn the truth, you must bear the appropriate responsibility."
"I'll be the judge of that."
"Is that so? Then I won't stop you."

With those words and a smile, he raised his hand, signaling to the holy knights behind him.

*I can't believe he's actually going to try to kill me.*

Seeing this, Esik could only smile bitterly as he pulled out his grimoire.
It showed clearly how much he was being looked down upon.

*Though it doesn't suit my usual temperament...*

But he couldn't just submit.
As he emitted intense blue mana from himself, he spoke to the investigators and mages watching from behind.

"As of this moment, I command all Second Archmages to eliminate them."

The powerful mana resonance spread in all directions, causing cracks throughout the cavity.
An overwhelming wave of mana.
Feeling this wave, he decided to show why he, not the First Archmage, was called the next Grand Magician candidate.

* * * * *

[You have been assigned to the 2nd Grade Royal Dormitory - Melphist as of this time. Please relocate to said dormitory.]

I couldn't hide my surprise at the notification I received the next day.
Honestly, I thought it would take at least a few days to be assigned to a royal dormitory.

*Especially since they're putting a commoner in a royal dormitory.*

I expected strong opposition would delay things for days.
I never imagined it would be approved the day after it was mentioned.
Thinking that Charlotte's handling of matters was impressively swift, I told Lucia and Miria.

"As I said yesterday, I'm moving. Help me with the luggage."

Miria was the first to respond.

"Why move the luggage yourself? They'll move everything for you anyway, and you have dimensional storage too."
"Oh, right."

Since I had no experience with this, I just nodded, and Miria looked back and forth between me and Hana.

"However... Hana will need to be kept hidden. It's strange enough for a baby to be wandering around the academy."
"That's true."

I nodded while stroking the still-sleeping Hana's head, and Lucia confidently told us:

"Don't worry about that...! I'll take care of Hana."
"You, Lucia?"
"Yes!"

Does she have some method in mind?
Since she offered, I decided to trust her.

"Then let's go take a look at the place, see how nice it is."

I saw the others nod and immediately headed there.

*

The location wasn't as far as I expected.
It only took about 10 minutes on foot.
I couldn't help but laugh when I saw the royal dormitory, which was at least twice the size of the dormitory where I had been living.

*I didn't know the difference would be this big.*

Of course, comparing the lowest-grade dormitory assigned to commoners with the highest-grade royal dormitory was nonsensical.
Still, I never imagined the gap would be this large as I entered.

*It's luxurious.*

Decorative items so lavish it seemed like all the Academy's resources had been poured into this place lined the hallway from the entrance to the end.
Usually, such extravagant decorations would seem excessive, but thanks to their thoughtful arrangement, they appeared beautiful rather than overwhelming.

As I was looking around, someone who appeared to be the dormitory's butler approached and greeted me politely.

"I've been informed. I am Peke, and I will be managing and attending to Jung Hyun's dormitory from now on."

There had been a caretaker at my previous dormitory too, but due to staff shortages, they were essentially neglectful, so I never ran into them.
Here, however, he immediately came to greet me.
As I returned his greeting and pondered for a moment, Peke handed me a dormitory use authorization form.

"If you could fill out this document, I will handle the rest of the procedures. If you have any special requests or needs..."

Excessive kindness and attention are actually poison to me.
I filled out the form and told him my requirements.

"Could you leave me alone?"
"Pardon?"
"No cleaning or management of the dormitory, and..."

With each request I made, Peke looked at me with an increasingly blank expression.
Well, I suppose he's never encountered a student like me before.
But since these were non-negotiable points for me, I emphasized them firmly, and Peke reluctantly nodded.

"...I understand. I'll relay this to the dormitory management."

I thought he would refuse, but surprisingly it seemed to work.
If they later say it's not possible, I'll either protest or decide to live elsewhere.
I followed Peke to the room he guided me to.

*Oh.*

It was too spacious to be called just a room.
It looked at least ten times larger than my previous room.
While looking around, I asked Peke a curious question.

"Is the soundproofing good here?"
"Soundproofing...? There's a soundproofing spell installed, so unless the door is opened, no sound will leak out, but..."
"Ah, that's good then."
"...Pardon?"

I didn't answer his question and just smiled as I bid him farewell.

"Thank you for showing me around."
"Yes. If you need anything, please call anytime."

I nodded and closed all the doors as soon as Peke left.
I needed to test the soundproofing and catch up on some overdue business.
After looking around, I found the bathroom, which would be easy to clean, and decided to continue my interrogation there.

*So when Lucia arrives...*

I stretched, deciding to have an honest conversation with Karina.
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That evening, after completing all the procedures and moving all the luggage, Lucia, along with Hana and Miria, arrived at the lodging together.
The two of them unpacked their things while looking around and sharing their impressions.

"The dormitory is amazing...! I don't think I've ever seen such nice accommodations before."
"Yeah, it's definitely nice, probably because it's royal quarters. But Lucia, weren't you a Saintess? Don't they assign good accommodations to Saintesses, even if the interior style is different?"
"I, I'm... a bit different."
"Different how?"
"It's a secret...!"

I calmed the two of them down as they chattered among themselves and said:

"Let's save the small talk for later. Miria, can you watch Hana for a moment? I need to do something with Lucia."
"Need to do something? Oh... the Second Princess? Got it. I'll keep an eye on her."

True to her quick-wittedness, Miria immediately understood what I wanted and agreed to help. Hearing this, I gestured to Lucia.

"Thanks, I appreciate it."
"Huh? Okay. But why are we going to the bathroom...?"
"I need Divine Power."

At the mention of needing Divine Power, Lucia flinched. Then, her whole body trembled as she spoke to me.

"S-sure, my Divine Power is quite strong...! But isn't this too sudden! Of course, if Jung Hyun wants it, then..."

I grabbed the cheek of Lucia, who seemed to be misunderstanding something strange, pulled her into the bathroom, and firmly closed the door.

*

'Now then, shall we begin?'

After installing sound-blocking artifacts I had received from Miria throughout the bathroom to prevent any possible accidents, I took out Karina from my spatial storage.

"Ugh..."

When I roughly threw her into the bathtub, she let out a painful groan and squirmed like a loach. Watching the mud and blood mix and dirty the antique bathtub, I asked Lucia:

"Should we heal her first and then clean her? Or clean her first and then heal her?"

At my question, Lucia looked at Karina with an anxious expression.

"Cleaning her first and then healing would be more painful..."

She offered her candid advice in a caring voice. I decided to accept it and roughly turned on the water to wash off the mud covering Karina, then said to Lucia:

"Heal."
"Yes...!"

Vast Divine Power. As I watched all this Divine Power flow into Karina, I drew my sword. There were many things I really wanted to ask her.

"Ugh... stop..."

I calmly asked my question while listening to Karina's painful groans.

"I won't ask for long. What exactly is the kingdom hiding?"

I deliberately asked a vague, abstract question rather than a detailed one. Starting with abstract questions like this allowed me to obtain unexpected information as well.

'Of course, the reliability will be lower.'

Since the reliability would naturally increase by continuing the torture and repeating questions, I decided to do so and lightly placed my sword against her forearm.

"......"

When the cold metal touched her arm, Karina shrank back slightly as if goosebumps were rising all over her body. However, as if her pride as the Second Princess wouldn't allow her to be completely consumed by fear, she used a rougher tone than usual to shake off her fear.

"...Ugh... Just because you torture me like this... doesn't mean I'll tell you the truth...!"
"What are you saying? You won't talk? Then."

The moment Karina said she wouldn't speak, I cut her off mid-sentence and stabbed my sword into her forearm.

"AAAAGH!"

A loud scream echoed at that moment. Hearing this, I wiped the blood from my sword on Karina and calmly smiled.

"...I've been thinking. I don't really need to hear this from you. It's not my business what the kingdom is hiding."
"...T-that's."
"So I think I'll just return what you did to me before. So..."

This time I thrust my sword into her thigh and said to Karina:

"So just don't say anything. Got it?"

Another scream burst forth. After listening to her screams for a while, I decided I didn't want to hear any more, so I put a gag on Karina that I had prepared in advance and decided to begin the torture in earnest.

*

Since fear dulls with repetition, it was necessary to provide new and fresh fear if possible.

'So rather than causing pain in the same way.'

Since it was better to torment the other person in various ways, I decided to target Karina's weakness first.

'Karina's weakness.'

Or perhaps it would be more accurate to call it her sore spot rather than a weakness. I smiled at Karina, who was leaning against the bathtub exhausted, and said:

"I brought a friend for you."

Despite my surprise gift, Karina seemed to lack even the energy to respond, lying limply without saying a word. Looking at her like that, I wondered if she would still remain unresponsive when she saw the visitor coming in, and brought in the special guest for this torture session, "First Princess Charlotte."

"Ugh... y-you!"

True to being Karina's sore spot, as soon as I brought Charlotte in, Karina twisted her body as if struggling. I silently watched Karina thrashing like a loach for a while, then deliberately asked Charlotte loudly enough for Karina to hear:

"How is it, Your Highness? Isn't she quite hideous?"

At my question, Charlotte frowned, unaccustomed to the smell of blood, but tried to act calm and spoke to me as if looking at garbage:

"Indeed, she's quite... filthy. Is it because she's the child of a concubine with no pedigree?"

At that brief remark, Karina tried to get up again while struggling, but due to her many wounds and the fact that her mana had been completely eliminated by Divine Power, she couldn't even stand properly and collapsed back down.

"......"

Seeing this, Charlotte seemed uncomfortable and tried to turn her head away, but as if reminding herself that this was something she had to endure, she bit her lip and forced herself to look at Karina again.

'Well, they are sisters after all.'

Of course, I wouldn't show any consideration for Karina because of that.

Anyway, I deliberately maintained this situation quietly so that Karina would feel this humiliation more keenly, and when her entire body was trembling uncontrollably, I slowly approached her and whispered with a bright smile:

"I agree that useless things should be discarded. It's the only way to survive."

At those words, Karina tried to say something, but before she could, I whispered what she least wanted to hear:

"So I was thinking, the first thing that should be discarded from the royal family is... you, the only one with impure blood mixed in, isn't it? You only create seeds of discord without any benefit."

Impure blood. This was Karina's greatest sore spot and the fundamental reason why she hated the First Princess Charlotte. It was the main reason she joined the hero's party and her obsession with succession to the throne.

As I gently prodded at this, Karina had another fit as if she could no longer bear it. I stabbed her with my sword to calm her down, then calmly continued:

"So I'm saying, wouldn't the kingdom actually be happy if you disappeared? They could get rid of useless trash that only causes unnecessary discord."

As I methodically told her what she least wanted to hear, her face, which had been contorted with pain, gradually changed to despair. Watching this, I thought about memories from the past surfacing and said to Lucia:

"Heal."

Looking at her healing body, I decided to return the memories of that day, which still come to me as nightmares, and signaled the beginning of a long torture session.

* * * * *

Where does human darkness come from?
It comes from deficiency, Karina thought.

With indescribable pain in her thighs, forearms, and the backs of her hands, she was beyond tears, but what troubled her more than that was each and every word from the hero.

'How... how does the hero know that fact?'

How did he come to know that impure blood flowed through her veins? This brief contemplation was immediately resolved when she saw Charlotte standing beside her. It was clear that all of this was created by Charlotte, that disgusting bitch.

'That dog of a woman...'

Anger and disgust welled up enough to make her blood rush through her entire body, but her condition was so terrible that no matter how much she struggled, she couldn't do anything.

The continuous pain and humiliation, along with the helplessness of not being able to do anything—these indescribable, complex emotions mixed throughout her body, and when she was vomiting, one of the thoughts she had been hiding suddenly popped up with the acidic gastric juices:

- If only her mother had been of noble blood rather than a lowly commoner, she wouldn't have suffered such humiliation in the first place.

Yes, the beliefs her mother had instilled in her were not those of someone noble, but rather those of someone who had to climb up from the bottom. Wasn't it because of those beliefs that she always had to play the villain? So all of this was not her fault but her mother's...

Her thoughts became increasingly tangled midway. It seemed the pain and mental shock were so great that she couldn't even make proper judgments. She tried hard to calm her mind to find an answer to this, but:

"AAAAGH!"

Due to the continuous pain, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't untangle her thoughts. As her body gradually became covered in blood and her mind grew hazy, the emotion that emerged clearly was a sense of injustice.

If only she had been born with noble blood.
If only she hadn't been taught those beliefs.
If only the First Princess Charlotte didn't exist...

The thought that things wouldn't have turned out this way. Because all these feelings were so unfair, she conveyed them to the hero looking down at her:

"I haven't done... anything wrong. Everything was... created by others... so please stop..."
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I couldn't help but laugh at Karina's single statement that she had done nothing wrong.
If she had shown remorse and begged for my forgiveness, I would have felt disgust rather than satisfaction.

*How fortunate. Karina is consistently garbage.*

Thinking I couldn't possibly stop laughing, I deliberately turned around and pretended to contemplate for a moment. Once my laughter subsided, I slowly turned back and spoke.

"Really? What's so unfair?"

Like a counselor listening to a client, I asked rather kindly what she found so unfair. Karina, as if she had been waiting for this opportunity, began to lay out the story of her birth.

"All of this is because of my mother's filthy bloodline and First Princess Charlotte!"

At those words, Charlotte looked over with an expression of disbelief, but I gestured to her that everything was fine and said to Karina:

"...Well, you're not wrong. Those two reasons are major factors in how broken you've become."

When I suddenly agreed with her, Karina looked puzzled, yet showed relief and satisfaction that I finally seemed to understand her.

*Does she actually believe this?*

Although I was acting to make her misunderstand, I didn't expect her to actually show signs of believing me.

*Honestly, it doesn't make any sense.*

How could someone who was torturing her just moments ago suddenly switch sides with just a few words, saying "You might be right"? Especially when it wasn't even a threat or proposal, just pointless complaints about unfairness.

*...This can only mean one thing.*

Karina wasn't capable of rational thought right now. Realizing this, I decided to slightly alter my original plan of torturing her and then letting her go. Having made this decision, I gestured with my hand and spoke with feigned seriousness.

"Charlotte and Lucia, please step outside for a moment."

Lucia seemed to have guessed what I was planning and quickly took Charlotte outside. Charlotte, still not understanding until the very end, was dragged out by Lucia with a dumbfounded expression. Looking around the now quiet bathroom, I spoke calmly.

"Now we can have an honest conversation."

The blood-soaked bathtub and Karina with her cruel injuries. Looking between them, I wiped the blood from Karina's cheek and said:

"Would you mind repeating what you said earlier?"

As I wiped away the blood, it spread even more, covering her entire cheek, spreading too widely to be concealed. Seeing this, Karina spoke to me with a trembling voice.

"Yes... all of this is the fault of my mother with her commoner blood and... Charlotte who drove me into a corner! If it weren't for those two, I wouldn't have done anything wrong to you!"

She repeated the same words, emphasizing multiple times that she had done nothing wrong. I struggled to hold back my laughter while pretending to be sympathetic, subtly implying that I was on her side.

*Well, a normal person wouldn't believe this.*

In addition to torturing her to the point where she couldn't think straight...

*For some reason, she seems to have an unusually strong attraction to me.*

Karina seemed to believe me more easily than I expected.

*Though she doesn't seem to trust me completely.*

This was happening because of her confusion from not being able to understand the situation. It couldn't happen if she were thinking normally. I needed to extend this to brainwash Karina further.

*So...*

Deciding to take more time with this, I told Karina I would be back shortly, turned off all the lights in the bathroom, and stepped outside.

* * *

Outside, Charlotte was looking at me with a dissatisfied expression. She probably wanted an explanation of what was happening. Looking at her, I explained what I intended to do.

"I plan to enchant Karina, making her believe I've taken her side."

Hearing this, Charlotte responded with an expression of complete disbelief.

"That's impossible."

A normal reaction. I would have thought the same thing originally, but my mind had changed after seeing how abnormally attached Karina and Rea were to me.

*But since this is difficult to explain...*

I needed to reassure her by mentioning safety measures. I waved the contract I had received from Miria and said:

"Of course, I plan to make her sign a contract as a safety measure, so even if it fails, there won't be much of a problem, so don't worry too much."

Charlotte looked at the contract I was waving, sighed, and said:

"...If you can make her sign a contract, it wouldn't be bad. That's assuming she'll sign it, of course."

Unlike contracts on Earth, contracts here immediately imposed penalties if broken. So even nobles and royalty would do everything possible to honor a contract once signed.

*Because of this nature, those in high positions try to avoid signing contracts, but...*

Conversely, the mere fact that someone of high status signed a contract meant they would do everything to uphold it, so there couldn't be a safer safety measure.

After reassuring Charlotte with these words, I called the three who were watching me and explained the plan.

*

The plan was simple. While Charlotte prevented any investigation into Karina's disappearance for a few days, the three of us would take turns brainwashing Karina.

*After brainwashing her...*

My goal was to make her stamp a contract and then release her. So the first priority was to make Karina "mistakenly" believe that I had become her ally.

I asked Miria, Lucia, and Charlotte to help me torture her, and at regular intervals, I would go to Karina and show her acts of kindness, repeatedly planting the thought that I might actually be on her side.

I repeated this for several days. Honestly, I thought it wouldn't be easy, but contrary to my expectations, things went so smoothly that I couldn't hide my bewilderment.

*Should it be this easy?*

Since I was working with someone who was already on the verge of breaking, I was somewhat dumbfounded, but since I didn't know if this was Karina's act or not, I continued repeating this to make her depend on me.

*

After repeating this for several more days, I could tell that Karina had truly fallen for my act.

"With you... here, I'm alright."

At her tone suggesting she found comfort in my mere presence, I inwardly sneered.

*Idiot.*

I was the one who brought her here, tortured her, and tried to kill her. Yet she forgot all that and came to depend on me just because I treated her well for a few days? I really couldn't understand it, and I said to Karina:

"Don't worry, Karina. Just a little longer and I'll save you."
"Yes..."

Seeing Karina leaning against my hand, I felt it was time to move to the next step. I placed the contract Miria had prepared nearby and whispered slowly:

"So I was wondering if you could do me a favor?"
"...A favor?"
"Yes, nothing major. To escape, we need something to deceive these people. We need to create a contract as that medium."

Perhaps some reason remained, as she showed a slightly negative reaction at the mention of a contract, but her desire to depend on me seemed greater, and she soon nodded and said:

"If... that's the case... I have no choice."
"Yes, there's no other way. So..."

A contract that would give me your life and all decision-making rights.

"Could you sign this contract?"

At those words, Karina looked at me hesitantly, and I instilled fear in her.

"If you don't sign this, I won't be able to help you anymore... so choose wisely. This is your last chance."

At those words, Karina spoke to me with slightly trembling hands.

"As long as... you're with me. Don't abandon me."

It didn't make sense. No matter how unstable she was, it should have been impossible to completely win her over in such a short time without hypnosis. The fact that it happened anyway...

*It seems like something I don't understand is at work.*

With Rea too. I clearly remembered how they had extremely hated me, and I suspected that something had caused them to develop feelings for me.

*I don't know exactly what it is.*

I shook off the thought, unable to determine the reason. What mattered now wasn't the reason, but how to use it.

Deciding it was time to move to the next step, as soon as I confirmed Karina had signed, I smiled invisibly and asked her:

"Oh, by the way, I have something to ask. Why was that magic circle installed at the Academy?"

At that question, Karina stared at me for a moment before uttering a rather shocking statement.

"That... was installed to seal the Hero if he became the Demon King."

At those words, I stopped smiling and could only stare at Karina with a blank expression.
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My mind instantly fills with questions at the mention of the Hero becoming the Demon King.

*Willingly? By force? And why? Does it happen immediately? Or gradually? Do they keep their abilities? Or develop new ones as the Demon King?*

Despite not being able to answer any of these questions with certainty, my mind kept piling up more doubts. Soon, they tangled with each other, becoming an impossible knot of confusion.

*Sigh...*

They say there's always another mountain to climb. I never expected to face a new challenge right after overcoming the previous one. To suppress my rising anger, I bit my lip slightly and asked Karina:

"...What do you mean by that?"

When I demanded a detailed explanation, Karina glanced at me nervously before sharing what she knew.

"I-I don't know the details. It was information I couldn't interfere with from the beginning... But from what I know, when a Hero fulfills their duty, they become the Demon King. Then a new generation's Hero is born to save the world."

Hearing this, I felt like a puzzle piece in my mind finally found its place, and I let out a hollow laugh.

*So that's why they wanted to use me as a suicide bomb?*

Even if the Hero defeats the Demon King, they'll eventually become one themselves. If the Hero dies the moment the Demon King dies, nothing could be more satisfying from their perspective.

*That's why they made me into a bomb.*

They probably intended to use the Hero's immense Divine Power to kill the Demon King and achieve eternal peace simultaneously. As this thought crossed my mind, I began to notice contradictions I hadn't seen before.

*Come to think of it, it was strange. They kept warning me about exploding due to Divine Power, yet they pushed me into that dangerous adventure.*

The way they despised their only hope for salvation—it all made sense now. Everything had been wrapped in contradictions, and I only realized it now.

*Those fucking bastards.*

I kept letting out hollow laughs because it was so absurd. Then, calming myself, I spoke to Karina:

"Thanks for letting me know something useful."
"W-what... I'm glad I could help."

I almost gagged watching Karina act as if she had nothing to do with this, but I forced myself to hold back and said:

"So I have a favor to ask. Will you do it?"
"A favor...?"
"Yes, if you do this, I'll forgive everything you've done."

Of course, I had no intention of forgiving her, but when I whispered that promise, our foolish Karina nodded and agreed.

"What do you want me to do...?"

It seemed like until recently, befitting her title as Sword Saint, she had tried to appear rational and strong. Now she seemed worse than a zoo monkey. I continued calmly:

"Destroy the kingdom for me."

At those words, Karina wiped the blood on her face and silently stared at me.

* * * * *

In the blood-soaked chamber, Esik frowned while catching his breath.

*They're stronger than I expected.*

He never imagined that even the Church's Holy Knights led by a Cardinal would so overwhelmingly defeat his Second Mage Guards. As he ground his teeth looking at the cold corpses of his subordinates and prepared to cast another spell, Cardinal Zemen spoke first:

"Lord Esik, how much do you know about the Hero?"

The Hero? Why bring that up now? Instead of listening to such talk, he wanted to use high-level magic one more time to send at least one more enemy to their death. Cardinal Zemen smirked and continued:

"It seems you don't know. Well then..."

The Cardinal looked into his eyes and said:

"I should tell you the truth."

At those words, Esik angrily shouted:

"I don't know what nonsense you're spouting, but shut up and fight."
"Ahaha! Nonsense? That's harsh."

He smiled inexplicably at Esik, then pointed at the magic circle below and said:

"You said you came here to investigate what this magic circle is used for, correct?"

At the mention of the magic circle's purpose, Esik hesitated. If this man told him about the magic circle... he might learn the truth about Erie's death.

As he struggled with mixed feelings of anger and hesitation, the man continued with that strange laugh:

"This magic circle is, as you might have guessed, for capturing the Demon King."

A magic circle for capturing the Demon King. His earlier suspicion was confirmed, but it raised more questions. Why would they place such a magic circle in the Academy?

Cardinal Zemen, seemingly noticing his confusion, explained:

"Did you know that a Hero who defeats the Demon King becomes corrupted and turns into the next Demon King?"

A Hero becoming the Demon King? It made no sense from the start. Just as he was about to cast high-level magic, deciding it wasn't worth listening further, the Cardinal spoke first:

"That's why the kingdom and the Church thought: if the Hero becomes the next Demon King anyway, why not kill both the Demon King and the Hero at the same time?"

The word that caught his attention most was "kingdom." It confirmed what that Jung Hyun guy had said about the kingdom being behind this.

*So Erie was the kingdom's sacrifice.*

This realization filled him with indescribable rage. He couldn't understand why they had to sacrifice his sister of all people.

*This isn't worth listening to anymore.*

The rest of the story didn't interest him, and it wasn't his burden to bear anyway. Focusing solely on Erie's death, he activated high-level magic. Seeing this, the Cardinal continued to smile and said:

"You too are just... a useless ordinary person."

With those incomprehensible words, he ordered the Holy Knights to attack.

* * * * *

Outside, I changed my blood-soaked clothes where Hana couldn't see and fell into thought.

*Becoming the Demon King, huh.*

Honestly, my actions so far had been closer to a Demon King's than a Hero's, but the idea of becoming a Demon King rather than a Hero wasn't hard to accept... in fact, it seemed good.

*It gives me a more legitimate reason to punish these bastards.*

Until now, it was personal revenge, but now I had a clear justification. I felt my mouth water as I smiled widely.

*Yes, this is better. Hero? What Hero? Damn, if they were going to make me something, they should have made me the Demon King from the start.*

As I was resolving to cause even more chaos with this newfound support, Miria handed me a report on elves and said:

"I've finished gathering information about the elves as you asked. If anything's lacking or if you want more details, let me know and I'll find more."

Information about elves. Remembering that the next target was Daisy, a High Elf, I examined the report.

The location, current situation, and trends of the elf race... It contained plenty of valuable information, but what caught my eye most was:

[Due to some incident, the World Tree died, and the elves continue to perform rituals to revive it, but there's not even a sign of recovery.]

The death of the World Tree. I looked at Hana, who was circling around my legs munching on snacks, and let out a hollow laugh.

*I wonder what the elves would think if they saw Hana.*

I was also curious about their expressions when they learned that I was the guardian of the World Tree. As I wiped the crumbs from Hana's mouth and picked her up, she grinned and started pushing snacks into my mouth.

*No. There's no need to put Hana in danger.*

Since I could handle it alone, there was no reason to involve her in something dangerous. I decided not to use Hana and accepted the snack she offered.

Hana seemed pleased watching me eat and offered me all the snacks she was holding. As I silently accepted them, Lucia, who was watching, laughed and said:

"Looking at you two like this, you really do look alike...!"

I think she looks more like Lucia, actually. I was about to say so but held my tongue, fearing it might create an awkward atmosphere. As I savored the sweetness filling my mouth, Hana started wiping my lips with her palm.

*She's imitating me.*

I'd heard that children imitate adults, but I didn't expect her to copy me so directly. Feeling the need to be more careful around Hana, I suggested to Miria and Lucia:

"How about releasing Karina around dinner time? We have the contract, so I think it's okay to let her go."
"I don't think that's a bad idea...!"
"Sounds good."

Having decided to release Karina and see where the bait leads, I smiled.

*And if possible...*

I resolved to try negotiating with the Demon King directly, to see if we could establish a symbiotic relationship rather than killing each other. Once again, I vowed to take thorough revenge on those who had wronged me.

Ch.81 - Promise
That evening, I released Karina as previously agreed.
Of course, rather than making her feel like she was being released as part of a prior agreement, I acted as if I was secretly rescuing her.

*Even if I'm not sure whether this will work out, she can't act rashly since we have a contract.*

Since I had only brainwashed her for a few days, there was an extremely high chance the effects would wear off soon. But it wasn't a big problem since I planned to control her using the contract anyway.
I decided to watch what Karina would do while focusing on strengthening my position for a while.

*Oh, but before that.*

I also needed to keep my promise to Hana.
I sat there, gently touching Hana's cheeks, then made a request to Miria.

"This time, find out some information about the Demon King. Location, movements, things like that."
"...The Demon King? Hmm, alright. But don't expect too much. Since we're at war with the Demon King, there isn't much known information."
"Then at least find out the location."
"That shouldn't be difficult."

After getting Miria's confirmation, I closed my eyes briefly and fell into thought.

*Should I deal with the elves first, or join hands with the Demon King first?*

Weighing which of these would be more beneficial, my conclusion was:
*It would be better to meet the Demon King first.*

*The sooner we cooperate, the better.*

The more allies I have, the easier it becomes to proceed with my plans.
Rather than choosing the difficult path, I decided to start by making things easier.

* * * * *

Peke watched the busy maids and butlers moving around while giving various orders.
Then his eyes suddenly fell on the Grade 2 Royal Quarters, and he let out a sigh.

*I have no idea what's happening in that place.*

Refusing cleaning and maintenance was just the beginning.
Calling for women at all hours, morning, noon, and evening.
According to one maid, sometimes piercing moans could be heard during the evening.

It was too early to jump to conclusions, but.
All the evidence was pointing to one conclusion, making it impossible not to be suspicious.

*How did the royal quarters end up like this...*

Just a few years ago, it was one of the most noble and dignified residences, worthy of all the finest adjectives in existence.
Now it was endlessly lamentable that someone who could rightfully be called a libertine was staying there.
But with Lady Charlotte's orders, and having been assigned to serve him regardless, he was trying his best when he heard voices nearby.

"Did you hear about the student staying in the Grade 2 Quarters?"
"Oh, you mean that legendary super-virile-black-haired-ruffian-who-can-handle-three-at-once guy?"

Peke was so shocked by the vulgar description that he momentarily thought he had misheard.
What on earth did super-virile-whatever even mean?
Feeling dizzy from the shocking words, he leaned against the wall as the maids continued their conversation.

"I heard his technique is so amazing that even the First Princess can't forget him and visits him occasionally..."
"Haha, you're crazy. But it might be true. The fact that the First Princess assigned a commoner male student to Grade 2 Quarters already suggests..."
"Wow... he's handsome too. Should I make a move on him?"
"Hahaha, you're really crazy."

Hearing their laughter, Peke nearly fainted from dizziness.
But with superhuman patience, he endured it and cleared his throat while standing near the maids.

When they heard the cough, the maids turned pale and repeatedly apologized.
Seeing this, Peke felt the need to restore discipline later and told them to get back to work.

*I don't know how this place ended up like this.*

Thinking nostalgically about the glorious past, he sighed deeply as he was about to pass by.
Then he saw Second Princess Karina walking out of the Grade 2 Quarters with a flushed face, wearing clothes so wet and torn that her skin was visible underneath.

"Wait... the Second Princess was in there too?"
"No wonder the First Princess kept saying everything was fine and told us not to worry about it..."
"Wow, how rough must the play have been for her to end up like that?"

Even as they fled, the maids had apparently seen this and were whispering among themselves.
Hearing this, his head started spinning again, and he could only stand there in a daze.

* * * * *

The next morning when I opened my eyes.
I saw Lucia sleeping next to Hana beside me.
I smiled slightly at the two of them sleeping peacefully.

*They really look alike.*

Thinking that their behaviors were remarkably similar, I pulled the blanket up to cover them both.
Then I briefly planned what I would do today.

*First, I'll go for a light morning training session.*

After that, I could go out with Hana.
I decided to proceed with my morning routine first.

After finishing my usual morning training routine and returning,
I saw Miria, who had arrived at some point, dragging Lucia around while cleaning the room.

"What are you doing?"

At my question, Miria sighed and pinched Lucia's cheek while explaining.

"We agreed to clean together, but she keeps refusing to get up, so I'm forcing her to wake up."
"Ah."

I smiled at the still drowsy Lucia and then turned to look at Miria.

"So, have you decided where we're going today?"
"She said there's nowhere in particular she wants to go. So we decided to just visit the nearby hill for a bit."
"Oh, really?"

Well, she did say she didn't have anywhere specific in mind when I asked before.
I decided we would pack a simple picnic lunch and go to the hill.

* * * * *

Lucia held Hana in her arms and stared blankly at Jung Hyun.
How should she put it? Should she just say she liked looking at him?
Feeling emotions that were difficult to express, she was staring blankly, trying to figure out what they were, when:

"Does mommy like daddy too?"

Hana looked up at her and asked.
It was such a surprising question that she felt her face getting hot and blinked her eyes.
Hana tilted her head and looked up at her.

Despite feeling conflicted, she decided to answer honestly, rubbing her heated cheeks with the back of her hand.

"...I like him."

At those words, Hana looked at her strangely and replied briefly.

"Why?"

Why?
She hadn't expected such a question and was momentarily stunned.
Miria, who had been watching from the side, poked her ribs with an amused expression and said:

"Lucia, you're quite bold."
"It's not like that."
"For someone who says that, you blurted out 'I like him' pretty easily."
"..."

Unable to bear the teasing any longer,
she carefully set Hana down on the floor and hurriedly tried to leave, when she saw Jung Hyun approaching, having cleared away some broken branches.

"Where are you going?"
"Ah... I..."

His words momentarily left her speechless and stammering.
Miria, watching from the side, spoke with a face full of amusement.

"She says she's leaving because she likes you."

At those words, Jung Hyun looked at Miria with a puzzled expression.
Then he shook his head and changed the subject.

"Anyway, the firewood is ready. Let's prepare to eat."
"Y-yes."
"We haven't even lit the fire yet, but our Lucia's face is bright red. Is there someone nearby making you feel hot?"

Unable to bear it any longer at those words,
she pushed Miria slightly and cried out:

"Really...! Miria! Please go away!"
"What? You want to be alone with him? Then I guess this third wheel has no choice but to leave."

She teased her with a playful voice until the very end.

*...*

She was too embarrassed to even lift her face properly.
With her face strangely flushed and hot, she kept her head down, not wanting Jung Hyun to see, when he offered her a drink and said:

"Are you hot?"
"N-no."
"Well, just in case, have a drink and rest."
"Y-yes..."

Then Jung Hyun caught Hana, who had been hovering nearby.
He sat her on his lap and began taking out the packed lunches one by one.

"You packed a lot. When did you prepare all this?"

Miria answered Jung Hyun's question.

"I prepared a bit at dawn when I had nothing to do. Though it was actually Lucia who did everything."
"Really? I'll enjoy it then."
"Y-yes..."

This was the first time she felt so restless.
As she was fidgeting with her hands, not knowing what to do, suddenly Hana got up from Jung Hyun's lap.
She saw her approaching a large tree nearby as if in a trance.

"Hana?"

Seeing this, Jung Hyun followed after Hana in surprise.
Miria also sensed something strange and gestured for her to hurry up as she rose from her seat.

*Did she find something?*

Hana's true nature was the World Tree.
As the World Tree, the source of life, she sometimes behaved in incomprehensible ways.
Most of those behaviors often led to results that benefited Jung Hyun.

So, thinking this might be another such instance, she followed Hana, when Hana threw herself forward to catch something and exclaimed:

"Got it...!"

What did she catch?
Curious, she peeked and saw a golden-glowing goblin.

"Keeek!"

The golden-glowing goblin froze as soon as Hana caught it.
Even though it was a goblin, as a monster, it would normally attack or resist when pounced on by a human.
But perhaps because Hana was the World Tree, the Golden Goblin wasn't resisting at all, instead cowering and trembling.

*Moreover, if it's a Golden Goblin...*

Known as a mysterious goblin capable of dimensional travel, it was highly valuable and sought after by everyone. Due to its ability to cross dimensions, it was known as the only monster that even the royal family couldn't capture.
It was amazing that Hana had caught it.

As she approached Hana to praise her, Miria, standing nearby, wore an expression of such happiness she looked like she might faint.
Then she sat down on the ground and said to Hana:

"...My goodness, is Hana a god?"

Ch.82 - Lucia
I looked at Miria, who was making a huge fuss, and asked her a question.

"What's the Golden Goblin that's got you so excited?"

Miria stared at me with bewildered eyes and answered.

"... You don't know what a Golden Goblin is?"

Isn't that the kind of reaction you get when you don't know something that's supposed to be common knowledge?
Miria seemed to have trouble explaining, closing her mouth for a moment while staring at me. Then she continued her explanation.

"A Golden Goblin is, as the name suggests, a golden-colored goblin that can dimension-travel without restrictions."
"Dimension travel? So it can go anywhere?"
"Yes, that's why it's as difficult to catch as plucking stars from the sky..."

So Hana accomplished something that difficult.
I was looking admiringly at Hana sitting on top of the goblin when suddenly a good idea came to mind.

*I could use this creature to contact the Demon King's Castle, couldn't I?*

The biggest problem right now is finding a way to contact the Demon King.
If the Golden Goblin can dimension-travel, it might be easier to get in touch than I thought.
With that thought, I vigorously patted Hana's head and said:

"You did well, Hana."

When I praised her, Hana's eyes sparkled and she smiled broadly.

"Hana did good?"
"You did amazingly well."
"Weally?"

She seemed pleased with my praise and kept asking if she did well.
I found her so adorable that I continued patting her head, which made her eyes shine even brighter.
Then she declared she would catch more things and started looking around.
I smiled wryly at her behavior before calming her down and picking her up.

"Let's take this one with us for now. It seems like it could be useful in many ways."
"Of course!"

Miria, who seemed strangely the most excited, nodded and grabbed the Golden Goblin's hand, saying we should hurry back to our lodgings.

"Ah... I don't think we've been out for even an hour yet."

At those words, Lucia hesitated and suggested we play a bit longer.
Hearing that, I put the Golden Goblin into my spatial storage and said:

"We decided to spend today playing with Hana, so let's postpone work-related matters until tomorrow and focus on having fun."

Nothing leaves more regret than doing things halfway.
To avoid any complaints later, I decided to stick with what we had planned and returned to our spot.

* * *

Do children have unlimited energy?
I collapsed on the floor, thinking I hadn't been this exhausted even when I trained for days in the trial room.

*I think this is the first time I've been tired since my resurrection.*

I couldn't understand why I was so exhausted when I didn't feel like I'd done much.
After carefully laying the sleeping Hana on the bed, I called for Miria and Lucia.

"Now let's examine the Golden Goblin..."
"...Okay."
"......"

Lucia was already asleep, and Miria approached me with an extremely tired expression.
Seeing this, I chuckled before taking the Golden Goblin out of my spatial storage.

"...Wow. I never imagined I'd see a Golden Goblin in my lifetime."

Looking at the still-terrified Golden Goblin, I said to Miria:

"I'd like to try using this creature to send a message to the Demon King's Castle. Do you think it's possible?"

At my question, Miria murmured "Hmm," then shrugged and replied:

"In theory it's possible... but in practice, it's impossible to tame a Golden Goblin. If catching one is impossible, how could taming one be possible?"
"But we caught one, didn't we?"
"Y-yes, we did."

So there is a possibility...
After thinking for a moment, I looked at the sleeping Hana and said:

"Hana seems to listen well, so it might be best to ask her for help later."
"Oh, that's right, Hana was the one who caught the Golden Goblin..."

Miria seemed to think there was a good chance, as she agreed with me.
Then, with an exclamation, she shared another piece of information:

"Oh, and this is just a rumor, but you know how goblins as a species are greedy, right? So normal goblins usually have their own personal treasure vaults. But since goblins are generally incompetent, those vaults are typically quite meager."

In contrast, the Golden Goblin has the ability to "dimension-travel."

"Since it has the ability to fill its vault with whatever it wants... there's a rumor that a Golden Goblin's treasure vault contains incredible treasures."

She must have been interested in Golden Goblins for some time.
Miria continued chattering enthusiastically about this topic.
I half-listened while putting the goblin back into my spatial storage and said:

"Let's decide to check that later. For now, let's proceed with the work we couldn't finish today."
"I figured as much, so I prepared in advance. Here's the report."

I took the report on Karina's activities and checked whether she was doing as I had instructed.

*She hasn't done anything significant yet.*

Whether it's because her heart has changed or for some other reason, I don't know.
But I thought I should visit her directly to confirm, and closed my eyes.

*So for a while, I'll be juggling two tasks: taming the Golden Goblin and keeping Karina in check.*

Thinking that I would be busy again, I stretched.

* * *

Taming the Golden Goblin progressed faster than expected.
The Golden Goblin would follow Hana's orders even if it meant death.

*Of course, the reason seems to be more out of fear than loyalty.*

Thinking that all that matters is a good result, I watched as Hana educated the Golden Goblin.

"So... like this. Um, do this like..."

To me as a third party, it was a series of completely unintelligible words.
But the Golden Goblin, perhaps because its life depended on it, somehow understood and nodded rapidly.
Watching this, I felt an indescribable strange emotion and turned my head away.

*It's like a new employee trying to understand what their manager is saying.*

Whatever the case, I decided to leave the Golden Goblin's education to Hana and called for Lucia.

"Lucia."
"Yes...!"

Lucia hurriedly stuffed the bread she was holding into her mouth and looked at me.
Looking at her, I brought up the topic I had been postponing.

"Tell me about the Church."

At those words, Lucia blinked at me, then began to hiccup with her shoulders twitching.
After fidgeting for a while, she nodded and told me:

"I'll tell you everything I know...! But I don't know much... so I'm not sure if it will be helpful."

Hearing that, I felt something was off.
Lucia is, after all, the Church's Saintess. A Saintess is typically the face of the Church, a position that comes with tremendous influence and authority.

*But Lucia feels more like...*

A rookie nun?
Finding this strange, I silently stared at her. Lucia fidgeted with her fingers before speaking to me:

"Jung Hyun... would it be possible for us to go for a walk? There's a place I'd like to show you..."

Thinking it would be fine since I had nothing urgent to do, I asked Miria to look after Hana and went outside with Lucia.

*

Once outside, Lucia looked at the lights made of magic stones and calmly spoke to me:

"Do you remember where we first met, Jung Hyun?"

If we're talking about where we first met, it was definitely at the grave in front of the dormitory.
It was quite impactful, so I remembered and nodded. Lucia slowly grabbed my wrist and said:

"Let's go there after so long...! I haven't been able to go there for a while, so I'd like to visit."

Since this was the first time Lucia had initiated physical contact, I nodded and said okay.
Lucia looked at me with a bright smile and slowly led me to the place where we first met.

[Hero's Grave]

A sign with clumsy handwriting.
Seeing it again after so long brought back memories of everything I'd done, giving me a strange feeling.
While I was experiencing this odd sensation, Lucia took a deep breath and calmly said to me:

"As you know, I'm the Church's Saintess."

I nodded at this statement, which by now wasn't particularly special.
Lucia smiled bitterly, looked at me, then slowly approached the tombstone, brushing off leaves as she spoke:

"But there's one thing... one thing you don't know."
"Something I don't know?"
"Yes..."

Whether she was reluctant to speak or just didn't want to, I couldn't tell.
Lucia lingered around the tombstone for a while, then, as if she had made a decision, closed her eyes tightly and told me:

"I am... the Church's Saintess, but I'm an abandoned Saintess."

An abandoned Saintess. Considering Lucia's behavior so far, I could roughly guess what this meant.

*But there's one thing I don't understand.*

Given Lucia's personality, it's unlikely she committed any serious wrongdoing, and even if she had, considering the influence a Saintess holds, treating her this way wouldn't make sense no matter what she did.
Not understanding this point, I asked her about it.

"...It's because I was destined to become a companion of the Hero. That's why."

A rather shocking statement reached my ears.
As I silently stared at Lucia, she quickly waved her hands and said:

"B-but I've never once resented or disliked you, Jung Hyun. Rather, when I was in prison watching your adventures, I felt so much pain that I wanted to save you...!"
"...Watched? Wait, what do you mean by prison?"

At those words, Lucia's eyes widened.
Then she covered her mouth with both hands and stepped back.
I grabbed Lucia's hand as she tried to escape and demanded a more detailed explanation.

"Tell me."
"...Ugh."

At my insistence, Lucia hesitated before finally telling me:

"W-when I closed my eyes in prison, the Goddess would show me your adventures... That's how I saw them. Everything from beginning to end."

With those words, I realized that Lucia and I had been connected for much longer than I had thought.

Ch.83 - Lucia 2
A companion to the Hero and a Saintess.
She should have been a blessed existence who could help the Hero save the world.
But the Church didn't seem to think so, as they imprisoned her in what was called a small cell shortly before the Hero arrived.

The reason, contradictorily, was to save the world.

Originally, the Saintess was created to save the world.
It made no sense that they would imprison her and claim it was for the world's sake.
But she had neither the power to point this out nor the strength to correct it, so she could only silently comply with their wishes.

*For a long time, I sat in that prison where barely any light entered.*

When she was alone in the darkness, unable to speak properly, only praying.
She received the goddess's blessing and was able to see the Hero.

*...*

His body was covered in wounds as if he had endured severe torture, and he was bound in shackles, unable to rest comfortably for even a moment.
He looked less like the Hero from fairy tales and more like a prisoner suffering cruel punishment.
Nevertheless, as soon as she saw him, she was strangely certain he was the Hero.

Why was that? Was it because of the Divine Power she felt from him? Or was it because his appearance resembled the Hero she had imagined?
Though she couldn't understand why, she felt a strange attraction to him and watched his journey.
But far from finding happiness, he endured nothing but suffering from beginning to end, living a life worse than livestock, until he finally chose suicide.

*...How disgusting.*

Destroying someone's life so thoroughly for their own benefit should be condemned, regardless of whatever justification they might add.
Moreover, to do such a thing to someone who came to save them...
It was incomprehensible behavior, and as she repeatedly dry-heaved while recalling the Hero's death and crying...

"Saintess, it's time for you to come out now."

The Church apparently decided they no longer needed to keep her imprisoned.
They released her from prison with a brief comment.
That she had endured much hardship.

And so, she was never allowed outside when the Hero actually needed her.
She was only released after the Hero died and she had become useless.

*

Many things happened after that.
But what stands out most is that she entered the Academy.

They had kept her identity hidden, afraid it might be revealed, but for some unknown reason, they suddenly changed their minds.
She was just happy to be able to leave the Church.
So she fled to the Academy as they instructed.

When she arrived, what she experienced was bewilderment.
The newspapers had articles saying they were waiting for the Hero to come, yet the Academy students didn't even know the Hero had existed.
She tried to correct this by telling everyone the Hero had been alive.

*"Is she crazy?"
"I think the Church couldn't handle her so they gave up and sent her here."
"She's mentally unstable."*

No one listened to her, and everyone ignored her.
If she gave up and conformed, no one would acknowledge that the Hero had existed.
So she gritted her teeth and tried to spread the truth.

But all she received was bullying.
No one listened to her.

After months of trying to convince them, seeing their consistent disbelief,
She began to wonder if she was mistaken. After all... all she had seen was a vision shown by the goddess. She had no direct evidence or actual meeting.

So every day, she would hold chrysanthemums and agonize in front of the makeshift grave she had made for the Hero.
That's when the serious bullying began.

It started with simple harassment but gradually became more violent. She tried to resist or push back,
But the more she did, the more viciously they bullied her, showing it off to others as if proud.
She wasn't sure of the details, but it seemed they were proving their worth by tormenting her.

*Actually, I don't care what that person does, but...*

What hurt the most was their direct denial of the Hero's existence, which she herself was beginning to question.

- "Are you really brainless, Sister? Even my brother said Heroes only existed long ago and haven't appeared recently."

As everyone repeatedly denied it, the longer it went on,
When what she firmly believed began to waver and she couldn't tell what was true anymore,

The Hero came looking for her.

*It wasn't exactly a stylish entrance, but...!*

The sight of him throwing a stone and knocking Erie down felt like salvation from everything that had been denying her.

It was the starting point that would change her life, a salvation bestowed upon her.
While she was at a loss for how to respond to such salvation,
The Hero took her and...!

*He began to self-harm.*

Despite all his suffering, the sight of him excessively using Divine Power to strike trees
Was a chilling scene that still traumatized her.

*I used to think every day while imprisoned, I wish he wouldn't be in pain for just one day.*

Why did he deliberately cause himself pain even here?
She gritted her teeth and repeatedly healed him to prevent his wounds from worsening.
But the Hero continued his self-harming training, repeatedly injuring himself.

*I did say some harsh things when I got angry watching that...!*

But she remembered that all her words came from a sincere desire that he not be hurt.
As time passed, she began to think of it all as memories.

"Lucia?"

Jung Hyun waved his hand in front of her, calling her name.

"Are you okay?"
"What? Yes."
"So what's this about a prison? What are you talking about?"

What should she say?
Looking at Jung Hyun, who seemed somewhat angry, she felt that if she told the truth, he might drop everything and rush to the Church.
She decided to postpone telling him the truth.

Just as she had resolved when she killed Erie alongside him.
She wanted to lighten the burden on Jung Hyun's shoulders, to help carry it together.

*I didn't want to make the burden on Jung Hyun heavier.*

So for now.

"It's nothing."

She just smiled and said it was nothing, avoiding the answer.
Jung Hyun didn't seem pleased with that.
But she was stubborn enough to have spent a long time insisting on the Hero's existence when no one believed her.

*Just this once.*

She decided to do things her way and simply smiled.

As autumn approached, fallen white petals covered the ground.
Looking at those petals that resembled her hair, she walked forward.
Then, remembering what she really wanted to say, she looked at Jung Hyun and spoke.

"Jung Hyun...!"
"Yes?"
"If you ever have a hard time, please don't do it alone. Now, by your side... no, by your side, I'll always be there...! So! Tell me anytime. Whatever it is, I'll help you."

Jung Hyun seemed surprised by her sudden informal speech.
Seeing this, she thought she had succeeded in surprising him with her own power for the first time.
She smiled playfully and took Jung Hyun's hand.

Though the warmth was now familiar,
Before they met, it was a warmth they both desperately longed for.
Thinking she would never let go of it again, she interlaced their fingers and said,

"Your, your hands are big."

Jung Hyun smiled at her words and replied.

"It's probably that yours are small."
"Is that so...?"
"But why the formal speech suddenly? Didn't we agree to speak informally from now on?"
"I don't know."
"You really have the same personality as Hana."

She just smiled silently at that and looked around.
Though it was a dark night, it was brightened by lanterns.

*The path Jung Hyun walks may not always be bright.*

She decided to do her best to help him continue without giving up, and slowly walked forward.

* * * * *

I felt perplexed by Lucia's inexplicable behavior.
Suddenly speaking informally, unexpectedly initiating physical contact.
As she approached me with actions she normally wouldn't do, I looked at her seriously, thinking,

*Could she be suicidal?*

*They say people do things they normally wouldn't before they die.*

Isn't that exactly what's happening now?
As that thought occurred to me, I became worried and seriously pondered what to do.

*What should I do?*

Lucia is an important colleague and friend to me.
If Lucia were to die before my eyes, it would probably cause me more stress than anything I've experienced so far.
Just then, I noticed Lucia clinging to me with a flushed face.

Seeing this,
It became clearer what feelings were driving Lucia to approach me.

*I mean, if I can't notice this...*

I'd have to be not just oblivious but mentally challenged.
So as I looked at Lucia, feeling the need to consider this situation,
Lucia, seemingly embarrassed now, covered her face with one hand and spoke to me in a small voice.

"Don't, don't look at me..."

If you're going to say that, shouldn't you at least let go of my hand?
I chuckled at Lucia, who was still firmly gripping my hand.

* * * * *

Meanwhile, Miria stared blankly at Hana.
She couldn't understand how such a pretty and cute daughter could come from someone with Jung Hyun's stubborn personality.

*It's just so strange.*

She was thinking that Hana must have inherited more of Lucia's blood when
She saw Hana say something to the Golden Goblin, and the Golden Goblin used teleportation.

*...Huh?*

At first, she was alarmed, thinking the Golden Goblin was running away.
But when it soon returned, she couldn't help but open her eyes wide in surprise.
It seemed Hana had really succeeded in taming the Golden Goblin.

*Wait, if Hana has successfully tamed a Golden Goblin...*

This meant not only the contact with the Demon King that Jung Hyun mentioned,
But it was essentially the starting point for him to begin even more outrageous terrorism than before.
She began to feel somewhat afraid of what Jung Hyun might do from this point on.

Ch.84 - Thinking About It Now, It's Really Pissing Me Off.
In an awkward atmosphere, we returned to the royal quarters.
The perceptive Miria noticed this mood and tried to say something, but then shook her head and changed the subject.

"That's not what's important. Hana finally succeeded in taming the Golden Goblin!"

At those words, I looked at Hana, who wore a somewhat proud expression.
Her face clearly demanded praise.
Seeing that expression, I chuckled and patted her head, causing Hana's eyes to sparkle brightly.

"Well done."

As I watched Hana grinning widely, I decided to sit her on my knee and ask about the Golden Goblin.

*First, I should ask if I can travel to other dimensions.*

I asked with a glimmer of hope that I might be able to return to Earth, but...

"...She says it's not possible because they're under different juris... jurisdiction!"

She explained that Earth and this world are managed by different gods, so it's impossible.

"And... when moving between dimensions, you can't take anything bigger than yourself!"

The Golden Goblin is about Hana's size—basically the size of a 5-year-old child—so it's impossible to take most items.

*That means...*

You could take small bombs, but not large ones.
I decided to practice compressing divine power—in other words, bomb compression—while feeling slightly disappointed.

*Well, at least communication with the Demon King seems possible, which was my initial goal.*

It was disappointing but not a major problem.
I looked at Hana, who was clutching my hand and rubbing it against her head, her eyes sparkling as she begged for more head pats.
I continued asking her more questions one by one.

*
When I had gathered enough satisfactory information, a message appeared before my eyes.

*-*
[Congratulations! You have acquired a massive amount of achievement points!]
- Golden Goblin Taming.

[You are close to leveling up!]
*-*

I let out an exclamation of amazement at the system message.
I had sensed it roughly when Miria made a fuss, but I didn't know it would give such high points.
As I smiled with satisfaction, Hana began to smile along with me.

I stroked Hana's smiling head and decided to proceed with the tasks I had been putting off.

*First, I should send a letter to the Demon King, then send Regina a congratulatory gift for her election.*

And check on Esik's well-being while I'm at it.
Having decided this, I wrote a brief note saying, "Let's destroy humanity together," and put it in an envelope.

*Normally, this would require more explanation, but...*

The Demon King, who was once a hero like me, would understand what I meant without additional explanation.
I handed it to Hana, asking her to send it to the Demon King.
Hana placed the letter in the Golden Goblin's arms and began saying something.

*I'm not sure how the Demon King will respond, but...*

I smiled, thinking that if the Demon King agreed to be an ally rather than an enemy, things would get quite interesting.

* * *

The next day, I went straight to Regina.
We weren't close enough for me to visit without notice, but since we were bound by contract, it was impossible for her to push me away or refuse me.

That's why Regina looked at me silently with a hardened expression when I suddenly appeared, then hid her trembling hands under the desk and spoke to me.

"...What brings you here?"

She tried to act confident, haughty, and tough, but her trembling voice undermined it all.
Looking at Regina, I sat down in front of her and briefly said:

"I came to congratulate you on your election. And to give you a gift while I'm at it."
"......"

Regina seemed to want to say something but kept her mouth shut and squeezed her eyes closed.
Then she stood up, slightly lifted one side of her skirt to reveal her pale thigh, and said:

"I have a lot to do today... so please just finish with one thigh... Please."

Didn't I clearly say I came to congratulate her?
Wondering why she immediately thought about getting stabbed, I drove my dagger into the desk instead of her thigh and said:

"Since Lucia isn't here, next time."
"......"

Regina collapsed into her chair with an expression that could have been relief or disappointment, and nodded.
I smiled brightly at her and said:

"It wasn't what I wanted, but I like seeing you take initiative. In that spirit, why don't you try being proactive next time too?"
"......"

I meant she should take initiative in doing things that would benefit me.
But Regina seemed to interpret my words differently, as her face gradually turned pale blue.
I considered clearing up the misunderstanding but found it bothersome, so I decided to skip it and get straight to the point.

"Anyway, that's not what's important. There's something you need to do now."
"...Something I need to do? What is it?"

Regina looked at me with an anxious expression.
I posed a single question to her:

"Have you ever bribed someone?"

Perhaps because it was something completely unexpected, Regina stared at me with a blank expression.

* * *

Although many students had left the Academy, not everyone was gone.
I looked through the personal information of the remaining students and told Regina:

"Pick out students from prestigious families or those with influential parents, and secretly approach them."

Regina looked displeased at my commanding tone, but when I reached for the dagger stuck in the desk, she nodded her head.

*That stubborn pride of hers.*

You'd think she would have given it up by now.
Thinking it was remarkable that she still maintained this attitude, I crossed my arms and said:

"And once you've won them over, gather them together to form a group."
"...A group?"
"Nothing special, just a gathering of students dissatisfied with the current system, meeting to overthrow the state."
"Wait... isn't that rebellion?"
"Yes, it is."

Regina seemed perplexed that I had suddenly appeared and asked her to recruit rebels.
I patted her shoulder reassuringly and said:

"Don't worry, if problems arise, their parents will take responsibility for them."

There's a reason I specifically asked for children from prestigious families or those with influential parents.
With their accumulated wealth and definite power...

*If there are too many to purge at once...*

The kingdom would inevitably have a headache.
Hearing my words, Regina scratched the desk with her fingernails, pondering, then finally spoke in a small voice:

"Even so, treason is... too risky."

I smiled slightly at her words and replied:

"That's true. But it's not my responsibility, so it doesn't matter to me."
"......"

Since this was an obvious statement, Regina could only close her eyes and comply.
I patted her shoulder and said:

"I'll be looking forward to it."

In truth, it didn't matter much whether Regina carried this out properly or not.
If she did, it would benefit me, and if she didn't, I could use it as an excuse to torment her.

*Either way, I have nothing to lose.*

And most importantly, I had secured the list, so I could pass it to Miria to work on separately.
There was no need to place expectations on Regina.

*Well anyway...*

Thinking that not hitting or tormenting her today was already a great gift, I left the room with a final "Congratulations on becoming president."

* * *

*I have a lot to do.*

Thinking it was quite tiring to check how all the bait I'd scattered would play out, I headed next to Magic Chief Instructor Esik, but...

[Due to Instructor Esik's personal circumstances, magic classes will be temporarily taught by another magic instructor.]

I could only look at the notice with a puzzled expression.

*Where did he go at such a crucial time?*

It would be natural for him to firmly stay and protect the Second Princess whom he serves, especially after she suffered a terrorist attack.
It was strange that he not only left his post but also delegated his duties to someone else.

*Did something happen?*

I couldn't tell what had happened, but since he disappeared after telling me where to find the corpse golem, I suspected it might be related.
I decided to revisit that place after a long time.

Following the now-familiar path, I entered the large cavern where I had discovered the corpse golem, and the first thing I saw were the bodies of the Second Magic Librarians.
After examining them quickly, I found traces of divine power on their corpses.

*Did people from the Church come here?*

The Magic Librarians are one of the kingdom's combat groups, and only the Church exclusively uses divine power, so it seems the Church came here and massacred them...
The puzzling question was why the Church suddenly came here.

*I can't figure out why.*

Unable to reach a conclusion despite thinking hard, I eventually let out a hollow laugh.

*Come to think of it, this is annoying.*

Why should I be so deep in thought about those bastards?

*The ones who should be worried and struggling with this situation are those Church bastards.*

Feeling unjust that I was the one doing all this worrying, I decided that I wouldn't suffer alone and resolved to try a bomb attack on the Church using the Golden Goblin.

*I've been wanting to experiment, so this works out well.*

Wondering how powerful it would be and feeling somewhat excited, I headed straight back to the royal quarters.

Ch.85 - Terror
When I returned to the lodging, I saw the Golden Goblin being pestered by Hana.
Seeing this, I immediately thought about using the Golden Goblin to carry out a terror attack on the Church, but then realized there was a problem that made me pause.

*Unlike teleportation devices, dimensional movement requires the Golden Goblin to carry items directly.*

In other words, I needed to create Divine Power in some form that would detonate "later." Realizing this, I couldn't help but fall into deep thought.

*I've never tried molding Divine Power into a specific form before, nor have I tried making it explode with a delay, so I'm not sure how to approach this.*

If I just needed it to explode immediately, it wouldn't be difficult. After pondering what to do, I decided to face the challenge head-on and headed to the mountain behind us.

*

Upon reaching the mountain, I immediately gathered Divine Power in one place and began compressing it.

*Compressing it isn't particularly difficult, but the problem is...*

Converting it into a form and making it explode later. To accomplish this, I tried dropping the Divine Power on the ground as if detaching it.

BOOM!

Far from detonating later, the Divine Power exploded immediately, blasting everything on the ground.

*...Tsk.*

Seeing this, I felt the need to use a different approach than my usual method, so I decided to think about it for a moment.

*Form... form.*

How do I give Divine Power a form? Is it even possible?

While I was wondering if this was actually feasible due to the lack of precedent, Lucia suddenly appeared and poked her face in with a question.

"Are you worried about something, Hero...? I mean, Jung Hyun!"

She tried to speak casually, but her reddened neck revealed how embarrassed she was just talking to me. Still, I thought it was impressive how she pretended to be bold despite her shyness. I decided to ignore her embarrassment and explained the problem I was facing.

After hearing my explanation, Lucia cleared her throat and proudly announced, as if she knew the solution:

"...I know how to do that!"

I looked at her with a surprised expression, and Lucia, seemingly embarrassed by my gaze, averted her eyes and continued:

"It's nothing special. Just think of it as building a wall with Divine Power—that makes it easier."

"A wall?"

"Yes. Umm... it's like fried food, I guess? Hard on the outside, soft and moist on the inside. You harden the Divine Power on the outside, then fill it with properly powerful Divine Power inside..."

Her explanation was somewhat confusing, but I could roughly understand what she meant.

*She's saying to surround the Divine Power with a hard outer wall to prevent it from exploding.*

The problem was how to create that outer wall. After thinking deeply, I found a hint from an unexpected source.

*Body reinforcement.*

The nature of body reinforcement is to protect and harden the body, so what if I extended that outward like a shell and compressed Divine Power inside it?

As I was about to try this approach, Lucia, with a reddened face, spoke up:

"I'm sure this explanation isn't enough! Let me hold your hand and show you directly! Your hand...!"

Is there really a need to hold hands?
Not quite understanding, I told Lucia to calm down first and decided to try the theory I had come up with.

*Either it works or it doesn't.*

I wasn't worried since I planned to practice for a long time anyway.

*...It actually worked?*

I succeeded on the first try, exactly as I had imagined. Seeing the Divine Power bomb I created, Lucia looked extremely disappointed and started complaining:

"Why did you succeed...!"

I was surprised to be protested for succeeding, and seeing my confused expression, Lucia seemed to realize her mistake. She lowered her gaze and congratulated me in a small voice:

"C-congratulations."

Even though she was congratulating me now... I looked at Lucia and smiled slightly, then grabbed her hand and said:

"If you want to hold hands, just do it. No need to make up excuses."

"......"

I laughed at Lucia's face, which had turned as red as if it might explode like a Divine Power bomb. Then, calming down while still holding her hand, I thought:

*This is kind of sweet.*

I hadn't expected her to be so happy just from holding hands, so I decided to hold her hand occasionally and said:

"Shall we go?"

"Huh? Yes!"

I can feel her panic from here. Thinking how amusing this was, I took Lucia back to the lodging.

* * *

"Wow... look at the lovebirds."

Miria, exhausted from childcare, frowned while looking after Hana.
She sighed at the sight of Lucia and me, then started complaining:

"Some of us can't even go outside because we're playing with Hana. Meanwhile, others are holding hands and making a scene... next thing you know, they'll be naked and embracing."

"M-Miria! You shouldn't say such wicked things...!"

"Come to think of it, Lucia, you're the most wicked one. Acting all innocent and pure, then making such obvious advances. This is why they say you shouldn't associate with people who have large Divine Power or Mana reserves."

Miria, apparently having a lot built up inside her, started firing harsh words at Lucia. Normally, I would have intervened, but the situation was amusing, so I watched for a while before turning away at an appropriate moment and approaching Hana nearby.

"Hana, could you ask the Golden Goblin if it can take these to the Church in the capital and drop them off?"

I pointed to the pile of bombs I had made while coming with Lucia. Hana nodded immediately and asked the Golden Goblin something.

Hearing this, the Golden Goblin nodded with a disciplined demeanor and began stuffing the bombs into a cloth pouch. Watching this, I wondered if I should get a spatial storage item for it.

*From what I've heard before, spatial storage items can not only be immediately detected by high-level mages but can also have their contents seized.*

It's probably better to send them as is. I silently watched and then offered some advice:

"Oh, and don't just scatter them around the Church. Put them where the high-ranking clergy are... wait a moment."

I called Lucia, who was lying limp after having all her energy drained, and asked:

"Is there any symbol that would identify a high-ranking clergy member's room?"

To this question, Lucia nodded and said, "If there's a goddess statue in front of the room, it's a high-ranking clergy member's room." I relayed this information to the Golden Goblin through Hana:

"Drop one Divine Power bomb in each room that has a goddess statue in front of it."

I added a few more conditions.

"Keek."

The Golden Goblin seemed to understand well, nodding repeatedly as it wrapped up the cloth bundle and activated its dimensional movement skill just like before. Seeing this, I smiled with satisfaction and waved goodbye, telling it to travel safely.
The Golden Goblin glanced at me briefly before entering the portal.

*Well, now that I've sent the gift, all that's left is...*

Just waiting for the Demon King's answer. I crossed my arms, thinking about how excited I was to see what kind of response the Demon King would give.

* * * * *

The temple located in the kingdom's capital was built with holy stones created from immense Divine Power.
The value of the holy stones used here was immeasurable, and with the added context of the ongoing war between demons and humans, this place held more value than any other great architectural structure.

That's why all believers gained tremendous piety just by setting foot in this Church, and they would send their praises to the Pope who created this temple...

But the temple that all believers 'had been' proud of vanished without a trace in a single moment—no, even faster than a single moment—as it exploded.

"......"

Hermos, the guardian of the Church and a Paladin—the highest position a holy knight could achieve—could only stare blankly at the sight of the temple he had been so proud of, now exploded beyond recognition.

*What in the world...*

He had always prided himself on maintaining cool rationality in any situation, but seeing the main church explode was too much for him to remain calm. He could only stare blankly.

*Is this a dream?*

The sensations on his skin were too sharp and real to be a dream, telling him this was reality. He could only stare vacantly at the burning church.

"E-everyone run!"
"This must be punishment from the Goddess in her anger!"
"Kyaaaah!"

Screams and groans of pain echoed from everywhere. As his mind was becoming numb from these sounds, a holy knight behind him urgently called out to him, allowing him to barely regain his senses.

"Everyone spread out and rescue the survivors! Then immediately return and..."

In the middle of giving orders, he noticed the lodgings where the high-ranking clergy stayed were burning, and changed his command mid-sentence.

"No... leave this place and rescue the high-ranking clergy first."

Even taking just one step would allow them to save countless people, so ignoring them to prioritize the high-ranking clergy didn't sit well with the holy knights in formation, who showed signs of dissatisfaction. However, he deliberately ignored this.

*Lower-ranking people can be replaced by others.*

But the high-ranking clergy couldn't be replaced so easily. That's why he made this decision and moved toward where the high-ranking clergy were staying, but he noticed something strange.

*There's no trace of Demonic Energy or Mana, yet Divine Power is so thick in the air?*

That meant whatever destroyed this place was made purely of Divine Power. This was the first time he had encountered such powerful Divine Power, and it left him confused. The other holy knights seemed to share this unsettling feeling, as a strange anxiety spread throughout the area.

As he was about to say something to calm them down, a relatively new holy knight spoke in a terrified voice:

"I-it feels like the Goddess has sent down divine punishment."

Divine punishment from the Goddess. He himself thought this might be true, but even mentioning such a thing was a grave sin. So he beheaded the rookie holy knight who had spoken those words and shouted:

"There was a demon infiltrator among us!"

Ch.86 - Level Up
I looked at the spot where the Golden Goblin had departed with a slight feeling of regret.
I would have loved to follow it and watch the Church explode, but there was no way to follow, and even if I could, there was a high chance that various problems would arise if I did, so I had to resist the urge to watch.

*Well, can't be helped.*

This was still a time when I needed to prioritize practical benefits over entertainment.
Deciding to set aside my disappointment for now, I resolved to focus on strengthening my foundation.

*While waiting for the Demon King's reply, let's level up first.*

Since Karina had collapsed more easily than expected, I decided to proceed with the level-up that had been temporarily postponed.
I decided to accumulate the achievement points I needed by tormenting Regina, who had become the student council president, whenever I had the chance.

*So when morning comes...*

I decided to go find Regina right away, but for tonight, I would rest.

* * *

As soon as morning dawned the next day, I entered the student council room and took a seat near Regina.
Her extremely uncomfortable expression was priceless, but since that wasn't something I needed to care about, I ignored it and skimmed through the reports.

*Looks like she's diligently doing what I ordered.*

The preliminary investigations were being carried out more thoroughly, and quite a few students had declared their intention to join the rebel group.
Indeed, even after being humiliated multiple times and having their reputation lowered, I realized the unchanging truth that those with prestigious backgrounds could always climb back up. I smiled with some satisfaction.

*Well, since this is progressing steadily, what's left is...*

Causing trouble to accumulate achievement points.
So, to proceed with this, I stood up and called out to Regina.

"Regina."
"...What is it?"

Looking at Regina, whose expression was quite unpleasant, I stated my demand.

"First, give me your position as head of general affairs."

At my words, Regina's expression shifted from puzzlement to shock.
Seeing this, I commanded her again, briefly.

"Now."

The reason I was asking her to give up a student council position that was useless to me was simple: I suspected that if I obtained a special position within the Academy, I might earn achievement points.

*If it works, that's a gain in itself, and if it doesn't, I've only given a verbal command, so I don't lose anything. Not bad.*

So as I boldly demanded she "do it," Regina bit her lip, trembled, and spoke to me in a shrinking voice.

"...I can't replace the head of general affairs without a reason. And even with a reason, it should be changed through proper procedures with official certification from the academy, not arbitrarily like this..."

Realistically speaking, Regina's words were completely correct and rational.
But now, the Academy was in a semi-collapsed state where not only administration but even classes weren't running properly.
In such a situation, talking about proper procedures was simply laughable.

After listening to all she had to say, I responded somewhat kindly.

"Really? Then who would I need to kill to solve this problem?"
"......"

At that single remark, Regina seemed to recall my true nature and froze.
I patted her shoulder and said:

"Senior. Do you really want to die? Why are you trying to climb back up?"

At my brief threat, Regina's body trembled slightly, and her eyes fluttered.
It seemed the fear ingrained in her body was manifesting, enveloping her entire being.
Looking at her, I slowly drew my dagger and stabbed it into her thigh.

"Nngh...!"

Perhaps because she had experienced it countless times before, she covered her mouth to suppress her scream as soon as the dagger pierced her.
Looking at her, I reminded her of what she should never forget.

"No matter how much time passes, the fact that you tried to kill me won't disappear."

Though the boundary had become blurred due to my joking around with a smile, our relationship was that of mortal enemies fighting for our lives, so I reminded her of this and said:

"So stop trying to climb back up."

I don't know how this would affect Regina, but at least she probably wouldn't try to defy me for a while.
Reminding myself that this person was my enemy and someone who would always target my life, I pulled out the dagger.

"Don't make excuses and do it by whatever means necessary. That's what you need to do."

After pouring a healing potion I had received from Miria onto Regina's thigh, I returned to my seat.
Since we had strayed from the main topic, I needed to bring the conversation back to the original subject.
Looking at Regina's pain-stricken expression, I spoke again.

"Give me the position of head of general affairs."

* * * *

[Congratulations! You have acquired a massive amount of achievement points!]

(Achievements Unlocked)
1. (Integrated Achievement) - I do everything at the Academy!
Acquired positions - Head of General Affairs, Head of Physical Education, Head of Volunteer Services, Head of Student Guidance, Secretary...

2. (Integrated Achievement) - Goodbye everyone! I'm leaving to find my happiness, free from all the shackles and constraints of this world.
Giving up more than 5 positions at once.

After acquiring every possible position that existed, and then declaring that I wouldn't do them, achievement notifications popped up.
Fortunately, it seemed that just having my name on the paperwork was enough for it to be recognized.
So after extracting all the benefits I could, I gave up these positions, and once again, a massive amount of achievement points came in.

[You have leveled up!]

I was able to level up without much difficulty.

*Sweet.*

Who knew I could accumulate such massive achievement points by just wiggling my fingers a few times without doing anything?
Thinking that nothing could be sweeter than this, I wiggled my legs.

*So now I just need to level up, right?*

Feeling my mouth water at the thought of raising my abilities after a long time, I decided to make some preparations.

*Considering that the maximum level is 5, I only have two chances left to go to the Room of Trials, including this one.*

I strengthened my resolve, deciding to gain all possible benefits from this opportunity.

* * * * *

The World Tree, once called the source of all life, had met its death long ago and now bore a dark red hue.
The once abundantly prosperous Elf Land was withering and dying.

In that place where nothing showed any sign of vitality, Daisy looked at the elves who were still clinging to life.

"......"

Was life such a trivial and miserable thing?
She couldn't help but laugh bitterly at the sight of the elves, who were no different from the beggars she had seen in the royal capital, despite having called themselves a noble and superior race just a few years ago.

*All living beings are the same after all.*

Though realizing this now had no meaning, memories of persecuting the Hero kept coming to mind.
She regretted all the times she had either stood by or tormented him.

While lost in these thoughts, recalling her shameful actions, two individuals approached and stood beside her, talking among themselves.

"The Demon King's forces are still rampaging."
"Of course. The last hope of the demon race is at the Academy."
"Ah, this is why we should have killed the Demon King later... They got excited among themselves and used it, causing her to die."
"Isn't that natural? Given that it's a technique created by ancestors who sacrificed themselves throughout repeated history, once they saw it, they couldn't contain their excitement."
"...Fortunately, the outcome was good. What would you have done if you couldn't kill the Demon King?"
"Well, then we'd have had to ask the Hero to catch her."
"Sigh, anyway... We've achieved our primary goal, and now we should return and capture the next Demon King... no, the Hero."

At those words, he responded with a somewhat sarcastic expression.

"As you command, Your Holiness the Pope."
"...Well, let's head back now, Duke Philotes... and Daisy."

At that call, Daisy nodded calmly and said:

"...Don't forget that once everything is over, we need to bring the World Tree's seed back here."
"Don't worry. We'll retrieve it even if we have to mobilize everyone in the world."
"...Alright."
"Then let's depart now. Ah... before that, what do you plan to do with that Demon King?"

At the Pope's words, Daisy looked at the figure trapped in a massive Magic Stone in front of the World Tree.
A woman with long black hair and red eyes.
It was a pitiful sight—she couldn't even close her eyes in death, as if there was something she found deeply unjust.

*Too miserable for the end of a Demon King.*

Especially considering she was the Hero of the previous generation.
As Daisy stroked the Magic Stone with her hand and closed her eyes, she felt a strange resonance.

*Is she alive? No... that can't be.*

She had definitely seen her die.
Still, just to be sure, she carefully examined the Magic Stone for any cracks and checked if the trapped Demon King was moving. The Pope nearby smiled and said:

"Are you worried she might come back to life?"

When Daisy nodded briefly, the Pope smiled and patted her shoulder.

"Don't worry. We've confirmed her death multiple times."
"...Really?"
"Yes. Unless an Elixir exists, it would be impossible to revive her at this point. So there's no need to worry."

At the mention of an Elixir, Daisy smiled slightly.
The Elixir existed only in legends, and even if it did exist, no one would be crazy enough to use it on the Demon King.
In short, realizing it was absolutely impossible, she finally felt reassured and nodded.

"Come to think of it, you're right."
"Shall we go then? It's time to bring everything to a close."

At those words, Daisy slowly followed the Pope, turning her attention away from the Demon King.

* * * * *

To extract all possible benefits from this Room of Trials, I was organizing my items, putting everything I might need into my spatial storage, when I discovered the Elixir I had obtained from the kingdom's treasure vault floating around in there.

*It's been a while since I've seen this.*

I had definitely decided to save it for when I needed it, but such a situation never arose.
It's good that I haven't needed to use it, but I hope it doesn't go to waste from being saved too long. With that thought, I turned my attention elsewhere.

*Well, that's not important right now. What I need to do now is...*

Decide what training to do in the Room of Trials.
I resolved to focus on raising basic stats like strength, agility, and stamina that I hadn't been able to improve, and decided to enter the Room of Trials.

*Well then, let's start the training.*

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth, thinking of the numerous potions accumulated in my spatial storage.

Ch.87 - Level Up 2
[Promotion Test is starting.]
- Defeat all enemies that appear.

* If you die during the test, you will be resurrected after the test resets.
* Time flows very slowly in the Trial Room.
* If you give up midway, level-up will become impossible forever.

The message wasn't much different from what I'd seen before.
This time, however, the goal had changed from survival to defeating enemies, and the restriction on using only divine power was gone.
At first glance, it might seem easier since I could use all my abilities, but...

'If I think about it differently.'

The fact that they removed the restrictions could mean the difficulty was so high that it would be challenging even with full access to my powers, which was concerning.

'Actually, it doesn't matter either way.'

I came here more for training than to clear the trial anyway.
Since I planned to retry as many times as needed until I was satisfied,
the difficulty level wasn't particularly important.

'So for now.'

I decided not to worry too much and just face whatever came my way as I looked around.

'The theme this time is ruins, huh.'

Ruins filled with collapsed buildings.
While I was analyzing the structure of the area, I noticed a building in the distance with numerous coffins laid out.
Feeling drawn to this strange place, I approached it when a message appeared.

[Ancient heroes rise from their places, receiving powerful divine power.]

Ancient heroes? Powerful divine power?
As questions formed in my mind about this puzzling message,
massive amounts of divine power poured down from the sky, enveloping hundreds of coffins.

It was my first time seeing divine power—not demonic energy—being forced into coffins.
As I silently watched this spectacle,
the corpses in the coffins, now infused with divine power, slowly rose and emerged like undead summoned by a necromancer.

'...Is that even possible?'

Isn't controlling corpses the domain of necromancers?
The concept of injecting divine power to animate corpses felt so unnatural that
I stared blankly before breaking into a wide smile as a thought occurred to me.

'Does this mean I could control corpses like a necromancer too?'

Until now, controlling corpses was impossible without an item called "Flower of Life."
But if I could inject divine power into corpses like what I was witnessing... I could overcome that limitation.

With this goal in mind, I quickly took out potions from my spatial storage, consumed them,
and set myself a new objective for this place.

'To control corpses like what I'm seeing now.'

I'm not sure if this is the right term, but
I committed to becoming a holy necromancer... and laughed inwardly for quite a while.

'This is why I can't stop training.'

I couldn't even imagine how powerful I'd become once I acquired this skill, as I drew my sword.

* * *

The heroes who rose from their coffins immediately equipped the gear scattered on the floor and formed ranks to charge at me.
Seeing this, I gathered a large amount of divine power and declared a sacred domain in the area.

A powerful wave of divine power.
Normally, just declaring a sacred domain would push enemies back or kill them,
but since these beings were already animated by divine power, it didn't seem to affect them much.

'They have resistance to divine power.'

In other words, if I could learn to use this skill, I'd have a massive advantage when fighting against those with divine power.

'Which means I'd have an edge when fighting the Church.'

This would solve one of my biggest weaknesses—the inability to overwhelmingly crush divine power users.
Finding this more and more appealing, I dodged the attacks from the heroes who had closed in.

A powerful wave of divine power.
If it were mana, it would have dissipated upon touching my body without any effect.
But divine power wasn't like that, so I lightly dodged before drawing my sword and stabbing it into the heart of the one in front of me.

The strange sound of flesh being pierced.

Though it was clearly a corpse, I couldn't understand why I heard the sound of flesh being pierced, so I looked closer and witnessed something shocking.

'The body is regenerating?'

I didn't know this was possible too.
I couldn't hide my smile as I watched these corpses transform to appear "alive."

'This would be perfect for a royal corpse parade when I visit the kingdom later.'

Imagining the nobles and royals who would be horrified, I cut down the hero in front of me.

Normally, slicing someone horizontally would kill them,
but since these weren't truly revived but merely "animated by divine power,"
the hero I cut in half continued to attack me in two separate pieces, creating a grotesque sight.

'Oh.'

I couldn't help but admire the sight.
After staring at the bisected hero that made me feel oddly pleased, I put it into my spatial storage and wondered:

'Will these replenish?'

If they did replenish, I could have an infinite supply of quality corpses, which wouldn't be bad.
I decided to check this later as I faced the numerous heroes now approaching.

*

As one might expect, simply pouring divine power into a corpse wasn't enough to animate it,
so I stared at the corpses on the ground, wondering how to replicate what I had seen earlier.

'...If I think simply, it's like controlling a marionette with divine power.'

But the movements were too natural for that, and considering how each half moved independently when I cut one in half... wait a moment.

'Each part moved independently?'

That means the divine power that entered split and operated separately, so perhaps I need to spread divine power throughout the entire body?
With this thought, I immediately picked up a corpse and infused divine power throughout its body.
As I expected, the corpse began to move like a zombie.

'The only downside is...'

Unlike the heroes I faced earlier, it couldn't heal its own wounds...
But that could be solved by learning healing magic from Lucia later or healing through sacred domain declaration, so it wasn't a major issue.

I decided that in this Trial Room, I would practice infusing divine power into hundreds or thousands of corpses simultaneously and controlling them.
Taking a deep breath, I prepared myself.

* * * * *

Looking at the massive temple that was half-destroyed and seemingly beyond repair,
Pope Nemesis questioned the Paladin standing nearby about who was responsible.

"...What exactly happened here?"

The Paladin knew better than anyone that the severity of his punishment would depend on his answer.
Considering the numerous issues at hand, he replied:

"There was a terrorist attack in the evening. While the reason and motive are unknown, judging from the massive divine power residue left behind, I suspect it was someone at least at the Cardinal level... no, possibly even higher."

Nothing undermines credibility like saying "I suspect," but
if he had confidently stated that one of his superiors was responsible,
he would have to bear that responsibility himself, so he had to phrase it carefully.

'And besides, I truly can't be certain.'

Just as he thought this was the best approach, Pope Nemesis, who had been examining the scene, let out a hollow laugh and spoke:

"This is obviously the Hero's doing... Yes, with this level of divine power, it could only be the Saintess or the Hero. I've monitored the Saintess all her life and prevented her from learning powerful divine magic... so that leaves only the Hero."

At the mention of the Hero, the Paladin couldn't help but take a sharp breath.
From what he knew, the Hero had been manipulated into "self-destruction" by the combined efforts of the Church and the Kingdom, and ultimately driven to suicide.
The reappearance of a Hero was alarming.

'And considering they carried out this terrorist attack...'

They must harbor intense anger toward the Church.
Rather than thinking a new Hero had appeared, it seemed more likely that the previous Hero who had committed suicide had been resurrected for revenge.

'The Hero's revenge.'

It was grotesquely ironic that the Hero, who was born to save the world, now harbored anger and sought to destroy it.
But it was too late to turn back now, so he could only endure this reality as he pondered the situation.
Then the Pope, who had been silently gazing at the sky, spoke to him:

"...I need to go to the Academy. The Hero must be there."

She spoke with certainty that the Hero would be at the Academy.
As he wondered how she could be so sure, Pope Nemesis seemed to notice his confusion and provided an answer:

"You seem to have forgotten. I was also a member of the Hero's party. To be precise, I was a companion of the Hero who has now become the Demon King."

The Hero who became the Demon King?
So not the previous generation's Hero party?
Then how long has the Pope been alive?

All sorts of questions arose, but feeling that pursuing them might lead to unbearable truths,
the Paladin kept his mouth shut and pretended not to understand.

Ch.88 - Pope
[You have died.]
[The Trial Room will be reset.]
(Death count: 32)

The individual abilities of the heroes were significantly inferior to mine, so dealing with them wasn't particularly difficult. The problem was that there were far too many of them.

*If I were to use a turn-based game as an example, for every attack I make...*

Since there are at least hundreds of them, hundreds of turns would pass. Even if each person attacked just once, I would have to endure hundreds of attacks.

*Because of that...*

The difficulty increased exponentially, making it impossible to handle "alone." Yes, if I were alone.

I smiled lightly as I watched the corpses rising before my eyes. I'm not sure what to call this, but perhaps "holy zombies" would be appropriate? I looked with satisfaction at these zombies that were admirably moving their bodies.

*To think this would actually work.*

I had often felt frustrated without supporting troops backing me up. Now that I had something to solve this issue, many of those problems could be considered resolved.

*Of course, there are still many areas that need improvement and more training, but...*

I can take care of those issues here, so practically speaking, there's no problem at all. I decided to push my body further to reach the level of mastery I desired, and drew out more Divine Power to raise even more corpses.

* * * * *

Lucia couldn't help but break into a cold sweat when she saw Hana looking for Jung Hyun first thing in the morning. Jung Hyun had entered the "Trial Room" to level up, but the problem was that he had gone without telling Hana, leaving Lucia to bear all the responsibility.

"Daddy... Daddy's gone. Daddy abandoned Hana..."
"No, no, that's not it. He just went to take care of something. Stop crying, please stop."
"Daddyyy..."

While wiping Hana's tear-streaked face and wondering what to do, an exhausted-looking Miria sighed and spoke to her.

"I'm sorry... but can you take care of Hana? I was tormented by her all day yesterday... I can't take it anymore."

Then Miria collapsed onto the sofa and closed her eyes. Just as Lucia was squeezing her eyes shut at the grim reality of losing her only potential helper, someone hurriedly opened the door and came in.

Wondering who it was, she looked up to see it was the First Princess, Charlotte. Surprised by the sudden visit, Lucia approached her, and after a quick greeting, Charlotte began looking for Jung Hyun.

"Is Jung Hyun not here?"
"Jung Hyun is... currently leveling up."
"What? Again? But this is urgent... When did he go in?"

To this question, she answered "yesterday" while wiping Hana's face again.

"...He went in yesterday? Then it'll take at least a few days?"
"Yes, probably."

At those words, Charlotte, having lost her usual composure, paced around anxiously before her eyes suddenly lit up as if she'd had a good idea.

"Lucia... you're the Saintess, right?"
"What? Yes."

Since it was now widely known, she nodded without denying it. Charlotte then spoke to her somewhat urgently.

"I heard a rumor that the Pope himself is coming from the Church."
"...What? The Pope?"

Her mind went blank at the unexpected mention of this figure. She had only ever interacted with Cardinals at most, never having properly spoken with the Pope. While she stood there with a blank expression, Charlotte continued with a serious face.

"So I was wondering if you could greet the Pope in Jung Hyun's place when he arrives?"
"...In Jung Hyun's place?"
"Yes. For some reason, I heard the Pope specifically requested to meet Jung Hyun and conveyed this to the academy."

The Pope wants to meet Jung Hyun?
Though she couldn't understand it, if forced to guess a reason, she thought it might be because Jung Hyun was the Hero.

*But even so, why would the Pope specifically want to see Jung Hyun...?*

Moreover, the position of Pope was one that "summoned others," not one that "went to others," so she couldn't understand why he would personally visit. While she was pondering this, Charlotte continued.

"So I'm asking again if you could substitute for him..."

Lucia could only blink blankly while listening to Charlotte's words. It seemed everyone was misunderstanding something. They thought that because she held the position of Saintess, she could exert some influence within the Church.

*In reality, I'm treated worse than a low-ranking nun.*

Being treated like an exiled clergy member, she knew that even if she greeted the Pope in Jung Hyun's place, she would be ignored and not even given attention. As she was wondering how to explain this, Miria, who had woken up, calmly greeted Charlotte.

"Princess. How are you?"

At the calm voice, Charlotte seemed to realize her mistake and slowly calmed her emotions, nodding to acknowledge Miria's greeting. Miria continued speaking slowly as she observed Charlotte.

"Actually, you don't need to worry too much about this. It's the academy that should be concerned, not the students."

At those words, Charlotte froze with an "Ah." Judging by her expression, she seemed to be berating herself for not realizing something so obvious, so Lucia deliberately looked away toward the window.

"So we can just pretend not to know and go about our business. Of course, there will be pressure from the academy... but Jung Hyun doesn't seem interested in graduating anyway, and moreover, Princess Karina is supporting him."

The implication was that they could just leave things as they were. Charlotte blushed and smiled awkwardly before saying:

"You're right... it's so obvious, why didn't I realize it? The news of the Pope coming was so shocking that I was flustered... Anyway, thank you."
"Yes."

Lucia was patting the back of Hana, who had stopped crying, when Hana sniffled and asked her:

"When will Daddy come back...? I miss Daddy."

Momentarily at a loss for words, Lucia could only smile awkwardly. Since the time Jung Hyun spent in the Trial Room varied greatly, she had no idea how long it would take this time. As she remained silent, unable to answer, Charlotte slowly spoke up.

"It should take about three days."

At those words, Hana blinked and wiggled her fingers. She seemed to be counting, so Lucia left her be for a moment. Charlotte observed this for a while before slowly speaking.

"Still, the fact that they're specifically looking for Jung Hyun means... we need some kind of plan. And if the Pope himself is coming, they'll use methods we can't ignore no matter how much we try."

Methods we can't ignore?
As she was wondering what those might be, Charlotte pointed at Lucia, Hana, and Miria in turn.

"And those methods will likely involve you, Hana, or Miria."

Though she was speaking indirectly, she was suggesting they might be taken hostage. Charlotte sighed and mentioned other possibilities.

"Of course, they might not need to take you hostage. They could take your families instead. Though you and Hana might not have any... Miria, you..."

At Charlotte's words, Miria waved her hands dismissively and laughed.

"Oh, you don't need to worry about my family. They're people who would be difficult to capture even if someone wanted to."

Charlotte looked somewhat puzzled at this. She seemed confused that Miria wasn't worried despite the Pope himself potentially taking hostages, but she didn't seem to want to delve deeper and concluded the conversation.

"...Is that so? I don't know why you're so confident, but that's fine then. Anyway, please relay what I said to Jung Hyun when he returns. And all of you, be careful."
"Yes...!"
"I'll be going then."

With those final words, Charlotte waved her hand and left. Watching her go, Miria sprawled back on the sofa and said:

"...The Pope, huh. Jung Hyun might be fine, but what about you, Lucia?"
"Huh?"
"Since you belong to the Church. Don't you have to immediately go when the highest authority, the Pope, calls for you?"
"Well... that's usually the case."

Due to the closed nature of the Church, disobeying orders from higher clergy could lead to various repercussions. Normally, one would follow the orders of higher clergy by any means necessary, but...

"I'm planning to leave the Church soon, so it doesn't matter."

Believing that leaving would solve the problem, she answered honestly, causing Miria to respond with surprise.

"Aren't you... the Saintess?"
"Yes...! I am!"
"Do Saintesses usually talk about leaving the Church?"
"Well, it's not common, but... the Church hasn't done anything for me, so I think it'll be fine?"
"There's no way that would be fine."

She knew that much. Even ordinary believers, let alone the Saintess, were classified as "heretics" the moment they left the Church. The higher one's position, the more severe the punishment.

*For someone like me, a Saintess...*

She thought they would probably send holy knights to kill her the moment she announced her departure. Yet she still spoke of leaving because she had decided to share the burden on Jung Hyun's back.

*Even if my leaving the Church might be the opposite of my predestined path...*

If it was the path that would help Jung Hyun, she was determined to endure it, she thought as she patted Hana's back.

Ch.89 - Meeting
About a hundred deaths.
At the end of it all, I gained two things.

First, countless bodies of heroes.
By using the peculiarity that I "reset" upon death, I repeatedly died after placing bodies in a subspace.
This allowed me to obtain multiple high-quality corpses... no, the bodies of former heroes.

*If someone saw this, they'd think I was mass-producing androids.*

Looking at the rows of identical corpses in the subspace, I confirmed the second thing I had gained.

*
[Holy Rhapsody] (Lv:1)
- Infuses massive divine power into the dead, allowing them to move temporarily.
*

A holy version of a necromancer.
Unlike the undead summoned by necromancers, these had holy attributes.
They had the great advantage of being able to use the "skills" they had in life, but...

*The problem is my skill level is still too low.*

Despite consuming enormous amounts of divine power, they moved no better than zombies or skeletons.

*Well, I suppose it's not a big issue since I can use divine power without limits.*

Since there were many ambiguities about using this in actual combat,
I decided to raise my Holy Rhapsody skill level as much as possible, so these guys could at least use their skills.

*Then, while maintaining Holy Rhapsody constantly...*

I drew my sword against the former heroes who continued to swarm in endless numbers.

* * * * *

Irene, the Saint of Compassion.
Recalling her old title that few people remembered anymore, the Pope slowly entered the Academy.

- Clunk.

As she stepped forward, the creaking floorboards revealed a corridor of auburn color,
followed by scarred walls and the mixed scent of old wood.

It felt somewhat unfamiliar after being away from the Academy for so long,
but since it hadn't changed much since her first visit, familiarity prevailed over unfamiliarity.

*...I miss it so much.*

She deeply missed that innocent yet brilliant youth, when none of them knew what doom awaited them.
But knowing better than anyone that it could never be reclaimed, she merely longed for it
without trying to recover or return to it.

While she was lost in these emotions of irretrievable memories,
Second Princess Karina appeared before her, blocking her path and greeting her.

"Welcome to the Academy."

Perhaps due to her youth, Karina's characteristic freshness and awkwardness were evident,
showing she couldn't properly control her emotions.
The Pope smiled at this nostalgic sight, which prompted Karina to speak with a hardened expression.

"You seem to be in a good mood."

Her voice was fierce, as if challenging the Pope.
Being too tired of emotional battles at her age, the Pope just smiled gently and patted Karina.

"A good mood... I suppose that's right. I've come to a place where I can reminisce about the most beautifully shining times."

The Second Princess twisted her expression, not understanding the Pope's words.
After watching Karina's reaction for a moment, the Pope decided to stop dwelling on memories
and explain why she had come.

"Esik, the Second Mage Officer. He was certainly one of Princess Karina's closest confidants, wasn't he?"

Karina looked at the Pope with surprised eyes when Esik's name was mentioned.
The Pope gestured lightly to the Paladin standing behind her.

"Here he is."

With that, the Paladin placed the injured, unconscious Esik on the floor,
then wiped the bloodstains with his foot before returning to his position.

"...What is the meaning of this?"

Karina glared at the Pope, grinding her teeth after seeing Esik lying coldly on the floor.
The Pope maintained an impassive expression and explained the reason.

"Let's call it a warning about crossing the line."
"...The kingdom will not overlook this."
"Even so, the kingdom cannot impose sanctions on our Church."
"..."

Unable to offer any rebuttal, the Second Princess just trembled.
The Pope decided to end this pointless power struggle and get to the "main point."

*But first...*

It would be better to change locations.
She told the Paladin guarding her from behind that she would go downstairs, and told Karina to follow.

*

A massive cavity.
After heading to the center of the blood-stained place, she looked around and then turned to meet the Second Princess's eyes.

"Originally, the Hero was 'scheduled' to be resurrected or a new Hero was to appear at this time... but something seems to have gone awry due to some powerful force, and he has revived much faster than expected."

She wasn't sure what to call this powerful force exactly.
From the Hero's perspective, it was essentially "unrealistic luck" befalling him, so perhaps that was the best term.

*If things had gone according to the original plan...*

The Hero would have been sealed or killed by the Holy Knights before he could even properly open his eyes, let alone grow.

*And the biggest problem is...*

During that brief period when she was focused on capturing the Demon King,
he had grown too powerful to be easily dealt with.

*Just looking at that power that exploded the Church... that immense divine power makes it easy to guess what level he's reached.*

Roughly estimating, he was probably among the top three strongest beings now.
It was unbelievable that he had become so powerful in such a short time,
but Heroes had always been exceptional beings, so she gave up trying to understand and simply accepted it.

*Still, there shouldn't be a major problem.*

If they captured him the same way they had captured the previous generation's Hero, who was now the Demon King, it shouldn't be too difficult.
Therefore, she decided to proceed that way and inform the key figures of this fact.

*So for now...*

She needed to make preparations beforehand.
For that, she felt the need to persuade Karina and slowly began to speak.

"That's why I need your help, Second Princess."
"...My help?"
"Yes. Since we're short on time, I can't explain the detailed rewards, but... if you help us, I can ensure that you will inherit the throne."

According to the reports she had received, the Second Princess was strongly attached to the throne and had significant trauma about being the child of a concubine.
So she calculated that by gently stimulating these points, it wouldn't be difficult to win her over.
She gave a subtle signal to the Cardinal waiting silently behind her to continue this matter.

"Cardinal Zemen will explain the details. If you have any questions, ask him."
"..."
"And Paladin."
"Yes."
"Please proceed with the preparations with the Cardinal, with the Second Princess's help."

The preparations meant identifying the Hero's weaknesses.
This ranged from understanding the Hero's beliefs to taking all individuals related to the Hero as "hostages."

*If the Hero has an evil personality, this might not work so well.*

But Heroes were the type who prioritized protecting their companions by sacrificing themselves above all else.
So the moment they took related people hostage, they could easily control the Hero.

*So using the most reliable people available and the Second Princess, who is said to hate the Hero...*

She decided to proceed with this plan, leaving the words "I'm counting on you" to the Paladin and Cardinal before turning away.

* * * * *

Cardinal Zemen, as soon as he confirmed that the Pope had left with her escort forces, smiled gently at Karina and said:

"You don't need to think about it for long. Between an individual Hero and the Church that has prepared for a long time to capture Heroes and Demon Kings, it's obvious which is stronger."

At those words, Karina bit her teeth hard and gripped her sword tightly, then smiled as if she'd thought of something interesting.

"Then show me proof of that."
"Proof, you say?"
"Yes, if you're so confident, how about capturing First Princess Charlotte, the Saintess, and one of the first-year students closest to him?"

It didn't matter since it was something they had to do anyway,
but curious about her motives for such a proposal, he tried to guess her intentions.
It seemed less about testing their abilities and more about having some other interest in those three.

*But while I understand Princess Charlotte, I don't know what connection the Saintess and the first-year student have.*

According to reports, she hadn't been directly involved with those two, so he couldn't understand what she was aiming for.
There were many suspicious aspects, but this could be resolved by drawing up a contract, so it wasn't a major issue.

*And above all, even if there's some scheme, everything will be resolved when the Pope and the Duke arrive.*

He decided to follow the Pope's orders and take those three hostage with the Paladin.
He passed on the information obtained from the academy's dormitory entry records to the Paladin.

With a brief nod, their destination was decided.
Leaving the Second Princess lost in thought, they headed toward the "Royal Quarters" accompanied by the Holy Knights.

Ch.90 - ...these Fucking Bastards Must Be Insane.
The meaning of "hero of the previous generation" has two interpretations.
First, a hero who died without fulfilling their duty.
Second, a hero who died after fulfilling their duty.

While the former wasn't particularly special,
The latter referred to those who defeated the Demon King.
They possessed not only superior abilities compared to other former heroes but also special powers.

I silently contemplated the hero standing quietly before me.
Vast Divine Power.
Just estimating, it must be comparable to Bishop Rea's Divine Power.

*Even though they're dead, they still have this much power.*

I can't even imagine how strong they were when alive.
I looked at this with interest before calmly raising my hand to command the corpses surrounding me.

"Attack."

[Holy Rhapsody] (lv:7)

While maintaining the skill and receiving enhancement effects, I commanded the surrounding corpses using the Holy Rhapsody that had leveled up insanely.
Massive Divine Power spread from my body, raising these corpses.

Countless corpses, enough to be called a legion, lined up and manifested the skills they primarily used when alive.
Though they lacked uniformity since each was different,
This actually became an advantage in pressuring the opponent.

Hundreds, thousands of magic circles and sword energies.
All of these poured down on the hero standing before me.
Normally, it would be an overwhelming amount of attacks that would make one abandon their will to live.

But that one, as if it were natural,
Slowly extended their hand to create a magic circle large enough to envelop everything, neutralizing all attacks.

*They're certainly strong.*

I smiled with joy watching this.
The fact that they were so strong meant that when I obtained their corpse, I would gain a powerful subordinate.
Thinking I'd received some excellent material, I drew my sword.

*Let's go in person then.*

Crossing swords once would let me know exactly how strong they were.
Raising my sword wrapped in Divine Power, I briefly called out.

"Territory Declaration."

Pure white light enveloped the crimson earth, declaring that this place had completely become "my space."
Hearing the eerie cries of the corpses I created with Holy Rhapsody,
I looked at the boss who was showing wariness in front of me.

*I'd like to copy that one, but...*

Since the trial room would be considered cleared the moment I defeated the boss monster,
It seemed impossible to copy them.
So, though regrettable, I decided to be satisfied with just obtaining their corpse intact and advanced forward quickly.

"...!"

Why would a corpse without emotions back away as soon as they saw me?
Thinking it was quite an amusing reaction, I shot a sword energy filled with welcome.

- BOOM!

With a massive explosion, dust rose thickly.
Looking at the boss who had escaped, I thought they were doing something quite cute, then overloaded my Territory with Divine Power.

The basic ability of Territory Declaration is to push away or suppress.
When I overloaded it to its maximum, they couldn't withstand even a moment and crashed to the ground.
Looking at this sight, I slowly walked over, thrust my sword into their heart, and expressed brief regret.

*I'd like to stay longer, but...*

Since training more wouldn't make me significantly stronger,
I decided it was better to finish here rather than being greedy.

[Congratulations! You have defeated all monsters!]

The message appeared before my eyes.
Looking at it, I checked my updated stats.

*-*
Jung Hyun [Level: 3]
*(Your level will increase when you leave the trial room!)

[Stats]

Strength: 97 Agility: 89 Vitality: 95 Mana: 9 Divine Power: ???
*-*
[Traits]
1. (Unrealistic Genius)
2. (Unrealistic Luck)
3. (Blood-Soaked Berserker)
4. (Amplifying Rosario)
5. (Evil Spirit)

[Skills]
1. Superior Swordsmanship Lv:7
2. Superior Sword Energy Lv:4
3. Superior Tough Skin MAX
4. Advanced Divine Power Efficiency Lv:7
5. Territory Declaration Lv: 9
6. Holy Rhapsody Lv:7
*-*

Considering that the maximum stat value is 100,
I could see that my strength and vitality were approaching their maximum.

*Agility is a bit disappointing, but...*

Still, with these stats, I shouldn't be lacking anywhere.
In fact, even when my stats were much lower, I never struggled due to insufficient abilities, so I closed the window.

*Well then, shall we go out?*

I stuffed the fallen corpse into my spatial storage and approached the door leading outside.

* * * * *

The Cardinal watched as the Paladin stood beside him drawing his sword and looked toward the royal quarters.
A building so magnificent it was hard to believe it was located on Academy grounds.
Looking at that building, he spoke to those following in orderly fashion.

"Half of you seal off this area, and the rest follow the Paladin inside."

Upon this order, they followed without any objection.
The Paladin silently watched this, then emitting his characteristically powerful Divine Power, said "I'll enter first" and went inside.
Seeing this, he silently curled his lips into a smile.

*Good. If this matter resolves well, I'll gain immensely.*

Fortunately, thanks to Bishop Rea causing trouble by failing to handle the situation,
He had received an opportunity to prove his abilities by cleaning up the mess.

*Of course, since the opponent is the Hero...*

If he had tried to prove himself alone, resolving this would have been impossible.
But with the Paladin, the source of power, it should be possible to resolve without any issues.
So he saw this as a problem that could be solved without direct intervention.

But one problem arose.

"...You absolutely cannot pass here."

The Saintess.
Though she was called the abandoned Saintess within the Church, with neither influence nor authority, just an empty title,
The value she held as Saintess remained regardless of how much she was disregarded.
So it was impossible for mere knights to trample over her and pass.

*Moreover, even the Paladin...*

Seemed reluctant to directly cut down the Saintess, the symbol of the Church,
As there were too many watching eyes.
Seeing this, he felt a strategy was needed, so he stepped forward to create a valid "reason" to cut down the Saintess.

"...Saintess, have you been well?"

When he greeted the Saintess blocking the way,
She glared at him fiercely and opened her mouth.

"...Cardinal."
"It seems you've been well. Well, that's not important... why are you blocking the entrance to the quarters?"

At those words, the Saintess bit her lip and couldn't say anything.
This was natural because...

Not only the Saintess but all believers had a doctrine that they should hide nothing "before the Church,"
Yet the Saintess was blatantly ignoring this and clearly showing signs of hiding something from them.
Naturally, she had nothing to say even with ten mouths.

He decided to exploit this, creating a valid reason to attack the Saintess,
And continued speaking.

"Are you perhaps hiding something inside? Hahaha. That can't be. No matter how much you're called the abandoned Saintess, you're still a Saintess. You wouldn't so openly do something against the doctrine."

The Saintess ground her teeth at the title "abandoned Saintess" and looked at him.
Apparently, this was a sore point for her.
He stimulated this further and slowly opened his mouth.

"So, Saintess, please step aside now. If you don't, we'll have no choice but to use force."
"...I cannot step aside."
"Even if this is the Pope's order?"

At the mention of the Pope, the Saintess looked at him with wide eyes.
For a member of the Church to disobey the Pope's order was tantamount to asking for immediate execution.
If she said yes here, it would establish grounds to kill the Saintess.

*Of course, since we need to take her alive...*

They couldn't kill her, but they could injure her severely enough that she couldn't stand.
The Saintess seemed unable to answer, keeping her mouth tightly shut while looking at him.
Seeing this, he decided to interpret this silence as "affirmation" and spoke to the knights.

"Arrest the Saintess who has disobeyed the Pope's order, and go inside to capture the heretics."

At this command, though hesitant, the knights couldn't disobey and approached with drawn swords.
The Saintess, seeing them, tried to push them away with an awkward stance.
But having no combat ability whatsoever, she was soon caught by the knights and pinned to the ground.

"Kyaaak!"

Hearing the scream echo,
He suppressed the urge to laugh, approached her,
And whispered to the fallen Saintess.

"Whatever the Saintess does, whoever you're trying to protect will be treated as heretics, subjected to severe torture, and eventually meet death."

The truth wasn't very important.
They were "the Hero's companions" anyway, and the Pope was a person who would do anything to capture the Hero.

*In fact...*

Hadn't he tortured and killed all her loved ones to capture this generation's Demon King?
Knowing the Pope's cruelty, he calmly told the Saintess what would soon happen.
As soon as the Saintess heard this truth, she struggled and screamed.

"...That absolutely cannot happen!"

If only she had stopped at shouting that it couldn't happen, things wouldn't have gone this far.
Just as he was enjoying this with only laughter,
Suddenly the Saintess tried to bite his ankle. After pulling his foot away, he stomped on her face and said.

"You really do all sorts of things."
"......"
"Anyway, watch. See what happens to those you tried to protect."

More accurately, it would be those the Hero tried to protect, but since it wasn't very important, he was about to open the door when...
A child who looked about four years old opened the door from inside the quarters, threw herself onto the fallen Saintess, and began to sob.

"Mommy... don't hurt mommy..."

...Mommy?
Looking at the child who was pushing away his foot that was stepping on the Saintess, he let out a hollow laugh.
He didn't understand why the child was calling the Saintess "mommy," but one thing was certain...

*I've gained more than expected.*

It was clear that this child had tremendous value as a hostage.
Capturing this child would certainly earn him great merit.
So just as he was about to seize and bind the child...

Powerful Divine Power...
No, even calling it powerful Divine Power would be an understatement.
Indescribably massive Divine Power enveloped this place, pressing down on all the knights including himself, making them roll on the ground.

"Kuhuk...!"

Feeling immense pain.
While unable to gather his wits due to the pain,
Someone thrust a sword into his shoulder and muttered in a low voice.

"...You fucking bastards, are you insane."

Ch.91 - Monster Spawn
If the descent of a god were to unfold before one's eyes, it would feel like this.
Cardinal Zemen sank into despair as he witnessed the immense divine power that made even the thought of resistance unimaginable.

*This can't be happening...*

There are limits to the divine power a human can possess.
Yet that guy was emitting divine power that far transcended human limitations as if he were a god himself.
He was overwhelming combat personnel who specialized in "Divine Power."

*That... that monstrous bastard.*

The alarms in his body were ringing so violently they felt like they would shatter.
He could barely breathe, and his vision was gradually blurring.
Forgetting all about the mission, he tried to flee just to survive, but...

"Where do you think you're going?"

The man stepped on his body, pinning him down before he could escape.

"We haven't even started our conversation yet."
"AAAAARGH!"

He stomped on his torso hard enough to crush bones.
Then he paused briefly and whispered with a voice full of amusement:

"I'll make you regret not dying. Look forward to it."

Then he turned around and approached the child and the Saintess he had seen earlier, speaking in a completely different tone.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"
"It hurts... Hana is fine, but Mommy is in a lot of pain... Mommy... ugh."
"It's okay, stop crying and come here. Lucia, are you alright?"
"Y-yes..."
"That's good. Could you take Hana to the room for a while? I have something I need to do."

Upon hearing this conversation, he had a good idea and quickly shouted out desperately, "Please spare me!"
No matter how much the Church had abandoned her, she was still a "Saintess" at her core.
Due to her characteristic compassion, she would surely save his life, even if he had threatened her.

*And from what I heard, the Saintess seems to be very precious to the Hero.*

If he could exploit that relationship, he might create an opening to escape.
So he tried to appeal to her sympathy by crying out, "Saintess, please save me!"

But contrary to his expectations...
The Saintess didn't even glance at him as she spoke to the Hero.

"When you torture him, if you strike the vital points I mentioned before, you can inflict more pain...!"

...Torture? Vital points? Pain?
These were words that should never come from a Saintess, and he sensed something was terribly wrong.
But since she was still a Saintess, he called out for help again.

"Jung Hyun, it's noisy out here, so we'll go inside now. Hana, let's go."
"No... I want to stay with Daddy."
"You can't! You'll be in the way of Daddy's work."
"Daddy..."

The Saintess ignored him completely and carried the child into the room.
The faint hope that had emerged withered before it could fully bloom.
Realizing all was in vain, he stared blankly as the Hero turned around and looked down at him with an expressionless face.

"Let's start again, shall we?"

With those words, divine power several times stronger than before poured over his body.
The pressure was so intense that he could no longer even think.

* * * * *

I looked at those collapsed before me.
The rather large one called a Paladin seemed quite strong as he was still standing somewhat awkwardly.
The rest appeared worthless, either unconscious or barely holding onto consciousness.

*Of course, this one who stepped on Lucia...*

I decided to pay special attention to him as I planned to give him special treatment.
I approached the Paladin who was still holding up and casually sliced his shoulder.

"......"

As expected of someone who had trained for a long time, his flesh wasn't soft but firm.
Feeling this texture, I fell into brief contemplation.

*How should I kill him to make the rumors spread effectively?*

Simply killing him wouldn't create enough impact for the "message" I wanted to send to the Church, so I thought I should use a somewhat special method.
I stabbed various parts of the Paladin's body with my sword as he endured the pain, and then a good idea came to mind, making me smile.

*Ah, that will work.*

There was no need to overthink this.
With this thought in mind, I grabbed the head of a nearby Holy Knight, lifted it up, and spoke:

"Can you tell me about the family relationships of the Paladin and the Cardinal here?"

At these words, the Paladin's body, which had been enduring pain without reaction, twitched.
Apparently, this was the right approach, so I spoke to the trembling Holy Knight:

"Three... two..."
"W-wait!"
"One."

The moment I uttered "one," I beheaded the Holy Knight without hesitation and tossed his face into a corner.
Like a chef cutting off a fish head, I immediately grabbed the head of another trembling Holy Knight and continued:

"Three..."

This time I seemed to have picked someone quite perceptive, as he immediately provided the information.

"The P-Paladin has a wife and one child..."

Hearing this, I let out a mocking laugh.

*No matter how afraid of dying you are...*

To sell out his superior's family relationship.
Thinking this place was truly rotten to the core without a single decent spot, I released his head and said:

"I'll spare you."

It was a lie, of course, but to create the impression that providing information would save lives, I said this and then grabbed the head of another Holy Knight to continue my questioning.

"Enough! Stop this!"

The Paladin's rough voice burst out.
Until now he had been silent like a mute, but as information about his family began to leak, he seemed to have become desperate.
I turned my head to look at the Paladin and spoke:

"Why should I?"

At this brief question, the Paladin seemed at a loss for words and just stared at me with a blank expression.
I looked at the Paladin's face and answered briefly:

"You tried to kill my comrades, so why shouldn't I kill you?"

Faced with this undeniable truth, he ground his teeth in contemplation.
Then, trembling all over, he let out a howl:

"AAAAARGH!"

And then, admirably enough, he overcame my divine power and moved his body.
He raised the mace he was holding high and rushed at me to attack.
But that was all—he didn't get far before collapsing and crashing to the floor again.

Finding this ridiculous, I stepped on the fallen Paladin's head and laughed.
Then I threw him a sword from a nearby Holy Knight and said:

"Fine... since it only ended in an attempt, I should give you one chance."

I pretended as if I were really going to give him a chance, feigning conflict in my expression.
Then, pointing at the sword I had thrown with my foot, I continued:

"If you kill all your subordinates with this sword in front of you, I'll spare your family."
"...That's... impossible."
"No? Then I'll have to kill your entire family too."

When I said this as if it were the obvious thing to do, the Paladin trembled again.
Then, as if he had made up his mind, he crawled forward and grabbed the sword I had placed before him.
Seeing this, I realized he had accepted my offer, so I removed the divine power that had been suppressing him.
He stood up, closed his eyes tightly, and spoke to the Holy Knights:

"...Do not forgive me."

Wow... this is ridiculous.
I let out an exclamation as I watched the Paladin approach his subordinates with an expression as if he were bearing all the world's sins.

*Anyone watching would think he's an unfortunate protagonist sacrificing his subordinates for a greater cause.*

In reality, he was just someone who had failed to kill another's family and was now killing his subordinates to save his own life.
I let out an exclamation of admiration as I watched the Paladin plunging his sword into his subordinates' bodies without hesitation.

*Truly pathetic.*

Shouldn't a Paladin resist until the end or fight back while calling out the name of God?
But instead, he abandoned his subordinates without hesitation, which I found utterly contemptible as I shook my head.

*The world really is running well.*

Trying hard to suppress the mockery that was about to escape, I applauded the Paladin who had killed all his subordinates and said:

"Well done."

At those words, the Paladin threw away the subordinate's sword he had been holding and closed his eyes tightly.
I approached him and, as a token of appreciation, thrust my sword into his chest and said:

"As promised, I'll spare your family. Yes, your family."

At those words, the Paladin flailed his hands, trying to grab me.
But I kicked his legs, knocking him down, and then ended his life completely before turning around.

"Now that all the useless obstacles have been cleared away, shall we start our conversation in earnest?"

Deciding that the appetizer was over and it was time to move on to the main dish, I approached the Cardinal.
The Cardinal looked at me, rolling his eyes, and quickly made me an offer.

"H-Hero. Think carefully. Your enemy is not me... but the Demon King. Rather than killing me and losing manpower... wouldn't it be better to keep me alive as your assistant?"

Since it wasn't even worth listening to, I was about to stab the Cardinal with my sword when I noticed the Paladin's mace lying on the ground and let out an exclamation.

*This looks good.*

Thinking that a mace could deliver pain quite effectively, I picked it up and brought it down on the Cardinal's ankle.

- CRACK! SMASH!

"AAAAARGH!"

The sound of something being crushed—no, beyond crushed, being pulverized—rang out, accompanied by a loud scream.
Very satisfied with the gratifying feeling in my hands, I looked at the Cardinal's tear-streaked face and asked a question:

"Should I stop?"
"...Ugh... stop... STOP!"

Hearing him cry out for me to stop, I smiled brightly and brought the mace down on his other foot.
I nodded with satisfaction as I heard the screams echoing again.

*I should carry this around from now on.*

Thinking the effect was quite good, but realizing that if I hit the Cardinal with the mace any more he might actually die, I put the mace into my spatial storage.
Then I dragged the Paladin's corpse over, sat on it, and said:

"I've been wondering about something. If you compress a person into a glass bottle and continuously infuse healing magic, would they die or not?"

Ch.92 - Infused Liquor
A blood-soaked floor.
Too much blood for a single person to have shed.

Yet, befitting a high-ranking cleric, he was preserving his life by casting healing magic on himself.
Despite losing so much blood, he was far from death, not even unconscious.
I smiled somewhat contentedly as I looked at this self-healing meat puppet.

*Well, aside from that, it seems his feet can't be healed.*

Lucia could heal such injuries given time.
But the Cardinal was barely clinging to life, let alone able to heal himself.
I looked at him with slight disappointment, then slowly addressed him.

"Tell me why I should let you live."

To be honest, I was planning to keep him alive in a glass bottle. His life "would" be guaranteed whether he wanted it or not.
But the Cardinal, unaware of this, quickly rolled his eyes and spoke to me urgently.

"...I, I know information about the Church. And even what the Pope is planning to do..."

First the Paladin, now this guy.
Isn't their loyalty to the Church too low?
Usually, people in such high positions act like fanatics as if it's natural... but these guys showed no signs of that.

*I wonder if it's because the Church is rotten to the core. Or if these guys are just unusual.*

Well, it wasn't bad for me, so I smirked and whispered to him.

"Go on. If there's anything useful, I'll spare you."

Taking control and shaking him up.
He showed signs of urgency as he opened his mouth to me.

"Re-recently, the Pope and his colleagues succeeded in killing the Demon King and sealing him..."

The Demon King's death?
I was momentarily speechless at this unexpected answer.

*They killed the Demon King? How?*

The Demon King is the source of evil, born to destroy the world.
As the source of evil, he's famous for crushing everything with overwhelming Demonic Energy.
They captured such a being without a Hero?

*...Is that even possible?*

No matter how I thought about it, it was strange.

A Hero is a variable summoned because the world cannot handle the threat on its own.
If it was possible to defeat the Demon King without such a variable,
there would be no reason to summon a Hero from another dimension.

*They could just fight among themselves and win.*

But they defeated him themselves... even invading the Demon King's Castle.
Something was clearly wrong, but I couldn't tell exactly what.
After pondering briefly, I shook it off and recalled another thing that didn't make sense.

*Wait, wasn't it said that when a Hero dies, they become the next generation's Demon King?*

But seeing that I haven't become the Demon King nor experienced any changes, I wonder if the Demon King really died.
I couldn't find a definite answer to any of this, which was frustrating.
But one thing I could be certain of was that the Demon King had either died or faced some serious problem.

*If I solve this...*

I could achieve my goal of "forming an alliance."
Having decided this, I determined to make a gift for the Pope,
and went inside to seek cooperation from Lucia and Miria, leaving the Cardinal behind for now.

* * *

"Are you alright? Are you hurt?"

As soon as I entered the room, I checked on Lucia's condition first.
While I was relieved to see Lucia nodding, someone rushed into the room calling for Hana.

"H-Hana! Are you hurt anywhere?"

I was wondering why I couldn't see Miria, but it seems she had gone out.
She was breathing heavily from rushing back, and as I shook my head looking at her,
Miria sighed in relief seeing Hana clinging to me.

"Thank goodness... I saw the corpses outside and got really worried."

Isn't the presence of corpses itself an indication that something happened?
I couldn't understand Miria's sentiment at all, but considering what I had done, I decided to keep quiet.
After watching for a moment, I decided to get back to the main point.

"Miria, could you buy me some glass bottles?"

Miria showed a puzzled expression at this sudden request.

"Huh? Why glass bottles all of a sudden?"
"I need them for something."

I nodded toward the corpses outside.
She seemed to understand the context and nodded, agreeing to do it.

"...I see? I don't know if it's what you want, but I have some I bought for alchemy class. I'll bring those."
"As long as I can compress and store things in them, it's fine."
"......"

Miria looked at me with a "you can't be serious" expression.
I avoided her gaze and told her to "hurry back."

"Well... I'll be right back."

I watched Miria leave and patted Hana gently.

* * *

After receiving the glass bottles from Miria, I immediately went outside with Lucia
to approach the Cardinal who must have been anxiously waiting for me.

*Impressive he didn't run away.*

No, more like he couldn't run away.
I looked at the twitching meat puppet... no, the Cardinal, and nudged him awake with my foot.

"Get up."
"Ugh... urgh."

The Cardinal opened his eyes with painful groans.
Upon seeing Lucia, he seemed to gain a glimmer of hope and started rolling his eyes again,
but he stopped when Lucia said, "I'll help with the torture too...! Since he has no feet, targeting the wrists or fingers would be good!"

*That's quite a broken expression.*

Should I call it the look of someone whose last hope has vanished?
Either way, his face was filled with despair, which was quite satisfying.
I asked Lucia to use healing magic just enough to keep him alive, then approached the corpse of a Holy Knight nearby.

*Now, let's make a gift for the Pope.*

They ambushed our lodging and threatened my companion and daughter. They deserve an equivalent gift.
I began compressing the cold corpse of the Holy Knight using Divine Power.

*The method isn't particularly difficult.*

I just need to compress Divine Power in one place, as I've done before.
Avoiding the blood spurting from the corpse,
I placed a Divine Power time bomb inside it, then put both the corpse and the bomb into a glass bottle.

*It's quite difficult, but...*

After reinforcing the glass bottle with Divine Power, I managed to force everything inside.
Being my first time, some things got a bit crushed, but I got better with practice.
I put all the remaining corpses into the bottles Miria had provided.

*I wonder how the Pope will react.*

What kind of reaction will he show when he receives my gift?
Hoping he would like my gift, I smiled at the Paladin and Cardinal who would be the highlight of this bomb.

*Now, let's start the final work.*

I was about to put these two in glass bottles but changed my mind.
Instead of small bottles, I decided to use large ones.

*If they get crushed, you can't see their form.*

From the Pope's perspective, receiving a bottle containing someone's recognizable face
would be more impactful than receiving a bottle of anonymous flesh.
Though it was a bit troublesome, I decided to do it that way and asked Miria to bring large glass bottles.

"Large ones? Um... I'll look for some."

Miria showed some reluctance but agreed to go without complaint,
perhaps feeling guilty for not being by Lucia's side during the important moment.
I sent her off and waited for her return, when the Cardinal cried out to me with a face consumed by fear.

"...G-Goddess will be angry! Urgh, h-how can you do something so cruel... even demons wouldn't do this! Are you, a Hero, actually a demon?!"

A voice mixed with anger.
He shouted something about divine punishment, cursing me.
After laughing for a while at his words, I wiped away the tears from laughing and answered.

"Didn't you know?"
"......"

The Cardinal stared at me with a somewhat blank expression.
I thought he was reacting that way because my actions were beyond his acceptable common sense,
when I saw Miria returning and said:

"Now, as promised, I'll let you live. Though I'm not sure if it's the way you want."
"Wait...!"

I asked Lucia for healing magic with an expressionless face, then rose to put him into the glass bottle Miria had brought.

*

*Oh.*

I couldn't tell with the small bottles,
but with the large ones, you can vaguely see the form.
At this point, I found it too disgusting to look at anymore, so I decided to send them to the Church quickly.
I turned away and decided to prepare the final gift.

*Since the Paladin represents the military power of the Church...*

It would be good to send a special form of gift to the Pope that captures this symbolism.
Having decided this, I grabbed the clear liquors placed in the corridor and poured them into the glass bottle.

"...What are you doing?"

Miria looked at me with a somewhat disgusted expression.
I gave her a brief answer.

"I'm making liquor to send him."
"...What?"

Recalling the original ending of Kongjwi and Patjwi I heard from my teacher as a child—the pickled fish ending—
I decided to do something similar but not too cruel, and send the Pope some Paladin-infused liquor.

"This much is necessary for him to realize what he's messed with."

I looked at the rising liquor and fell into thought.
Even I can see that what I'm doing now is somewhat excessive.
But these thoughts are ones I can have "because I saved Lucia and Hana," so I had no intention of stopping.

*If I had come out of the trial room late and failed to save these two...*

I might have witnessed Lucia and Hana being tortured, or seen their cold, dead bodies.

*Just because it was only an attempt doesn't mean nothing happened.*

So, deciding to put aside any pathetic sympathy,
I resolved to package these guys well and send them as gifts to the "Pope" who planned this incident.
I asked Miria to prepare a large, fancy gift box.

Ch.93 - Thank You
I looked at the completed Paladin infusion and the living chunk of Cardinal meat, nodding my head.

*This should be good to send as is.*

Of course, if I sent it in this state, it might get censored and never reach the Pope.
I planned to wrap it elaborately to ensure it would be properly delivered to the Pope.
I decided to ask Miria to handle this task since she would be the most capable, so I called for her.

"Miria, could you wrap this up for me? Make it as fancy as possible."

At my request, Miria grabbed her head as if a headache was coming on and sighed before answering.

"... That's not too difficult, but are you seriously planning to send this to the Pope?"
"Of course. I received something, so I should return the favor."
"... I guess that's right? Returning it is proper, but... Ah, whatever. You just want me to wrap it, right?"

Seeing even Miria—who had witnessed all sorts of things—struggling to handle this, it seemed my "gift" was a success.
Thinking about how the Pope would react when receiving this, I suddenly had an idea and consulted Miria about it.

"Do you have any magical tools with recording functions?"
"Recording functions? Of course I do."

Hearing they existed, I smiled and told her "I need that too."
Miria tilted her head curiously and asked me:

"I can get it for you, but you won't be able to record the Pope, right? After your last terrorist attack, outsiders are banned from entering the Church."
"That doesn't matter. I'm planning to record using dimensional movement."
"... Ah, Golden Goblin. Using dimensional movement would definitely work."

After hearing Miria's answer,
I decided to go with that plan, adding one more condition.

"Also, if it's sent under my name, it'll likely be censored beforehand."

I told her to send these gifts "in Karina's name" and decided to steal one of Karina's symbols, "the royal seal of the Second Princess."

"Under Princess Karina's name? That would certainly make it difficult for them to open the package... Even though royal authority has hit rock bottom, they can't deny the Second Princess's prestige."

I nodded and asked her to do so.

"Then I'll go see Karina for a bit."
"Before that, please comfort Hana. She seems to have been frightened earlier and keeps whimpering."
"... That would be good."

I decided to enter the room to comfort Hana and also praise her for protecting Lucia, so I immediately headed to the room.

* * *

The recently promoted senior nun was carrying a gift addressed to the Pope, heading toward his office.
Normally, gifts would be inspected and the wrapping removed to check the contents.
However, perhaps because it bore the name and royal seal of the Second Princess, whose stock was rising lately, she was instructed to deliver it directly without inspection.

*I suppose it can't be helped since it's from the Princess.*

Since even an ordinary princess would be the most likely successor to the throne, it seemed that even within the Church, they couldn't easily interfere with her.
The nun carried the package carefully with a tense expression.

*If there's even the slightest damage to the wrapping...*

She might be confined to the penitence chamber for such an offense, so she moved her steps as solemnly as possible toward her destination.

"Are you alright?"

As her pace gradually slowed,
the holy knights who had come to escort—or rather, monitor—her approached.
She was startled for a moment and almost dropped the gift, but with superhuman patience, she caught it and nodded.

"Y-Yes, I'm fine."
"Then let's proceed."

Though their words were kind, she knew they were merely urging her to hurry with her task.
She deliberately quickened her previously slowing pace and moved forward.

*......*

After several identity checks by the holy knights, she finally reached the office.
Upon arrival, the knights told her to place the items on a nearby desk.

"... Y-Yes!"

After carefully placing the gifts down, she sighed with relief that it was finally over and was about to leave when
the Pope emerged from his office and questioned her.

"What is this?"

His voice was elegant and refined.
Hearing it made her feel as if her blood was flowing backward, but
she managed to calm herself and slowly opened her mouth.

"... It's a gift sent by P-Princess Karina."
"Princess Karina sent this? Ah, hmm. Interesting."

The Pope seemed to have some idea as he nodded to himself before smiling and saying:

"However, something seems off. Could you open the gift up there for me?"
"Y-Yes?"

She never imagined she would not only exchange words with the Pope but also open his gift.
If she was lucky, the Pope might think highly of her through this incident and take notice of her.
Feeling more anticipation than nervousness, she quickly answered:

"Then I'll... open it right away."

To unwrap the package as beautifully and neatly as possible,
she used all the techniques she had accumulated over the years to remove the wrapping.
And as she removed the fancy white wrapping paper, what appeared was:

*A glass jar containing meat...?*

It was an item whose purpose she couldn't understand at all.

*Is sending meat gifts from the royal family fashionable these days?*

She had heard that royalty and nobility created all sorts of strange trends,
so she wondered if this was the latest fashion as she placed the glass jar on the desk.
Strangely enough, she could feel "Divine Power" emanating from inside the jar.

*Divine Power?*

Was it possible to infuse meat with Divine Power?
Though unsure, she thought perhaps it was high-quality meat infused with Divine Power.
To impress and promote herself, she tried to include some flattery in her words:

"It seems to be h-high-quality meat that was sent."
"......"

No one responded or even reacted to her words.
Thinking she should have remained quiet if she had known it would be this cold, she pressed her lips shut.
Then the Pope smiled and briefly answered her:

"Is that really how it appears to you?"
"P-Pardon?"

Unable to understand what he meant, she blinked in confusion.
Suddenly, the glass jar she had placed on the desk caught her eye.

"......"

Though mangled, she could see the shape of an eyeball inside the glass jar.
Realizing something was wrong, she stood with a blank expression.
The Pope took a step back and said to her:

"Now that we're done with that gift, please open the next package."
"... Yes."

Only now realizing that something strange was happening, she wanted to escape,
but seeing all the holy knights with their hands on their swords, she had no choice but to give up.

The fear that suddenly came over her was so great that tears welled up in her eyes,
but knowing that crying wouldn't change anything,
she carefully unwrapped the next gift while sobbing.

"... Ugh!"

What she saw after removing the wrapping was the body of a Paladin.
Or more precisely, a glass jar containing a Paladin's body submerged in red liquid.

Upon seeing this, she realized that all the "glass jars" she had seen earlier contained chunks of human meat, and she began to dry heave.
The Pope spoke, not with the compassionate voice from earlier, but with a cold tone:

"... That's enough. Now open the next package."

Though she couldn't see his face to know his exact expression,
his voice alone made it clear that the Pope was thoroughly angered.
Even as vomit dripped from her mouth, not wanting to upset the Pope further, she quickly reached out and unwrapped the next package.

"Ah... Aah."

It was a writhing piece of flesh contained in a glass jar.
... In fact, if that was all, it might not have been much different from what she had seen before.
The problem was that this flesh was "moving alive."

"Ah? Ah... Aah?"

Recalling that the previous meat chunks were "human,"
it was easy to deduce that this living, moving flesh was... human as well.
She collapsed to the floor, feeling like she was about to lose her mind from the shock, and saw the nearby holy knights blocking her from escaping.

Though she realized something had gone terribly wrong,
there was nothing she could do, so she just trembled all over while staring at it.
The Pope gazed at those glass jars for a moment before muttering with a cold expression:

"This is the first time I've received such gifts."

He was clearly furious, gripping his rosary so tightly that it drew blood as he closed his eyes.
Then, with an expressionless face, he looked at the glass jars before him and said:

"Make sure this incident doesn't leak outside. Handle it."

Handle it...? Was he talking about disposing of those glass jars?
At first, that's what she thought, but seeing the holy knights surrounding her, she realized that the Pope's "handling" referred to her.
Realizing this, she quickly:

"I-I won't tell anyone, so p-please spare my life!"

She cried out that she would keep the secret,
but she saw him simply turning away without any response.

*Huh...?*

Seeing this scene,
memories of all the difficult tasks she had taken on to become a "senior nun" flashed through her mind.

*What was all that effort for...?*

If she had known she would die so meaninglessly, she would have just lived comfortably without trying so hard.
As she felt so wronged that her insides seemed about to burst out of her mouth,
a crackling sound followed by a massive explosion came from ahead.

- BOOM!

Along with it came an immense Divine Power spreading instantly.
Watching that Divine Power envelop the holy knights and the Pope,
she realized that those glass jars were "divine punishment" sent by the Goddess, and she murmured her gratitude to the Goddess for delivering this judgment.
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After sending a thank-you gift to the Pope, I finally had time to check the level-up rewards I'd been too busy to look at.

[Congratulations! You have leveled up!]
[Based on your performance in the Trial Room, a new trait has manifested.]

*
[Leader]
- When possessing this trait, the abilities of your subordinates and creations increase.
(Abilities increase in proportion to Divine Power consumption.)
*

"Not bad."

I particularly liked that my subordinates would become stronger the more Divine Power I used. Unlike others, I could use Divine Power without limits.

"Then I can just pour Divine Power into the corpses to maximize their abilities."

I wasn't sure exactly how much their abilities would increase, but based on what I saw in the Trial Room, each one might become as powerful as those called Holy Knights.

"They might even be stronger."

Since it would be best to confirm this directly, I decided to head to the mountain behind us to test it while the Golden Goblin was recording footage.

"Today is full of exciting things."

My mouth watered at the thought as I headed straight for the mountain.

* * *

Upon reaching the mountain, I immediately took a corpse from my subspace and infused it with Divine Power.

"... Grrrr."

Though the voice showed no signs of intelligence, it mimicked its habits and behaviors from when it was alive, making it appear almost like a living person from a distance. Thinking this wasn't bad, I decided to conduct a simple test to check the basic abilities of this holy zombie.

"Go hit that tree over there."

It was the simplest and clearest way to test physical abilities. When I gave the command, the holy zombie ran toward the tree without hesitation and punched it with all its might.

CRASH!

"It's strong indeed."

I smiled with satisfaction seeing how easily it shattered the tree, likely due to the Divine Power surrounding its body. After looking at the broken tree, I decided to experiment with how much stronger it could become using the "Leader" trait.

"Let's begin then."

I activated the Leader trait and channeled massive amounts of Divine Power into the holy zombie. Then I ordered it to hit another tree on the opposite side.

"Grwaaah."

The holy zombie rushed toward the tree, emitting enormous Divine Power, and punched it with the same posture as before.

BOOOM!

The posture was the same, but the result was completely different. I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement as I saw not only the tree breaking but exploding beyond recognition.

"I didn't expect it to become this strong."

Roughly estimating, this holy zombie had become powerful enough to crush Holy Knights, and I couldn't help but applaud.

"I wonder how the Pope would react if hundreds or thousands of these were unleashed."

Of course, this was a case where I concentrated Divine Power into one zombie, so not all could possess such strength. But it was clear they would be powerful enough to chew through Holy Knights, and I was confident that using them for terrorism would cause tremendous damage to the Church.

"I'm looking forward to it."

How would that Pope bastard react? As I was contemplating what kind of terrorism to attempt, Miria waved her hand and called out to me.

"The Golden Goblin brought the video!"

It seemed to have arrived already. I put the tested holy zombie back into my subspace and headed straight for the dormitory.

*

After checking the video at the dormitory, I couldn't help but have a mixed reaction.

"Not bad... but disappointing."

I had imagined the Pope being startled and terrified, but what I saw was someone who, although filled with anger, accepted it rather calmly.

"Hmm."

Seeing this, I felt the need to send a more impactful gift next time and decided to use this incident as a stepping stone to push further.

"I need to try harder."

Feeling the need to study various methods to make the Pope regret being alive, since he wasn't satisfied with just the liquor, I was contemplating what kind of terrorism to cause when Hana suddenly hugged my thigh.

"Daddy! Daddy, look! I saw this big candy earlier!"

Big candy? Not sure what she meant, I nodded and patted her head. Hana, seemingly enjoying the head pat, continued explaining something in an even more excited voice.

"I can't really understand what she's saying."

Due to the typical slurred pronunciation of a child and uncontrolled pitch, I couldn't understand what she was saying. But since she seemed happy just talking to me, I pretended to listen and nodded along. Hana stared up at me for a moment, then spread both arms, demanding something.

"Does she want me to pick her up?"

With some doubt, I picked her up, and Hana smiled contentedly and hugged my face.

"Seems I was right."

As I stood there, planning to stay like this until she was satisfied, someone urgently opened the door and entered.

"Is everyone okay?"

Wondering who was doing the same thing as Miria, I checked and saw it was Charlotte. Charlotte entered in much the same way as Miria and sighed in relief when she saw we were all fine.

"...I'm glad no one is hurt."

At those words, I smiled awkwardly, then spoke while trying to calm Hana, who was clinging to me like a sloth.

"I was thinking of going to meet the Demon King soon. What do you think?"

Everyone froze at that brief statement. I was puzzled, especially seeing Lucia's face contort like Munch's "The Scream," when Miria spoke to me with a hint of confusion.

"N-no matter what, meeting the Demon King is a bit..."

I would have understood such a reaction if they didn't know the Demon King's situation, but knowing that the Demon King had been killed and sealed by the wicked Pope's schemes, I couldn't understand why they reacted this way. I patted Hana's back and expressed my confusion.

"Why? Shouldn't I meet him?"

Lucia was the first to answer my question.

"It's not that, but... it feels strange when the Hero says he's going to meet the Demon King... And above all, the Demon King is seen as the source of evil who kills innocent citizens..."

It seemed they were reluctant about the meeting.

"After all, the Demon King has been a nightmarish figure we've heard about since childhood."

From Charlotte's following words, I could understand why the three reacted that way. I nodded, then waved my hand to indicate it was fine and said:

"It's okay. The Demon King and I ultimately share the same goal."

A moment of silence followed. Lucia seemed thoughtless, while the other two appeared unsure how to react to me declaring I would destroy the world they had lived in.

"I guess I'd feel uncomfortable too if I were them."

Unlike me, those two didn't harbor hatred for this world, so it was inevitable. Thinking it would be better to address this later, I continued:

"Anyway, please help me get to the Demon King. As soon as possible."

At my request, Miria nodded somewhat reluctantly.

*

An alliance with the Demon King. This had various implications, but the most significant was that humanity would no longer have anything that could be called hope.

"Originally, the very existence of a Hero is to bring salvation."

The idea that this savior would join hands with the Demon King to destroy them was a story without dreams or hope. So, to proceed quickly, I discussed the exact location of the Demon King, how to get there, and what preparations were needed.

While the intention and direction were good, I discovered a major problem during the discussion: the safety of Hana, Lucia, Miria, and Charlotte.

"To visit the Demon King, I'd have to be away from the Academy for a long time."

The problem was that there would be no way to protect against enemies during my absence. The suggestion that came up was "let's all go there together," but this idea was rejected by Charlotte.

"As long as I hold the position of First Princess, I can't leave and travel somewhere for a long time. Even with excuses to the royal family through Karina, a week is the maximum. It's impossible to travel to where the Demon King is in that time."

As we were wondering what to do after this plan fell through, Lucia came up with a suggestion.

"How about using a teleportation device to go there? We could return with the Demon King's help."

Teleportation? Why hadn't I thought of this? I decided to go with that plan, indicating it was fine, and Lucia spoke to me with a somewhat proud expression.

"See? I... can be useful when needed!"

At those words, I smiled slightly and decided to look for a teleportation device that could take us to that area.

"So where was the destination again?"
"The Elf Village!"

At those words, I wondered if it was right to bring Hana, the World Tree that the elves had been longing for. But since I couldn't predict what might happen if I left her here, I reluctantly decided to take her with us.

"Besides, if it seems dangerous, I can put her in my subspace."

Of course, since I was using the subspace as a corpse storage, I wanted to avoid putting her in there if possible. With that in mind, I decided to embark on an expedition to the Elf Village.

Ch.95 - The Demon King 2
Standing alone amidst the burning ruins where nothing remained intact, the Pope surveyed the devastation.

To an outsider, it might have appeared as if the Pope was visiting a fierce battlefield—a place utterly devoid of any trace of life. But contrary to appearances, this was Fertenia, the heart of the kingdom, known as the Church's core.

The Pope stared blankly at the scene, witnessing priceless holy artifacts reduced to dust, precious personal belongings vanished without a trace, along with all the guards. In this situation, he didn't know what expression to wear or, more importantly, what to do first.

*Ah...*

After standing there entranced for quite some time, he noticed numerous holy knights rushing toward him to check on his safety. He gestured that he was fine, but they clearly disagreed, speaking to him with urgent voices.

"Your Holiness...! We've secured a safe location near the main church. Please move there immediately!"

Even though elite holy knights specifically trained for his protection had surrounded him, the Church's heart had been destroyed by terrorism. There was no guarantee that any hastily prepared location would be safe. Therefore, he briefly replied "It's fine" and decided to do what needed to be done.

"...First, let us pray for the innocent citizens, holy knights, and nuns who were sacrificed."

Though it seemed absurd to offer prayers—something with no productivity or tangible effect—at a moment like this, the "image" of a Pope praying for victims amid the ruins after a terrorist attack was absolutely necessary. He deliberately approached an area covered with glass shards and knelt down without any protective barrier.

Pain surged through him. Kneeling without a divine power barrier, wounds began appearing on his legs—injuries that hadn't formed even during the massive divine power explosion earlier.

*...Haa.*

Though the pain was excruciating enough to be called torture, he knew that if he didn't do this now, the aftermath would be far worse. Gritting his teeth and enduring the pain, he gently emitted divine power to create an aura of mysticism.

*Yes, with this... things should improve somewhat.*

With this single act, people's thoughts would shift from "the Church's center was attacked by terrorists" to "the Pope mourns for the victims, sacrificing his own body."

*And that changed perception...*

Rather than thinking the Church was incompetent, people would want revenge against those who committed such acts against the Church. The aftermath could be managed with this single image of him kneeling in prayer. As he closed his eyes to pray, a strange voice reached his ears.

"Pope... Your Holiness."

Though the wind made it difficult to hear clearly, the familiar voice caught his attention. Looking to identify the source, he saw a Cardinal, reduced to a writhing mass of flesh.

"...Cardinal?"

The sudden appearance startled him, and for a moment he stared blankly at the figure. Then, forcing himself to calm down, he asked:

"...How are you still alive?"

"The... the healing magic cast by the Saintess is still... maintaining..."

"What...?"

The reason he survived that explosion was because of the Saintess's healing magic? Was that even possible? Though he couldn't understand how, the fact remained that the Cardinal was "alive," which meant he needed to be "dealt with."

*If others were to see the Cardinal in this state...*

Unfavorable rumors would certainly spread. So, to either hide the Cardinal or ensure his death, he reached out to grab him, deciding to crush the glass container to prevent anyone from seeing.

*After all, the Cardinal...*

In this state, even if he survived, it would be impossible for him to live as he once did. It would be better to kill him outright and count him among the victims. Just as he was about to infuse divine power to eliminate him—

"Ughh... save me..."

The Cardinal's desperate voice reached him. For a moment, he hesitated.

"Cardinal, please accept this. There is no hope left for you."

Pushing aside his hesitation, he began burning the Cardinal with divine power.

Whoosh.

As white flames engulfed the glass container, he fell into contemplation. Though he himself had been a Saintess of the previous generation, even with God's blessing, it was nearly impossible for a Saintess to maintain the life of someone in such a condition.

*But this generation's Saintess is...*

Whether her divine power was abnormally strong or simply beyond standard, one thing was certain—her healing abilities were excessively powerful compared to his own.

*...Whether this is a matter of talent or the goddess's arrangement, I don't know.*

What mattered was that this could disrupt their plans.

Whoosh.

He emitted divine flames to eliminate the healing magic and slowly extinguish the Cardinal's life, closing his eyes gently.

*That means... rather than simply holding the Saintess hostage, it would be better to deal with her as a top priority.*

As he decided to change his approach and completely ended the Cardinal's life, an enormous amount of divine power suddenly burst forth at that moment.

The same flow of power as the explosion he had witnessed earlier. Seeing this, he tried to reactivate the divine barrier he had lowered for show, attempting to cover his entire body with protection. But before the barrier could fully form, the bomb exploded.

BOOM!

A massive explosion. Fortunately, thanks to the partially activated barrier, he avoided fatal injuries, but his hands, which had been holding the Cardinal, suffered severe damage.

"AAAAHHHH!"

He hurriedly poured divine power into his wounds, but the serious injuries on his hands showed no signs of healing—in fact, they were getting worse.

"Huk... huk."

Realizing how careless he had been, he berated himself, but what mattered now was how to handle the aftermath. Thinking of a good way to use this situation, he shook a dead holy knight and cried out:

"I'm... I'm sorry I couldn't protect you."

Showing concern for the dead while completely ignoring his own injuries—noticing that his image was being captured from afar, he decided to package this moment as sacrifice and compassion, letting tears of pain flow freely.

* * * * *

I sprawled on the sofa, watching Lucia and Miria busy with expedition preparations. I couldn't understand why they were frantically preparing so many things when it seemed like we only needed to bring food. As I was watching them, Hana suddenly climbed onto my lap and put a snack in my mouth.

"Daddy, is it yummy...?"

She asked with sparkling eyes, wanting to hear my opinion. I sat up and told her it was delicious. Seeing my reaction, Hana smiled brightly, then hurriedly ran off somewhere before returning with armfuls of snack bags.

"...Uh."

Surely she wasn't planning to feed me all of that? To calm her down, I picked her up, sat her on my leg, and opened just one snack package.

"We need to eat dinner later, so let's just have this one."

I was patting Hana's head as she nodded in agreement when Lucia and Miria shouted "Done!" and told me:

"We've finished all the preparations, so we can leave now!"

"Oh, really? Let's eat dinner first and then go."

"Okay!"

I held Hana in my arms, put the huge pile of luggage they had prepared into my spatial storage, and decided it was time to eat.

* * *

After finishing a simple meal, I asked Karina to take care of Charlotte and handle attendance matters, then headed straight to the location with the teleportation device. Normally, using the teleportation device would have been impossible due to the war situation and the consecutive terrorist attacks, but—

"It worked when I paid a lot of money."

With the enormous amount of money I had earned, getting permission wasn't particularly difficult.

*Of course, since direct teleportation to Elf Land is currently prohibited...*

I had to set the destination a bit farther away, but even that was something to be grateful for, so I activated the device with satisfaction and headed there.

*

[Achievement unlocked! You have gained some achievement points!]
- Elf Land.

Upon arriving at Elf Land, what I saw was barrenness... no, it would be more accurate to describe it as a winter landscape where everything had frozen to death—so harsh that even trees were barely visible.

*...No wonder the elves are desperate to find the World Tree.*

I was letting out a hollow laugh, recalling the lush Elf Land I had seen before, when Miria, shivering, asked me to take out some clothes from the spatial storage.

"I was expecting it to be cold, but it's worse than I thought. Oh! We also packed plenty of those magic stones that provide warmth, so take those out too."

I nodded and took out the luggage, dressing Hana first before asking Miria:

"Do you know where the Demon King is sealed?"

"Yeah. I heard about it from the Golden Goblin, so I have a rough idea."

"How long do you think it will take?"

"Assuming we've been teleported to the right location... about two days?"

Since it wouldn't take as long as I thought, I nodded and decided to put on clothes first. I set Hana down for a moment, and—

Whoosh.

With a sound like stepping on leaves, everything around Hana began to come back to life.
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The feeling of hope sprouting in a lifeless land—I wonder if this is what it feels like.
I couldn't help but let out a gasp of admiration as I watched the green plants gradually blooming around Hana.

She was effortlessly restoring vitality to this place, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
As I silently observed this, a message appeared before my eyes.

[Congratulations! You have achieved a great feat and earned substantial achievement points!]
- Harbinger of Resurrection

Judging by the word "resurrection," it seems to refer to reviving this land.
I quietly let out a hollow laugh at the message that was already jumping to conclusions.

*I don't have any intention of resurrecting anything...*

My original goal was the destruction of this world, so why would I have any reason to resurrect it?
Anyway, since it's giving me achievement points, I decided to accept them gratefully while inwardly saying thanks. Just then, Hana tugged at my pant leg.

"Daddy! Look, it's growing so big...!"

Her eyes sparkled with delight at the growing plants as she called out to me.
As I patted her head, finding her adorable, balls of light shaped like animals slowly began gathering around us.

*What are these?*

They didn't seem to approach with harmful intent, but their numbers were growing, and I couldn't identify what they were, so I remained cautious.
Just as I was considering whether to draw my sword, Miria exclaimed in amazement.

"Wow... I've never seen so many spirits gather like this before."

Spirits?
Now that she mentioned it, they did seem like spirits.
As I watched them approach, Hana embraced the largest one that came near her.

"It's Mangmung...!"

Mangmung? What's that?
While I was puzzled looking at Hana hugging the dog-like spirit, she dragged it over to me.

I asked Hana what it was, and she held the spirit out to me.

"It's a water spirit...? That's what it said!"

I know that much.
I was about to ask for more details but thought it might be better to ask Miria instead.

"That, that looks like a high-ranking spirit? Wait, are high-ranking spirits supposed to be caught this easily?"

She had a shocked expression on her face, trembling with fear.

*I've never fought a high-ranking spirit, so I don't know how strong they are...*

Judging by Miria's reaction, it must be quite powerful.
I was tempted to fight it, but seeing how happily Hana was hugging it, my fighting spirit subsided.
I decided to leave it alone.

*Besides...*

It seemed to be moving protectively around Hana, which made me think it was best to leave it be.
Still, to be safe, I thought I should learn more about spirits, so I asked Miria about them.
She nodded and explained.

"Spirits? Oh, you don't need to worry about them. Spirits have a characteristic of sacrificing their own lives to protect those they consider their masters."
"Really?"
"Yes, and more importantly, from mid-rank spirits and above, each one possesses tremendous combat power... It's said that if you can contract with a high-ranking spirit, you'll never die from surprise attacks or assaults. There's no need to worry."

Hearing that, I silently nodded while looking at the spirit in Hana's arms.

*I've been worried all this time, but if such a powerful spirit is attached to her, that changes things.*

At least it seemed like a protective measure that could keep her safe until I returned, which could ease my burden.
As I decided to leave it be and continued watching, a thought suddenly occurred to me.
I asked Hana a question.

"Could you ask that Meongmungi? Mangmung? if it knows where the Demon King is?"

At my question, Hana nodded somewhat proudly and began conversing with the spirit.

*From what I can tell...*

Is that the spirit language or something?
I wondered when she had learned such a thing, but before long, Hana tugged at my pants again.

"Daddy. I found what you're looking for!"

She found it this quickly?
I was surprised that it could be found so easily and asked about the location.
In response, Hana released the dog-like spirit and pointed, suggesting we follow it.

"Mangmung says to follow him...!"

Hearing that, I nodded and slowly walked in the direction Hana indicated.

* * * * *

To humans who don't directly feel the influence of the World Tree, it might be perceived as just a large tree.
But for elves, whose roots lie with the World Tree, it was a god-like existence that affected them both directly and indirectly.

...No, it would be more accurate to say it wasn't just god-like—it was a god itself.
In any case, the World Tree was the elves' deity that enabled them to sustain their lives.
For them, the World Tree was an especially precious existence, but...

*The problem is that it no longer exists.*

Someone had broken through the barrier, set fire to the World Tree, and stolen the source of life.
The World Tree, known as the elves' god, was no longer a living entity.

Withered and twisted into a pale white form, it could hardly be called the source of life anymore.
Looking at the World Tree, the elven village chief Bima let out a sigh.

*Is there truly no salvation for us?*

If they could find even the slightest hint of "salvation" that might give them a chance to survive, they would grasp it even at the cost of their lives.
But with not even a glimpse of such hope in sight, only despair continued.

As he was sighing in despair with no future in sight, gradually withering away, someone's urgent voice was heard.

"Ch-Chief! A, a life response..."

"Life response" was a strange, nonexistent phrase.
But he could roughly guess what the person meant, so he asked for confirmation.

"Intruders?"
"Y-Yes. But strangely, the unique power of the World Tree can be felt among those intruders...!"
"The World Tree's power?"

Normally, he would have scoffed and ignored such a claim.
But perhaps due to their desperate situation, he listened attentively to words he would have otherwise dismissed.

"Where is this happening?"
"The Centiminal Forest in the outer region."
"Let's go immediately. Tell all the elders to complete their battle preparations and come here."
"Yes!"

After finishing his instructions, he stepped outside and looked around.
White snow covered the entire place, making it appear pure white.
But all the inhabitants were dying from cold and hunger.

"Aaaaargh!"

Passing by those who were cutting off their own frozen blue hands, he prepared to meet the elders.
Looking at those who were gradually gathering, he spoke briefly.

"We have something to check."

Whether it was because they had no strength to speak or because they had no objections, they simply looked at him silently.
He relayed exactly what he had heard.

After sharing what he had heard, the elders began chattering among themselves in confusion.
Of course, from their perspective, it was news about the World Tree they hadn't heard in a long time, so it naturally drew their attention.
But since that wasn't the important part right now, he cleared his throat to quiet them.

"Ahem."

In the silence that spread around, he briefly maintained his position.

"First, let's verify the truth."

And if the person with the intruders turned out to be the "World Tree," he was determined to bring them back by any means necessary.

"While I'd prefer to avoid violent confrontation, if the intruders disobey our orders, I authorize the use of force."

The force he referred to wasn't simply pushing or binding—it meant using lethal force, which made the elders' expressions harden.
But if the person the intruders brought was truly the World Tree...

*Such concerns would be meaningless.*

Because they would have to bring them back no matter what.

Of course, all these assumptions only applied if it was really the World Tree.
With a heart full of expectation yet paradoxically believing it couldn't be true, he ordered them to move out.

* * * * *

Following the spirits' guidance, we arrived at a cliff.
Looking at the snow-white World Tree in the distance and the refugee camp—or rather, the elven settlement—surrounding it, I was struck by a thought.

*There are more elves living here than I expected.*

Even from here, I could see they were starving and suffering from the cold.
Why would they insist on living next to a dead World Tree?

*No matter how much they revere the World Tree...*

I couldn't understand why they would sacrifice their lives to guard a dead tree, so I shook my head.

*But anyway...*

There were too many elves moving below.
Watching them swarm like ants, a thought crossed my mind.

*Should I set them on fire?*

It might be good to burn just about half of them.
I was considering using the "fire-setting" ability I had gained from absorbing the Rosario when I noticed an army of elves approaching from the distance.

*Seems like they've noticed our arrival.*

Seeing that they were fully armed, I realized they weren't coming to welcome us.
They were coming to take Hana away. I let out a hollow laugh, noticing their actions weren't much different from Daisy's.

*Well... fine.*

I never planned to get along with these creatures anyway.
If they intended to use force, I was determined to make them pay an appropriate price as I manifested my divine power.
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"... They're elves."

With Charlotte's brief comment, the elves rushed forward.
Seeing them fully armed as before, it was clear they hadn't come with good intentions.
I fidgeted with my sword, positioning myself to deal with them at any moment.

After waiting briefly, someone who appeared to be the elves' representative approached us and bowed so deeply his head nearly bled against the ground as he shouted loudly.

"W-World Tree!"

His voice was mixed with indescribable emotions—relief? ecstasy?
Normally, such emotions would be contagious, making one feel something similar.
But strangely, I felt disgusted first, and then I realized why.

"Thank you so much for appearing to save us!"

The way they were behaving toward Hana was similar to how people acted when I first arrived in this world.

"... Salvation, huh."

Their tone suggested it was natural for someone to sacrifice themselves for their sake, which made me nauseous, but I suppressed it and slowly walked forward.
As I moved ahead, the elf frowned, clearly displeased by my interruption of their meeting with the World Tree.
Still, he forced himself to speak to me.

"Human. While I appreciate you bringing the World Tree here, would you mind stepping aside for a moment?"

His tone was so amusing that I held back a laugh and answered briefly.

"I don't want to."

At those words, the elf flinched momentarily and bit his teeth, but he calmed himself and slowly spoke.

"... Fine. I have business with you anyway. World Tree... please wait a moment. We'll come for you soon, please understand."

The elf bowed respectfully to Hana before turning his attention to me.

"... I assume you've come all this way to demand a reward for returning the World Tree."

I almost hit him for that, but since their "reward" referred to the resources they currently possessed, I nodded, thinking I could take note of it for later plundering.

"Very well. However, elves and humans value different treasures. What you consider valuable might differ from what we consider valuable. How about something of universally recognized value?"

I wondered why he was making such a long speech about whatever he planned to give.
His words were unnecessarily drawn out. I nodded, and the elf looked at my companions gathered behind me and said:

"Human, how about letting you choose any elf you want to take with you?"

"... What?"

In all my life, I've never met someone willing to sell their own kind as a bargaining chip.
I let out a disbelieving laugh, and the elf added:

"From a human perspective, elves are beings with beautiful appearances. They should be quite valuable to humans, don't you think?"

I doubted my ears for a moment.
Was he really saying this so brazenly?
Even though I had a history of making golems from royal corpses, creating glass bomb vials from holy knights, and bombing both the Church and the Kingdom, even I thought this was going too far.

'And what's most unforgivable...'

The mana rising from the elves surrounding us was clearly visible, suggesting they planned to attack if the deal fell through.
I laughed hollowly at this and then slowly answered.

"There's an old saying."

"... What are you suddenly talking about?"

"The only good elf is a dead elf."

"What...?!"

With those words, I activated "Territory Declaration" while simultaneously slicing the throat of the elf in front of me and shouted:

"This is all the Pope's will! If you have complaints, take them to the Pope!"

Having decided to experience being a holy knight for a day, I resolved to kill all these wicked elves in the name of the Pope's will. I summoned the corpse golems and hero corpses I had stored away and declared:

"I will burn this place down through proper procedures! Filthy long-ears! Accept God's judgment willingly!"

Though there wasn't a shred of truth in anything I said, it made me feel better. I laughed at the dumbfounded elves.

* * *

The pure white sacred territory.
Enemies within the territory suffer all kinds of debuffs and continuously receive physical damage.

'And what's most terrifying...'

Is that they have to face my divine power zombies in that state.
I watched as the divine power zombies tore into the elves while I slowly walked forward, cutting the throats of fallen elves.

'Elves...'

Watching this reminded me of the humiliation I received from Daisy.
I narrowed my eyes at the thought.

'I don't like them.'

According to Daisy, elves are superior and more excellent than humans, which was her logic for looking down on me.

'Whether she would say the same after seeing this scene is uncertain... but one thing is clear.'

After today, there would be no more elves left to talk about that supposed superiority.
I stepped on a squirming elf on the ground, crushing it, then turned to approach the first elf I had seen.

'Well then... I'll keep this one as a gift for Daisy.'

I didn't know what relationship this one had with Daisy, but hoping they were close, I put the cold corpse into my spatial storage and ordered the divine zombies:

"Deal with the rest and follow me."

"Grooaaar."

Whether they understood or not, the zombies responded to my command and continued to pounce on the elves, taking their lives.
I took Hana, who had been in Lucia's arms, and decided it was time to head to where the Demon King was.

* * *

After finishing the elves' "welcome ceremony," we immediately headed toward the now snow-white burning World Tree.
On the way, elves tried to block us, but we killed everyone in our path without any conversation, until eventually no one dared to stand in our way.

Blue blood dripping from divine power.
Looking at that blue blood, I silently observed the elves trembling in fear.
I passed by them wordlessly, shaking the blue blood onto the white snow as I spoke.

"This must be it."

A massive white root.
I stood in front of it, patting it gently with my hand.
Lucia and Miria nodded, confirming I was right.

"... The World Tree."

Looking at the World Tree that had reached the end of its life—or rather, had its life cut short by someone—brought up complex emotions.
I knew this was a kind of empathy that developed from raising Hana.
I knew it was just a phantom sensation, a false emotion.

'Nevertheless.'

I couldn't help feeling strangely melancholic.
I looked at it calmly, then gazed at the sleeping Hana in my arms and had one wish.

'Rather than being trapped in one place, sacrificing herself for others all her life...'

I hoped she could live doing what she wanted, what she desired.
Wishing for that, I was fixing Hana's bangs when she woke up, smiling brightly at me.

I wondered whose daughter she was and why she was so pretty, when Hana offered me a cookie she had been eating earlier and said:

"Daddy... this is yummy..."

Seeing how she cared for me even while sleepy, in a way that strangely resembled Lucia, I smiled and ate the cookie. Then I spoke to Charlotte, Miria, and Lucia who were nearby:

"Now we just need to find the Demon King in this area."

The three nodded at my words and began looking in different directions.
Soon, Charlotte gestured to me, having found something.

"I sense a powerful flow of mana over there... should we check it out?"

"Shall we?"

Impressed that she found something so quickly, I slowly approached that direction.

*

As we got closer, we saw a massive magic stone.
I laughed hollowly at the sight of the enormous magic stone embedded in the center of the World Tree.

'How on earth did they make that?'

Moreover, judging by the intensity of the mana, it seemed to be a Heartrate magic stone... to create something like that just for sealing.
Thinking there couldn't be a bigger waste, I stared at it as Charlotte spoke to me with a somewhat dejected tone:

"... A Heartrate magic stone? And it seems to be made of only the finest quality Heartrate stones gathered together?"

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Because of that, not only is it incredibly dense, but it's constantly protected by mana, making it so hard that even the strongest attacks wouldn't leave a scratch... At this level, even a Knight Captain couldn't cut through it..."

While Charlotte was speaking, I drew upon my divine power and sliced through the magic stone, saying:

"But I can."

At those words, Charlotte made exactly the same expression the sword instructor had made before, which made me laugh uncontrollably for quite a while.

"H-how...?"

In truth, this wasn't cut through by my pure strength alone, but rather easily sliced due to the properties of the divine power I possessed.
But explaining was bothersome, so I just answered with laughter and looked at the Demon King still trapped in the magic stone.

'Now, let's get you out.'

After carefully cutting the magic stone to avoid hurting the Demon King, I gently caught the Demon King as they fell to the ground.

Ch.98 - The Demon King 5
Whether it was because she hadn't eaten properly for a long time or because she naturally had a slender build, I couldn't tell. The fragile body of the Demon King, looking as if she might break at the slightest touch, rested in my arms.

I gazed at the sleeping Demon King, her body covered in wounds, and slowly spoke.

"Lucia, can you use healing magic on her?"

At my question, Lucia tried to cast healing magic on the Demon King but soon shook her head.

"...Her life has already ended, so revival is impossible."

She explained that using healing magic would be meaningless. I fell into thought after hearing this.

*How should I handle this?*

Bringing her back to life wouldn't be a problem since I had an Elixir. The issue was that even if I revived the Demon King, no one could guarantee she would recognize me as an "ally" and join my side.

I hesitated to use it so boldly.

*The rarity and value of an Elixir is just too high.*

Rather than gambling, I considered saving it for when Hana or Lucia might suffer serious injuries. But after some thought, I shook my head, took out the Elixir, and decided to use it.

*Let's revive her.*

My reasoning was simple. Even if the Demon King didn't become my ally, her mere existence would pose a significant threat to the kingdom and the Church. Moreover, having the Demon King around would create another power to keep them in check, making things relatively safer.

*And I plan to prevent such situations from happening anyway.*

A scenario where Hana, Lucia, Charlotte, or Miria might get hurt? I planned to kill everyone who might cause such situations beforehand, so there wasn't much to worry about. Before the Elixir went to waste, I poured it into the Demon King's mouth.

*-*
[You have earned points for achieving an unbelievable feat!]
- Reviving the Demon King.
[Hidden Achievement - "The Demon King Is on My Side" has been unlocked!]

[Warning! - You have destroyed a predetermined fate!]

<The "Demon King's Hatred" quest has been destroyed!>
<The "Demon King's Revenge" quest has been destroyed!>
*-*

It had been a while since I'd seen a fate destruction message. Though it wasn't surprising anymore, I thought even the goddess couldn't have predicted a Hero reviving the Demon King. I looked at the Demon King.

Long black hair with sharp, snow-white horns protruding from her head. Her beauty was too exquisite to be human, like looking at a masterpiece crafted by an artisan. Her appearance was beautiful enough to momentarily blur one's perception, but my mind cleared whenever I remembered she was the Demon King.

*She really is beautiful.*

I found my own thoughts ridiculous and let out a small laugh. I took a deep breath to calm myself and looked at her again.

*She has too many wounds.*

There were too many artificial-looking wounds to have been caused by battle alone. I wondered if they might be from "torture" and asked Lucia, who was anxiously watching beside me, to heal the Demon King.

"I don't mind, but... the Demon King is a demon, so healing magic might actually be poisonous to her... Should I try anyway?"

Caught by this unexpected issue, I couldn't heal her. Thinking how troublesome it was that different races had such incompatibilities, I took out a healing potion I had prepared in my spatial storage.

*It's not as good as Lucia's healing magic, but...*

Being a top-grade potion, I could expect some effect. I poured half into her mouth and sprinkled the rest on her body to soothe the severe wounds. Watching this, Miria stared blankly before muttering in admiration.

"I heard rumors that people with lots of divine power, mana, or demonic energy have really big pouches. I honestly thought it was just a baseless rumor, but... looking at Lucia and the Demon King, it seems true."

What on earth was she talking about? I banished Miria, whose comments were not good for Hana's emotional education, and looked back at the Demon King.

*She's not regaining consciousness.*

She was breathing, and the system message confirmed she had been "revived," but she showed no signs of waking up. As I wondered about this, Lucia, who had been observing, explained.

"From what I can tell, not only is her body tangled and twisted inside, but she also used too much demonic energy, completely shattering her insides. It will take quite some time for her to regain consciousness."

Hearing this, I voiced a puzzled question.

"Doesn't the Elixir heal everything at once?"

Lucia shook her head and explained.

"Usually, powerful medicines like Elixirs don't work instantly but gradually seep into the body."

"Really?"

"Yes. As with anything, if the effect is too strong, side effects and resistance follow."

I nodded at her explanation and sighed. It was good that I had revived her, but my initial plan to "ask the Demon King to teleport us to the Academy" seemed to have fallen apart.

*It's going to be a long journey back.*

Just thinking about the return trip made me tired. While I was contemplating this, Charlotte, who had been watching, thought for a moment and suggested.

"What about asking a spirit instead of the Demon King? A high-ranking spirit should be more than capable of taking us there."

Is that possible? Curious, I asked Hana if this could work. She asked the spirit she was holding something and then nodded, saying it was possible.

*So that's how it is.*

I decided to rely on the spirits for transportation and focused on what I needed to do next.

*I'd like to capture Daisy, but...*

Unfortunately, she didn't seem to be here. As they say, if you can't get a pheasant, a chicken will do—I decided to burn down Daisy's house instead.

I looked forward to watching Daisy's house go up in flames, deciding to present the elf head I had obtained earlier as a housewarming gift, and turned around.

*

Once I had decided what to do, I immediately caught an elf who was wandering nearby and asked about Daisy's house.

At first, he seemed reluctant to sell information about a "High Elf," considered among the noblest bloodlines of elves, to a human. He refused to tell me. But after several rounds of "physical conversation" with my fist, his mind seemed to change, and he promptly showed me the location.

"H-here it is."

I released the elf who had politely pointed out Daisy's house and fell into thought.

*Now, how should I wreck this place?*

Should I go with the classic approach and set it on fire right away? Or should I destroy it in some other way? While I was considering how to damage it, Miria, who had been watching, looked around and made a suggestion.

"If we're going to destroy it anyway, why not check what's inside first? We might find some useful items."

A suggestion to loot the place. Since I was going to destroy it anyway, it seemed better to take what I could, so I decided to look inside.

After making this decision and entering, I found an unexpected item.

[Holy Sword Fragment]

I couldn't help but be surprised. First with Karina and now here—I couldn't understand why these people had Holy Sword fragments. Why were they dividing them among themselves? As I wondered about this and put it into my spatial storage, a message appeared.

[Fragments remaining to complete the Holy Sword: 1]

*Only one left?*

I knew I had collected quite a few pieces and that not many were left, but I didn't realize I had gathered so many already. I smiled with satisfaction.

*A Holy Sword... I'm looking forward to it.*

Though I didn't know the Holy Sword's abilities, one thing was certain: considering it was an item definitely used in battles against the Demon King, the Holy Sword must have abilities far beyond ordinary weapons.

*That means...*

Unlike now, where I've been using just any weapon without special benefits, I would soon have the chance to enjoy what people commonly call "item advantage," which was quite exciting.

*The only problem is that I don't know where the remaining Holy Sword fragment is.*

Thinking I might find it if I kept beating up these guys, I resolved to capture and thrash them even more diligently until I obtained the Holy Sword fragment.

* * * * *

Intensive Care Unit.
The Pope closed his eyes tightly as he saw numerous high priests surrounding him. The current situation had grown beyond manageable due to the recent bombing.

*...How should I handle this?*

If he had been just an ordinary high priest, he could have somehow downplayed the situation and moved on. But he wasn't just any high priest—he was the Pope representing the Church. He needed to explain the incident while also sending a strong message that the Church was still intact.

*...This is truly troublesome.*

The Church was experiencing unprecedented prosperity because divine power was proving effective against demons. However, this prosperity came from "having the upper hand against demons." If the perception spread that the Church wasn't as strong as believed, everything they had built could collapse instantly.

*Therefore...*

He needed to somehow resolve this incident and demonstrate that the Church was still strong, but...

*The Paladins and Cardinals have been killed by the Hero.*

With many holy knights who followed them also dead, their forces were quite unstable. Thinking about what could replace them, he pondered for a long time before coming up with one clever solution.

*...The Inquisitors.*

A stain on the Church's history, yet a remnant from when the Church was at its most powerful. Currently, even mentioning the Inquisitors' name was avoided, as they were buried in the shadows.

But judging that there was no other way to overcome the current situation, he decided to bring the Inquisitors, who had been forbidden from being deployed, back into the light. He was determined to eliminate the Hero according to the original plan.

Ch.99 - Gift
I recalled what Daisy once said to Rea and Karina with a voice full of pride.

"I'll invite you two to my home someday. It's been passed down through generations of High Elves... It's indescribably beautiful, so I really want to show it to you both."

Remembering that tone filled with pride about her home that anyone could see, I summoned my Divine Power.

*I wonder what kind of reaction she'll have.*

Hopefully, she'll be frustrated and despair.
I couldn't stop laughing as I watched Daisy's house begin to burn, fueled by my Divine Power.
As always, taking revenge on an enemy was an extremely joyful thing.

*I don't understand why everyone doesn't do this wonderful thing.*

Well, I can understand if I try to.
When you succeed in revenge, you have to take responsibility for it, and if you become obsessed with revenge, everything else around you falls apart.

*That's why most people try to endure and forget.*

But honestly, doesn't everyone know? That revenge, when successful, gives more satisfaction than anything else.

*Even in games, when you meet an enemy in the next round and succeed in getting revenge, it feels so good.*

In real life, when you succeed in revenge... only those who have succeeded know how joyful it is.
I smiled while watching Daisy's house burn brilliantly, then took out the elves' heads.
I was about to throw them in as fuel to make the fire burn better. But then I shook my head and put them back into my spatial storage.

*Come to think of it, rather than using them as fuel...*

Sending them directly would have a stronger impact.

*That way, she can look at these heads and imagine what happened to her homeland.*

Nothing eats away at a person like worrying about things that haven't happened yet, so I decided to do that.
Just as I did with Karina and the Pope, I changed my mind and decided to send them as gifts, turning my body around.

*Now then, lastly... I should burn that.*

The World Tree, now dead white.
At first, I thought about leaving it alone since it was the same species as Hana.
But it was already dead anyway, and burning it would surely leave a lasting impression, so I decided to do it.

*I'm looking forward to seeing how Daisy reacts when that burns.*

I wonder what her reaction will be when both her precious home and the World Tree are gone.
I approached the World Tree, thinking that I couldn't stop laughing.

* * *

However, there was one concern.
I worried that Hana might be sad watching the World Tree burn.
Just to be sure, I checked with Hana, who was in my arms, if she had any connection with that World Tree.

*Fortunately, there's nothing.*

It seemed they were just the same "species" but had no connection.
I patted Hana's back and decided to continue with my plan.
I decided to give the elves a campfire they would remember for the rest of their lives.

*Oh, and before that.*

I decided to record a video message to send to Daisy, and asked Miria, who was standing beside me, for a favor.

"Can you gather the elves in front of the World Tree? I have something to say."
"...The elves? I don't mind, but I don't think they'll gather... They're famous for rejecting humans. They'll probably ignore whatever I say."
"Tell them it's related to the World Tree and they'll gather. If that doesn't work, threaten to kill them all."

Miria nodded with a sour expression.
I finished speaking and approached the World Tree.

*Well then, let's put on a show.*

What I needed to do now was one thing:
Use the World Tree to completely expel Daisy from the elf tribe.

I watched the gradually gathering elves while trying to hold back my laughter.
Then I pondered what to say to make the elves hate Daisy and agree to expel her.
I looked down at the elves swarming like ants.

*I really want to set them on fire.*

It would be fun to throw just one firebomb down there.
With superhuman patience, I held back and waited until all the elves had gathered.
When it seemed like everyone had assembled, I amplified my voice with Divine Power and shouted:

"The World Tree says! It died because of High Elf Daisy, and everything would have been fine if not for her!"

Of course, it was a lie if you were to judge its truthfulness.
But I could say this so confidently for one reason: Hana.
I patted Hana's back as she nodded in my arms, and continued speaking in a loud voice.

"Therefore, the World Tree has made a proposal to you! If you severely humiliate High Elf Daisy and expel her, 'someday' the World Tree will return here and 'someday' restore this place to its original state!"

Yes, someday.
Whether that would be 100 years, 1,000 years, or after the end of the world, I didn't know.
But someday, I intended to keep that promise. Of course, only if I came back here.

It was a flimsy proposal that didn't even specify an exact date.
But because the "World Tree" they so desperately wanted was in my arms, existing in physical form, they had no choice but to accept my proposal.

*For elves, Hana is like a god.*

A god they must blindly believe in, one who has demonstrated definite divine power.
So no matter how flimsy and false this proposal seemed, from their perspective, they had no choice but to accept it.
There was no other option.

"If anyone has objections, step forward! I will fairly duel with you as the World Tree's guardian to determine what is right!"

With those words, Hana took a pose as if she were angry and looked at the elves.
She didn't know what was going on, but she was following my lead and getting angry too.
Finding it cute, I let out a small laugh before turning my attention to the elves who were slowly stepping forward one by one.

*I don't know who those guys are.*

Thinking they were likely related to Daisy, I raised the corners of my mouth.

*Well, they might not be, but it doesn't really matter.*

What's important was showing what happens to those who defy me.
I looked at those who had stepped forward, then handed Hana to Lucia and shouted:

"Territory Declaration."

There was no need to go down there.
I could just crush them all with Divine Power.

I crushed dozens of elves who had stepped forward with my overwhelming Divine Power and shouted:

"How dare you defy the words of a god! That sin will not be easily forgiven!"

After telling them to come forward if they had objections, then calling it defiance when they did come forward—they seemed to squirm in indignation at the unfairness.
But that was all.
They could do nothing under the Divine Power pressing down on them from above, just trembling before dying one by one.

Elves who no longer moved.

After confirming their lives had completely ended, I shouted once more, "Step forward if you have objections!"
But unlike before, no one came forward.
Somewhat satisfied with this, I nodded and decided it was time to burn the World Tree.

* * *

In the aerial garden within the royal palace.
Daisy was taking a brief rest in that place full of nature.

*Not bad. Yes, not bad.*

Thinking it wasn't bad for something created by humans.
As she was smelling the abundant grass around her, someone called her urgently.

"La-Lady Daisy!"

She frowned at the man calling her so noisily.
Why were these inferior humans always so loud...
She wanted to drive him away, but because of her contract with the Duke, she endured as much as possible and opened her mouth.

"...Why are you calling me?"

She answered while making it clear she was displeased.
But he paid no attention and approached her, uttering something unforgivably disrespectful.

"The-The World Tree is burning."
"...What?"

Not only did he mention the World Tree, which should never be spoken of even in jest.
He also said something absurd about it burning, making it impossible for her to endure any longer.
She immediately drew her bow to execute judgment, but—

"Here... is a recording magic stone and a letter!"

The human presented evidence before she could act, forcing her to pause.

*The recording magic stone aside... a letter?*

A letter with the Elder's seal.
At first, she thought it might be an elaborate prank.
But the seal on the letter told her everything was "true," leaving her frozen in place.

*...No way.*

Even as she thought it couldn't be, she knew the seal could never be forged.
With trembling hands, she opened it to see:

[ Φ ]

The symbol of exile.

Her head was spinning with confusion because all this happened without any warning.
She couldn't understand what was happening, so she staggered and sat on the floor in a daze.
Then, remembering she had received a magic stone, she hurriedly picked it up.

*Su-Surely this magic stone contains a video saying it was all a joke.*

They wouldn't send an exile letter even as a joke.
But she had to believe something like this to endure, so with trembling hands, she activated the magic stone.

[The Elf Council hereby permanently expels High Elf Daisy...]

Some elders were shouting something in front of the burning World Tree.
No, saying "something" isn't right, since she could hear clearly what they were saying.
The reason she expressed it this way was because she couldn't understand the reason at all.

*...Why? For what reason?*

As she watched with a blank expression, someone thrust their face into the center of the recording magic stone, smiling brightly.

"I wonder if you liked my surprise gift. Well, whether you liked it or not, it's not my concern, but since you received it, I hope you're happy."

The Hero's face, which she hadn't seen in a long time.
Complicated emotions welled up at that face, making her head dizzy.
As she wondered how to process this, he continued speaking.

"Oh, and I sent you a gift. I heard there's a trend these days of sending gifts in glass bottles? Your friend the Pope was happy when she received this. I hope you like it too."

With those words, glass bottles began falling from the air one by one.
Wondering what they were, she looked up to see a Golden Goblin throwing bundles of glass bottles.

*...Glass bottles.*

He had definitely mentioned gifts earlier.
Recalling those words, she slowly approached the pile of glass bottles to see what was inside them.

Ch.100 - ... Are You The Demon Lord?
Daisy approached the glass jar, lifted it, and narrowed her eyes.

Blue lumps of flesh.

While she was puzzled by their unidentifiable nature, suddenly she saw the things inside wriggling.

"......"

Having already watched the video of her banishment and read the letter wasn't enough. Now receiving this revolting gift of unknown origin made it impossible to maintain her composure.

*I can't show this to that human.*

As she stood there, pretending to be fine through sheer willpower, a new scene appeared on the magic stone displaying the video.

"AAAAARGH!"

Images of those who had been close to her being crushed or exploding under divine power. It was inherently cruel—even seeing strangers suffer like this would turn one's stomach. But watching elves with whom she'd shared deep emotional bonds enduring such torture made bile rise in her throat.

"D-Daisy... don't w-worry about us."
"...Sister, I can't see... it hurts."
"It's okay, just forget about us... AAAGH!"

The voices of her friends echoed in her ears. As they lingered, she couldn't suppress her dry heaving, and her entire body trembled.

*W-what is this...*

Tears mixed with saliva dripped down. Trying to regain her senses, she repeatedly slapped her thighs, but her legs had completely lost strength and refused to move.

"...Why!"

She had faced worse situations and hardships while hunting the Demon King and had overcome them all. Why couldn't she move now? With trembling hands, she cried out in anguish and dropped the glass jar.

"Dai...sy..."

As the jar shattered, the blue, wriggling flesh inside called her name.

"...Ah?"

The voice was cracked and filled with wind, making it difficult to understand, but her name came through clearly. Looking at it in disbelief, the lump of flesh squirmed slowly toward her.

*No way... it can't be.*

Despite denying it completely, negative thoughts kept creeping up. She squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to accept it, but regardless of her actions, the flesh continued approaching her legs, repeatedly calling her name.

"Dai...sy... big...sister..."

Trembling all over like facing a zombie, she curled up as the flesh slowly attached to her leg and spoke to her in a strained voice.

"It's all your fault, sister."

Startled by the relatively clear voice, she looked to the side and saw the blue lump of flesh that had melted away with its life force. With a disbelieving expression, she picked up the flesh with her palm, and a wooden pendant fell to the floor.

The wooden pendant she had given her younger sister when she came of age.

She tried to deny why this pendant was here, but making such denial meaningless, the moment she picked up the pendant, the video showed her sister crying out for help.

*Crunch, crunch.*

The scene showed someone compressing her sister into one place while infusing massive divine power to keep her from dying. Faced with this scene that was beyond cruel and revolting, she stared blankly, and then the Hero's voice came from the video.

"I hope you like my gift."

Gift?
At those words, disgust and anger should have risen within her as she tried to glare at the Hero. But contrary to her thoughts, instead of anger, a tender feeling emerged...

*...Huh?*

Realizing something was wrong with her mind, she tried to fix it by smashing her head against a nearby rock, crushing her skull. Yet despite this, the unbearably disgusting feeling continued to bloom.

*W-why?*

Watching blue blood dripping down her forehead, she realized something was wrong as she found herself defending the Hero even in this situation. But there was no way to stop or prevent these thoughts, so she could only be gradually consumed by them.

* * * * *

I smiled as I watched the Golden Goblin disappear after sending my gift to Daisy. As always, it was extremely satisfying to mess with my enemies.

*Ah, just watching makes me feel full.*

Wondering if this was what adults called happiness, I lay on the floor when Hana flopped onto my chest and snuggled into my arms. As I stroked her head, enjoying this peaceful moment, Miria approached and spoke.

"So... are we done with everything we needed to do here?"
"I suppose so."

Hearing my answer, Miria glanced at the elves who were slightly bowing their heads, then suggested an idea.

"Then should we head back soon? I want to go rest."

Hearing that, I looked at the Demon King lying beside me. Indeed, with injured people around, it wouldn't be bad to return quickly and rest. Having decided, I got up while holding Hana and said:

"Then go tell the elves to declare war on the kingdom and the Church."

At my words, Miria wore a dizzy expression, unable to follow my logic. But she seemed to decide to give up thinking about it and nodded, saying:

"...Alright."
"I'll prepare to leave then."

As planned, I asked Hana in my arms to take us back. Hana, with a triumphant expression, said she would do so.

*

Contrary to my expectation that it would take at least a day or two to arrive, we reached the Academy dormitory in just a few hours, which made me exclaim in admiration.

*High-ranking spirits really are something else.*

Thinking there was a reason Miria praised them so much, I was stroking Hana's head when Charlotte gestured to us with a tired face and said:

"Sorry, but I'm going in first. I have work piled up."
"Go ahead."

Having to work right after returning—I shook my head, feeling sorry for Charlotte, when Miria also said something similar and left.

After watching those two living diligently, I saw Lucia standing nearby as if it were natural, and decided to play a light prank.

"Lucia, don't you have work to do?"

At that question, Lucia flinched momentarily, then began to ramble:

"O-of course I have lots to do...!"

Even though anyone could see she had nothing to do. At that, I chuckled softly and continued the joke:

"Really? What do you have to do?"

At that, Lucia was momentarily speechless, closing her mouth tightly as she looked at me. Then, as if a good idea had occurred to her, she told me in an urgent voice:

"I need to water the plants...! Feed Hana...! And!"

If I kept asking her to continue, she seemed like she might eventually cry from frustration. So I decided to let it go and nodded.

"You certainly do have a lot to do."
"Th-that's right!"
"Then I was going to ask if you wanted to play together, but I guess not."
"......"

At those words, Lucia's face showed betrayal as she gaped with her mouth wide open. Seeing that, I was smiling quietly when Lucia, pouting, said in a small voice:

"Y-yes... I'm busy so I can't play..."

I was laughing because her sulking was cute when an out-of-place voice was heard nearby.

"...This place."

A delicate, feminine voice. Turning around at that voice, I saw the Demon King looking around blankly with her long hair flowing down. Seeing her, I first entrusted Hana to Lucia and approached the Demon King.

"Shall we talk?"

Despite my attempt to speak kindly, the Demon King flinched as soon as I approached and stepped back. Then, looking at me with a wary expression, she asked:

"W-who are you?"

At that question, I pondered for a moment, not knowing how to answer, then gave her a response that encapsulated everything.

"The Hero who resurrected the Demon King."

At my answer, the Demon King looked at me with a somewhat dumbfounded expression. I smiled and sat down in a nearby chair, continuing:

"Are you feeling better?"

At that, the Demon King hurriedly looked at her body, then spoke to me in a bewildered voice:

"I definitely died, so how...?"
"I told you, I brought you back."
"How? And more importantly, why?"

She stared at me blankly, not understanding, and I handed her a nearby glass of water and said:

"It's going to be a long explanation. Are you okay with that?"

At that question, the Demon King nodded as if it didn't matter, and I decided to explain to her what had happened so far.

"Where should I start... I'll explain from when I came to this world."

From the time I was a divine power bomb until the point I committed suicide—after explaining everything, the Demon King wore an expression full of confusion. Apparently, it was completely different from what she had experienced. Seeing her reaction, the Demon King spoke to me with dry lips:

"I did die at first too... but I wasn't bullied as a divine power bomb. Rather, I received all kinds of special treatment."

Hearing she had experienced the opposite of me, I felt a surge of indignation. Damn them, they could have treated me well too. Why did they have to act like that?

"Of course, that doesn't mean I had human interactions. How should I put it... everyone treated me with a mechanical, emotionless feeling, like dealing with a machine."
"Is that so?"

Seeing her nod, I decided to move past this point for now. It wasn't important. So I decided to start the main story and told her what had happened.

"......"

Each time I explained what I had done, she failed to maintain her composure and gaped. Finding her reactions amusing, I deliberately explained everything without omission. The Demon King, looking like she might lose her mind, asked me several questions with a trembling face:

"S-so you're saying... not only did you use golems made from royal corpses for terrorism, but you also carried out divine power bomb attacks inside the Church, and you're collecting all kinds of corpses and putting them in a subspace?"
"And recently, I made Paladin liquor and sent it to the Pope."
"P-Paladin liquor..."

After hearing my story, the Demon King looked at me with a stunned expression, then asked me with a serious face:

"Are you... perhaps the Demon King?"

Ch.101 - Um... No, That's Not It.
I was utterly bewildered by the question.
I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

*What have I done?*

All I did was return evil for evil.
Isn't it too much to ask if I'm the Demon King because of that?
I felt completely wronged as I quickly refuted.

"That's impossible, isn't it? I'm the Hero."

When I proclaimed this rather confidently,
the Demon King smiled awkwardly and replied.

"Well... of course you're the Hero, but the things you've done... um, never mind."

She seemed to give up trying to convince me, closing her mouth mid-sentence and putting on a smile.
Seeing her reaction, I thought I'd won and decided to change the subject by introducing myself.

"Anyway, I'm Jung Hyun."
"...I'm Cynthia."

Cynthia? Surprised by her very Korean-sounding name, I asked if she was "from Korea," and Cynthia confirmed it with a surprised expression.

"Could Jung Hyun be from there too?"

When I nodded, Cynthia looked at me with a delighted expression.
I could only nod somewhat awkwardly at her reaction.

*I never expected to meet a Korean here of all places.*

Since a Demon King is created when a Hero falls from grace,
and considering Heroes are brought from other dimensions,
it wasn't completely impossible, but the probability was so low that I couldn't help feeling surprised.

*Not that I mind, though.*

If anything, I was more pleased than not.
However, knowing better than anyone that such feelings were merely temporary,
I shook it off and said:

"Anyway, let's put aside the personal talk... and get to the main point."
"Ah... yes."

Her submissive and kind tone seemed out of place for a Demon King.
But considering she was originally a Hero,
I thought perhaps she was still holding onto her habits from her Hero days.

*A Demon King who can't forget her Hero days.*

Thinking she was as anomalous as me, the so-called next Demon King, I began:

"I'll be direct. Help me get revenge."

At the word "revenge," Cynthia pressed her lips together and looked at me.
She seemed unsure of the situation.
Looking at her, I added who the targets of my revenge were.

"For reference, my revenge targets are the Church, the Kingdom, and the Elves."
"In other words, you want revenge against everyone. Revenge against everyone... that won't be easy."
"That's true. If I were an ordinary Hero, that is."

I couldn't know what past Heroes were like,
but one thing was certain: past Heroes had to operate with numerous penalties on their backs because they tried to maintain certain lines they shouldn't cross as 'Heroes.'
Unlike them, I was operating without maintaining those lines.

*And what this means is...*

That I can go straight to my desired goal.

*For example, while Heroes have to spend hours on quests to earn money...*

I could just threaten people with my sword and extort money, achieving in seconds what would take a Hero hours.
Of course, there would be penalties for such actions,
but I'd grown strong enough to say those didn't matter anymore, so it wasn't a big problem.

"So what will you do? Will you help me? Or not?"

At my question, the Demon King seemed to contemplate something,
then shook her head slightly, smiled, and said:

"All assumptions and worries are meaningless. From the beginning, I was revived by Jung Hyun's kindness, so I'm in a position where I must follow whatever Jung Hyun wants."

Perhaps because her Hero values still remained,
she accepted my proposal while giving off a more Hero-like vibe than even me.

*With this, all the pieces are in place.*

For allies: the First Princess, the Saintess, the World Tree, and the Demon King.
And as disposable pieces: the Second Princess, the next Archmage, the Bishop, Regina, and the Elves.
Thinking that a splendid lineup had been completed, I raised the corners of my mouth.

*I wonder what reactions they'll show.*

Especially the Pope who tortured and killed the Demon King—I was most curious about his face.
As I was thinking about how I wanted to see his contorted, screaming face as soon as possible,
Cynthia suddenly raised her index finger and said to me:

"But I have one condition."
"Condition?"

Didn't she just say she would follow me unconditionally?
Thinking I should at least hear her out despite this contradiction, I nodded, and Cynthia smiled slightly and said to me:

"Come to think of it, Jung Hyun... how long have you been a Hero? One year? No, two years? No matter how I look at it, I'm much more senior as a Hero, so..."

Momentarily dumbfounded, I stared at her,
and Cynthia continued playfully:

"How about calling me 'senior' from now on?"

Senior? What nonsense.
I narrowed my eyes to indicate absolute refusal,
and Cynthia, looking at me, smiled broadly and made another suggestion:

"You dislike calling me senior that much? Then there's an alternative of calling me 'noona.' Come on, try saying it. Sia noona."
"Go eat shit, Demon King."
"Oh, then how about Demon King noona?"
"Ugh... fine, noona."

Cynthia seemed satisfied with being called noona even after being cursed at, and said with satisfaction:

"Anyway, I look forward to working with you, Jung Hyun... no, Jung Hyun dongsaeng."
"Sure, Sia."
"Sia noona."
"Yeah, yeah, Sia."

As I was waving my hand, feeling somewhat tired,
this time Lucia, carrying Hana, clung to my side with a determined expression,
and glared at Cynthia as if to check her, saying:

"Grr... Jung Hyun is closer to me...!"

At these sudden words, Cynthia looked at Lucia in surprise,
then looked at Lucia's defensiveness as if it were cute, and patted Lucia's head with a bright smile.

"Oh my... is that so?"
"......"

Lucia, seemingly unable to handle Cynthia's sudden action, sent me a gesture asking for help,
but I completely ignored it and took Hana, who was fidgeting, and sat her on my lap.

"Daddy... Daddy."

For whatever reason she liked being in my arms,
Hana immediately clung to me with a bright smile as soon as I sat her on my knee.
As I was stroking her head because she was so cute, the Demon King paused from stroking Lucia's hair and said:

"Ah, I got caught up in the moment and forgot to ask... who is that child?"

Wasn't it more like she created the atmosphere rather than getting caught up in it?
I was chuckling at Cynthia's somewhat shameless remark when I was about to explain who Hana was.

"She's the child I had with Jung Hyun...!"

Lucia beat me to it and dropped a bombshell statement.
At those words, Cynthia momentarily looked flustered, looked at me, and said in a dry voice:

"...My dongsaeng was married?"

At those words, I felt a headache coming on and grabbed my forehead.

*

I needed to clear up Cynthia's misunderstanding before it grew.
I explained everything about Hana's identity and why Lucia said she had given birth to her.

"Lucia didn't literally give birth to Hana, she meant they raised her together..."

After clearing up all the elements that could cause misunderstandings, Cynthia finally relaxed her awkward expression and continued speaking to Lucia:

"Um... Lucia, you have an interesting way of speaking."

At that single remark, Lucia tilted her head and looked at Cynthia,
then with sparkling eyes, grabbed both of Cynthia's hands and exclaimed:

"In my whole life... I've never been complimented on having an interesting way of speaking...! Thank you so much!"

At those words, Cynthia's lips twitched as if she had a lot to say,
but she seemed to give up and just pressed her lips together and smiled.

*Lucia won.*

It was quite amusing to see such an unexpected victory, and I was laughing when Lucia, with a somewhat flushed expression, clung to me and whispered:

"Jung Hyun...! The Demon King seems like a really nice person...!"

Isn't it a bit much for a Saintess to call a Demon King a nice person?
Not knowing where to begin pointing out what was wrong, I decided to give up and nodded.

"...Yes, you're right."
"Yes!"

Lucia unknowingly secured her second consecutive win, cementing her position as the victor.
Looking at her, I sighed, then pinched Hana's cheeks gently and said:

"Anyway, back to the main point. Sia, can you control the demons? If possible, I'd like to use them to crush the Kingdom."

At my question, Sia thought for a moment and then shook her head.

"To be honest, it's impossible. After my death, my position as Demon King completely collapsed."
"Your position collapsed?"
"Yes. It seems that being killed by someone other than a Hero was unacceptable to them."

Listening to this, I couldn't help but wonder:
How did she know such circumstances if she had died?
So I asked about it.

"I can read the inner thoughts of the demon archdukes through system messages. That's how I knew."

System messages.
If it's that, then it wouldn't be difficult to figure out.
Accepting this, I decided to return to the main topic.

"I see? That's a shame."
"Of course, there are still many demons who follow me, but I can't control everyone like I did before I died."

In other words, we need to establish discipline and solidify her position.
Feeling that I had a rough idea of what to do next, I posed a question to Sia:

"Demons feel pain when they're hit, right?"

Ch.102 - Ten Friends
Cynthia responded to my question with a somewhat disgruntled expression.

"... Of course demons feel pain as living beings. Though unlike humans, their threshold is much higher."

A higher threshold, huh.
I didn't quite understand, but to me it sounded like instead of dying after one hit, they'd die after two.
It just sounded like they were a race optimized for skill leveling since they don't die easily.

*In other words, this is a golden opportunity to max out skills I haven't been able to level up yet.*

Already salivating at the thought, I brightened my expression considerably as I spoke to Cynthia.

"I don't really understand, but demons truly are a wonderful race."

At my words, Cynthia looked at me with confusion before nodding with a sour expression.

"What? I don't know about 'wonderful'... but they're not that different from humans. Just with different values."

That wasn't what I meant, but I couldn't be bothered to correct her misunderstanding. I simply nodded and fell into thought.

*Well, I guess the first thing to do is prepare for going to the Demon Realm.*

Unlike the declining elven village, this time I needed to make proper preparations. After all, the scale was different, and unlike the dying elves, demons were considered one of the most powerful factions currently.

*So for a while, I should focus on building my foundation...*

And look for opportunities. I decided to prepare for the Demon Realm with Cynthia's help, and to resolve the matters I'd been putting off one by one.

* * * * *

Lucia was holding the sleeping Hana in her arms, her face flushed and eyes sparkling. The reason was simple—someone she'd just met had complimented her on having "a talent for saying interesting things"!
Hearing such praise for the first time in her life, she was so elated that the corners of her mouth kept twitching upward.

*A talent for entertaining others...!*

She wasn't sure when she had developed this talent, but since someone had acknowledged it, she clearly had a gift for it and felt the need to nurture it further.

*Maybe... eventually people will laugh uncontrollably or look at me with fascination whenever I open my mouth...!*

With such abilities, she might even achieve the seemingly impossible goal of making ten friends, she thought with a smile.

*But come to think of it, ten might be too many... Maybe I should compromise with reality and aim for eight...? No, would five be more reasonable?*

The more she pondered, the smaller the number became. She shook her head vigorously, deciding to stick with her original goal of "ten friends" and commit to making it happen.

*Books say it's better to dream big!*

Thinking she should practice and work hard, she decided to try it out on Miria, who was lounging nearby.

"...Miria!"
"Hm... what?"
"You know...!"

She had intended to say something funny, but when she actually tried, the words wouldn't come. As she found herself just opening and closing her mouth in confusion, Miria rested her chin on her hand and sighed.

"What is it? Just tell me quickly, I'll listen to whatever it is."
"W-well... Miria, actually... Ah! They say it really hurts when you stab under the fingernails during torture!"
"......"

Having nothing else to say, she blurted out something she'd recently heard from Jung Hyun. Miria looked at her with an alarmed expression.

"Lucia... did something happen to you? Why are you turning into Jung Hyun?"

Turning into Jung Hyun?
...Isn't that a good thing?

Since Jung Hyun was the Hero and a very good person—well, she wasn't sure if he was good, but he was definitely good—becoming like him was probably a positive sign.

"...Miria."
"Huh? Sorry, I went too far. It was just a joke, forget—"
"Thank you so much, Miria...!"
"What?"
"Being told I'm like Jung Hyun...! That's the happiest compliment I've ever received!"

When she expressed her gratitude, Miria just nodded with a sour face.

"Oh... really? Um... you know... never mind."

She seemed about to say something but pressed her lips together, gave an awkward smile, and slowly backed away before leaving. Though disappointed to lose her conversation partner, Lucia still felt elated from the compliment.

*To receive such praise twice in one day... am I not the happiest person in the world?*

The corners of her mouth kept rising almost to her ears. As she tried to calm herself by rubbing her cheeks, Charlotte entered the room.

"Is Jung Hyun here?"
"Jung Hyun? He went out with the Demon King for a bit...! Do you need something?"
"Well, not need exactly, but I have something to tell him. If he's not here, I'll come back later."
"Okay!"

As Charlotte was about to leave, Lucia's instinct to say something interesting kicked in again, and she hurriedly called out.

"...Charlotte!"
"Yes? What is it?"
"Um...!"

Once again she was at a loss for words, but having "experience" now, she decided to resolve the situation by repeating something else Jung Hyun had told her.

"If you blow healing magic into a container first, then compress a person and put them inside, you can keep them alive longer."
"......?"

Charlotte blinked blankly at her before responding with confusion.

"...What's that supposed to mean all of a sudden?"
"Well, that's..."
"I don't understand why you're becoming like Jung Hyun too. They really say you should choose your friends wisely... though I'm not one to talk."

There were many mixed messages in her words, but it was clearly a compliment. After all, she definitely said Lucia was becoming like Jung Hyun!

Excited by this, she decided to try it on her final target, Jung Hyun himself, and was contemplating what to say when, shortly after Charlotte left, Jung Hyun entered.

"Jung Hyun!"
"Hm? What?"
"I've been thinking, and smashing someone to death with a mace doesn't seem like a bad method...!"

Hearing this, Jung Hyun covered Hana's ears with both hands and responded with a bitter expression.

"Um... Lucia? I'm sorry."
"Yes?"
"Anyway, I'm sorry."

Not understanding why he was apologizing, she looked into his eyes, and Jung Hyun lightly flicked her forehead as he spoke.

"Just don't say things like that. It doesn't suit you, and it's not good for Hana to hear."

Feeling dejected as Jung Hyun scolded her for reasons she didn't understand, she pouted. Jung Hyun sighed, patted her head, and said:

"Anyway, stop talking like that. Let's go eat, we can have a welcome party too."
"Okay!"
"Hana, what would you like to eat?"
"I want... candy...!"
"Sure, sure."

Watching them, she realized that making ten friends might not be that important after all.

*Since I already have Jung Hyun, Hana, and Miria by my side...*

She thought it would be better to focus on the precious people she already had rather than trying to make many new friends. She decided to stop being greedy and focus on her current life.

"So Lucia, what do you want to eat?"
"I want you, Jung Hyun!"
"What are you saying? Anyway, hurry up and get ready, everyone's waiting."
"Yes...!"

Thinking that this kind of life was happiness enough, she got up and clung to Jung Hyun's side.

* * * * *

The ruined Church.

The Church, which once inspired reverence just by looking at it, had long lost its original form. Countless believers despaired at the sight of the collapsed Church, unable to even remember what it had looked like before.

The Pope, observing all this, clutched her throbbing head as she tried to think of a clever solution to overcome the current situation.

*I need something extraordinary.*

Without a remarkable solution to reverse this situation, the Church's collapse was only a matter of time. As she pondered for a solution, one "method" suddenly came to mind.

*A deal.*

Kindly put, it was a deal; harshly put, betrayal. With this thought, she rose from her seat and slowly walked around.

*The biggest problem now is that believers are losing faith in the Church.*

The combination of "war"—which directly impacts daily life—and "Divine Power"—said to be the force that could counter demons—had brought unprecedented prosperity to the Church.

But after the Church's collapse, believers began to question whether the Church could truly protect them. The faith that had once brought prosperity to the Church was now turning into poison, choking it.

The prayer hall, which should have been full, now had empty spaces scattered throughout. Seeing this, she once again realized the Church's current situation and slowly closed her eyes.

*Therefore, the Church needs to prove itself to the believers as quickly as possible.*

To prove that despite what happened, the Church was still strong and could protect believers from the Demon King. But such faith could only come from sustained peace, and "conventional" methods couldn't instill this belief. So she planned to achieve it through a certain deal.

*Then I have only one thing to do.*

First, make a backdoor deal with a Demon Realm duke, offering whatever the duke wanted in exchange. Then, let the believers witness "the Church driving away demons."

With this alone, she could regain the crumbling trust, so she decided to proceed with a smile.

*I should quickly resolve this matter and focus on the Hero's affairs again.*

Since she couldn't contact the duke anyway, and with Daisy's condition deteriorated, this was the only option. She decided to summon her most trusted believers to proceed with the plan.

Ch.103 - Ready
Before going to the Demon Realm, there were three things I needed to do.

*First, ask the former principal about how to use the magic circle.*

I had originally planned to contact the former principal through Miria to learn about magic circles.

*According to Miria, she couldn't reach the former principal.*

We hadn't been able to talk until now. But now that I could contact him using Karina's name, the chances of getting a response had greatly increased.

*Though now that I know what a magic circle is, its importance has diminished somewhat.*

Since I still didn't know "how to use" a magic circle, I decided to find out about this through the former principal.

*If the former principal knows how to use it...*

I could use that knowledge to turn the tables on the Church or the kingdom.

*Second, make preparations so that if my companions and I suddenly disappear, others won't become suspicious.*

To be honest, if I, Lucia, or Miria disappeared, people would probably just shrug it off. But in Charlotte's case, since she was the First Princess, her disappearance would likely cause an uproar. We needed to take measures to ensure we could stay in the Demon Realm for an extended period if necessary.

*Whether using the princess's authority or some magical measures...*

Since it would be better to resolve this one way or another, I decided to discuss this with Miria, and then turned my thoughts to the final issue.

*Finally, start concretizing the rebel forces I had set up through Regina by using Karina.*

One of the orders I had given Regina before was to secretly approach the children of influential families and use them to create rebel forces.

*Until now, their scale was too small to be useful.*

But according to recent reports, their numbers had grown considerably, and now they could be "used" in some way.

*So before going to the Demon Realm...*

I planned to provide them with substantial support so they could become a group capable of inflicting damage on the kingdom as soon as possible.

*So for now, I'll leave the first and second tasks to Miria.*

I only needed to focus on the third issue. After explaining all this to Miria, who was lying exhausted on the sofa, I decided to meet with Karina after a long time to catch up on pending matters.

* * *

I sat in the principal's seat in the principal's office, crossed my legs, and spoke to Karina.

"It's been a while."
"......"

Karina's expression became complicated and subtle as soon as she saw me.

*Happiness? Anger? Complexity?*

Her expression was changing moment by moment, so I couldn't tell exactly what she was feeling. But one thing was certain—whatever emotions Karina had, they had nothing to do with me.

*She's just a disposable card I'll use and throw away.*

So I decided to use her without hesitation and opened my mouth.

"Well, you and I aren't close enough for personal conversation, so I'll get straight to the point."

At my words about not being close enough for personal conversation, Karina's expression became complicated again, her lips trembling slightly. Then she nodded and answered me.

"... Understood."

Seeing this, I smiled lightly and got back to the main point.

"I have a favor to ask of you. Regina has gathered the children of influential families to create a rebel force... no, wait a moment."

I stopped mid-sentence as an interesting thought suddenly occurred to me.

*Come to think of it, there's a better method than creating rebel forces.*

The thought was that being bound together by religion would be better than being bound together for rebellion. With this thought crossing my mind, I raised the corners of my mouth as I thought of the Demon King resting in my room.

*This is roughly how you establish a religious order.*

A world ruled by the Demon King would be better than the hungry, harsh world ruled by the kingdom and the Church.

If I gave it a name like "Demon King Religion," and brainwashed the gathered people to make them members of this religion...

*I could command them more easily and extensively than if they were merely rebel forces.*

Unlike a group that allows different thoughts, a religious order requires absolute obedience to the leader's thoughts.

*Not bad.*

Although there was a significant risk factor, I didn't need to worry much since I planned to pin all responsibility on Karina anyway.

*And even if by some chance they discover I'm behind it and the responsibility falls on me...*

Those people couldn't really do anything to me anyway. I could maintain an "What are you going to do about it?" attitude without any major problems.

Finding it amusing, I explained this plan to Karina, and when she heard it...

"... Demon King Religion?"

She seemed drained, holding her head and sighing. Thinking she was acting similarly to Miria, I laughed, then became serious and spoke briefly.

"So what? You don't want to do it?"
"... That's not it."
"Then do as you're told. Don't get yourself tortured by being argumentative."
"......"

I laughed at Karina, who suddenly went quiet. To me, Karina was just a toy I would eventually kill, so seeing such reactions only made me happy.

"Well then, I'll be going now, so work hard on creating the religion. And keep submitting reports regularly like before."

With those words, I was about to return to my room when Karina stopped me, raising her voice slightly.

"... W-wait, I have something to say."
"Something to say?"

I tilted my head and gestured for her to go ahead. Karina looked at me, conflicted, then slowly opened her mouth.

"... If I keep completing the tasks you assign, will you ever forgive me?"

Hearing the word "forgiveness," I recalled something Karina had once said to me.

- Shouldn't you be grateful that I'm making trash like you valuable?

Words I had heard during the time I was called the Divine Power Bomb. Recalling those words, I smiled broadly and answered.

"Of course I'll forgive you, so don't worry."

At those words, Karina's expression brightened somewhat as she nodded, and I muttered "idiot" to myself as I watched.

*That fool is falling for it again.*

Well, I suppose she can't help but react that way since she doesn't know my behavioral patterns. I sneered at Karina's revitalized expression, then slowly left the principal's office.

*I wonder if she knows. That the thought I had most often while being dragged around by her was to give her the most terrible despair at the moment of her greatest happiness.*

And that thought still continues to this day.

*What expression will she make when she learns that far from forgiveness, I only plan to kill her or use her as a disposable card?*

Will she be sad? Angry? Or despair? Whatever it might be, I thought I could watch it while eating popcorn, and smiled broadly.

*This is fun.*

Deciding to inflict similar pain on Rea, who was trapped in the subspace, I laughed for a while before returning to the dormitory.

*

When I returned to the dormitory, Charlotte was waiting for me. She was sitting elegantly on the sofa, looking at me, then stood up and spoke.

"I talked with the others, and we concluded that it would be better if only you and the Demon King go to the Demon Realm this time."

Somewhat taken aback by this unexpected conclusion, I responded with a surprised expression.

"Just me and the Demon King? Why?"
"There are several reasons. First, as we felt when we went to the Elf Village, we 'get in the way.' Second, it's safer here than in the Demon Realm."

I had to keep my mouth shut at those words. Given that we didn't know what enemies awaited or what situations might arise in the Demon Realm, it might be better to have them wait here rather than taking them to a dangerous place.

*But what worries me is...*

If the Church or other forces decided to attack, there would be no one to protect them. Just as I was about to bring this up, Charlotte provided an answer before I could.

"However, if you leave without any precautions, enemies might invade as they did last time, which could be dangerous. So I was thinking we could stick the Flower of Life into corpses to use as guards."

The Flower of Life—an item I used to raise corpse golems in the past. Indeed, using this, I could animate corpses I summoned all day long without my divine power, making them suitable as guards.

*And if we use this on the hero's corpse we obtained from the Room of Trials...*

Though not as powerful as when I used Holy Rhapsody to raise it, it would still be a decent guard capable of ensuring safety.

"And on top of that, now that Hana can use spirits, even if a powerful enemy comes and we can't defeat them, we can definitely escape using the spirits."

Telling me not to worry and to go with just the two of us, Charlotte rested her chin on her hand and continued.

"Besides that, we plan to install protective barriers and call my royal guards from the kingdom to come here, so there's no need to worry too much."

With that level of preparation, they could certainly escape safely even if enemies approached. However, despite this rational judgment, I kept worrying like a parent leaving a child by the water, when...

The Demon King, sitting nearby, spoke to me.

"We don't know what might happen in the Demon Realm, so I think it's better to do as Charlotte suggests."

At the Demon King's words that the Demon Realm was more dangerous, I finally surrendered with a sigh.

"Then let's go with that plan for now."
"Yes. And you don't need to worry too much because if a crisis occurs, we can return via teleportation."

Only then did I feel relieved and said I understood.

"... But there's one problem."

After finally reassuring me, now she says there's a problem? Wondering what it could be, I looked at Charlotte, who sighed and explained.

"When I told Hana she'd have to be separated from her daddy for a while... she threw a tantrum. The problem is whether we can handle Hana while you're gone."

With those words, I realized that the biggest problem still remained.

Ch.104 - Really?
I found it more challenging to deal with Hana crying than when I was surrounded by paladins, faced the Pope directly, or met with royalty.
I let out an awkward laugh as I considered how difficult this situation was.

*What should I do?*

There was actually a clear solution.
Taking Hana to the Demon Realm.
If I promised her that and took her along, she would stop crying immediately.

*But it's too dangerous to bring Hana to the Demon Realm.*

Since I wanted her to stay here where it's safe, I couldn't help but worry about what to do.
After contemplating for quite a while,
I still didn't want to take her somewhere dangerous, so I had to decide against bringing her.

*You never know what might happen in the Demon Realm.*

Thinking it would be better to leave her here and risk being hated than to bring her and put her in danger,
I decided to try my best to comfort her first while considering how to do so.

*This is frustrating.*

The problem was that I didn't know how to comfort Hana, or more broadly, anything about children.
I decided to ask Miria for help and called out to her as she was playing nearby.

"Hey Miria. Can you recommend ways to comfort Hana, or gifts that kids like?"
"Oh, that?"

Miria answered as if it were obvious.

"You."

What was that supposed to mean?
I frowned at Miria, who looked back at me indifferently and spoke with a somewhat resentful voice.

"Remember when you went to the kingdom before?"

Of course I remembered. I had caused quite a commotion there by creating golems from the corpses of dead royalty.
I nodded and answered yes.
Miria stared at me with somewhat hollow eyes and said:

"Do you also remember leaving Hana with me and Lucia then?"
"...Yes?"
"Do you have any idea what we went through?"

I didn't remember clearly,
but they must have had a hard time handling her.

*I definitely remember Hana crying and clinging to me as soon as I returned.*

As that thought crossed my mind and I started feeling dizzy,
Miria seized the opportunity to voice her grievances.

"We bought everything from food to toys that Hana might like to comfort her. Not only did it not work, she didn't even pay attention to any of it."
"......"
"So if you want to comfort her, you need to go to Hana yourself and apologize or do something. You have to handle it personally."

Since this was the truth,
I stood there without making any excuses.
Miria looked at me and sighed before saying:

"Anyway, go talk to her."
"I guess I should. Thanks."
"Whatever."

After hearing Miria's brief response, I immediately headed to Hana.

*

As soon as I entered the room, I saw Hana crying.
But the moment she noticed me, she immediately smiled and toddled over,
then clung to my legs.

"Daddy... *sniff*"

Though her face was smiling, it was covered in tears from crying earlier.
I carefully wiped her face with a handkerchief and asked her:

"Why were you crying?"

At my question, Hana looked up at me,
then started to tear up again and spoke while sobbing:

"They said... I have to be separated from Daddy."

Her voice was nasally because her nose was stuffed with mucus.
I helped her blow her nose and squeezed my eyes shut.

*This is more hellish than I expected.*

It was incredibly difficult to coldly say "I'll be back, take care" to a child who smiled at me despite crying.
I could feel an internal conflict rising and could only manage an awkward smile.

*I never thought I'd be worrying about something like this.*

Even though I'd reached a state where killing people didn't stir any particular emotion in me,
I never expected to feel this way because of Hana. As I smiled with complicated feelings,
Lucia, who was standing nearby, spoke with a somewhat surprised expression:

"Wow, Jung Hyun is making a human-like expression...!"

What was this girl saying?
While holding Hana, I pinched Lucia's cheek to punish her,
and Lucia, with her cheek stretched out, complained that it was unfair.

"Unfair? You deserved it."
"...Still unfair..."

As I sighed and shook my head,
Hana, who was in my arms, watched the situation with amusement.
Seeing her reaction, I remained silent for a moment, then slowly spoke to her:

"So, Hana."
"No... don't go. Don't you need Hana?"

Unlike the tactless Lucia, Hana seemed quite perceptive.
She immediately sensed what I was about to say and tried to prevent it.
I felt momentarily speechless and thought for a bit before quickly shaking my head.

"No, that's not it."
"Then why won't you take Hana...?"
"Because it's dangerous, so I can't take you."
"No... Hana's not dangerous... so don't abandon me..."

Seeing Hana about to burst into tears again, I scratched my head,
then patted her back while making a "help me" gesture to Lucia nearby.

"You can do it, Jung Hyun...!"

True to form, unhelpful Lucia just kept cheering without providing any actual assistance.
I tried to hold back a sigh while thinking, then
a good idea came to mind and I said to Hana:

"Then Hana, if you wait patiently until Daddy comes back, I'll grant any wish you want. Can you let me go just this once?"
"...Wish?"
"Yes, a wish. Whether it's going out to play together, or some gift you want, I'll grant any wish."

At those words, Hana looked at me with sparkling eyes,
and I breathed a sigh of relief, realizing I had found an escape route.

*If I can persuade her with this...*

I should be able to leave without trouble.
Having decided on this approach, I stroked Hana's head and continued:

"So can you be patient just this once?"

At my words, Hana, reluctant to let me go, clutched my clothes tightly and hesitated.
Then, fidgeting with her fingers, she said to me:

"Then... you have to come back quickly... Hana is sad without Daddy..."

Watching this, Lucia nodded and said:

"That's right, Jung Hyun. Lucia is sad without you too."
"Can you please be quiet for a moment?"
"You're being too harsh on me..."

I shook my head at Lucia and
focused back on Hana.

"Alright, I'll come back as quickly as possible. So no more crying."
"Okay..."

As I patted her again, I realized that preparations for departing to the Demon Realm were finally complete.

* * *

The next day, Hana, wanting to stay with me until I left, refused to let go while being held in my arms.
Feeling like I had become a koala, I carried Hana around until
I asked Cynthia, who seemed to have finished her preparations, about our status.

"Are the preparations complete?"
"Yes, everything's ready. I think we can depart soon."

At the mention of departure, Hana hugged me tighter and started crying loudly.
I stroked her head, then handed her to Lucia and said:

"Well, I'll be going now."
"Yes! Bring me back a gift!"
"If I can find one."

With those playful words, Cynthia and I teleported to the Demon Realm.

*

A world consumed by Demonic Energy.
Looking at the vast, desolate gray landscape, I said to Cynthia:

"Looks like we arrived safely."
"Yes, it seems so."

I chuckled as I observed all kinds of monsters already gathering around us,
then slowly stepped forward and said:

"Being the Demon Realm, they give quite a grand welcome."
"Well, this is a world that values power above all else, so it's more intense than other places."

Values power, huh?
Thinking I liked how uncomplicated that was, I asked Cynthia:

"Is it okay if I kill them all?"
"What? Well, yes. But as I mentioned before, demons don't die easily, so rather than wasting energy, it might be better to just ignore them and move on..."

Before Cynthia could finish, I declared "Territory Declaration" and said:

"It's fine, I came here to practice my skills anyway."
"...What? Wait a moment! The monsters here are much stronger than those in the human world...!"

Ignoring Cynthia's attempts to stop me, I unleashed a massive amount of Divine Power toward the nearby monsters.

- BOOM!

A violent explosion and green blood splattered everywhere.
Cynthia stared blankly at the scene with her mouth open,
then spoke to me in a voice full of bewilderment:

"...My goodness."

Why was she reacting like that?
Cynthia had been a Hero too, so she must have used similar abilities.
I looked at her with a puzzled expression, and she responded with a complicated look:

"...You're incredibly strong."
"Am I?"
"What do you mean 'am I'...! Normal people can't do this!"
"What? Don't all Heroes do this kind of thing?"
"Of course not! When I was a Hero, I couldn't even use a skill like Territory Declaration!"

She couldn't use Territory Declaration? With unlimited Divine Power, why couldn't she use it? When I asked:

"How could anyone use a skill that consumes Divine Power so insanely? It's such a waste."

What I heard made no sense to me.
Feeling my head fill with question marks, I said to Cynthia:

"Divine Power is unlimited, isn't it? Why worry about consumption?"
"What? Unlimited? That's absurd... Of course Heroes have overwhelmingly more than others, but definitely not enough to use Territory Declaration so recklessly."
"......"
"Anyway, this is a problem. We're about to meet the Demon Realm Dukes, and if you use Divine Power like that... you'll need rest. We should find a place to rest for a while."

Seeing Cynthia's misunderstanding, I decided to reveal the truth immediately.

"No, I'm telling you I can use Divine Power without limits."
"Stop joking."
"......"
"You are joking... right?"

At her words, I could only smile.

Ch.105 - So, Do You Hate It?
Cynthia couldn't help but stare blankly at the countless monster corpses strewn across the floor.
Even for someone chosen by God as a Hero.
It was nearly impossible to use such an enormous amount of divine power and deploy a spatial domination skill with this level of destructive force.

*He seems stronger than anyone I've ever seen...?*

Not just the Demon King, but even during her time as a Hero.
She had never once witnessed someone with such overwhelming combat power, which stirred a strange feeling within her alongside a hint of fear.
This level of strength defied common sense.

*And the bigger problem is that this isn't even his full power.*

She couldn't even begin to imagine how strong he might be if he went all out.
Perhaps if Jung Hyun were to get serious... he could easily defeat all three Dukes of the Demon Realm even if they attacked together.
While lost in these thoughts, Jung Hyun called out to her, pointing in various directions.

"So which way do we go? This way? Or that way?"
"Ah... before that, you need to make a decision. Would you like to meet our allies first? Or our enemies?"
"We need lodging first, so meeting allies would be better."
"Then follow me this way."

With those words, she led Jung Hyun eastward.

* * * * *

I recalled the explanation about the Demon Realm that Cynthia had given me before we came here.

*She definitely said the Demon Realm is divided into three major factions.*

First was the faction of Duke Reltra, who governed poison.
Second was the faction of Duke Betika, who governed fear.
And finally, the faction of Duke Famur, who governed curses.

According to Cynthia, except for Reltra, the others had become "hostile forces."
So I needed to either subdue or completely eliminate the other two factions besides Reltra.

*But what I want isn't to kill them all. I want to use these guys to mess with the Kingdom and the Church.*

Rather than going for total annihilation, I planned to preserve the factions as much as possible and direct them to attack the Kingdom and the Church.

*Of course, if things don't work out, I'll just kill them all.*

I resolved to make liberal use of the age-old solution—physical force—as I gazed at the massive city before us and spoke to Cynthia.

"Is this it?"
"Yes."
"They're living better than I expected."

When I first arrived in the Demon Realm, the first thing I saw was barren land tainted by demonic energy.
I thought everywhere would be more or less the same.
But contrary to my expectations, the city in the Demon Realm was surprisingly wealthy and splendid.

"It looks that way on the surface... but when you look inside, it's not really the case."
"Really?"
"Yes. It's like they sacrificed practicality for appearance. The interiors are often quite damaged."

Since it was hard to understand just from words, I decided to see for myself and was about to head down when Cynthia hastily grabbed my collar and said:

"You're not planning to go like that, are you? Going like that would be the same as advertising that you're human."

At those words, I gave her a puzzled look and replied:

"Is it really a problem if they find out I'm human?"
"Of course it's a problem! The moment they discover you, if you're lucky, you'll just deal with guards, but if you're unlucky, you'll get involved with some nasty characters. It would be troublesome in many ways..."

I cut off Cynthia mid-sentence and said:

"If they bother us, we can just kill them all. Why make it so complicated?"
"...What?"

Seeing Cynthia's bewildered expression, I shook my head and said:

"This is why they say when your body suffers, your mind works overtime."
"Ugh...!"

Cynthia seemed to have a lot to say, but perhaps because I had mentioned earlier that I could use divine power without limits, she just stomped her feet in frustration without trying to stop me.

*Well, now that the plan is complete, shall we begin?*

I'm not sure if barging in directly counts as a plan, but one thing I was certain of was that this method couldn't possibly fail.

* * *

Whether it was because Cynthia had horns on her head, or because she was emitting a considerable amount of demonic energy, contrary to expectations, the demon guards protecting the city let us pass without saying anything.

"They actually let us through."

As I sighed with a hint of disappointment, Cynthia clung to my side and explained:

"There are so many unusual beings among demons that they tend to let most pass through."
"Really?"
"Yes. And anyway, the inside is more lawless than the outside."

I couldn't help but laugh at that. It was the first time I'd heard of a place where entry was easy because the inside was more dangerous than the outside.

As I looked around hoping for some demon to pick a fight, Cynthia sighed and continued:

"So what you really need to be careful about is from now on... Yes, that would be the case for a normal person."
"I am a normal person."
"What?"

Her genuinely incredulous reaction made me feel somewhat wronged. As someone who tried to maintain certain principles, I considered myself to be in the normal category by anyone's standards. I didn't understand her reaction, but decided to drop it and get back to the main topic.

"So where is this Reltra person?"
"In the underground of the central area. At the lowest level."
"I see."

Even though we were just at the entrance, I was already seeing green gas that looked like poison spreading everywhere, which made me wonder:

*Will divine power block this?*

Figuring I had to try it out, I enveloped my entire body with divine power and slowly headed toward the central area.

*It works.*

And quite perfectly too. Looking at my completely unaffected body, I said to Cynthia:

"Let's head out right away then."
"Yes."

Just as I was about to go check out what kind of reception we'd get there, a voice came from nearby:

"Looks like you're newcomers, so you should pay respects to me..."

The tone was clearly confrontational, so I reflexively drew my sword and stabbed him in the chest, causing him to let out a shriek.

"Arghhhh!"

I kicked the demon, who was spewing green blood, knocking him to the ground, then looked at the group of demons watching from behind and said:

"Next."
"......"
"No one? Then you die."

With those words, I unhesitatingly beheaded the demon who had picked a fight with me and continued:

"So, no one's coming? If not, I'll come to you."

At those words, the demons exchanged glances before scattering in all directions to flee. Seeing this, I frowned deeply and questioned Cynthia:

"Aren't demons supposed to be a warlike race that worships strength?"

Looking at the demon lying cold dead on the ground, Cynthia replied in a drained voice:

"They are warlike... but only to a certain extent. When a murderer—I mean, a demon-killer?—appears before them, wouldn't anyone run away? Unless they make their living through combat."
"Is that so?"
"What do you mean 'is that so'... Demons are living beings too. They prioritize saving their own lives above all else."

At those words, I couldn't help but feel disappointed again. What I had hoped for was that, like orcs, they would go berserk at the slightest provocation and try to kill me.

*That would make it easier to use my skills.*

As I was repeatedly stabbing the demon's corpse with my sword in disappointment, Cynthia grabbed my wrist urgently and said:

"Anyway, let's run away for now. If the guards find us, it'll be quite troublesome."

Hearing that, I responded as if it were obvious:

"Then we can just kill all the guards too, can't we?"
"No... sigh. If you want to kill all the demons in this city, I won't stop you."

While killing them all wouldn't be particularly bad, the reason I came here in the first place was to use them to unify the Demon Realm and cause damage to the Church and the Kingdom. So I decided to hold back for now and follow Cynthia's suggestion to flee.

"Then please come this way."

Cynthia seemed quite familiar with the geography of this place and skillfully began guiding the way. I followed her while looking around.

*Cynthia was right, the condition inside is a mess.*

Unlike the splendid exterior, looking inside revealed people steeped in extreme poverty. Perhaps these issues seemed more pronounced because we were in the outskirts, but even accounting for that, it was serious enough to be called problematic.

*I see...*

As I was thinking about how I could use this to my advantage, Cynthia suddenly pushed me against a wall. Pressing against me with her large mana pouches with their steep curves, she whispered:

"...There are guards nearby. I think it's best if we stay like this until they pass by."

She looked quite serious, so I felt awkward saying anything and remained silent. Seeing my expression, Cynthia suddenly smiled mischievously and whispered softly:

"Oh, could it be that you're embarrassed being pressed against me like this? Jung Hyun... no, our little brother Jung Hyun is so cute."

Her sudden attempt to act like an older sister annoyed me a bit. I wondered how I could tease her back, and decided it would be best to be a bit shameless, so I calmly replied:

"No, what are you talking about? It's because your chest is touching me."

At those words, Cynthia stared blankly for a moment before her ears turned bright red, and she said to me:

"S-so, do you dislike it?"

Ch.106 - Duke Reltra
I chuckled dryly at Cynthia's sudden provocation.

Am I bothered by it? Of course I'd like it, wouldn't I?

Just as I was about to confidently say I liked it, Cynthia quickly stepped back and fanned herself with her hand.

"...I-it was just a joke. Please forget what I said earlier."

As if I could forget just because she asked.

But I didn't want to create an awkward situation by bringing it up again, so I decided to drop it and get back to the main topic.

"So I just keep going straight ahead?"
"Yes...? Oh, yes. If you follow this path, you'll reach the central area."
"I see. Then let's head out right away."

I led Cynthia, who was awkwardly nodding her head, toward the center.

* * * * *

Duke Reltra let out a long sigh while looking at the report.
The Demon Realm was in chaos because two presumptuous dukes had stepped forward to claim the Demon King's position for themselves.

*I don't even know how to handle this situation...*

She wanted to subdue these two and maintain the current state of affairs, but Duke Betika, considered the strongest faction, and Duke Famur, who had attained his position through sheer individual might thousands of years ago, had joined forces.

As the one with the most middling reputation among the dukes, she couldn't handle either of them.

*What should I do about this...*

The moment the dukes started fighting over the Demon King's position, their long-cherished wish to conquer the human realm would surely fail. She wanted to prevent this if possible... but having sent all forces to the human realm, stopping these two was nearly impossible.

*And to make matters worse, the Demon King was killed by someone other than the Hero.*

Questions kept arising about whether it was right to follow a "Demon King" who simply ascended to the throne by fate rather than one they had chosen themselves.

*Yes... that's one thing, but the problem is...*

Even the unspoken rule of failed invasions had become a topic of discussion, and the "purpose of the Demon King's existence," which had been accepted as an absolute truth, was beginning to waver.

*That's why those two presumptuous dukes have started acting up.*

Finding no solution, she sighed and tapped her fingers on the desk.
Given that the "Demon King's army was performing unprecedentedly well," she wanted to avoid unnecessary conflict and focus on the human realm, but why did problems keep arising...

She closed her eyes, feeling a throbbing headache.

*...I'll need to make a choice anyway.*

Either help one of them become the Demon King to "preserve the troops" as much as possible, or leave them to their own devices and focus on the human realm herself.
She kept pondering between these two options, but...

*Either choice leads to ruin, which makes this so frustrating.*

Knowing both were wrong answers, she could only sigh.

*If only the Demon King would return at a time like this... No. The conflict has already begun, so the Demon King's return might actually escalate it further.*

Unless the Demon King possessed overwhelming power to subdue these two, nothing would change even if they returned.
She continued to sigh while drinking poison-laced alcohol.

* * * * *

A cylindrical pit in the ground so deep the bottom wasn't visible.
I exclaimed in amazement at the thousands upon thousands of structures embedded in the crevices of the hole.

*Wow, this is huge.*

It was so massive that I thought it could be called a city just by itself.
As I was staring at this enormous place, Cynthia grabbed my wrist and pulled me along.

"Be careful. There's a rumor that if you get trapped here, you'll never get out because the paths are so complicated."
"I can see that."
"So at least while we're going down, I'll hold your hand, so please follow me closely."

Her face was flushed red to the ears.
Despite her embarrassed face, Cynthia pretended to be calm as she led me, and I laughed inwardly at her reaction.

*So, a Demon Realm duke, huh?*

Since they worship power, would it be better to beat them up right away?
I followed Cynthia while contemplating how to handle them to make them follow me.

*

After descending for quite some time, we reached an underground level filled with poisonous mist that obscured visibility.
Seeing this, Cynthia said, "We're almost there," and I nodded and walked forward.

*Being the center of a Demon Realm city, the scenery is quite grotesque.*

Unidentifiable bones were scattered across the floor, and decaying corpses of unknown origin hung on iron skewers.
Just looking at this, one might think it was a horrific battlefield, but...

*Strangely, the design surrounding all this is quite luxurious.*

It gave me the impression of a temple, which made me chuckle.
As I was laughing, Cynthia spoke to me.

"This is the entrance. If you go in here, you can meet Duke Reltra."
"...Really?"

Hearing that, I advanced without hesitation.
Seeing this, Cynthia tried to pull me back in alarm, but...

*Not a chance.*

I shook her off and opened the door.

- CRASH!

The moment I opened the door, powerful poison poured out, along with all kinds of weapons and magic rushing toward me.
Apparently, this was how they greeted "unauthorized" visitors who opened this door.
I laughed and shot Divine Power in all directions.

- BOOM!

A massive explosion echoed instantly.
Looking at all the attacks that didn't even touch me but were completely obliterated by my Divine Power, I briefly commented:

"Back in my day, I used to train while enduring attacks several times more numerous than these traps."

And you think you can stop me with just this?
Against me, who's become several times stronger since then?
It's ridiculous, I thought as I drew my sword and said:

"Well, I've received quite a grand welcome. It's only proper for a guest to return the favor. Cynthia, where can I find this Demon Realm duke?"
"Straight ahead, but... Jung Hyun, please calm down first!"
"Why should I? Calmness is only needed for the weak."

Knowing better than anyone that everything is meaningless before overwhelming power, I looked at the demons gathering one by one and said:

"I just need to avoid killing them, right?"
"Yes...? Yes, that's true, but let's try talking first...!"
"Huh? I am talking. Physical talking."

With those words, I immediately swung my sword and cut down the demon in front of me, just enough to make them faint without dying.

*I'd like to kill them all, but...*

These creatures needed to be kept alive as they would become my allies in the future.
Thinking I'd engage in some stat and skill grinding after a long time, I consumed the elixir Hana had given me from the subspace and shouted loudly:

"Come at me, you bastards!"

Watching this, Cynthia murmured blankly from behind:

"Y-you're the Hero, right...? You're not deceiving me, are you?"

But I ignored her and swung my sword with a broad smile at the charging demons.

*

Blue blood everywhere.
Stepping through the demon blood that covered the floor, I pointed at an extravagantly ornate door.

"So it's here, right?"
"...Yes."

Hearing Cynthia's confirmation, I shook off the blood splattered on me.
No matter what, it seemed inappropriate to have an important conversation while covered in blood.
After cleaning myself up a bit, I flung open the door and checked who was inside.

A woman with green hair sitting proudly.
I had expected demons to look like monsters, but surprisingly, her appearance wasn't much different from a human's, which made me blink.

*Didn't they have eight legs, snake legs, or hair made of snakes?*

As I was watching her, surprised by her unexpected appearance, she stared at me and briefly said:

"So. What is your reason for coming here?"

I chuckled at her composed voice despite my having taken down all her subordinates.
Was this truly what made a ruler a ruler?
I was quite impressed by her attitude and was about to sheathe my sword in my thigh when...

"Reltra. It's me."

Before I could, Cynthia stepped forward and pulled back her robe.

"...D-Demon King?"

Seeing this, Reltra looked at Cynthia with surprised eyes, then immediately knelt and paid her respects.

"I am honored to meet the great Demon King."

Contrary to my expectations, seeing her immediately pledge loyalty, I could only feel a brief disappointment.
If she had shown some resistance, I would have stabbed her without hesitation.
How unfortunate, I thought as I crossed my arms.

"I'd like to exchange greetings and chat about various things, but... since my friend here is in a hurry, I'll get straight to the point."
"Yes. As you wish."
"Jung Hyun, don't just stand there, come sit down."

I nodded and sat down next to where Cynthia had indicated.
Cynthia immediately told Reltra to sit as well.

"Thank you."

As I was resting my chin on my hand, watching her exceedingly polite demeanor, Reltra must have found my posture somewhat arrogant, as she carefully asked Cynthia:

"If I may ask... who is this person with you?"

To that, I smiled brightly and answered immediately:

"The Hero."

Ch.107 - Next
In the Demon Realm, especially in the current state without the Demon King, a Hero had invaded the office of a Duke who boasted tremendous influence? And with the Demon King in tow?

This alone would indicate a significant deviation from the normal course of events. But what was even more shocking was what the Demon King said.

"The Hero and I have decided to join forces."

With those words, Reltra felt the corners of her mouth crack like broken glass and she froze in place. To demons, Heroes were mortal enemies who must be killed. Yet now they were going to be brought in as allies?

*That can't possibly make sense...*

But judging by the Demon King's expression and tone, there wasn't a hint of deception. Reltra could only stare back with a bewildered expression.

"What's wrong? Is there a problem?"

Seeing her expression, the Demon King casually smiled and asked the question. Reltra hastily shook her head and replied.

"It's not that there's a problem... but this is the first time a Demon King has spoken of joining forces with a Hero, so I'm rather taken aback."

To this, the Demon King responded dismissively.

"Oh? But you were fine with the Dukes stepping out of line and trying to take my position?"
"T-That's..."

She had no response to this. No matter what mistakes the Demon King might have made, it was absolutely unacceptable for any demon to covet that position.

"Anyway, back to the main point. I plan to unify the Demon Realm with the Hero's help, then join forces with them. What do you think?"

What did she think? Obviously, it made no sense. But since she couldn't say that directly, she decided to point out the fundamental issue to emphasize why it wouldn't work.

"My King, the Hero's goal is to save the human world, while yours is to destroy and conquer it. Since you fundamentally have different objectives, I worry this will eventually lead to catastrophe."

Though she was speaking indirectly, her meaning was clear: It won't work. These two can never be united—what kind of alliance is this? Just continue as before. She tried to convey this message, but...

"Yes, I know."

The Demon King nodded calmly, completely unconcerned.

"Then why...?"
"Because the Hero's goal, like mine, is the destruction of the world."
"...What?"

Her mind went blank upon hearing those words. The Hero's goal being the destruction of the human world? This made as much sense as saying a goblin could defeat a dragon—she couldn't hide her shock.

"I think your joke is going too far."
"Joke? I'm serious."
"......"

Her mind raced at those words. She tried to imagine what repercussions would occur if these two figures, who she thought could never unite, actually joined forces.

*I can't even begin to grasp it...*

Beyond simply creating the most powerful force, she realized they might be able to unify not just the human world but the Demon Realm as well.

*Of course, this assumes they destroy the human world.*

A human world without a Hero would be no different from a world without a savior. This seemed entirely plausible.

*Which means only one thing...*

If she didn't grab the rope extended before her, the one facing ruin would be herself, not the Demon King and Hero. So she quickly grasped the offered rope and said:

"Then how may I be of assistance...?"

* * * * *

I laughed dryly at Reltra, who unexpectedly declared she would help us. When I first saw her, she looked so stern that I was stretching my wrists preparing for some "physical" conversation, but...

*Completely different from what I expected.*

It was quite disappointing that she showed such a reaction before any physical dialogue was needed. As I was contemplating whether to force the issue anyway, Reltra spoke to us.

"I will provide all the support I can. Please don't worry and take whatever you wish."
"Thanks."
"However, my King, there is one thing that concerns me."
"What is it?"
"I'm confident in your power as I've witnessed it myself, but I've never personally seen the Hero's abilities... I'd like to verify their strength directly, if you would permit it?"

At those words, Cynthia immediately shouted "No!" but I responded even faster with a broad smile.

"Hell yes!"

Seeing my reaction, Reltra looked at me with a bewildered expression, then reluctantly nodded.

"Thank you for understanding... Demons are a race that doesn't trust what they haven't seen with their own eyes. I need to confirm directly to follow without issues. Please bear with this once."

Unable to hide my joy that my stretching wouldn't go to waste, I immediately drew my sword and said to Reltra:

"So we fight right now? Just fighting is boring though—want to make it a death match?"
"P-Please calm down. This is an office—it would be better to do this in the training grounds."

Reltra answered glumly, clearly not expecting me to be so aggressive. I sighed at her reaction.

"Well, that's true. So where are these training grounds?"

At my question, Reltra stood up and pointed to a red-painted door. I immediately got up and walked toward it.

*

Looking at the place that seemed more like a massacre site than training grounds, I let out a gasp of admiration. The bizarre atmosphere created by mixing corpses and blood to form this place was quite something. I made a mental note to try this design sometime as I looked at the centipede monster that appeared before me.

"So where did Reltra go, and why are you here?"
"...KYAAAAH!"
"What kind of sound is that?"

As I shrugged my shoulders looking at the centipede—which not only had spikes all over its body but also various types of thorns embedded in it, and was as large as an apartment building—Reltra approached and calmed the creature.

"Please face this one. If you defeat it... you will certainly prove your strength as a Hero."

I laughed dryly at her words. Bringing just a centipede to test my power...
Though I found it ridiculous, I decided to play along and nodded. Reltra gave me a sneering look and said:

"However, it won't be easy. This child is my strongest bodyguard."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. In fact... you'll struggle to even hold your ground, let alone win... but please, prove your worth as a Hero."

So that's how you want to play it?
Thinking that I would definitely make her pay for this, I agreed to fight. Reltra nodded and promptly turned away.

*I'll definitely make you regret this.*

I resolved to physically repay her for her arrogance, but first decided to focus on the centipede before me.

*Killing it itself isn't difficult... the question is...*

How to kill it in a way that leaves the most impressive impact? After briefly considering various methods, I shook my head and came to a conclusion.

*Let's just do it the usual way.*

Whatever I did, killing it in one blow would be impressive enough. Deciding to deliver one strike filled with divine power, I calmly invoked my skill.

"Territory Declaration."

* * * * *

Reltra climbed to the spectator seats and looked down with an expressionless face, lost in thought.

*Hero... a Hero, huh.*

Her provocative tone toward the Hero earlier wasn't because she truly looked down on them. It was to gauge the Hero's full power by provoking their temperament.

*Knowing their exact strength will allow me to roughly predict how things will unfold.*

So she deliberately provoked them and arranged for one of the top ten strongest beings as their opponent to assess the current generation's Hero, but...

"Territory Declaration."

The moment she saw the immense divine power emanating from the Hero, she realized all her previous thoughts had been arrogance and recklessness.

*Insane...!*

Divine power so overwhelming it could be described as a goddess descending. The centipede Petrione, caught in it, was instantly crushed without a trace, spraying blue blood everywhere.

SPLASH!

With her face covered in blue blood, she wiped it away with the back of her hand and murmured blankly toward the Hero:

"...Monster."

Even Temerua, called the First Demon King, or Peke, the First Hero, hadn't been this strong. What on earth had this generation's Hero done to become so powerful? As she stood there with a blank expression, unable to comprehend, the Hero suddenly looked up at her and shouted briefly:

"Next."

Next? Even the opponent they just faced was among the ten strongest beings in the Demon Realm! Just as she was about to say no more duels were necessary—

SQUELCH!

With that sound came an intense pain in her shoulder.

"Kuhek...!"

Hurriedly turning to see what had happened, she saw the Hero had somehow approached her and was smiling while driving a sword into her shoulder. Looking up at this terrifying sight with wide eyes, the Hero met her gaze and said:

"I told you 'next,' didn't I?"

Ch.108 - Reltra's Secret
The sound of a sword deeply piercing flesh was followed by a brief scream echoing through the air.
I continued speaking calmly as I listened to those groans.

"So come down now. The warm-up is over."
"..."

At my mention of the warm-up being over, Reltra seemed to have many thoughts running through her mind as she rolled her eyeballs around.
While I was contemplating whether to stab her with my sword again after seeing that expression,
Cynthia stepped in to stop me first.

"Jung Hyun... we need to maintain an alliance with Reltra, not be enemies. Please stop here."

Hearing that, I silently looked at Cynthia before raising one question.

"...Does an ally necessarily need to be alive?"

At those words, Cynthia grabbed her forehead as if she had a headache.

"What kind of nonsense is that?"
"You know, like they say, 'The only good elf is a dead elf,' and 'The best ally is a dead ally.'"
"...What are you talking about? There's no such saying."
"Is that so?"

Since Cynthia was desperately trying to stop me, I reluctantly pulled out my sword and slowly called out to Reltra.

"Anyway, what was your name again? Reltra, right?"

When I suddenly called her, Reltra flinched and looked up at me.
I looked down at her and said:

"Let's get along while I'm still being nice, okay?"

At those words, Reltra nodded her head even as she trembled in pain.
Seeing her response, I shook the blue blood off my sword.

"Well, it seems our negotiation ended well... let's go rest now. I'm getting tired."
"Ended well... *sigh*."

As I was cleaning my sword, I heard Cynthia's dejected voice beside me.
But it didn't seem like she was saying anything important, so I ignored it.

* * *

Thinking that physical dialogue is indeed the most rational way to reach a conclusion in a conversation, I laid down on the bone-made bed.

"This is actually better than I expected."

Though I had prepared myself for discomfort, I was pleasantly surprised by how soft the bed was. As I was enjoying it,
I noticed Cynthia sighing and looking troubled.
I was going to leave her alone, but curiosity got the better of me, so I called out to her.

"What are you thinking about?"

At my question, Cynthia lightly bit her index finger, then sighed and told me:

"Things are going too well... Usually when that happens, something always goes wrong. I'm trying to figure out what kind of problem might arise."

Worried because things are going well.
Well, whenever you think "this is too easy" or "this is manageable," problems tend to arise like some kind of jinx.
Understanding why Cynthia was worried, I offered a solution.

"Don't worry. Whatever comes, we can solve it by smashing everything."
"If someone else said that, it would sound like reckless bravado. But when you say it... it's scary because I actually believe you."

At that, I laughed briefly before getting back to the main point.

"So what do we do now?"
"First, we need to have a long meeting. To figure out how to bring those two Dukes to our side, or..."
"Absorb their forces?"
"Yes, exactly."

Now, what should we do?
I'd prefer to charge in alone and smash everything, but...
If I was going to kill everyone myself, there would have been no reason to invade the Demon Realm in the first place, so I decided to be patient and wait.

*I'm sure those two will figure something out.*

My job was to demonstrate force when needed.
So I decided to observe from the sidelines and step in when necessary.

*That way we can minimize casualties.*

However, there was one critical drawback to this approach.
I would have nothing to do for a while.
The biggest downside was that I couldn't do anything except wait.

*I wish someone would pick a fight with me.*

Preferably someone strong, I thought.
With a disappointed expression, I looked up at the ceiling,
praying that someone, anyone, would start trouble with me.

* * * * *

One of the three great Dukes of the Demon Realm with a towering reputation,
Famur, whose faction was considered overwhelmingly powerful,
was now watching the woman elegantly lifting a teacup and sipping from it.

*The current head of the Church, former Saintess of the previous generation's hero party, and the one who killed the current generation's Demon King.*

Additionally,
she was someone who had been his nemesis in the previous generation, constantly clashing due to their opposing abilities.
Thinking that each of these factors contributed to his dislike for her, he calmly opened his mouth.

"An exchange... you're planning something quite interesting, Pope."

To those words, the Pope sneered and replied.

"Interesting... yes, it certainly is. The Pope of the Church coming to negotiate with a Duke of the Demon Realm, and you, who always tried to kill me, attempting conversation instead of cursing me."

At that, he couldn't help but laugh.
Indeed, as the Pope said, this meeting was like a humorless joke.

"So you want me to send troops?"
"Yes. To be precise, I'm asking you to send expendables for a grand theatrical performance."
"Ha! You're as insane now as you've always been."
"...Says the one whose interest in my proposal is clearly visible."

Silently staring at the Pope who, as always, refused to back down verbally,
he recalled the conditions she had proposed.

*She'll send Church paladins to help attack Duke Betika.*

It was a simple proposition.
Currently, he and Duke Betika were competing for the position of "Demon King," but
Duke Reltra was opposing this situation.

*First, join forces with Duke Betika to defeat Duke Reltra.*

Then, when Duke Betika was left alone, the Church would send troops to help deal with Duke Betika.

*In other words, let's share the sacrificial troops.*

Normally, it would be unthinkable for the Pope, called the Light of Humanity, to even consider such a thing, let alone propose it.
Yet the Pope before him was suggesting it as if it were natural, extending her hand.

"What do you think? This way, even if you fail to conquer the human realm, you can still claim the Demon King's throne."

At those words that seemed to offer him the Demon King's position, he narrowed his eyes.
He wasn't pleased with this human who didn't know her place, crawling up to him with petty power.
However, if he rejected her, it was obvious the Pope would make the same proposal to Duke Betika... so despite his disgust, he had to listen.

"So, will you join hands with me? Or will you reject me? What are your thoughts?"

To that demand for a clear answer, he silently sipped his wine.
Then he asked about something that had been bothering him.

"Before that, let me ask one question. How were you, the Pope, able to contact me?"
"That's simple. We are too similar."

Though somewhat vague, he understood what she meant: "What you think and what I think aren't that different," so he smiled.

"Well, you and I have been fighting for quite some time."
"That's not something someone who's lived for thousands of years should say... but yes, that's true."

At that, he thought he should soon root out and deal with the spies who had infiltrated the Demon Realm, and continued.

"But I have one condition. Duke Betika is, as you know, the most powerful among the Dukes. Mere paladins won't be enough to face him. In addition to the paladins, make sure the 'Paladins' also participate in this conquest."

At those words, the Pope looked at him with a cold expression before nodding and saying:

"If that's the condition... I understand."

At that single acknowledgment,
sensing that the Pope would definitely stab him in the back,
he decided to pretend to accept the deal for now, planning to betray her first, and nodded.

* * * * *

Since staying in the room was getting boring, I decided to get up and look around.

*I won't have many chances to visit the Demon Realm again anyway.*

Thinking I might as well do some sightseeing, I slowly walked around.
In the distance, I saw Reltra giving serious orders to her subordinates.

*Oh.*

Happy to see a familiar face, I approached her with enthusiasm.
Reltra greeted me with a pale, stiff expression.

"Is there something you want?"
"Something I want? Well... Ah, there is one thing."

At my affirmation, Reltra's expression stiffened even more as she looked at me.
I looked back at her and told her my biggest current problem.

"I'm bored."
"..."

At those words, Reltra gave me a complicated look.
I calmly smiled at her expression.

*Some might think I'm needlessly bullying her, but...*

Once you've stepped on someone, you need to keep stepping on them for it to be effective.
I needed to keep pressuring Reltra, who had tried to test me, to ensure she would never defy me again.
So I was planning to use any excuse to pressure her, but...

"Then I'll share some interesting information with you."

Surprisingly, Reltra not only escaped my trap well but also piqued my interest.

"Oh? What information?"
"There are many ears here, so please come this way."

Reltra whispered to me, building up my expectations.
Then she moved to a dark, secluded place, positioned me and continued:

"Hero, I'm telling you this as an apology for what happened earlier and to improve our relationship. This should remain between us."

Wondering what she was going to say with such a build-up, I nodded.
Reltra clung to me and whispered softly:

"The Demon King has a mole under her breast."

With those words,
I understood why Reltra had continued to support Cynthia even after her death,
why she had welcomed Cynthia so warmly when she arrived, and why she had easily accepted Cynthia's alliance proposal.

Ch.109 - Reltra's Secret 2
I couldn't believe the "interesting information" would be something like this, leaving me momentarily dumbfounded.

*A mole under her chest...? Wait, more importantly, how does Reltra know about a mole on Cynthia's chest?*

While I stared blankly at her, confused by the situation, Reltra spoke to me with a rather confident voice.

"What do you think? Are you pleased?"

I was about to scold her for selling information about her master's body and speaking about such things without Cynthia's permission. But contrary to my intentions, my mouth said the exact opposite.

"Very much so."

Reltra smiled lightly at my response.

"I'm glad to hear that."

Oh, I made a mistake.
Human instinct really does come out unconsciously...
While I was thinking about how frightening instincts can be, Reltra continued.

"I have countless other pieces of information besides this. If you could set aside your anger about what happened earlier and give me a chance to build a friendship with you, Hero, I could share more with you. What do you think?"

Hearing this, I almost unconsciously said "yes" again, but I managed to keep my mouth shut and calm my mind. There would be no hope if I fell completely under her spell.

I took a deep breath and asked Reltra the first question that had risen in my mind.

"Before that, I have something to ask you."
"What is it?"
"How did you get information about that mole on her chest and other related things you mentioned?"

At this, Reltra curled up the corners of her mouth and confidently whispered to me.

"I saw it myself."
"...You saw it yourself?"
"Yes."

While I was feeling bewildered by her surprisingly straightforward answer, Reltra continued with a somewhat excited voice.

"The Demon King has a habit of whining right before going to sleep... if you approach her then, you can see many defenseless sides of her. Fortunately, since I'm female, if I can use that to my advantage and crawl into her bedroom... Oh."

Reltra, who had been enthusiastically elaborating about Cynthia, suddenly froze as if belatedly realizing her mistake. Then she spoke to me with an incredibly awkward voice.

"...Please pretend you didn't hear that."

Asking me to forget what she said after already saying everything.
I sighed, thinking there wasn't a single normal person in the Demon Realm.

"Well... I suppose it's natural for demons to admire their Demon King."

I tried to change the subject with a vague response, but far from being grateful, Reltra bristled and said:

"My admiration for the current Demon King is not for such reasons."
"Then what is it?"
"Among all the Demon Kings I've met, she's uniquely..."

I thought she might say something like "uniquely strong." But since Cynthia was killed by people who weren't even Heroes, it couldn't be about physical strength. I wondered if she was going to mention some inner quality like conviction or belief.

"Beautiful."

Something completely unexpected came out.

"......"

I was momentarily speechless from surprise. I never dreamed she would worship Cynthia to such an extent simply because she was pretty.

"In my long time as a Duke of the Demon Realm, I've served many Demon Kings, but I've never met someone as beautiful as her."

Certainly, Cynthia is pretty... but isn't it strange to act so worshipful based solely on appearance? At first, I thought she might be lying, but judging by her expression, she didn't seem to be.

*This is ridiculous.*

While I was wondering where to even begin challenging this, a question occurred to me that might help determine the truth.

"By the way, aren't there others in the Demon Realm as pretty as Cynthia? You know, like succubi and such. In your position as a Duke, you must have seen countless beauties, so why specifically Cynthia?"

At these words, Reltra raised her voice as if having a fit.

"Please don't compare those lowly creatures to the Demon King! The Demon King is far too noble to be compared with such beings!"

Crazy woman...
Perhaps it was from living for too long, but she definitely seemed to have lost her mind. I looked at Reltra with an expression close to disgust before another question came to mind.

"But the Demon King was a Hero, wasn't she? And you still like her that much?"
"Ha... you don't understand the concept of fetishes, do you? The fact that she was once an enemy makes it even more special. Think about it. An enemy becoming your boss, trying to do well despite the awkwardness...! Isn't that incredibly erotic?"
"...What?"
"It's similar to a female knight captured by goblins eventually opening her heart to them and trying to get along!"
"......"

I stared at Reltra with a sour expression, wondering if the Demon Realm was meant to represent an abyss. Then I sighed deeply and analyzed the information I'd gathered.

*She's truly insane... But anyway, it seems Reltra knew the Demon King was once a Hero, and despite knowing this, she still acknowledged her as the Demon King.*

Considering she only tried to take the Demon King's position after Cynthia died, it seems she followed her well until then.

*I don't understand how she could so easily follow someone who was once a Hero.*

One thing was certain: this pattern had existed from the beginning, and no one in the Demon Realm complained about it.

*It's really bizarre.*

Thinking about this, I laughed hollowly, wondering if the reason demons don't send their strongest enemies against Heroes from the start, but rather enemies the Heroes can somehow defeat, is to raise the next generation of Demon Kings.

*Well, that's just speculation.*

Anyway, I decided to end this conversation and change the subject when I suddenly realized a serious problem.

*Wait, couldn't Cynthia read the Dukes' minds by reading their status messages?*

That means Cynthia must know about all this crazy behavior from Reltra, right? As this thought crossed my mind, I felt my head starting to ache.

* * * * *

Cynthia reclined on an elegant sofa, deep in thought.

*How should I handle these two Dukes...*

Duke Famur, known for having the best quality and quantity of subordinates and the most capital among the Dukes.
Duke Betika, evaluated as having the strongest individual power among the Dukes.

Both were extremely difficult to deal with for different reasons, and she had no idea how to approach them.

*Moreover, because I died, these two are eyeing my position...*

The fact that she had returned to life probably wasn't very welcome news to them. Fortunately, rumors of her revival hadn't spread yet, but eventually she would have to reveal herself, which made dealing with these two a significant headache.

*First, Duke Famur... could I persuade him? Probably not.*

Being evaluated as having the weakest individual power among the Dukes, Famur's inferiority complex was unfathomably deep... so she instinctively knew that no amount of sweet-talking would bring him to her side.

*Besides, he never really liked me that much to begin with.*

Unlike Reltra, he was rather prickly, wasn't he? While Reltra had been gentle and affectionate from their first meeting, Famur kept his distance, making him a difficult Duke to deal with.

*As for Betika... I'm not sure.*

What she thought, what she wanted to do, even her objectives—everything about her was questionable, making it hard to get a read on her.

*I really was unqualified to be a Demon King...*

She was sighing, thinking that this might be why she was called the most Hero-like among all Demon Kings, as Reltra had said, when she noticed Reltra's psychological status message flashing.

*What's this?*

Usually, such intense flashing occurred when someone was "psychologically highly aroused," so she worried that Reltra might be in danger or fighting with Jung Hyun. She quickly pressed on it.

*Please be okay...!*

Especially hoping that she wasn't fighting with Jung Hyun, she read the message that appeared before her.

[Now that I've successfully conveyed the Demon King's beauty to the Hero... next I'll get to suck on the Demon King together with the Hero...]

"......"

She quickly turned off the message midway through reading and lay back down on the sofa. From the old days, Reltra had been quite loyal to her, so occasionally these kinds of messages expressing her affection would appear.

*Even I know this kind of affection is excessive, but...*

It wasn't right to coldly tell someone who expressed their fondness to stop, so she had been accepting it simply as passionate expressions of affection.

*Though I really don't like her constantly trying to touch my chest.*

Her chest was already twice as large as others', making it a complex for her, so she wished Reltra wouldn't touch on that subject. Just then, the psychological status message began flashing again.

*What is it this time?*

Though it was likely similar content to before and could be ignored, since Reltra was with Jung Hyun, she worried that Reltra might say something problematic. When she opened the message, a shocking message appeared before her eyes.

[Then I'll take the Hero to that secret room. I have no choice but to completely captivate him.]

Secret room...? Captivate?
These suggestive words made her face burn hot and her mind go blank.

*W-why?*

Not understanding what was happening, she decided to stop them before they could do anything strange like two slugs sticking together. She hurriedly got up and went outside to find them.

* * * * *

Reltra decided to show the Hero before her a special collection—yes, all kinds of fan items she had collected while worshipping the Demon King. She resolved to take him to the secret room that only die-hard fans of the Demon King could enter.

*If I show him this, the Hero will surely come to think like me.*

Of course, there was the issue that the walls of the secret room were plastered with pictures and photos of the Demon King, and there were hundreds of dolls made in the Demon King's likeness, but she judged that as a Hero, he would appreciate the virtue of this collection. She led the Hero to the secret room.

"You'll be satisfied, I'm sure."
"What exactly is it?"
"You'll see when you look."

With those final words, she opened the door to the secretly created room and showed him the inside. The Hero stared at it with a blank expression.

"......"

It was clearly the look of someone entranced and dazed. Thinking she had done well to show him, she suddenly heard an unexpected voice from afar.

"...Huff, huff, what are you two doing? If you're playing... let me join..."

As soon as she heard this, the figure of the Demon King and the open door came into her view simultaneously. Realizing this, she hurriedly closed the door to the secret room, but the Demon King had already seen inside. She froze in place, repeatedly looking back and forth between Reltra and the Hero.

Ch.110 - I'm Really Glad To See You, You Damn Bastards!
I'd say the world stopped—that's the right way to put it.

I let out a hollow laugh as I confirmed that neither I, nor Cynthia, nor Reltra were moving, just standing there in a daze.

*Well, we're fucked.*

Literally, in the truest sense of the word.
I was wondering how to resolve this situation... no, thinking about it, I don't need to resolve anything.
Since I had absolutely no stake in Reltra's secret room, it wasn't my responsibility but entirely hers.
I decided to distance myself from the situation and spoke up.

"This is my first time seeing this room."

An obvious statement. Since this was my first time in the Demon Realm, I couldn't possibly be connected to this.
Cynthia, apparently still rational enough to understand this much, awkwardly nodded her head.
Seeing this, I tried to step back and let Reltra bear all the responsibility, but—

"I-if you help me, I'll tell you other secrets too."

She threw out such an interesting bargain that I couldn't help but stop in my tracks.

*Besides, watching this unfold might be pretty entertaining.*

I sighed and agreed, then spoke to Cynthia.

"First, Sia, calm down."
"It's Sia noona."
"Right, right, Sia noona, calm down and listen to me."

Perhaps because I'd given her what she wanted, Cynthia slightly tilted her head, gesturing for me to continue.
I offered her what I thought was a reasonable explanation.

"You know, since you're the Demon King, she made this room out of loyalty to you."

Cynthia responded with a cold expression.

"...Isn't that a bit much to call 'loyalty'?"
"Well, everyone has their own way of showing loyalty."
"...Then Jung Hyun, I mean little brother, would you accept it if Lucia made a room like this and was obsessing over you?"

Lucia? I wondered if she was doing something similar, or maybe not, and found myself conflicted.
Cynthia, seemingly done talking with me, walked past and said:

"Haah, really... Reltra."
"Y-yes?"
"Everything has its limits. Even though I'm the Demon King, this level of devotion is a bit overwhelming."
"..."
"Not that I dislike it...! But maybe you could try expressing it differently."
"I'm sorry..."
"No need to apologize... Ah, really! Come here. Don't feel hurt. Stop it!"

Perhaps because she was originally this world's hero and protagonist,
She shows an incredibly indecisive attitude toward those who like her.
The problem is that while this could be attributed to her kindness, on top of being indecisive—

*She keeps leaving room for possibilities, just like a harem protagonist.*

She truly overlapped with the image of a typical harem protagonist.

*She seems more like a hero than me, and more of a protagonist than me too.*

It was a somewhat bitter "truth," but undeniable. As I was sighing about this,
Cynthia peeked into the room and told us:

"But this is this, and that is that. I'm going to burn this place down. I won't accept any objections, so go back."
"W-wait a moment, Demon King! At least let me keep the pillow set made in your image, or at the very least the life-sized standee...!"
"..."

With Reltra's desperate cry, blue flames rose up.
I watched as the blue light enveloped the secret room, then returned to my bedroom.

* * * * *

Discontent typically begins with small misalignments.

Behemoth, the First Caption of the Royal Guard under Reltra and leader of the radical faction,
Displayed strong hatred toward the two mysterious figures who had recently approached Reltra, and shouted to his radical faction members:

"Are we going to leave these presumptuous humans be?"

To be precise, one was human, and the other had a powerful perception-reducing spell cast on them, so it was unclear if they were truly human.
But calling them humans made it easier to incite anger, so he shouted this to his followers.
The radical faction members nodded and unanimously agreed with his opinion.

"That's right! It's absurd that non-demons, mere humans, are freely roaming our sacred duchy! This is a problem that we, who can speak directly to Duke Reltra, must resolve!"
"I agree! How did such ugly humans even enter our sacred duchy? We should drive them out or kill them immediately!"
"I have subordinates specialized in assassination. Using them to kill these humans might be a good option."

Demons are a race that worships power and values it above all else.
No matter how politically valuable someone might be, or how talented in areas outside of combat,
If their personal strength is weak, they won't be recognized—that's the natural order here.

As a result, there was a strong belief that one must at least be able to protect oneself.
If someone failed to protect themselves and died through assassination or a duel,
There was a custom of placing the blame on the victim rather than the perpetrator.

*So when someone is displeased with another...*

Sending subordinates or assassins to kill them had become a sort of long-established custom.

*But the problem is... there are strange rumors going around.*

Specifically, rumors that the demon knight Petrione was killed by those two humans.
With Petrione's recent disappearance and Duke Reltra's "sudden" closeness to the two humans,
Rumors suggested that she kept them close because they had killed Petrione and she admired that...

*That's nonsensical rubbish.*

The very idea that mere humans could defeat a centipede-type demon knight who ranked among the top ten in the Demon Realm was completely absurd.
He judged it to be garbage rumors not worth considering.

*Unless those humans were heroes... but that's impossible.*

Since heroes would be active in the human realm, they couldn't possibly be in the Demon Realm. Thinking this, he smiled grimly before deciding to return to the main point.

*First, I'll lure them into a duel.*

If they refused, he would question their honor and diminish their value.
Then one of the radical faction members, unable to contain their anger, would send assassins... that was the plan.

He resolved to make these newly arrived humans feel the traditions and initiation of the Demon Realm to their bones,
And decided to deal with them one way or another, through assassination or duel.

* * * * *

*Ah, I'm so bored.*

After Reltra's fan items were discovered by Cynthia herself,
A strange cold war began, creating an odd atmosphere where everyone avoided talking to each other.
Since I wasn't particularly close with Reltra, not talking to her wasn't a big deal, but the problem was...

"..."

Even Cynthia was behaving the same way.
Already bored, and now with no one to talk to, my boredom had reached extreme levels.

*Sigh... I wish someone would pick a fight with me.*

I'd been thinking this since arriving in the Demon Realm,
But never as desperately as today. Just then, someone knocked on the door and shouted loudly:

"Humans! I've come to deliver a message from the First Caption of the Royal Guard, Lord Behemoth!"

Hearing the contemptuous voice, I thought "finally" and quickly got up.
Cynthia, watching this, seemed to finally come to her senses and urgently said to me:

"Jung Hyun, calm down! The Demon Realm can be harsh to those who haven't proven their strength... Their bad habit of looking down on us as humans stems from this... Just ignore them!"

It seemed like she was trying to stop me.
But my mind was already filled with thoughts of fighting, so her words didn't even reach my ears.
Ignoring Cynthia, I quickly flung open the door and said:

"Let's go!"
"W-what, human?"
"Aren't you here for a duel to the death?"

At those words, the demon who had come to deliver the message looked at me with a bewildered expression.
Then awkwardly nodded and answered:

"Y-yes, that's right."
"Then hurry up and lead the way."

At that, the demon showed a reaction that seemed to say "this isn't right," but led me anyway.

*

So, whether he was taking me to a dueling ground or to this Behe-whatever person, I wasn't sure.
Following the demon's guidance, I moved forward while deep in thought.

*I responded playfully, but this situation is quite important.*

Even Reltra, who adored Cynthia so much, had tried to test me, her ally and a hero.
It was obvious what her subordinates would be thinking.

*Originally, when I caught the centipede, my strength should have become widely known throughout Duke Reltra's domain.*

But since it was an unofficial duel, the rumors hadn't spread much, which seemed to have led to the current situation.

*So in this situation, I need to prove my strength as much as possible...*

It seemed best to make sure that in any future situation, they wouldn't even think of disobeying orders. I decided to do what I used to do at the Academy and drew my sword.

*...Right, as long as I don't kill them. Just don't kill them.*

Since we were now on the same side, I decided it was right to show some mercy and not kill them.
With that decision made, I thrust my sword straight into the guide's lower abdomen.

- Squelch!

The distinctive sound of piercing skin and tearing flesh.
My eyes widened at the welcome sound, and I saw the guide I had stabbed writhing in pain and letting out a huge scream.

"Keueeeeek!"

Apparently in great pain, he thrashed about, spraying blue blood everywhere.
I kicked the guide down to get him out of my way,
Then gave a bright smile to the demons who were urgently looking this way and shouted loudly:

"It's really nice to meet you, you bastards!"

Now, starting from where I stood,
I just needed to beat up anyone who got in my way or stood before me.

*Then at least...*

I thought that there wouldn't be anyone left to criticize what I was doing,
And decided to start with internal cleanup before conquering the other two dukes. I drew up a full measure of Divine Power.
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The Demon King may change, but the Dukes remain constant.
This was one of the common sayings in the Demon Realm, and also the reason why the realm didn't fall into chaos even when the Demon King died or was replaced.

*While the Demon King might be viewed as a god-like figure by demons...*

Most demons didn't actually consider the Demon King to be their true ruler. Instead, most demons trusted and genuinely followed the Dukes of the Demon Realm more than the Demon King.

*That's one of the secrets to how the Demon Realm continues to survive despite repeatedly failing in their invasions of the human realm.*

Because of this, the "safety of the Dukes" was considered paramount in the Demon Realm. They spared no effort in protecting their Dukes.

*That's why the Duke's Royal Guards typically consist of the most elite fighters in the Demon Realm.*

The captains of these Royal Guards were usually among the ten strongest beings in the realm. Their reputation was so high that everyone in the Demon Realm knew them. Normally, just mentioning the title of Royal Guard Captain was enough to make others tremble in fear, but...

"Hah, these demons are quite nice. Their tough skin makes for a satisfying cut."

The crazy human before them must have eaten something wrong. Despite being clearly informed of his position through a messenger, instead of being frightened, this human had gleefully charged into their territory.

*He's out of his mind.*

Well, he must be insane to enter the heart of the Demon Realm alone and rampage like this.

Behemoth, the First Caption of the Royal Guard, decided to handle this personally, believing that a mad hellhound needed to be beaten with a club.

*Now, let's see what makes him so confident...*

He rose to deal with this presumptuous human. But instead of standing up, he found himself slammed face-first into the ground by an overwhelming pressure.

"...?"

This was completely unexpected and shocking. As he could only roll his eyes in confusion, a calm voice reached his ears.

"Let's see... are you that Royal Guard Captain or whatever?"

A voice full of mockery. Normally, he would have roared in anger at such disrespect, but the overwhelming force pressing down on him prevented him from even opening his mouth.

"I came when summoned... but why are you so weak? You seem even weaker than a Paladin."
"..."
"Well anyway. Since we're allies now, I won't kill you."

With that, massive Divine Power spread throughout the area, instantly overwhelming all members of the radical faction.

* * * * *

I frowned deeply as I looked at the demons who had all collapsed after just one "Territory Declaration."
I had come looking for this so-called Royal Guard Captain who was supposed to be strong.
But when I arrived, I found only weaklings who couldn't even match a Paladin.

*Weren't demons supposed to be strong?*

I had come with high expectations, but seeing these demons fall like autumn leaves without even being able to touch my ankles, I could only laugh bitterly.

*Well, I suppose this makes sense.*

Even Reltra, who was called a Duke of the Demon Realm, had become a skewered mess without noticing my movements.
It was unreasonable to expect her Royal Guards to withstand anything better.
I sighed heavily as I stepped on the fallen demons to make sure they were properly unconscious.

*No content at all—this is a dead game.*

As I was muttering about a "dead game" while recalling a rabbit princess meme I'd seen before, I noticed Cynthia rushing urgently from behind.
I waved at her cheerfully, but she responded with a despairing expression and a long sigh.

"Haah..."

She seemed to have a lot to say as her lips trembled, but then she apparently decided it was better not to speak.
She just covered her face with both hands in a gesture of despair.
Seeing this, I smiled awkwardly and offered a reasonable excuse.

"It was necessary."

At those words, Cynthia glared at me slightly and grumbled.

"It might have been necessary as you said, but... that doesn't mean you did the right thing. There were plenty of efficient and effective methods other than this. Using one-dimensional violence will only cause backlash..."

I pretended to understand and just nodded along.
I knew that resolving things peacefully without violence would be best, as Cynthia said.
But the problem with that approach was that it took too much time, which made it an unappealing option.

*I'm worried about the kids at the dormitory.*

Hana, Lucia, Charlotte, and Miria had relatively weaker combat abilities, so I wanted to finish business in the Demon Realm quickly and return to the dormitory.

*Besides, there's no point in regretting what's already been done.*

Rather than regretting what had already happened, it seemed better to think about what to do next.
So while pretending to listen to Cynthia, I contemplated my next steps.

*Now that the internal issues have been quieted, it's time to go out and capture the two Dukes.*

Whether I killed them or took them hostage, I could use the demons' beloved logic of power to reunify them under Cynthia.
Just as I was considering rushing out immediately, Cynthia quickly called to me.

"You're not thinking of charging in alone to beat up the two Dukes and bring them back, are you?"

Since she had perfectly guessed what I was thinking, I was momentarily speechless.
Cynthia clutched her head as if she had a headache and said to me:

"...That won't work. You understand, right?"

At my somewhat indignant look, Cynthia sighed and continued.

"As I said before, since our main goal is unification... we can't solve this with brute force."
"But the Demon Realm follows the logic of power..."
"That's only among demons themselves. Even different species don't follow that logic, let alone if the Hero, known as the mortal enemy of all demons, suddenly barges in, beats everyone up, and says 'I'm stronger than you, so serve me!' Would they follow? Or not?"

I could only sigh at her words.
Cynthia was right, but it was frustrating.
I was about to comply when a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*Wait... come to think of it, do we really need to unify the Demon Realm?*

Instead of going through all that trouble, couldn't I just mention the Church or the Kingdom, beat up those Duke guys, and their subordinates would naturally come seeking revenge?

*Even if they don't come for revenge.*

With the temporary rulers gone, Reltra could just seize the opportunity to expand her influence.

*That sounds good?*

Of course, various problems would arise, but those wouldn't be mine to solve—they'd be Reltra's problems.
Thinking this was a good idea, I explained it to Cynthia.
She made a somewhat displeased expression and asked:

"...Are you serious about this?"
"Yes."

At my nonchalant answer, Cynthia thought for a moment before explaining the problems with my approach.

"The biggest issue with your method is that absorbing power that way causes many 'internal' problems."
"That's true."
"So if we absorb power that way, we'd have to use all our resources just to pacify the internal conflicts. In the end, it wouldn't be helpful at all."

I gave a brief response.

"Then why don't we just throw all the troublemakers into the human realm?"
"...What?"
"What I want from the demons isn't victory but a distraction. Honestly, I don't care if they die meaninglessly or not."

If I needed to achieve "victory" using demon forces, it would be better to unify and persuade them properly.
But if I was just planning to use them as disposable pawns, my method wasn't so bad.
At my callous words, Cynthia looked at me in shock before slowly speaking.

"I... suppose that could work, but... isn't it morally problematic to use allies that way?"
"The word 'humane' applies to humans, not demons, right?"
"Then demon...ane? That sounds weird, but anyway..."

Cynthia seemed to know my reasoning was flawed but found it awkward to argue against, so after struggling for a while, she finally gave up.

"...Do as you please."
"Thanks."

So the next task would be to gather information about the remaining two Dukes and then go beat them up myself.
I happily pondered which one I should take down first.

* * *

"So I'm going to catch those two Dukes. Just wait a bit."
"Wh-what?"

Hearing Reltra's mispronounced response, I repeated myself specially for her.

"I said I'm going to invade their territories alone, capture or kill those two guys, and come back."
"..."

Despite explaining my plan multiple times, Reltra couldn't seem to accept it and showed a rather foolish reaction.
Seeing her inability to understand something so simple, I wondered how she had managed to keep her position as a Duke of the Demon Realm as I continued.

"Anyway, I'll beat them up and bring them back, so prepare to absorb the demons who lose their Dukes."
"...Please wait a moment. I don't even know where to begin objecting, but... I don't think your plan will succeed."
"Really?"
"What do you mean 'really'? And more importantly, even if you succeed, can you integrate and lead these demons? Without experience, managing them won't be easy."

I answered as if it were obvious.

"Oh, that's fine. It's not my problem to solve anyway."
"...?"
"Anyway, good luck. I'll be going now."
"W-wait a moment."

To shake off Reltra who was trying to stop me, I mentioned something I'd heard before to Cynthia.

"By the way, I heard Reltra has a mole under her chest. Is that true?"
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Reltra couldn't hide her shock at my bombshell statement and tried to cover my mouth.
I easily dodged her hand and added:

"What? Was I not supposed to say that?"

After delivering that finishing blow, Reltra's face turned pale and she flinched.
As she stammered in confusion, I slipped completely outside and said:

"I'll be back in a bit."

A cold voice followed me, asking, "Would you care to explain what's going on?"
Without looking back, I could roughly guess what situation was unfolding.
I turned my gaze toward the exit.

*First, I need to find a guide.*

Thinking it would be best to meet the other Dukes, I fell into contemplation about who to bring along.

* * * * *

The Pope looked at the goddess statue—crumbled beyond recognition from the recent terrorist attack—and smiled bitterly.
Once, it had been a statue of such immense prestige that one could hardly imagine looking directly at it.
Now it had become nothing but a burden, valuable only for remembering its past glory.

*A burden, huh...*

Smiling at the thought, he slowly turned his gaze to the high priests who were looking at him with solemn expressions.
The atmosphere was infinitely serious.
Thinking that they enjoyed setting unnecessary moods now as they did in the past, he opened his mouth.

"...Therefore, I intend to select a new Paladin to restore the Church's prestige. Do any of you have candidates to recommend?"

As he asked, the high priests' expressions hardened and they gradually lowered their heads.
Seeing this, he sat down in front of the goddess statue and looked at the documents before him.

[Recommendation List]

Recommendation letters written by each high priest.
Looking at them as if there was no need to read them, he tossed the documents into the sacred fire as kindling and continued speaking.

"No one at all?"
"......"
"To think there are so few candidates worthy of becoming a Paladin... what a regrettable reality."

The reason he burned the recommendation letters without reading them was to indirectly express that "all the people written in the recommendations are worthless trash."
The expressions of all the high priests who had written recommendations quickly hardened.

"It's truly a sad reality. The war will only grow more brutal and intense, yet we don't have a single candidate to lead our holy knights as Paladin... Feeling deeply troubled by this situation, I've been seeking a solution."

Having dismissed all the previously recommended candidates, his words seemed incomprehensible and somewhat dissatisfying to them.
But in a church that valued hierarchy, no one dared to argue.
Smiling bitterly at this, he turned away, signaling the end of the meeting.

*

"Your Holiness, why... did you say such things?"

Shortly after the meeting ended, one of his closest aides cautiously asked for an explanation.
He looked at his aide with a bright smile and explained why he had acted that way.

"So I can select the Paladin by my own will."
"Pardon? But selecting the Paladin is entirely Your Holiness's choice..."

His own choice...
Smiling at those words, he briefly refuted:

"How is it entirely my choice if I can only select from those on the recommendation list?"

At this remark, Cardinal Gellen closed his mouth and hastily bowed his head.
Seeing this reaction, he smiled calmly and continued:

"Anyway, what's important now isn't this, but rather who to appoint as Paladin."

Having changed the subject, the Cardinal pounced on it like a dog spotting food and eagerly continued:

"Yes, yes! Since Duke Famur of the Demon Realm has demanded a Paladin as part of the contract terms, we should select one as soon as possible. It would be better to train them in advance for the upcoming contract..."
"Training, you say?"

At his brief interjection, the Cardinal seemed to realize his mistake and quickly closed his mouth.
Seeing this reaction, he gave a short, hollow laugh.

*In all my years... this is the first time I've heard someone suggest training a Paladin after selection.*

The Paladin symbolized the Church's military might.
As such, they shouldn't simply select someone strong, but someone who was already complete, which made the premise of "training" a Paladin fundamentally flawed.

*He really says things that shouldn't be said even as a joke.*

Thinking that Cardinal Gellen had no sense of humor, he slowly turned and decided to get to the main point.

"Cardinal Gellen, how much do you know about the Covenant of Sacrifice?"
"The Covenant of Sacrifice? As far as I know, it's a forbidden Church practice that creates weapons of war by sacrificing countless people."
"My, you know it precisely."
"Yes, well, I was one of the priests in charge of it in the past... But why do you ask about this?"

The reason...
Judging by his expression, the Cardinal seemed to have guessed but continued to deny it because it seemed so absurd.
He decided to speak directly to break through the denial.

"To create someone to replace the Paladin through the Covenant of Sacrifice."
"...What?"

The Cardinal stared at him with a blank expression, and he continued slowly:

"What we need now is a Paladin whose individual strength is more powerful than ever before. Therefore, I thought we could use the Covenant of Sacrifice, which can create someone with the ultimate military might..."
"Th-that's absurd! The Covenant of Sacrifice creates ultimate weapons of war... Setting aside the short lifespan of those created this way, too many lives must be sacrificed to create just one war machine!"

Perhaps because he had already witnessed many people being sacrificed to manifest the Covenant of Sacrifice, the Cardinal trembled violently while insisting it absolutely could not be done.
Looking at him, he continued:

"...Cardinal Gellen, unfortunately, we have no choice. Our frontlines have already been pushed back as far as they can go, and the so-called Hero shows no interest in saving the world."

It would be fortunate if lack of interest was the only issue.
Wondering how Cardinal Gellen would react if he knew the recent terrorist attack was the Hero's doing, he continued:

"That's why in this generation, we must step up and resolve this ourselves. We need to create the strongest possible Paladin to end the current war."
"B-but the Covenant of Sacrifice... requires sacrificing so many people..."
"Of course, a great many people must be sacrificed. After all, the Covenant of Sacrifice is a forbidden practice that sacrifices many for the sake of a single military power."

Despite its cruelty, he decided to mention the "reason" why the previous generation's Church had secretly used it.

"Nevertheless, the reason the previous generation's Church secretly carried this out was because, as you know, it was the most effective way to reduce people's suffering."

Since the Cardinal had "directly witnessed" how this single act had turned the tide of the last war and prevented countless deaths, he could only bow his head deeply, unable to easily speak up.

"Cardinal Gellen, please come to your senses. Having experienced war twice already, we know better than anyone that there is no more effective method than this."
"......"
"The more Cardinal Gellen hesitates... the more people will end up being sacrificed. So please accept it now."

At these words, the Cardinal squeezed his eyes shut and said:

"...I understand. However, there is one problem."
"What is it?"
"To create a being powerful enough to replace a Paladin, we must sacrifice those with comparable talents. This means we would need to sacrifice active holy knights, but if we did that, our frontlines would..."
"Is that necessary?"
"...Pardon?"
"If we only need talent, there are better sacrifices available... I don't think we need to sacrifice the holy knights."

At his words, the Cardinal looked at him questioningly, and he briefly explained:

"The families of deceased Paladins... even if they haven't blossomed in talent, they surely possess it."

Divine power was an innate talent.
As such, the families of deceased Paladins likely had similar talents.

"So what do you think about sacrificing them instead?"
"...That seems too cruel."
"Cruel? We're saving the world... I don't understand why you'd use the word 'cruel.'"

The Cardinal looked at him with a conflicted expression, then squeezed his eyes shut and said:

"...I understand."
"I'm sure the Paladins' families would be pleased. They're getting the opportunity to follow their deceased Paladins in saving the world."
"...Yes."

Though Cardinal Gellen's expression darkened, he ignored it and thought about the benefits they would soon gain.

*If the Covenant of Sacrifice succeeds in creating a Paladin...*

He smiled calmly, thinking they could surely reverse this unfavorable situation.
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After escaping outside, I decided to find someone who knew the Demon Realm's ecosystem well enough to serve as my guide.

*I guess Cynthia or Reltra won't work...*

I needed someone who could replace them.
While I was contemplating who to bring along, not having anyone specific in mind,
I spotted Behemoth, who had called himself the First Caption of the Royal Guard, walking with Reltra's escort squad up ahead.

*Behemoth, huh...*

I wasn't entirely sure, but if he called himself the Caption of the Royal Guard, he must be fairly strong in the Demon Realm.
He would know the ecology and paths of the Demon Realm better than I did, so he might make a decent guide.

*And above all, it wouldn't be a huge problem if he died.*

Considering he had messed with me before, I decided to choose Behemoth as my guide and immediately approached him.

"Hey, you need to come with me for a bit."

At my words, Behemoth looked at me with a bewildered expression.
Enjoying his reaction, I grabbed him by the nape of his neck and continued speaking.

"You'll understand why when you follow me... Besides, you need to pay the price for picking a fight with me, so just shut up and come along."
"...Wait a moment, human. I have important duties to—"

The moment I grabbed him, he shouted something and tried to break free.
But as soon as I pressed down with my Divine Power, his protests disappeared, replaced only by screams.
Though somewhat noisy, I figured this was better and stuffed Behemoth into my subspace before heading out.

*

*Well... this should be far enough.*

After coming outside, I looked around and then pulled Behemoth out of the subspace where I had stuffed him.
Still the same loud screaming.
I withdrew the Divine Power suppressing Behemoth and spoke briefly.

"What was it... Famur? Betika? Guide me to their territories."

Behemoth, who had been face-down on the ground vomiting, seemed to finally catch his breath and spoke while exhaling roughly.

"What... nonsense are you..."

Seeing him talk like that, it seemed he hadn't been beaten enough.
I wanted to stab him with my sword as I usually would and make him fully understand his position, but...

*Unfortunately, without someone who can use healing magic...*

He might die before guiding me anywhere if I went too far, so I decided to torture him in a different way.

*I don't need to overthink this—I'll just beat him up.*

Since physical violence works well in any situation,
I decided to borrow the wisdom of my ancestors and just hit him first without saying anything, so I started beating Behemoth severely.

*BOOM!*

Perhaps because my stats had increased, a loud explosion sound rang out even without wrapping Divine Power around my fist.
Somewhat satisfied with this, I continued beating Behemoth, who started struggling and screaming in pain.

"Stop! Stooop!"

Since he was saying "stop" rather than "I'm sorry," it seemed he still hadn't been beaten enough.
Realizing again that simply punching him wasn't very effective, I seriously considered using my sword, but...

*Well, he's technically an ally, and he needs to serve as my guide going forward...*

I decided to grit my teeth and hold back from using my sword, and just continued beating him.

*

When Behemoth's body had swollen to the point where his form was barely recognizable,
he finally shouted "I'm sorry" instead of "stop."
Satisfied with the physical treatment that was slow but definitely effective, I calmly continued speaking.

"So, can you help me now?"

After beating him thoroughly and then asking for help, Behemoth showed a bewildered expression.
But seeing my fist slowly rising again, he quickly answered that he would "help me with anything."
Seeing this, I thought that physical communication really was the best approach and got to the point.

"Oh really? Then guide me to Duke Famur's or Duke Betika's territory."

His swollen lips quivered as if he wanted to ask why I suddenly wanted to go to another Duke's territory.
But he seemed to realize that questioning me would only result in more violence, so he just kept his mouth shut and nodded.

*This is convenient.*

Now that's a proper demon.
I resolved to start by beating any demons I met from now on, and nodded in approval.

*A good demon is a beaten demon.*

Still, demons were treated far better than elves, and I wanted them to know how grateful I was for that, so I opened my mouth.

"The reason isn't anything special. I just thought it would be good to go beat up Duke Famur or Duke Betika, so I'm going to do that."

At those words, Behemoth looked at me with a somewhat dumbfounded expression.
He probably felt uneasy about me, a mere human, saying I was going alone to capture a Demon Realm Duke with their lofty dignity.
Smirking at Behemoth's reaction, I briefly said to him:

"What, you don't think I can do it?"
"No... that's not it. It's just... those individuals..."

He seemed to have a lot to say, but apparently decided it was better not to speak and closed his mouth.
Seeing this, I shrugged and asked him to guide me to Duke Famur's territory for now.

*

After running quickly toward Duke Famur's territory for about a day, we arrived at our destination.
I took Behemoth out of the subspace where I had temporarily put him and confirmed that this was indeed "Duke Famur's territory."
The moment Behemoth confirmed it, I put him back into the subspace and put on my robe.

*I guess I can just enter the same way I did when I went to meet Reltra.*

Unlike when I went to meet Reltra, though, I didn't want to get involved in troublesome matters this time.
So I decided to be as patient as possible even if provoked, and slowly walked through the main gate.

*Fortunately, no one seems to recognize me.*

I was smirking as I noticed that no one, including the guards, suspected I was human and just let me pass.
Suddenly, a demon wearing fancy armor quickly approached me from the distance.

*Did they figure me out?*

...That shouldn't be possible, right?
Since it seemed I'd been discovered anyway, I thought it would be best to just kill everyone as I moved forward and was about to draw my sword.
But before I could, the demon opened his mouth and said something completely unexpected.

"Archbishop Genter, we've been waiting for you."

They were waiting for me?
And not just for an ordinary person, but for someone as important as an Archbishop?

Beyond being incomprehensible, this was something that shouldn't be happening, which raised many questions.
But sensing that using this situation could make things much easier,
I decided to take advantage of it and immediately responded with a bright smile.

"Thank you for your hospitality."
"Not at all. As comrades walking the same path, this is only natural. I'd like to show you around the Demon Realm at a leisurely pace, but since Duke Famur is waiting, I'll escort you to him first."
"I understand."

As I listened to the demon's words, I felt my mind working rapidly.

*Comrades walking the same path, Archbishop Genter, Duke Famur.*

Although I didn't have enough information to know exactly what was happening,
one thing was clear: judging from his desire to show me around the Demon Realm and the fact that he didn't recognize Archbishop Genter's face,
this was either their first meeting or something close to it.

*In other words...*

There were plenty of opportunities for me to intervene and take advantage of this.
Thinking this was going well, I silently raised the corners of my mouth and decided to extract whatever information I could.

*

During the approximately 30-minute walk toward Duke Famur, I was able to hear various things from him.
Among them, two pieces of information were particularly helpful to me:

*The fact that the Pope is overseeing this matter, and that Duke Famur is very pleased about collaborating together.*

I couldn't know the exact details, but from these two points,
I could infer that the Pope had personally stepped forward to join forces with Duke Famur of the Demon Realm.

*Wow. She really is crazy.*

In a world where even high-ranking clergy associating with demons would cause an uproar,
the Pope herself, the highest religious authority, was directly collaborating with demons...
I chuckled as I realized once again how thoroughly corrupt the human world had become.

*Well, this is interesting anyway.*

While I was contemplating how to exploit this situation to my advantage,
the demon guiding me informed me of some precautions in a calm voice.

"Duke Famur doesn't particularly like conversations about the Hero, so it's better not to bring up that topic if possible."
"Is that so?"

He silently smiled and nodded.
Seeing this, I thanked him.

"Then I wish you good results."

As I watched the demon walk away, I thought that he was the second most likable demon I'd met after Reltra.
Then I entered the office, which was heavily guarded by dozens of guards.

"Welcome."

Upon entering, I saw a demon sitting with an arrogant posture.
I smiled at Duke Famur, who was looking at me with his red eyes rolling, and said:

"I hope you've been well, Duke Famur."
"You speak such useless words. Enough with the trivial talk, just hand over what the Pope gave you."

At those words, I nodded and smiled brightly, then slowly pretended to search inside my robe.
Then, pulling out my middle finger from within, I shouted as loudly as I could:

"The Pope has canceled the deal and decided to bring divine punishment upon you! You filthy demons! Accept the divine punishment obediently!"
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Duke Famur was lost in thought, recalling the Pope's recent proposal.

*The Church...*

Despite his long experience as a Duke and all he had encountered, this was his first dealing with the Church, and he couldn't shake the strange feeling about it.

*It's peculiar that something that should never happen is happening.*

The relationship between demons and the Church went beyond mere dislike—they were mortal enemies who should seek to exterminate each other's kind. He had thought dialogue between them impossible, yet this generation's Pope had made this proposal without hesitation... it felt bizarre.

*No... even calling it a relationship is laughable, isn't it?*

It was too obvious that they would betray each other, so he wasn't sure how to describe this situation. He slowly tapped his fingers on the desk and closed his eyes.

*Whatever happens, if this deal succeeds and I claim the Demon King's position...*

He could overturn the tangled political situation in the Demon Realm. Of course, he would need to invest time to improve things after becoming Demon King, but time was largely meaningless to him.

*I'm looking forward to it.*

Just as he was wondering what form the changed Demon Realm would take, one of his guards informed him that "a visitor from the Church has arrived." He immediately ordered them to be shown in and sat in his seat somewhat arrogantly as a robed man entered.

"Welcome."
"I hope you've been well, Duke Famur."

The Church people's characteristic slick smile and manner of speaking. Finding their tone nauseating as always, he waved his hand to dismiss the unnecessary pleasantries and got straight to the point.

"Just hand over what the Pope sent."

The man nodded as if this was expected, then slowly searched inside his robe before suddenly extending his middle finger and shouting loudly.

"Filthy demon scum! Accept divine punishment!"

A burst of pure white light exploded forth. Thinking this was the largest amount of divine power he had ever seen, Famur drew up all his demonic energy, but it was meaningless—the divine power shattered all his demonic energy and slammed him onto the desk.

"Kugh...!"

Pain he hadn't felt in a long time. While he had been caught off guard, even accounting for that, the man's power was excessively strong. As he was reeling from this overwhelming strength, the human who had unleashed the divine power slowly approached and spoke.

"You lowly demon filth. You dare breathe in my presence? Such a sin deserves severe punishment, so I'll personally kill you!"

Even the 4th Demon King, known for his brutality, never committed atrocities for reasons as simple as breathing... yet this Church human spoke as if it were natural, striking Famur's head forcefully with a hand full of divine power.

KWAAANG!

Overwhelming divine power. A tremendous force that could be described as divine descent scattered everywhere, sending intense shock through his entire face. Having never experienced a shock strong enough to lose consciousness from a single attack, he couldn't regain his senses, and heard a chilling laugh from in front of him.

"Wow, this bastard's tough. I like you."

...Tough? While Famur was confused by these incomprehensible words, the man drew his sword and looked at him with what appeared to be genuine happiness.

"I wonder how long a Demon Realm Duke can hold out."

Hold out against what?
The man continued speaking incomprehensibly while looking down at him, then pointed his sword and continued.

"Shall we begin?"

The moment he heard the word "begin," Famur quickly released his sealed demonic energy and propelled himself backward. He manifested a primal curse that distorted his very essence, plunging the man into a curse, but the man seemed delighted by it, saying "This is fun" as he slowly approached.

"Hey, don't you have any other curses? Stacking multiple curses would be good for training."

Curses were originally the worst form of magic, designed to drag down the victim's existence and kill them painfully. Those afflicted would die cursing everything in the world until their final moment, which is why all living beings were extremely wary of being cursed...

"I said use more! Why aren't you using them? Damn it, use more before you die!"

Yet he was demanding more curses as if such concerns didn't apply to him at all. This was Famur's first such experience, and he continued to be bewildered, but knowing he would certainly die if he gave in to confusion, he kept applying curses as demanded.

"Is this why adults enjoy soaking in hot baths? The warmth does feel nice."

Far from being consumed by the curses, the man seemed to be enjoying them, continuing to smile. Feeling as though he was experiencing a nightmare he had never dreamed before, Famur stared blankly, and the man, seemingly bored now, dusted himself off and spoke.

"Well, enough playing around. Let's get to the point."

Playing...?
Just as Famur was about to shout asking how this could possibly be considered playing, the man grabbed his neck with one hand and, with a completely different expression than before, asked curtly:

"So what deal did you make with the Pope?"

Hadn't he just been talking about divine punishment from the Pope?
Though he wanted to argue against these contradictory statements, Famur suppressed the urge and slowly explained the details.

* * * * *

I couldn't help but laugh at the sensation piercing my body.
My opponent was a Demon Realm Duke known for curses.
According to Cynthia, his curses were so terrible that once afflicted, you would regret being born before dying, but far from regret, I wasn't even in pain, which was perplexing.

*I'm not sure of the exact reason, but I suspect I'm immune to curses due to my excessive divine power.*

Deciding to figure out the exact reason later, I looked at Duke Famur in my grasp and contemplated what to do with him.

*Should I kill him? Or let him live?*

After brief consideration, I had an interesting idea and decided to spare him for now.

*Since the Pope requested demon forces to be sacrificed...*

I thought it might be fun to disguise myself and infiltrate them, then create a situation where I eliminate the Church's people instead.

*If this works out well...*

The Church would collapse beyond recovery and no longer be able to function.

Thinking I could shatter the Church's characteristic faith with this single act, I decided to try it and laughed loudly.

"So when is this happening?"
"T-two days from now."
"Really? Not much time left then?"

I decided to return to Cynthia as quickly as possible, whether by teleportation or any other means, to discuss this matter, and spoke to Famur, who was bleeding blue blood.

"By the way, you should train more. It's sad how weak you are."
"......"
"Well, take care of your health in the meantime. I'll be back shortly, so stay well, okay?"

I patted Famur's shoulder a few times, then withdrew the divine power I had spread around.

The moment I withdrew my divine power, blue blood quickly spread across the floor. Apparently, when I had filled the space with divine power to take control, I had crushed all the nearby guards. I thought it wasn't too grotesque since the blood was blue, and asked Famur to introduce me to a demon who could teleport.

* * *

As soon as I returned, I roughly tossed Behemoth onto the floor and headed for Reltra's office.
Thinking this place felt quite familiar, I was humming when I overheard a rather interesting conversation from inside.

"Sigh, Demon King, as I've said before, the way to captivate a man is very simple."
"Huh?"
"First, you need to bed him. Once you've done that, you'll have physical dominance, which makes it easier to gain mental dominance as well."
"B-bed what?"

Actually, shocking might be more accurate than interesting.
Feeling that if I entered now, I would end up shouldering all sorts of problems, I decided to ignore it and head back to the bedroom where I had rested before.

*By the way, didn't Reltra like Cynthia?*

As I walked, a question suddenly arose.
Usually, when someone likes another person that much, they develop possessiveness and wouldn't easily say such things. It was hard to understand how she could speak so casually about it.

*Is this the Demon Realm style?*

While I was wondering about this, Behemoth, who had regained consciousness, ran up to me and said:

"Hero! How did things go?"

Tactless fool.
Because of Behemoth's loud shouting, Cynthia and Reltra quickly came out, and I sighed.

*Well... I can just pretend I didn't hear anything.*

I thought I could claim I hadn't heard since we were at a reasonable distance, but seeing how red Cynthia's face was, it occurred to me that she might have realized I had overheard their conversation.

Ch.115 - Plan
This is what it feels like when you run into someone you'd rather not see.

I was feeling the complicated conflict rising with the silence, wondering how to resolve this situation, when Reltra glanced around and spoke with a somewhat solemn voice.

"Behemoth. We should have a little chat."

Then, grabbing Behemoth by the scruff of his neck, she addressed us.

"I apologize, Demon King, Hero. It seems I need to manage my utterly disloyal subordinate, so I must take my leave."

"R-Reltra? Where are you going? Hey! This is all your fault and you're really running away?"

"Demon King. The position of Demon King naturally comes with responsibility. I hope you rise proudly alone through harsh trials and adversities."

"Reltra!"

I sighed as I watched the two bickering in front of me, then shook my head and said:

"Anyway, Sia, let's talk."

"Huh? Okay."

Cynthia looked at me somewhat awkwardly when I called her "Sia" instead of the usual "Cynthia," but then released Reltra's clothes and nodded with a flustered expression.

"Let's find somewhere quiet."

When I mentioned a quiet place, Reltra smiled mischievously and left Cynthia with the parting words, "Remember what I told you," before promptly escaping.

I looked at Cynthia, whose ears had turned bright red, and moved to a place where we could talk privately.

*

As soon as we moved to what appeared to be a private room, I immediately explained everything that had happened.

The story about Duke Famur.
Why I tried to kill the Duke but ended up sparing him.
And finally, what deal the Pope and Duke Famur had made.

As I laid out all these details, Cynthia quickly erased her embarrassed expression and sank into serious thought.

"The Pope and Duke Famur made a deal... and they're sacrificing their troops..."

Perhaps because something that should never have happened had occurred, she struggled to reach a conclusion for quite some time. Eventually, she sighed deeply and said to me:

"I think not killing Duke Famur was a good choice. As long as we hold leverage regarding the deal, Duke Famur won't be able to betray us. If we use this to our advantage..."

Cynthia explained to me one by one the benefits we could gain. The problem was that most of what she suggested were "long-term, minimizing side effects" approaches. They weren't aggressive enough and lacked immediate rewards, so I wasn't particularly impressed.

*I should interrupt her and tell her what I want to do.*

I slowly opened my mouth to speak.

"Those aren't bad ideas, but they take too long."

"That can't be helped. If you're too aggressive when taking control of something, it creates strong pushback... it's better to start slowly..."

"I'd like to do that, but Hana is waiting for me at home."

At the mention of Hana waiting, Cynthia pressed her lips together and looked at me. Considering the importance of the matter, the former approach was obviously more important, but it seemed awkward for her to tell me to abandon Hana and work longer.

"And most importantly, I don't need to take responsibility for all of this."

"...What?"

Cynthia looked at me with a bewildered expression. I told her what she seemed to have forgotten.

"What I want is revenge against the Church and the Kingdom. My goal isn't ownership."

World conquest, possession, governance.
If these had been my goals, it would have been right to proceed moderately for the sake of post-management. But my goal was literally destruction. My wish was to burn and trample everything.

*So unlike what Cynthia is saying...*

I had no need to worry about anything or take responsibility. When I explained this indirectly, Cynthia made a complicated expression and said:

"...Just asking out of curiosity, but what will you do after destroying the Kingdom and the Church?"

The aftermath.
I certainly hadn't thought about that. Since all my goals were focused solely on revenge, I rested my chin on my hand and answered as if it were obvious.

"I'll probably go somewhere peaceful and live happily with everyone I'm with now."

"Ah... at least you have something you want to do."

"It's not so much what I want as it is the only thing left to do."

"Then, do you have any desire to return to Earth?"

"Earth..."

At those words, I recalled my life on Earth.
An ordinary, mundane, and weak life.
If someone asked if that life was good... well, I'd have to say I'm not sure.

*My family is the only thing that matters, but...*

Whether it's because my mind is broken or because I've accepted that I can't see them anymore, I don't particularly miss them. I just want to see them occasionally.

"I don't really think about it. But it seems like you want to go back?"

"I suppose I do."

Since our sentiments were completely different, we could only maintain silence. What was right or wrong was too difficult to judge because our experiences had been so vastly different. So while we were silent, respecting each other's opinions, Cynthia broke the silence first.

"Still, continuing to live here wouldn't be so bad. I met you, and there's Reltra and Lucia... and Hana is cute."

At that, I smiled slightly and said:

"You think so?"

"Yes, yes. Anyway, when you go to rest later, please take me with you. I'd be lonely being alone somewhere else."

"Don't worry. I was planning to take you along from the beginning."

"...Really? Truly?"

"Yes, really."

Though I said it without much thought, Cynthia seemed pleased with my answer and grinned shyly before pretending to be composed and saying:

"A-anyway, back to the main point. What do you want to do?"

"What I want to do is relatively simple. You know the deal conditions the Duke proposed?"

"Yes. Sending demons to the human realm to be one-sidedly massacred, right?"

I nodded and continued.

"I'm thinking of infiltrating the demon group and, contrary to the original scenario where the Church wins, creating a scene where the demons overwhelmingly triumph. What do you think?"

At those words, Cynthia looked somewhat impressed and said:

"...That would certainly make a tremendous impact. Additionally, it would shatter the belief that the Church is still strong and a savior."

"Exactly."

"It seems good, but... can you do it alone? Won't it be difficult?"

At that, I smiled slightly and said:

"Of course it's possible."

Cynthia chuckled at my confident answer and turned her head.

"I worried for nothing. Anyway, we should discuss the details with Reltra, so please rest well for now."

"Sure."

As I was about to leave with those final words, Cynthia suddenly called out to me and said with a reddened face:

"A-and... I wasn't going to say this, but I think I should! I'll just say it."

Wondering what she was going to say, I turned around. Cynthia covered her face with both hands and told me:

"I know you heard Reltra saying that I... that I prefer when you take the lead sexually."

So she did know.
Well, her reaction had been quite obvious. I nodded, and Cynthia, her ears turning red, slowly continued:

"To be honest, we're both busy now, and we have clear tasks to do...! We can't do it right away, but if everything ends... if everything becomes peaceful."

Cynthia took a deep breath and declared boldly:

"I'll be the first to eat you up! So prepare yourself mentally!"

This was perhaps the most shocking statement since Lucia's "I've given birth to Jung Hyun's child" declaration. As I stood there blankly after hearing Cynthia's cannibalistic warning, she wore a strangely satisfied expression and said somewhat triumphantly:

"So... just wait a little!"

Wait for what?
I could only wear a bewildered expression as I watched Cynthia's retreating back after those final words. Thinking I couldn't possibly be in my right mind, I sat in a chair, closed my eyes tightly, and tried to calm my complicated thoughts.

*I don't know.*

To be honest, it's not that I dislike or find it bad. No man would dislike a pretty girl like her saying she... well, likes him.

*And moreover, we've built up a lot of goodwill while living together.*

So receiving such a confession wasn't a big problem in itself, but there was one thing I couldn't understand: why Cynthia liked me.

*Why does she like me?*

All I've done for her is save her life, right?
Of course, saving someone's life can create goodwill, but that doesn't necessarily translate to romantic feelings, so it was somewhat incomprehensible.

*Maybe there's something I don't know.*

Deciding to talk with Cynthia about this later, I smiled as I resolved to meet with Reltra, attack Famur again, and implement the plan we had just established.

*I wonder what expression the Pope will make.*

Will he scream, or show anger? Or perhaps sorrow?
As I was thinking about which of these emotions he would display first, waiting for Cynthia to finish her conversation with Reltra, "an interesting thought" occurred to me.

*Come to think of it, it might be fun to use Rea in this plan.*

Bishop Rea.
One of the trash who was in charge of priesthood when I was being dragged around as a divine power bomb.

Thinking it would be fun to send a proper "gift" to the Pope through Rea, I decided to use her and took Bishop Rea out from my dimensional storage.

Ch.116 - Theater
A pool of blood drips onto the extravagantly ornate black desk as the bloodied priest falls.
I calmly greeted her while staring at the priest's robe that had turned dark red from being soaked in blood.

"It's been a while... or perhaps not for you?"

Due to the nature of subspace, things inside it "have time stopped."
From Rea's perspective, who had been in here, probably less than 10 seconds had passed since that day.
I grabbed Rea's collar and pulled her up, whispering calmly.

"I really missed you. Really."

At those words, Rea trembled but couldn't push me away.
Whether she lacked the strength to push me away or didn't dislike this behavior, I wasn't sure.
But one thing was certain—she was in a position where she had no choice but to listen to me.

"...H-Hero."

In response to my whisper, Rea called out to me while struggling to swallow her ragged breaths.
To an outsider, she might have looked like a female protagonist heading toward a bad ending.
Looking at Rea calling my name so desperately, I felt disgust rising within me.

*...What a truly insane bitch.*

Being the perpetrator yet pretending to be the victim until the very end...
I wanted to strangle her to death right then and there, but I had too much to do, so I forced myself to hold back and continued speaking.

"Why?"
"......"

When given the chance to speak, she just stared at me without saying anything.
A gaze devoid of not just resentment but even anger.
Seeing that look, I let out another hollow laugh.

*Really... this is some next-level bullshit.*

I'd been feeling it for a while.
Both this person and the Second Princess had changed so much after my death that they seemed like completely different people.

*If they'd just changed out of regret, I could have understood.*

But they went beyond mere regret, acting as if they'd fallen in love and would sacrifice everything—it was disgusting.
As I stared at the blood-covered Rea, wondering why, I decided to test something.

"Hey, don't tell me you like me?"

When I threw out this line that belonged in a third-rate romance novel, her reaction was quite something.
Her face turned red and her fingers fidgeted as if she really did like me...
It was such a bizarre reaction that it was hard to believe this was someone who only had memories of being tortured.

*This is messed up.*

For someone who hated me so much to react this way...
I narrowed my eyes, finally realizing something strange was happening.

*It seems like something is influencing her... but I don't know what.*

After pondering for a moment, I shook my head to clear my thoughts.
Thinking about it, this wasn't that important.

*It doesn't matter anyway. Even if this damn woman hated me because of some external force...*

The fact that she did those things doesn't disappear.
So I decided to think simply.

*Let's just get revenge cleanly without overthinking it.*

If these bastards tormented me because of some external influence,
Then I could say I got revenge because of something similar.
That way, neither of us would have anything to feel wronged about.

Knowing better than anyone that considering every circumstance would only put me at a disadvantage,
I decided to stop considering trivial, worthless things and drew my sword.

"W-wait a moment. This is all a misunderstanding... listen to me...! Kyaaaah!"
"What misunderstanding?"
"All of this... was the Saintess's manipulation...!"

Looking at Rea, who was still trying to shift blame to Lucia rather than repent for her sins,
I smiled broadly and decided to put a period on all these thoughts.

*Well, if revenge isn't justified and the situation is complicated with various issues...*

Instead of thinking of it as revenge,
I could just think of it as something I'm doing because I enjoy beating these bastards.
Having decided this, I successfully shook off one of the complicated thoughts that had been binding me and continued.

"Saintess? You mean Lucia?"

Looking at Rea nodding her head,
I decided to plant some bait for her to use in the upcoming "plan"—my plan to join the demons that Duke Famur would send as sacrifices and destroy the Church.

*This method wouldn't work on a normal person.*

But seeing her current state, I decided to try it because it seemed likely to work.

*If this succeeds...*

Beyond just giving the Pope a taste of his own medicine,
It would likely become a nightmare that wouldn't leave his mind until the moment of his death.
So I decided to try it and keep Rea managed for practical use.

*Anyway, the name of this plan is...*

Witch Trial.
I was planning to hold a witch trial targeting the Pope soon.

* * *

I smiled as I watched Reltra banging her head on the desk in front of me.
Apparently, she was reacting this way after hearing everything from Cynthia.
I waited until Reltra calmed down before speaking.

"What's wrong? Don't want to do it?"

At those words, Reltra glanced at me and then spoke with a voice full of despair.

"No, it's not that... it's just hard to believe that one of the Dukes has joined hands with the Church..."
"I know."

Just the fact that demons had joined hands with humans was problematic enough.
The fact that one of the representative Dukes of demonkind had made a contract with humans—and the Church at that—was extremely shocking.
I calmly sipped my tea while watching Reltra, who couldn't get her head straight.

*According to Cynthia, it's like orcs and humans joining hands in human terms.*

No wonder she's shocked.
Anyway, there was nothing more meaningless than dwelling on what had already happened.
So I made Reltra pull herself together and told her about what I was planning to do.

"...What?"

After hearing everything I said, Reltra looked at me with an expression even more bewildered than before.
Then she turned to Cynthia and exclaimed in confusion.

"Demon King...? This person is the Hero, right?"

At that question, Cynthia avoided Reltra's gaze,
Then looked at distant mountains, keeping her mouth shut and avoiding answering.
Seeing their reactions, I let out a hollow laugh before continuing.

"Anyway, I need your help to proceed with this."
"If it's Jung Hyun's request, I'll help with anything."
"If the Demon King wishes it, I'll do anything."

Then all that remains is to take these two and go talk to—no, threaten—Duke Famur.
I decided to take the approach of killing Duke Famur if he didn't cooperate well, and opened my mouth.

"Anyway, let's go cause as much trouble as we can."

At those words, Reltra once again showed that complicated expression from earlier while looking at me.
I shrugged my shoulders and avoided her gaze, just as Cynthia had done.

* * * * *

In the secret underground chamber of the Church, made entirely of white marble.
The Pope smiled as he looked at the bizarrely constructed new-generation Paladin alongside the Inquisitors.

"I'm pleased it turned out more powerful than expected."

Although he couldn't know exactly how strong it was without seeing it in action,
Judging by its overwhelming physical abilities, overflowing Divine Power, and high intelligence uncharacteristic of monsters,
He thought it might even be stronger than the previous generation's Hero.

*A Paladin stronger than the Hero, the world's savior... how interesting.*

If there were such a thing as a story in this world, the protagonist might instantly change from the Hero to the Paladin.
He smiled, thinking that its abilities were superior to anyone else's.

*Now with this... we'll restore the faith of the believers and capture the Hero we couldn't catch before.*

As he was about to put a period on everything,
The grotesque Paladin standing before him shed tears of blood from the three faces embedded in its body, crying out "Give it back."

"Oh my."

Since they had rushed to complete it, it seemed that the human-era consciousness still remained.
Thinking that hastily finishing work was never a good habit,
He told the person in charge to completely eliminate the consciousness.

"As you command."

With those final words,
As the holy knights and Inquisitors surrounding the Paladin tried to put it back inside,
One of the "corpses" embedded in the Paladin's body began to resist, repeatedly crying out for "Daddy."

*Daddy...*

The one called daddy here would be the former Paladin who became the main ingredient.
Sighing with regret as he recalled that the former Paladin's corpse was too defiled to be used as "material,"
He composed himself, stroked the face of the corpse embedded in the Paladin's body, and spoke.

"Don't cry and be honored. Both your father and you have only sacrificed yourselves to save humanity."

Telling them to endure the pain and suffering just a little longer,
He infused Divine Power into the body.

"Hic... ugh."

As the crying continued,
He spoke to the Inquisitors standing behind him.

"As soon as preparations are complete, we'll begin the performance. Please secure as many Magic Stones as possible so that all believers and citizens in the kingdom can see it."

Although the risk increased with the massive resources being invested,
If they could turn the tables with this one event... not only would all problems be solved,

*But the future would also be secured.*

Thinking it was a worthwhile investment, he slowly wiped away the Paladin's tears and spoke.

"When that day comes, please rampage gloriously."

Hoping it would rampage gloriously and become not the savior of God but the savior of the Church,
He pushed the new Paladin back into the cage filled with nothing but darkness.

Ch.117 - Duke Betika
Duke Famur's territory.
There, I opened my mouth to Famur, who was glaring at me with a bitter expression.

"Do you understand?"

Part of my plan. That is, I told him about infiltrating among the demon folk who were to be sacrificed and causing chaos.
Duke Famur's expression became quite entertaining to watch.

*I suppose from his perspective, someone who introduced himself as a member of the Church...*

Suddenly declaring that I'm going to destroy the Church, it's no wonder he has that expression.
I spoke to Duke Famur, who was struggling to make sense of the situation.

"Anyway, I have two people to help with this... or are they not people? Whatever, I have some who will help."

At those words, Duke Famur let out a hollow laugh and looked at me.
He didn't say anything, but he clearly thought whoever was helping me wouldn't be much use.
Seeing his expression, I introduced the two who came with me to Duke Famur.

"Reltra and Cynthia."

As I finished speaking, the two entered as if they had been waiting.
Seeing them, Duke Famur cleared his throat and spoke with a dumbfounded expression.

"...Demon King?"
"It's been a while, Famur."
"How is the Demon King here?"

Unlike when Reltra first saw Cynthia and was surprised yet pleased,
Famur looked at Cynthia with conflict and concern written all over his face.
Recalling their contrasting reactions, I got back to the main point.

"Anyway, I plan to proceed with their help, so discuss the details with these two."
"W-wait! Why is the Demon King here? More importantly, how are you alive?"

In response to Famur's urgent cry, Cynthia answered with a sneer.

"Why shouldn't I be alive?"

Though her tone wasn't much different from usual,
without her typical playfulness, her voice somehow sounded chillingly cold.
Famur waved his hands in denial at her response.

"N-no... I'm just happy the Demon King has returned alive...!"
"For someone so happy, you were desperately scrambling to become the Demon King as soon as I died."

His denial didn't work at all, given the pile of sins already accumulated that made excuses impossible.
Watching this, I couldn't help but wonder about one thing.

*But it is strange.*

A duke who doubted the Demon King's existence and tried to seize the position as soon as the Demon King died,
now lowering his tail and showing loyalty again just because the Demon King returned. I couldn't understand why.

*Honestly, if I were Famur, I would have at least attempted assassination or picked a fight, successful or not.*

Of course, I'd die immediately if I failed.
But since there wasn't a good ending predicted from the moment I coveted the Demon King's position,
it seemed like a gamble worth taking.

*Yet he didn't, which means...*

Either he dislikes gambling or something is forcing him to act this way.
But he doesn't seem to dislike gambling, otherwise he wouldn't have coveted the Demon King's position in the first place.
It seemed like something must be influencing his behavior.

To confirm this, I quietly asked Reltra,
who whispered that they were bound by a "life-long relationship" making it impossible to defy the Demon King.

*So that's why.*

The reason they accepted a former Hero as Demon King without complaint.
The reason an unproven Demon King could lead all demon folk.
The reason there was never any internal strife despite an inadequate Demon King ruling.
I nodded as I realized this was the reason.

*That's convenient.*

If I had become the Demon King through normal means,
I was thinking about what fun things I could have done using the demon folk when
Cynthia patted Famur's shoulder and spoke in a subdued voice.

"I'll give you one last chance. Burn your life to achieve merit in this war... then I'll overlook what you've done."

If I had said those words, no one would have believed me, but when Cynthia, who seemed more like a Hero than the actual Hero, said it, it definitely created trust.
I let out a hollow laugh seeing Famur's expression, as if he had grabbed a lifeline.

*I can't tell if this is the Church or the Demon King's side.*

If it were the Demon King's side, they'd say something like "How dare you covet my position?" while stabbing a sword into his thigh and making him into some kind of liquor...
In the middle of my thoughts, I forcibly stopped myself as somehow familiar things came to mind.
If I continued any further, I might have to admit that I was more suited to being the Demon King than the Hero.

*So let's leave it at that... what's important now is...*

To verify facts with Famur and complete the plan I've laid out.
Having decided that, I announced the start of the meeting.

*

After several hours of meeting, there were two main pieces of information we obtained.

First, the Church's plan to sacrifice demon folk had been postponed "for reasons that cannot be spoken of," so we couldn't execute that plan immediately.
Second, the last fragment of the Holy Sword was with Betika.

"What? Duke Betika has a fragment of the Holy Sword? Why?"
"Well, the kingdom and the Church used the Holy Sword to deal with the Demon King and the World Tree..."

Before Famur could finish, Reltra quickly covered his mouth and spoke instead.

"Let's continue that later. Shouldn't we focus on the main point for now?"

Normally, I would have pushed Reltra aside and told him not to be ridiculous, but
seeing Cynthia's face turn deathly pale, I quickly read the room and nodded.

"Sure, it's not that important anyway."

Actually, it was important.
If I heard that explanation, I would understand "why the Holy Sword fragments were divided and why the Second Princess and others had them."
But it wasn't worth hurting Cynthia over.

*I'll skip it for now.*

I decided to ask about it later and gestured to move on to the next topic.

"So before you proceed with your plan, you should retrieve the Holy Sword fragment that Duke Betika has hidden and complete the Holy Sword."
"That does seem like the better option."

When Reltra addressed me as "Hero,"
Famur's expression hardened as he muttered "Hero?" and looked at me.
Apparently, he didn't know I was the Hero, so I let out a hollow laugh.

*Come to think of it, I introduced myself as the Church's agent acting on the Pope's orders.*

Since I originally came with the intention to kill, I realized a small misunderstanding had built up, so I waved my hand dismissively.

"Well, that's how it is. Don't worry about it too much."
"......"

Leaving the shocked Famur behind, I asked Reltra what needed to be done.

"So I just need to beat up Betika?"
"It would be better if you didn't kill her... but Duke Betika's strength is on a different level from ours, so it might be impossible to win without killing her."
"That's right. Duke Betika is a powerful warrior I never managed to defeat even when I was the Demon King, so you need to be careful."

True to her reputation as someone who rose to the position of duke through strength alone,
both of them warned me with concerned voices.
I nodded at their reactions and swallowed hard as I imagined how strong she might be.

*Finally, a proper fight?*

Until now, I had been disappointed because everyone just collapsed when I overwhelmed them with divine power.
But this time, since everyone was expressing concern, I couldn't help but feel excited.
Thinking about having a life-or-death battle after so long, I couldn't help but smile as I spoke.

"Then I'll depart right away, so send me by teleport."
"Right away...? Alright. I'll prepare it immediately."

As I watched the teleport gate activating, I stretched, thinking that I would finally have some real fun after a long time.

* * * * *

Long black straight hair.
Betika stared blankly at her hair that had fallen down, then slowly looked up at the ceiling.

Unlike the shabby, worn wooden ceiling she had seen to the point of nausea in her childhood,
her eyes were now embraced by a beautiful ceiling made of the finest magic stones, breathtaking just to look at.
Normally, she should have felt immense satisfaction seeing this, but Betika could only wear a blank expression due to the strange emptiness surrounding her.

*...How futile it all is.*

She had abandoned everything, killed everything for this scenery...
But now that she was looking at it, she could only think that it had all been a mistake.
Betika could only let out a long sigh mixed with emptiness and regret as she lowered her gaze.

Sitting alone in a chair in the vast castle, she thought about calling the demon folk to dispel this loneliness.
But knowing well that a lavishly spread party would only make her postponed loneliness even greater,
she endured it and just kept sighing.

*I miss those days when I had nothing but was happy.*

A pitiful girl full of deprivation.
As she was thinking how deeply she missed those days,
suddenly, she felt a powerful flow of divine power spreading intensely.

*...Divine power?*

Not just anywhere, but in the heart of the Demon Realm, such intense divine power...
It was an incomprehensible situation, but she couldn't just sit still.

She picked up her greatsword, her main weapon, and rose to her feet.

*I don't know who it is... but they're very welcome.*

Expressing gratitude for breaking this loneliness,
she vowed to give them a painless death in return and was about to leave the castle when
someone smashed through the door and

"Peek-a-boo."

Greeted her with a bizarre greeting method she had never heard in her life.
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Cynthia looked at the stack of documents containing future plans and let out a light chuckle.
After coming here, until her death as the Demon King, she had always been the one "written about" in documents rather than managing them.
Now she found herself in the completely opposite position, being the one managing the paperwork.

*This actually suits me better.*

They say the position makes the person.
But whether a person is "suited for the position" is an entirely different matter.
Rather than wearing an ill-fitting hat and pretending to be a hero or a Demon King, she found it more fitting to her nature to play a supporting role.

*Someone might think I'm foolish for feeling this way, but...*

What could she do? This was what suited her.
As she chuckled at this realization while scribbling on documents, contemplating how she could help Jung Hyun, Duke Famur nearby asked in a rather serious tone:

"My lord, did you send the hero to Duke Betika in order to kill him?"

Wondering what nonsense he was talking about, she looked at Duke Famur.
Meeting her eyes, the Duke explained his confusion.

"Duke Betika is one of the strongest among the strong since ancient times... No matter how powerful the hero might be, I believe he cannot defeat Duke Betika."

Perhaps he was right.
Duke Betika possessed power on a completely different level.
Normally, she should never have sent Jung Hyun to Duke Betika, but...

*With his infinite divine power and strength that even I, a former hero, can't comprehend...*

She had allowed it without much thought.
To be honest, the more they talked about it, the more she worried about sending him there.
But knowing he wasn't someone who could be stopped once he made up his mind, she decided to simply go rescue him if things seemed dangerous.

*If the three of us here combine our strength, we should be able to rescue him.*

Above all, as the Demon King, her orders would mostly resolve the situation.
So she decided to trust and wait, returning to her paperwork.
Reltra, who was beside her, spoke to Duke Famur with a voice full of mockery:

"You talk a lot for someone who was beaten into submission."

At that scornful voice, Duke Famur rose from his seat in anger.
But when she gave him a look to sit down, he forcibly swallowed his anger and sat back down.

He tried to open his mouth as if to make an excuse.
But perhaps because he had been so completely defeated by Jung Hyun that he couldn't even make excuses, he closed his mouth and squeezed his eyes shut.

*Seeing someone so proud submit like that...*

As she was once again feeling that Jung Hyun must truly be strong, Duke Famur spoke as if somewhat provoked:

"However... I'm not sure if he's as strong as Duke Betika. Duke Betika is on a different level... I can assert that the hero will definitely lose."

Normally, she wouldn't have participated in such an argument or even shown interest.
But hearing him openly pray for Jung Hyun's defeat made her momentarily flare up and answer on his behalf:

"No? Jung Hyun is stronger."

Only after saying those words did her reason return.
She could feel her face instantly turning red.
As she held her flushed face and tried to calm her mind, Reltra looked at her with interest and asked:

"So, my lord. What is your reason for liking the hero?"
"Huh? Why did the subject suddenly change to that?"
"Well, this is a more important matter."

She almost answered unconsciously but then shook her head and avoided the question.

"It's a secret."
"Then at least give me a hint..."

The word "hint" made her laugh spontaneously.
Who would think this place was the Demon Realm and that they were the Demon King and a Duke?

*This is strange.*

Thinking that it was actually more peaceful than when she was a hero, she repeated that it was a secret and changed the subject.

*This isn't so bad either.*

Feeling as though all those sharp sensations had disappeared, she calmly smiled while pushing away Reltra who kept trying to cling to her.

* * * * *

I raised the corner of my mouth as I watched the girl approaching me, dragging her greatsword along the ground.
The intense demonic energy I could feel just by facing her.
Though I'd need to actually fight her to know her exact strength, I could tell she was incredibly powerful just from what I felt now.

*This is going to be fun.*

Feeling saliva naturally flowing, I deployed "Territory Declaration."
The surroundings turned pure white with massive divine power.
Seeing this, Betika took a step back, then cut through it with her greatsword and grinned.

"You do interesting things!"

Usually when I used Territory Declaration, opponents would be crushed or unable to do anything.
Though it was limited to the area she cut, I let out an exclamation seeing my territory disappear for the first time in my life.
Looking at Betika rapidly approaching, I drew my sword and said:

"Yeah, this is fucking fun as hell!"
"We understand each other!"

If someone saw us, they might think we were no different from stupid orcs.
Repeating phrases that essentially meant "Let's fight, hehe, I love fighting," we clashed swords to test each other's strength.
Feeling a tingling sensation rising after a long time, I smiled and quickly threw a punch.

*Crack!*

Though I hit her quite seriously, Betika blocked it.
She swung her greatsword widely, striking the ground and collapsing her own castle.
Apparently her plan was to use the terrain to fight since a direct confrontation would consume too much demonic energy.

Thinking this was an interesting move, I released even more divine power and said:

"Now this is a real enemy!"

Thinking that everything I'd faced until now had been mere prey waiting to be hunted, I compressed divine power everywhere and scattered it all around.

*And adding to this, I'll also manifest the power of Rosario.*

I made the scattered divine power burn and consume everything.
As flames rose brilliantly, Betika pushed them back by releasing demonic energy, then raised her greatsword high and shouted:

"How dare you!"

With those words, she sent sword energy filled with demonic energy flying at me from all directions while approaching again.
Aggressive yet powerful.
Facing such attacks, I thought this showed what kind of path she had walked, and swung my sword quickly.

- *Clang!*

A light metallic sound, too light for a clash of powerful forces.
Confirming my counter had landed properly, I thrust my sword into Betika's momentarily flinching body.

Usually, this would have been the end.
But Betika avoided it and instead counterattacked.

*She really is... crazy.*

Honestly, at this level, she could probably go down to the human realm alone and defeat everyone who challenged her.
Avoiding Betika's attacks, I decided it was time to bring out my hidden cards.

*Summoning troops against such a strong opponent would just lead to meaningless sacrifices.*

It would be better to use something that could showcase individual strength.
After sending sword energy in all directions, I concentrated divine power in one place.

*It's not my land or castle anyway.*

Deciding to fight with the mindset of destroying everything, I compressed divine power into bombs, sent them toward Betika and the surroundings, and started detonating them.

"You've lost your mind!"

Seeing this, Betika called me crazy but couldn't hide her smile.
For her sake, I decided to be even more aggressive, filling my entire body with divine power.
Then I rushed at Betika with even greater speed than before, pressuring her.

"...Ha!"

Betika flinched and was pushed back. Then, as if refusing to lose, she gathered demonic energy in one place.
Opening a massive gate, she said to me:

"Then how about this!"

A gate as large as the massive castle that had stood there.
Thousands, tens of thousands of arms poured out from it, rushing to grab me.
Seeing this reminded me of the "Room of Trials" I had experienced long ago, and I prepared to parry after a long time.

*I'm sure this is how it was done.*

I deflected the approaching hands and sent them flying back at Betika.
Seeing the hands flying back at her, Betika let out a hollow laugh, then rushed toward me as if refusing to lose and shouted:

"You're quite good!"
"You too."

Demonic energy exploding like bombs.
Receiving such energy, I smiled again and accepted it.

* * *

We fought for so long I couldn't tell how much time had passed.
Vaguely, I remember the sun setting and rising about five times, so I think we fought for 5 days straight.
But I'm not sure exactly how long we fought.

*Well, anyway, I'm extremely satisfied.*

I was lying down with a happy face like someone who had a proper meal after a long time.
Betika, who was lying on my stomach, stared blankly at the sky before asking curiously:

"By the way, who are you?"

You're asking this now?
I thought it was too late to ask this, but I decided it would be good to answer and replied matter-of-factly:

"I'm the hero."
"Ah, the hero. This generation's hero is quite strong... I like it very much."

Usually, people would be startled when I said I was the hero.
But Betika accepted it very calmly without even caring.
I chuckled at her inclusiveness and asked her:

"So, do you want to fight more?"
"Even if I wanted to, I don't have the energy or demonic energy to continue."
"Is that so? That's a shame."
"And above all, the outcome was already decided as your overwhelming victory, so there's no reason to fight anymore."

At first, we were able to fight each other at full strength.
But Betika, who had a limit to her total demonic energy, gradually weakened, and in the end, she could only fight with physical strength as she couldn't properly release demonic energy.

*Actually, if I had pressed her with divine power then, I would have easily won.*

But because I wanted to fight more, I also limited my divine power and fought in the same way as her.

*That's why the fight lasted so long.*

I was feeling satisfied as it had been a long time since I had such a fun fight.
Betika, soaked in sweat, climbed onto my stomach, her eyes gleaming as she said to me:

"Hero, I like you..."

The posture was quite peculiar.
Seeing her thighs pressing firmly on my lower abdomen, I tried to get up.
But Betika pressed down on both my shoulders and whispered softly:

"Do you know? In my duchy, there's a rule that the victor of a duel takes everything."
"...Really?"
"Yes, in other words, since you won the duel, this girl now belongs to you."

At that moment, the distinctive scent of a woman's body wafted over.
I momentarily flinched at Betika's aggressive seduction, and she found it amusing, starting to lightly lick my cheek as she said:

"It seems you won the fight, but I think I'll win in this area."

*......*

As I remained still, not knowing how to react, a somewhat cold voice came from behind.

"I was wondering why Jung Hyun wasn't returning... so I came to rescue him. But it seems there was no need for rescue."

At those words, Betika and I instantly froze.
We had been so focused on the fight that we hadn't noticed someone else approaching.
As we were feeling awkward, Cynthia grabbed Betika by the armpits and lifted her up like a cat, saying:

"And Duke Betika... isn't it a bit funny for a virgin to talk about winning or losing in this area?"
"......"

At those words, Betika was completely knocked out and went limp.
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Hanging limply like a dangling cat, Betika seemed to lack even the strength to resist, remaining suspended in Cynthia's grasp. Soon enough, she began snoring softly as she fell asleep.

Looking at this, Cynthia appeared dumbfounded. She stared down at Betika before sighing and speaking to me.

"...Let's continue our detailed conversation after we rest. For now, I'll tell you the important news first."
"What is it?"
"The schedule has been set."

The schedule she's referring to must mean slipping in among the demon sacrifices and smashing the Church.
As soon as I heard this, I immediately asked about the timing.

"Really? When is it?"
"Three days from now."

Three days is still plenty of time.
I nodded, indicating that wasn't bad.
Cynthia casually tossed Betika to Reltra, then extended her hand to me.

"Honestly, I want to smack you, but I'm too tired, so I'll let it slide."
"Thanks."
"Haah."

Cynthia grabbed my hand and helped me up.
Once I was standing, she interlaced our fingers and spoke to me.

"So how far did you go?"
"...What?"
"From what I saw earlier, you two were biting and sucking each other like crazy... Usually when it gets to that point..."

Seeing Cynthia's expression rapidly hardening, I quickly responded.

"We didn't do anything like what you're thinking."
"That's good to hear... though I'm a bit jealous."

While her words about being jealous were incredibly cute, her expression had turned cold, making it more scary than cute.
I tried to send a pleading glance to Reltra behind me for help.
But Reltra avoided my gaze and turned her head away.

*...She's no help.*

Thinking that she's never helpful when I need it, I sighed.

*It seems impossible to improve her mood right now.*

Deciding to soothe her slowly over time, I was about to return to the castle when Cynthia suddenly looked at my finger and calmly said:

"...You're hurt?"

It was just a slight graze with a tiny bit of blood—barely even qualifying as an injury—but Cynthia didn't seem to see it that way. She stared at it intently before suddenly putting my injured finger in her mouth and mumbling:

"Oday I'll forgib you wif dis." (Today I'll forgive you with this.)

Then she looked up at me playfully and licked my finger with her tongue.

"......"

After licking it for quite some time, Cynthia finally seemed satisfied and released my finger. She wiped the saliva from her mouth and said:

"Next time, this won't be enough... so prepare yourself... no, make sure you're prepared. Jung Hyun."

Seemingly wanting to emphasize that she was my noona, she switched to informal speech at the end.
With an expression that suggested her anger had somewhat subsided, she hummed a tune and walked ahead.
Watching this, Reltra stood dazed with a flushed face before muttering softly:

"That's... lewd."

Hearing that, I could only nod, feeling as though my innocence had been strangely tainted.

* * * * *

The Pope smiled with satisfaction as he gazed at the new generation Paladin who no longer shed tears of blood.

"...Isn't it beautiful? While perhaps not quite your equal, this one should be worthy of being called a hero of the new generation."
"Indeed, that's true."

At his words, Duke Philotes standing beside him nodded and continued his appreciation.

"I had no expectations and would have been relieved if there wasn't a failure, but seeing the real thing makes such thoughts disappear."
"Yes. It's good, isn't it?"

Seeing the Duke nod again, he smiled slightly and looked back at the Paladin.

*As recognized by Duke Philotes, the Guardian of Balance and the last Black Dragon, this new Paladin's power must be formidable.*

Though the exact power hadn't been verified through actual combat yet, dozens of experiments had concluded that the Paladin was as strong as heroes in their prime. At the very least, it would be enough to replace the current generation's hero who was running wild like a thug.

*Therefore...*

As he was anticipating the achievements this new Paladin would accomplish, Duke Philotes spoke while watching the Paladin making strange noises.

"So how do you plan to proceed with this play?"

At those words, he stared at the Duke and replied:

"As always, contrast is important in a play. So, I plan to make advance preparations at a place where contrast can be best demonstrated."
"...Advance preparations?"
"Yes. Most believers only hear about wars through newspapers or rumors without experiencing them directly, so they don't truly feel how terrifying demons are."

Therefore, he first planned to show people being sacrificed by demons to demonstrate to believers how cruel demons can be.

"So first, we'll sacrifice a small territory where believers live to clearly show this."

The plan would conclude with the Knights and Paladin defeating the demons who attacked that place.
Upon hearing this plan, Duke Philotes frowned and said:

"You mean to sacrifice believers for the sake of some play?"
"From an efficiency standpoint, I think it's not a bad exchange... Is there a problem?"

Duke Philotes silently stared at him before turning his gaze away and speaking:

"No... don't mind me. As long as what you're doing doesn't harm the kingdom, I have no authority to stop whatever you do."
"Oh my. Thank you for understanding."
"...So which territory do you plan to sacrifice?"
"That's simple. A place close to the Church, where devout people lived together, well-known but lacking in power despite their recognition."

With those words, he continued with his eyes forming a curved line:

"As you might expect, I plan to use the territory where the former Paladin's family lived as the sacrifice."
"......"

Duke Philotes stared at him silently before turning his head away.
As if he didn't want to speak anymore, he averted his gaze and looked down at the Paladin with sunken eyes.

"Just don't cause trouble. The King is watching everything."
"I've always wrapped things up within my boundaries, haven't I? So don't worry this time either."
"Understood."

With those final words, Duke Philotes walked away.
Thinking that he hadn't changed at all from before to now, he waved at the Duke before deciding it was time to proceed with the main plan.

*If I can just finish this properly...*

Convinced that the Church could regain its original form, he no longer hid the smile that emerged.

* * * * *

I chuckled as I looked at Duke Betika lying near me.

*She acts exactly like Hana.*

Thinking that her clingy behavior was identical to Hana's, I suddenly wondered how Hana was doing and sighed.

*I miss Hana.*

I smiled, realizing that I had grown quite attached to Hana without even knowing it.

*I should treat her well when I get back.*

After finishing this job, I wouldn't need to go on expeditions for a while, so I decided to stay by her side continuously. As I was resting my chin on my hand, a good idea suddenly occurred to me.

*Hana would probably like it if I sent her a gift.*

The problem was that there was no way to send it through conventional methods.
After pondering this, I asked Cynthia if it could be sent via teleportation magic.
Cynthia answered "Yes," resolving my concern.

*Then I'll send a letter and a doll.*

I decided to send a letter letting her know it was from me and a doll that Hana would like.
I asked Reltra, who was nearby, to get me some stationery and a doll.

"A gift for a child? This is the first time I've received such a request, so I'm not sure if I can choose well... but I'll try."

Well, who would ask a Demon Realm Duke to do something like this?
After thanking her, I turned my attention back to Duke Betika.

*Now then...*

I decided to obtain the "last Holy Sword fragment," which was the real reason I had sought out Betika, so I shook her awake.

"...Ugh."

Perhaps due to excessive use of power, Betika looked at me with an expression like an office worker soaked in a hangover.
I chuckled at her expression before extending my hand and saying:

"Give me the Holy Sword fragment."

Hearing this, Betika waved her hand in the air and handed me a fragment while saying:

"Mmm..."

Is this guy really drunk?
I handed water to Betika, who was acting as if we'd had a drinking contest rather than a duel.

"Thank youuu..."

I put my hand to my forehead as I watched Betika lapping at the water bottle like a cat.
To think I fought with this person for five whole days...
I sighed, wondering where that overwhelming presence she first showed had gone, leaving only what seemed like a wild cat.

"You should understand, Mr. Jung Hyun. Duke Betika has always been cat-like."
"...Wasn't she supposed to be the strongest in the Demon Realm or something?"
"She is the strongest. Her personality is just like that."

I've heard that many famous figures are actually eccentric when you get to know them, and it seems Betika falls into that category.
I sighed as I watched Betika lying face down, lapping at the water bottle.

*Just ignore it, ignore it.*

Deciding that paying attention would only hurt me, I forced myself to stop caring.
For now, I decided to gather all the Holy Sword fragments in one place to combine them.
I took out all the Holy Sword fragments I had carefully stored in my spatial inventory and placed them together, and an alert sound rang out.

- Ding!

[Congratulations! You have collected all the Holy Sword fragments!]
[The fragments are merging together, revealing the Holy Sword's true form!]

With that message, a pure white light enveloped everything as massive Divine Power spread out.
Since Divine Power is fatal to demons, Cynthia immediately grabbed the prone Betika and quickly ran outside as soon as she saw this.

*What a mess.*

Still, thanks to Cynthia's quick judgment, there seemed to be no casualties, which was fortunate.
I smiled with satisfaction as I looked at the still-glowing Holy Sword.

*Well, anyway, I finally completed it.*

The symbol of the Hero and the Hero's greatest source of power.
With this, I would probably become at least twice as strong as before.
As I was excited about how I might grow, I grabbed the sword and a message appeared.

[Warning! - The Holy Sword has not yet acknowledged you!]
[Pass two trials to complete the Holy Sword's test!]

[First Trial - Prove your strength!]

I'd heard there would be trials, but I didn't expect to receive one as soon as I got the sword.

I chuckled before looking again at the first message I received.

*Prove my strength? How exactly am I supposed to prove it?*

There were mainly two ways I had proven my strength to others in the past.

*First, stab them in the shoulder with my sword.*

Second, stab them in the thigh with my sword.
Since I had only used these methods, I was troubled about what to do, but then decided to just do what I always did and drew my sword.

*If I keep hitting it, it will probably acknowledge me.*

I wasn't sure if hitting the Holy Sword had anything to do with proving strength, but most things tend to acknowledge or accept you after being hit enough times.
So I decided to try beating up the Holy Sword and drew my weapon.
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I thought it was a unique experience to use violence against an inanimate object to gain its approval.

I swung my sword down hard against the Holy Sword.

*Clang!*

When I struck it, I heard not a thud but the sound of deflection.
It seemed to have parried on its own.
I stared with interest at the Holy Sword that deflected my attack as if it had its own consciousness, then smiled and loosened my shoulders.

*So that's how you want to play it?*

Alright, let's see who wins.
I decided to counter parry with parry, planning to parry the moment the Holy Sword did, and swung my sword again.

*Clang!*

Once again came the sound of deflection.
As if unwilling to lose, I put strength into my sword and deflected it back.
In that moment, another powerful attack rained down on the Holy Sword.

*Woong woong!*

The Holy Sword emitted light, creating a pure white barrier that absorbed the attack.
Seeing the Divine Power barrier block my attack, I couldn't help but let out a small exclamation.

*It blocked that?*

The counter-attack created after a successful parry was so fast it should have been difficult to block, yet it stopped it with a barrier.
Realizing the Holy Sword performed better than I expected, I smiled.

*If its reflexes are this quick, it means it can block attacks I might not even notice.*

I suppose this means I don't have to worry about assassination while carrying the Holy Sword.
Recognizing that the Holy Sword was as useful as I'd hoped, I offered it praise.

"You're quite useful, aren't you?"

Being a sword, it naturally wouldn't speak.
But from its constant humming, I felt like it was saying "Of course."
I found it amusing and was about to strike with my sword again when suddenly, my weapon shattered into hundreds of pieces, falling to the ground.

"...?"

This being my first experience with such a thing, confusion washed over me.
The sword I had been using wasn't some legendary weapon from myths, but it was one of the finest blades available on the market—expensive and top-tier in performance.

*And it broke this?*

Even though it was wrapped in Divine Power, making it even stronger than usual?
I looked at the Holy Sword with interest.
The Holy Sword vibrated triumphantly, as if saying to me:

"How dare you with that piece of trash!" or something similar.

*Of course, this is just my guess.*

A sword that can't speak or show expressions couldn't possibly express such things.
It was just my imagination, but since it vibrated with an unpleasant feeling, I was convinced that was the case.
I decided to show my true power now, throwing the sword handle far away.

*Well, in that case...*

Instead of hitting it with a sword, I should use my fists.
Thinking it had been a while since I'd thrown punches, I loosened my shoulders and swung my hand toward the blade.

*Kwaaang!*

Perhaps not expecting me to hit it with my fist, it blocked my punch with a barrier rather than parrying.
Seeing this, I smiled with pleasure.
Thinking I would continue hitting until my punches got through, I struck the sword with all my might.

Kwang! Bang! Kwaaaang!

The explosive sounds with each strike.
The sword had quite an impact feel to it, making it quite fun to hit.
I thought how nice it was to be able to hit something freely after so long and continued swinging my fists.

After about an hour had passed.
The barrier that had been holding up all this time finally broke, revealing the Holy Sword's blade.
As soon as I saw this, I sensed my victory and punched the blade, creating a small crack in the Holy Sword with a "crack" sound.

*Oh, I did it.*

As soon as I saw this, I knew I had won.
I felt that the trial given to me had been successfully completed when suddenly, a loud crying sound came from the Holy Sword.

"Waaaaaah!"

After not saying a single word until now, suddenly it cries?
I was confused—I only hit it because it asked to be hit, so why was it crying?

Meanwhile, Cynthia, who had returned at some point, was looking back and forth between me and the Holy Sword, letting out an indescribable exclamation.

"...Wow."

After her ambiguous exclamation, Cynthia held her forehead as if troubled and said to me:

"I never dreamed there would be a Hero who would beat up a Holy Sword."

I felt somewhat wronged and exclaimed, "You asked me to prove my strength, so I did," but...

"Normally when asked to prove yourself, you'd defeat monsters or complete missions. You don't just... brutally beat up the person—I mean, the Holy Sword—giving the trial."
"Is that so?"
"What do you mean 'is that so'..."

Cynthia seemed to have a lot she wanted to say, but her lips only trembled before she closed her mouth and just smiled.
It seemed she had given up on persuading me.
I looked at her and smiled awkwardly, then picked up the Holy Sword and said:

"By the way, the Holy Sword seems a bit cracked. What should we do?"
"If you leave it alone, it will heal itself. The problem is... the Holy Sword is sulking."
"Sulking? A sword?"

It's not like it has consciousness, how can it sulk?
I looked at the Holy Sword dripping Divine Power as if truly upset and tried speaking to it, but...

"......"

True to being an inanimate object, it didn't say anything.
Seeing this, I asked Cynthia, "It's not saying anything?"

"When it sulks, it doesn't talk."

A rather troublesome conclusion emerged.

*What the...*

I thought I had gotten involved in something truly bothersome and held my forehead.

*

When the situation had somewhat settled down.
I was able to hear about the Holy Sword from Cynthia.

"Still, the Holy Sword exists for the Hero, so just carrying it will give you all sorts of benefits."
"Really?"
"But to use its full power, you need to connect with the Holy Sword... but as you can see, since Jung Hyun beat it up, it's difficult to even have a conversation with it, let alone connect."

At those words, I glanced away.
To be honest, I did enjoy hitting it.
As I smiled awkwardly, wondering if I should have hit it more gently, Cynthia sighed and said:

"Still, it will forgive you eventually. Being a Holy Sword, it's fundamentally a very kind soul... it will forgive you regardless."
"That's a relief then."
"Yes."

Seeing that it acknowledged I had passed the trial, it must be kind despite being sulky.
I could only nod at the message that appeared before me:

[Congratulations! You have passed the first trial!]
- The basic abilities of the Holy Sword will be activated!

"Anyway, try to make up while living together. It will probably ignore you if you talk to it... but still, speak to it occasionally."
"I will."

Thinking that Hana seemed more mature, I coddled the Holy Sword and continued:

"So what are the basic abilities of the Holy Sword?"
"That depends on the user. In my case, it amplified my magic performance or focused on protection."
"Really? Then how do I find out?"
"You... ask the Holy Sword."

We're going in circles.
In any case, what I need is to 'build rapport with the Holy Sword.'
I decided to take time to become friends rather than rushing to resolve it, and for a while, I would use it just as a sword sturdier than a fine blade.

* * *

Time passed quickly after that day, and the day of the play approached.
Thinking I would finally see the Pope's distorted face, I called for Cynthia.

"I'll be going then."
"Yes. If anything happens, signal me immediately."

Though I didn't think anything would happen, I nodded, saying I understood just in case.

*Now, shall we begin?*

I led a group of low-ranking demons wearing decent armor and slowly advanced to the meeting place.
As soon as we arrived, what I saw was a horrifically miserable scene.

*...What is this?*

All houses were burning at minimum, and the limbs of what appeared to be residents were dismembered and hanging on walls.
It was a scene cruel enough to be featured in an article titled "The Horrors of War," and as I frowned at the sight, I could see holy knights in the distance gathering ordinary citizens in one place and conducting an execution.

*...But the demons are here with me?*

Why are there demons over there?
Not understanding, I watched as the holy knights hurriedly finished the execution, cut up the piled bodies, placed them around, and began to retreat.
Wondering what they were doing, I slowly approached, and from a distance, I heard a voice.

"The demons have committed a massacre!"

Ah, so that's how they planned to use us.
I smiled, thinking this clearly showed their mentality that the few must be sacrificed for the many—something they always preached.

*This is why I like the Church.*

I find it very appealing that they're consistently trash with no exceptions.
With that thought, I drew the Holy Sword.
Though the Holy Sword was still sulking, it came out without issue, perhaps because we'd spent three days together.
I looked at the Holy Sword applying all sorts of buffs to me and chuckled, wondering if this was what they called "tsundere."

*What an amusing one.*

Thinking it was quite likable for doing its job despite being upset, I was about to use Territory Declaration to crush them when suddenly an interesting thought occurred to me, and I stopped.

*The original plan was to kill them all and use Rea to lure out the Pope, but...*

If I did that, the massacre would truly be attributed to "demons," which might unite the believers.
Rather than proceeding as planned, I needed to twist things a bit.

*So what I need to do now is...*

Use Rea to turn the tables.
Having decided this, I took out "Bishop Rea" from my spatial storage and whispered briefly to her:

"You're good at pretending to be a victim, right? It's finally time to use your talent."

At those words, Rea looked at me with a surprised expression.

Ch.121 - Act 2
If this is what a dumbfounded expression looks like, then I'm seeing it now.
I explained to Rea, whose pupils were trembling anxiously, what she needed to do.

"From now on, your job is to protect the helpless, innocent citizens from the cruel paladins."

Cruel paladins? Innocent citizens?
While the former might be believable, since all the "citizens" appeared to have been "massacred," Rea looked around in confusion, unable to get her bearings.
Seeing this, I calmly used Holy Rhapsody to resurrect the corpses killed by the paladins and continued my explanation.

"For reference, the citizens are right here."

As for the paladins, there was no way actual paladins would have died around here.
I thought it would be better to bring out something similar to paladins.
I pulled out the "heroes' corpses" I had obtained from the Trial Room from my spatial storage and said:

"And the paladins are here."

The equipment was somewhat shabby to call them paladins, and they had the distinctive coldness of the dead.
To be honest, it was a stretch to call them paladins.

"If I wrap them in massive divine power, they'll look similar enough."

I just needed to create a similar situation.
I bestowed massive divine power upon the heroes I had brought out, making them glow brightly, then explained the detailed plan again.

"Go up to those paladins over there and shout this: 'Please stop hurting the innocent citizens. This is something the Church should never do.'"

Since it was clearly asking her to betray the Church, Rea flinched and showed a conflicted expression.
Looking at her, I whispered softly:

"I told you, didn't I? Once this is over, I'll set you free."

At those words, she desperately grabbed the hem of my clothes and cried out:

"And, and you said you'd forgive me too!"

Is she really insane?
I struggled to hold back the curses that were about to burst out and told her:

"Right. Let's see how you do."
"Y-yes."

She actually believes this? Is she really an idiot?
I had a lot I wanted to say, but I gritted my teeth, held back, and pushed her forward.

"Go on and give your best performance. Pretending to be a victim is your specialty, isn't it?"

With those words, Rea nodded and stepped forward.

* * * * *

Rookie paladin Tolber repeatedly hiccupped as he stared at the crimson blood on his white sword.
According to the Knight Captain, those he had killed were heretics who had committed evil acts in collusion with demons, but...
No matter how he thought about it, he couldn't shake the feeling that they were ordinary citizens rather than heretics.

"For heretics... they didn't seem any different from normal people, did they?"

The farmer who had tried to protect his family with a pitiful farming tool.
The woman who had begged until her final moment to spare her child.
And the children who, not understanding anything, cried along with their weeping mother.

Seeing all this, he doubted whether these people were truly heretics and was about to approach the Knight Captain to ask about it, but...

"Shut up and stay still..."

His only colleague, Firens, forcibly pulled him back and whispered:

"Please stop acting so clueless. You idiot."
"What? Idiot?"
"Yes, idiot. What? Want me to call you something worse?"

Angered by those words, he tried to push him away, but a voice made him stop.

"Anyway, everything you're thinking is right, so just stay still."
"...What did you say?"
"I said everything you're thinking is right."

This must be what it feels like to be speechless.
As he struggled with the breath caught in his throat, Firens spoke to him:

"So please just stay still. Do you think you're somebody important? You fucking low-ranking nobody."
"......"

Normally, being cursed at like this would make him angry.
But perhaps because Firens was trembling all over, rather than anger, he felt an oddly intense tension.
As he was nodding and about to return to his position...

"Do you have something to say?"

The Knight Captain approached and questioned him.

"N-no, nothing."
"Really? For someone with nothing to say, your face looks full of discontent."
"......"

A bit of curiosity mixed with a small sense of justice.
These two emotions made his lips twitch, but he quickly pressed them shut and shook his head.

"No, sir!"
"Is that so? Wise choice."

That single word—"wise"—made his body tremble again.
It implied that if he had something to say or any complaints, an unwise outcome would have followed.

"Tolber. I have high expectations for you, so continue not to disappoint me. Understand?"
"Yes, yes!"
"Then go patrol another area with Firens."
"Understood!"

Sensing that causing any more concern would lead to problems for any reason, he immediately tried to move to another house with Firens as the Knight Captain had ordered.
But in the distance, he could see a group of demons approaching.

"Demons...?"

Were those people they saw earlier really heretics?
While he was thinking that indeed, as he had learned, heretics were difficult to distinguish from ordinary people...
He saw a woman walking toward them from among the demons.

"...A high-ranking clergy?"

Of course, without a rosario or other holy items, he couldn't determine her exact position.
But judging by the golden lines on her nun's habit, she was certainly a high-ranking clergy member.

As he stared in confusion at the high-ranking clergy suddenly separating from the group of demons, Firens beside him tapped his armor and said:

"Let's go... walk quickly, but don't make it obvious."

Nodding at those words, he started moving in the opposite direction as Firens had suggested, when a loud voice reached them:

"Please stop persecuting these innocent people! Is this truly what the Church should be doing?"

At that sorrowful cry, all the paladins around him, including himself, froze.
They had heard something they shouldn't have.
As he was about to turn his head in a daze at those words, Firens grabbed his armor firmly and said:

"Ignore it."
"What?"
"I said ignore it, you idiot."

But how could he ignore such words once he'd heard them?
Despite Firens's warning, he turned around as if entranced, and Firens, frustrated, muttered "Fuck, do whatever you want" and left.

"Ah, how the Goddess would grieve if she saw this situation. Not content with mercilessly slaughtering innocent people, you even frame them as criminals... Aren't you ashamed, Knight Captain?"

Her voice reached him again.
Perhaps because of her blood-soaked habit and face full of wounds, her words carried a strange persuasiveness.
Many paladins, including himself, flinched and stared at her as if entranced.

"If you have a mouth, speak!"

A single demand for a response.
At those words, the mages standing behind became somewhat busy, repeatedly saying "Turn it off quickly!"
He didn't know exactly what they were doing, but sensing a major problem, he tried to flee as Firens had suggested.

"Hey, why are you in such a hurry to turn it off over a small broadcasting accident? Come on, the believers have a right to know, right? Anyway, if you don't want to die, keep recording with the magic stone."

Someone pressed them down with a somewhat crude manner of speech and smiled.
As he trembled, experiencing for the first time what it felt like to be pinned to the ground, one of the mages shouted "We can't do that!" and struggled to cast magic.

...Or at least, he tried to.
He clearly saw the massive mana gathering—a characteristic unique to royal mages—but it disappeared without a trace as if caught in a whirlpool, leaving him astonished.

"What's happening? What's going on...?"

As he was becoming dazed by the incomprehensible situation, he heard a sharp metallic sound cutting through soft flesh, followed by a snicker.

"I told you you'd die. Why don't these bastards ever listen... Anyway, this is your last chance. Keep filming."

At those words, the mages hesitated before resuming the recording.
Along with that, the pressure lifted.
Feeling his body lighten, he drew his sword to subdue the apparent enemy, but...

"What is that..."

What he saw when he turned his gaze was an overwhelming, tremendous amount of divine power.

"Is that even possible?"

As he gaped at the massive divine power, even greater than what he had glimpsed from the Pope, the man who had been cleaning blood from his sword noticed him, wiggled his finger, and said:

"Well, this is convenient. Hey, you, come here."

The casual tone didn't match the divine power he possessed.
Feeling that disconnect, he looked at the man, who smiled brightly at him and asked a question:

"Do you know where your Pope is right now?"

The Pope's location?
Since he, a mere low-ranking paladin, couldn't possibly know such a thing, he shook his head.
The man sighed deeply, crossed his arms, and said:

"Really? I see."

At those words, he seemed to realize something, nodded as if understanding, smiled brightly, and then waved his hand dismissively.
As he was contemplating whether to fulfill his duty as a paladin or flee cowardly to preserve his life...

-Squelch! Squish!

From a distance came the repeated sound of a sword tearing through flesh.
Reflexively turning toward the cruel sound, he saw figures surrounded by divine power approaching the bloodied citizens from behind and stabbing them with swords.

"......"

As he gaped at the shocking scene, the high-ranking clergy who had stepped forward alone wailed:

"You demons in human form...! To so brutally murder innocent people! The Goddess will never forgive you!"

Those words made him feel somewhat wronged.
Though they had done similar actions, those wielding swords weren't paladins, and those they had killed weren't innocent ordinary people but heretics...

"Wait, were they really heretics?"

His mind became complicated with that thought.
Come to think of it, there had only been one demon corpse at the village entrance, and nowhere else could anything related to demons be seen.

"Moreover, isn't this where the Paladin's family lived...?"

How could such a place be full of heretics?
As he was thinking about the contradictions in the whole story, the Knight Captain, unable to leave that woman alone any longer, drew his sword and shouted:

"How dare you...! Yes, you too are a heretic! I'll behead you right now... silence that mouth of yours!"

As he was about to charge, a laugh and calm voice came from behind:

"Just a moment, Knight Captain, I have something to say."

At those words, the Knight Captain turned around, then froze and took the lowest possible posture before answering:

"As you command."

The woman who had been smirking behind passed by the excessively respectful Knight Captain, approached the clergy, and looking at her with amusement, said:

"I heard rumors you were missing... but I never expected to meet you here, Bishop Rea."

When the title "Bishop" was used to address her, everyone froze in shock.

* * * * *

Watching the entire situation, I was sitting on top of a mage with an interested expression.
To be honest, I didn't care much which side got screwed over.

"Wow, this is fucking entertaining."

From the current perspective, it was just a fight between the Pope and a Bishop.
But digging deeper, it was a battle between the previous generation's Saintess and this generation's fake Saintess.

"Is 'fake Saintess' the right term?"

Rather than fake Saintess, perhaps "fake companion of the hero's party" would be more accurate.
In any case, these two had once been on the same side before turning against each other, so they would certainly be flustered.
I smiled broadly, truly looking forward to seeing how they would fight each other.

Ch.122 - Act 3
Bishop Rea couldn't help but freeze when she met the Pope.
She never imagined she would encounter the highest figure in the Church like this.

*Of all people... I never expected to meet the Pope.*

Though she held no personal grudge against him.
Everything she could do and enjoy far exceeded her authority.
She had hoped to live without crossing paths with him... but never expected to face him in such a critical situation.

Grind.

The sound of teeth grinding.
Since only the Pope was nearby, it must have been her unconsciously grinding her teeth.
This wouldn't do, so she forced herself to calm down before speaking.

"It's been a while, Your Holiness."
"It has been... the first time since your disappearance."

The Pope greeted her as if pleased to see her after a long time, giving a slight smile.
Then his expression hardened as he got to the point.

"...So Bishop Rea, why were you in a village of heretics?"

That brief question momentarily took her breath away.
Though indirect, his words clearly implied, "Aren't you a heretic too?"

She briefly considered denying it.
But she shook her head, dismissing the thought.
The Pope was the law of the Church, its absolute order. Denying him would be no different from heresy.

*Whether I say yes or no, I'm a heretic either way. How amusing.*

This must be what a witch trial is like.
She smiled, sighed, and calmed herself.
Then she decided to act as she always did.

"I came here guided by the Goddess... Though I failed, I am a priestess who set out to defeat the Demon King. As such, I came here because I can still hear the Goddess's voice."

- You're a has-been who couldn't hear the Goddess telling you not to come here? And why am I here? Obviously the Goddess sent me to stop what you people are doing.

After she said this, the Pope smiled amusedly and replied:

"Is that so? That's an interesting story. For a fake."
"......"

She couldn't help but pause at the word "fake."
The true companion of the Hero's party was the "Saintess."
No matter what she did, she could never become the real one.

This was the source of her inferiority complex, her sore spot.

When he touched on this, anger surged within her.
But she struggled to maintain her composure.
If she showed emotion here, she would lose all her options.

*So what I need to do here... is to expand the situation. Make him think the Pope is lying when he tries to kill me.*

Just as she had determined how to direct the conversation,
She had to roll sideways to avoid a massive spear plunging toward her.

- BOOM!

A tremendous explosion.
As she looked around, disoriented by the blast,
Someone was descending from the sky with an eerie smile.

*W-what is that?*

Even she, who had committed evil acts as the Church's pawn for years, couldn't help but gasp at this bizarre form she'd never seen before.

*A chimera? No, it has too much divine power to be a chimera... but its appearance is too...*

It looked like a monster straight out of mythology.
As she stared blankly at its grotesque form,
The Pope sighed lightly, stroking what appeared to be a chimera, and spoke:

"Didn't I tell you to come out slowly, Paladin? ...Still, I appreciate that you recognized your master and tried to protect me."

Paladin? How could that be?
Where had the Paladin she knew gone, and how could he call that thing a Paladin?
Realizing the Pope was completely insane, she abandoned her previous thoughts and tried to flee.

"Bishop Rea. You've always had a tendency to make mistakes at crucial moments."
"......"
"Well, thanks to that, you were able to rise to Archbishop... but I suppose that's not important anymore."
"What?"
"Oh, you didn't know? The reason you became Archbishop and joined the Hero's party was all thanks to me."

Her mind became confused by his words.
She couldn't understand what the Pope was saying.

"What are you talking about..."
"It's about time now. Even if I wanted to tell you, there's no time left... so it's time to end this."

With those final words, an immense divine power poured forth.
Feeling a white barrier approaching her, she tried to resist by drawing on her remaining divine power.

*Because of the torture's aftereffects...!*

Unable to hold out, she was forced to her knees by the Pope's divine power.

"Cough."

Red blood flowed from her mouth.
She felt her insides being crushed, suggesting internal injuries.
As she tried to calm her trembling hands while gasping, the Pope slowly approached her with a smile and said:

"But it was fun, wasn't it? I have no doubt those moments when you strode around as if you were the protagonist of the world were happy ones."
"Get lost..."
"Hmm, it's too disappointing to send you off like this, so let me show you something interesting."

With those words, the Pope smiled hastily and shouted loudly to the knights standing behind him.

"I hereby permanently expel Bishop Rea... no, Rea from the Church as a heretic and betrayer of humanity, and declare a divine trial for her."

Everyone froze at this shocking statement.
Not only was he expelling someone of Bishop rank without any council, but declaring a "divine trial" for a high-ranking clergy member was unprecedented in Church history.

*...A divine trial, huh.*

Despite its name, a divine trial meant cruel torture and execution.
Usually reserved for heinous serial killers or demons, such punishment was never imposed on clergy.

*And I'm the first to receive such an honor.*

She had become the first high-ranking clergy in Church history to receive this punishment.
This would have enormous repercussions, enough to be recorded in history books.

- Clap, clap, clap.

The sound of applause came from behind.

"Wow, holy shit. This is it."

Along with admiring words.
Looking in that direction, she saw the Hero—the very person from whom she had so desperately wanted forgiveness.

*......*

He approached the Pope and spoke with an admiring voice.

"This is what a Pope should be."

After delivering this mock praise, he smiled at the Pope and began listing his evil deeds one by one.

"Not content with joining hands with demons, you kill innocent believers to gain faith. You even try to kill a bishop who speaks the truth... Impressive."

This was sarcasm at its peak.
As he deliberately used provocative language to anger the other party,
The knights who had been watching drew their swords simultaneously and began to surround him.

"How dare you...! Where do you think you are to spout such nonsense!"
"Such disrespectful remarks toward the Pope! You too shall be brought to divine trial!"
"Protect the Pope! Don't let that heretic approach him!"

Hundreds of knights raised their divine power as if they had been waiting for this moment, their faces filled with anger.
It was the first time she had seen these knights, known for their benevolence, so enraged.
As she crouched low watching this, the Hero smiled brightly and said:

"What, you're calling me a heretic?"

Then from his waist, he drew a sword... or could it even be called a sword?
She couldn't hide her fear seeing a sword containing an excessive amount of divine power.
Immense divine power comparable to the Hero's... contained in a mere sword. It wasn't like some mythical holy sword...

*A Holy Sword?*

She hiccupped in shock at her own words.
She had clearly heard that the Holy Sword was destroyed and lost in the previous generation... so why was the Hero holding it?
Wondering if the Pope knew about this, she examined his expression.

*The Pope doesn't seem to know either.*

The Pope was also staring at the Hero with a frozen expression, not much different from her own.
Regardless, the Hero scattered an enormous amount of divine power around, pressing down the surrounding knights.

- THUD!

The sound of heavy armor crashing into the ground.
The knights surrounding the Hero simultaneously collapsed to the ground, unable to rise.
Watching this scene, the Hero raised his divine power even further and shouted loudly:

"I am the proof that the Goddess exists."

As massive divine power emanated from the Holy Sword, countless corpses began to be summoned all around.
Among the corpses were heroes who had dominated their eras, which was surprising.
The Hero continued speaking playfully:

"I'm the world's savior, and you call me a heretic?"

At the word "savior," the knights finally seemed to realize who the Hero was, exchanging glances with each other.
They clearly couldn't understand why the Hero, not a demon, was attacking them.
Seeing their confusion, the Hero's playful expression vanished, replaced by a somber face as he addressed them:

"Well, thinking about it, you're not wrong. Because..."

He stepped on a knight's head, splattering red blood everywhere, and continued:

"I was a savior."

At this declaration, the Pope hurriedly looked to the side.
He seemed to have just realized that this entire situation was being recorded.
As the Pope tried to issue an order to the new Paladin, the Hero moved faster.

He threw the Holy Sword, embedding it deeply in the right side of the Pope's chest.

The jarring sound of cold metal piercing flesh.
Along with that sound, an excessive amount of blue blood sprayed everywhere.

*...A demon?*

Looking at the Pope with a face full of bewilderment at the blue blood that only demons possessed,
The Pope himself was blinking in confusion, as if he didn't understand why this was coming from him.

*An act...? No, it's too vivid to be an act.*

Normally, if someone knew about this, they would try to hide it, not act confused and dumbfounded like this.
The Pope truly seemed unable to understand why blue blood was coming from him, staring blankly before finally covering it with his hands and rolling his eyes.

*...No way.*

Was this all planned by the Hero?
With that thought, she looked at the floor.
Blue blood mixed with red blood was dripping down.

*Ah...*

Seeing this, she immediately understood.
The scene of blue blood gushing out was all intentional.

Ch.123 - Act 4
I couldn't help but smile at the blue blood gushing from the Pope.
Well, that blood was artificial—my own creation.

*Wow, it's really flowing nicely.*

I marveled at Cynthia's spell—"magic that makes blue blood spurt when the Holy Sword pierces the Pope's body." Though it seemed simple, I recalled how difficult it had been to create a spell that would only activate under such specific conditions.
I shouted in a loud voice:

"The Pope is a demon...?"

The truth hardly mattered. What mattered was how provocative it was and how much it could shake the foundations. I swallowed my laughter as I watched all of this being recorded by the Magic Stone. I could already envision what would happen to the Church when this was over.

"T-This is...!"

The Pope, bewildered by the blue blood flowing from his body, tried to deny it while covering himself with his hands.

*But because he's trying to hide it...*

The blue blood splattered everywhere, revealing itself in all directions. I laughed inwardly for quite a while watching the blue blood spray everywhere the more he tried to cover it. Then, for dramatic effect, I contorted my face in disgust and shouted:

"...Filthy demon scum. To think you've been deceiving us all this time!"
"This is some kind of misunderstanding...!"
"Misunderstanding? How the hell is this a misunderstanding when your blood is fucking blue?!"

I deliberately used an impassioned voice to cement the situation. The Pope looked around with a panicked expression, then seemed to regain his composure and spoke more calmly.

"...All of this is a trial from the Goddess, a fabrication... Everyone, please calm down and think. Between a Hero you've never seen before and me who has led you all this time, whose credibility is higher?"

He wasn't wrong. No matter that I held the Holy Sword, to them I was just someone they'd never seen before. Hero or not, I was essentially a stranger with no credibility.

*Normally such words would sway the atmosphere in the Pope's favor.*

But perhaps because of the Pope's recent actions, instead of public opinion shifting toward him, suspicion only grew stronger.

"A-Are you really the Pope? According to scripture, the Pope would never abandon his followers... but you ordered the killing of innocent people!"
"Come to think of it, the new Paladin was strange too. How is that thing a Paladin? It's a monster."
"I... I still remember those children crying and begging for their lives... Were such young children really heretics?"

Listening to the doubtful voices from all around, I realized something I had missed before.

*The knights here are younger than I expected.*

Except for one elderly knight, the rest appeared to be in their late teens to early twenties. Though divine power might be an innate talent, swordsmanship and experience couldn't be ignored. I'd heard that the Pope's direct holy knights were typically in their thirties...

*Judging by how much younger they are...*

It seemed that due to the "terrorist incident" I had caused before, the original knights had all died and been replaced with rookies.

*That's why my instigation worked more easily.*

If they had been proper knights, no matter what I said, they might have harbored doubts but wouldn't have voiced them... Seeing them speak up one by one confirmed just how young they were. I couldn't help but smirk.

*Now there's only one thing left to do... a witch trial.*

I slowly walked forward to deal with the Pope, the leader of the Church and the mastermind behind everything.

* * * * *

The Pope bit his lip as he saw everyone except the Paladin glaring at him with hostile expressions.
This situation should never have been allowed to happen... but everything had gone wrong because of the Hero's lies.

*Ah, even the Goddess is heartless. I don't know how I'm supposed to resolve this.*

Broadcasting this entire situation through the Magic Stone had been a mistake. If nothing had been recorded, there might have been something he could do... but with everything being recorded, his options were limited.

*Now, what should I do?*

The first thing that came to mind was a massacre using the Paladin, but that would ruin any future plans. The next option was to prove that all of this was fake, but...

*The blue blood has made such a strong impression...*

Even if he proved it now, it probably wouldn't change much.

*So what should I do... ah.*

While pondering, a good idea suddenly occurred to him.

*Come to think of it, I don't need to explain myself, do I?*

Instead of explaining, he could just admit to being a demon and claim that he had kidnapped the real Pope... that might make everything alright.

*What I need now is a little time and a means to invalidate everything.*

Fortunately, he had both a way to invalidate everything and a method to buy some time. With that in mind, he put on a calm expression and spoke.

"You caught me."

That brief statement froze everyone. They probably hadn't expected the highest authority of the Church to admit to being a demon.
Looking at them, then at the Magic Stone recording everything, he shouted as loudly as possible:

"I am Duke Famur, a duke of the Demon Realm who kidnapped your Pope. As you suspected, I've been manipulating everything in place of the real Pope."

With this one statement, all the evil deeds and mistakes he had committed would be attributed to Famur.
Thinking that the Goddess never gives trials that cannot be overcome, the Pope continued:

"I wondered when I would be discovered... and now I finally have been. Humans are truly slow to notice things. Isn't that right, Paladin?"
"KIEEEEEK!"

The Paladin's appearance actually made his words more convincing.
Just as he was thinking that the Goddess was always on his side, the Hero approached slowly, seemingly to retrieve the Holy Sword, and asked:

"You're doing something interesting?"
"Interesting? It was the obvious choice to bring about the destruction of the human realm."
"Oh, so that's the setting?"

When he just smiled without answering, the Hero glanced at the holy knights and then said with a grin:

"So in other words... since you're a demon, it's okay to kill you, right?"
"Yes, if you can."

The presumptuous Hero was approaching, declaring his intent to kill him.

*Honestly, it's ridiculous.*

Heroes have always been merciful creatures. No matter how much they shout about killing, it was obvious they wouldn't be able to kill him and would end up sparing him.

*And above all...*

Given the Hero's characteristic dependence on the Holy Sword, if he just didn't return the sword, the Hero would surely fall weakly. If he could just keep hold of this Holy Sword, they would certainly win.

*So I'll give this Holy Sword to the Paladin and eliminate all problems at the source.*

He just needed to lead this battle to victory.
With that judgment made, he pulled the Holy Sword from his shoulder and handed it to the Paladin, saying:

"Urgh... Paladin... use this sword to kill the Hero."

Pain struck him, but he quickly used healing magic to calm it down and took a deep breath.
Now everything would return to normal.

Looking at the Paladin who was swinging the Holy Sword while screaming in front of him, he cast all sorts of buffs to ensure the Paladin would completely slaughter the Hero, believing in his heart that everything was over.

* * * * *

I let out a hollow laugh watching the Paladin going berserk in front of me.
Did this guy have some disease where he'd die if he didn't scream "GUEEEEK" while acting crazy?
I couldn't think of any other reason for such behavior as I loosened my shoulders.

*Now, let's see how I should take him down.*

Since he withstood my Territory Declaration, conventional methods wouldn't work. And since he took my sword, cutting him down with sword energy was impossible too.

*Then there's only one thing I can do.*

Fist fighting. Yes, direct punching.

*To be honest... I just want to feel the satisfaction of beating him up.*

Whatever the reason, it would certainly leave an impact.

*I need to save the torture and witch trial for the Pope anyway.*

For now, I decided to beat up that grotesque Paladin for my own satisfaction.

*So what I need to do is...*

First, gather divine power. I gathered an enormous amount of divine power in one hand, concentrating it into one place.

Though "concentrated" might be an understatement given its massive size, the effects of gathering it were no laughing matter. The holy knights around me muttered in terrified voices:

"Is... is that even possible?"
"Goddess... it's the descent of the Goddess."
"We're all going to die..."

The sound of everything around me breaking and scattering. Just by gathering divine power, I had created strong winds. Looking around, I called out to the Paladin and the Pope:

"Pope! Your divine power bomb has returned to you!"

Quoting a famous line from a game, I fired the divine power I had gathered toward the Paladin.

This must be what a pinpoint explosion looks like. Watching the pure white divine power obliterate everything in front of me, I said:

"Oh... right. I was going to punch him."

With a sigh of regret, I reflected a little on my actions.

Ch.124 - Act 5
With a short moment of reflection, the dust cloud begins to settle.
I stare at the lone figure standing proudly amidst the destruction... wait, is "standing proudly" the right way to put it?

*Well, at least he's still standing.*

I couldn't hide my smile as I looked at the Paladin.

*Wow, he actually survived that.*

Honestly, I thought he'd be dead no matter what.
Seeing him endure and survive fills me with genuine admiration.
I look at the Paladin with his body twisted in grotesque angles, roll my shoulders to loosen up, and clench my fist, deciding to fight properly this time.

*Well then, I should start with... the head, I suppose.*

As they say, the first attack should always target the head.
Out of respect for tradition, I decide to smash his head first and charge forward.

With Divine Power coating my entire body, simply extending my foot forward causes everything around me to explode.
Each time I move my legs, the ground crumbles with a "BOOM!" sound.
I throw my punch, striking the Paladin's head with force.

- BANG!

Deliberately stopping my fist midway to avoid punching through his head, I still hit hard enough that his helmet crumples, completely caving in his face.

*Beating him up feels pretty good.*

The sensation feels perfect, like hitting a well-made punching bag.
I smile as I watch the Paladin swing his weapon wildly in rage, then deliver another blow to his chest.

There's a cracking sound as something collapses.
Probably his ribcage breaking.
Looking at the Paladin screaming in agony before me, I decide to target his legs next.

*Let's go with something straightforward.*

I just need to kick his leg hard enough to bend it in the opposite direction.
With that thought, I immediately stomp down on the Paladin's thigh, completely crushing it.

CRUNCH!

One of the Paladin's legs twists unnaturally, rendered completely unusable.
Seeing this, I smile at the Paladin and offer congratulatory words.

"Just three more parts to break and you'll almost look human again!"

Whether he takes this as congratulations or not, I don't know.
But since he's going to die soon anyway, his opinion doesn't really matter.
Before he can respond, I stomp on his other leg, completely shattering it and forcing him to kneel.

"KYEEEEK!"

A piercing scream.
I look at the gradually crumbling Paladin and take back the Holy Sword he was holding.

"How dare you try to steal what's mine."

Woong! Woooong!

At my words, the Holy Sword vibrates violently as if blaming me for all this.
Since I can't hear actual words from it anyway, I tell it to use words if it has complaints and turn my attention elsewhere.

"Well... finally it's just the two of us?"

It's meant to be somewhat romantic, but the Pope seems to take it like dialogue from a horror movie.
He backs away, staring blankly between me and the Paladin.

"H-how... the Paladin..."
"He was weak."
"Weak?! This generation's Paladin is historically powerful...!"
"What are you talking about? He was weak."
"......"

Faced with my forceful statement, the Pope seems unable to respond and keeps his mouth shut.
Then, as if denying reality, he starts questioning me.

"W-what are you? A Hero who hasn't even faced proper trials couldn't possibly be this strong! Even the Demon King was much weaker than you... what exactly are you?"

To that, I answered matter-of-factly.

"Me? I'm the Divine Power bomb you people created."
"......"

While there are many implications in that statement, the main one is "I became strong to get revenge on you all."
The Pope seems to catch my meaning as he continues backing away until he trips on a rock, falls to the ground, and starts trembling.
I look at him and ask for his thoughts.

"So how does it feel? To have your throat squeezed by the bomb you created?"

Whether he doesn't know how to answer or simply doesn't want to, the Pope keeps his mouth shut.
I kindly grab him by the collar and say:

"Well, enough with the greetings. Let's start the trial now."

At the mention of a trial, the Pope desperately cries out:

"A-a trial can only be held by high-ranking clergy... even if someone like you tries to hold one, no one would acknowledge it!"

Why does he think I'm going to use the Church's power to hold a trial?
I shake my head, thinking religious people's thought processes are too Church-centered.
Deciding he's not worth talking to, I grab him by the hair and drag him to where the Magic Stone is.

*Now I just need to broadcast this whole thing for everyone to see.*

Dragging the Pope, who's covered in blue blood thanks to my performance, I speak to the mages who are recording everything:

"Now we shall begin the Witch Trial... no, the Demon Trial."

Imitating the solemn tone they would appreciate, I explain the trial method:

"The Goddess is the most merciful being. Rather than killing someone simply for being a demon, She wishes to give them many chances to repent."

When I mention "repent," the Pope looks at me with an expression that says "I knew it."
Seeing that expression, I hold back a laugh and continue:

"Therefore, we will continue to punish this cruel demon until red blood, not blue, flows from his body, helping him truly repent."

In other words, "I'm going to torture the Pope until he bleeds red blood."
Basically, I plan to legally torture him as much as I want.

*But just repeating torture would be boring.*

It would be better to mix in some events and fun elements.
Having decided this, I raise the Holy Sword and explain the valid reason for this torture:

"First, we must confirm the true form of the demon wearing the Pope's skin."

When I say this, the Pope seems to sense something strange is happening and starts struggling.
But I step on his ankle firmly and continue:

"So I'll first remove all his skin to see what's hiding inside."
"...?"

Hearing this, the Pope desperately tries to escape, even deploying Divine Power.
But it's a meaningless struggle.
Suppressed by my enormous Divine Power, he can't even use his strength properly and ends up with his face in the dirt.

I laugh at this pitiful sight, then call out to Bishop Rea who's standing awkwardly nearby:

"What are you waiting for? Hurry up and peel off his skin."

At these words, Rea freezes, looking at me with a shocked expression.

* * * * *

Duke Philotes sighed as he watched the Pope bleeding blue blood through the Magic Stone.
It was clear that the Church would collapse beyond recovery because of this incident.

*I don't even know how to handle this.*

If it had just been the Pope falling alone, they could have replaced him and somehow covered it up.
But the fact that the "Church," known as the antithesis of demons, and its highest ruler was actually a demon...
No matter what story they tried to use to cover it up, it would never be dismissed.

*The Pope probably isn't really a demon, but the doubt that has sprouted among the believers will never fade.*

Typically, when facing religious persecution or adversity, the Church would actually become more united.

*But conversely, if the problem erupts from within rather than outside...*

It would crumble more easily than anything else, which is why it was important to prevent believers from harboring "doubt"...

His colleague, this generation's Pope, had destroyed everything himself and burned even his last card.

*...It's over.*

As he pressed his head in frustration, his butler approached and made a suggestion:

"Duke, I hear this generation's Hero is staying in the royal quarters at the Academy."
"...The Hero? In the royal quarters? Is that even possible, no matter how talented?"
"Normally it wouldn't be, but... Princess Charlotte suggested the change."
"I see."

Royal quarters, Hero, Charlotte.

A string of words that don't match at all, yet strangely intertwined.
Finding this interesting, he muttered to himself before asking his butler a question:

"The right of succession to the throne. How is that progressing?"
"Currently, Second Princess Karina is in the lead, but for some reason there's been an issue and her position is becoming unstable."
"...I see, so that's how it is."

After thinking for a moment, he reached a conclusion:

"Perhaps Karina doesn't need to be the ruler after all."

Even for a duke, this was a statement that could cause significant problems.
Yet the butler, far from being surprised, nodded in agreement as if it were natural.
Seeing this, he decided to offer the throne to Charlotte as a bargaining chip to win over the Hero, and closed his eyes.

*If it seems impossible to handle, it might be better to calm him down and bring him to our side.*

He knows that revenge and anger eventually fade, leaving only emptiness.
He decided to try to calm the Hero by appealing to this understanding.

* * * * *

I watched with amazement as Rea brutally tortured the Pope.
She must have had quite a lot of pent-up feelings, as she was cutting off his skin like she was peeling a fruit.

Being the sensitive soul that I am, I couldn't bear to watch such torture, so I turned away and spoke to Cynthia who had just arrived:

"Cynthia, can I ask you a favor?"
"What is it?"

Cynthia nodded curiously at my sudden request.
Pointing at the Paladin, I asked:

"Can you turn the Pope into a chimera like that Paladin over there? I think it would be fun to carry him around like that royal corpse golem."
"......"

At these words, Cynthia silently stared at me, then offered me her horn:

"Would you... just like to have my horn instead?"

Ch.125 - Act 6
I couldn't hide my bewilderment as I stared at the black horn being offered to me.
I never expected the Demon King would thrust her horn at me, telling me to take it.
As I pondered what to do, I recalled my ancestors' teaching that one shouldn't refuse gifts from elders, so I grabbed it firmly.

"Hyaah!?"

Cynthia let out an incredibly suggestive moan, her body jerking suddenly.
Her hips trembled as she spoke to me.

"N-no, I take it back. I can't give you this..."

Isn't it too much to offer something then take it back?
Looking at Cynthia who was suddenly trying to pull rank, I tugged on the horn and fiddled with it as a form of protest.
Cynthia squeezed her thighs together and shouted forcefully.

"N-no! Stop!"

She must have been desperate, dropping her usual polite speech as she tried to break free from me.
Seeing this, I felt mischievous and tried to fiddle with it again.
Behind me, Reltra and Betika each displayed intense reactions.

"To do such things... outdoors... I never thought you would be so... so aggressive, Hero."

Reltra spoke with excitement, her face flushed red.
Betika was covering her eyes with both hands as if she couldn't bear to watch.
From their reactions, I realized something was going wrong, but...

*This is incredibly fun to tease her.*

Since opportunities to torment Cynthia were rare, I decided to make the most of this chance and grabbed it more roughly.
Cynthia let out a "Kyaa!" and collapsed to the ground.
Then, covering her chest with both hands while sobbing, she said:

"Th-this kind of thing... is only allowed after we start dating..."

I didn't quite understand, but I sensed that continuing might seriously land me in trouble, so I immediately let go and said:

"Sorry."
"......"

After I apologized and released her,
Cynthia glared at me with a face red all the way to her ears, then whined:

"J-Jung Hyun... I'll make you take responsibility for this..."

Then she ran away, completely disappearing from sight.
As I stared blankly after her, Reltra poked my side and asked in an amused voice:

"So Hero, you're into sadism? Doing such things to the virgin Demon King outdoors... I see you in a new light."

I pressed my finger against Reltra's forehead to push her away.
I decided it was time to end the jokes and finish dealing with the Pope.

*I need to turn her into a chimera to keep her with me.*

I resolved to proceed in a way that would avoid killing the Pope if possible, and walked forward.

*

As I approached the Pope, the first two things I saw were:
Rea stripping the Pope's skin with the Holy Sword, and the Pope whose form was gradually disappearing.

From my position as the Hero of Justice, this was truly a cruel sight, but...

*If I don't finish this, no one will.*

I decided to endure and end all of this, so I stepped forward.
As I approached, both Rea and the Pope flinched.
Looking at them, I spoke in a gentle voice about what needed to be done next.

"You demon filth! How dare you try to become human by transforming your insides with magic! But the blue blood flowing from you still proves you're a demon!"

This must be incredibly unfair from the Pope's perspective. But that wasn't my concern.
Just as no one acknowledged me when I was being rolled around like a Divine Power bomb,
I too planned to ignore this and pretend I didn't see it.

"And you still bleed blue! Filthy demon woman! You still have no intention of repenting! Your sin deserves death, but the Goddess of Mercy still doesn't want you to die!"

The Pope was struggling and thrashing about, tears of blood streaming down her face.
Unfortunately, since Rea had gagged her mouth with cloth, no words could be heard.
I thought about how well Rea was applying the torture methods she had once used on me, and continued speaking.

"Therefore, I shall punish you in another way so that you may truly repent."

At the mention of another punishment, both Rea and the Pope turned pale.
Looking at them, I thought how thrilling revenge truly was, and explained what would happen next.

"However, before that, I wonder why such a heinous demon who betrayed humanity needs eyes, a tongue to speak with, ears to hear, and limbs to move."

Suggesting that unnecessary things should be removed,
I told Rea to get rid of everything unnecessary before turning away.

*Am I too soft-hearted? I can't watch cruel things.*

Thinking I didn't need to see anything brutal,
I walked away from the two of them with a small smile.

*Bishop Rea initiated it, carried out the torture, and will finish it.

If problems arise later, I can pin everything on Rea.
I resolved to eventually give Rea a similar end and fell into contemplation.

*Now then... what should I do with the remaining Church?*

Absorbing them and setting them against the Kingdom's forces would be ideal.
The problem was that while absorption was one thing, dealing with a Church already crumbling toward destruction would be difficult.

*It seems the disadvantages outweigh the advantages.*

Though the Church's power was tempting, trying to consume it would waste time that could be spent on more important matters.
So instead of absorption, I decided to change course toward "utilization."

*Utilization...*

As I pondered what would be best,
A fun idea suddenly crossed my mind.
Using this would certainly "increase the likelihood of the remaining Church forces becoming hostile to the Kingdom."

With that thought, I smiled and returned to the Pope and Rea.

"...hic... ugh."

They hadn't started the "removal" punishment yet, as all her body parts were still intact.
Seeing this, I thought it fortunate I wasn't too late and whispered to the Pope.

"I have a proposal for you."

At the word "proposal," the blood-covered Pope trembled violently and coughed up blood.
I stepped back to avoid it, then approached again and whispered to her.

"How about looking at the Magic Stone and saying 'Actually, I did all this under the Kingdom's orders,' and I'll not only spare you from torture but also let you live?"

The Pope showed signs of hesitation, not expecting such an offer from me.
Seeing her expression, I immediately added more proposals to make it impossible for her to refuse.

"I'll also completely heal your body."

Since I needed to make her into a chimera, I would naturally heal her.

"Once this situation is resolved, I'll make arrangements for you to live as a hero, not a criminal."

As a chimera, she would naturally fight on my side, so I planned to make her live as a hero.

Some important details were omitted, but what did it matter?
I hadn't lied.
Looking at the chimera—no, the Pope—who was contemplating my offer, I smiled kindly and said:

"You don't have to if you don't want to. I can always resurrect you as an undead and make you say those things anyway."

Only then did the Pope realize this was "an offer she couldn't refuse."
She hastily told me:

"I-I'll do it."

At those words, I grabbed her head and turned it toward the Magic Stone, then spoke to Rea standing nearby.

"The Pope has something to say?"
"......"

Seeing me like this, Rea flinched but couldn't refuse, nodding her head toward me.
After confirming Rea's reaction,
I calmly asked the Pope:

"So who ordered all this? The Demon King? Or a Demon Realm Duke?"

The Pope showed signs of conflict, then squeezed her eyes shut and shouted:

"N-no. All of this happened under the Kingdom's direction."

I feigned surprise at her words, then deliberately asked loudly again:

"What? The Kingdom ordered you to do this? You, a demon?"

My intentions were obvious to anyone watching.
But the Pope's statement was so shocking that people would focus more on her words than my actions.
I pressed my lips together and whispered again to the Pope who was still conflicted:

"If you don't do this properly, our deal is off. Can you please cooperate?"

Since I clearly had the upper hand, the Pope trembled and agreed, then after gauging the situation, spoke loudly:

"The reason I'm saying this... is because I've repented thanks to the merciful Goddess's grace."

Perhaps because I had mentioned earlier that I would spare her if she repented,
She emphasized her repentance, saying all this was truth born from remorse.
At those words, I thought it wasn't perfect but not bad, and told her:

"I'll definitely keep the promise I made earlier, don't worry."

I smiled as I watched the Pope's face melt with relief.

*If she recalled the Paladin pickling incident or the terrorist attack, she would immediately realize something was off about my words. But she doesn't notice.*

Whether her brain was overwhelmed by pain, or she still had preconceptions about how a hero should behave, I wasn't sure.
But I resolved to turn her into a "chimera" as I had planned and stood up.

"Get treatment from Rea for now. Or do it yourself."

Perhaps due to the relief washing over her, the Pope writhed in even more pain than during the torture.
I clicked my tongue at her contorting strangely and turned away.

*I should head back to the dormitory soon.*

I wanted to see Hana, and I was curious about the seeds I had planted there.
For example, news about the cult religion or the former principal.
I felt the need to return to the Academy to check on these things.

*Oh right. And...*

Deciding to take and use the Paladin, who was my biggest gain,
I smiled with great satisfaction as I felt my collection list expanding to include the royal family's ragged corpse golem, the Paladin, and the Pope.

Ch.126 - Charlotte
It didn't take long for rumors about the Pope being a demon to spread throughout the kingdom.

It was quite the sensational rumor, after all. Due to the Church's nature of spreading its doctrines everywhere, and with believers widely distributed, news about this spread even faster.

*That's why the fact that the Pope was a demon could be heard everywhere.*

Even those with poor hearing would have heard this rumor. The problem was that these rumors were spreading in a "somewhat distorted" manner.

*The ignorant masses tend to inject their own views and opinions when spreading rumors.*

For them, what mattered wasn't the "truth" but the sensational elements that piqued interest. That's probably why absurd rumors were spreading, just like what he was seeing now.

Duke Philotes let out a hollow laugh as he looked at the list of information his informant had brought. The ridiculous rumor that all high-ranking clergy in the Church were demons was one thing, but the rumor suggesting that even the royal family might be demons was too absurd not to laugh at.

*How stupid... If we were truly a group of demons, this place would have already been conquered by demons.*

Without considering that at all, people were simply making judgments based on interest and spreading rumors among themselves... In his view, it was truly pathetic.

*As much as I don't want to get involved in this idiotic story... the problem is that these rumors are growing excessively.*

The public sentiment was already unstable due to the prolonged war. Because of the Pope's foolish actions, the precarious public trust was completely shattered. If they didn't address this, the consequences would clearly consume them.

*So we need to resolve this quickly... but the problem is that the rumors are so outlandish that they're difficult to address.*

From rumors that all high-ranking clergy were demons to claims that the royal family was the same—if they tried to address these matters carelessly, given people's tendency to believe what they want to believe, it might backfire and make things worse.

*So the best approach in the current situation would be...*

To bring the Hero to their side and have him declare that none of this was true... but the problem was that the Hero was hostile toward them.

*What a headache... such a headache.*

As he pressed his forehead where a migraine was coming on, his butler approached and delivered some good news.

"My lord. Princess Charlotte has agreed to meet with you."

This was a somewhat expected outcome. Though she was royalty, she was still just a princess with no real authority yet. She couldn't afford to ignore him.

Pleased by this fact, his expression softened as he turned to his butler and got to the point.

"Is that so? Then how did she respond to the matter in question?"

"Unfortunately, she didn't show much interest."

She wasn't interested in his offer to support her right of succession to the throne...
Realizing that her reason for attending the Academy wasn't to build political leverage but truly to give up her claim, he spoke briefly with a scornful voice.

"...How foolish."

Her fragile sensibility had always been a problem since childhood. Disappointed that things weren't going as planned, he clicked his tongue, drummed his fingers on the desk for a moment, then pushed away the documents in front of him and said:

"Then we'll have to make her want the succession rights."

"Yes. I will contact Second Princess Karina."

His butler quickly deduced what he wanted, and he nodded in approval.

*We'll have to use the Second Princess to provoke her.*

The Second Princess had a great interest in the throne. She would probably take his bait and attack the First Princess.

*Then the First Princess will have no choice but to defend herself.*

And when he extended his hand again at that moment, everything would proceed smoothly. With this in mind, he decided it would be best to postpone his meeting with the First Princess as much as possible and focus on resolving the more pressing issues first.

* * * * *

About three days had passed since that day.

Like a proper Hero, I kept my promise to the Pope. After completely healing him, I immediately stuffed him into my spatial storage, fulfilling all my promises. I was feeling quite proud of myself when I recalled what I had seen earlier and smiled slightly.

*The Pope's expression when I tried to stuff him into the spatial storage after healing him was quite amusing.*

That look of betrayal and desperation on his face—I think I could drink without snacks just looking at that expression. As I was laughing at the thought, Cynthia, who was beside me, sighed and said:

"About that Chimera you wanted to make, Jung Hyun..."

"Is there a problem?"

"No, not really a problem... it's just that it might take some time."

Since it wasn't urgent anyway, I asked her why.

Cynthia sighed again and explained, "Creating a Chimera itself isn't difficult, but making it as strong as you want is quite challenging... we'll need to conduct experiments."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Of course, we're planning to use all the Demon Realm dukes and resources to create it, so it won't take too long... but making it right away seems difficult."

"I see."

Since it didn't really matter if we didn't have a Chimera made from the Pope right away, I nodded. Then I wondered if it might be better for Cynthia to keep the Pope, so I decided to ask about it.

"Should I package the Pope and give him to you, or should I keep him?"

After thinking for a moment, Cynthia seemed to have a good idea. She playfully clung to me and whispered:

"I think it's better if you keep him. That way, I can make excuses to come see you."

Then she nestled into my arms and said quietly:

"I'll make sure you pay the price I mentioned before. Be prepared, okay?"

I could only awkwardly nod at her words. I had known about Cynthia's feelings for a while, but I was quite flustered when she approached me so aggressively.

"Anyway, I'll be satisfied with this today. Next time... hmm."

Cynthia touched her lips thoughtfully, then embraced my neck and said:

"Like an older sister... I might just devour my little Jung Hyun."

Suddenly enveloped by Cynthia's distinctively sweet scent, I was taken aback. Seeing my reaction, Cynthia smiled and said:

"Anyway, that's all for today. Well then... I'll be going now, Jung Hyun."

I was about to send her off in a daze, but then I felt like I was losing somehow. Instinctively, I grabbed Cynthia by the waist and said:

"Eek!?"

Cynthia let out a surprised sound, clearly not expecting me to counter-attack. Looking at her, I stroked her horns and said:

"Where do you think you're going after attacking me like that?"

As I continued to stroke her horns, Cynthia pressed her thighs together and weakly tried to push me away.

"N-no... not there... that place is off-limits..."

Her seductive voice and swaying waist—I looked at her, thinking I had won, and gave a brief smile. Feeling that was enough, I released her horns and whispered to her:

"Anyway, I'll be looking forward to it too, noona."

"Huh? What?"

Whether it was because I called her "noona" or because I had touched her horns, Cynthia's face turned even redder than before. She moved stiffly like a machine, looking up at me blankly and responded foolishly:

"U-um? Um... what? No, huh?"

I really can't understand her sometimes. Seeing her reaction, I chuckled, then gently released her waist and said:

"Anyway, see you later."

"......"

As I said goodbye, Cynthia nodded at me with a dazed expression.

*

"Even if you didn't know last time, touching her horns deliberately this time... you're truly remarkable."

Reltra, being the Cynthia fan she was, had apparently been watching everything and muttered to me with an admiring voice.

As I covered my forehead with one hand, realizing my mistake, Reltra looked at me and continued as if she understood:

"Honestly, I'd like to touch the Demon King's horns too... those gloriously shining horns. Aren't they quite tempting?"

I'm not sure if they shine since they're black... but they are larger compared to Hana's. Since she wasn't wrong, I just nodded, but then decided it was time to change the subject.

"By the way, are you managing the Demon Realm well? I'm not causing too much trouble for you, am I?"

"Oh, that's fine... I think I can handle it somehow."

"That's good then."

Although Reltra's expression seemed a bit ambiguous, since she said she could handle it herself, I decided it was best to trust her and leave it be. I nodded in acknowledgment and decided it was time to return to the dormitory.

"Well, contact me if there's any problem."

"Yes. And please contact us if you need any help from the Demon Realm."

I told her I understood, then slowly walked toward the teleportation gate that Reltra had opened.

*Finally going to see my daughter.*

Thinking that I was going to be busy for a while, I entered the teleport. Surprisingly, the first person I saw was Charlotte.

Her face looked somewhat hardened. As I was about to speak to her after seeing her expression, Charlotte wiped tears with the back of her hand and crawled under a nearby desk.

*...What on earth is she doing?*

It seemed she hadn't noticed my arrival, but I couldn't understand why she was crawling under the desk. I was conflicted about whether I should greet her or not.

"I hate everything..."

Hearing her sobbing from under the desk, I reluctantly decided to speak to her.

Ch.127 - Engagement
I approached Charlotte, who was crying while hiding under her desk, and peeked my head underneath.
Honestly, invading someone's personal space like this isn't exactly good behavior.

*But being alone in a classroom crying like this is more of a public nuisance.*

Deciding we were both doing equally strange things, I called out to Charlotte.

"Are you okay?"

Startled by my question, Charlotte, who had been curled up like a squirrel, looked at me in shock. She apparently hadn't realized anyone was watching her.
I watched her face turn bright red as I spoke.

"Is something wrong?"

Knowing that if I acted flustered too, the situation would descend into chaos, I spoke casually. Charlotte quickly straightened her disheveled uniform and replied.

"...N-no, nothing."

She must have been quite comfortable under there—even her hair was a mess when I first came in.
I looked at the tearful Charlotte, thought for a moment, then calmly asked:

"Would you like something to drink?"
"Um... yes."

She nodded quickly with an expression full of embarrassment and confusion.
She probably didn't want me to ask why she was hiding under there.
I turned away and pulled out a drink from my spatial storage.

"Here you go."
"...Thanks."

Even with the kingdom falling apart and the Academy in chaos, Charlotte was still the First Princess.
She held a position so lofty that most nobles couldn't even compare, so I couldn't understand what could make her cry like this.

*To be honest, I'm curious and want to ask her what's wrong right now.*

But it's probably better to hold back.
Thinking it would be best to give her some space, I started to leave, but Charlotte hurriedly called after me.

"W-wait."

Even as she called me, she seemed conflicted, fidgeting with her fingers. Then she squeezed her eyes shut and blurted out:

"Can you help me with something?"

I nodded as if it were obvious.

*I owe her quite a bit, after all.*

No matter how obsessed with revenge I might be, I'm not crazy enough to ignore those who've extended a hand to me. Though I might be a bit excessive in my revenge against my enemies.
But that's that, and this is this—I pushed those thoughts aside.

"Sure. So who do I need to kill?"

At my brief response, Charlotte looked at me with a bewildered expression.

"...I asked for help, why is killing the first thing that comes to mind?"
"Huh? Weren't you asking me to assassinate someone?"

Charlotte seemed at a loss for words, staring at me silently before shaking her head and continuing.

"...That's not it. I just want to live peacefully."

Living peacefully—perhaps the most universal wish in this world.
Since Charlotte's statement was somewhat abstract, I thought it best to wait silently until she elaborated. After a moment, she spoke softly.

"I gave up my right to succession for... this reason, but oh my god."

Suddenly getting angry mid-sentence, she grabbed my wrist and pulled me closer.

"...You're the first person I've ever let in here. You should be grateful."

Pulling me under the desk with her, Charlotte took out dolls and blankets from her spatial storage and said:

"I never thought I'd see the day when I'd let someone else in here... sigh."

It wasn't appropriate to say such things at someone else's desk, but not wanting to make things awkward, I kept quiet. Charlotte sniffled and asked me:

"So, um, what do you think? Isn't it cozy?"

Charlotte's expression was bright like a child giving a gift. My response would apparently determine her mood today.
I chuckled at her expression and replied:

"It's nice. Cozy and warm."
"...Right? I'm glad you understand. I don't know why sitting under a desk makes me feel so at ease."
"Ah, yes."

I could see her becoming more animated, though I didn't understand what was so great about it.
I waited for her to get to the point, but suddenly Charlotte buried her face in a blanket and stammered:

"Anyway... I have a favor to ask. Could you possibly... eng... eng!"

What was she trying to say about "eng"?
Looking at her in confusion, Charlotte tapped her forehead with her palm in embarrassment, struggling internally before finally blurting out:

"Will you get eng-engaged to me? No, let's just do it...! I'll treat you well!"

Having dropped a bombshell equivalent to a nuclear explosion, she blushed furiously and tugged strongly at my clothes.
As my clothes were pulled, I looked at Charlotte with a bewildered expression and asked:

"I mean, I could, but why so suddenly?"

Honestly, if Lucia had said something like this, I might have understood.
But with Charlotte, we hadn't had anything remotely romantic between us, not even a hint of attraction, so her proposal was simply baffling.
I waved my hand, asking for an explanation, and after some hesitation, Charlotte slowly began to speak.

"If... I can't get engaged to you, I'll have to participate in that terrible succession battle again... so couldn't you just pretend to be engaged to me?"
"I understand that part, but why me specifically?"
"...Because! The condition set by the kingdom was to get engaged to you!"

At those words, I couldn't help but fall into thought.
Though I didn't know the exact circumstances, judging by Charlotte's sudden proposal, I suspected the kingdom was trying to use her to keep me tied to them.

*There's no easier way to bind relationships than marriage, after all.*

From the kingdom's perspective, it must have seemed like good bait. To an uninformed third party, Charlotte had shown me enough goodwill to provide royal dormitory accommodations.
If she'd gone so far as to provide lodging, people would assume our relationship was quite entangled, which is why they made this proposal.

*Unfortunately, we're not that entangled.*

We were merely senior and junior at best.
There was nothing romantic between us, so hearing this proposal didn't particularly affect me.

*They're playing an interesting game.*

Thinking that this was the first time they'd tried to win me over rather than confront me directly, I smiled to myself before calmly telling Charlotte:

"You don't need to worry about that. The kingdom will collapse soon anyway."
"...What?"
"I mean you don't need to worry about engagements or anything."
"R-really?"

I wasn't sure if telling Charlotte this was the right thing to do, but the truth seemed better.
I told her this while accepting the possibility that she might turn against me, but contrary to my expectations, Charlotte didn't seem particularly concerned and just nodded.

"I knew that, but... it still keeps bothering me."
"Is that so?"
"It's still the foundation of everything I am, after all..."

At those words, I looked at a nearby doll and said:

"Senior."
"Uh... yes?"

Charlotte looked at me with surprise, apparently not expecting me to call her "senior," and I continued:

"Would you mind if I bring down the kingdom?"

The space really does seem to affect emotions, as Charlotte had said. Feeling unusually honest, I asked something I normally wouldn't, and Charlotte looked at me with wide eyes.

"...To be honest, I don't know. Rationally, I should avoid getting involved with you and side with the kingdom, but strangely, I keep thinking I don't really care what happens."
"Is that so?"
"Yes..."

Still unable to make a decision, Charlotte revealed her complicated feelings as she looked at me.
After watching her for a moment, I briefly replied:

"Well, I guess there's no choice then. That engagement thing? Let's do it."
"Right, of course you should refuse... Wait, what?"
"I just thought of something fun."

The idea of entering the kingdom under the pretext of engagement and causing all sorts of terror made my mouth water.

*If I accept the engagement proposal, the kingdom will widely publicize it to show that the Hero who brought divine punishment upon the Pope is favorable to them.*

I could use this to bring them down just as I did with the Church.

*I wonder what the kingdom will think when they see corpse golems of royalty or the Pope chimera sitting in my guest section.*

To celebrate our engagement, the royals rising from their graves—just thinking about it moved me to tears, and I mentally applauded.

*Now that's a proper engagement ceremony.*

I was truly looking forward to seeing the king's expression as I concluded:

"Then please handle the details of the engagement ceremony, senior."
"Uh, huh?... Okay."

Charlotte nodded with a bewildered expression, clearly not having expected this outcome.
As I smiled at her reaction, she suddenly grabbed my clothes and said:

"Oh, and by the way, could we keep this engagement a secret from the others?"
"That's fine with me."

I thought it wouldn't matter if we just told everyone honestly, but if that's what Charlotte wanted, I decided to go along with it and nodded.
Charlotte sighed with relief and said to me:

"...Anyway, I never imagined you and I would be doing something like this. It feels strange, doesn't it? Anyway, it's a weird feeling, haha."

A forced laugh to hide her awkwardness.
Seeing her expression, I told her I felt the same way.

*I should head back to the dormitory now.*

Deciding to return immediately since Hana would be waiting anxiously, I turned toward the dormitory.

Ch.128 - All I Need To Do Is Create A Religious Order.
When I opened the door to the dormitory, the first thing I saw was Hana crouched in a corner with Lucia standing nearby, holding a plate of food and looking flustered.

*What on earth are they doing?*

Though confused, I was happy to see them and was about to wave and approach when I suddenly froze at the conversation I overheard.

"You need to eat something. Otherwise it'll hurt, it'll hurt."
"Don't wanna... I miss Daddy. Won't eat until Daddy comes..."
"Well, Jung Hyun said he'd be back soon. How about eating your food while waiting?"
"..."
"Look, he sent a doll and a letter saying he'll be back soon. If you eat well and wait, he'll return soon, okay?"

Hana was clutching a doll and letter to her chest, tears streaming down her face, while Lucia stood there helplessly.

*And... Miria collapsed in the distance.*

Taking in this chaotic scene, I quickly approached Hana and said:

"Hana, Daddy's here."

I felt like a criminal and spoke somewhat awkwardly, but Hana didn't seem to care. At my words, she jumped up and threw herself into my arms.

"Daddyyy..."

Then, as if she'd been terribly sad all this time, she burst into tears, burying her face against me and refusing to let go.

"...I'm sorry."
"..."

It seemed I'd have to carry her for a while. While patting Hana's back, I spoke to Lucia and Miria nearby.

"Thanks for your hard work."
"...Thank goodness you're here, Jung Hyun. Really."
"..."

Lucia, apparently exhausted, plopped down on the floor with a sigh, while Miria gave no response, seemingly unconscious. I watched them both with an awkward smile.

* * *

After clinging to me for a long time, Hana suddenly seemed to remember something. She abruptly ran to the door, grabbed my shoes, and brought them back.

*What is she doing?*

I watched in confusion as she looked around, spotted the sofa, and shoved my shoes underneath it.

*Why put my shoes under the sofa?*

As I stared blankly at this incomprehensible behavior, Lucia beside me explained with an awkward smile:

"I think she's hiding them because you wear shoes when you go outside. Probably means she doesn't want you to leave."

That made sense. As Hana came back to snuggle in my arms, I smiled awkwardly and said:

"Hana, should Daddy not go away?"

At those words, Hana's eyes sparkled as she nodded her head rapidly. I smiled awkwardly at her when suddenly Miria, who had been lying like a corpse, abruptly sat up, picked up some documents nearby, and spoke.

"...You're back?"

Despite having been here for quite a while, she was only now noticing. I waved my hand in greeting, and Miria just sighed deeply before saying:

"I really want to punch you hard just once."

My offense was so great that I could only smile, but Miria placed the documents she was holding in front of me and continued:

"Anyway, I've organized everything you asked for earlier, so look through it when you have time."
"Ah, thanks."
"But since Karina, the Second Princess, handled these two cases personally, it would be better to hear the details directly from her."

Since Karina was indeed responsible for this matter, it would be best to go check with her directly. I decided that after calming Hana down, I would visit Karina to hear about this situation.

*And I can restore some discipline while I'm at it.*

As I was making this decision, Miria, touching her face with its pronounced dark circles, said:

"That being the case, I'm going to leave early."

I wondered what "that being the case" actually meant. I was going to joke about not letting her leave, but Miria looked so terrible that I couldn't bring myself to say it and just waved goodbye.

*Well then, shall we go visit?*

Happy at the thought of seeing Karina after a long time, I poked Hana's cheeks playfully and smiled.

* * * * *

Karina stared at the pile of documents before her with concern. With her duties as both Academy principal and managing the Church overlapping, the work had accumulated excessively.

*This is giving me a headache.*

The duties as principal were relatively manageable as she could delegate some tasks to others, but the Church management work involved many matters that needed to be handled "discreetly," requiring her personal attention and making the workload intense.

*If it were discovered that I'm involved in this, it would cause various problems.*

Besides falling out with the Church, there were already rumors circulating that the royal family was somehow connected to the demon race. If she, a royal, were to openly establish a Church right after the original one collapsed, it would lend credibility to those rumors.

*So it's best to keep things quiet for now.*

As she closed her eyes in this sigh-inducing situation, someone burst through the door.

"I'm back."

The confident tone and swagger—contradictorily, she felt both joy and terror upon seeing his face.

"...Hero?"
"Yes, it's me."

He stabbed his pure white sword into her desk and continued:

"How is it? Are you doing what I ordered?"
"...You ask the obvious. Of course it's progressing well."
"Really? Report to me."

He sat in a nearby chair, propped his feet up on her desk, and wiggled his toes.

*I don't know why he's not wearing shoes, but I should report first.*

Deciding to set aside her questions for later, she resolved to go through everything he had ordered.

"I sent letters to the former principal but received no response, so I conducted a separate investigation."
"And?"
"I found that the former former principal initially went to the front lines, then returned to the kingdom after receiving recognition for his contributions. However, shortly after, he was marked as 'missing,' which suggests he's likely dead."

When reports simply stated someone was "missing" without specifying where they disappeared, it usually meant they were killed by someone high-ranking's intention.

*So the former principal was probably killed by someone else.*

And someone in the kingdom had covered it up.

*But the problem is that even I, the Second Princess, can't get accurate information about this.*

It seemed someone with higher authority than herself had manipulated the information, but the reason remained unclear. The Hero pondered for a while after hearing about the principal's death, then posed a question:

"Can you guess who might have killed him?"
"I cannot tell. There are too many possibilities."
"...I see. I understand for now. So how's the Church matter going?"
"The Church is progressing smoothly with Regina's help. However, the problem is that the Church collapsed without warning, making immediate activities difficult."
"Is that so? Give me the list of members and detailed information about the current scale."

After she handed over the information, the Hero examined everything with satisfaction, then pulled out his Holy Sword and said:

"I think it's about time to start activities in earnest. Gather these people using a meeting as an excuse."
"...As I said before, it's difficult to be active right now—"
"Don't talk back. Just do as I say."
"..."

The sword approached her face.
Due to the fear ingrained in her instincts, she closed her eyes tightly, trying to hide her terror. The Hero lightly poked her shoulder with his sword and said:

"As I've told you many times, you're nothing more than a disposable item to me. I'll keep using you as long as you're useful, but I'll discard you the moment I decide you have no value."
"..."
"So struggle hard so I don't throw you away. Who knows, if you work hard enough, I might forgive you and accept you someday."

It was similar to what he'd said before—that if she worked hard, he might forgive her someday. Thinking she could only nod to such words, she clenched her fists.

* * * * *

I looked at Karina's blood on the tip of my Holy Sword and smiled. It was rather fun to return exactly what I had suffered.

*It was terrible when it happened to me, but it's actually fun doing it to others.*

I resolved to continue giving these people a taste of their own medicine and moved forward.

*Now, using the Church I've created, I'll gradually incite rebellion.*

It would be good to finish all the unfinished business. As I was going through the list of believers in my hand, I noticed some very familiar names.

*Zer, Hyena, Mizu.*

The ones who were on my team during the joint exam. As soon as I read these three names, I felt a smile spreading across my face, and I knew exactly what to do with them.

*I made these three sign contracts before, so I can use those contracts to control them.*

Perhaps I could give them executive positions in the Church and proceed with my plans? Happy to have three more people who absolutely couldn't betray me, I planned to tell Karina to promote them to executive positions.

*This will be fun.*

I thought the Church matters were becoming increasingly interesting, and decided it was time to reap what I had sown.

Ch.129 - Outpost
When I returned to the room, I found Hana sound asleep on the sofa.
I was relieved she hadn't woken up during my conversation, and I sighed as I picked her up.

*I should probably carry her around for a while.*

That would satisfy her and make things better.
I was patting Hana's back while walking around when Lucia smiled brightly and spoke.

"Jung Hyun, you're back?"
"Yeah."
"Would you like something to eat? I can make it for you right away."

I couldn't think of anything specific.
After asking her to make whatever she wanted, I sat on the sofa and asked:

"Was everything okay?"
"Yes. Charlotte and Miria took good care of everything, so there weren't any problems at all."
"That's good to hear."

As I was fixing Hana's disheveled hair, Lucia brought me some simple food and said:

"Do you know how difficult it was? She refused to eat without her daddy, insisted on staying up waiting for you. It was really tough."
"I'm... sorry."
"As long as you understand...!"

Lucia wasn't really looking for an apology; it seemed more like she was venting her frustrations.
After speaking, she looked apologetic for her outburst.
I was smiling at her reaction when she suddenly remembered something, bringing over a stack of letters.

"These are letters Hana wrote while you were away. You should read them sometime."
"She wrote all these?"
"Yes."
Even at a glance, there seemed to be over 100 pages.
I showed my surprise as I read the top letter.

[I miss Daddy. Hana sad without Daddy...]

Along with stories about what she did that day, there were words about missing me.
Seeing this made me feel terribly guilty, and I smiled awkwardly.
Lucia casually sat down next to me and said:

"From now on, you shouldn't disappear for too long and leave Hana behind. I don't think I can handle her crying anymore."
"Sorry..."
"Oh, I'm fine...! I'll always support you, Jung Hyun, just like I always have...!"

I appreciate the sentiment, at least.
I chuckled and told Lucia to get some rest.
She must have been quite tired, as she immediately agreed and stood up.

"Then sleep well, Jung Hyun."
"You too."

After watching Lucia's retreating figure, I took out the documents I had brought earlier.

*Now, let's get to work.*

I should be able to read and write documents while holding Hana.
I closed my eyes, planning to review the list of believers I received from Karina and formulate a concrete plan for how to use them.

*For a religion, the number of followers isn't particularly large...*

But if those followers are all from famous families or children of celebrities, they could have tremendous influence even in small numbers.
I smiled as I saw that the money they contributed was far more than I had imagined.

*The only problem is that there are too few of them.*

It would be good to entice them at this gathering by promising higher ranks the more they convert others.
I decided to use the "multi-level marketing" approach I'd heard about before to exploit them.

*With the motto that a subordinate's achievements become the superior's achievements, the more subordinates one has and the more achievements they make, the more rewards the superior receives...*

Unlike reality, I wasn't planning to demand financial compensation, so I intended to maintain some boundaries.

*I'm not really planning to run an actual pyramid scheme.*

After all, what I want from this church is to create opposition against the kingdom and turn it into a massive terrorist organization.
So keeping some boundaries would be...

*Is this right?*

The more I thought about it, the more I wondered if simply taking their money might actually be the more benign option, but I actively denied this fact.

*Anyway, I just need to use them to cause all sorts of problems.*

Since Karina and Regina are the ones in charge of the church, they would take the blame if problems arose, so I wouldn't need to worry.

*This is fun, so much fun.*

While I was thinking about how I was looking forward to both the engagement ceremony and the gathering, Hana woke up slightly, calling out to me without fully opening her eyes.

"Hehe, it's Daddy... I love Daddy..."

Then she nodded off again and fell back asleep.

*Should I just put her in bed comfortably?*

I considered it, but decided against it, fearing the consequences when she woke up.

"...Daddy."

She had been waking up repeatedly since earlier.
I couldn't help but laugh as I watched Hana clutching my clothes, then her arm dropping limply when she fell asleep.
At this point, it seemed best to just sleep together, so I decided to stay like this for at least tonight and headed to the sofa.

*I should get some sleep too.*

Feeling fatigue creeping in, I closed my eyes.

* * *

In the morning, I opened my eyes to the feeling of someone touching my cheek.
Hana was already awake, smiling brightly.

"What are you doing?"
"Looking at Daddy."
"Oh yeah?"

I didn't quite understand what she meant, but decided to leave her be. Then I remembered something I'd forgotten and asked:

"By the way, what wish would you like to make?"

At my question, Hana thought for a moment, then snuggled against me and said:

"For Daddy to stay by Hana's side..."

Her words put me back into reflection mode as I regretted my mistakes, when the Holy Sword nearby hummed with a "woong" sound, as if it had awakened.

*Oh, right.*

I remembered that the Holy Sword and Hana were connected.
I pulled the sword closer, and Hana stared at it intently before saying:

"No!"

Then she suddenly started scolding the sword.

"...?"

Confused by Hana's incomprehensible behavior, I watched as she clung to me and said in a somewhat proud voice:

"You know... the Holy Sword said it doesn't like Daddy. So Hana scolded it...!"
"Oh... really? Good job."
"Yeah!"

To be honest, it's only natural that the Holy Sword doesn't like me.

*I hit it right when we met to prove my strength, and I even used a sword meant to uphold justice for torture and threats, so of course it would dislike me.*

Especially since I gave this Holy Sword to Rea and had her flay the Pope's skin, I'd probably crossed a point of no return.
But I figured it would be fine. The Holy Sword is just a sword after all.
Without a hero, it loses its purpose for existence, so it would have to forgive me.

*Well anyway...*

I decided to mend this emotional rift gradually.
As I was making this decision, Hana told me something:

"Daddy, you know. The Holy Sword... said it will give you a trial."
"A trial?"
"Yeah."

Though this was an unexpected direction, I couldn't help but smile at the prospect of facing a trial.

* * * * *

Duke Philotes was sitting in his chair, closely examining how his plans were progressing.

*The plan to provoke Karina is unexpectedly stagnant.*

The plan to use Karina to draw Charlotte into the royal succession battle had essentially failed, as Karina showed surprisingly little interest in the throne.

*I don't understand why.*

The Karina he knew had been extremely interested in the throne.
She was someone who would sacrifice herself for the throne if needed...
Yet she rejected a clear opportunity to compete for the throne, which was incomprehensible to him.

*I just don't understand.*

Although the flow was opposite to his expectations and not particularly pleasant, he could overlook it because, contrary to expectations, "the hero accepted the engagement with Charlotte."

*An even better result has emerged.*

If the engagement proceeded smoothly from here, there would be no need to worry about the kingdom's safety for a while.

"Isn't this truly moving, Tartan?"

He smiled as he looked at the king with his pale, dead face.
He was somehow protecting the kingdom as they had promised.

"I will fulfill everything you wanted. Don't worry, we will always be friends."

There was no answer, but Tartan would probably approve of this situation.
He smiled briefly, recalling their past promises, then picked up a document and thought:

*Come to think of it, there's Daisy.*

A high elf who was a former companion of the hero's party, now with nowhere to go after being expelled even from the elf village.
He smiled cynically as he read that she was currently locked in her room, denying everything.

*As always, she remains useless.*

If so, it would be right to throw away the trash.
Once the engagement ceremony proceeded, Daisy would lose her meaning of existence, so she could be given to the hero as a gift.

*Men are creatures who go crazy for elves.*

If he could use one unnecessary body to resolve built-up ill feelings, it would be quite beneficial.
He decided to do so with a smile.

*Well then, I'll have to hold the most splendid and grand engagement ceremony.*

Although the financial situation wasn't particularly good, it wouldn't be too bad if he thought of it as an investment in the future.
Having made this decision, he sat on the throne and crossed his legs.

"Tartan, your seat is quite hard. That makes it even better."

After laughing for a while at Tartan, who could no longer respond, he turned his head and continued:

"Well then, let's begin."
"Yes."

The butler, who had been watching all of this nearby, bowed politely and announced the progress of the engagement ceremony.

Ch.130 - Assembly 1
I wanted to learn more precisely about the "trial bestowed by the Holy Sword" that Hana mentioned, so I asked her a few questions.

"Hana, could you ask when I can start receiving this trial?"

Hearing my request, Hana conversed with the Holy Sword.
She seemed to have gotten a satisfactory answer as she smiled brightly while telling me.

"It says you need to complete a bit more... achievements!"

Achievements, huh.
I chuckled thinking that all trials ultimately come down to achievements, then told her I understood.

"Then could you ask what the trial entails?"
"Okay!"

Perhaps because she was happy to be helpful, Hana seemed to enjoy my questions.
She smiled even more brightly than before while earnestly conversing with the Holy Sword.
I found her so adorable that I was patting her head when she gave me the answer to my question.

"It says it doesn't know..."

Then, seemingly apologetic for not being able to give a clear answer, she kept glancing up at me nervously.

*She really doesn't need to feel bad about it.*

I had no choice but to pick Hana up and pat her back, and I could feel her arms wrapping tightly around my neck.
She made that unique childish giggle that showed how much she enjoyed being held.
While listening to this, Lucia, who had gotten up at some point, said to me:

"It's so nice to see Hana laughing instead of crying... I wish she had been like this when she was with me."

After speaking with a bitter expression, Lucia soon pouted and sat down on the sofa.
I cleared my throat as I watched her breasts bounce from their natural elasticity due to their considerable size.
Lucia tilted her head curiously at my reaction.

"What's wrong?"
"Nothing."

Lucia stared at me strangely before turning her head and saying:

"Oh, by the way, Jung Hyun. How about going on that outing today that you mentioned before?"
"Outing?"
"Yes. The one you said you'd take Hana on."

The only major thing on my schedule is the assembly... but that's in the evening, so my morning should be free.
Thinking it would be fine, I agreed and asked Lucia:

"Should we invite Miria too?"

The maid... no, Miriamong... no, that's not right either. Anyway, having the meticulously prepared Miria would make things more convenient.
I suggested calling Miria to join us, but contrary to my expectations:

"No. Let's just go, the three of us."

It was an unexpected response.

"...Just the three of us?"
"Yes."

Lucia seemed to struggle with something momentarily, then with slightly reddened ears, she told me:

"W-well, because the three of us are family...!"

At those words, I felt a sudden urge to cough and cleared my throat several times.

* * *

If I were to count the peaceful moments since coming to this world, this day would certainly be among them.
I smiled watching Hana excitedly hugging a mysteriously chubby cat.

*Maybe it's because she's the World Tree, but animals and spirits really seem to like her.*

The cat didn't seem to mind Hana climbing on top of it at all, just meowing contentedly.
As I watched this, Lucia gradually sidled up next to me and spoke:

"Um, Jung Hyun."
"What?"
"Well, you know...!"

Lucia seemed to have something to say but kept looking around nervously.
Eventually, she blushed and lowered her head as if about to bury her face in the ground.
Concerned, I looked at her, and she finally seemed to make up her mind as she tugged at my clothes and said:

"M-married couples hold hands when they walk together. So, um, we should..."

She seemed too embarrassed to finish her sentence and quickly averted her gaze.
Seeing Lucia like this, I couldn't help but feel equally flustered.

*Married couple...?*

Strictly speaking, we weren't married since we hadn't registered our marriage.
But considering we had a child and lived together, one could view us as a married couple from a certain perspective.

*Though the fact that we've never even dated is a problem for calling us a real couple.*

Regardless of the facts, I was surprised that Lucia would say such a thing, so I looked at her.
Unable to bear the embarrassment any longer, she covered her face and explained:

"A-actually... Miria told me to do this. So I had no choice..."

Ah, so it was Miria's doing.
As I was chuckling to myself, realizing how all these events were connected, Miria's voice suddenly came from behind.

"Hey, you idiot! You should have endured the embarrassment!"

Miria quickly approached Lucia and, looking exasperated, pinched her cheeks and began lecturing her.

"At this rate, you'll lose him to that fox-like Demon King! Do you think Jung Hyun will notice if you keep stammering like an idiot? He'll just think, 'What's this girl doing?'"

Miria, you do realize I'm right behind you while you're saying this, right?
I was dumbfounded as I watched, while Lucia just nodded dejectedly with a gloomy expression.

"B-but it's embarrassing... and I don't think Jung Hyun would be interested even if I did such things."
"Hey, no guy would dislike a pretty girl carrying something as ferocious as that! Just go for it."

Miria started lecturing Lucia as if she found her truly frustrating.
Feeling like I shouldn't be listening anymore, I pretended not to hear and approached Hana who was nearby.

*I should focus on playing with Hana.*

The main purpose of this outing was to play with Hana after all.
Deciding to focus on her as much as possible, I crouched down and patted Hana's head when suddenly I felt something soft press against my back.

"Good job, Lucia!"

Along with that praise, I saw Lucia whose face had turned bright red, constantly avoiding my eyes and fidgeting back and forth.

"What are you doing?"
"I... I don't know."

As I looked at her with a bewildered expression, Miria urged Lucia from behind:

"Appeal more, more!"

Isn't it standard practice for someone helping from behind to do it secretly?
I sighed at this ridiculous situation, watching as Lucia pressed herself even closer to me, and I held my head in my hands.

*This is driving me crazy.*

Thinking I should scold Miria later, I shook my head, when Lucia, who was clinging to my back, asked me:

"Um, Jung Hyun... you don't dislike me now, do you?"

Like mother, like daughter. She's acting just like Hana.
Unconsciously, I patted Lucia's head just as I would with Hana.
Lucia fidgeted nervously, her face turning bright red as she exclaimed:

"Th-thank you!"

What are you thanking me for?
I shrugged my shoulders as I watched Lucia run away after saying that.

* * * * *

Regina sighed as she looked at the list of tasks that came with the order to hold the assembly.
Certainly, proceeding with this would make the Church grow exponentially, but it seemed likely to come with tremendous side effects.

*It would be better to avoid this if possible, but...*

Refusing wasn't even an option, so she would have to grit her teeth and proceed.
The duties of being the student council president and her duties to the Church were getting mixed together, making her head spin.
While thinking this, she suddenly discovered a line written at the bottom of the document.

[He will be attending, so exercise special caution]

"He" must refer to Jung Hyun.
She momentarily shuddered at the mention of the person who was both her sore spot and weakness, but she forced herself to endure it, squeezing her eyes shut.

*I must use every means possible to complete the assembly perfectly.*

Only then would she avoid being stabbed by the sword.
As she closed her eyes tightly, sighing at the situation, a thought crossed her mind.

*Come to think of it, the Inquisitors have been quiet.*

Among the information she had heard was a rumor that the Church had sent Inquisitors to the Academy.
But with the collapse of the Church, the rumor seemed to have completely evaporated as if it never existed.

*Of course, since it's information with low credibility... it's ambiguous to blindly believe it.*

Still, it wouldn't hurt to be prepared.
If they really had sent Inquisitors, it would cause various problems.

*My head hurts...*

Just a year ago, she had been the child of a noble family who only thought about the future, walking a straight path.
She couldn't understand how she had ended up in this situation.
Regret kept flooding in—'I should have just stayed put...'

*But it's all over now, so there's nothing I can do.*

Since there was no turning back, her head just ached.

*Well anyway. I need to finish this job well and gain some recognition.*

It was important to make them think it would be better to keep her alive, so that someday she might get a chance for revenge.
...Though she wasn't sure if revenge would ever be possible.
In any case, she decided to increase the security personnel to prepare for the Inquisitors.

*Next is... this.*

A letter from her family, Erzate.
She had thought she'd been abandoned since there had been no contact, so the sudden communication was startling.

*And usually, there's nothing good in these.*

Whatever was written inside was surely negative.
After hesitating briefly, she slowly read through the letter's contents.

*......?*

What she saw was rather shocking.

*An engagement?*

The fact that Charlotte, the First Princess, and that crazy guy... no, Jung Hyun, were getting engaged.
This fact made her mind complicated.

*Just what is that guy's identity...*

For the proud Duke Philotes to personally host the engagement ceremony?
Her mind raced rapidly at this fact.

*One thing's for certain—it would be good to stay on his good side, whether I like it or not.*

She almost let out a curse but managed to hold back and calm herself.

*Right, what I need to do remains the same. So stay calm.*

Deciding to proceed as planned, she focused on the assembly for now.

* * * * *

The next day.
Hearing that the assembly would be held tonight, I started preparing to attend.
However, there was one problem.

*It's awkward to leave Hana behind.*

At first, I thought about taking her with me, but the more I considered it, the more I felt I would only be showing her unpleasant things.
So I decided to go while she was sleeping and made a request to Miria and Lucia.

*I'll sneak out and back while she's asleep.*

Of course, since she might wake up in the middle, I got Charlotte's help and lit some scented candles to help Hana sleep more deeply than usual.

*They said she'll sleep soundly for at least three hours.*

I should be able to resolve everything and return within that time.
Thinking I'd get some exercise after a long time, I slowly entered the auditorium where the assembly was being held.

Ch.131 - Assembly 2
The purpose of a group tends to be relatively simple.
Since individuals have different intelligence levels and understanding, it must be simple for as many people as possible to be inspired by it.

*By choosing something as simple as possible...*

If you add some unattainable ideal to this, you get a fairly plausible direction for the group.

*Of course, this alone is unclear, so it's good to add a few seasonings.*

For example, adding emotion to the purpose, or immediate benefits.
Anyway, by adding various elements like this, a somewhat contradictory yet intuitive goal emerges.
A normal person would notice something strange about such a creation, but someone deeply immersed wouldn't notice the oddity.

*For example, something like this.*

Regina couldn't help but scoff when she saw that the Church's goal was "the advent of the Demon King."

*'All inferior and selfish humans must be exterminated, and the Demon King must be summoned for a new generation.'*

She wasn't sure where to begin pointing out what was wrong with this.
Regina sighed, wondering why those who believed this didn't realize they would be included among those who needed to be sacrificed.

*Surely... surely they aren't stupid people.*

Wondering why people become so foolish in groups, she carefully examined their detailed list again.
After looking it over for quite some time, someone opened the door and waved at her.

"It's been a while."

A voice she didn't want to hear.
Looking up at the sound, she saw Jung Hyun smiling broadly.
She flinched momentarily in fear as he strode over and stabbed his white sword into her chair.

"Did you miss me?"

Of course she hadn't missed him.
Such words rose to the tip of her tongue, but she swallowed them.
He stared into her eyes and asked:

"So, how's it going? Are the preparations for the gathering coming along well?"

She nodded quickly to indicate there were no problems.
He nodded with some satisfaction and said:

"Really? I'll be looking forward to it."

At his words of anticipation, tension immediately surged through her body, making her skin sensitive.
Feeling like she might be stabbed at any moment, her body gradually froze with fear.
Unable to contain her emotions, she blurted out something she normally wouldn't have said.

"Y-you can look forward to it. I've made thorough preparations after hearing that the Inquisitor is planning to raid us."

Panic washed over her for making such an uncharacteristic mistake.
By saying this, she had admitted to knowing about it without reporting it.
She should never have mentioned it at all, but she had accidentally let it slip.

*How foolish.*

As she was feeling depressed about how the great Regina had fallen so low, contrary to her expectations, he seemed pleased and exclaimed:

"Really? Such a good thing is coming?"

Inquisitors symbolized the Church's military power.
If they came, they would cause severe damage, which would create a huge problem... or would it?
She laughed hollowly as she recalled the overwhelming force he had demonstrated.

*It's meaningless to even think about this.*

So she just nodded, and he smiled brightly as he said:

"Can you use the Inquisitors to kill a few children of the kingdom's key figures?"
"...What?"
"Of course, we're not killing just anyone. We plan to kill those suspected of being spies, so there won't be any real damage to the Church."
"..."

It's right to discard what needs to be discarded.
But it's not right to discard something that still has value.

*No matter if they're spies, they're still children of important figures.*

Surely there must be ways to use them, yet he wanted to throw them away as mere sacrifices.
It was clearly a bad move, but she couldn't say so because he kept fidgeting with his sword.

"Alright... I'll do that."

He nodded with satisfaction at her words.
Then, as if remembering something, he tapped the desk and said:

"Oh, by the way, where are Zer and those kids? I'd like to see them after so long."

She told him their location, as they had been promoted to executives today.
He thanked her and walked out.

* * * * *

*Now, let's begin.*

What I'm about to do is simple.
I'll bait the executives to accelerate the timing of their rebellion.

*Of course, I could just give orders directly to Karina or Regina, but...*

Starting from the middle point seems perfect for igniting the emotions of the believers.

*And by using the Inquisitors...*

I can make everything explode spectacularly during the gathering.
Having decided on this plan, I headed first to Zer's room, which Regina had told me about.

*This must be it.*

[Room 203.]

How much money must they have to build a hotel-like building within the Academy even during wartime?
Thinking these people were more impressive the more I dug, I drew my holy sword.

-Woong.

It kept vibrating as if displeased with my rough handling.
But when I struck the blade firmly with my palm, it quieted down.

-Woong woong

It seemed to be crying, or maybe not.
I sighed and told the holy sword "I won't torment you if you behave."
Whether it understood or not, it became quiet afterward, which satisfied me.

*Now, let's begin this emotional reunion.*

Since it had been a while since we met, I thought it would be good to start with impact.
So I lifted my foot, kicked the door hard, breaking it down, and shouted:

"Zer, I've missed you...!"

Startled by my somewhat outrageous greeting, Zer fell over in shock.
Looking at him, I hardened my expression, approached him, and said:

"Enough joking around. How have you been?"

At my question, Zer trembled all over as he looked at me.
Then, after glancing at the black emblem on his uniform, he shouted at me with renewed courage:

"In the past, I had no power and suffered at your hands, but things are different now!"

I couldn't help but look dumbfounded at his words.
I wasn't sure what he was saying, but from the context, it seemed he was getting cocky because he now had an executive badge.

*...Has this guy lost his mind?*

He's gone off the deep end while I wasn't watching over him.
I was so dumbfounded that I just stared at him, and Zer ground his teeth and shouted at me:

"Holy Knights! Yes, I'll call the Holy Knights! If you don't leave immediately, I'll summon them and hold a religious trial, so get out!"

Wow, they even have Holy Knights here now?
They've created all sorts of things in such a short time, I thought, nodding.

"Really? Go ahead and call them."
"..."

Zer flinched, as this wasn't the reaction he had expected.
But then he pressed something, calling what might be guards or Holy Knights.

"Come here immediately!"

He was trying to act dignified, but his base nature showed through, making him look merely pathetic.
I sighed watching him, and soon people in white armor rushed in.

"Quite a lot."

Judging by the number, they must have hired external personnel in addition to students.
Well, they have money so they can do all sorts of things, I thought, when someone pushed through the Holy Knights.

"Everyone, stand back."

I glanced over to see who it was and saw Karina.
She must have rushed over after hearing from Regina that I was here.
I found this interesting, and Zer's expression changed moment by moment.

*It seems he's shocked that the leader herself has appeared.*

I was enjoying his reaction when Karina suddenly approached me and asked anxiously:

"Are you hurt?"

I glanced at her without answering, then signaled with my eyes for her to completely dismiss the nearby Holy Knights.
Karina, seemingly realizing what her future held, closed her eyes tightly.
She bit her lip slightly before telling the Holy Knights:

"Everyone, leave completely."

As the Holy Knights all left the room, I briefly told Karina:

"I'd like to have a private conversation with these two. Cast a spell, please."

At my words, Karina activated magic.
To be precise, she activated magic using a magical tool she possessed, but that's not particularly important.
In any case, once the magic barrier was in place, I immediately drew my holy sword, stabbed it into Karina's shoulder, and said:

"Don't you manage your subordinates?"

At the "shunk" sound of sharp metal tearing through flesh, Zer froze completely.
It must have been quite shocking to see the absolute leader of his church being treated worse than a meat doll.

"I-I'm sorry."
"Does saying sorry fix it? How many times have I told you to manage them properly... and now this?"
"..."

Though it was Karina being stabbed with the sword, Zer seemed to be suffering the most.
With each small groan that escaped, Zer flinched and trembled.
After torturing Karina a few times while watching him, I opened my mouth:

"Well, since you've done some good things, I'll stop here... Zer, what did you say to me earlier?"

At my question, Zer trembled and confessed his sins.
Since I hadn't asked to actually hear them, I half-listened and briefly told Zer:

"Yes, yes, anyway, you were wrong, right?"

A quick nod.
Looking at him, I smiled brightly and said:

"In that sense, I have a favor to ask. You'll do it, right?"

Anyone could see it was closer to "blackmail" than a favor. But that's not particularly important.
In any case, I approached him and slowly said:

"Would you like to become a Paladin?"

Ch.132 - Assembly 3
A Paladin symbolizes the military might of the Church.
As such, the position of Paladin requires proof of one's "individual combat prowess" if nothing else.
It was quite a burdensome position for Zer, who was merely an Academy student.

"P-Paladin?"

Apparently, not knowing his place and filled with desire for power, Zer saw this as an opportunity.
When I offered him the Paladin position, he eagerly took the bait and began watching my reactions.
I let out a hollow laugh as I observed him.

*He's actually going to try this.*

This is why stupid kids are troublesome.
From the first time I met him until now, I've found Zer's intelligence level truly laughable.
I told him what he needed to do.

"Then I have a few conditions."
"...Conditions?"
"Yes. Since the position of Paladin symbolizes the Church's military might, we can't just choose anyone."

A person with normal thinking would find it suspicious that such an important position would be filled so haphazardly, but Zer didn't seem to notice anything strange.
He just nodded stupidly.

*Well, I'm not surprised anymore.*

Since he had always been this way, I accepted it and told him the first thing he needed to do.

"Soon, the Church's Inquisitors will invade this place. When that happens, I want you to step up and defeat them all."

At those words, Zer suddenly froze, seemingly realizing the reality of the situation.
I was impressed that he at least had some minimal situational awareness.

*He's grown.*

In the past, he would have made such stupid decisions that I'd wonder if his head was filled with nothing but muscle.
Now he seemed to show at least a little discernment.

*No, is it even right to say he has discernment when he doesn't know his own limits?*

Anyway, what matters is using Zer to make the Church forces start their rebellion more quickly.
I briefly spoke to the frozen Zer.

"Don't worry too much though. If things get dangerous, I'll help you."
"R-really?"
"Yes, so don't worry and face them in battle."
"......"

At my words, Zer seemed to gain some confidence and just nodded.
I smiled at his reaction.

"Now let's go start the assembly. Uninvited guests will arrive in the middle, but... Zer will take care of them, so it's fine."

I smiled as I said we should get started now.

* * * * *

The Inquisitors were heading toward the Academy in silence, pushing themselves almost recklessly.
Now that the Church and Pope had fallen, all they could do was carry out the orders given to them by the former Pope.

*Everything according to the Pope's and Goddess's will.*

Vex, the leader of the Inquisitors, was determined to deal with the heretics even at the cost of his life.
He once again explained their modified objective to the Inquisitors.

"We will eliminate the Hero and all those associated with him. Of course, since we need to minimize witnesses, we will eliminate everyone as we proceed."

Originally, the Pope had ordered them to kidnap and imprison the Hero and his associates to make them repent.
But now that the Church had fallen, they decided there was no value in making these demon-like individuals repent.
As he was burning with religious fervor and deciding on more forceful actions...

"W-why are we going here?"

He noticed a group of people wearing black robes similar to Church attire but in the opposite color.
Black robes—the symbol of heresy.
Seeing this, he felt his blood boiling with tremendous anger.

*How... how dare they wear such things!*

Whether it was a joke or not didn't matter.
Black robes symbolized rejection of the Church and an indirect expression of intent to bring down the Church.
As an Inquisitor, this was absolutely unacceptable, so he gritted his teeth and shouted.

"Eliminate them first."

They were just students at best.
It would take no more than a minute to deal with them, so there wouldn't be a big problem.
As he was about to chase after them, they suddenly started fleeing into the building.

*Chase them? Or not?*

This was quite a dilemma.
Perhaps through them, they could find the heretics' gathering place, so he decided to follow and check.

*We need to search the interior anyway.*

As he followed them to investigate, an unbelievable scene unfolded before his eyes.

*There were this many heretics in the Academy?*

The Academy was supposed to be a gathering of talents who would lead the future.
Yet seeing over a hundred heretics gathered there, he couldn't help but lament.

*Why is the Church sacrificing itself on the battlefield for the likes of these?*

It was just lamentable that they were sacrificing themselves for those who only thought of betrayal.
Biting his lip until it bled, he slowly released it and closed his eyes.

*No wonder the Pope was keeping such a close eye on the Academy. So that was the reason.*

As he was gritting his teeth and trembling all over trying to contain himself, one of the Inquisitors behind him whispered.

"Shall we deal with them?"

At that question, he gritted his teeth and shook his head.

*Maybe if there were only a dozen or so.*

There were too many risk factors in dealing with so many people at once, and it would take too much time.
So it seemed better to proceed with the main mission first.
As he was about to give the order to continue with the main mission...

- Crack, crunch.

He felt dizzy seeing someone on the platform smashing a pure white statue of the Goddess with a club.
No matter how heretical they were, how could they disrespect someone's deity like that?
Staring blankly at such a scene, he could no longer hold back. He drew his sword and growled in a low voice.

"Kill every single one of them without exception."

At that command, the Inquisitors simultaneously drew their weapons and began killing the heretics one by one.
Blood splattered and screams rang out.
As he felt his anger subsiding slightly seeing their assembly being destroyed in an instant...

"That's far enough."

A heretic in plate armor blocked their way and shouted.

"You filthy heretics... how dare you storm the sacred Church and massacre the believers. I will never forgive you...!"

What did he just say?
Heretics? Did the heretics just call them heretics?

Thinking he had never felt such anger in his entire life, he gritted his teeth.
No matter how much the Church had fallen, he never expected to be called a heretic by heretics.
As all sorts of hollow laughter threatened to burst out, he finally spoke words almost like a curse with a voice full of anger.

"I'll tear out your tongue and eyes, and make you regret your words for the rest of your life."

Just as he was about to charge at him while releasing his Divine Power...
An incredibly powerful Divine Power poured down from above and began pressing down on him.

"Kuhuk!"

Startled by such powerful Divine Power, which he had never experienced before, he looked around in confusion.
Suddenly, a man who was stepping on his chest spoke in a playful voice.

"Sorry, but you'll have to die here."

The Divine Power was so powerful that he couldn't see clearly.
Nevertheless, he could immediately guess who it was.

"H-Hero..."

At his call, the man smiled slightly and then drew his sword and shouted.

"Yes, why do you call?"
"......"

Having come this far, his anger disappeared, leaving only emptiness.
As he was feeling a strange sensation in this situation...
He felt sharp metal piercing his heart.

*Ah.*

Pain surged up, contrasted by a sense of peace that came with it.
As his mind wandered in such sensations, his vision gradually began to blur.

* * * * *

I smiled as I watched the dying Inquisitor.

*Now I'll pass all the credit to Zer.*

I would lead the atmosphere as if Zer had resolved everything.

*After creating such an atmosphere and elevating Zer as a hero of the Church...*

I planned to direct all problems and attention to Zer. If this worked, all risk factors would temporarily converge on Zer, which would be quite a satisfactory result.

*And if I add one more trick to this, I can greatly advance the original goal of starting the rebellion.*

I quickly hid the notes Miria had prepared in the Inquisitors' possessions and smiled.
The notes were "orders from the kingdom commanding the Inquisitors to eliminate the Academy students."
Although they were completely fabricated...

*Thanks to the royal seal and royal stationery obtained through Karina...*

They would be very convincing.
After planting this obvious bait suggesting everything was connected to the kingdom, I turned around.

*Now that I've done everything I needed to do...*

It would be better to return.
I decided to leave the rest to Karina, Regina, and Zer, and quickly headed back to the dormitory.

* * *

When I returned to the dormitory, I was surprised to see Hana awake.
As I stood there unable to hide my surprise...
Hana approached me quickly, sobbing, and threw herself into my arms, crying.

*Wasn't she supposed to be asleep for a few hours?*

Why did she wake up so quickly?
As I watched with a bewildered expression, Lucia, who was beside me, spoke in a flat voice.

"I guess since she's the World Tree, those things don't work well on her."

Ah. Right.
At those words, I looked down at Hana with a surprised expression.
Hana, after soaking my t-shirt with tears, bit my shirt as if determined not to let go and looked up at me.

Ch.133 - Interlude / Charlotte
This is what the unexpected feels like.
I'm momentarily frozen, unsure how to handle this situation, when Lucia gestures for me to quickly pick up Hana.

*Oh, right.*

Thinking that holding and comforting her might help, I pick her up. Hana sniffles and nestles against me. As I let out an awkward laugh at the situation, Lucia speaks in an uncomfortable voice.

"Hana. Jung Hyun didn't go anywhere, he just went to the bathroom for a moment."

I'm not sure if this will work, but I quickly nod in agreement. Hana doesn't respond at all, just stays curled up in my arms. After thinking for a moment, I pat her back gently and say:

"I think it's best if we sleep like this tonight."

Lucia responds with an awkward smile and nods.

"Yes..."

Seeing her reaction, I feel a bit mischievous and teasingly ask Lucia:

"Do you want to sleep with us too, Lucia?"

She glances at me, tilts her head, and replies:

"Should I?"

Her casual response suggests she doesn't even understand what kind of joke I was making. Looking at her, I find it too awkward to explain it was just a joke now, so I nod and go along with what I said.

"Yeah, let's do that."

"Then I'll move the bedding to one side!"

"Sure, sure."

I remain quiet for a moment, watching Hana who continues to leave tear stains on my clothes. I pat her back again and say:

"Hana, stop crying."

She shakes her head against my chest, refusing. Since this is my fault, I decide to let her be and stroke her hair gently.

"I've moved everything."

"Oh, thanks. I appreciate it."

"It's nothing...!"

With that, I head to the bed Lucia prepared to put Hana to sleep.

* * *

When I open my eyes, it's morning.
Looking at Hana sleeping in my arms gives me a strange feeling, and I gently brush her bangs.

*So this is why parents check if their children are sleeping well.*

I feel an urge to fix her hair and pull up her blanket. Thinking this isn't like me at all, I continue patting Hana when someone opens the door and enters.

"Did everyone sleep well?"

From the way of speaking, it must be Miria.
I turn my gaze toward her, and she stares at the three of us with a blank expression.

"...Huh?"

Then, looking shocked, she asks me in a trembling voice:

"Don't tell me. You slept with Lucia?"

That's a statement ripe for misunderstanding.
I quickly try to add that Hana is here too, but before I can speak, Miria rushes to Lucia, shaking her shoulders vigorously.

"It's too early to make a sibling for Hana...!"

Well. She definitely misunderstood.
I try to quiet Miria as Hana wakes up from her loud voice, but—

"Daddy... hehe."
"Did you sleep well, Jung Hyun...?"

Hana and Lucia wake up simultaneously with such identical expressions that I burst out laughing. Despite being mother and daughter, they look exactly alike.

As I laugh, Miria, seemingly furious, lightly smacks Lucia's back and says:

"Don't tell me you did it with Hana right there?"

Seeing Miria crossing the line, I sigh. She'd be better off pretending to be crazy like when we first met—this is just hopeless.

As I shrug my shoulders while holding Hana who's clinging to me, she says something:

"Oh right... Daddy... Hana will make something yummy for you!"

"Something yummy?"

"Uh-huh!"

Wondering what she means, I look at Lucia and Miria.
Miria explains:

"When you went to the Demon Realm last time, we practiced making food for Hana. We told her it was practice for making you a gift."

So they cooked together?
I nod at this, and Hana fidgets with her fingers and asks:

"Don't you want it...?"

"No, I'd like that."

Hearing this, Hana smiles brightly and says she'll make food for me. She quickly gets off the bed and runs to the kitchen.
Seeing this, Lucia follows her with a flustered look, and Miria shakes her head and says:

"My goodness, look how alike they are."

Hana must have learned such behavior from watching Lucia.
Even though I want to deny the resemblance, they're too similar, so I just smile. Then I turn to Miria and say:

"Let me explain what happened yesterday."

I explain everything in detail to Miria, who nods. She seems unfazed by such things now and responds calmly:

"...Then things will definitely accelerate. You left clear evidence that the kingdom is behind this."

"Yeah."

"Normally, something so obvious would raise suspicion, but given the closed nature of religious organizations, if the leader declares the kingdom is behind it, no one will question it."

So my plan worked perfectly.
I nod and tap my foot, while Miria taps her fingers on the desk, thinking for a moment before asking:

"So what are you going to do now?"

I almost unconsciously blurt out "the engagement ceremony" but manage to close my mouth with superhuman reflexes.

*That was close. I almost screwed up.*

Thinking how scary the unconscious mind can be, I force myself to come up with something else:

"For now, I want to see how the kingdom reacts."

"I see? It wouldn't be bad to spend some peaceful time comforting Hana for now."

As I awkwardly nod, Hana approaches from the kitchen and calls out:

"Daddy...!"

She sounds excited, so it must have turned out well.
I turn my head and notice Hana now has a side ponytail. Lucia must have tied her hair to keep it out of the way in the kitchen.

Hana comes to my side, grabs my hand, and pulls me along.
Following her, she pats a chair with her palm and says:

"Sit here...!"

"Okay, okay."

Thinking it's best to do as she says, I sit down, and Lucia places what looks like pancakes on the table.

"Please eat this!"

Golden brown bread with syrup poured on top.
Seeing this, I let out a small sound of admiration.

*This looks better than I expected.*

It's probably more Lucia's creation than Hana's, but she must have helped, so I decide to consider it Hana's work.

*Well, she takes after Lucia, so...*

As I think about how skilled she is, Hana suddenly moves to the opposite side.
She puts her hands on the table, looks up at me with a bright smile, and says:

"Daddy... eat this!"

Then she eagerly signals for me to try it quickly.
Seeing this, I pat her head and slowly taste what appears to be pancakes.

"It's delicious."

Hearing this, Hana happily responds with an "Uh-huh!" and I can't help but smile at her.

* * * * *

Charlotte read the letter sent directly from the royal palace and squeezed her eyes shut.
Various contents gave her a headache, but what pained her most was the line that read:

[Come for advance preparations]

*I ran away because I didn't want to see the throne competition or rivalry.*

Being called back was stressful. She really didn't want to return, but royal orders were absolute.
This wasn't something she could decide based on personal feelings, so she decided to go.

*I hope there won't be any problems...*

But she would likely face various issues. She kept sighing, but she pulled herself together by patting her cheeks and opening her eyes wide.

*Get it together, Charlotte.*

She told herself she could handle this since she'd done well so far, and became lost in thought.

*Once this matter is resolved, I can cut all ties.*

Deciding to push through this final challenge, she wrote and sent a reply stating she would head to the Royal Palace.

*I never dreamed I'd get engaged...*

She had received and rejected many engagement proposals over the years, so she never expected to accept one.

*It's not that I dislike it, but it's... something.*

To be honest, she did have feelings for him, but she had never once thought of him as a lover, so thinking about it made her face flush.
Feeling her face heat up, she fans herself when a maid approaches and asks about her condition.

"Are you alright, Princess?"

"Ah... yes."

"If you need anything, please let me know anytime."

"Thank you."

After the maid politely withdraws, Charlotte takes a deep breath, then looks down at the letter again with a serious expression and says:

"I'll head to the Royal Palace right away, so please make preparations."

"Yes."

Since there were many considerations for traveling comfortably, she needed to prepare several things.
First, she needed to pack the essentials, and she should also contact Jung Hyun... just in case.

Though she still feels embarrassed and conflicted, it had to be done.
Forcing herself to calm down, she wrote a letter to send to Jung Hyun.

*That should do it.*

Deciding to meet her father after a long time and make her position clear, she added:

"Oh, and I'll be wearing my garter belt after so long, so please prepare it."

When she asked for the garter belt she always wore for important confrontations, the maid's eyes lit up as she acknowledged the request.

Ch.134 - Value 1
Charlotte frowned at the excessive welcome she received upon arriving at the Royal Palace.

*Something's definitely off.*

Under normal circumstances, she would have been met with some indifference, with only her followers coming to greet her. Contrary to her expectations, people she never anticipated were there to congratulate and welcome her. Feeling perplexed by this, she eventually couldn't hold back and secretly bit her lip before quietly asking her maid.

"Do you know why these people are acting like this?"
"...No, I don't know. I'm sorry."
"No need to apologize... Sigh, I just don't understand what's going on."

As she held her head, troubled by the situation, the maid cautiously made a suggestion.

"Perhaps you'd like to go rest right away?"

The mention of rest instantly appealed to her. Her room in the main castle was her true home, her original place. Thinking that entering that space after so long and taking a rest would bring peace to her mind, she immediately nodded.

"...Should I?"
"Yes. If that's what you wish, I think that would be best."
"Then I'll just greet the important officials and go rest. Please prepare everything in advance."
"Understood."

With those words, she looked at the nobles in front of her, wearing their fake smiles. These were the same people who wouldn't even glance at her when her value dropped after she gave up the royal succession race, but now they were suddenly trying to flatter her.

*The only thing I can think of is the engagement.*

They must be acting this way because of her engagement to Jung Hyun. With this realization, she vaguely understood the context.

*Everything was in Duke Philotes' palm all along.*

Upon realizing this, a bitter, hollow laugh escaped her.

*Disgusting.*

Perhaps because of her experience at the Academy, where she had shared genuine connections driven by personal emotions rather than political motives, she found it difficult to tolerate such self-serving, selfish behaviors.

As she felt like she might vomit at any moment, she tightly closed her eyes. Seeing her condition, the maid politely bowed, saying she would go prepare everything right away.

"...Please do."

Pressing the back of her hand against her increasingly twisted lips, she pretended to be fine. Then she looked at those hovering around her and smiled.

* * *

As soon as Charlotte returned to her room, she carelessly threw off her coat and immediately looked under her desk. The space beneath the desk was filled with childhood memories. Seeing it, her suppressed emotions resurfaced, and her expression softened.

*It's been so long...*

Wondering why the space under the desk was so comfortable, she glanced around. After confirming no maids were present, she discreetly crawled under the desk and laid down.

*...*

This sensation of comfort and relaxation. Her mood improved again, and she tried to hold back the smile that kept trying to emerge as she closed her eyes. Suddenly, memories from a few days ago surfaced.

*Ah.*

Not only had she pulled a strange man under a desk at the Academy, but she had also thrown a tantrum asking for an engagement. As these memories suddenly came to mind, her face turned bright red, and she felt dizzy.

*I, I must have been crazy.*

No matter how sad and flustered she had been, she never dreamed she would do something so improper. She fanned herself and tightly closed her eyes, thinking about this.

She tried to think of something else to avoid dwelling on it, but the memory was so intense that it kept flooding her mind, making her dizzy.

*...Oh, seriously!*

Why do memories you want to forget always appear so vividly? As she was writhing in embarrassment, unable to understand, a maid knocked on the door and politely called for her.

"Lady Charlotte. Duke Philotes is looking for you."

No matter how high his status as a duke, it would normally be impossible for someone without royal blood to so rudely summon a member of the royal family. Yet Duke Philotes did this "as if it were natural" and called for her.

*This isn't even funny.*

Nevertheless, the fact that she had to go when he called was ridiculous, and she let out a hollow laugh before composing herself and slowly answering.

"I'll be right there."
"Yes."

She sighed as she fixed her disheveled hair. There was no more time to be lost in dreams. Recalling the memories from the Academy—embarrassing yet not entirely unpleasant—she let them go and slowly walked out of the room.

*

In the study filled with luxurious wooden furniture, Duke Philotes sat somewhat arrogantly. Even as she entered, he didn't take his eyes off his book as he spoke.

"Have you been well?"

It was an inappropriate tone to use with a princess, but he spoke as if it were natural to inquire about her well-being this way. After a moment of internal conflict, she nodded.

"...Yes, thanks to you."
"That's good to hear."

Thanks to him... Seeing him say such things without even making eye contact made her feel queasy. As she tried to calm herself, he closed his book and continued.

"I must commend you on the engagement with the Hero. You did well for someone who fled the royal succession race like a loser."

It was an outright insult, but she couldn't say anything in response.

*If I get angry here...*

Political disadvantages would be imposed not only on her but also on those who followed her.

*I can't harm those who still follow me even though I gave up the royal succession race.*

Thinking she should endure, she bit her lip. He rose from his seat and spoke with a voice full of mockery.

"Well, that bloodline has always had excellent appearances. Even I, a Dragon, find it quite tempting."

With those words, he grabbed her chin with his hand and examined her face from different angles, as if appreciating a piece of art he owned. She was about to push his hand away, unable to tolerate such humiliation any longer.

"Can you handle the consequences?"

At his question about whether she could take responsibility for everything that would happen if she rejected him, she could only remain silent.

"Even someone as naive and cowardly as you must know well what happened to those who defied me."
"......"
"So don't ruin things by being swayed by your emotions. Just do as I say."

At his words, she could only bite her lip and bow her head. As he said, she knew better than anyone what had happened to those who defied him.

*...The reason the 1st and 2nd princes were pushed out of the royal succession race was all because of Duke Philotes.*

From the moment those two stood against Duke Philotes' authority, not only did their political foundations disappear by some unnamed force, but the loyal subjects who followed them were all executed or exiled, caught on the crimes of ancestors from long ago whose names were now difficult to recall.

*Because of that, the nobles who were just watching decided it was better to side with me, a princess, rather than continuing to follow the princes.*

Originally, as a princess, she could never have been mentioned in the royal succession race, but she began to be discussed and was eventually forced to participate in the royal succession race along with Karina.

...Whatever the case, what was clear here was that the moment she defied him, her support base would "collapse" just like the princes', which was an obvious fact. So to protect them, she couldn't rebel against him.

She bit her lip until it bled due to the frustrating reality, but only pain came, and nothing changed. As she trembled, Jung Hyun's image suddenly appeared in her mind.

*...*

She thought about asking for help but shook her head and dismissed the idea.

*I don't want to involve him in something like this.*

Thinking that it was enough for her alone to be hurt, Duke Philotes lifted her hair and said:

"Seduce the Hero with that body at the engagement ceremony. It would be better to make it a fait accompli."
"......"
"Of course, it's nearly impossible to do this without any knowledge. I'll assign you a teacher of bedroom arts. If you learn this, it will be easier."

Her eyes trembled at his tone, which treated her not as a person but as an object. However, due to the responsibility weighing on her, she could do nothing but nod.

*This is all for everyone's sake.*

Thinking that everything would be resolved if she sacrificed herself alone, she tightly closed her eyes.

* * * * *

In the forest near the Academy, I held Hana in my arms and looked down at the letter in front of me.

*...So Charlotte went to the Royal Palace to discuss the engagement ceremony.*

There was nothing particularly problematic written, but the fact that she sent me a letter instead of telling me directly kept bothering me, making me fall into contemplation. After continuing to ponder, I narrowed my eyes and came to a conclusion.

*Should I go see her?*

It just felt ominous to let it go. After thinking for a moment, I decided to visit her.

*Of course, it would be boring to just go.*

While I'm there, I might as well cause some terror in the kingdom and see the face of that duke fellow.

*And I should also check where our precious royal rag golem and pope chimera will sit during the engagement ceremony.*

Thinking it would be good to do some reconnaissance, I decided to visit the kingdom.

*But the problem is Hana.*

I fell into contemplation as I looked at Hana, who was in my arms staring up at me. Since it seemed awkward to take her along, I was conflicted. Nearby, Miria rested her chin on her hand and said to me:

"I think your daughter will end up doing the same things you do since she takes after you. Why not give her some early education?"

What exactly is Miria's identity that she can read my mind so clearly without me saying anything? I looked at her with a surprised expression, and Miria sighed and said:

"You're looking at a letter with the royal seal and contemplating? Just from that, I can tell it's related to the kingdom."

Then she looked down at Hana.

"The only reason you'd look at Hana with such concern is if you need to go somewhere. The only conclusion is that you're going to the kingdom to cause terror."
"Wait, where did the terror part come from?"

To that, Miria responded as if it were obvious:

"Let me ask you the reverse. Have you ever gone anywhere without causing terror?"

I was about to say of course I had, but...

*Come to think of it, I haven't.*

In this world, I could only remember causing terror wherever I went, so I had to keep my mouth shut.

"So anyway, take her along as part of her early education."
"Even so, taking a child to a dangerous place is a bit..."
"...Wait, were you seriously going to give her early education in terrorism because I said that? Are you crazy?"

I don't know what tune I'm supposed to dance to. As I frowned, unable to understand, Lucia made a suggestion:

"Then how about we all go together for a trip?"

At those words, Miria made a complex expression and said:

"Terrorism with the whole family... that's novel."

It was an undeniable fact that I was going to cause terror, but I felt her words were too harsh and was about to say something. Suddenly, I wondered if carrying out terrorism with companions might unlock a new achievement, so I thought it might not be a bad idea.

"Shall we do that then?"

At my response, Miria sensed something was wrong and immediately tried to run away, but I quickly caught her with my Divine Power and said:

"Where do you think you're going?"

Ch.135 - Value 2
As dawn approached, Charlotte returned to her room with a somewhat pale face. Learning spatial magic wasn't particularly difficult for someone her age, but the pace was too fast, causing severe mental fatigue.

*I'm dizzy.*

Just as she was about to crawl under her desk, ready to give up on everything, she noticed a battered fairy tale book on the desk. Seeing it stirred complicated emotions, making her brush her bangs up and sigh.

*...A fairy tale.*

It was her favorite childhood story, something about reaching out to those in need. Looking back now, the content seemed rather absurd.

*Still, as a child, I really connected with it.*

She had even been influenced by it to help Jung Hyun once.

*That's all in the past now.*

As that thought crossed her mind, she let out an empty sigh, then squeezed her eyes shut and crawled under the desk.

*

"Charlotte, why don't you act with dignity befitting a princess?"

After the hero disappeared, it seemed her secret evening food deliveries to him had been discovered. The First Prince, Second Prince, and Karina began tormenting her with mockery and violence.

"You brought food to a lowly criminal against Father's orders? Are you insane?"

Despite claiming their noble bloodlines, they used the crudest language. They pulled at her blue hair—so different from their own—and found endless excuses to torment her.

"If you want to associate with such lowly creatures, why don't you go live with them?"

The First and Second Princes had always shown signs of disliking her, but this was the first time they'd been so blatant about it. Confused, she turned to Karina, whom she'd been somewhat friendly with, for help.

"First Princess, why don't you handle your own problems?"

With a mocking voice, Karina turned away and left. Standing there bewildered, unable to understand what had gone wrong, the Second Prince grabbed her hair, knocked her down, and laughed hysterically.

The indiscriminate violence hurt, but what terrified her most was the blind malice directed at her. Looking around tearfully, she saw even the servants she'd been friendly with deliberately ignoring the situation, averting their eyes.

*...Why?*

What had she done so wrong to deserve such treatment? All she'd done was reach out to someone in need, just like in the fairy tale she'd read.

Unable to understand any of it, she tearfully protested, asking what she'd done wrong, but this only intensified the bullying without changing anything.

"Oh? It's raining."

As she crouched there with her face covered in tears, it was the rain that finally stopped everything. As the rain grew heavier, they all left as if by agreement, and only then did the servants begin to look concerned.

*......*

Unable to understand where things had gone wrong, she could only cry helplessly. Then her nanny came rushing over from a distance, picked her up, and spoke.

"Ch-Charlotte! Are you alright?"

Since she clearly wasn't alright, she just kept crying, and her nanny patted her back and quickly took her inside.

*

After bathing her in warm water, the nanny dried her hair and said:

"Charlotte... you did nothing wrong."

Unsure whether this person truly understood her or was just taking her side, she continued to sniffle. The nanny carefully embraced her and explained:

"Unlike you, they are children of concubines, so they're inherently hostile toward you."

"Children of concubines...?"

Thinking of their mothers who were still alive, unlike her own deceased mother, she nodded. The nanny wiped her tear-stained face and continued:

"That's why you must become strong, Charlotte."

"...Yes."

"But don't worry too much. I will protect you no matter what it takes."

In that warm embrace, she nodded and said she understood.

"Then promise you'll stay by my side..."

"Of course I will."

The nanny's pinky finger linked with hers. When she felt that warm touch, she believed the nanny would always be there to protect her.

[Gren Nereide (Deceased)]

Less than a month later, her nanny died.

* * *

Charlotte recalled her childhood memories, then messed up her hair and crawled under the desk. After her nanny's death, her anxiety had grown so severe that this space under the desk had become a substitute for her nanny's warm embrace.

*...It's warm.*

Under the blanket, she could somewhat recall that warm embrace, feeling a sense of comfort and happiness. Just as she was thinking she'd like to stay trapped in here forever—

- Well, I guess I have no choice. That engagement thing? Sure, let's do it.

The memory from the Academy suddenly surfaced.

"......"

Why did these memories always come to her when she was in here? Struggling with embarrassment just like back then, she eventually went limp and laughed awkwardly.

*Well... it wasn't so bad.*

The feeling of someone supporting and embracing her was something she hadn't experienced since her nanny, making it an unforgettable memory. As she was about to close her eyes, she suddenly remembered part of today's "spatial magic" lesson.

- Princess, one thing women often use to seduce men is their armpits.
- Armpits...? Wouldn't breasts or thighs or buttocks be better for seduction?
- Those primal areas are actually less effective than armpits. Think about it, Princess. Breasts and buttocks reveal their shape even when clothed, so they lack rarity, but armpits are covered by the arms...

The female teacher who taught her spatial magic had explained all sorts of vulgar things and incomprehensible male preferences that seemed unbelievable coming from another woman. As she blushed at these disturbing thoughts that kept surfacing, it suddenly struck her that she was learning all this for Jung Hyun.

*S-so in other words...*

Does that mean she would have to do those things to Jung Hyun later? Feeling like her soul was about to leave her body, she absently looked at her own armpit and muttered:

*...Will I have to show mine too someday?*

And apparently she would have to let him lick it too...
Realizing where her thoughts had gone, she frantically shook her head in denial.

*No, no, absolutely not. Never, even if I die.*

She closed her eyes, thinking that she would never do such an indecent thing, even at the cost of her life.

* * * * *

Duke Philotes sat arrogantly on the throne, then came down and asked:

"So, how is Charlotte doing?"

The butler bowed respectfully and replied:

"She is taking her lessons better than expected."

At this, he smirked and said:

"Of course she should. Her appearance is her only value."

The butler could only bow his head in silence at these words. Losing interest in his servant's reaction, the Duke snorted and picked up some nearby documents.

"How are the engagement ceremony preparations coming along?"

"We are dedicating all our resources to it, and plan to invite not only the major nobles but also the minor ones."

Nodding with some satisfaction, the Duke listened as the butler carefully brought up another topic.

"However, our financial situation has become extremely dire, and we need to find a solution."

The butler was bringing this up now so they could discuss it at the next meeting. After considering briefly, the Duke calmly offered an alternative.

"We should use the demons."

"...The demons, sir?"

"Yes, demons. Since nothing they do would seem strange, why not use their reputation to confiscate the nobles' assets?"

Reciting the Pope's idea verbatim, he watched the butler look somewhat taken aback before bowing and continuing.

"Also, there are rumors of a new religion being established at the Academy."

"A new religion?"

Just as the original religion collapsed, a new one emerges... Whoever it was had good timing, he thought, when he heard something that couldn't be ignored.

"The problem is that this religion is preaching the downfall of the kingdom... so we need to come up with a countermeasure."

For such an issue to reach his ears, it must be quite significant. Deciding it would be best to send knights to handle it, he decided to dispatch the Third Knight Order, which still had some capacity.

"However, rumors suggest that Inquisitors were defeated by them... so I'm concerned the Third Knight Order might not be sufficient."

"Then mix in some inspectors as well."

"Understood."

Seeing the butler bow respectfully again, the Duke lost interest and waved his hand dismissively. Since they were discussing Church matters, he asked about the Pope's situation.

"By the way, have you still not found the Pope?"

"...No. Despite our inquiries, we haven't found even a trace. It seems likely he's either dead or been taken to a pocket dimension or the Demon Realm."

Having spent so much time together, the Duke felt it was only right to at least find his body. After ordering them to "find him as soon as possible by any means," he yawned.

*My friend, this will ensure the peace of the kingdom you desired.*

Thinking that the Pope should be pleased, he returned to his throne.

Ch.136 - Value 3
The next morning.
I dragged the reluctant Miria toward the teleportation device.
The entire way there, I could hear Miria grumbling.
But thanks to Hana comforting her for the first time ever, her whining subsided faster than I expected.

*Well, whatever.*

I decided to just think of this as a casual outing and when we arrived at the kingdom,
Miria made a face like she was about to die and said to us:

"Seriously! Why is the sunlight so strong here?!"
"Lady Miria...! The sunlight is exactly the same as at the Academy...!"
"I know that, but... Arrrgh! Never mind, what's the point of talking to you?"

As expected, Lucia is Miria's hard counter.
I smiled listening to their banter, then picked up Hana and asked:

"Hana, is there anything you want to eat?"

At my question, Hana tilted her head, seeming unsure.
I patted her back and said, "Then let's look around," as we strolled through the area.

*I should probably gather information first.*

While buying snacks and walking through the market to gather intel, some quite useful information reached my ears.

"Have you heard about the First Princess's engagement ceremony?"
"I can't believe the First Princess is getting engaged... I guess the rumors about her participating in the succession battle were false."
"Who cares if she gets married or not? It doesn't matter to us who gets engaged."

Judging by how the engagement talk dominated conversations throughout the market, it seemed this had already become the hot topic.
Seeing how quickly and widely the news had spread, I pondered for a moment and decided to modify my plan.

*It might be better to postpone the terror attack for now.*

Originally, I had planned to carry out an attack right after arriving, as a sort of greeting.

*If I did that, I'd only sacrifice meaningless people.*

It wouldn't affect any of the kingdom's key figures at all.
For now, I should hold back and carry out the attack during the engagement ceremony instead.

*I can't miss the big prize while chasing after something small.*

So I decided to be satisfied with attacking the Church for now and focus on finding Charlotte.

*Where could Charlotte be?*

She's definitely in the main castle... but pinpointing her location is difficult.
I initially thought about going myself, but there were too many complications, so I shook my head to dismiss the idea.

*Then there's only one option.*

I tossed the royal identification badge I'd extracted from Karina to Miria and said:

"Miria, can you go to the castle and find Charlotte for me?"

Hearing this, Miria made a bewildered face and blurted out:

"...Me?"
"Yes, you."
"But why me..."
"Well, I can't go because my face is known, Hana obviously can't do it, and the only one left is Lucia."

When I mentioned Lucia, Miria stared at her intently.
Lucia responded to Miria's gaze with a bright smile and tilted her head.
Seeing this, Miria held her forehead and let out a brief sigh.

"Ah... right."

Having reached some realization, Miria sighed deeply and nodded.
Then, with a somewhat resigned look, she nodded and told me:

"Fine... I'll go."

No matter what, she always ends up doing what I ask.
Grateful, I decided to gift Miria her own subspace later and turned my attention elsewhere.

"Thanks, I'm counting on you."
"...Sigh, alright, alright."

With a groan, Miria turned and began heading toward the castle.
Watching her go, I stroked Hana's head and said:

"So, have you decided what you want to eat?"
"I don't know...!"
"Then let's try everything, one by one. We'll buy some for Miria too while we're at it."
"Okay!"

Since money was no object, I decided to spend lavishly. I called over to Lucia, who was standing there blankly, and we moved on.

* * * * *

Miria grumbled as she entered the castle.
Normally, she would have been stopped at the entrance, but thanks to the royal insignia badge, she was able to enter without much trouble.

*Now then... let's see. Where could Senior Charlotte be?*

As far as she knew, there wouldn't be any important figures on the basement, first, or second floors of the main castle.
She must be on the third floor or higher.

*So using the third floor as a starting point, where might she be?*

First, the Class 1 royal quarters.
The residence where only pure-blooded royals could live would be the most likely place.

Miria nodded as she confirmed that the Class 2 royal quarters where Karina used to live had been burned down in a terrorist attack.

*So I need to infiltrate the Class 1 royal quarters, but how...*

After pondering how to get in, she finally sighed and decided to use her ability.

*What trouble I'm going through because I found the wrong boss.*

Thinking that she'd had terrible luck since birth, she slowly headed toward the Class 1 royal quarters.

*Perception Reduction Magic.*

A basic magic she had practiced since birth.
Using this naturally, she held the royal badge in her right hand and slowly approached the quarters.

*Calm down, calm down.*

Since the royal palace constantly had high-level mages using detection magic,
if she manifested her magic too strongly, she might get caught even with Perception Reduction Magic.
So she activated it as gently as possible as she entered the quarters.

*Thank goodness.*

It seemed they didn't bother her because she was carrying the royal identification badge.
Thinking her heart was pounding unusually hard, she walked toward Charlotte's quarters.

*It should be around here.*

Since the First Princess's room had been designated from ancient times, she thought she could find it without much difficulty.
Looking at the massive door in front of her, which was decorated so lavishly it was obvious at a glance,
she knew that if she tried to open it, the "security" magic would activate and cause a commotion.

*I'll have to find a window or something.*

She had noticed a balcony earlier—perhaps she could climb over from there?
With this thought, she headed toward the balcony, but then heard an incredibly vulgar sound coming from one of the rooms.

*...Huh?*

Blinking several times in surprise at the shocking sound, she tried to act normal, took a deep breath, and turned her head away.

*I didn't hear anything... I didn't hear anything.*

Just as she was about to climb over to the balcony, thinking it was best not to get involved,
she spotted a small hole through which she could see inside.

"......"

This must be what they call a moral dilemma.
Upon seeing this, she was caught in tremendous conflict, deliberating back and forth before finally squeezing her eyes shut and shouting in her mind:

*This is all for information!*

Yes, information.
Deciding that she never knew when this information might be useful, she decided to take just a small peek... no, just a quick look, and peered through.

*Ch-Ch-Charlotte senior?*

She could see Senior Charlotte taking bedroom arts lessons.
Her mind grew hot at this realization, making her feel dizzy, when suddenly the instructor teaching Charlotte stood up and used a tool to...

*How vulgar...!*

She was so shocked that she fell over.
She couldn't believe they would do such a thing...!
As she covered her face in disbelief, she heard a voice from the corridor.

"...You."

A deep, low voice.
Cold sweat ran down her back, thinking she'd been caught by a guard.

*What should I do?*

The one fortunate thing was that she still had the royal identification badge in her hand.
She thought she could make up some excuse about being summoned by a royal.
As she turned around, preparing all sorts of excuses, what she saw was:

*...Duke Philotes.*

The face of her mortal enemy—the last person she wanted to see.

*Why?*

As she felt her face gradually stiffening at this unexpected disaster,
Duke Philotes spoke with a severely distorted expression:

"...How are you still alive?"

Though it was a brief question, extreme disgust washed over her upon hearing it, making her grind her teeth.
But if she let her emotions out here, something irreversible would happen.
So she swallowed her feelings and answered with a forced smile:

"Pardon? I don't understand what you're saying."

She showed her discomfort, but thought this much would be fine.
Still finding it difficult to control her expression, she opened her eyes to see Duke Philotes approaching rapidly with a scornful laugh.

*Huh...?*

Seeing this, she immediately tried to back away to escape.
But Duke Philotes approached with overwhelming speed and asked with a voice full of killing intent:

"You dare lie to my face without knowing your place?"

The oppressive and immense mana unique to dragons, the apex predators.
As that mana spread in all directions, crushing everything around it,
she was forced to her knees like an insect stepped on by a cat.

*Ugh... it hurts.*

It had been a long time since she'd directly experienced such murderous mana, and her insides twisted so badly that blood welled up.
Seeing her own blood was rare, and in her momentary confusion, she tried to stop the bleeding with both hands.
Duke Philotes stepped on her shoulder without hesitation, knocking her backward, and said:

"...I'll ask one last time. You should have died, so how exactly are you still alive?"

At those words, a bitter laugh escaped her.
If it had been Jung Hyun, he would have stabbed a sword into her shoulder first, but all this guy did was kick her down...
Having spent so much time with Jung Hyun, she thought she could somehow overcome this level of fear, and briefly answered:

"Y-you must be mistaken... idiot."

This too was growth, if you could call it that.
In the past, she had been just a kid with sharp instincts who would do anything to survive.
But now she had become a kid who could even talk back.

*This is why... I should have made better friends.*

With a self-deprecating joke, she wiped away the blood with trembling hands.
Duke Philotes, seemingly unable to contain himself any longer, drew his sword and shouted:

"I confirmed you were dead, so how are you still alive?!"

Just as he was about to thrust his sword at her, the door behind them opened and Senior Charlotte intervened:

"If you stab Miria, I'll cancel the engagement ceremony and everything else. Just try touching Miria!"

Ch.137 - ... Why?
Charlotte recalled a saying she'd once heard: "Those who are most afraid bark the loudest." She mocked herself for doing exactly that—shouting loudly while terrified.

*This is exactly what that saying looks like in the flesh.*

What a foolish sight she made—voice loud and commanding while her entire body trembled uncontrollably. Judging by how badly she was shaking, she probably looked horrifying to others. Still, she forced herself to continue speaking.

"G-get away from her... Get away from Miria right now!"

At her words, Duke Philotes hesitated briefly, then clicked his tongue and turned away.

"Unlike your parents, you're quite lucky."

Then, as if he'd lost interest, he simply walked away.

*...*

Fortunately, things had worked out well. But it was just luck. If something like this happened again, she didn't think she could handle it. She sniffled back tears.

"Oh, seriously..."

She was already mentally exhausted from constantly remembering the past, and now this situation made it even harder to endure. As she continued to cry, Miria awkwardly wiped Charlotte's tears with the back of her hand.

"Senior... are you okay?"
"...Yes."

Miria seemed apologetic about the whole situation. She fidgeted nervously while looking at Charlotte, repeatedly mumbling apologies and thanks in a barely audible voice. Then, covering her face with both hands, she spoke in a dejected tone.

"It's all because of me... I'm really sorry."

Charlotte shook her head and said it was fine. Honestly, she was far from fine—she felt like she was losing her mind—but she didn't want to show it because Miria was likely the one most hurt by the situation.

After a brief silence that followed, Charlotte gathered her thoughts as best she could and said what seemed most sensible in this situation.

"Should we... tell Jung Hyun about this?"

If they told Jung Hyun, he could probably resolve it. She thought he might even cleanly settle the revenge for Miria's parents, though she didn't know the details.

"...Not yet."

Contrary to her expectation, Miria objected.

"...Why?"

Charlotte had many questions, but knowing they would be endless if she voiced them all, she condensed them into this simple query. Miria provided a reasonable explanation.

"If Jung Hyun storms in here right now and kills Duke Philotes, it would complicate many of our plans."

So they had to keep her parents' enemy alive because it would interfere with their plans? Charlotte wasn't sure if Miria was being cold-hearted or if she was truly doing this for Jung Hyun's sake. Either way, since Miria—the victim—had spoken so firmly, it was difficult to press the issue.

*Sigh, I don't know.*

Jung Hyun was going to cause a scene at the engagement ceremony anyway, so perhaps that would be the best time to address Duke Philotes's crimes. Though she didn't like it much, she decided to leave it be for now. As she was about to nod in agreement, Miria suddenly blinked and expressed a question.

"Oh, and congratulations on your engagement to Jung Hyun."
"Huh, what?"
"It's one of the hottest topics these days. Your engagement to Jung Hyun."
"..."

Having been confined to the castle recently, Charlotte hadn't realized rumors about the engagement had spread everywhere. She looked at Miria with a shocked expression, and Miria shrugged her shoulders as she stood up.

"I don't mind, but I'm not sure how Lucia or Cynthia will feel. Of course, I support you, Senior Charlotte... but those two might be different."
"..."

She had deliberately kept quiet about the engagement since it was going to be canceled anyway, but now that it was exposed, she felt flustered. She stammered and tried to explain.

"N-no, it's not like that. This is just for show, not a real engagement... well, it is an engagement, but not really...!"

Rather than understanding her intent, Miria just looked at her with an impressed expression.

"They say the one who starts last runs the fiercest... You're amazing, Senior Charlotte."
"N-no, that's not it... it's really not like that!"

In response to her reaction, Miria laughed playfully and replied.

"I'm just kidding."
"..."

Could there be a contagious disease called "Jung Hyun syndrome" in this world? Charlotte wondered why everyone became so sly when associated with Jung Hyun. As she sighed at the thought, Miria offered some advice.

"I'm not sure about Cynthia... but you should be careful around Lucia. She acts all innocent and sweet with that silly smile, but she's actually quite perceptive and can be scarily possessive."
"...Lucia?"

Charlotte wondered if this was another joke, but Miria's expression seemed quite serious. Seeing her serious face, Charlotte looked at her dubiously. Miria then stood up, leaving with a "Good luck anyway!"

"Well, I should get going now... I'll pass your regards to Jung Hyun."
"Ah... yes, thank you."
"And thank you for not asking too many questions about what happened earlier."

Honestly, Charlotte wanted to ask about their relationship, but Miria's expression had been so rigid that she couldn't bring herself to ask.

*I'll hear about it later when Miria feels better.*

Deciding to set aside her curiosity for now, she waved goodbye.

* * * * *

Duke Philotes paced the corridor, biting his lip. He never dreamed that a child of the Gold Dragon would still be alive.

*I'm certain I confirmed their death, so how are they still alive?*

He had definitely confirmed the death by crushing their breath with mana... yet they were still alive. It was incomprehensible.

*I couldn't have been mistaken.*

Perhaps the Gold Dragons had done something before dying... but he couldn't figure out what.

*This is troublesome.*

Fortunately, they seemed to be in a growth phase and couldn't properly use their abilities yet. But if left alone, they would soon be able to fully manifest their powers, becoming a formidable enemy. He wanted to tear them apart immediately, but...

*I can't ruin the bigger plan just to seize an immediate gain.*

He couldn't afford to ruin the engagement ceremony, which was more important than anything. He decided to be patient at least until after the ceremony, grinding his teeth.

*She definitely said Miria.*

To ensure he wouldn't forget, he repeated the name several times until it was perfectly stored in his memory.

*I should focus on the engagement ceremony first... and then.*

After the ceremony, when the Hero was no longer needed, it would be good to acquire the power to eliminate him.

*The Hero is too much of a risk.*

While the Hero was useful now and difficult to deal with immediately, his actions and power were far too dangerous to ignore. It would be better to remove him before he grew even stronger.

*The problem is that the Hero has already completed the Holy Sword, and judging by how easily he dealt with the Paladin created by the Pope...*

Conventional force wouldn't be enough, so he needed another solution.

*And that solution can be found with this.*

At the end of the corridor was a throne. As soon as he entered, he approached one wall and extended his hand, continuing his thoughts.

*Ancient demon.*

More precisely, the Sealing Stone that sealed an ancient demon—if released, it could surely defeat the Hero. However, there was one problem: the ancient demon from mythology was too powerful, and if not careful, it could backfire. As a countermeasure, he needed to create a "Control Stone."

*The problem is that this Control Stone requires too many materials.*

It still needed time to be completed.

*It will take about three days after the engagement ceremony.*

If he could just hold out until then, everything would go according to his wishes. He recited his habitual phrase:

"All of this is for the peace of the kingdom."

* * * * *

I decided to show Hana and Lucia around the market while waiting for Miria to return. Honestly, it wasn't much different from the market near the Academy, but Hana seemed to be enjoying herself, so I was satisfied.

*I'm glad I brought her.*

Though my purpose had changed, seeing her happy made me feel good. But then an unexpected problem arose.

"Have you heard? The Hero and the First Princess are getting engaged soon!"

At first, I tried to ignore it since I'd heard it so many times already. Unfortunately, Lucia, who had been spacing out, was approaching me just as she overheard this. Upon hearing it, she froze momentarily before asking me:

"...Jung Hyun, I just heard something strange."

Her expression hardened instantly, her usual silly look completely gone. With a rather serious face, she continued:

"I heard a rumor that you and Charlotte are getting engaged. Do you know anything about that?"

Though it might have sounded like a simple question, her voice had sunk so low that she was clearly angry. I found myself in a dilemma.

*How should I answer?*

After wavering for a moment, I decided to just give up and be honest. The truth would come out eventually anyway.

"Yes... I agreed to get engaged to Charlotte."

At my honest answer, Lucia silently stared at me before responding briefly.

"...Why?"

Ch.138 - Sincerity
Lucia couldn't help but bite her lip when she overheard the word "engagement."

Having lived her whole life giving things up or having them taken from her, she normally didn't feel much resistance to losing things. But strangely, the thought of someone taking Jung Hyun away made her heart grow cold and sink.

*Jung Hyun and Charlotte getting engaged...*

While it should have been something to celebrate—two people she cared about getting engaged—whenever she imagined them actually holding an engagement ceremony, her hands clenched and she bit her lip until it bled.

Not understanding why she felt this way, she was caught in a cycle of confusion and anger when Jung Hyun spoke with a serious expression.

"No, this is a misunderstanding."

Normally, she would have immediately relaxed upon hearing the word "misunderstanding" and responded with something like "I see...!" But strangely, today she didn't want to do that. Maintaining her expression, she demanded a more detailed explanation from Jung Hyun.

"Then why... are you getting engaged?"

At her question, Jung Hyun sighed hesitantly before confessing the truth in a small voice.

"We're not really getting engaged—we're just pretending to have an engagement to lure Duke Philotes. So we're having an engagement ceremony, but it's not a real engagement."

Hearing this explanation calmed her emotions somewhat, but the anxiety that had sprouted remained, persistently clouding her thoughts. Anxiety like: what if Jung Hyun and Charlotte had actually been getting engaged?

She kept biting her lip until it bled, her expression hardening. But when she saw Jung Hyun worrying about her, her senses returned, and she felt embarrassed about the whole situation.

*What am I doing...*

Jung Hyun had no intention of actually getting engaged, yet here she was, misunderstanding everything, getting angry and depressed. She felt so ashamed of her foolish behavior that she wanted to hide in a mouse hole. As she covered her face with both hands, trembling, a conversation she'd had with Miria suddenly flashed through her mind.

*
"No... ugh. If you keep acting like an idiot saying things like 'Hehe, Jung Hyun, I'm fine...!' you're going to lose him to someone else, you know?"
"M-Miria... I never laughed like that..."
"That's not the important part. I'm saying you're about to lose Jung Hyun to other girls! It's so frustrating!"
"...I'm sorry."
"So? You need to make the first move and appeal to him! What's the point of having those ridiculously large breasts? Huh?"
"R-ridiculous? I didn't want them to grow this big..."
"Are you mocking me now?"
*

Miria's advice that she would lose him if things continued this way. Until now, everyone had been precious to her, and not wanting to fight, she had deliberately kept her distance, yielding to everyone. But hearing about the engagement with Charlotte had turned all those thoughts upside down.

*...No matter what, I don't want to lose Jung Hyun to someone else.*

While everyone was precious to her, Jung Hyun was the most special. The thought that she absolutely didn't want to lose him, no matter what, kept rising within her. Perhaps because of this, "greed"—something that would never have appeared in her before—kept spreading in her mind as she squeezed her eyes shut.

"Lucia, are you okay?"

As Jung Hyun's warm hand stroked her head, she felt her sticky greed gradually hardening into obsession.

The warmth of Jung Hyun contrasted sharply with the cold, dark, lonely single room at the Church. As these contrasting images unfolded in her mind, she no longer wanted to yield to others.

*...Right, breasts. Miria said men definitely like breasts.*

Normally, she would have been too embarrassed for any physical contact, let alone allowing her chest to touch someone. But realizing she had nowhere else to retreat, she decided to cast aside her embarrassment and slowly pressed herself against Jung Hyun.

"......"

The firm muscles from years of training felt strange against her body. Her heart raced oddly at the contact, making her face hot, but she pretended to be fine as she slowly opened her mouth.

"I-I can't give up anymore."

Thinking this might be something she was saying to herself rather than to Jung Hyun, she deliberately pressed her chest against him and slowly spoke.

"So... from now on, I'm going to seduce you...! Be on your guard!"

She was so embarrassed that her words came out strangely. "Be on your guard"... what kind of thing was that to say? Not even understanding herself anymore, she continued pressing against him before finally grasping both his hands to express her determination.

* * * * *

I was feeling bewildered by Lucia's sudden behavior. She had occasionally done impulsive things before, but they had always ended quickly without much issue. This time was different—she was doing something for a relatively long time.

*Well, I don't dislike it.*

To be precise, I did like it, but it was so sudden that I felt a bit dumbfounded. As I cleared my throat at the massive divine power pouch pressing against my arm, I could feel Lucia continuing to cling tightly to me despite her hesitation.

*Hana on my left arm, Lucia on my right.*

Thinking how mother and daughter were acting exactly the same, I was feeling conflicted when I spotted Miria approaching from a distance.

She had arrived sooner than expected, and I was about to wave in greeting, but seeing that she didn't look particularly well, I couldn't help but frown.

*Did something happen?*

Wondering about this, I approached her. Miria was about to say something to me but then noticed Lucia clinging to my side and spoke with surprise.

"...What are you two doing?"

Seeing Lucia, who had always been so passive, now being aggressive seemed to throw her off. As I smiled somewhat awkwardly at Miria's reaction, Lucia answered her instead of me, in a rather loud voice.

"I'm seducing Jung Hyun...!"

At those words, Miria squeezed her eyes shut and sighed.

"Some of us have been working hard, while others are busy with romance... I mean, I told you to do it, but why does it make me so angry?"

She kept sighing while holding her forehead, then looked at me and said:

"Anyway, that's enough flirting. Let's have our meeting. I've got several things to discuss."

Hearing that, I nodded and decided it was time to get back to business.

* * *

At a nearby inn, Miria glanced around cautiously before speaking.

"First, I confirmed that Charlotte is doing well."

Hearing this, I nodded in relief, but then Miria's expression hardened as she continued.

"But we have a problem."

"What problem?"

"Duke Philotes is more enthusiastic about the engagement ceremony than we thought."

Hearing this, I realized Miria had also learned about the engagement.

*Well, if Lucia found out, it makes sense that Miria would know too.*

I was realizing that Charlotte's wish for a "secret engagement" had completely lost its meaning when Miria continued with a serious expression.

"His enthusiasm means he's preparing more thoroughly. Not only will there be more guards than usual, but he's likely to bring many countermeasures we can't anticipate."

"Countermeasures?"

"For example, large-scale magic circles like the sealing magic circle in the Academy's basement, or large-scale magic using high-ranking mages."

From what Miria described, I couldn't grasp exactly what situation might unfold. However, one thing was clear—conditions were better than I had expected for raising my stats and skills.

I grinned at the thought of finally getting a good workout after a long time.

*And the more overwhelming things that come pouring out...*

The higher the probability of raking in achievement points. I thought that after this engagement ceremony ended, I might be able to proceed with the final trial and the Holy Sword trial.

*Either way, I'm looking forward to it.*

Already excited about the engagement ceremony, I decided to handle one task I had been putting off.

*Then the first thing to do is obviously to pick up the Pope chimera.*

Deciding to retrieve the Pope chimera—an essential preparation item and the best gift for Duke Philotes—I resolved to make a quick trip to the Demon Realm and told Miria and Lucia about our next destination.

"...Demon Realm?"

Miria was the first to react. When she heard we needed to go to the Demon Realm, she narrowed her eyes, glared at me, and immediately prepared to flee, shouting:

"Absolutely not!"

Yeah, not a chance. I grabbed Miria's clothes as she tried to escape, snickering, when Lucia asked me with a completely serious face:

"You're not going to the Demon Realm because of the Demon King, are you?"

Momentarily stunned and unable to respond, Miria quickly stepped in to smooth things over.

"We're going to get the Pope chimera we made last time."

"...Oh."

At those words, Lucia regained her smile and said to Miria and me:

"Ah, I see...! I almost misunderstood."

I was quite curious about what she would have done if she had misunderstood, but not confident I could handle it, so I decided to bury my curiosity. Instead, I asked Hana to summon a "Golden Goblin."

*After sending a message to Cynthia via the Golden Goblin...*

Cynthia could teleport us there. Having decided on this plan, I resolved to wait for Cynthia to come pick us up.

Ch.139 - Kyeeeeeek!
Reltra awkwardly smiled as she watched the Demon King fidgeting nervously.
After receiving a letter through the Golden Goblin asking to "bring the Hero,"
she had spent an entire hour agonizing over what clothes to wear.

*While I'm happy to witness the Demon King's fashion show...*

If left alone, she would likely continue like this for days, so some intervention was necessary.

"My Lord, we have less than an hour until the appointment. Perhaps you should make your selection now?"

At those words, the Demon King awkwardly smiled while still holding up the outfit.

"Already...?"

Already, indeed...
Nodding her head, Reltra thought about how love could make someone so blindly foolish.

"Yes, so it would be better to choose something reasonable and make other preparations."
"But what if Jung Hyun is disappointed if I wear just anything?"

At those words, Reltra looked at the Demon King's face and chest.
Honestly, she thought that with those enormous Mana pouches, the Demon King would look fine even wearing a burlap sack.
But she couldn't say such things to the Demon King with her delicate maiden sensibilities, so she carefully rephrased her thoughts.

"If he seems disappointed, you can always subtly change your outfit later, so please don't worry too much."
"Ah."

Smiling at the Demon King's somewhat foolish response, Reltra then asked something she'd been curious about.

"By the way, My Lord, what exactly do you like about the Hero?"

This was something she'd wondered about for a while.
Even if someone had saved your life, falling into such blind love seemed difficult.
When she asked this question, the Demon King answered as if it were obvious.

"...Because he's handsome?"

Surprised by the unexpected answer, Reltra was taken aback, but the Demon King laughed playfully.

"I'm kidding. Well, he is handsome, that's true. But as for why I like Jung Hyun..."

The Demon King pondered for a moment before smiling brightly and saying:

"Just because."
"Pardon?"

Not understanding this answer, Reltra asked again, and the Demon King elaborated.

"I just came to like him. Or rather, why wouldn't I like him? When I was betrayed, he helped me without any reason, and even used that precious Elixir to save me. He also helped me reclaim my position as Demon King."

Reltra nodded at the explanation that she couldn't help but like him, but strangely felt there must be other reasons.
She was about to ask more when—

"Wait, what should I do? What should I wear?"

With little time left before they needed to pick him up, Reltra decided to set her curiosity aside for now.

* * * * *

I waved at Cynthia, whom I hadn't seen in a while.
Judging by her bright expression, she seemed to have been doing well.
I was about to bring up business when—

Cynthia rushed toward me first.
Pressing against me with her enormous Mana pouches, she smiled mischievously and said:

"I missed you so much."

This behavior itself wasn't unusual, but the problem was Lucia's reaction after learning about our "engagement."

Lucia, clearly displeased with Cynthia throwing herself at me, bit her lip and hardened her expression.
Then she just stood there, glaring at Cynthia with a completely humorless face.

*This is going to be a nightmare.*

It seemed the word "engagement" had awakened something dormant within Lucia.
Deciding to resolve this through conversation later, I tried to calm Lucia by immediately bringing up business with Cynthia.

"By the way, what happened with the Pope? Did you succeed in creating the chimera?"

However, Cynthia, apparently displeased with the sudden change of subject,
pouted briefly before smiling playfully and whispering to me.

"Your little sister comes to see you and all you talk about is work? Can't you focus on your big sister first and talk about work later?"

She spoke casually with a flirtatious voice full of aegyo.
As I cleared my throat awkwardly, Lucia, unable to contain herself any longer, approached us with a stiff expression.

"Uh, oh?"

Just as I was wondering if I should step in,
fortunately, Miria, who had been watching from the side, grabbed Lucia and blurted out something random.

"Lucia, instead of getting angry, you should watch and learn first!"

At this peculiar statement, Lucia regained her senses and looked at Miria with interest.
Relieved by this response, Miria sighed and began piling on obviously clumsy excuses.

"Think about it. You keep losing Jung Hyun to other women because you don't know how to seduce him properly. So instead of just smiling stupidly, you need to learn what other people are doing..."

Miria, clearly aware of how unconvincing her explanation was, kept adding all sorts of details to persuade Lucia.
It was obviously strange to anyone watching, but either because Miria had built up considerable trust or because Lucia was naive—

*She's actually buying it.*

Lucia listened attentively to Miria's words and nodded along.

*This is a nightmare.*

As I felt the need to have a serious conversation with Lucia later,
Cynthia smiled awkwardly and whispered:

"Is that conversation meant for me to hear?"

Probably not.
But feeling that speaking up would only create more headaches, I simply shrugged my shoulders.

* * *

Upon entering Duke Reltra's territory, Cynthia made a suggestion:

"I think it would be better to leave Hana behind, even if Lucia and Miria come along."

Wondering about this sudden proposal, I asked for her reasoning.

"The laboratory is full of things that aren't good emotionally... so it's better not to show her."

Fair enough, though she was speaking indirectly.
Creating a chimera from the Pope was essentially human experimentation.
There was a high probability of grotesque scenes, so Cynthia's suggestion seemed reasonable.

*Then I'll have Lucia, Miria, and Hana wait in the office.*

Thinking it would be best if only I went briefly, I spoke to Lucia.

"Can I ask you a favor?"

Fortunately, Hana was asleep.
I gently stroked Hana's head before handing her to Lucia and said:

"I'll be back soon."
"...You're going just the two of you?"

Hearing her cold voice, I quickly stroked Lucia's head and said:

"I'll be back quickly, so please wait a little."
"Y-yes? Yeeees..."

Lucia, apparently not expecting me to stroke her head, showed a surprised expression before
eventually smiling her usual smile and nodding.
Watching this, I thought how mother and daughter behaved exactly the same way as I turned around.

"Please come this way."

A large underground laboratory.
I frowned at the strong scent of blood wafting from the entrance.

*I wonder what's happening in there to create such a smell already.*

Thinking I'd made the right decision not bringing Hana as Cynthia suggested, I got to the point.

"So how's the experiment going?"
"I think it's better if you see for yourself. Please come this way."

At my question, Cynthia took my hand and pointed to a centipede bound by numerous shackles in a corner.

"Do you see that? That's the Pope."

Except for the face and some human limbs and body parts that must have belonged to him when he was human,
I wasn't sure if it could still be called the Pope. As I stood there dumbfounded,
Cynthia smiled awkwardly and explained why she had created it this way.

"A chimera is basically combining different life forms, right? So I needed something to combine with him. Fortunately, one of the powerful beings from the Demon Realm died recently... and when I combined them, it turned out like this."

At the mention of a powerful demon's death, I suddenly remembered the centipede monster I had killed before.
It was definitely said to be among the strongest in the Demon Realm.
I was holding my forehead, thinking I never expected my actions would have such consequences, when Cynthia said:

"...It may look strange, but it's definitely powerful. Petrione... I mean, the centipede monster was among the top ten strongest creatures in the Demon Realm. So combining the two resulted in tremendous power."

She said my wishes had been fulfilled as she awkwardly laughed.

"But there's one problem."
"Problem?"
"Yes. It seems the Pope's consciousness is too strong, so it's impossible to tame it with ordinary force."
"Don't we have Betika?"
"Ah... I did ask Betika, but since she hasn't fully recovered her strength yet, she failed to tame it."

We certainly fought excessively back then.
Thinking that I would have been in a similar state if I couldn't use Divine Power unlimitedly, I rolled up my sleeves.

"So in other words, I just need to beat it up?"

At those words, Cynthia smiled awkwardly and replied:

"Put simply, yes."

I looked at the centipede creature howling with the Pope's face and raised the corner of my mouth.

*Time for some exercise after a long while.*

Thinking it was a shame I couldn't kill it, I briefly chanted the skill I always used.

"Territory Declaration."

A flood of overflowing Divine Power.
After confirming this, I cut the shackles binding the chimera with my sword energy and shouted:

"Let's play."

At my words, the Pope chimera responded with an ear-splitting shriek.

"KIEEEEEEEK!"

I wasn't sure what it was saying.
But deciding to interpret that shriek as "thank you for making me this way," I drew my Holy Sword.

Ch.140 - Engagement Ceremony Preparations
As I drew the Holy Sword, it hummed with what seemed like delight.
Of course, this was just my imagination—in reality, it was probably whining and complaining, but still.

*Let's just think positively.*

With a negative mindset, even possible things become impossible. I decided to think however the hell I wanted and took a step forward.

- Crack.

I thought the metal floor, which looked quite durable, would at least withstand my footsteps.
Contrary to my expectations, the laboratory floor couldn't handle my Divine Power and began to crumble beneath me.
I saw Reltra panicking in the distance and chuckled before turning my attention to the chimera.

*The goal isn't to beat it to death, but to assess its abilities and tame it.*

It would be better to let it rampage freely first, gather information, and then subdue it when I had enough data.
With this plan in mind, I spoke somewhat arrogantly to the former Pope.

"If you won't come to me, I'll come to you."

With my insolent tone, the Pope let out a monstrous cry and charged at me.
I observed him, assessing his capabilities.

*Well, the speed is decent.*

About the same as the Paladin chimera.
Considering its larger body, I'd say its destructive power was a notch above the Paladin chimera.
Satisfied with this aspect, I casually struck the Pope's body with my fist.

- BOOM!

It was definitely tough, showing little damage despite my strike.
As I smiled with satisfaction, the Pope simultaneously manifested both Demonic Energy and Divine Power, shooting toward me rapidly.

*Not bad.*

Seeing this combination for the first time, I let out an impressed sound and reached out my hand.
I wanted to gauge its power first.
Surprisingly, the two forces didn't cancel each other out but merged together, making me laugh dryly.

*Anyone would think he's the protagonist.*

You know that cliché where only the main character can combine two opposing forces?
I smiled as I watched the Pope following that very cliché.

*Now, if the power is impressive enough...*

Then there would be sufficient reason to keep this one around.
Deciding to face it head-on, I slashed at the merged ball of Divine Power and Demonic Energy with my Holy Sword.

A violent explosion followed, with massive Divine Power surging in all directions.
This caused many nearby demons to faint, but...

*Who cares?*

They weren't my subordinates anyway.
Though Reltra's expression was darkening, they all seemed to be alive, so I ignored it and examined the power.

*Not bad.*

This was about the same level as when the Paladin chimera went berserk... enough to be useful.
Quite satisfied with the newly renovated Pope, I approached to beat it into submission, but the chimera was looking at me with a terrified expression.

"Huh?"

It didn't seem like it was just because I nullified its attack.
As I frowned in confusion at the Pope's reaction, Reltra approached and spoke in a dry voice.

"Come to think of it, didn't you traumatize both Petrione and the Pope in the past?"

At those words, I thought for a moment before responding with confusion.

"...I didn't directly torture either of them."

Petrione died before being tortured.
And the Pope wasn't tortured by me but by Rea on my behalf.
I was puzzled about what could have caused trauma toward me specifically, and Reltra tightly closed her mouth and eyes.

*She seems to have a lot to say but is deliberately holding back.*

I gave her a bitter smile, and Reltra changed the subject.

"Regardless, since both of their minds were influenced, I think the instinctual fear might have resurfaced."
"I see."

After responding to Reltra, I thought for a moment and added with some regret.

"Still, wouldn't it be more obedient after taking a few hits? Instinctual fear alone might leave room for doubt."

When I suggested that not having fought directly might create uncertainty, Reltra's lips trembled as if to respond, but she gave up and spoke with a resigned smile.

"Please just don't kill it or destroy the laboratory..."

I nodded in understanding and raised my Holy Sword.

*

"...So you really didn't kill it."

I let out an awkward cough as I looked at the Pope's distorted form.
Its natural healing ability and durability were better than expected, so I ended up hitting it more than I intended.
Looking at the Pope, which was writhing as if begging for death, I briefly said:

"If we ask Lucia, she'll figure something out, so don't worry too much."
"..."

The concerning part was that, given the Pope chimera's nature—half Divine Power and half Demonic Energy—I wasn't sure if healing magic based on Divine Power would work properly. This needed separate testing.
Deciding to consider this later, I moved on to the main topic.

"So, I have a few requests."
"'So'... I don't think that's how people usually start in these situations."

I smiled slightly and brushed it off before getting to the point.

"Can you put some kind of shrinking ability in that thing?"

While being large wasn't necessarily bad, if I wanted to bring it to the engagement ceremony as a guest, it would be better to reduce it to human size.
Reltra thought for a moment before answering.

"If you give me enough time, it should be possible... but not in the short term."

It was possible but would take a long time.
Just as I was about to give up since the engagement ceremony wasn't far off, Reltra came up with an innovative idea.

"However, if we use a non-standard method—a trick, if you will—it could be done immediately."
"Really? What is it?"
"If we use a shrinking artifact, it can be made smaller right away."

I laughed in surprise at this unexpected solution, then nodded in agreement.
As if she had anticipated this request, Reltra immediately pulled out an artifact from her pocket and said:

"Then I'll put it on."

After I nodded, Reltra placed a necklace-type artifact around the Pope's neck.

"Kieeek..."

The shrieking voice grew smaller along with the Pope's body, which rapidly shrank to about 2 meters in size.

*That'll work.*

This size would be manageable to bring along.
I smiled with satisfaction at the Pope sprawled below, then turned and said:

"I'll bring Lucia, so wait here for a bit."
"Yes."

I headed out, thinking I should finish the engagement ceremony preparations once the Pope's treatment was complete.

* * *

After fixing Hana's bangs while she slept, I left her with Miria and quickly headed to the laboratory with Lucia.

*I'd be worried sending Lucia alone.*

No matter how much of a Saintess she was, Lucia's combat ability was quite low.
Thinking it would be irresponsible not to escort her to a safe place, I accompanied her to the laboratory.

"Is this the place?"

Lucia tilted her head questioningly as she looked at the laboratory.
I nodded and pointed to the Pope collapsed at the far end.

"You need to heal that Pope over there."
"Ah..."
"And rather than going full power with healing right away, first check if healing magic even works on it, okay?"
"Yes...!"

Lucia nodded and approached the Pope.
She crouched down and activated her healing magic.

*Fortunately, it seems to be working.*

I was smiling with satisfaction at the Pope's improving condition when Lucia spoke to me in a somewhat dry voice.

"It feels strange seeing the Pope like this..."
"Does it?"
"Yes. I used to be part of the Church long ago, so... it's a bit..."

I realized I had been inconsiderate.
I was about to apologize and tell her she didn't have to do it if she didn't want to when Lucia said something unexpected.

"So maybe that's why. It's kind of... fun...!"

...Fun?
I looked at her with a surprised expression, and Lucia met my gaze with a bright smile.

It gave me an inexplicably creepy feeling.
As I shivered, wondering why, Lucia smiled brightly and said:

"I'm just kidding!"

Though she claimed it was a joke, I could tell there was some truth mixed in, and I could only manage an awkward smile.
After all, I was the one who had corrupted Lucia's once-pure personality.

*Not only did I break her predetermined fate, but I also made her accustomed to torture and eventually made her perform it.*

As I was reflecting on my considerable guilt, Cynthia approached us and asked:

"So what are you planning to use this chimera for in such a hurry?"

I realized I hadn't told Cynthia what I intended to do with this chimera.
I was about to explain about the engagement ceremony when an ominous feeling came over me, and I kept my mouth shut.

*There's no need to mention it, right?*

Rather than speaking up and ruining the atmosphere, wouldn't it be better to say the engagement was canceled after everything was over, according to my plan?
But as I was trying to keep quiet, Lucia, who was healing the Pope, spoke matter-of-factly:

"Jung Hyun said he needs it for his engagement ceremony with Charlotte."
"...Engagement?"

Cynthia froze at Lucia's words and stared at me expressionlessly.
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Duke Philotes crossed his legs as he gazed at the "Book of Souls" before him.

A cursed grimoire created by sacrificing hundreds of Dragons.
He smiled with satisfaction at having crafted such a noble artifact that belonged only in myths with his own hands.

*The day of its completion will be something to look forward to.*

When the grimoire was complete, everything in the world would be turned upside down.
Thinking about how much he anticipated that day, he sipped his wine and looked at the massive Sealing Stone beside him.

*Ancient demons...*

Beings that existed only in myths.
All demons in the world were said to be mere "derivatives" of these beings.
They possessed strength on an entirely different level.

*According to myths, even the Demon King couldn't face them.*

Surely their power would far surpass that of the Hero who was currently running wild without knowing his place.
Thinking that everything would finally return to its proper order, he gulped down his wine.

*Peace and tranquility.*

As he closed his eyes to enjoy what he thought was a pleasant-sounding phrase, an interesting thought suddenly occurred to him.

*Miria... yes, Miria. If I use her, I can make the highlight even more splendid.*

Every performance needs an audience.
And if that audience reacts, he could guarantee an even more satisfying result.
He decided to seat Miria as the audience, show her the unsealing of the demons, and then kill her.

*This is extremely pleasing.*

Thinking that he couldn't stop smiling, he decided to make arrangements so that Miria could scream as loudly as possible.

* * * * *

Cynthia's mind became complicated when she heard the word "engagement."
No matter how hard she tried to understand, an engagement was difficult to accept.

*While I'm here... engagement?*

Like those pictures of yellow people grabbing necks and strangling, she wanted to demand what this was all about.

*But thinking rationally... I'm nothing, am I?*

She could only pause as she realized they were merely colleagues who had interacted a few times.

*Moreover, with Jung Hyun, it's been a one-sided relationship where I've barely attracted him.*

As she coldly assessed the current situation, a wave of depression washed over her, making her slump.
Unlike her usual personality, she had thrown herself completely into seduction, but...
Feeling the great sense of loss from achieving nothing, she was trying hard to hold back tears when a lifeline descended.

"It's a misunderstanding."

She laughed bitterly at herself for perking up at the word "misunderstanding" despite being so hurt.
With her usual personality, she wouldn't have cared whether it was a misunderstanding or not and would have said "it's over now."
Seeing how she rushed at the slightest possibility, she realized that in love, the one who likes more is the one who loses.

*I'm really such a fool.*

Thinking how foolish it was to fall for something even when she knew better, she sighed repeatedly inside before looking at Jung Hyun.
He was waving his hands as if it really was a misunderstanding.
That sight made her heart lean toward believing him, but she couldn't trust without confirming the facts, so she decided to ask.

"Then what is it...?"

When she asked with an anxious voice, Jung Hyun sighed as if the situation was complicated and explained about the "engagement ceremony."

"The engagement ceremony is a kind of trap proposed by Duke Philotes to draw me in. I agreed because I thought I could use it to my advantage."

That suddenly reminded her of the recent Pope incident.
Back then, he had disguised the Pope as a demon and shown a connection with the royal family.

*Ah, so that's why the engagement ceremony...*

Recalling the power Duke Philotes had displayed when they traveled together, she somewhat understood.
With his power, he could easily arrange an engagement with the First Princess.

As all the connections became visible, her reason gradually returned.
The return of reason meant she could objectively see her own foolish actions from earlier.
Feeling a rush of shame, she couldn't help but blush.

*Ah...!*

So this is what they mean when they say love makes you foolish.
While knowing well that nothing is more foolish than being swayed by emotions, she had not only been swayed but acted entirely on emotion.
As she squeezed her eyes shut in embarrassment, Jung Hyun said:

"Anyway, it's a misunderstanding, so, um, could you let go of my collar?"
"...Ah. S-sorry."

She must have grabbed his collar without realizing it.
As she was thinking how she couldn't keep her wits about her whenever Jung Hyun was involved, he sighed and said:

"Anyway, it's a misunderstanding. Stop tormenting me now. Especially you."

Jung Hyun pinched Lucia's cheeks and scolded her.
Seeing how close they appeared made her feel a twinge of jealousy, but having already shown too many embarrassing sides of herself, she tried hard to suppress it while trembling slightly.

*Do I really need to hold back?*

The devil's whisper came to her ear.

- Why not go all the way since you've already done embarrassing things?

As this thought crossed her mind, she felt dizzy and wavered.
Then she thought it might not be a bad idea.

*There's that saying about going all the way if you're going to lose your mind anyway...!*

Though she wasn't sure if such a saying actually existed.
Anyway, as she started thinking this was the right approach, she used her countless values and knowledge to create numerous reasons why she should act flirtatiously.

*O-okay.*

Having decided to approach Jung Hyun using these rationalizations built upon rationalizations, she slowly moved toward him and said:

"I'm angry."

She never thought the day would come when she'd say such a foolish line.
She wanted to cover her face in embarrassment and hide in a mouse hole, but seeing Jung Hyun's flustered expression made her think she'd done the right thing.

*S-so what should I do next?*

Since her flirtations had been limited to pushing out her chest or teasing, her head was spinning.
Having rarely done this before, she was at a loss, then decided to try what Reltra had done to her.

"So... um... lick this."

She held out her hand with her index finger extended.
Jung Hyun looked at the suddenly extended finger with an expression that seemed to wonder what connection there was between being angry and licking.
Feeling like he wouldn't do it if she left things as they were, she somewhat forcefully inserted her finger into Jung Hyun's mouth.

A warm sensation.
Her finger received that warmth directly inside Jung Hyun's mouth and became slightly hot.
This alone was satisfying enough, but knowing it wasn't sufficient to leave an impact, she decided to make one more move.

She pulled her finger out of his mouth and put it in her own mouth, licking it.
Jung Hyun froze, apparently shocked at the sight of someone licking his saliva.

*It feels like I've won somehow.*

A feeling of victory from overwhelming him with (supposedly) mature charm!
Perhaps because of this sense of victory, she strangely didn't feel embarrassed at all as she smiled, then repeated exactly what Reltra had said:

"I'll let you off with this today."
"Huh, what?"
"But next time, I'll take a different kind of saliva, not this one. This is as far as my leniency goes."
"......"

Sudden silence.
As she was feeling victorious again in that silence...
She noticed Lucia staring at her with a stiff expression, biting her lip.

She sensed something had gone wrong.
But having already crossed a river of no return, she decided not to regret what she'd done and sent Lucia a victorious smile.

* * * * *

After Cynthia's impulsive behavior, I headed toward Hana with a somewhat dizzy mind.
Though my head was spinning, I couldn't leave Hana alone.

*She'd cry and make a fuss if she knew I was gone.*

So I decided to go to her before she woke up, moving my feet as quickly as possible.
When I arrived at Reltra's office, I found a flustered Miria and Hana on the verge of tears.

*I'm screwed.*

Looking at Hana's face that seemed ready to cry at the slightest touch, I worried, then quickly approached her and tried a trick.

"Wasn't hide-and-seek fun?"

Miria looked at me with an expression of disbelief.
A look that said there was no way that would work.
Feeling screwed again at that expression, I was reflecting when, contrary to our expectations, Hana stopped crying and looked at me.

"Hide-and-sheek...?"
"Not 'sheek,' 'seek.' It's a game where you find someone who's hiding... do you know it?"

At my question, Hana nodded and began to explain enthusiastically.

"Yesh... I shaw it in a storybook before...!"

Fortunately, she seemed to have seen it before.
I smiled at Hana, whose eyes were shining, then quickly steered the conversation in this direction to escape the situation.

"How was it? Was hide-and-seek fun?"

At my question, Hana hesitated before shaking her head.

"Daddy... wasn't there. Hana was sad."

It seems this approach won't work.
I was about to pat her back to comfort her when a good idea occurred to me.

*What if Hana hides instead?*

Then it wouldn't be me disappearing, so maybe Hana would be okay with it.
With that thought, I asked Hana if she'd like to try the opposite, with me seeking and her hiding.
Hana seemed to like that idea and quickly nodded.

*Thank goodness.*

Relieved that she had stopped crying thanks to the distraction of hide-and-seek, I sighed with relief and put Hana down to start the game properly.

"Then I'll count to ten. You hide during that time."
"...Okay!"
"Now, one..."
"Hana is here...!"
"No, that's not it."

Difficulties from the start.
With help from Lucia and Miria, I explained hide-and-seek to Hana, then decided to start again.

"Okay, let's begin."

At my words, Hana nodded, quickly looked around, then went to a nearby corner, covered her face with both hands, crouched down, and said:

"Hana is hidden...!"

At that sight, I momentarily choked as I looked at Hana.
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I've heard before that young children tend to think that if they can't see others, others can't see them either. That's why during hide-and-seek, they often just cover their faces like Hana is doing now.

*To think I'd actually witness this firsthand.*

Smiling at the thought that life shows you all sorts of things, I recalled relatives who used to play with their nieces and nephews, and decided to play along.

"Where could Hana be? I can't see her."

At my words, Hana slightly lowered her hands and peeked at me. Judging by how her side ponytail swayed gently, she seemed quite excited. While smiling at her, I felt mischievous and decided to play a little trick.

"I guess Hana isn't here. I should look somewhere else."

The moment I said I'd go elsewhere, Hana startled and flinched. Then she hurriedly ran to me.

"H-Hana is here... don't go!"

She clung to my legs like a cicada and buried her face against me. I awkwardly smiled while patting her head.

*Doesn't this defeat the purpose of hide-and-seek?*

Still, I figured it wasn't so bad since she wasn't upset anymore, so I picked her up.

"I won't go, so stop crying."
"Mm..."

I patted Hana's back and spoke to Miria and Lucia.

"Let's have a meeting later. Lucia, could you call Cynthia for me?"

They both nodded in agreement.

*Now all that's left is... finalizing the engagement ceremony preparations.*

I looked at Hana while trying to calm my racing thoughts. She was beaming happily, content just to be in my arms. Looking at her face, I could only reach one conclusion.

*...I definitely should leave Hana behind.*

For her own sake.

* * *

When Lucia, Miria, and Cynthia had all gathered, I announced decisively:

"I'll attend the engagement ceremony alone."

At my brief statement, all three looked at me with surprised expressions. They clearly hadn't expected me to go alone again. I explained my reasoning while looking at their faces.

"I can't really predict what might happen at the engagement ceremony."

Until now, I'd been able to attack enemies in situations they hadn't anticipated, which had worked relatively well. But this time, I was giving the enemy plenty of time to prepare, which made me reluctant to bring anyone along due to the many uncertainties.

*Actually, I wouldn't mind bringing Cynthia.*

Since Duke Philotes might try to break in while we're away, I needed insurance to prevent that. That's why I asked these three, including Hana, to remain here.

Contrary to my expectations, they readily agreed.

"Well, it's probably better if you go alone, Jung Hyun."
"Please take care, Jung Hyun...!"
"Come back safely. Let me know if you need any help."

I couldn't hide my disappointment at their reactions.

*Wouldn't they normally try to stop me, saying it's too dangerous?*

I expected them to say something like they couldn't let me sacrifice myself alone, or that they couldn't send me by myself, or that I might need their help. But instead of any of that, they were sending me off without hesitation, which felt somewhat disheartening. When I looked at them questioningly, Miria explained:

"We've seen what you can do... Putting it nicely, we've built trust. Putting it badly... um, never mind."

Miria cut herself off mid-sentence and looked away, pretending to be distracted. Judging by her behavior, she was probably going to badmouth me. I was chuckling at her reaction when Hana, still in my arms, spoke up.

"Daddy, no. Hana wants to go with Daddy."

She clung to me and pulled down on my clothes, determined not to let go. I awkwardly laughed while patting her, wondering how to resolve this.

*What excuse should I use this time?*

Something similar to last time about granting wishes probably wouldn't work.

*At least fortunately, I only need to be gone for a day.*

It was a small consolation that Hana wouldn't have to wait too long. I stroked the back of her head and said:

"Hana? Daddy will bring back lots of presents. Can I just go for a little while?"

My attempt to tempt her with gifts failed, as she shook her head while keeping her face buried against me. I kept thinking but couldn't come up with a good solution, growing increasingly worried.

*What should I do?*

As I was becoming more concerned about how to handle this, Lucia approached and whispered in my ear.

"Jung Hyun, why don't you just be honest with Hana and ask her to let you go?"

Lucia's advice was to confront the issue directly. Honestly, I was reluctant to be so blunt, but it was something I'd have to say eventually, so I decided to just go for it.

"...Hana?"

When I called her, she lifted her face from my chest and looked at me. Seeing her tilting her head curiously, I forced myself to speak despite my reluctance.

"Daddy has something really important to do. Would it be okay if I went away just for one day?"
"......"

At my words, Hana hesitated, clearly unhappy about being separated from me. Then, gripping my clothes tightly, she said:

"Hana... wants to be with Daddy..."

She curled up and pressed herself against me, truly not wanting to be apart. I patted her and tried asking again.

"It's really important. Could you please let me go?"

Hearing that, Hana glanced at me repeatedly, conflicted, before finally responding with an extremely dejected expression.

"Mm..."

Seeing Hana reluctantly granting my request, I chuckled thinking she seemed more mature than me. Then she hugged me and said:

"If you go, Daddy has to come back quickly... Hana is sad without Daddy..."
"I'll come back as soon as possible."
"...Okay. Then Hana will count to one hundred!"

One hundred must be the biggest number Hana knows. Looking at her telling me to hurry back while she counts to one hundred, I smiled gently. As I comforted the sniffling Hana, I resolved to finish my business as quickly as possible and return.

* * *

"Jung Hyun, take care."

Once Hana gave her permission, I immediately asked Cynthia to help me travel to the kingdom. People are most determined right after making a decision, so I thought it best to leave quickly before Hana changed her mind.

Looking at my clothes covered in Hana's tear stains, I smiled bitterly, thanked Cynthia, and slowly made my way to where Charlotte might be. I needed to meet with Charlotte first to discuss the plan.

*It's probably better to sneak in.*

While entering through the main gate would be fine, I didn't want to announce my arrival to everyone, so I decided to infiltrate. Wrapping divine power around my body, I quickly jumped into the castle.

*That was easy.*

When I was first summoned here, my physical abilities were worse than an average person's. Now it's almost comical how I've gained monstrous physical abilities beyond human capacity. Thinking about how unpredictable life can be, I looked around and spotted blue hair swaying in the distance.

*Found her.*

I was glad to have located her quickly and started heading in that direction when I sensed an ominous, powerful demonic energy from afar. Noticing it was different from the energy used by demons, I laughed bitterly and cursed.

*Of course they set a trap.*

Well, it makes sense that someone who backstabbed Cynthia would set such a trap. I made a mental note of this and continued toward Charlotte. When I reached her, I found her learning something rather bizarre.

"......"

Watching this, I thought that if I acknowledged seeing this, Charlotte might die of embarrassment. So I decided to pretend I hadn't seen anything and wait until her lesson was over.

*This is driving me crazy.*

I really couldn't understand why she was learning such things. Finding it incomprehensible, I spoke to the holy sword on my back.

"Hey, don't you find this confusing too?"

*Hum hum.*

I had no idea what it was saying, but I decided to take it as agreement. After waiting a while, the lesson seemed to end as I heard bustling sounds.

*Well then, time to go in.*

I stretched and headed toward Charlotte's room.

* * * * *

"It's been a while, Senior Charlotte."

I entered the room after giving Charlotte enough time to compose herself. She looked at me with a surprised expression, clearly not expecting my sudden visit. I explained why I had come.

"I'm here to discuss how we'll proceed with the engagement ceremony."
"...Ah."

With her face still flushed from the lesson, Charlotte nodded and then spoke to me in an awkwardly stiff manner.

"I-I see. Yes... what's your plan?"

Her delivery was less natural than reading from a textbook. Looking at Charlotte speaking so awkwardly, I explained part of my plan. As she listened, her expression gradually hardened, and she said:

"Even the Demon King... would probably say this is too much."
"Ah, Cynthia did mention something like that."
"......"

I continued explaining the rest of my plan as Charlotte held her head in her hands.
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After finishing my discussion with Charlotte about our plan, I headed to the venue where the engagement ceremony would be held.

It was truly magnificent—clearly built with the full resources of the kingdom. I couldn't help but marvel at how it was more splendid and larger than any venue I had ever seen.

*Not bad.*

Thinking there couldn't be a more satisfying space to carry out a terrorist attack, I began placing the "recording Magic Stones" Miria had given me throughout the venue, checking that they were working properly.

*Working well.*

I smiled with satisfaction as I observed them. Then I looked toward the place where "my guests" would be seated and approached it.

*The Pope Chimera and Kingdom Ragdoll Golem are about this size...*

I should place the Pope on the right and the Ragdoll Golem on the left. As I nodded with satisfaction at my perfect positioning, the Holy Sword began to hum and suddenly express its opinion.

*What are you saying?*

After completing the second trial, I'd be able to understand it, so I just needed to endure until this engagement ceremony. I was curious about what the Holy Sword was trying to say, but somehow I felt it probably wasn't saying anything good, so I decided to give up trying to understand.

*Anyway, what I need to do now is...*

Preparation. I moved around, avoiding the gazes of the gathering servants, and sprinkled Divine Power throughout the venue. This Divine Power would remain until tomorrow and serve as a bomb.

I was wondering how Duke Philotes would react when his ambitiously prepared engagement ceremony exploded with all its glamorous guests, when I noticed something strange.

*Come to think of it, what's the king doing?*

No matter how neglectful he might be of his children, it seemed odd that he wouldn't show his face at his daughter's engagement. Feeling something was off, I decided it would be best to check for myself and turned to head toward where the king would be.

*I'll just go secretly.*

High-level mages would have detection magic in place, but I could deflect it with my Divine Power, so it wouldn't be a problem. Thinking I could go and see without worry, I entered where the king might be, and what I saw was—

—the king's corpse.

Sensing something had gone wrong, I frowned for a moment. Then I decided it would be good to bring this corpse as a guest too. I put it into my spatial storage and returned to my room.

* * * * *

Charlotte closed her eyes as she watched those who were carefully applying makeup to her hands and cheeks. The preparations that had begun at dawn still weren't finished by morning, and she was quite tired. She wanted to hold out as long as possible, but drowsiness was making it too difficult to resist.

*I just... want to sleep.*

For someone whose hobby was sleeping curled up under a desk, this was too cruel, she thought with a sigh. Then she blinked as she looked at the engagement ring in the distance.

*Speaking of engagement...*

She knew she would get married someday, but she never expected to have an engagement first, let alone with Jung Hyun. Honestly, the current situation felt like a dream, whether in a good way or not.

*It feels surreal.*

Of course, all of this was just a fake engagement, not a real one, but still, it felt like a real engagement...

*Stop it!*

In the middle of her thoughts, she glared with wide eyes, trying to calm her fantasies that kept crossing the line. Whether it was because she was sleepy or because it was so unrealistic, if she left it alone, she might imagine things beyond imagination.

*This is all because of that bedroom technique class.*

Thinking that the bedroom technique class, which taught things one could never tell others, had ruined everything, she was grinding her teeth when Duke Philotes, dressed in elegant black attire, entered her room without hesitation.

No matter how much of a duke he was, entering the First Princess's room so casually was unacceptable behavior. Yet everyone except her direct maids accepted it as if it were natural, stopping what they were doing and taking respectful positions as they stepped back.

*I knew he had control over the royal family... but this is beyond imagination.*

She let out a hollow laugh, seeing how everything had fallen into Duke Philotes' hands, making all their desperate struggles for the throne seem meaningless.

Anyway, what mattered now was Duke Philotes. She calmed herself and spoke coldly to him.

"What brings you here?"

She deliberately remained seated, clearly showing her wish for him to leave, but Duke Philotes paid no attention and continued with what he had to say.

"Everyone else, leave."

At his brief command, all the servants who had stepped back left the room, but her direct maids surrounded her and maintained their positions. They seemed to think that their master was her and that leaving her alone with an outside man on her engagement day would be a major problem.

So her direct maids blocked Duke Philotes with resolute expressions, and he looked at them with disbelief and spoke briefly.

"How amusing to see dogs barking without knowing their place."

Then he grabbed the neck of a maid who was blocking him to protect her and said:

"You're free to bark for your master, but you must pay the price for it."

Without a moment's hesitation, he broke the maid's neck and carelessly threw her into a corner.

"......"

Since no one expected such violence on the day of the engagement, everyone was frozen as he reached out toward another maid. Seeing this, she hurriedly tried to stop him, but—

—crack.

Before she could, another direct maid's neck was broken.

*Ah.*

Everything was confusing and resentful, leaving her powerless, but she couldn't bear to watch her loyal direct maids die so futilely. She quickly stepped in front of the maids protecting her, spread her arms to block him, and shouted:

"If, if you don't stop right now, I'll call off the engagement and everything else. Stop it!"

A cry mixed with anxiety and trembling. At this outcry, Duke Philotes paused for a moment, then spoke with a face full of mockery:

"You seem to be under some misunderstanding, but your value will soon end."

Your value will end? With that one sentence, she could immediately understand what he was after.

*Could it be that he simply needed time?*

She couldn't know exactly what he was planning, but one thing was clear: giving him time itself was wrong. Reaching this conclusion, she tried to inform Jung Hyun as quickly as possible, but—

"Sa-save me... Kyaaaah!"

She saw Duke Philotes, who had somehow moved behind her, slaughtering the remaining maids. Seeing this, she tried to resist by grabbing a decorative sword hanging nearby to protect them, but—

It was impossible for an ordinary person like her to overcome the mana of a Black Dragon who had lived for thousands of years. She couldn't even properly swing the sword, let alone stand properly, and could only watch as her precious people disappeared.

*No...*

She screamed inwardly as she watched the maids dying, bleeding, but nothing changed. She despaired, thinking that nothing had changed between her childhood when her nanny died and now.

*I hate this...*

If she had known it would come to this, she should have avoided getting involved with anyone and just lived hiding under her desk... Various regrets flooded in, making her whole body tremble.

A weak girl who can't do anything.

Thinking that what Duke Philotes had said to her in her childhood wasn't wrong, she was swallowing her tears when suddenly Jung Hyun's image flashed through her mind.

"......"

The image of him fighting back desperately even when he was confined in the kingdom, despised by everyone. Some might have called it recklessness and undervalued it, but thinking about it now, wasn't that true courage?

So she tried to get up to follow his example, but no matter how much she struggled, she simply couldn't rise. Her arms and legs were shaking too much to move. It seemed her body wouldn't cooperate with doing something she normally didn't do.

*Why am I like this when it matters most...*

Thinking she was going crazy with self-loathing, she cursed herself several times, but like before, nothing changed. So she decided to just close her eyes and focus on standing up.

Blood welling up and legs that wouldn't properly support her. Standing itself was so painful that she wanted to give up everything and sit on the floor, hiding under a desk, but—

*If I give up now.*

She would truly be stuck under a desk, never to come out again.

*So.*

She struggled desperately to escape, but—

"What a meaningless act. I don't understand why you're trying to stand up when you could just hide under a desk as you always do."

Duke Philotes spoke with a voice full of mockery, telling her to give up. But as she remained standing, not wanting to give up, he clicked his tongue and then swung his hand, striking her cheek hard.

With the sound of flesh tearing and spreading fear, she couldn't hold back anymore and trembled with tears in her eyes. Seeing her like this, he said:

"Everything would be easier if you just gave up, I don't understand why you're so obsessed with standing up."

Then he grabbed her hair, lifted her up, and whispered:

"Do what suits your station, Charlotte."

With those words, fear overwhelmed her. It was too difficult to endure anymore. As her legs gradually gave way and she was about to hide under a desk as she had done in the past—

"What the fuck are you doing?"

Jung Hyun's voice was heard. At that moment, the tears she had been holding back flowed uncontrollably, and she cried out for help.
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"It's a perception-reducing ring. If you wear this, you should be able to get through this problem easily."

"I don't know what I'm doing right now, but... ah, seriously. Just take it! You don't have to pay me back, just take it and use it."

The scene of Duke Philotes grabbing Charlotte's hair and pulling her up intertwines with the memory of Charlotte first reaching out her hand to me.

Despite her irritated and bothered tone, Charlotte's face was strangely full of concern as she looked at me. Back then, it seemed so out of place that I couldn't understand why she acted that way. But now, I think I understand why she made that expression as I draw my Holy Sword and speak.

"What the fuck are you doing?"

With that brief question, I spread my Divine Power in all directions. Usually, I would control my emotions to some extent when spreading Divine Power, limiting how much I released. But seeing Charlotte crying, I strangely couldn't restrain my emotions, and Divine Power poured out endlessly.

Unrestrained Divine Power is infinitely sharp and primal. Watching my Divine Power shatter everything around me, I drew my Holy Sword. I had planned to kill him after the engagement ceremony, but seeing Charlotte cry, I couldn't hold back any longer.

So, as I was about to use Territory Declaration and thrust my sword into him—

"...J-Jung Hyun, not yet... not yet."

I see Charlotte, who had somehow sunk to the floor, quickly shaking her head. Normally, I would have ignored her and swung my sword, but the word "yet" kept echoing in my ears, forcing me to stop.

*Damn it.*

She probably said that because killing Duke Philotes now would ruin everything. I cursed inwardly while considering my options, then withdrew my Divine Power and squeezed my eyes shut.

*Let's be patient a little longer.*

The best revenge is to give despair when the opponent is at their happiest moment. For the engagement ceremony starting in an hour, I needed to hold back. As I sheathed my Holy Sword and gritted my teeth, Duke Philotes spoke to me with a mocking expression.

"Good thinking."

Then he casually wiped the blood from his hands and walked past me.

Seeing his confident demeanor, I silently turned around and, unable to hold back any longer, struck the back of his head hard with my palm.

*SMACK!*

Even without using Divine Power, the impact made everything around us shake and collapse. Watching Duke Philotes fall to his knees on the floor, I realized that hitting someone with my hand was quite satisfying as I mockingly said:

"Sorry. I was trying to kill a mosquito and accidentally hit you."

Duke Philotes would know better than anyone that there couldn't possibly be mosquitoes here. He'd understand better than anyone that my excuse was completely meaningless. I watched him trembling on the floor for a moment, then turned to approach Charlotte.

"I came to get you."

With those words, I extended my hand. Charlotte stared at me blankly with her reddened eyes, then slowly took my hand and said:

"...You're late."

Her voice was filled with complaint, but since she was smiling through her tears, it didn't really sound like a complaint. Thinking that she'd been acting the same way since we first met, I pulled Charlotte up.

She was still trembling, leaning against me as if her legs were unsteady. I supported her as we headed toward the engagement ceremony venue.

* * * * *

Duke Philotes momentarily lost consciousness from the powerful impact, then barely regained his senses and let out a hollow laugh.

*To think that I, of all people, would be knocked unconscious by a human's fist.*

Even for a Hero, wasn't this strength beyond reasonable limits? Realizing the Hero was stronger than expected, he bit his lip.

*Perhaps the plan could be derailed.*

As had always been the case, anything that deviated from the norm inevitably created variables. The thought crossed his mind that the Hero's immense power could cause unexpected variables.

*How troublesome.*

He had known the Hero was powerful since he killed the Paladin, but he never imagined he possessed such overwhelming strength. Feeling the need to "prepare" just in case, he slowly walked forward and called for his butler.

"Butler."

"...My lord?"

The butler looked at him with a surprised expression. It was probably the first time he had come with an injury. Looking at the butler, he briefly said:

"Summon the 1st Knight Division at the battlefield, as well as the 1st Mage Corps."

When he ordered the butler to summon the 1st Knight Division led by Sword Saint Nerea and the 1st Mage Corps directly commanded by the Archmage, the butler rolled his eyes, pondered for a moment, then nodded and bowed, saying he would do so.

*He must find it incomprehensible.*

The moment he recalled all those responsible for the front lines, the forcibly established battle line would inevitably collapse. It must have seemed questionable whether it was right to ignore this and summon them.

*Normally, this would be an absurd act.*

But anyway, everything would be resolved the moment the ancient demons were summoned, so it wouldn't be a major problem. What was important now was to complete the Book of Souls by any means necessary, so he needed to buy time somehow by summoning these forces.

*Even if it means sacrificing all of them...*

He decided to complete the Book of Souls and smiled.

* * *

Countless troops that should have been defending the front lines returned to the royal palace. Normally, this would have been impossible to decide alone without the political sphere's consent.

But since he had eliminated his political opponents over hundreds of years, it was possible to bring them back without significant resistance. Of course, he didn't know what thoughts they harbored inside, but they were embers unlikely to ignite immediately, so there wouldn't be any major problems.

After confirming that numerous troops surrounded the engagement ceremony venue in full armor, he looked at the "sealing magic circle" he had installed, similar to the one at the Academy. The target for this was obviously the Hero.

*If I use this, no matter how powerful the Hero is, his strength will drop to that of an ordinary person.*

Then, when countless troops rushed in, they could kill the Hero. Everything would end perfectly.

*This is truly amusing.*

Thinking that he hadn't been this happy in a long time throughout his long life, he said:

"Now then, let's begin the engagement ceremony."

With his brief command, numerous fireworks exploded, announcing the start of the engagement ceremony.

* * * * *

I sat through the engagement preparations provided by the kingdom. Whatever they had prepared, I was ready to counter it all.

*Fortunately or not...*

They seemed unaware that my Divine Power had the characteristic of consuming Mana. I could use this to cause chaos. Having decided on this, I stood up in my cumbersome engagement attire and said to Charlotte:

"Shall we go?"

"...Y-yes."

Charlotte blushed and appeared flustered, probably due to last night's influence. She must have been embarrassed about crying and clinging to me. As I was escorting her to the engagement venue, I could see Duke Philotes approaching from a distance.

*Now, let's begin.*

I waved my hand with a smiling face toward Duke Philotes, who seemed delighted to see me. Duke Philotes frowned at me, sensing something strange. Looking at him, I said in a voice tinged with amusement:

"I couldn't come to the engagement empty-handed, so I brought some of your friends. Is it okay if they sit down?"

Not my friends, but your friends.
Whether he misheard because the pronunciation was similar, or whether he understood but ignored it because he found it strange, I don't know. Either way, his reaction was amusing, and he mockingly said:

"I want to let you know that whatever you do is meaningless."

"Really?"

"After all, you only have the child of the Gold Dragon or those who follow the First Princess. With just such companions, you won't be able to do anything."

He seemed to be seriously misunderstanding something. I kindly told him:

"Idiot, I said YOUR companions."

He still didn't seem to understand. Looking at him, I used "Territory Declaration" and pulled out what Duke Philotes so desperately wanted.

"Let me introduce you: a patchwork golem made from the corpses of royalty."

With a strange wailing sound, the smell of blood filled the air. Seeing this, Duke Philotes's expression instantly hardened, and he looked at me, grinding his teeth.

"That terrorist attack back then... it was all your doing."

"What? You just realized? Hey, and I'm not done with the introductions yet, so you can still look forward to more."

Smiling at him, I brought out the next item, the "Pope Chimera."

"KIEEEEEK!"

The Pope Chimera screamed so loudly upon being summoned that the windows shattered. I smiled endlessly as I watched Duke Philotes's expression contort visibly when the Pope Chimera was summoned.

*This is it.*

I'm not sure how to describe Duke Philotes's expression, but it might be like seeing your first love at a corpse exhibition? Anyway, I was very satisfied, thinking that such a distorted face should be preserved for life.

*If I had a phone, I'd set it as my background.*

Unfortunately, I didn't have a phone, so I decided to be content with just looking at it. Duke Philotes shouted at me with a voice full of rage:

"You dare, you worm who doesn't know your place!"

"You're the one who doesn't know your place."

With those words, I strongly emitted Divine Power and said:

"I don't understand why this fucking lizard keeps crawling up. You crossed the line."

Quickly drawing my Holy Sword, I thrust it into Duke Philotes's shoulder and continued:

"I'm going to torture you in every way possible, to the point where you might think it's better to just die, so look forward to it."

Deciding to use all the torture techniques I had learned on him, I continued:

"Oh, and I've prepared a few gifts as well."

I signaled the cult groups I had established within the Academy to start a "rebellion." Normally, it would be difficult to incite rebellion even for the children of famous families or celebrities.

*But when we took the corpses of high nobles that I had picked up at places like auction houses or injured nobles as hostages...*

Recalling Karina's words that surprisingly many nobles followed the cult, I asked for his opinion as I listened to the explosions coming from all around:

"How do you like it?"

Thinking that he couldn't possibly like it, I decided that when this was all over, I would make a dragon taxidermy to display as a decoration, like the stuffed bear decorations hanging in foreign lodges, and reached out my hand.

Ch.145 - Engagement Ceremony 4
"Kieeeeek!"

I watched with a satisfied smile as the Pope Chimera let out a cry of joy upon meeting its old comrade. How happy it must be to scream like that at their reunion.

Thinking that nothing tugs at the heartstrings quite like a touching reunion, I pretended to wipe away tears as I spoke.

"Do you like my gift?"

A brief question.
In response, Duke Philotes released an indescribably powerful mana while shouting at me.

"How dare you... you bastard!"

I knew I would touch a nerve, but I didn't think I could provoke him this much. I smiled brightly. Nothing pleased me more than seeing an enemy enraged.

"Seems like you like it. I'm glad."

As I spoke with genuine delight, he stepped backward and drew a black greatsword from thin air. I couldn't tell what it was exactly, but judging by the massive mixture of demonic energy and mana that shattered everything around it when drawn...

*It must be a Demonic Sword.*

I shrugged, thinking it must be something that served the opposite role of a Holy Sword.

*Well, it makes sense that such a thing would exist.*

As is the way of the world, where there is light, there is darkness. Looking at this opposing sword, I briefly said to my Holy Sword:

"You wouldn't lose to a mere Demonic Sword, would you?"

At those words, the Holy Sword hummed angrily, as if offended by the comparison. Satisfied with its reaction, I nodded and was about to thrust the sword into my thigh when—

"Activate the sealing magic circle now!"

A variable appeared.
I let out a hollow laugh as I saw massive amounts of mana rising from beneath my feet, enveloping my body as if trying to suppress me. Recalling that Duke Philotes had used the word "seal" earlier, I said to Charlotte:

"Senior, come here."

"Huh? What?"

I pulled Charlotte into my arms and raised the Holy Sword.

*Usually in situations like this, people would separate from each other.*

But unlike ordinary people, I possessed the ability to "erase mana." No matter how powerful a magic circle they brought, it wouldn't work on me, so it was actually better to stay close together.

*So if I hold her like this...*

I could cut through the sealing magic with the Holy Sword before it reached us. I watched as the magic gradually tightened around us, then swiftly cut through it.

Kwaaang!

The divine power I released shattered everything in its path. I looked at Duke Philotes as he hastily rolled backward and spoke with a mocking voice:

"Is that all you've got?"

My question revealed his angry confusion. He seemed to have expected that I might not take damage, but he clearly hadn't anticipated that his spell wouldn't even activate properly. I clicked my tongue at Duke Philotes in contempt.

"Fucking pathetic. Is this all you've prepared after living for thousands of years?"

At my scornful voice, he ground his teeth and summoned something else. This time, it seemed he was planning to face me with the troops he had brought. I let out a hollow laugh as I saw countless soldiers pouring in.

"You really are something else."

Since there couldn't possibly be this many troops within the kingdom, he must have brought them from the frontlines. It was disgusting that he would bring them here when it was obvious what would happen to the kingdom the moment they were removed from the frontlines.

That action of sacrificing everything for his own purpose.
I opened my mouth as I looked at the pathetic Duke Philotes.

"I don't know what you're aiming for, but I'll make it all meaningless."

I could eliminate most of their forces with one Territory Declaration, but wanting to create more impact, I decided to use Territory Declaration only for debuffing and handle them in a different way.

*People break mentally when they're defeated by their own kind.*

I emptied all the corpses I had accumulated from my spatial storage and said:

"Rise."

At that brief command, countless corpses rose, looking around with murderous eyes.

*If they were ordinary corpses, no matter how many there were, they couldn't defeat the knights and mages Duke Philotes brought.*

But having received my divine power, the zombies gained the ability to nullify mana, making them quite troublesome to deal with.

*Moreover,*

Since I had infused them with massive amounts of divine power, each one was as strong as a knight. Even battle-hardened warriors from the frontlines would struggle to handle them.

I gave a brief command to the zombies exuding murderous divine power:

"Kill everything you see."

"GRAAAAARGH!"

A massive roar erupted at that moment. As I watched with a smile, wondering if I was a necromancer or a Hero, Charlotte spoke to me with a disgruntled voice:

"You are... a Hero, right?"

"..."

"Why are you just smiling? I asked if you're a Hero."

I deliberately didn't answer to tease Charlotte and observed the situation around us.

*It's chaos.*

Even though I had given the corpses massive amounts of divine power to make them knight-level zombies, their essence remained zombie-like, which was a disadvantage in combat. I chuckled as I watched the corpses constantly lunging at nearby soldiers, trying to bite their necks.

"C-catch them!"

"Maintain formation! Maintain it, you idiots!"

"M-magic doesn't work at all! It doesn't work, damn it!"

A battlefield is inherently a place of unknowns, full of variables. Knights and soldiers who had fought on the frontlines were naturally skilled at dealing with such situations, but there were limits.

Zombies that charged recklessly without fear of death, not sparing their own bodies—and knight-level zombies at that—were too much to handle regardless of experience. The kingdom's formation quickly collapsed, and everything descended into chaos.

"Yes... this is the scene I wanted."

As I spoke with apparent emotion at the sight, Duke Philotes, standing before me, looked at me as if I were a monster.

"What?"

I felt annoyed being looked at that way by a villain and tried to provoke him, but Duke Philotes seemed too drained to respond to my provocation, merely staggering with a soulless expression. I approached him, ready for the main dish.

"How does it feel to have all your plans crumble? Share your thoughts."

Despite my deliberately provocative words, he remained unresponsive, as if in a daze. Seeing him like that, I decided I had no choice but to beat him to bring him back to his senses. I lightly stabbed his thigh with the Holy Sword to gauge his reaction.

"Ugh...!"

Finally showing some response, he let out a painful groan and fell to the ground. I laughed openly at his ridiculous appearance and said:

"What are you doing, idiot? Aren't you going to transform into a dragon? Have you forgotten how to undo polymorph from being in human form all the time?"

With those words, I stepped on his face and thought:

*It would be better to do the real torture when Lucia is here.*

If I tortured him too severely now, he might die before receiving treatment if his wounds became too serious. To play with him for a long time, I decided to just focus on teabagging him for now.

*That way I can inflict more pain later.*

As I was deciding to use every method to break him mentally by subjecting him to all kinds of humiliation, Duke Philotes, seemingly unable to endure anymore, began to undo his transformation and reveal his true form.

An intense wave of mana.
Looking at Duke Philotes, who had grown roughly four times the size of the Royal Ragdoll Golem, I loosened my shoulders.

*Now we can have a proper fight.*

When he was in human form, his power was only slightly stronger than a Chimera Paladin, but now that he had revealed his true form, I could feel he was even stronger than Betika. I smiled at the lizard creature larger than high-rise buildings, thinking I could finally have a proper workout.


* * * * *

Duke Philotes was in a state of confusion, unable to accept the current situation. He never imagined that not only would the sealing magic circle be dispelled in an instant, but that the Hero would also create zombies from the corpses of numerous nobles, including key figures of the kingdom, and command them.

*Even the Demon King wasn't this ruthless...*

The current Hero was issuing attack orders to the zombie horde as if it were the most natural thing to do.

*To think I would face the threat of extinction from a Hero rather than the Demon King...*

Though he felt extreme despair at this unacceptable situation, regretting what had already happened wouldn't change anything. With the intention of at least buying more time, he transformed into his true form and cast a spell.

*Multiple spell manifestation.*

Simultaneous manifestation of hundreds of mana using the mana heart. He fired spells at the Hero using this high-level technique that no "human" could replicate, no matter how great a mage they were.

But all the spells disappeared at once with a powerless, deflating sound. The Hero looked at him as if he had just cut through something worthless, then leaped upward and said:

"Got anything else?"

At those words, he attempted to manifest magic using mental imagery and launched a physical attack to help manifest the spell.

- Slash!

The tail he swung at the Hero was torn like a leaf and fell off. The overwhelming difference in power.

Feeling the kind of terror an ant might feel when facing a bear, he stared at the Hero, who spoke to him with a sigh:

"Ah, I wanted to stuff and mount it, but it broke off? Hey, you can regenerate your tail, right? If you don't regenerate it within 10 seconds, I'll add an hour to your torture time, so hurry up."

With those words, he casually set fire to his body and began counting:

"Ten, nine, eight..."

The burning agony.
In such pain, he thought that he needed to summon the ancient demons right now, regardless of the Soul Library, or he might die. Letting out a monstrous cry, he turned his head toward the sealing stone.

*I-I need to break the seal now.*

He decided to worry about the consequences later and focus on breaking the seal first to stop the Hero. Then he could somehow complete the Soul Library and deal with this situation. With that decision, he used the unsealing magic.

Ch.146 - Engagement Ceremony 5
Sword Saint Nerea frowned at the sight of the hellish scene unfolding before her.
Despite having experienced all sorts of things throughout her life, what was happening now crossed a line she thought she'd become numb to.

*Looking at the living who only wish for death, and the dead who tear at the living... it makes me want to vomit.*

She gritted her teeth at the scene that seemed to declare life as meaningless and empty.
Slowly releasing her sword aura, she walked forward.

*Whatever. My job is to handle this situation and return to the frontlines.*

With time, everything would be forgotten and disappear.
As she decided to pay it no more mind and was about to cut down the zombies...

"S-Sword Saint..."

Faces that shouldn't exist here caught her eye.

"Viscount Bitarn...?"
One of the nobles who had recently entered politics through countless lobbying efforts.
They weren't close, but she had heard from an associate that this noble's background was extremely suspicious, so she had kept her distance. Meeting him like this felt strange.

*I don't particularly pity him, but...*

Still, it was unsettling to encounter someone she had met at a banquet just a few months ago in this state.
Of course, that wouldn't stop her from cutting him down, so as she did so and turned her gaze...

*Viscount Shelfa, Count Hicha? No... wait a minute.*

She realized that all the zombies surrounding her were nobles from the political world whom she had seen at least a few times before.

*No way... that's impossible.*

At first, she tried to deny it, thinking they were just corpses that resembled those people.
But their clothing clearly indicated they were nobles from the political world, making her denial meaningless.
Confused, she stood dazed until nearby knights shouted toward her.

"Sword Saint! We can't hold any longer! The enemies are too strong!"

At their plea for retreat or new orders, she hesitated momentarily before turning to look behind her.

*Duke Philotes and the Hero...*

Setting aside her inability to understand why these two forces that should be working together were fighting each other,
she couldn't comprehend why the Hero was commanding so many corpses,
or why all these corpses were nobles. After pondering this, she slowly opened her mouth.

"...Retreat. Everyone retreat."

She had no idea why this situation had occurred.
But one thing was certain—this was self-destruction.
Frowning, she ordered the withdrawal, and the knights began to pull back in formation.

"Sword Saint, I'll clear the way behind us."

Mertan, the Sword Instructor from the Academy, drew his sword and looked back.
His expression was indescribably complex.
Apparently, he was troubled by the fact that the Hero he had taught swordsmanship to was now committing treason.

*I wish I could say something about this...*

Unfortunately, even she found it difficult to comment on the current situation.
She simply patted his shoulder a few times and ordered Mertan to clear the path.

*What a headache. What a headache.*

As she wondered what winds would blow through the political world after this situation was resolved,
she felt an overwhelmingly strong killing intent—no, something more like a sticky, negative sensation emanating from the castle.

*...The Demon King?*

At first, she thought the Demon King had descended and was about to rush to the main castle.
But she sensed something different from the Demon King she had briefly seen long ago.

*This isn't the Demon King... it's something more cruel...*

A feeling that was difficult to even describe.
With a disbelieving expression, she looked at the Archmage, who had dropped the staff he cherished more than his own grandchild and collapsed to the ground.

"...Archmage? Are you alright?"

She immediately approached and asked about his condition.
He only repeated incomprehensible words like "Everything will be destroyed" with a despairing expression.
Unable to understand what he had seen to cause such a reaction, she grabbed him by the collar and lifted him up.

But far from regaining his senses, he foamed at the mouth with blood mixed in and fainted.

*This is maddening.*

Feeling that something had gone terribly wrong, she struggled with indecision before giving new orders to the knights around her.

"Retreat while escorting and safely evacuating the distinguished guests."

Judging that they were no match for beings that could make the Archmage faint just by sensing them,
she decided to focus on saving as many key figures as possible and turned around.

* * * * *

I felt strange demonic energy erupting from far away as the Black Dragon manipulated something.
The power was greater than I expected, so I couldn't help but turn my gaze in that direction.
Seeing this, Duke Philotes spoke to me with a groan.

"...Now you realize how serious the situation is."

He's still running his mouth because I haven't beaten him enough.
Thinking that this was indeed typical of the Black Dragon,
I decided to continue the torture and thrust my Holy Sword into the Black Dragon's body.

Normally, due to his size, stabbing him with a sword wouldn't cause much pain.
But a dragon's true form isn't just made of flesh—half of it is composed of mana.

*Just by stabbing like this.*

Like absorbing moisture, I could drain the dragon's mana.
I smiled as I watched Duke Philotes continue to emit painful groans, then calmly opened my mouth.

"Lucia asked me before. She wondered if dragon meat tastes good."

My voice seemed to be drowned out by the dragon's screams, making it hard to hear.
I looked at him as he only screamed without answering.
Then, using my Divine Power, I ignited a fire inside the dragon's body and said:

"So I'm planning to try it myself, and I'd appreciate your cooperation."

Pure fire made of Divine Power.
As such fire burned inside the flesh, Duke Philotes began to struggle and thrash with his enormous body.
Seeing everything around getting destroyed, I clicked my tongue and used "Territory Declaration" to pin him down.

- Crunch.

The sound of something being crushed.
Fortunately, the lizard's body was so solid that its shape didn't collapse.
I looked at this with satisfaction and approached his body, opening my subspace.

*Surely... eating meat plain would be bland...*

It would be better to sprinkle salt and pepper.
I took out the cooking set I had stored away in the Chamber of Trials just in case, and poured it over the dragon's wound.

White salt and black pepper piled on red flesh.
Seeing Duke Philotes' screams grow louder, I hesitated for a moment.
Then, shaking my head, I decided to maintain at least some decency.

*Even so, it feels wrong to eat something that was once human.*

So rather than eating it myself, it seemed better to feed someone else.
I gestured to the Pope chimera nearby to come closer.

"Kieeeek!"

The Pope quickly approached when I called and looked at me, flapping around.
I pointed to the cooked flesh and said:

"Eat this and tell me how it tastes."
"Kieeeek!"

I'm not sure what it's saying, but I guess it's happy to eat dragon meat?
Anyway, thinking that Duke Philotes would prefer being eaten by the Pope rather than by me, I told the Pope to eat as much as it wanted.

*Oh.*

I hadn't noticed before, but the act of chewing and tearing something to eat is quite grotesque.
As I was admiring Duke Philotes being eaten alive, he screamed and said to me:

"I'll... I'll do anything, just stop! Please stop!"

Anything, he says.
Hearing those words, I told the Pope to pause eating for a moment and climbed onto Duke Philotes' face.
The lizard's distinctive straight pupils, a mix of black and yellow.
Looking into those eyes, I said:

"You'll do anything?"

At my question, he hastily replied:

"Y-Yes! If you want gold and treasures, I'll give you gold and treasures...! If you want power, power! Whatever you want, Hero, I'll give you everything, so please stop now!"
"Then if you grant me one request, I'll stop you from being eaten."

At those words, hope seemed to bloom in the dragon's expression as he looked at me with renewed vigor.
I told him my request:

"Could you shake your body a bit so the meat cooks evenly? I noticed earlier that one side is rare and the other is overcooked, which isn't great."
"...?"

Duke Philotes stared at me blankly, not understanding my words.
Thinking he would understand if given time, I kept quiet and waited.

Suddenly, Duke Philotes' expression brightened.
Unless he had gone insane from the pain, it seemed something he believed in had arrived.
I looked at Duke Philotes, who was shouting "Finally!" and then turned my gaze behind me.

Large black horns.
They gave off a feeling similar to Cynthia, but fundamentally different.
I frowned as I looked at them.

*They look strong just by appearance.*

At this level, Betika could probably defeat them easily.

*Of course, I don't think I would lose to opponents of this caliber.*

Since I didn't know how many of these beings there might be, I was conflicted about engaging them immediately.
If there were multiple enemies of this level or higher, I might not be able to keep my promise to Hana about returning within a day.

As I was conflicted and wondering what to do,
Duke Philotes chuckled and said to me:

"Because of you... everything will... be destroyed. Without the Book of Souls I created, even you won't be able to do anything... Die in despair at your own powerlessness."

Then, panting, he turned his eyes toward me, filling his gaze with my image.

*He probably wants to see me being defeated by demons.*

Thinking he was an interesting fellow, I was about to channel Divine Power into my Holy Sword when suddenly,
the demon in front of me approached, spread its arms wide with an extremely bright smile, and said:

"Most honorable kinsman! I'm finally delighted to meet you! I'm extremely pleased!"

At those words,
Duke Philotes sensed that something had gone wrong and his expression hardened.

Ch.147 - Engagement Ceremony 6
The first demon I ever saw called me "kin" as its first words to me.
I stared at the demon with extreme discomfort at those words.

*Even for a hero, being called a demon seems a bit much, doesn't it?*

I did cross the line a little bit... no, slightly... well, honestly, quite a lot.
But I think I haven't abandoned my dignity as a human. Probably.

*Anyway, that's not what's important here.*

What matters is why the demon called me "kin."
If I really am a demon... things could get quite complicated.
So to probe this further, I immediately asked the demon.

"Why am I your kin?"

To my question, the demon replied as if confused by my lack of understanding.

"The thick scent of blood emanating from you, the numerous souls, and the abundance of negative energy beneath you. All these prove you're a demon, so there's no need to hide it."

I was momentarily upset and wanted to refute this, but thinking about it, it wasn't wrong, so I kept my mouth shut.
The demon continued, laughing heartily.

"And you're not just any demon, but a great demon... no, your energy is powerful enough to be ranked among the top three demons, which makes me extremely pleased to meet you."
"......"

Being welcomed by a stranger should be a good thing, but I don't know why it feels so unpleasant.
As I was cursing internally, a thought suddenly occurred to me, and I spoke urgently.

"Wait a minute, I use Divine Power, not Demonic Energy. I'm human, not a demon..."
"What nonsense. Even the Fallen Angel Lucifer uses Divine Power, not Demonic Energy."
"......"

That single statement left me momentarily speechless.
A demon-certified demon.
As I covered my face in frustration at this fact, the demon smiled and said:

"Well, enough catching up... let's get to the point."

True to its demonic nature, it seems about to reveal its true intentions.
The demon looked around, then patted its stomach and said:

"Could I have some food?"

At those words, both Duke Philotes and I could only stare at the demon with strange expressions.
We never expected a demon's first request would be for food.
After pondering briefly, I made a suggestion.

"Do you like dragon meat?"

At my offer, the demon licked its lips hungrily and replied:

"I can never get enough of it."

It was truly an absurd conversation.
But through this exchange, I thought I might actually be able to befriend this demon.

* * *

When I told the demon I was cooking the meat alive by infusing Divine Power into it, it made a somewhat uncomfortable expression.
But soon it was writing this down in a bone notebook while expressing admiration.

"As expected of a great demon! There's so much to learn from you!"
"No, I'm not a demon."
"Such modesty! No need to deny it, haha!"

Where did things go wrong?
I couldn't figure it out. I ordered the Pope creature to grill the meat, sighed, and then the demon once again exclaimed in admiration while looking at the Pope chimera.

"How... beautiful. And the head on top is even the Pope? Placing the Church's symbol on top like that... perfect. Absolutely perfect."

Then it started taking notes again while continuing to express admiration.

*Something is definitely off here.*

This must be what they call a complex and subtle situation.
I thought this was the first time I felt so uncomfortable receiving compliments as I handed over the meat.
The demon took the meat and began eating it somewhat hastily.

- The demon smiling with satisfaction and Duke Philotes' screams sounding like music.
As I thought these two created a fantastic scene together, the demon spoke to me somewhat bashfully.

"I apologize... food is always scarce in Gehenna, so I've developed a habit of eating hastily when I find food... please understand."
"Sure, whatever."
"Haha, thank you."

As I watched the demon devouring the dragon meat like crazy, a thought suddenly occurred to me, and I gestured to the Pope creature who was making "kieek" noises nearby.

"Kieek?"

When I called, the Pope creature quickly approached and looked at me.
I pointed to the part where the flesh had disappeared from being eaten and ordered it to use "healing magic."

"Kieeeeek!"

Healing magic activated.
As the Pope creature's immense Divine Power touched Duke Philotes, the flesh quickly regenerated, returning to its original state.

Watching this with admiration, I realized I had gained a bargaining chip for negotiating with the demon.

*Should I offer unlimited meat refills if it agrees to leave?*

If it refuses, I'll have to kill them all anyway.
But it seems like a worthwhile proposal.

*Besides, Duke Philotes will live the rest of his life enduring such pain.*

I could also fulfill my promise not to kill him cleanly.
Thinking this would be a win-win situation, I was pondering when a question crossed my mind.

*But come to think of it, do I really need to send it back?*

My goal is world destruction after all.
Is there any reason for me to stop demons who could bring about the world's end?
After some consideration, I came up with a compromise.

*Forming an alliance with demons might not be a bad idea.*

Then a world where everyone except humans could be happy would be created.
Having decided this, I made an offer to the demon.

"Do you want to be friends with me?"

To that question, the demon responded, "We were already friends, my kin!" expressing its agreement.

* * * * *

No matter how intense a shock may be, it dulls and fades with time.
By the time Daisy could understand, if not accept, the fact of her banishment, she had awkwardly regained her senses enough to realize her situation.

*Ah.*

A world where everything that had supported her had collapsed.
As she wiped away tears that no longer came while despairing at the unbearably cruel reality, she noticed something strange.

*...Demonic Energy?*

The sticky, unpleasant sensation unique to Demonic Energy.
She frowned deeply upon sensing something that should absolutely never be felt throughout the entire kingdom.

*...Why?*

Unless the kingdom had fallen, such sensations shouldn't be possible.
Surprised that this felt so natural, she slowly got up and looked out the window.

"What is this?"

Besides the numerous troops gathered, massive amounts of Divine Power and Demonic Energy were mixed and overflowing everywhere.
As she stood there with a blank expression wondering what was happening, someone knocked on the door.

- Knock knock knock.

To a third party, it would have seemed like an ordinary knock.
But having stayed here for a long time, she knew that "something was wrong," so she immediately grabbed her bow, assumed a combat stance, and glared at the door.

*No introduction, not even stating the reason for the visit...*

It made no sense that someone would be so rude to a woman staying alone, especially a guest of Duke Philotes.

*Whoever is knocking on that door is probably...*

Most likely an assassin or an enemy related to Demonic Energy.
So as she held her breath and drew back an arrow, the door splintered with a cracking sound, and a maid with her neck bent halfway entered, walking slowly forward.

An appearance that anyone would recognize as abnormal.
At this sight, she immediately summoned spirits and fired arrows along with magic.

But as if all of this was meaningless, something black and unidentifiable that protruded from the maid's mouth swallowed everything, rendering her attacks ineffective.

*......*

Even though she had been cooped up in the room for a long time, she was a 7th circle archmage.
Usually, when she cast magic, most enemies would be left in critical condition.
She couldn't believe that the unidentifiable enemy before her not only avoided critical damage but easily evaded her attacks.

*This... can't be.*

As fear took over, her reason became paralyzed and only survival instinct filled her mind.
She tried to think about what she could do in this situation, how she could survive, but with Demonic Energy covering all the walls, no matter how much she thought, she couldn't see any way to escape.

*How am I supposed to fight such a monster!*

It would be better to face the Demon King... this was something she had never seen or heard of before.
As she grew increasingly desperate, seeing her condition where even mana wouldn't flow properly due to the oppressive Demonic Energy, the grotesque thing protruding from the maid's mouth spoke to her with a bizarre smile.

"Elf. Make a contract with me."

A strange voice whose gender, age, and even proper tone were indiscernible.
As she stared blankly at this voice, the strange voice slowly extended a black hand toward her and said:

"Offer your soul, your body, your thoughts, and I will grant all your wishes."

Her mind became foggy as if under a spell.
Like being struck by intense pleasure, she couldn't regain her senses and couldn't think rationally.
So even though she knew she should "obviously refuse":

*The things I want...*

Her heart kept leaning toward indulging her desires.

"Yes, I'll grant all your wishes."

When she heard those words, one image appeared in her mind.

The elves acknowledging their mistake and "nullifying the banishment," and the hero forgiving her transgressions.
Imagining this, she found herself smiling involuntarily.
With tears in her eyes but a smile on her lips, she nodded.

"Contract... yes, let's make a contract."

With those words, the black form laughed grotesquely.

"You've made a good decision, Elf. I'll make sure you don't regret it."

Then, smiling brightly, it approached her, slowly attaching itself to her body and whispered:

"Come to think of it, I didn't tell you my name. My name is Barbatos, the Demon of Despair. Nice to meet you."

The tone was childlike and innocent, but the voice sounded like a mix of an old man and a young adult.
It seemed strangely captivating.
She nodded blankly and extended her hand to it.

Ch.148 - Engagement Ceremony 7
While chatting, a question suddenly popped into my mind.

Demons are supposed to be malevolent beings that tempt humans.

So how could such a being be considerate, friendly, and sociable? It didn't make sense.

*It's like hearing that a gangster regularly volunteers for charity work—that kind of feeling.*

As I stared at him with suspicion, thinking he was like a character forced to wear ill-fitting clothes, the demon smiled calmly and asked me:

"Is there a problem?"

I shook my head at his question.

The problem was that there wasn't a problem, not that there was a problem causing problems.

Anyway, regardless of what the demon's true intentions were, my goal was simply for him to "destroy the world." Keeping this in mind, I continued:

"So what are you planning to do now?"

The demon thought for a moment, then looked around before answering.

"Now that I've eaten, I should probably blend in among the humans."

Blend in?

I made a puzzled expression and asked:

"Why bother blending in when you could just beat them all up?"

Wondering why a demon would be so cautious, I questioned him.

The demon smiled at me and explained:

"How bold, as expected of a great demon! However, there's a bigger issue with that approach. Humans tend to unite strongly when facing an unexpected enemy. So rather than stirring things up forcefully from the beginning, it's better to take time and gradually gain control."

Why is this demon so cautious?

I sighed, disappointed by this demon who wasn't manly enough. The demon I had imagined possessed immense power and could easily crush humans, but the reality was just a cautious, submissive man.

*This is more pathetic than I expected.*

Having lost interest, I rested my chin on my hand and stared at the demon indifferently.

Then a question occurred to me, so I asked:

"By the way, what kind of place were you sealed in?"

At my question, the demon gave a strange smile and replied:

"A place where there was nothing to eat."

Nothing to eat?

Hearing this, I felt something was off. The fact that he remembered this meant he was fully conscious while trapped inside, not just sleeping.

*So perhaps being sealed doesn't mean sleeping, but rather living fully conscious inside the seal.*

Since I hadn't heard much about it, I couldn't be certain, so I decided to probe for more information.

"Nothing to eat? What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. The place was not only cramped, but there was nothing there except demons."

Then how is he still alive?

I wondered if demons could survive without food, but...

*Judging by how he devoured that dragon meat...*

Food seemed essential for him.

I remained silent for a moment as I realized the truth.

*He survived by eating his own kind until now.*

With this realization, I silently stared at the demon.

The demon stared back at me, smiling.

That strange smile and unsettling feeling.

After a moment of consideration, I decided to act boldly and brought my fist down hard on the demon's head.

*Clang!*

The sound that spread wasn't flesh and bone colliding, but metal against metal.

Seeing the demon's head deeply dented from my punch, I nodded with satisfaction and said:

"Don't try to trick me."

Thinking that being dragged into another world was enough deception for me, I wiped the blue blood from my hand.

* * * * *

The demon smiled with satisfaction as he took over Daisy's body and moved forward.

Not only had he somehow survived that terrible hell, but he had also found an excellent host body.

*Good thing the seal broke before it was my turn, otherwise I would have been eaten by the others.*

Thinking how fortunate he was to have survived without being eaten, he giggled, then took a deep breath and assessed the situation.

*There are four demons who survived.*

Baal, Agares, Amon, and himself, Barbatos.

Among them, Amon and himself had agreed to blend in among humans to increase their numbers.

Baal and Agares would return to the Demon Realm or the Elf villages to gather those with "demon blood" and start a war.

*And take a rest while they're at it.*

Once they were sufficiently prepared, he and Amon would eat away from the inside, while Baal and Agares would destroy from the outside. Recalling this plan, he looked around.

*This place is a mess.*

Looking around the interior of the castle, which seemed like it had been through a war with nothing intact, he soon lost interest and decided to go outside.

*Now that I've got a suitable host, I just need to consume nutrients in large quantities.*

Then he could give birth to "children" and rule the human world with his own hands. So as he was about to go outside to consume fresh meat, he heard a strange sound from the distance.

"Kuguk... kieeeek kurk."

The peculiar sound of flesh and bone twisting.

Somehow pleased by that familiar sound, he smiled and approached, but contrary to his expectations, what awaited him was not demonic energy but an "enormous" divine power.

*Divine power...?*

Even Lucifer didn't possess such immense divine power.

How could someone have such powerful divine power? Wondering if the Pope or a Saintess had arrived, he looked closer and saw a bizarre form.

"Kiek?"

A grotesque appearance with a beautiful woman's head but a body made entirely of a centipede.

Having never seen such a form even in Gehenna, he frowned, and the centipede with the grotesque form laughed "Kekkekek kieeeek!" before charging at him.

*What the...!*

Why on earth was such a thing in the human world?

Unable to understand, he decided to flee and quickly tried to jump out the window.

"Kieeeeeek!"

But the centipede blocked his path and released its massive divine power at him.

*Of all times to meet it when my body is weakened!*

If he had been in a normal state after consuming nutrients, escaping wouldn't have been difficult even if winning was tough.

Unfortunately, having just escaped the seal, he had little demonic energy left in his body.

After a moment's thought, he tore off one of his arms and grimaced.

*I'll have to throw this to distract it and escape...!*

While it was focused on the arm, escaping would be the most sensible decision.

So he immediately threw the arm, but the centipede devoured it in one gulp and, still unsatisfied, charged at him again.

*Damn it.*

His usually composed face crumbled rapidly as death approached.

Quickly rolling his eyes in thought, he soon found another solution and smiled brightly.

*I can go down!*

He was on the second floor.

If he broke through the floor, he could create a momentary gap to escape.

With this thought, he poured all his remaining demonic energy into breaking the floor and threw himself down.

*Please!*

Then, using all his strength, he ran toward a crowded area and sighed with relief.

*What the... how does such a monster exist in the human world?*

It seemed that creature was the strongest in the human world... who would have thought he'd encounter such a being right after finding a host body.

Thinking his luck was terrible, he kept cursing inwardly before brightening his expression and smiling.

*Well, anyway.*

Since he had reached a place crowded with humans, if that creature attacked, he could throw these people at it instead and survive.

Relieved to have survived, he caught his breath, then slowly turned his head to look for potential prey.

*Hopefully ones rich in nutrients.*

As he was looking for good targets, he spotted a group in the distance, writhing with divine power.

*High-quality divine power!*

Since they possessed such high-quality divine power, their bodies would likely be rich in nutrients too.

Deciding to target them, he quickly approached.

*Fortunately, I stole an elf's body...!*

Using beauty to lure them would work well!

Deciding to make them lower their guard before devouring them, he approached with a bright smile, only to find that they were actually "numerous zombies."

*...*

He'd never heard of zombies possessing divine power.

Realizing something was wrong, he immediately tried to flee, but one zombie lunged at him with a "kwaaah" sound and covered his body.

The sudden pressure.

Having used up all his demonic energy earlier, he trembled, unable to shake it off.

The zombie looked at his face, cackled, and began tearing and eating his flesh.

"Kuaak...!"

The intense pain.

Unable to bear it, his body shook violently.

With no choice but to abandon the host body, he managed to make his true form leap out through the mouth.

*What is this madness.*

This must be what hell is like for demons.

Thinking it might have been better to remain sealed in the sealing stone, he dragged his sluggish, slime-like body away when he spotted something strange in the distance.

"...Amon?"

Amon's form, with his skull grotesquely caved in, tied to a spear in the shape of a cross.

Such injuries wouldn't kill him, but having been sealed for so long, his recovery seemed quite slow.

As he stared blankly at this sight, someone approached with a pure white sword, stabbed it into Amon's thigh, and said:

"Do you want to become meat like the dragon too? All crispy outside and tender inside?"

What could "crispy outside and tender inside" mean?

Though he didn't understand exactly, it was clearly a cruel statement, making him tremble uncontrollably.

Ch.149 - So You Don't Want To See Me...?
I stared blankly at the demon screaming before me, then smiled as I stabbed my sword into its thigh.

*This is oddly entertaining.*

It wasn't simply the act of torture that amused me.
There was something strangely satisfying about punishing someone who had wronged me.
I looked at the blue blood coating my sword and smiled again before whispering to the demon.

"Oh, by the way, I wonder if you know what 'crispy inside, moist outside' means?"
"S-stop, stop it!"

Judging by its reaction, it didn't know.
Thinking it would be good to explain, I smiled as I thrust my sword deeper and ignited a "fire" within.

Whoosh!

Perhaps because the body was concentrated with Demonic Energy, the fire made of Divine Power burned more vigorously than usual.
I spoke to the demon as it writhed from the intense heat burning it from within.

"Crispy on the inside, moist on the outside. In other words, burning you from the inside out."

With those words, the demon howled and thrashed wildly.
I struck its already dented head again to signal it to calm down.

"Quiet."

Looking at the demon with its completely caved-in head, I wondered if I'd gone too far, but then shook my head.
For a demon, this level of treatment was probably routine.

"Ah, a human worse than demons...!"

That might not be true, but regardless, what mattered now wasn't that but extracting information from the demon.
So I was about to slowly torture the demon to question it about various things when I sensed an unusual Demonic Energy nearby.

*Seems like there's another demon around.*

It would have been disappointing if there had been only one.
Learning about the possibility of multiple demons made my mouth water in anticipation.
As soon as I confirmed this, I quickly turned my head to look around and spotted a "black slime crouching" on the ground nearby.

*Found it.*

As I smiled brightly, the black slime trembled and began to flee.
Watching this, I swung my Holy Sword playfully while laughing, then quickly approached and pinned the slime down with my sword.

"Aaaaargh!"

A scream.
Hearing that scream, I smiled brightly and said:

"Friend, where are you going?"
"......"
"I asked where the fuck you're going. Not answering? Want to be crispy inside, moist outside too?"

At those words, the demon startled and answered that it "wasn't going anywhere."
Hearing this response, I wondered why demons only seemed to understand when cursed at, and continued:

"Really? Then come here for a moment."

As various tasks I could assign these creatures came to mind, I smiled again and took this one upward with me.

* * *

After introductions accompanied by a bit of torture,
I was able to learn some things about these two.

*The first one I caught is a demon called Amon, and the second slime one calls itself Barbatos.*

Since I've never had much interest in demons, I wasn't sure exactly what kind of beings these two were.
But one thing was certain: considering that only four out of 72 demons trapped in the Sealing Stone had escaped,
I thought they must be quite powerful among demons.

*Powerful demons...*

To be honest, I had expected them to be quite strong when I first encountered them.
But they were weaker than I'd anticipated, leaving me quite disappointed.
I had wanted opponents I could properly fight, but they were so weak they collapsed after just one punch.

*They claim they haven't eaten properly for a long time and can't exert their power, but...*

Even considering that, I couldn't help feeling disappointed.
I silently looked at them before shrugging and shaking my head.

*Well, they're still strong in their own right.*

I might as well make good use of them.
I took out the contracts Miria had prepared from my spatial storage.

These were contracts prepared in advance.
According to Miria, they were even more binding than slave contracts, requiring total submission to me the moment they were signed.
I held out these contracts and said with a calm smile:

"Both of you, sign these."

At those words, they stared at the offered contracts, then looked at me with bewildered expressions.

"What does it say?"

Barbatos asked.
Hearing this, I realized that demons could communicate with humans but couldn't "read human language."
I immediately replied as if it were obvious:

"It's humanity's ancient tradition and the crystallization of our desire for dominance. Anyway, it's good for me if you sign it, so hurry up and write your name."

Surprisingly, I wasn't lying.
At my words, they both seemed unwilling to sign and tried to escape.
Since I was planning to kill them if they didn't sign anyway, I stabbed my Holy Sword into Barbatos's body as it tried to flee and said:

"Take it or leave it."

Barbatos was making "keeek" noises while impaled on my Holy Sword.
Looking at Barbatos in this state, I immediately infused massive Divine Power, filling its insides completely.

It must feel like rapidly inflating a balloon.
Watching Barbatos swell up like a balloon, I said:

"If you don't take the chance I've given you... I'll have to kill you."

With those words, I infused even more Divine Power and burst Barbatos completely.

- Pop!

A rather pathetic death for a supposedly high-ranking demon.
As I burned away Barbatos's remains using Divine Power, I spoke to Amon:

"So. Are you going to run too?"

Being the more intelligent one, Amon shook his head and wrote his name on the contract.
Seeing this, I smiled with satisfaction, put the contract into my spatial storage, and said:

"Now I'll tell you what you need to do."

At those words, Amon nodded blankly.
I calmly told him:

"Your job is to bring about the end of the world."

At that statement, Amon stared at me with a blank expression, not seeming to understand.
I smiled at his reaction,
then patted his shoulder and said:

"Well, let's leave it at that for now. Were you and Barbatos the only ones who escaped from the Sealing Stone?"
"N-no, Baal and Agares are also out."

I wasn't familiar with Agares, but I had heard of Baal a few times.
Apparently, he was called the king of demons.
Wondering how strong a demon called king might be, I asked about it.

"Is Baal strong?"

After pondering for a moment, Amon nodded and replied:

"H-he's strong enough to be called 'off the charts.'"

That description didn't tell me much.
I waved my hand to signal him to explain further.
Amon continued with more details about Baal.

"There's a saying that all Demonic Energy used by demons and demon folk flows from Baal, his Demonic Energy is incredibly vast. And his strength is said to be enough to destroy Gehenna in one blow."

I couldn't tell if this was exaggeration or if he was truly that powerful.
After thinking for a moment, I nodded and came to a conclusion.

*I should try fighting him sometime if I get the chance.*

Of course, there was no real need to, since our goals were similar and there was no reason to clash.

*But I want to fight him once.*

I was quite curious about how strong I had become after completing the Holy Sword's trial and my final level up.
As I was feeling satisfied with my decision to fight him if the opportunity arose,
I noticed the zombies I had released bringing something from afar. Looking closer:

*Daisy?*

I could see the battered body of Daisy, who had been both a bystander and perpetrator.
Thinking I had unexpectedly obtained the final puzzle piece, I grabbed Daisy's head, lifted it up, and roughly stuffed it into my spatial storage.

*With this.*

My collection of those three bitches was complete.
I smiled as I considered what to do with Daisy, Karina, and Rea.

* * *

After finishing my business, I returned to Charlotte.

When I got back to Charlotte, the first thing I saw was her dusting off her dirt-covered dress.
The problem was that Charlotte had lifted her dress up high, revealing the garter belt she was wearing underneath.

*Isn't that... underwear?*

Is it okay for a princess to expose such things in public?
I wasn't sure, so I thought about pretending not to have seen it and coming back later.
Unfortunately, our eyes met, making it difficult to pretend I hadn't seen anything.

"Y-you're back?"

Charlotte hurriedly pressed down her dress with both hands, looking flustered, then blinked with a reddened face.
She seemed quite embarrassed about having shown me her undergarments.
I laughed inwardly at her reaction but pretended not to notice as I said:

"Yes. Are you unharmed?"
"Mm-hmm, thanks to you."

An awkward silence followed.
I wasn't sure if she was remembering how I had protected her when Duke Philotes attacked,
or if she was embarrassed about lifting her dress.
As the silence lengthened and the awkwardness persisted,
I was about to bring up a topic when Charlotte spoke first.

"Um, Jung Hyun?"

With reddened cheeks and earlobes,
Charlotte, seemingly embarrassed about something, couldn't keep her gaze fixed on one spot.
She took a slow, deep breath and said to me:

"Don't misunderstand what I'm about to say...?"

I wondered what she was trying to say.
Honestly, I didn't think I would be particularly surprised by anything she might say, so I nodded.
Charlotte raised her left arm and said to me:

"Um, you know? If you want, I could show you my arm... armpit. Should I show you...?"

Those words surprised me more than when she had asked me to get engaged.
I cleared my throat awkwardly,
then calmly tried to convey that it wouldn't be appropriate.

"Charlotte, no matter what, showing such parts to a man who isn't—"
"So you don't want to see...?"
"No, I absolutely fucking want to see it."

I realized my true feelings had suddenly burst out, and I covered my forehead with my hand.

Ch.150 - Just Trust Me...! / Interlude
A silence born from my true feelings.
In that silence, neither of us could meet each other's eyes, both staring at distant mountains.
Charlotte subtly moved closer to me and spoke.

"...You want to see it?"

She apparently wanted to continue this topic.
After a moment of internal conflict, I nodded.

"I think I could show you... oh my goodness."

Charlotte seemed to be overcome with embarrassment mid-sentence.
With a face flushed bright red, she covered it with her hands and crouched down.
Then, looking up at me with a slightly tearful expression, she said:

"...Take responsibility."
"Pardon?"
"I-I'll show you, so take responsibility...!"

At those words, I smiled awkwardly and avoided answering.
Having to take responsibility just for seeing someone's armpit didn't seem like a fair exchange.
As I avoided answering and looked away, Charlotte tugged at my clothes and said:

"...No, I'll... I'll take responsibility. Just come with me."

Despite being too embarrassed to even meet my eyes,
she firmly gripped my clothes, repeatedly pulling me toward her.
As I chuckled at her behavior, Charlotte glanced at me with a somewhat pouty voice:

"If you don't want to, just say so."

Since she seemed to be speaking curtly out of embarrassment,
I slowly reached out to stroke her hair and said:

"When did I say I didn't want to?"
"......"

When I countered her, I could see her becoming even more flustered.
Thinking her reactions were cute, I felt mischievous and pushed her down to the floor.

"So what are you going to show me?"
"...Ugh."

When I asked again, she covered her face with the back of her hand, too embarrassed to answer.
Looking at her, I whispered softly:

"If you don't tell me, I'll keep doing this. Tell me quickly."

At my urging, Charlotte hesitated briefly before slowly opening her mouth.

"A-armpit."

Her face was completely red.
I thought she looked like a radish and laughed inwardly.
Then I slowly lifted her left arm and said quietly:

"Then show me."
"Wait...! After I wash... yes, now there's dust and sweat...!"
"I don't mind."

When I said I didn't mind, Charlotte's eyes darted back and forth anxiously.
Then she lowered the clothing near her shoulder and showed her pink armpit with a tearful voice:

"...I hate you."

Pink folds against pure white skin.
There was nothing particularly sexual about it, yet it felt strangely sensual.
Feeling like I shouldn't be looking at this, I tried to get up to stop looking, but then:

"...Are you just going to look?"

Charlotte's provocation hit me.

*Are you just going to look? What does that mean?*

This is what being flustered must feel like.
As I lost the initiative to Charlotte and became confused,
she grabbed my hand and placed my finger on her armpit.

"...H-how is it?"

A warm sensation with slight moisture.
Entranced by the unfamiliar feeling, I stroked it, causing Charlotte to flinch and say:

"S-slow down..."
"Ah, sorry."
"Mmm, it's okay. Go ahead and continue..."

Is this really just touching an armpit?
I felt the conversation was taking a strange turn.
But the unfamiliar yet oddly pleasant sensation made me touch it more boldly.

"Hyah...!? S-stop! Stop now!"

Charlotte hid her armpit and told me:

"You can't touch too much!"

I could only clear my throat at her reaction.
As I looked away, waiting for the heated atmosphere to cool down:

*...A garter belt?*

Between the folds of her rolled-up dress, I caught sight of Charlotte's thigh.

A black garter belt against pure white thighs.
As I cleared my throat at the provocative sight,
Charlotte quickly lowered her dress and said:

"Pervert..."

I was about to defend myself against this unfair accusation,
but soldiers and mages from the castle rushed in.
I decided to settle this matter later and focus on cleaning up the situation first.

*I'm not sure if this is fortunate or not.*

Thinking about what might have happened if we hadn't been interrupted, I drew my Holy Sword.

* * *

- Ding

[Hidden Achievement - Defeating Black Dragon completed.]
[Unbelievable Achievement - You have slain an ancient demon.]
:
:
[Amazing Achievement - You have made an ancient demon your subordinate!]

[Congratulations! You have acquired all the achievement points needed for level up.]
[The Holy Sword wishes to bestow a trial upon you. Speak with the Holy Sword!]

Numerous messages appeared, almost blinding me.
I quickly skimmed through them and focused on the last two messages.

*Level up and trial possible.*

As I smiled at finally being able to achieve my goal,
something completely unexpected happened.

*-*
[Would you like to combine the Level Up Trial and the Holy Sword Trial?]
- Warning! - If combined, the difficulty will greatly increase. (Rewards will also greatly increase.)
*-*

Without hesitation, I chose to combine them, despite the warning that the difficulty would increase but with better rewards.

[The trials have been combined into a "Mythical Trial"!]

The name sounded quite extreme, but I didn't mind.

*The rewards will be better, and more importantly...*

The more difficult the trial, the more I would gain, so this was actually beneficial.

*Just thinking about getting stronger makes my mouth water.*

As I smiled, wondering what kind of extreme challenges awaited me,
Charlotte, who was covering herself with both hands, glared at me and said:

"What are you smiling about?"

A somewhat prickly response.
I wasn't sure if she was upset about what had happened earlier or because we had stopped midway,
but she didn't seem to be in a good mood.

*If I provoke her now, she'll hold it against me forever.*

I decided to calm her down and return to the Demon Realm.

*The sooner we go, the less Hana will scold me.*

Determined to go as quickly as possible, I extended my hand to Charlotte.

"Senior, would you like to go to the Demon Realm with me?"

At my question, Charlotte looked around and then nodded:

"That seems like a good idea. If we stay here, we might get caught up in trouble."

With those words, Charlotte took my hand and clung to my side.
Feeling her touch, I used the artifact to summon Cynthia.

* * * * *

Lucia awkwardly smiled as she watched Hana waiting endlessly for Jung Hyun near the shoe rack.
She wondered how much Hana must miss him to sit there all day.

*She's much better than before, though.*

Now she waited steadfastly without crying, whereas before she would cry all day.
Lucia had been constantly worried that Hana might collapse from exhaustion.

*At least now she just whimpers instead of crying.*

That worry had lessened considerably.
Whether this could be considered fortunate was debatable, but things had improved.
As she was watching, Miria nearby sighed and said:

"I don't understand why Hana likes Jung Hyun so much that she waits like that. He's always running around outside and doesn't even pay attention to her."

Though she didn't like hearing Jung Hyun being criticized,
Lucia decided to stay quiet since Miria was a friend.
Seeing her hesitation, Miria sighed and continued:

"And you're frustrating too. While Cynthia and Charlotte are actively seducing Jung Hyun, you're just taking care of children instead of making any moves..."

Lucia wanted to object but couldn't think of anything to say, so she just pouted.
Then she suddenly remembered a book she had read called "How to Plot Schemes" and quickly mentioned:

"...Actually, I'm plotting a scheme right now! Don't worry, everything will work out!"

At those words, Miria looked at her with a dumbfounded expression,
then spoke very quickly, stumbling over her words:

"W-w-what are you plotting?"

Wondering why she was acting that way and thinking she hadn't heard properly, Lucia repeated "scheme," causing Miria's face to turn red as she responded:

"I thought you were innocent. You're more mature than I expected... yes, quite mature."

Mature? Ah! Planning schemes certainly requires high-level planning, so it is a mature activity.
Nodding in agreement with Miria's recognition of the sophistication of scheming,
Lucia watched as Miria rubbed her reddened face and continued:

"That's quite bold... I never expected you to be making such preparations. I was only thinking about pressing my chest against him at most. They say the quiet cat climbs onto the stove first, and it's really true..."

Though Miria seemed to be admiring something, Lucia didn't understand what she meant and just smiled.
Suddenly, as if remembering something, Miria clapped her hands and said:

"Hey, I'll give you a comb as a gift, and later, tell me all about it, okay?"

Lucia wasn't sure why Miria suddenly wanted to give her a comb,
but since she seemed interested in hearing about the scheme,
Lucia nodded, agreeing to tell her about it later.

"Just trust me...!"

Hearing her confident voice, Miria gave a small gasp of admiration and clapped her hands in encouragement.

Ch.151 - Interlude 2
"What... an ancient demon appeared? Baal? No... what on earth happened?"

I explained to Cynthia, who had come to pick us up, everything that had occurred.
Cynthia looked back and forth between me and Charlotte in disbelief.
Then she pressed her forehead firmly and said:

"...I have a lot to say, but I'll keep it to myself."

As I smiled at her reaction, Cynthia jabbed me lightly in the side with her elbow and said:

"By the way, did something happen between you two? The atmosphere feels strange."

Momentarily at a loss for words, I kept my mouth shut.
Cynthia narrowed her eyes and muttered, "Something did happen, huh?" Then she switched from formal to casual speech and gave me a sidelong glance.

"You two had quite a bit of fun, didn't you? Seeing how you can't even talk about it."

Each word felt like a dagger.
As I awkwardly smiled and avoided answering, Cynthia glared at me again.
Then she pouted and spat out:

"You're mean. Really."

Then, grumbling, she moved forward and used teleportation while saying:

"We'll talk about what happened later. For now, let's go back."

I nodded and decided to return to the Demon Realm for now.

* * *

Upon returning to the Demon Realm, the first thing I saw was Hana dozing off in the shoe cabinet.
With the weather getting colder, her cheeks were slightly flushed as she slept.
Feeling sorry for her, I silently picked her up, and Hana woke up, looking at me with half-open eyes.

"...Appa...?"

Her pronunciation was slurred, probably because she wasn't fully awake yet.
Finding her pronunciation cute, I smiled, and once Hana confirmed it was me, she opened her eyes wide and kept calling me.

"Daddy..."

Seemingly delighted, Hana kept calling me.
She clung to me and started saying:

"Today... I waited for you with Myeongmyeong...!"

Wondering who Myeongmyeong was, I looked around and saw one of the dolls I had asked Reltra to send was moving.
Since dolls can't be alive, it must have a spirit inside it.

After confirming that Hana called this doll Myeongmyeong,
I patted her head and said:

"Is that so?"
"Yes...!"

Seeing her reaction as if waiting for praise, I patted her head, and Hana grinned up at me.
Finding her cute, I smiled gently, when a voice came from behind.

"Jung Hyun, you're back?"

Looking ahead at the question, I saw Lucia smiling brightly and Miria with a strangely flushed face.

*Why is Miria like that?*

Wondering what happened, I asked why her face was red.

"Oh, it's nothing. Just something."

She avoided the conversation by brushing off the topic.
I thought about asking again but decided to let it go to avoid making things complicated.

*Anyway, what's important now is...*

Explaining how the situation has unfolded.
I asked Cynthia to bring Reltra and looked back at Hana.
She had fallen asleep, probably from relief. I tidied her bangs and headed to the meeting room.

* * *

"...What? Duke Philotes revived demons and was handed over to them as food? What are you talking about?"

After explaining everything that happened, Miria's shocked voice was the first response.
She asked me several times in disbelief, then spoke with a dumbfounded voice:

"I don't understand the demon revival, and I don't understand handing that Dragon over as food to demons."
"Really?"
"What do you mean 'really'?! No...!"

Miria tried to say something but seemed to realize it would be pointless to explain further, so she sat down and said:

"I don't know... What's happened has happened, so I'd just be wasting my energy worrying about it..."

I nodded in agreement, and Miria gritted her teeth and said:

"That mouth of his... I'll tear it off someday."

At those words, Hana, who had woken up, was startled and urgently shouted at Miria:

"You can't bully Daddy...!"

Then she covered my lips with her palm in a protective gesture.
I laughed at her gesture, and Miria let out a hollow laugh and sighed.

"Seriously, you two are such a pair..."

Then, as if feeling mischievous, she spoke to Hana in a playful voice:

"But I don't like that. I'm going to bully him."
"Hana will protect him...!"
"Can you really protect him? I could just tear off his mouth quickly like this."
"H-Hana will stop you, so it's okay...!"

While I was inwardly laughing at how well Miria was playing with Hana,
Miria seemed to have a moment of realization and sighed deeply before saying:

"...Anyway, let's stop here. So what are you going to do now?"

At that question, I shared what I had been thinking about.

"My goal is the destruction of the world anyway. I plan to leave the demons alone until they destroy the world."

Destruction, not conquest.
The difference between these two is whether there's a future or not.
Being perceptive, Miria immediately caught my meaning and made a strange expression before saying in a flat voice:

"Okay, let's say destroying the world is fine... but how will we live afterward?"

I was momentarily speechless at her question.
I had been thinking "I'll go back someday," so I hadn't thought about what would happen after.

*Actually, to be honest.*

It would be more accurate to say I knew but deliberately ignored it.
I looked at Hana silently for a moment before calmly stating my conclusion.

"It's okay. When everything is over, we'll go to another world."
"...Another world?"

Miria looked at me as if she didn't understand, and after thinking for a moment, I revealed the truth.

"Actually, I came from another world."
"...What?"

Miria seemed to have trouble taking my words at face value and just blinked her eyes before asking me again in a very skeptical voice:

"You came from... another world? What does that mean?"

It was the first time I'd seen the usually perceptive Miria react so blankly.
I proceeded to explain these matters to her quite seriously.

*

Starting with stories about Earth,
I explained that Heroes are beings who crossed over from other dimensions, and that Cynthia and I came from the same world, even the same country.
Miria held her head as if dizzy and said:

"...W-well, Jung Hyun, you did seem a bit different from others. Like how you showed no particular emotion when killing people, how obsessed you were with training, and how you seemed to enjoy getting hurt?"

Lucia nodded rapidly in agreement.
I was about to refute these unfair characterizations when Cynthia spoke first:

"Don't misunderstand. Jung Hyun is the weird one, not all people from Earth."

Miria nodded, saying, "That makes sense. A world full of people like him would be too much even for demons to handle, making them flee in terror."

*This is a bit unfair.*

Honestly, I'm not that bad, am I?
I might have gone a bit overboard sometimes... but I was relatively moderate.
I wanted to object, but seeing them agreeing with each other made me lose the will to argue.

*They won't listen anyway.*

So I just sighed, and Hana, who was in my arms, looked at me anxiously before blurting out:

"D-Daddy... is super kind and amazing... Hana loves Daddy the most in the world."

Then she stroked my chin as if to comfort me.
She must have learned this from how I usually pat her head.
As I was feeling touched that Hana was the only one who understood me, Miria chuckled and said:

"I don't know how you two manage to act so alike."

After pausing briefly, she looked at me cautiously and asked:

"Will you take us to this Earth place too?"

I nodded as if it were obvious and said:

"Of course I will."

I nodded firmly, not wanting to leave my companions in a world with nothing left after its destruction.
After nodding for a moment, I thought briefly and continued:

"But there's one big problem."
"Problem? What is it?"
"I don't know how to return to Earth."

In typical fiction, there's a common feature that "Heroes return once they fulfill their mission."
But this world had the peculiarity of turning me into a Demon King rather than sending me back, so I had no idea what I needed to do to return to Earth.

*I don't even know why I came here in the first place.*

It's clear that the goddess sent me here with some purpose, but I don't know what that purpose is.
I asked Cynthia just in case, but she shook her head, indicating she didn't know anything either.

*This is giving me a headache.*

It would be nice if there were at least some hints, but there's nothing to go on, so it just feels overwhelming.
While I was pondering, Lucia watched me carefully and brought up a suggestion:

"...Should we ask the goddess?"

Oh right, Lucia was a Saintess.
I had forgotten this obvious fact and nodded in agreement.

Ch.152 - Interlude 3
All this time, I hadn't realized it because Lucia was just giggling and smiling foolishly.

Lucia is the Church's only Saintess and the only one who can communicate with the Goddess. Realizing that no one could be more respected than Lucia at this point, I hastily spoke.

"Could you do that for me?"

To my request asking if she could ask the Goddess, Lucia answered "Yes!" and raised her hands together as if about to pray, but then—

"Ah... but I need one thing in return."

As if remembering something, she stopped her prayer and urgently spoke to me.

"You need something? What is it? Tell me anything."

"Well, you see..."

Lucia seemed to struggle with saying it, conflicted. Then, squeezing her eyes shut, she blurted out:

"I want the three of us—me, Hana, and you—to go to the forest together!"

Since this request seemed completely unrelated to communicating with the Goddess, normally I would have said "don't lie," but...

*Perhaps I should listen to Lucia just this once.*

Since she's always been accommodating and helpful, it seemed right to play along just once, so I nodded.

"Is there anything else you need?"

"No, no!"

Lucia nodded her head quickly, showing her agreement, and I decided to go along with it.

* * *

Due to Lucia's request, Hana, Lucia, and I decided to take a brief trip to the hill behind the Academy.

During this process, there was an issue with Charlotte muttering, "Huh... I even let him touch my armpit, and now he's going off with other girls?" while glaring at me. Fortunately, Cynthia interrupted with "Miss Charlotte, armpits? What do you mean?" changing the subject before it reached me.

*Yes, for now at least.*

I sighed, realizing this would become a headache later, when I overheard a conversation between Lucia and Miria in the distance.

"Miria! How was my scheme...!"

At Lucia's words, Miria made a bewildered expression and continued.

"Huh? What?"

"My scheme!"

"...Scheme? Was that scheme actually a scheme?"

"Huh? Is there another meaning?"

"Ah, no. It's nothing, don't worry about it."

I barely managed to hold back a cough as I looked at the two of them. What on earth were they talking about? Shaking my head in confusion, I calmly called out to Lucia.

"Let's go then."

"Yes...!"

Hana, who had been watching us, shouted "Yeah!" and raised her hand up high. I chuckled at her reaction and patted her back.

* * *

The first thought that came to mind upon arriving in the forest was one of subtlety.

*Whether it's because my revenge is over, or because I'm here for reasons other than training...*

One thing for certain is that this feeling isn't all that bad. As my mood softened and I calmly looked around, Lucia discreetly moved closer to me and whispered with a reddened face.

"W-we might get lost, so let's hold hands...!"

I couldn't help but laugh at that. After coming here so many times, using "getting lost" as an excuse was just funny. It was a completely implausible reason, but since holding hands while walking didn't seem bad, I was about to nod when—

"Hana too...! Hana wants to hold Daddy's hand too."

Hana interrupted, grabbing my hand firmly instead of Lucia. At this, Lucia looked as pitiful as a puppy that had lost something precious, while Hana held my hand with both of hers, grinning happily.

*They really look alike.*

Just like mother and daughter, they truly resembled each other. As I was thinking this, Lucia sighed and came to my other side.

"I really can't win against Hana..."

"Can't be helped."

Lucia looked at Hana with a slightly disappointed expression, as if sad about losing my hand. Then, as if seeking revenge, she lightly poked Hana's cheek with her finger.

The soft, squishy cheek.

Seeing this, Lucia smiled broadly and then nodded to Hana as if forgiving her.

"I'll let it slide just this once...!"

Watching this, I thought that Lucia should definitely not be in charge of Hana's etiquette education.

*I feel like Lucia would say "That's okay!" no matter what mistake Hana made.*

So I thought it would be better if I handled Hana's etiquette education myself. Suddenly, Lucia grabbed my other hand and playfully whispered:

"Then I'll hold your other hand."

When I nodded, Lucia, not much different from Hana, smiled and clung to me.

*Well, this is nice too.*

I thought that after everything is over, it would be nice to live peacefully like this, and continued walking in the direction Lucia pointed.

*

When we reached the middle of the forest, Lucia sat on a nearby rock and said to me:

"I'll start praying now. Jung Hyun and Hana can play nearby for a while."

It seems preparation is needed to communicate with the Goddess.

As soon as I heard "play nearby," I picked up Hana, whose eyes were shining, and asked, "Shall we look around?" Hana, happy just to be playing together, nodded quickly and answered "Yeah!"

"Okay? Then we need to hold hands tightly so we don't get lost."

"I'll hold Daddy's hand forever."

"Forever?"

"Yeah... Hana will stay with Daddy forever."

I smiled slightly at her words about staying together forever. It would be fun to show her this moment when she grows up.

*I wonder what she'll say when I show her this in the future.*

She'll probably be extremely embarrassed, right? I felt mischievous and wanted to record this moment, but unfortunately, I hadn't brought a recording magic stone.

*That's a shame.*

Deciding to definitely bring one next time, I patted Hana's head. Then a fun idea occurred to me, so I put Hana down and picked up some leaves.

*If I weave these with divine power and put them on her head...*

A leaf crown would be complete. I placed it on Hana's head and admired it with satisfaction as Hana sat on the ground, smiling broadly.

*It suits her well.*

As I was smiling with satisfaction, Hana seemed to want to make a leaf crown for me too, gathering leaves and attaching them to my leg. Apparently, she couldn't reach my head, so she was putting them on my leg instead. I was laughing from above when—

"I'm ready now."

Lucia announced the end of her preparations, emitting massive divine power. Thinking I could finally talk to the Goddess, I carried Hana and approached her. As we got closer to Lucia—

Lucia seemed to be talking with someone, then blinked with a surprised expression before telling me the conclusion in a disappointed voice.

"Um... Jung Hyun? There's good news and bad news. Which would you like to hear first?"

In times like this, it's better to hear the bad news first. I told her to tell me the negative news first, and Lucia awkwardly smiled and said:

"The Goddess says she doesn't want to meet you."

"...What?"

"She declared she won't talk with 'absolute evil' and refused to communicate."

"What...?"

"Hehe..."

Lucia awkwardly laughed and averted her gaze, having nothing else to say. At those words, I was about to draw my holy sword, wondering if I needed to hunt down the Goddess, when Lucia added:

"But she said she'll compensate for this later, so please don't get too angry."

At that, I calmly smiled and covered Hana's ears before speaking.

"Would the Goddess feel pain if stabbed with a sword?"

"......"

Lucia looked at me with a disappointed expression, then waved her hands and said:

"Y-you can't do that!"

"I know I can't. What's not right is what the Goddess is doing."

Throwing an innocent person into this world and then what? Calling me "absolute evil"? I thought that was unfair despite my somewhat bad deeds, so I told Lucia this.

"Um... are you angry because she won't meet you, or because she called you 'absolute evil'?"

It seemed that might be the case, so I nodded. Lucia blinked with a disappointed expression, then awkwardly smiled and said:

"Then I'll tell you the good news now."

She hastily changed the subject, seemingly not knowing how to respond. I pretended not to notice for Lucia's sake, who was caught in the middle, and she shared some quite interesting information.

"The Goddess said there's a way for you to return to the world you originally lived in."

This was quite fortunate. If I had been told I had to continue living in this world, who knows what I might have done. I nodded and asked about the "method of return," and Lucia provided the answer.

"You need to seal Baal in the sealing stone at the Academy, then use that power for dimensional travel."

The first emotion I felt upon hearing this was puzzlement. I wondered why I had to escape on my own power rather than using the Goddess's power for the return.

*And Baal, of all beings.*

According to Cynthia, Baal was originally a mythical being who doesn't appear in the main story. In gaming terms, he'd be a character who appears in DLC rather than the main game. It was quite absurd that I had to defeat such a being to see the main ending.

*In other words...*

They never intended to send the heroes back to Earth in the first place. Realizing this fact, I let out a hollow laugh before hardening my expression and saying:

"This won't do. Tell me how to get to the Goddess so I can stab her a bit."

Ch.153 - Life Pearl
"... Huh?"

Lucia stared at me with a dumbfounded expression, clearly unable to follow my reasoning.
I made a gesture of drawing a line in the air toward her.
Lucia's face turned pale as she spoke to me.

"I-isn't that blasphemy against the goddess?"
"The goddess was the first one to commit blasphemy."
"That may be true... but still, she's a goddess."

Seeing Lucia's indecisive behavior made me feel mischievous.
I spoke to her in a playful tone.

"Don't tell me you're taking the goddess's side over mine?"

At those words, Lucia froze completely.
It seemed difficult for her to say anything on this matter.
She stuttered like a broken machine.

*This is too hard not to laugh at.*

I was trying to suppress my laughter by touching Hana's cheeks when Lucia spoke with determination.

"I-I'm on Jung Hyun's side...!"

After all that deliberation, she chose me. That was quite a touching answer.
To continue teasing her, I added one more comment.

"Then you'll tell me how to reach the goddess, right?"
"...Urgh!"

She seemed to struggle with that request, but then, as if struck by a good idea, she raised a finger and said:

"Th-there's no way to reach the goddess directly! But there's a similar solution!"

A solution without being able to reach her.
My first thought was whether she meant sending some kind of "bomb" to where the goddess was, but contrary to my expectation, Lucia offered a surprisingly reasonable suggestion.

"You could ask the goddess to participate in the trial you're about to face."
"In the trial?"
"Yes. Of course, it wouldn't be the goddess herself descending but rather her 'avatar.' Still, since it would be the goddess's consciousness... couldn't you meet her directly there?"

Lucia has clearly been influenced by those around her.
I expressed my admiration at her innovative solution, reminiscent of something Miria might suggest.
Lucia fidgeted awkwardly, embarrassed by the praise.

*So it would be the goddess's avatar, huh.*

It was disappointing that the original wouldn't come, but better than not meeting at all.
Thinking this was better than nothing, I nodded to Lucia.

"Then please arrange that."
"Yes...! Though I'm worried since she's already refused to meet you, so I'm not sure if she'll come or not!"

After pondering her concern briefly, I gave a short answer.

"Well, if she doesn't show up, I could always set fire to the Church."

At my response, Lucia seemed to have many things she wanted to say but decided against it.
She just nodded rapidly with an awkward smile.
I smiled at her reaction, then considered what I should say to the goddess if she did appear at the trial.

*What should I say first?*

I had so many things I wanted to tell her.
But given the time and circumstances, I probably wouldn't be able to say everything.
It would be better to condense my questions.

*I'll think about this more carefully later.*

For now, I decided to focus on the current situation.
Looking at Hana giggling in my arms, I unconsciously asked her a question.

"Hana, whose daughter are you?"
"Daddy's daughter...!"
"Really?"
"Yes...! I'm Daddy's daughter."

Feeling playful at her response, I tickled Hana.
She slipped down from my arms and ran away laughing.

*This is kind of amazing.*

When I first came here, I had nothing but my body.
Now I've returned in completely opposite circumstances, which gives me a strange feeling.
Thinking about how unpredictable life can be, I was slowly walking toward Hana when Lucia called out to me softly.

"Um, Jung Hyun."

Her face was flushed red and she seemed restless.
Wondering what was wrong, I looked at her, and after an awkward smile, she spoke quietly.

"You know... since I did what you asked well... could you give me a reward?"

A reward? Did she want me to buy her something?
I was about to tell her she could just ask if she wanted something, but Lucia shook her head and tugged at my clothes.

"N-not that kind of reward. Something only you can give me."

Intrigued by her mysterious words, I asked what she meant.
Lucia touched her reddening ears and said:

"P-please touch my lower abdomen."

At those words, I was momentarily stunned and could only stare blankly at Lucia.
For a moment, I felt my mind going blank, but I managed to gather my wits and asked her:

"...What? Your abdomen?"
"Yes... my lower abdomen."

As I stood frozen by this unexpected request,
Lucia immediately stepped forward, lifting her nun's habit slightly, and exclaimed:

"You can ravage my lower abdomen however you want...!"

Feeling my head spinning, I asked Lucia:

"Where... did you learn to say that?"

At my question, Lucia hesitated before answering in a tiny voice:

"F-from Miria."

Just as I suspected.
I sighed, wondering how she had managed to absorb both the good and bad traits of her friend.
Lucia lowered her habit slightly and said to me:

"Do you dislike it...? I'm sorry."

She seemed to have interpreted my surprise as a negative response.
I quickly shook my head to clear up the misunderstanding.

"No, it's not that I dislike it. But Hana is here, and we're outside, so doing such things here..."

Before I could finish, Lucia grabbed my hand and placed it on her lower abdomen while continuing:
"I-it's okay... we can do it secretly."

Along with her words came the soft sensation.
Usually, women might allow their chests to be touched but tend to avoid their lower abdomen, so this sensation felt somewhat strange.

*This feels nice.*

The feeling was surprisingly pleasant.
I thought I wouldn't mind touching it forever if it gave this much happiness.

*This is really nice.*

I was trying to suppress a smile when Lucia looked around and then whispered in my ear:

"H-how is it?"

I smiled to show that I was enjoying it.
Lucia beamed back at me, then slowly whispered:

"...Then, you know. Would it be okay to make a sibling for Hana here?"

At those words, I froze with the same level of shock I had felt when I first heard about Hana's existence.

* * * * *

Agares looked at the land of the elves with a rather disinterested expression.
The "elves," originally created by corrupting spirits with Demonic Energy, should have been excellent prey for demons, becoming "food" to replenish their power.

*But strangely.*

Although the "blue blood" symbolizing demon blood still remained, they were reverting to ordinary spirit forms that used Mana instead of Demonic Energy.

*Whether they were purified by someone, or if this happened because Lord Baal's influence has weakened.*

One thing was certain: the "seeds of doom" they had planted were likely not in their proper state.

*Not good... not good at all.*

This would cause problems with their plans, so it wasn't a good sign.
Moreover, because demons had devoured each other in sealing stones similar to "Solitude," reducing their numbers, they didn't even have the strength to resolve this issue.

*That means we need another solution.*

The first thing that came to mind was opening the sealed Gehenna to awaken the ancient weapons sleeping there.
However, the problem was that the path to Gehenna was currently sealed, so it was important to open that path as quickly as possible.

*And the key to unlocking that seal... is sleeping inside the World Tree.*

Fortunately, because the World Tree was dead, infiltrating it wasn't particularly difficult.
He burrowed deeper into the World Tree and began searching inside.

*Now, the key to Gehenna that the World Tree was hiding should be around here.*

Thinking that once he took this, the world once ruled by ancient demons would surely return, he smiled.
While searching and digging through the interior to find it, he discovered something very interesting.

*The Orb of Life?*

The Orb of Life, one of the materials that compose the Book of Souls.

This orb could contain immense life force and power.
Using this, he could recover most of the Demonic Energy lost due to long-term sealing.

*Why would something like this be in the World Tree?*

Normally, such items were occasionally found in places where many lives perished, like battlefields, the Demon Realm, or Gehenna.
He couldn't understand why it would be in the World Tree, the source of life, but soon realized why it was installed here.

*Someone killed the World Tree and installed this.*

If one were to kill the World Tree, the source of life, and store its "life force" in the Orb of Life,
an enormous amount of life energy would be contained within it.
It seemed someone intended to use this for "something."

*But all demons were sealed.*

Was it set up by demi-humans or similar beings?
Though uncertain, he thought he could recover most of his lost power by using this, so he immediately swallowed it.

*Ah... yes, this feeling.*

This sensation of fullness.
As he was intoxicated by the feeling of Demonic Energy engulfing everything and turning the world into negation, he sensed the Demonic Energy waves from the key to Gehenna in the distance.

*Found it.*

With this, he could accomplish everything he had planned.
Thinking he was truly grateful to whoever the fool was who had done this, he approached the location.

Ch.154 - Lucia's Truth
"... Hana's little sister?"

I couldn't help but pause at his words. Saying he wanted to "make" Hana's little sister "in the belly" was essentially saying he wanted to be intimate with me.

I clutched my confused head, wavering back and forth before slowly speaking to Lucia.

"Do you actually understand what you're saying?"

At my question, Lucia tilted her head before smiling brightly and answering.

"Of course I understand...!"

An ordinary person might have believed her at face value, but knowing Lucia, I doubted she truly understood. So I decided to check if she really knew what she was talking about.

"Really? Then how exactly is it made?"

At that, Lucia blushed and whispered to me with a broad smile.

"Miria told me that we just need to hold hands and sleep together!"

Is she an elementary schooler?
No, even today's elementary schoolers probably know more than that.
I wondered why Lucia's knowledge about sex remained at such an absurd level.

*Ah right. She was confined in the Church.*

Remembering that she had been locked away in a room for a long time under the Pope's orders, I smiled awkwardly.

*This is driving me crazy.*

How should I even explain this?
I wanted to just bluntly say it was mating, but I was afraid that would lead to "How do you mate?" so I couldn't bring myself to say it.

*Should I just agree? Or tell her that's not right?*

Unable to figure out what to say, I was conflicted. Finally, I sighed and spoke to Lucia.

"Look, Lucia. Babies aren't made just by holding hands and sleeping together."

"Huh?"

At my words, Lucia tilted her head in confusion and stared at me.
I smiled awkwardly at her and continued.

"Simply holding hands and sleeping together won't make a baby."

Hearing this, Lucia blinked at me, then stammered with a bewildered expression.

"W-what? But Miria clearly told me that holding hands and sleeping together makes babies..."

Seriously, Miria.
I pressed my forehead, wondering why I had to clean up the mess Miria had made.

*What a headache.*

Thinking that catastrophic misconceptions cause all sorts of problems, I sighed and continued.

"That's a lie."
"...Huh?"
"It's not true."
"Oh."

Lucia seemed hurt, apparently not expecting Miria would lie to her, and spoke to me with a somewhat wounded expression.

"Is it really a lie...?"
"Well, not exactly a lie... but some important details are missing."
"Important details...? What are they?"

With those words, Lucia clung to me and whispered softly while pressing against me with her enormous Divine Power reserves.

"Won't you tell me?"

She wasn't wearing underwear, as I could feel her skin directly against mine.
I was startled by the sensation and tried to step back, but Lucia grabbed my arm and placed it between her breasts as she spoke.

"Please...?"

Along with that came Lucia's distinctive fragrance—a scent mixed with flowers.
Enchanted by that aroma, I could only nod.

"...Alright."
"Really?"

At that, Lucia smiled playfully and clung to me even more, whispering.

"Then... please teach me. As slowly as possible."

* * * * *

Miria awkwardly forced a smile as she observed Senior Charlotte looking anxious and Cynthia wearing a sullen expression.
She had no idea what kind of trouble Jung Hyun had caused outside to create this situation.

*This is maddening.*

If he was going to fool around recklessly, he should at least not get caught. Why did he have to get caught and create this mess?
As she sighed at this unmanageable situation, Cynthia exhaled deeply and slowly opened her mouth.

"Charlotte, let's form an alliance."
"...An alliance?"

To be honest, Miria had expected violent words like "Do you want to die? Do you know who you're messing with?" but was surprised when such a peaceful term came out instead.

*An alliance here...? Why?*

Love was like a finish line that only one woman could reach. Therefore, forming an "alliance" between competitors trying to reach the same finish line seemed meaningless.
Yet Cynthia was proposing this quite confidently as she extended her hand.

*Wow, this is getting interesting.*

I wish I had some snacks to eat while watching this!
Though slightly disappointed, she was satisfied that she could at least witness this directly, and continued listening to their conversation.

"When I say alliance, I don't mean anything grand. Just that we should play fair with each other."

Oh, so that's what she meant by alliance.
It was somewhat disappointing, but thinking that this was better than competitors tearing each other apart, Miria nodded. Then Senior Charlotte calmly continued.

"Mmm... that's fine."
"That's good then."

It ended surprisingly calmly and quickly.
This situation didn't seem to have made them friends, but at least the seeds of potential problems seemed to have disappeared, which was a relief. Just then, Cynthia sighed repeatedly and spoke.

"Let me be clear, I'm not giving up. Honestly, I suggested an alliance because I don't want to embarrass myself or do cruel things to people Jung Hyun cares about. If it were up to me..."

Cynthia bit her lip and smiled while speaking.
Seeing that chilling expression, Miria realized that all the behavior Cynthia had shown in front of Jung Hyun was just an act. As she was processing this, Senior Charlotte smiled awkwardly and spoke.

"Then why don't we all just marry him instead of giving up?"

Though her tone was friendly, the content was explosive.
Cynthia stared at Senior Charlotte with a blank expression, apparently shocked by her suggestion.
Senior Charlotte smiled awkwardly at Cynthia and continued.

"Of course, there would be a distinction between the legal wife and concubines... but if we all marry him, everyone can be happy. Doesn't sound bad, right?"
"What kind of nonsense is that?"

Clear displeasure.
In response to this understandably negative reaction, Senior Charlotte calmly explained.

"It's normal among royalty. Marriage doesn't really have much meaning anyway."

Because royalty typically marry for political reasons, Senior Charlotte didn't seem to place much importance on it.
In contrast, Cynthia strongly opposed and rejected the idea, apparently attaching great significance to marriage.

"W-what are you saying? Marriage is an act of forming a deep bond... a sacred act that should naturally be with someone you love."
"That sounds like something from a fairy tale..."
"It's not a fairy tale, it's reality!"

Their values were so diametrically opposed that the conversation wasn't connecting.
Watching this, Miria sensed that leaving them alone would only make the problem grow without resolution, so she quickly spoke up.

"B-both of you calm down and listen to me."

Thinking that she was now cleaning up Jung Hyun's mess despite not wanting to, she quickly continued.

"You two are going back and forth, but honestly, I don't think either of you can beat Lucia."

This was clearly the truth.
Lucia had been by Jung Hyun's side through his difficult times without asking for anything in return, and though not biologically hers, they even had a child named Hana. It was impossible for these two to overcome Lucia.

"So instead of fighting, wouldn't it be better to think about how to beat Lucia first?"

At those words, the two looked at each other and then waved their hands dismissively.
Apparently, Lucia wasn't considered a competitor to them.
Seeing their complete lack of wariness, Miria sighed and said.

"I think you're misunderstanding something. Lucia is extremely cunning."

Senior Charlotte was the first to react to this.
Not understanding how Lucia could be cunning, she asked for more explanation, and Miria slowly revealed the "truth" about Lucia.

"Lucia pretends to be foolish and ignorant, but she actually knows everything already."
"What...? Lucia does?"
"Yes. For example, things like how men and women share intimacy. When others ask her about it, she claims she knows nothing, but in reality, she probably knows more than I do."

At those words, Cynthia and Senior Charlotte looked at her with shocked expressions.
They apparently never expected that Lucia was hiding her claws.
Smiling briefly at their reaction, Miria sighed calmly and continued.

"So I think you should focus on Lucia first. From what I can see, even if you two join forces, you probably can't beat her."

After telling them the truth about Lucia, the two made eye contact and stared blankly at her.
They seemed to have a lot to think about, so Miria waited for a moment.
After some consideration, Cynthia extended her hand to Charlotte and spoke.

"What you said earlier... I'll think about it for now. To be honest, I'm still not sure, but I think it's better to keep some possibilities open than to lose completely."

A dramatic reconciliation.
Of course, the situation had become quite complicated, and Jung Hyun would have a lot to sort out.

*But that's not my problem.*

Jung Hyun was the one who created this mess first, so she decided not to feel guilty about it.
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Hearing Lucia's request to explain slowly, I gently pressed her lower abdomen as if in a trance while speaking.

"Are you really okay with this?"

At my question, Lucia looked straight into my eyes and nodded.

"I'm fine with anything as long as it's you, Jung Hyun. Please do whatever you want."

Anything is fine as long as it's me.
I absentmindedly pressed her stomach lightly while speaking.

"Babies aren't made just by holding hands."
"Yes, yes."
"A man's se—"

Just as I was about to continue, Hana returned and clung to my thigh.
She seemed jealous that I was only talking with Lucia.
I stroked her head to calm her down and asked:

"What's wrong?"

"Hana... wants to play with Daddy."

She was indirectly saying not to play with Lucia but with her instead.
Then she grabbed my hand with both of hers and pulled.
I was smiling, thinking how her jealousy resembled Lucia's, when Lucia spoke with a dejected expression.

"Please continue explaining next time..."

She looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.
After a moment's hesitation, I stepped closer to Lucia, touched her lower abdomen, and kissed her forehead.

"...?"

Lucia froze, her eyes widening.
Then her face turned bright red as she spoke to me.

"Um, Jung Hyun?"

She seemed surprised that I had initiated physical contact and looked at me with a bewildered expression.
I smiled slightly and said:

"Don't be upset."

At those words, Lucia covered her forehead with both palms and said:

"I'm not upset...! No...! I'm not upset..."
Then she beamed with a smile.
She made a silly "hehe" sound and looked happy.
Seeing this, I thought I'd done the right thing, when suddenly Hana tugged at my clothes.

"Daddy... Hana too... Hana too please."

She must have envied the forehead kiss I gave Lucia.
Thinking how similar the mother and daughter were, I decided to give Hana one too.
Hana put her hands on her cheeks and giggled.

*They really do look alike.*

At this rate, we wouldn't even need a DNA test.
I picked up the happy Hana and said to Lucia:

"Let's head back now. It's getting colder."
"Yes... yes!"

Lucia was still dazed.
I took her hand and led her while calling out to "Cynthia."

* * *

After returning to the Demon Realm, Lucia kept smiling so much that Miria seemed to sense something was off.
She immediately approached me and started questioning.

"Did something happen between you and Lucia?"

I was about to answer honestly, but then remembered how she had thrown poop at me, so I avoided answering.

"I dunno?"

My response seemed to annoy Miria, who replied, "Oh, is that so?"

"Then I'll just ask Lucia."

She asked Lucia the same question she had asked me, but:

"Hehe..."

Lucia just kept repeating "hehe" like she was broken and didn't give any answer.

"...This is hopeless."

Seeing this, Miria clutched her head and sighed as if troubled, then shook her head and said:

"Well, at least things seem to have worked out well. That's good."
"Yeah, I guess. Oh, by the way, I have something to tell you."
"What is it?"
"It's about the goddess."

When the word "goddess" came up, Miria immediately put on a serious expression and looked at me.
I told her how the goddess had said she "didn't want to meet me."

"She called you absolute evil and doesn't want to meet you...?"
"That's right."
"...Something seems off."

Miria touched her chin with her finger as she spoke.

"Think about it. The goddess brought you here as this world's savior, right?"

I shook my head at that.

"To be honest, I'm not sure about that. The kingdom people called me a hero when I arrived, but the goddess never officially said I was a hero."
"Really? Then let me rephrase."

When I nodded, Miria continued.

"It's certain that the goddess brought you to this world, right?"

Though I couldn't be certain since I hadn't officially heard it from the goddess, there wasn't really anyone else who could have brought me here, so I nodded.
Miria let out a small sigh and said to me:

"After bringing you here, she doesn't want to meet you just because you've become 'absolute evil'? If I were the goddess, I would have wanted to meet you to guide you back on track. I wouldn't avoid meeting you."

Thinking about it, she's not wrong.
If someone you placed in a position was going in the wrong direction, you should do something to correct their course.
But this goddess not only fails to do that, she even refuses to meet me. It's definitely strange.

"...Well, honestly, that's from a human perspective. From a god's perspective, it might be different. Anyway, it would be good to meet her somehow."
"If possible."
"Let's wait and see... It's not urgent or important anyway, right?"

I nodded in agreement with Miria's words.

*

After confirming that Hana was sound asleep, I carefully placed her on the bed and said to Lucia:

"I'm going to the trial while Hana is sleeping."

At those words, Lucia finally snapped out of her daze and answered, "Yes, yes!"
She seemed to have bitten her tongue.
I was smiling at her when Lucia cautiously asked:

"Jung Hyun, how long do you plan to stay in the trial this time...?"

After thinking for a moment, I gave a brief answer.

"I'm planning to return as quickly as possible this time."
"Ah...!"
"I've already reached the limit of how strong I can get through training anyway."
"That's a relief!"

I smiled at Lucia's reaction and was about to open the door to the trial room when Hana rubbed her eyes and got up from the bed.

"Daddy... where are you going?"

She looked around for me and, upon finding me, immediately came down and hugged me.

"Daddy..."

She was nodding off while hugging my legs, so I picked her up with an awkward smile.

"Hana."
"...Daddy."

When I called her, Hana woke up from her sleep and smiled brightly at me.
I remained silent for a moment, then explained my situation as before, telling her "I need to be away for about two days."

At those words, Hana looked very dejected and grabbed my clothes, but then she closed her eyes tightly and said to me:

"...Okay."

She seemed to be letting me go even though she didn't want to.
I wondered how Hana could be more mature than me as I stroked her head and said:

"Is there anything you want, Hana? Just tell me. Daddy will buy you anything."

At that, Hana hesitated for a moment before pointing to her forehead.
She seemed to want a kiss like the one I gave her at lunch.
I smiled at her reaction and lightly kissed her forehead.

"Hehe."

Hana smiled brightly at me, and I thanked her for letting me go.

*Now that I have Hana's permission, I'll be off.*

I decided to finish the trial as quickly as possible, deal with Baal, and then return to Earth to focus on raising Hana. I placed her back on the bed.

"Daddy, come back safely...!"
"I will."

I stroked the head of Hana who was seeing me off, and took out the key to the trial.

* * *

*-*
[Confirming that the second trial of the Holy Sword and the level-up trial have been combined. The 'level' of the existing trial has been greatly increased.]

- Setup complete

[Conditions have been changed.]

- If you die in this trial, you will die permanently.
- Defeat all monsters and the final boss monster.
- You can give up at any time, but if you do, you cannot retry.
*-*

As I entered, a message different from what I had seen before appeared.

*If I die, I die permanently.*

In other words, if I die here, I really die.
I thought I was going to have quite a thrilling experience after a long time and drew the Holy Sword.

- Hum hum

The Holy Sword vibrated slightly.
I still couldn't understand what it was saying, but one thing was clear: it wasn't showing the intense rejection it had shown last time.
I was satisfied with just that as I looked around.

*...They're really going all out.*

I don't know if they want to make the trial impossible to clear, but just looking at what was before me was horrifying.

*They look like evil gods from mythology.*

Wondering why such things existed, I moved forward, and a message appeared before my eyes.

- Ding

[Defeat the Demigods. 0/3]
- When all Demigods are defeated, the goddess's 'avatar' will appear.

Seeing this, I couldn't help but smile.
After acting like she didn't want to meet me, she ends up appearing in the trial.

*That's good motivation.*

I resolved to defeat all the Demigods and drive my sword into the goddess's body as I licked my lips.

*Now, let's go crush them.*

There was a point where I had been restraining my Divine Power, but now there was no need for that.

I released all the Divine Power I could muster, destroying everything around me without a trace, and rushed quickly toward the Demigods who were watching me.
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As I approached the Demigod, who appeared to be a massive sphere of condensed flesh, I quietly murmured.

"Territory Declaration."

A space filled with swirling white divine power.
Until now, I had used Territory Declaration simply to overwhelm opponents.
So its power had certain limitations.

*But now that I'm using divine power without worrying about its limits...*

The space that unfolded around me was incomparably stronger than my usual Territory Declaration.

*At this level, ordinary knights would probably be incinerated without a trace just by entering this space.*

Yet despite such a powerful domain, the Demigod was withstanding it rather calmly.
Seeing this, I smiled.
This would definitely be quite challenging.

*Yes, this is what I want. Challenge, conflict, victory!*

My previous combat opponents had all collapsed face-first on the ground after just a casual "Territory Declaration."
Those encounters were so one-sided they could hardly be called battles, which was quite disappointing.
But this time, I was simply delighted to face such a genuinely powerful enemy.

I decided to go all out for the first time in a long while.
I swung my sword at the Demigod that had somehow approached me.

*Since it's just a mass of flesh, it's hard to tell where its vital point might be.*

I figured I'd just keep cutting until something worked.
So I tried to quickly slice through the approaching appendages with my sword, but...

*What's this?*

The moment I tried to cut it, the Demigod became an "illusion" and disappeared.
At first, I thought it had simply dodged quickly.
But when I used Territory Declaration to strike with sword energy "everywhere" and still couldn't harm the Demigod, I couldn't help but feel confused.

*Could what I'm seeing be an illusion itself?*

That seemed unlikely since its attacks definitely had substance.
And it always reacted to attacks containing a certain amount of divine power, so it was hard to believe everything was just an illusion.

*I'm not sure what's going on.*

Since nothing was certain, I decided I needed more information.
I continued fighting, considering the possibility that its true body might be elsewhere.

*

After about an hour of battle.
Fortunately, since I had only been using my remaining divine power, my physical stamina hadn't decreased much, so my body was still in good condition.
The problem was that I still hadn't found a way to defeat this thing.

*This is giving me a headache.*

Thinking there might be a "main body" somewhere,
I had searched everywhere, using divine power for detection countless times.
But I couldn't find anything resembling a main body, not even something similar, so my search ultimately failed.

*I don't know if I just can't find it, or if it truly doesn't exist.*

Either way, both possibilities were giving me a headache, making me sigh.

*Well, I'll just have to try different approaches.*

Since running away wasn't an option no matter how frustrating this was, I decided to explore different strategies again.

*At least its attacks have substance, so...*

I thought I might be able to hit it if I timed my attacks precisely when it was attacking, but...

*Not a chance.*

Whether it was in the middle of attacking or not, the moment I attacked, it would disappear and evade far away.
I realized my attacks wouldn't land in any situation.

*At first I thought I was just too slow to hit it.*

Not only could I not feel even the slightest sensation when attacking,
but I also failed to cut it even when using Territory Declaration to momentarily slow it down with a trap.

*Interesting.*

Its attacks weren't particularly threatening,
but its evasion was so superior that landing an attack seemed nearly impossible.

I smiled, thinking this must be what it's like when someone puts all their stats into evasion.
Then I slowly closed my eyes and moved my lips.

*Fuck, I don't know.*

No matter how much I thought about it and came up with countermeasures, I couldn't see a solution.
In other words, I couldn't solve this with what I currently possessed.
So rather than trying to squeeze a solution from what I already had, I decided to create a "new solution" and took a deep breath.

*Let's think simply first.*

There's no need to overcomplicate things.
Thinking too hard would only delay reaching a conclusion without any benefit.
So I decided to think as simply as possible and recalled what I needed to do.

*Cut that thing down.*

In other words, making my attacks connect with an enemy that has perfect evasion.
Once I clearly defined the problem I was facing,
I realized what skill I needed most in this situation.

*A skill that can cut through anything.*

Not just physical objects, but also invisible souls, mana, or divine power.

*And beyond that...*

A skill that could even cut through dimensions.

If I could acquire such a skill, I could solve all the problems I was currently facing.
With this thought, I immediately opened my eyes and glared at the Demigod.

*To cut through everything...*

It's easy to say, but I knew achieving this would be incredibly difficult, so I let out a small sneer.

*Moreover, until now I've mostly been improving things others created, and I haven't really created anything myself, which makes this feel even more daunting.*

I had no idea where to start,
but as before, when in doubt, it's best to just move, so I decided to try something regardless of success and concentrated divine power in one spot.

*In this world, three elements determine power.*

The first is obviously physical strength.
The second is weapons.
The third is power like mana or divine power.

Since I couldn't do much about the first or second elements,
I decided to maximize the third element, divine power.

"▣▣▣"

Toward the Demigod uttering incomprehensible language in front of me, I delivered a lightning-fast sword strike with all my might.

A single strike, cleanly delivered with immense divine power concentrated in my arm.
In terms of power alone, this single strike could have cut through a castle,
but since it couldn't cut through dimensions themselves, the Demigod evaded it again and disappeared somewhere.

*Was it because the power was too weak to cut through? Or do I need to use a different approach?*

Failure tends to create new questions.
So I formulated answers to the questions raised by this failure, made improvements,
implemented them, and observed the results.

An endless repetition with no visible end.

I didn't even know if what I was trying to achieve was possible,
but nevertheless, I continued repeating and advancing step by step.

Movements becoming faster, senses becoming sharper.
With each swing of the sword, all my nerves and senses became extremely alert, everything approaching with razor sharpness.
I maintained this state continuously, endlessly giving myself feedback on what was wrong and where to go next.

By the time I was gasping for breath, having forgotten even to breathe,
I could detect a small but definite light descending.

"I got it."

The solution and the method.
I awkwardly smiled while checking my condition, my body soaked with sweat.
The surroundings looked like a long-term battlefield with nothing left intact, and my body was in a similarly damaged state.

*It feels like only 1-2 hours have passed.*

Judging by my condition, I must have been here for quite some time.
Unfortunately, I couldn't tell exactly how long it had been,
but based on how faded my initial divine power was, it seemed like it had been over a month.

*...I'm screwed.*

Hana was waiting for me, so I needed to return quickly.
I awkwardly smiled, thinking I had wasted too much time here.

*I hope she hasn't been crying.*

The one fortunate thing was that time here flowed slower than in reality.
At most, only about a week would have passed, or as little as two days.
So I sighed with relief as I wiped away my sweat.

*Well, first I'll deal with this one.*

It would be better to rest a bit and then eliminate the others.
I resolved to do this and recalled what I had realized earlier.

*Moving beyond the fixed idea of simply cutting the creature...*

I needed to cut the dimension itself with that sensation.

*If you ask what the difference is, it's difficult to explain because there's so much to cover.*

But to add a bit of explanation:
Beyond simply cutting what's in front of you, you need to completely sever the space itself with that feeling.

*It's more about mental imagery than technical aspects.*

It's difficult to explain,
but one thing is certain: if you can grasp the feeling, you can somehow achieve it.
I took a light breath, filled my holy sword with divine power, swung it, and thought about 'completely cutting through that thing.'

Then the Demigod, without making a sound, was 'definitely cut' and split in half.
Seeing this, I expressed slight disappointment.

*My proficiency is still low, so the power is weak and there are quite a few limitations.*

Since I had just gained this insight,
while it should normally be usable just by thinking about it,
right now I had to physically act while visualizing it for it to manifest.

As I was clicking my tongue in disappointment,
something wriggled and emerged from inside the bisected Demigod's body.

*Seems it's not over yet.*

Well, it was too weak to really be called a Demigod anyway.
Seeing this, I smiled, deciding to properly use the skill I had just acquired.
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What emerged sluggishly was something similar to a shadow, completely covered in black.
It's difficult to describe exactly what that thing was.
Judging by the mixture of demonic energy, mana, and divine power, it was likely something that shouldn't exist in the first place.

*Originally, mixing two different types of power is impossible. Even if made possible, the powers would conflict with each other.*

Maintaining that state must be close to a "miracle."

*Rather than calling it a living being, it's more accurate to consider it a collection of forces.*

Indeed, it seemed like thousands of souls mixed together, so that description fits.
I watched as this mass of energy grew larger and poured divine power into my Holy Sword.
My intention was to end its life with a single strike.

Air thick with blood, dust, and sand.
Breathing in that suffocating air, I calmly extended my foot and thought about "cutting down my opponent."

In that moment, an opaque blade of energy flew in a straight line, cutting through the Demigod's core.
No, saying it "flew" isn't quite right.
The moment I thought it, the result was already accomplished—it was cut.

I turned my gaze away from the mass that couldn't accept its death and kept creeping forward.
With its core and body perfectly split in half, it would die the moment it realized it was dead.
I walked forward, leaving behind the strange entity that was emitting bizarre wails.

*Now, who are the remaining two?*

At a glance, their appearances were different, so I smiled thinking they might have different abilities.

*This should be fun.*

I was quite happy as my fighting spirit rose for the first time in a while, and I was about to head toward another Demigod.
But I had to stop in my tracks due to a sudden wave of hunger and fatigue.

*Ah.*

I had momentarily forgotten that the trial room I entered was somewhat different from the usual ones.
Thinking how fortunate I was to have packed necessities in my spatial storage, I decided to rest for about a day before hunting down the rest.

* * * * *

Agares smiled with satisfaction as he looked at the scenery unfolding within Gehenna.

*The seeds of calamity I've sown have grown quite well. This should be enough to bring about destruction.*

Because the period of his sealing had been longer than imagined,
the seeds of calamity had grown several times larger than originally planned.

*I'm extremely satisfied.*

The seeds of calamity were living "troop factories" that used demons' demonic energy as nourishment—one of the great war machines. Once unleashed on a battlefield, they would continuously generate thousands or tens of thousands of troops, truly a living calamity.

*Moreover, this isn't an ordinary seed of calamity. It's a level above the existing ones.*

Therefore, the demons summoned here weren't simply mass-produced troops.
Each one would be a demon of considerable rank.

*Even one of these could destroy the human realm.*

With three such seeds of calamity, the destruction of the human realm was practically guaranteed.
After laughing for a while, delighted that the seeds of calamity he had planted had grown so large,
he stopped laughing and fell into contemplation.

*I need to consider how to conduct myself after the conquest of the human realm is complete.*

Having risen a level in rank and grown much stronger after consuming the Orb of Life,
he wondered if there was any need to remain under Baal, who did nothing but observe.

*Perhaps it would be better if I became the master of Gehenna and the human realm.*

The thought of wielding such power was appealing.

*Just thinking about it brings me joy.*

Having lived his entire life in Baal's shadow, such desires came flooding in.
After deliberating this conflict, he decided to proceed with this plan and smiled.

*Fortunately, Baal hasn't fully recovered his power yet.*

With some scheming, he could betray Baal at the right moment, kill him, and then everything would fall into his hands.

*Yes, that would be good.*

Having made his decision, he ordered the high-ranking demons created by the seeds of calamity to "monitor Baal's movements."
The high-ranking demons responded that they would "follow his orders" and immediately disappeared.

*And also.*

To delay Baal's recovery time, it would be better to expedite the conquest of the human realm.

*Once war breaks out, humans will continuously develop countermeasures against Baal.*

That alone would significantly slow his recovery rate.
He would use that opportunity to find a way to kill Baal,
and after killing him with that method, he would consume everything.

*Though I'll need to think about the details later.*

For now, this would serve as the initial plan.
Having decided this, he determined that the first step would be to destroy the "Academy" where those called by the goddess were said to appear.
He ordered one of the three seeds of calamity to "destroy the Academy."

* * * * *

When my body had recovered somewhat, I immediately got up.

*If I rest too formally, I feel like I'll just keep stretching it out.*

Because I had pushed my body excessively, what Lucia had repeatedly warned about—"be careful of accumulated fatigue"—had finally caught up with me.

*I should have listened to Lucia.*

Although I did rest more frequently later on,
the fatigue accumulated in my body didn't easily disappear.
I smiled awkwardly and walked forward.

*Well anyway, Hana is waiting.*

Even if my physical condition wasn't fully recovered, it would be good to engage in battle soon.

*And above all, I've overcome the most difficult hurdle...*

The battle time wouldn't be abnormally long like the previous one.
Deciding to end it quickly, I recalled Hana's image.

*I hope she's waiting for me somewhere warm this time, not in a shoe cabinet.*

When I closed my eyes, I could see Hana sniffling while waiting for me in the shoe cabinet, making it impossible to rest comfortably even for a moment.
I decided that when all this was over, I would stay by Hana's side as much as possible without leaving her.
I drew my Holy Sword as I looked at the next Demigod standing in the distance.

*This one looks human-like.*

Of course, it was too large to be human, and having ten arms was a flaw,
but it still looked more human than what I had seen before, so I decided to just consider it human.

*This one seems to have a more aggressive concept?*

If the previous Demigod had focused on evasion, this one appeared to have a very aggressive tendency.
Thinking it would be a battle of spears against spears, I declared my sacred domain.

*Well then, shall we begin?*

The start would be a surprise attack, of course.
I gathered divine power from outside the Demigod's field of vision, then thought about "cutting down that being."

In that moment, everything visible before me was severed and tilted.

I smiled awkwardly as I saw the Demigod's body, which had been far away, cut in half.

*I've become stronger than I thought.*

I smiled awkwardly, thinking that I might have become too powerful for others to handle.

*

The last Demigod wasn't much different either.
When I thought about cutting it down from a distance, it was split in half and died.

*Is this right?*

Typically, Demigods are beings called demigods.
As such, shouldn't there be something powerful and overwhelming about them?

*I didn't even see them use divine power, despite being half-god.*

I wasn't sure if I won easily because I was strong or if they were weak,
but I was glad it ended quickly as I put all the Demigods' corpses into my spatial storage.

*Well, now what remains is... meeting the goddess.*

I looked around wondering where she might appear,
but unlike what I had seen in the system, there was no sign of her appearing even after defeating the three Demigods.

*Was it a lie?*

No, that couldn't be.
If she didn't want to meet me, she could have simply ignored the matter rather than mentioning it.

*But she said we'd meet, yet she's not coming down...*

Has something gone wrong?
After pondering for a moment, I drew my sword and silently looked around.
Then I calmly thought about cutting everything around me and slashed in all directions.

- At that moment, not only the objects around me but also the sky and ground were instantly split by my sword, and everything visible was severed.

Along with that, the entire scenery collapsed.
Seeing this, I realized that the "trial room" was a kind of theatrical stage.
In other words, it was no different from a set created by the goddess.

*...So that's what it was.*

I nodded as I recalled the undulating something I had seen when I first came to the trial room.
Although it was so long ago that my memory was hazy,
I remembered that when I stabbed that "undulating something" behind the trial room with my sword, countless wooden dolls had fallen.

*Now I understand the context.*

I thought I understood why so many wooden dolls had fallen as I looked around.

*So where is the goddess?*

As I was looking around, gazing at the sky filled with blackness,
I saw a woman completely devoid of vitality, tinged entirely in gray, sitting in a chair in the corner.
She seemed too unremarkable to be a goddess, but her presence here was suspicious.

With a doubtful heart, I approached her.
The woman looked at me with a face that seemed to be dying.

Ch.158 - First Hero
Lucia was spending the whole day smiling like an idiot, soaked in happiness.
Who would have thought that the stoic Jung Hyun, who rarely showed affection, would kiss her first...!
She couldn't believe it, so she kept touching her cheek where he had kissed her, smiling broadly.

*Next time, it'll be a kiss on the lips. And after the lips...*

As her thoughts progressed this far, heat rushed to her face, turning even her ears red.
Despite it being autumn, she suddenly felt hot and started fanning herself.
Miria, who was nearby, sighed and said to her:

"Something happened between you two, right?"

She considered telling the 'truth' but decided against it, shaking her head firmly.
If she told Miria about this, other competitors might find out and try something.

*I need to keep my progress as quiet as possible.*

She had learned from a novel that it's best to gain as much advantage as possible while other rivals are off guard.

[Adult Romance Novel. Kyaak!]

This was the book she had found under her bed in the Academy dormitory.
As she lifted up what had become her personal bible with sparkling eyes,
Miria looked at her sacred text and sighed before saying:

"Adult Romance Novel Kyaak? What kind of title is that... Where did you even buy such trash?"
"T-trash? That's too harsh..."
"Sorry... but the title sounds like garbage."

For a moment, she stood there stunned by those words.
Then, deciding it would be best to demonstrate the greatness of this book,
she decided to lend it to Miria to spread its greatness.

"Miria!"
"Yes?"
"Don't say such things until you've read it yourself!"
"..."

Miria looked at her with a bewildered expression.

"That? Do I have to?"

Every word stung, but...!
She was confident Miria's opinion would change once she read it, so she handed it over and continued:

"Once you read this, I'm sure you'll change your mind!"
"..."

Miria sighed, accepted the book, and replied:

"If you insist, I'll read it... but in exchange, you have to read a book I recommend."

Then she pulled out a red book from her bag and said:

"Here you go."

A book without even a title on the cover, let alone cover art.
Wondering what could be hidden inside that required such secrecy, she opened it.
And what she saw was...

"..."

Men and women in flesh-colored illustrations, tangled together as if wrestling.
No, to be precise, it wasn't wrestling but...

Her thoughts stopped there as her brain overloaded and ceased functioning.
With a reddened face and trembling hands, she stood frozen.
Miria, wearing a mature expression, shrugged and said:

"By the way, it gets even more varied toward the back. Especially outdoors..."
"S-stop! Please stop!"

Fearing her sanity wouldn't survive hearing more, she waved her hands frantically.
Miria laughed mischievously and said:

"I guess you wouldn't want spoilers before reading it. Anyway, read it slowly later. It has detailed illustrations that will be good reference material."
"R-reference?"
"Or not."

Miria, who had been waving her hand dismissively, looked at her stammering and laughed again.
Then, almost fleeing, she headed outside while saying:

"Consider my debt repaid?"

Debt? What was she talking about?
Since she couldn't remember anything, Miria must have done something when she wasn't around.
Though she had no idea what it might be, she was puzzled.

*R-right now, I'm more curious about this...*

Her desire to explore this knowledge grew stronger, so she decided to read the red book first.

* * * * *

A goddess... a divine being should be absolute and overwhelming, and yet.
The goddess before my eyes looked so fragile and weak that I couldn't hide my confusion.

*This is supposed to be a goddess?*

To be honest, I was expecting an upgraded version of Lucia.
In other words, I thought she'd be a step above a Saintess, but when I unwrapped the package, what I found wasn't even close.
She looked like a sickly royal girl, which left me bewildered.

As I approached the goddess who was breathing heavily before me,
she looked at me intently and said:

"You found me."

Her speech pattern was similar to Lucia's or the Pope's.
I wondered if perhaps everyone in the Church adopted this manner of speaking to imitate their deity.
As I looked down at the goddess, she was coughing up blood.

After silently watching this scene for a while,
I slowly raised the Holy Sword and said:

"Yes, I found you alright."
"..."

The goddess tried to wipe away her blood as she looked up at me.
I thrust my sword into her shoulder and shouted:

"You fucking bitch."

White blood spurted out.
True to her divine nature, she didn't scream or show pain, but
with somewhat sad eyes, she looked at me and continued:

"You may stab me as much as you wish. Pain is but a fleeting moment."

I couldn't tell if she felt no pain because she was just a manifestation,
or if she was enduring despite feeling it.
But judging by how her body trembled slightly when I stabbed her, she wasn't completely immune to pain.

*Let's stab her somewhere else then.*

As I decided to continue stabbing her,
the Holy Sword suddenly glowed and was flung away somewhere.

*...Hah.*

Thinking about it, it made sense.
The Holy Sword was a byproduct created by the goddess.
It couldn't attack its true master.

Thinking they were all in cahoots, I flexed my wrist and considered my options.

*If I don't have a sword, I'll use my fists.*

If you don't have teeth, use your gums, right?
I punched the goddess hard in the head as she continued to stare at me, and shouted:

"You'd better answer my questions properly."
"..."

She bled from her nose just like a human would, except her nosebleed was white.
Looking at her, I continued:

"Why me of all people?"

This question contained multiple meanings.
All kinds of resentment, as well as why she had chosen me as the Hero.
To this question, the goddess looked up at me intently and replied:

"Because it was your predetermined fate."

Her clear eyes showed no regret for her decision.
Her expression suggested this was the obvious choice, and there was no alternative.
This momentarily stopped me from hitting her again.

"What? Predetermined... fate?"
"Yes. Even before Jung Hyun was born, your coming here was predetermined."

At those words, I burst out angrily:

"Why? Why me specifically?"
The goddess looked at me calmly and replied as if it were obvious:

"Because you are a descendant of the first Hero."

A descendant of the first Hero?
This made my head spin.
I had no idea such blood ran in my veins.

"Wait... what are you saying?"

The goddess, her face already healed, stood up and
showed me the 'large sealing magic' circle installed at the Academy, projecting it in mid-air as she continued:

"The first Hero was chosen and came here, accepting the mission of this world."

Shocked by this revelation, I was momentarily speechless.
Then I urgently called out to the goddess with questions:

"Wait... if you're talking about the first Hero, he eventually became the Demon King... so how do I even exist?"

Becoming the Demon King meant meeting death at the hands of a Hero in this world.
In other words, it meant he died in this world and 'couldn't leave descendants on Earth.'
As I asked this with a puzzled voice, the goddess calmly continued her explanation:

"After defeating the Demon King, he was supposed to become a Demigod of this world and oversee it. But your ancestor decided the contract was unfair and fled back to Earth, refusing his duty."

Promising to take responsibility, then running away when he didn't like it.
Thinking that this definitely confirmed he was my ancestor, I could only smile awkwardly.

*...He was quite the madman.*

As I smiled awkwardly at this absurd development,
the goddess calmly continued:

"Of course, his choice was emotionally rational. Even back then, the humans you speak of were greedy and self-centered."

With those words, I could roughly piece together what happened.
He had declared he would sacrifice himself for this world, but after finishing everything and looking back, he found humans utterly detestable.
He probably thought, "Why should I sacrifice myself for such a place?" and just returned to Earth.

"As a result, when a Demigod should have existed in that position but didn't, the world became distorted..."

She explained that humans used this distortion to 'create a Demon King,' which resolved the distortion.

"The problem is that creating such a Demon King is extremely difficult."

Humans had been repeatedly going through the process of corrupting Heroes into Demon Kings.

"..."

As I held my head, trying to process this dizzying truth,
the goddess looked into my eyes and continued:

"Of course, the first Hero didn't just run away. He also made some arrangements in preparation for when his descendant would come here by the call of fate."
"Arrangements...?"
"Yes. For example, Divine Power. He gathered his immense Divine Power from when he was the first Hero, the Divine Power he would have had as a Demigod, and even my... Divine Power that he stole. He collected it all in one place for his future descendant to claim."

I smiled awkwardly, thinking that the reason the world was in such a mess, why the goddess was so frail, and why people called me the absolute evil might be because my ancestor had stolen the goddess's Divine Power.

Ch.159 - Truth / Interlude
"... Could it be that the goddess ended up like this because of my ancestor?"

When I thought that she might be in such a frail state because someone stole her divine power, I quietly lowered my hand and looked away.

"She wasn't even dragged here like me, but stayed of her own free will, and then tried to escape because she didn't like it?"

Looking at it objectively, honestly speaking... what my ancestor did was basically armed robbery without the gun. I could only manage an awkward smile while avoiding the goddess's gaze.

"Of course, I didn't do anything wrong. But still, it feels a bit uncomfortable."

Perhaps because my personality takes after my mother's side of the family rather than my father's. Unlike my ancestor, I'm kind and overflowing with responsibility, which is why I feel this guilt. I cleared my throat unnecessarily.

"If I lacked conscience like my ancestor, my first thought would have been 'it wasn't me, so what do you want me to do about it?'"

But before that thought came, I first felt sorry. Clearly, I must be an extremely conscientious and considerate person.

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

What matters now is how to resolve this complicated situation. I continued speaking while looking at the goddess who was rubbing her reddened, swollen cheek.

"I somewhat understand what you're trying to say. But no matter what, isn't it unfair to blame me for what my ancestor did?"

Though I condensed my thoughts, this statement contained all my grievances. Depending on how the goddess answered, my next actions would differ. As I watched her curiously, waiting for her response, she said:

"...That's a misunderstanding. I've already lost most of my powers after having my divine power taken, so there was nothing I could do to you."

Looking at her condition, "critically ill patient" would be a more accurate description than "goddess." I silently watched her as she continued to cough. The goddess, whose shoulder and cheek had somehow healed, continued speaking.

"Because of that, I couldn't solve the 'problem' that I should have handled instead of the Hero, and had to leave it unattended."

"What problem?"

"...The tutorial favorability issue."

Tutorial favorability issue? When I looked at her with a puzzled expression, the goddess touched her blood-stained clothes and explained.

"Because the divine power of the first Hero, the Demigod's divine power, and my divine power all entered your body together. Originally, you should have died quickly and moved on to the next stage, but..."

The goddess closed her eyes and lowered her head. Then she continued with a voice mixed with a sigh.

"The divine power in your body read your intentions and kept healing you, preventing you from dying. That's what caused the problem."

In other words, because there was too much divine power, I should have died quickly but couldn't. I let out a hollow laugh at her words.

"So all of this was arranged by the first Hero... my ancestor. And while that arrangement was meant to benefit his descendant, it actually caused suffering instead."

It's so absurd I can't even laugh. The truth is, this whole situation wasn't caused by someone's malice, but by good intentions. That made it feel somewhat foolish.

"But I still have many questions, so I can't just sit here feeling foolish."

Since I still had many questions piled up, I decided not to let the goddess's avatar go until all my doubts were cleared.

"I'm not letting you sleep tonight, so be prepared."

At those words, the goddess nodded with a pale face.

* * *

After hours of questioning, I resolved most of my doubts. The three most important points were:

"First, why the Hero had to die in the tutorial part."

Second, why they put a lock on favorability. And lastly, why they had been passive all this time.

"For the first question, the reason the Hero had to die was simply..."

To create a goal and instill a sense of urgency. The reason was that humans tend to become lazy when left alone, so they included a threatening element to ignite their will.

"And this connects to the second question."

Even if favorability was blocked, since the kingdom was dependent on the Hero, the companions who went with the Hero should have understood the Hero's position and acted accordingly, despite not being able to build favorability.

"I never imagined the kingdom would go so far as to deliberately ostracize you."

Even the goddess couldn't foresee that they would intentionally place malicious people around me.

"In the future I saw, you were only destroying the world."

"...So why did you put the lock in place?"

"Because they weren't suitable companions for you, Hero. They were people you shouldn't have been involved with from the beginning. If you had been entangled with them from the start, the probability of your adventure being distorted would have increased, so I deliberately blocked it."

There was some intention behind it, but human malice completely overturned it. I realized all my questions had been answered as I sighed.

"This is maddening."

My head is spinning from hearing so much information.

"Moreover, since every single detail was important... there was nothing I could filter out."

As I was wondering how to process all this, a question came to mind, and I asked the goddess:

"Your avatar has served its purpose now, right? Can I use it?"

"...I'm not sure what you mean, but I don't mind."

At that, I smiled and said:

"Then you can go now. Just leave your avatar behind. I have something to do."

The goddess looked at me expressionlessly before closing her eyes. Along with that, her divine power began to fade. As I watched her form crumbling away, I grabbed it and thought:

"I'll try pouring divine power into this sealing stone to see if dimensional travel is possible."

Since Baal needs to stay here to fulfill his sacred mission of destroying the world, I decided to proceed with a non-lethal route if possible, and smiled.

"Well then, shall we go back?"

I resolved to comfort Hana when I returned and promptly announced the end of the Trial Room.

* * *

[Unbelievable achievement! You have cleared the Trial Room to the end!]
[You have achieved the most brilliant accomplishment: Recognition from the Goddess!]
[The Holy Sword has reached the second trial and is revealing its true power!] (Activating... 3%)
[Determining rewards based on the content of the final trial!]

Numerous messages welcomed me as I came out. Besides these, dozens more appeared, but I dismissed most of them as they were useless achievement-related content.

"Finally, the trial is over..."

It felt unbelievable yet strangely satisfying, so I was smiling slightly when I noticed Hana nearby, pouting her lips and looking at me.

"Hana!"

Happy to see her, I tried to pick her up, but Hana stepped back and said in a tearful voice:

"Daddy... I hate you."

"..."

I froze momentarily, not expecting to hear such words from Hana.

"Did I hear wrong?"

Yes, I must have misheard. There's no way Hana would say she hates me.

So I tried to shake it off and approach Hana again, but she just sniffled and didn't come into my arms as usual.

"..."

Because Hana had always run to me before, I had taken for granted that she loved me. I was more shocked than I expected. As I stood there dazed, Hana fidgeted with her tiny fingers and said:

"Hana... waited for Daddy... a long time... but Daddy didn't come... even though you promised..."

Then she started crying and wiping her face with her sleeve. Feeling my heart sink, I quickly tried to make excuses, but then thought:

"A sincere apology should come before excuses."

Thinking it would be better to apologize sincerely, I knelt down and said to Hana:

"I'm sorry, Hana. Daddy broke his promise. I won't do it again."

At those words, Hana hesitated with her tearful face, then looked behind her and said to Miria:

"Hana can't do it..."

What's going on? As I watched Hana immediately jump into my arms after saying she couldn't do it, I looked at Miria questioningly, demanding an explanation. Miria smiled awkwardly and said:

"So, shall we talk this out?"

"Physical conversation is also a form of dialogue."

"I'm sorry! I'm truly sorry! I didn't know you'd be so hurt!"

As I drew my Holy Sword with genuine intent to stab her, Miria begged for forgiveness and explained:

"But it's not entirely my fault! You don't pay enough attention to Hana, so I had to try something like this!"

"...What?"

As I frowned in confusion, Hana, nestled in my arms with her tear and snot-covered face, giggled and said:

"She said if I did this... Daddy would stay with Hana. So Hana said she hated Daddy... but actually Hana loves Daddy... and didn't want to say that."

Looking at Hana, who seemed happy just being with me and was now smiling brightly, I inwardly sighed.

"Miria is right, I seem to be at fault here."

However, the psychological shock was greater than I expected, leaving me feeling dizzy. As I carefully wiped away Hana's tears, I resolved to get revenge on Miria for planning this.

Ch.160 - Interlude 2 / Agares
I picked up Hana in my arms and approached Miria for revenge.
Miria broke into a cold sweat and quickly exclaimed to me.

"W-well, if you look at the results. Isn't it good that the father-daughter bond has deepened?"

Thinking about it coldly, she's not wrong.
Because of this incident, I realized how much of my life Hana occupies.

*But I still can't help feeling annoyed.*

Just like my ancestors.
No matter how well-intentioned, when the methods are extreme, they often cause negative results.
I slowly approached Miria to make her pay the price for this.

"S-save me! Lucia, do something!"
"...M-me?"
"Yes! We're friends!"

At that one word "friend," Lucia looked dazed for a moment.
Then with a determined expression, she blocked my path.

"J-Jung Hyun, welcome back...?"

When our eyes met, she greeted me with a bright smile just like Hana.
Seeing this, I nodded and replied, "I'm back."
Lucia blushed slightly and nodded her head.

"Neither mother nor daughter is any help!"

Miria let out a despairing groan, then immediately ran outside and disappeared somewhere.
Watching this, I shrugged and turned my gaze away.

*I'll let her go for now.*

It would be better to focus on Hana right now.
I looked at the smiling Hana and smiled back at her.

* * *

*Now all that's left is Baal.*

Though Agares remains as well.
I don't need to worry too much about that, as I've heard Agares is considerably weaker than Baal.

*Agares would probably be sliced without a trace with just one Dimensional Cut, so it shouldn't be a problem.*

The issue is that Baal calls himself "the one closest to godhood in this world."

*Actually, it wouldn't matter if Baal remained at the Demigod level.*

The problem would be whether my power would work against him if Baal were to awaken as a god.

*So it would be best to catch him as soon as possible. The problem is that I don't know where Baal is.*

I've asked Cynthia to continue searching for him.
But when someone who has reached Demigod level decides to hide, it's extremely difficult to find them.
I decided to take some time to strengthen myself until Baal's traces were detected.

*And take care of Hana while I'm at it.*

I carefully fixed the bangs of Hana, who had fallen asleep in my arms at some point, and made that commitment.
As I was patting Hana, Lucia, who was nearby, subtly clung to me and spoke.

"Is Hana asleep?"
"Yes."
"That's good. When you're not around, she doesn't sleep well."
"Really?"
"Yes. Do you know how much trouble Miria and I have been having? It's fortunate she doesn't cry these days, but it was really hard back then..."

Lucia playfully sighed and leaned against me.
Then she gently intertwined her fingers with mine and whispered softly.

"So comfort me like you do with Hana."

I cleared my throat at Lucia's sudden affectionate advance.
I knew Lucia had been taking a more aggressive stance lately.
But I didn't know she would be this forward.

"You understand, right?"

Along with that came Lucia's distinctively sweet scent.
It penetrated my instincts, making me momentarily hesitate.
Seeing my reaction, Lucia snuggled into my arms, careful not to wake Hana, and whispered.

"Hurry up."

At those words, I slowly stroked Lucia's hair, just as I had done with Hana.
Snow-white hair.
As the soft hair flowed through my fingers, I was momentarily dazed, and Lucia closed her eyes and said.

"I worked hard too... so I want to sleep like this."
"...In this position?"
"Yes!"

Then, as if she really intended to fall asleep like this.
She curled up, resting her head comfortably on my thigh.
Thinking that the two of them were too similar, I covered both Hana and Lucia with a nearby blanket.

*This should do.*

For the sake of these two who had worked hard, I decided to enjoy this moment of peace.

* * *

"Um, Jung Hyun. My head hurts because your thigh was too hard to sleep on..."

Reality often differs slightly from romance.
When I opened my eyes, the first thing I heard was Lucia holding her head and making a sad face.

*Same as always, whether it's the past or present.*

As I was thinking about how nothing had changed, I noticed Hana lying on my chest, staring at me intently.
Hana seemed happy just looking at me, smiling brightly, then she laid her head against my chest to listen.

"You're truly my one and only."
"Hana... Hana only has daddy...!"

I smiled slightly at Hana's words.
Then I picked her up and got out of bed.

*Looks like she won't leave my side for at least today...*

I'll have to move around like this.
Thinking this would be best, I spoke to Lucia.

"Shall we go for a walk?"
"A walk?"
"There's nothing to do inside the house anyway."
"That's true... but where are you planning to go?"
"Just around the neighborhood."

Come to think of it, isn't there a market nearby?
Thinking it would be fun to walk around there, I asked Hana for her opinion.
Hana seemed fine with anything and nodded her head quickly.

"Then let's go. Oh, and tell Miria I've forgiven her, so she can come back."
"Okay."

With those words, I immediately went outside.

*Winter is approaching.*

It's still late autumn, so it's not extremely cold yet.
But it's getting chilly enough that thicker clothes are needed.
Looking at Hana's relatively thin clothes, I decided to go buy clothes first.

*Should we go to a clothing store first, then get something to eat?*

Since I don't usually do this, I'm not sure what to do first.
While waiting for Lucia to return, I decided to look at clothes for Hana first.

*

Perhaps 50% of the reason parents buy nice clothes for their young children is for their own satisfaction, I thought as I looked at Hana.
Who did she take after to be so pretty?
I think I took after my maternal side a lot, but Hana definitely took after her paternal side.
A clerk nearby spoke to me admiringly.

"I've never seen such a pretty child before."

It was clearly a sincere comment, not just a sales pitch.
Even the clerk was genuinely exclaiming in admiration every time Hana changed clothes.
I nodded in agreement and asked Hana.

"Which outfit do you like best?"

At that question, Hana tilted her head and looked at me.
She didn't seem particularly interested.
I reluctantly decided to choose the clothes myself and briefly told the clerk.

"I'll take all the clothes she tried on earlier, and all the new baby clothes too."
"Excuse me?"

A somewhat stunned voice.
Ignoring it, I picked up Hana and said.

"Let's go with those clothes on."
"Okay!"

As I smiled at Hana nodding her head, I noticed Miria and Lucia approaching from behind.
Miria was still looking at me with an awkward face, and I sighed and said.

"Do you two want to buy some clothes too? I'll pay."

At those words, Miria's eyes sparkled slightly as she nodded.

"Shall we?"

Is this the same person who was apologizing earlier?
I felt the urge to flick her forehead again, but I suppressed it and nodded.

*They've been working hard after all.*

As I was thinking I could easily afford this much, I suddenly sensed Demonic Energy rising in the distance.

*It doesn't seem to be Cynthia.*

Demonic Energy reminiscent of thick killing intent and poison.
Since it was the opposite of Cynthia's energy, I watched it with curiosity.
Then I easily recognized that it was the Demonic Energy emitted by "Agares."

*Baal couldn't possibly be that weak.*

I fell into contemplation for a moment, wondering what to do.

*Should I kill him or not?*

Killing him wouldn't be difficult, but the problem was that Hana was in my arms.
I didn't want to show Hana someone's death so soon, so I was hesitating.
Then screams began to be heard from far away.

*...I have no choice.*

It's clear my vacation is already ruined, so it would be good to make Agares pay a proper price for destroying it.
Having decided this, I tried to hand Hana over to Lucia for a moment.
But Hana clung to me tightly, refusing to let go.

"No...!"

A strong will to never separate.
Seeing this determination, Lucia spoke to Hana in confusion.

"That... that won't work."

No matter how much Lucia tried to persuade her, Hana absolutely refused to let go.
Looking at Hana, I thought for a moment, then picked her up again and said.

"Then Hana, can you make me one promise? Close your eyes and cover your ears for a moment."

Since I could use Dimensional Cut to deal with Agares from a distance anyway.
There's no need to show Hana things she shouldn't see.
Seeing Hana nod, I stepped outside the store and drew upon my Divine Power.

*Over there.*

The place where crimson Demonic Energy was rising.
As soon as I saw it, I was about to use Dimensional Cut to behead Agares.
But I decided not to kill him, remembering he was the only one I could ask about Baal's location.

*I'll just cut off his arms, legs, and horns.*

Having decided this, I swung my sword with the mental resolve to "cut Agares's body."

Ch.161 - Agares 2
Crimson demonic energy and spurting blood.
Agares smiled leisurely, using the screams of humans echoing from all around as his entertainment.

*This feeling... this is it.*

The ecstasy he hadn't felt while trapped in the Sealing Stone.
While happily smiling at this euphoria, a worthless human who didn't know his place prostrated himself and cried out.

"P-please spare my children!"

Alongside him were a boy and girl who appeared to be around four or five years old, wailing and clinging to their father.
Somewhat intrigued by this sight, Agares spoke briefly.

"Why should I?"

A question born of curiosity.
To this question, the children's father repeatedly begged for their lives, giving only the reason that they were "poor young children who had lost their mother."

*Humans truly are an amusing species.*

They never think from the "other's" perspective in any situation.
They only repeat stories from their own viewpoint.

*What does their misfortune have to do with me?*

If he wanted to save his young children, rather than talking about how pitiful they were,
he should have explained what benefit there would be in sparing them.
Yet this foolish man was only expressing his grievances without offering anything in return.

*Not even worth listening to.*

As his interest quickly faded, Agares flicked his finger to order other demons to dispose of them, then clicked his tongue.
Since ancient times, humans only complained about how unfair their situations were.
They never spoke about objective matters.

*Truly a selfish species.*

A species more selfish than demons. While thinking that they were interesting in many ways, he rested his chin on his hand.
From far away, he sensed an intense Divine Power.

*What is that?*

Divine Power so overwhelming that he couldn't even gauge its identity.
Curious about this power, he stood up to observe it.

*Interesting.*

Judging by that level of Divine Power, it must be a Hero.
To be honest, he hadn't expected someone to possess such intense Divine Power.
With a slight wariness and interest, he slowly approached the source.

*Stronger than I expected... at this level, I might not have been able to handle it before absorbing the Life Orb.*

But now he had absorbed the Life Orb.
No matter how strong the Hero might be, he wouldn't be a match for Agares now.

*Fun, this is fun.*

Still, the Hero's Divine Power was undeniably vast, so he couldn't afford to be careless.
Deciding to proceed as usual, he decided to set a trap for the Hero.

"Don't kill them. Bring that trash and his children to me."

After ordering the humans who were about to be disposed of to be brought before him, he instructed the nearby demons.

"Set up a sealing magic formation around these ones."

Seeing the demons busily moving according to his orders, he smiled slightly.
Surely with this sealing magic formation and his own attack, even a Hero with such Divine Power would suffer significant damage.

*Then it won't be difficult...*

To capture him or use him. As he decided this and smiled slowly,
suddenly a strange feeling of emptiness came over him.

"...?"

As he was about to look down in confusion, the world spun rapidly, and his vision fell helplessly to the floor.
Along with it, he saw his own arms and legs lying powerlessly on the ground.
Seeing this, he momentarily couldn't comprehend what was happening and stared blankly, then screamed at the extreme pain that followed.

"AAAAARGH!"

Unable to understand what was suddenly happening, he could only scream, when
from the distance, someone slowly approached, step by step.

"Hana, you didn't forget to keep your eyes closed and ears covered until daddy says so, right?"
"Mmm...! Hana can't hear anything!"
"Judging by your answer, it seems like you can hear me."
"Hah, I'm caught...!"

A child's voice and a young man's voice.
Looking ahead with a dumbfounded expression at these voices,
he saw a man with a cold expression pointing a white sword at his head while speaking.

"You're Agares, right?"

Even though it was just a simple question, the man's overwhelming Divine Power and pressure were palpable.
It was an impossible level of strength, and while Agares was still stunned,
the man poured a potion on himself from his spatial storage and spoke.

"Let me give you one piece of advice. I have a short temper. Every time I think you're stalling, I'll inflict every kind of pain you can feel, so behave accordingly."
"W-what?"
"I ask the questions, you just answer."
"What are you—!"

Before he could finish speaking, a foot smashed into his face, shattering his teeth.
With the pain came a mouth full of potion.
As recovery and pain repeated in cycles, the Hero stepped on his head and spoke.

"Be grateful I can't torture you too cruelly in front of a child. But that doesn't mean you should resist. Once the child falls asleep, I plan to make you pay for all your sins."
"..."
"Shall we begin?"

The Hero, seemingly genuinely enjoying torturing him, smiled and stabbed him with the sword.
Realizing that something was seriously wrong with this man as he started the torture without even asking questions,
Agares could only scream in pain, unable to escape.

* * * * *

"Is that so? Baal went to Gehenna?"
"Y-yes, that's right."

After enduring all kinds of pain, he now answered me with a trembling voice.
Looking at Agares, I briefly said:

"You should know you're lucky. Since you cooperated better than expected, this is all you get."

Of course, "all you get" doesn't mean I gave him only light pain.
I can't even remember how many self-moving spiked balls I put inside his body as I continued speaking.

"Agares, now be good, listen to people, and live a long, healthy, happy life, okay?"

Well, I've wished him good luck, so it's not bad for him.
I decided to let this guy live for the sake of humanity's destruction and patted his shoulder.

"Oh, and you can reattach your arms and legs yourself, right? If not, that's unfortunate. Anyway, live well."

At my concluding words, he quickly nodded in affirmation.
Seeing this, I turned away and slowly returned to where I was originally.

*So Baal went to Gehenna.*

Gehenna was originally a place where "demons" lived.
Since it had been a den of demons since the beginning of time, I'd heard that ordinary humans would either become corrupted or die just by setting foot there.

*So...*

I was wondering if I would suffer significant penalties if I entered that place, when
suddenly a problem occurred to me.

*Come to think of it, I don't know how to get to Gehenna.*

Being a city of demons,
ordinary people wouldn't know how to get to such a place.
As soon as this thought crossed my mind, I immediately turned around and called out to Agares.

"Wait, I just remembered something I need to do."

At those words, Agares, who had been reattaching his limbs, desperately tried to crawl away,
but my foot stepped on his back before he could escape, pinning him down.
Looking at Agares, I smiled and said:

"You need to tell me how to get to Gehenna."

At those words, Agares looked at me with an expression of despair.

* * *

After temporarily storing Agares in my spatial storage, I was heading back when
suddenly a system message appeared before my eyes.

[The Holy Sword has completed its awakening and reveals its true power!]

With those words, the Holy Sword began to emit light on its own.
Then its already white blade became even whiter and started emitting massive Divine Power.

*Oh?*

I knew it was a good weapon before, but I didn't expect it to emit such massive Divine Power.
At this level, even someone who had never fought before could become a hero in battle if they wielded it. I was impressed.

*I'll check its detailed abilities later.*

Remembering that the second awakening would enable "conversation," I decided to try talking to it first.
Having made this decision, I raised the Holy Sword and briefly called out to it.

"Hey."

At my call, the Holy Sword hummed and then answered me with a slightly sulky voice.

[I refuse to talk to someone who bullied the Goddess.]

The Holy Sword is a sacred artifact bestowed by the Goddess.
In other words, the Holy Sword is a creation of the Goddess, so the affection the sword has for the Goddess is probably similar to what Hana has for me.

*So...*

It seemed unwilling to forgive me for stabbing and slapping the Goddess.
As I was thinking that I understood this somewhat by comparing it to Hana, suddenly Hana slapped the blade of the Holy Sword with her palm and spoke.

"You shouldn't talk back to Daddy!"

[B-but...]

"You shouldn't...!"

Then Hana made an angry face and said to the Holy Sword:

"If you don't listen to Daddy well, Hana will hit you...!"

[...]

"So you have to listen to Daddy... promise."

[Yes.]

Achieving what she wanted through physical conversation...
Seeing this, I thought that even without a paternity test, it was certain that Hana was my daughter, and I silently closed my eyes.

Ch.162 - Divine Power
The rebellion of the Holy Sword ended as quickly as it had begun, with a single conversation (of the physical kind).
I awkwardly smiled at the silent Holy Sword before turning to speak to Hana.

"Hana."
"Hmm?"
"Is there anything you want to do before we go home?"

At my question, Hana tilted her head as she looked at me.
Then she smiled brightly and said:

"Nothing...! Hana is happy just being with Daddy...!"

That's not going to work.
With no other choice, I decided to think of something myself and nodded, when a message appeared.

*-*
[You have acquired a level-up reward!]
- God Slayer.
You can now use the power of gods.
*-*

The power of gods.
I wondered what difference there was between this and Divine Power.

*I guess I'll have to test it out later...*

Just looking at the description, it doesn't seem much different from before.
I stared at it with slight disappointment before turning away.

*Well, at least I got Dimensional Slash.*

Deciding not to be too disappointed, I headed back to the clothing store.

* * *

After buying various clothes at the store, we headed straight to a restaurant.
On the way, Hana spotted a stray dog and hugged it, but other than that, nothing special happened.

*It's peaceful considering Agares appeared earlier.*

Of course, that's because we're walking in the opposite direction.
Considering that people usually evacuate an entire area when a demon appears, the commotion was relatively minimal.

*Well, I don't really care either way.*

If there's a commotion, that's fine, and if there isn't, I can play with Hana, which is also fine.
As I was thinking that it didn't matter either way, Hana, who was holding my hand tightly, said something.

"Daddy, look... it's all wriggly here...!"
"Wriggly?"

Wondering what she meant, I looked down and saw a cluster of ants.
I silently watched, wondering why she was looking at them, when Hana's eyes sparkled as she whispered:

"Wow... that's amazing."

Is that amazing?
Unable to understand her appreciation, I silently watched, when Miria, who was following behind us, chuckled and said:

"Kids and adults perceive things differently, so don't try to understand it, just let her be."

That's certainly true.
As I was thinking that I didn't understand why it was interesting, Hana waved at the ants saying, "Be well...!" and came back into my arms.

"Were you saying goodbye to them?"
"Mm-hmm...! I told them to be well because they're my friends...!"
I wonder when they became friends.
Thinking that children's ability to make friends was truly remarkable, I entered a nearby restaurant.

*

The food quality was lower than what we usually ate.
That was inevitable since no matter how fancy the restaurant, it couldn't compete with the food served at the royal quarters.
I just filled my stomach, thinking it was reasonably tasty.

*Still, this isn't bad once in a while.*

I found it healing to watch Hana sitting on my lap, eating enthusiastically, when Miria asked about what had happened earlier.

"So what happened back there?"

After thinking briefly, I gave her a concise explanation of what had occurred.
After hearing everything, Miria looked at me with a somewhat complicated expression before bringing up the topic of "Gehenna."

"Gehenna is the city where demons live... which means he probably went there to regain his original power."
"I guess so?"

Miria thought for a moment before asking if I could win.
I nodded, indicating that it was obvious.

"That's a relief then... I don't know. Anyway, I hope you win."

At those words, I stroked Hana's head as she smiled brightly, then mentioned something that had occurred to me.

"By the way, isn't it about time to cut Hana's hair?"
"My hair?"
"Isn't your bangs too long?"

I asked out of concern since her middle bangs were poking her eyes.
Lucia smiled awkwardly and told me:

"I was going to cut it, but Hana absolutely refused... so I couldn't."
"Really?"

Wondering why, I asked Hana, who replied with sauce all over her mouth:

"If Hana cuts her hair, Daddy might not recognize Hana... and might leave Hana behind, so I can't cut it."
"..."

Hearing that, I silently wiped Hana's mouth with a handkerchief.
This was clearly all my fault.
Seeing this, Miria seized the opportunity to subtly scold me.

"Sheesh. This is why people don't appreciate it when you treat them well."

I think Miria really deserves a flick on the forehead.
I gave her a slight glare, suggesting she should look forward to it, and she awkwardly smiled and looked away.

* * *

As night fell,
I sat in a rocking chair holding Hana, looking out the window.
I gazed at the Academy scenery, softly illuminated by blue Magic Stones, and fell into thought.

*So this is really the end.*

Everything would be over once I went to Gehenna and captured Baal.
As I was thinking about how strange it felt to think that my time here was "ending," Lucia sat down beside me wearing rather thin clothes and asked:

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"
"Nothing special."
"Ah...?"

Lucia stared at me after hearing my answer, then subtly pressed against me and whispered:

"I've been wanting to ask since lunch... what will you do after capturing Baal?"

I answered that I would "return to Earth."
Hearing my response, Lucia smiled playfully and said:

"Isn't there anything else you want to do?"

Perhaps because her clothes were thin, her large Divine Power pouches bounced elastically whenever she laughed playfully.
As I cleared my throat at the sight, Lucia approached me with an even more mischievous expression and said:

"After everything is over... I could do anything for you. Is there really nothing? Really?"

Those sweet, tempting red lips.
To be honest, being a man, I knew what Lucia was doing, but the problem was that I was holding Hana.
Quickly regaining my senses that had almost flown away, I lightly flicked Lucia's forehead and said:

"I was already planning to repay everything you've done when I return to Earth. So be prepared."
"...Huh?"

At the mention of repayment, Lucia stared at me with a blank expression, then her ears turned red as she spoke in a flustered voice:

"W-what? What do you mean...?"

At her question, I poked the mole just above Lucia's chest.
Lucia made a strange "Hyahit!?" sound and stepped back.

"J-Jung Hyun...?"

She covered her chest with her slender, white arms and looked at me with a confused expression.
I spoke to her briefly in a victorious tone:

"So, there's no need to force yourself to seduce me. Time will solve everything anyway."

...Maybe that was too harsh, but what could I do? That's what I really thought.
Lucia touched her reddened cheeks, not knowing what to do, then quickly nodded and said:

"T-then I'll look forward to it...! I'll also p-prepare in various ways for you...! Please look forward to it!"

I'm not sure exactly what I should be looking forward to, but I guess I should since she told me to.
I was smirking as I watched Lucia fleeing to her bedroom when Miria, who had appeared at some point, clicked her tongue and said:

"You two are both such show-offs."

Are we? I shrugged at her words when I felt a strong wave of Demonic Energy nearby.

*Judging by the familiar feel of the Demonic Energy, it seems Cynthia has arrived.*

Wondering why she had come without notice at such a late hour, I looked at her and saw Cynthia speaking to me with an urgent expression:

"B-Baal has invaded the Demon Realm."
"...What?"

Didn't Agares say he went to Gehenna?
Realizing that this was all "Agares's lie," I let out a hollow laugh.

*Of course, he's a demon. There's no way he would have told me the truth.*

Thinking that being naive makes life difficult, I said to Cynthia:

"Calm down and rest for a moment. We'll head to the Demon Realm as soon as we're ready."
"Okay."

I handed a nearby towel to Cynthia, who was sweating nervously, then asked Miria:

"Do you know anything about Baal?"

After thinking for a moment, Miria urgently exclaimed:

"This isn't specific to Baal but... a common characteristic of demons is that they tend to concentrate their power in their horns."

In other words, there's a high probability that Baal would lose his power if his horns were broken.
I nodded gratefully at this information and handed Hana over to Lucia.

"I'll be back shortly. Wait here with Hana."
"...Yes."

As much as I wanted to take Hana with me, it was too dangerous.
Hoping that Hana wouldn't wake up while I was gone, I said to Cynthia:

"Let's depart immediately."
"Yes."

I decided to make Baal pay a proper price for interrupting my sweet rest, and immediately teleported to the Demon Realm through the portal Cynthia created.

Ch.163 - Allow Me
As soon as I arrived in the Demon Realm, I immediately checked on Cynthia's condition.
For me, Cynthia's health was more important than the safety of the Demon Realm.
So I quickly turned my eyes to examine Cynthia from head to toe.

*Fortunately, there are no major injuries.*

Of course, she had many minor wounds, so I couldn't exactly say she was in good shape.
Still, since there were no injuries that would seriously affect her life, I let out a sigh of relief.
I gently dusted off Cynthia's dirt-covered hair, then took out a potion from my spatial storage.

"Drink this and wait here. I'll take care of things and come back."
"W-what?"

Cynthia looked at me with a surprised voice, apparently not expecting that I would leave her behind.
I poked her cheek and said:

"Just wait a little bit."

Usually Cynthia took the lead in our conversations, making it difficult for me to guide our talks.
But now the situation was reversed, which felt pretty good.
I left the stunned Cynthia behind and jumped upward.

*Now... where could Baal be?*

I used my Divine Power to quickly move around searching for Baal.
But no matter how much I looked, I couldn't sense even a trace of "powerful Demonic Energy," let alone see Baal himself.
Feeling that something was wrong, I was puzzled when Reltra came running from nearby.

"H-Hero!"

Since it had been a while since I'd seen Reltra, I waved my hand.
Reltra briefly acknowledged my greeting and urgently spoke to me.

"B-Baal...!"

I told her to calm down, indicating that I roughly understood the situation.
Realizing this, Reltra immediately changed the subject and explained the "current situation."

"R-right now, Baal has gone somewhere, and his minions and high-ranking demons are massacring the demon race!"

Seems like I was a step too late.
I clicked my tongue at her words, nodded, and asked:

"What's the extent of the damage?"
"It's so massive that we haven't been able to count accurately yet... but at least 100,000 demons have been killed."

He killed 100,000 during such a brief appearance.
Of course, he must have had help from his subordinates, but the scale was truly enormous. I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

"Is that so? How's the current situation? Can you hold off the demons?"

At my question, Reltra thought for a moment, then shook her head and said they needed help.
I nodded and decided to assist.

*Well then, let's handle this quickly and get back.*

I couldn't even tell anyone I was leaving, so it would be best to resolve this as quickly as possible.
I decided to deal with the nearby demons using my undead, so I summoned them.

*I'd like to declare "Territory Declaration," but...*

If I did that, I might end up killing more demons than Baal had, so I held back.
Instead, I gave orders to my undead.

"Slaughter the demons and return."

Following my command, the undead I had brought out from my spatial storage scattered in all directions.
Watching them, I decided to leave the demons to the undead and first question Agares about his responsibility for the current situation.

*How dare he lie to me.*

Thinking it had been a while since someone had so fearlessly lied to me, I pulled Agares out from my spatial storage.
When I brought Agares out, he looked at me with a somewhat terrified expression.
I smiled at him and said:

"Peek-a-boo, you bastard."

After such a brief greeting, what should follow is a bit of pain.
I lightly sliced off Agares's shoulder as if filleting fish and whispered:

"You dare deceive me?"
"I-it's a misunderstanding...!"

Agares trembled and tried to say something in response.
But I judged it wasn't worth listening to.
So I stabbed my sword into Agares and twisted it left and right.

"Urgh... AAAAGH!"

Screams echoed in all directions.
Earlier, I couldn't properly torture him because Hana was present, but now I could do it properly.
Looking at Agares, who was spewing blue blood, I smiled and said:

"I'll make you beg for death."

Agares tried to say something in response.
But I didn't particularly want to hear it.
I shoved a nearby stone into his mouth and spoke to Reltra.

"I'd like to make another chimera. Will you help me?"

At my words, Reltra nodded with an expression that said "here we go again."

* * *

While waiting after putting Agares into the chimera production facility,
Cynthia, who had somehow groomed herself, carefully stood behind me and spoke.

"Jung Hyun...?"

When I heard her voice calling me, I turned around.
There stood Cynthia, not only freshly washed but wearing a dress with a deep neckline that she rarely wore.
Surprised to see her in such an outfit amid all this chaos, I blinked at her, and Cynthia continued speaking with embarrassment.

"Thank you for helping me... I'm so sorry for causing trouble by going there without any preparation."

It seems a bit late to be saying this now.
I tried to avert my gaze from her overwhelming Demonic Energy pouches, but then felt mischievous and said with a small smile:

"What's there to be sorry about between us?"
"...P-pardon?"

When Cynthia heard "between us," she momentarily flinched.
Then, as if unwilling to lose, she thrust her chest forward and asked again:

"What exactly is between us...?"

This is a one-sided attack.
I was momentarily speechless, but knowing that if I couldn't answer, an awkward situation would unfold.
Just as I was about to say anything, fortunately, Reltra rushed in and called out to us.

"Demon King, Hero! We've found traces of Baal nearby. Based on the trail, his next destination seems to be Gehenna, so we should head straight to Gehenna...?"

In the middle of speaking, Reltra seemed to notice something odd about the atmosphere.
She blinked, looking at both of us.
Then, with a lewd expression, she opened her mouth:

"Ah... I've certainly heard that the urge to reproduce burns strongest when one feels a threat to life. Despite knowing this fact well, I was insensitive. Please, enjoy your time together..."

At the word "reproduce," Cynthia blinked blankly.
Then, as if realizing what Reltra meant, she lightly struck Reltra's back and said:

"W-what are you saying!"
"Well... last time, Demon King..."
"W-will you be quiet?"

It's good to see Cynthia back to her normal state.
I smiled slightly at the sight, then brought up the main topic again.

"So Baal went to Gehenna?"
"Yes."

Realizing that Agares's words weren't wrong, I smiled awkwardly.
It occurred to me that Agares might not have been lying after all.
So I felt a bit sorry, but honestly, I had wanted to punish him for his twisted way of speaking, so I decided to just let it go.

*If only he had spoken nicely, I would have spared him.*

Thinking that this is why people... no, demons should live kindly, I was nodding when Cynthia, with a rather serious expression, informed me about Baal.

"By the way, Baal... he's stronger than I imagined."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. He was so strong that I could barely even stand, let alone resist."

Seeing everyone unanimously saying how powerful Baal is, I'm getting quite curious.
Just how strong is he to elicit such reactions from everyone?
With a mix of fighting spirit and curiosity, I smiled and said:

"Is that right..."

Tempted by these emotions, I considered immediately storming into Gehenna.
But I decided it would be better to return to the dormitory first to tell Hana I'd be going, and to regroup a bit.

*And above all, there are things I need to check.*

I also needed to learn about the "Divine Power" I had newly acquired.
So I decided not to rush and to depart when I was ready.

* * *

After finishing what needed to be done in the Demon Realm, I returned to the dormitory.
Fortunately, I saw Hana still sleeping.
As I was looking at her, thinking how fortunate it was that she was still asleep, Charlotte's voice came from behind.

"You're back?"

Wondering why Charlotte was still awake, I turned around to see her smiling awkwardly as she spoke to me.

"I have several things I need to say..."
"Things to say?"
"Yes. You know, the things we were supposed to talk about at the engagement ceremony."
"Ah."

At those words, I nodded, thinking "here it comes."

"Let's go somewhere else then."

I didn't want to wake Hana and Lucia by talking here.
When I suggested going to the terrace to continue our conversation, Charlotte awkwardly nodded and went out the window.

Once outside, we silently looked out, organizing our thoughts.
Charlotte sighed as if she had made up her mind and said:

"I'll just... be completely honest."
"Okay."
"If possible, I'd like to be the legal wife... but if that's not possible, I'd be satisfied being a concubine."

Wondering what she was talking about, I looked at Charlotte.
She continued with a serious expression, as if she had already made up her mind.

"After coming back, I kept thinking in my room, and that seemed like the most ideal solution. So, through logical and reasonable procedures..."

Becoming a concubine if she can't be the legal wife? How is this related to logic at all?
As I was looking at her with a bewildered face,
Charlotte rubbed her ears with her palms as if trying to hide her reddened face, then subtly lifted her skirt and said:

"I-if you allow it, I'll let you snap my garter belt."

At those words, I unconsciously nodded.
Only after nodding did I realize I had been baited.

Ch.164 - The Final Preparation
I realized I had been completely baited and couldn't help but pause my hand.
Even though I'm weak to beautiful women, I never expected to be so entranced just by hearing the words "garter belt."

*Honestly, it's a bit pathetic...*

The thought kept rising that garter belts are simply irresistible. I wondered if I would have reached the same conclusion even with rational judgment.

*Honestly, how could anyone resist that?*

Probably only eunuchs or people who hate garter belts could resist. While I was convincing myself this was an inevitable conclusion, Charlotte, who was leaning against the terrace railing, looked at me intently and said:

"...Then you can do as you wish."

She turned her gaze away while showing me her snow-white thighs that gleamed softly in the moonlight. Apparently, letting me do it was fine, but watching me do it was another matter. I slowly reached out my hand as I observed her reaction.

*The inside is warm, but the outside is cold.*

I hesitated briefly at the strange sensation from the temperature difference. Then, deliberately singing the national anthem in my head, I directed my hand toward the colder part. If I had moved my hand toward the warmer area, this would have turned from general audiences to adults only.

"Y-yes, this is rather embarrassing."

As I gently stroked the skin of her thigh, Charlotte's leg twitched, and she gave me an awkward smile. As a "senior," she seemed to be trying to act mature by pretending it was no big deal.

*I can feel Charlotte trembling since we're having such direct skin contact.*

Since bodily trembling isn't something one can easily control, I could feel the tremors caused by both cold and embarrassment through my fingertips. After sensing this for a moment, I slowly said to Charlotte:

"Then I'll try snapping it once."

At those words, Charlotte pressed down firmly on her blue skirt to keep her panties from showing and nodded.

"Since it's the first time... be gentle."

A statement full of potential misunderstandings. At her tone, I awkwardly nodded and thought:

*White.*

What was white should be obvious without saying. Anyway, I looked once at Charlotte's face—who was wearing black garter belts unlike what she had on underneath—then grabbed the garter belt and lightly snapped it.

The sound echoed around us. Normally it would be nothing special, but knowing it came from lightly hitting Charlotte's thigh gave it a strange feeling.

"...Ahaha."

Perhaps Charlotte was feeling something similar to what I was feeling. She laughed awkwardly, unable to settle her gaze, fidgeting nervously. Then, with a slightly flushed face, she whispered to me:

"How is it...?"

I was momentarily taken aback as I hadn't expected her to ask for my impression. But I wasn't one to be overwhelmed by embarrassment, so I put on a rather shameless expression and replied:

"I'm not sure yet."

Implying I needed to try more, I slipped my finger inside the garter belt line. Charlotte jumped in surprise at my action and said:

"W-wait...! This is as far as it goes! The rest will have to wait until after we're married...!"

It might seem like I did something strange, but to avoid misunderstandings, I'll clarify that I just touched the garter belt. I awkwardly nodded at Charlotte's unexpectedly embarrassed reaction. Charlotte pressed down on her skirt to hide her thighs and said:

"You're such a pervert..."

Then she stared at me for a moment before pressing her forehead against my chest and saying:

"When everything is over... I'll let you continue where we left off. Don't be too disappointed."

"When everything is over," huh. I nodded, thinking that I still couldn't quite grasp the concept of things ending. Seeing my response, Charlotte took a step back and said:

"...Good night then. It's cold, so make sure to cover yourself with the blanket."

Then, after fidgeting a bit more, she went back inside. Left alone on the terrace, I sat in a nearby chair, looked down at the outside, and fell into thought.

*Is this the end?*

I had already completed my revenge. There was nothing left to do here except defeat Baal, so once Baal was defeated... wait a minute.

*Why do I need to defeat Baal?*

Come to think of it, there's no real reason to defeat him. The original reason for wanting to defeat Baal was for "dimensional travel." But since I can use the goddess's avatar as a substitute for that, I'm starting to wonder if it's even necessary anymore.

*Now that I think about it, that's right.*

After pondering for a moment, I came to a conclusion.

*Should I just return to Earth as is?*

Not a bad conclusion. After considering it briefly, I decided not to make the judgment on my own and to hear what the others had to say first.

* * *

The next morning, I gathered Cynthia, Charlotte, Lucia, and Miria in one place. I shared the question that had occurred to me last night and asked for their opinions on how to proceed.

"So my conclusion is, if I can return to my dimension using the goddess's avatar, I'm planning to just go back without defeating Baal. What do you think?"

A brief question. The four of them looked at me with different reactions before expressing their opinions in turn.

"If that's what Jung Hyun wants... I think it's fine?"
"I'm not sure. At this point, I don't think it matters much either way."
"I, I want you to do whatever you want, Jung Hyun! But personally, I think the most important thing is that you don't get hurt... so I think it would be best to just go straight to Earth."
"......"

However, Miria seemed to have something to say but was hesitating. After thinking for a moment, she sighed and said to me:

"I... would like you to defeat Baal."

I asked Miria for her reason, and she replied with an awkward smile:

"It's nothing special, it's because of Hana."

Confused by the sudden mention of Hana's name, I looked at her questioningly, and Miria continued while looking at Hana in my arms:

"Hana is the World Tree, right? So I thought that as she grows, she might need something that can only be obtained in this world."

I had to nod as that certainly made sense.

*The World Tree is an unknown entity that we don't fully understand.*

While everything might be fine now, if Hana were to fall ill for some reason, human medicine might not be able to treat her. Furthermore, there might come a time when she needs something that can only be obtained in this world...

*It's better to leave that possibility open, is what she's saying.*

I nodded at her words and briefly replied:

"You're right, we should prevent Baal from taking control."
"Right? Places touched by Demonic Energy rot and decay."

But then I realized there was a problem: whether we could control dimensional travel at will.

*Going there is one thing, but I'm not sure if we can come back.*

I was concerned because Earth had nothing related to sealing magic circles or dimensional travel, not even anything related to magic. When I mentioned this, Cynthia proudly told me:

"Leave that part to me. I'll take care of it."
"Can you solve it?"
"Yes. I think I can store the sealing formula and then transfer it to Earth. It shouldn't be too difficult."

However, she said she needed some time to experiment and confirm if it actually works.

"Oh, and we'll need a sacrifice to use on Earth."
"I'll take care of getting that."

Defeating Baal would be sufficient as a catalyst for this.

*But I'm worried about whether we can use mana or divine power on Earth.*

If it's not possible, things could get complicated, so I asked Lucia to inquire with the goddess.

"Yes!"

This time she didn't say anything about having to go to the mountains. Seeing her response, I smiled slightly, then turned my attention to Charlotte and made a request:

"Charlotte, I have a favor to ask."
"What is it?"
"Could you make a list of royals and nobles involved in my death and send it to me? I want to take care of them before going to Earth."

At my request to create what was essentially a death list, Charlotte thought for a moment before nodding and saying she would do it.

"In exchange, let me borrow Miria. Is that okay?"
"Yes."
"Wait... senior? You're borrowing me, so why are you asking Jung Hyun for permission? You should be asking me."
"Now that I think about it, you're right. But asking Jung Hyun is more reliable than asking you."
"Senior?"

Hearing Charlotte's laughter, I smiled and stroked Hana's cheek. The soft cheek. Thinking it was healing to touch it, I fell into thought.

*Three days.*

In three days, we could finish all preparations and go after Baal. I took a deep breath, thinking how strange it felt that everything was really coming to an end.

* * *
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During the three days, I had to focus on three things.
First, to properly draw out the power of the Holy Sword.
Second, to fully understand Divine Power.
And lastly, to further master dimensional cutting.

*Honestly, I don't think I'd lose in my current state, but...*

Still, just to be safe, I decided to concentrate on training these skills for the next three days.

*It's going to be quite busy.*

I felt my mouth water at the thought of training after so long, and the corners of my lips curled upward.

*So what I need to do right now is... get Hana's permission and focus on training.*

With this decided, I resolved to give my all during these three days to complete my preparations.

* * *

Getting Hana's permission was surprisingly easy.
After asking her and giving her a kiss on the cheek like last time, she quickly agreed.

*Of course, a condition was added that I have to do it once a day.*

I decided not to worry about that—it would be a problem for my future self to handle.

*So how did the rest of my training go?*

First, the Holy Sword.
The new power I gained from the Holy Sword was relatively simple yet powerful.
Since the Holy Sword was originally designed to defeat "demons," it had a powerful advantage against them.

*This means I gain tremendous power when facing enemies with Demonic Energy.*

Additionally, it also had the ability to automatically block enemy attacks.

*Second was about Divine Power.*

This part differed significantly from what I had expected.
I thought it would be similar to Divine Power, but "Divine Power" was literally the power of a god.
Unlike Divine Power which borrows power from gods, this was power itself, making it incomparably stronger.

*But since it's my own power...*

Unlike the infinite Divine Power, there was a limit to how many times I could use it.

*Lastly, dimensional cutting.*

Honestly, although I focused on practicing this, I didn't make much progress.
There were several reasons, but mainly because the difficulty was too high to show visible improvement in just three days.

*So it's not much different from before.*

Still, I should have gained more stability from all the practice.

After three days of intense training, I decided it was finally time to depart for Gehenna for the final battle.

*This should be fun.*

The demigods didn't meet my expectations, but I wonder about Baal.
I tried to suppress my rising smile as I prepared to say my goodbyes.

"I'll be going now."

At those words, Hana burst into tears and grabbed my thigh tightly.
After stroking her head several times, she finally let go and waved at me.
Seeing her sobbing made me feel uneasy, but I headed in the direction Agares Chimera was pointing.

* * *

"Is this the place?"
"Kieeek!"

Since I had merged Agares with the Pope Chimera's head, its behavior wasn't much different from the Pope Chimera.
I tossed one of the royal corpses from my spatial storage to Agares, who was guiding me in its shrunken form, and said:

"Thanks for showing me the way."
"Kieeeeek!"

Thinking it was fortunate we'd become friends in such a short time, I looked at the massive black door before me.
It reminded me of the gates of hell... no, it actually was the gate to hell.
After muttering a brief, indistinct joke, I slowly opened it and stepped inside.

*Hah.*

As soon as I entered, thousands—no, tens of thousands of eyeballs flashed and stared at me.
Seeing eyeballs filling the space as far as I could see, I drew my Holy Sword.

"This is going to be fun from the start."

Grateful for such a warm welcome, I muttered briefly:

"Territory Declaration."

The skill that had supported me for a long time, my fundamental skill.
The moment I declared my territory, massive swords made of Divine Power plunged into the ground all around, announcing my arrival.
Seeing this, I summoned all the bodies I had accumulated.

"Rise and eliminate all my enemies."

Despite my arrogant tone, all the corpses, chimeras, and golems I summoned responded to my command and spread out in all directions.

"Now, let's see what demon meat tastes like."

Just as I was about to step forward, thinking my mouth was watering, I saw Duke Philotes, covered in Demonic Energy, trampling demons and screaming in the distance.
I didn't know why he was there, but since this old acquaintance had appeared, I was about to give him a proper greeting when:

"I have something to say."

The lizard-like reptile addressed me.
Honestly, I had nothing to say to Duke Philotes, but I was as intrigued as if a fish in a sushi restaurant had suddenly asked to speak.
I nodded for him to continue.

"Did you know that I killed Miria's parents?"

He blurted out something I couldn't simply ignore.

* * * * *

"Everything... was wrong from the beginning... Yes, if it weren't for that damned Primordial Hero, we wouldn't have had to suffer like this."

Philotes looked at his old friend, the king, and closed his eyes.
Whether it was because he had heard since childhood that "the Demon King will surely invade, so we must prepare," or because his attachment to his possessions was too strong:

*Trapped by the duty and responsibility to protect his kingdom.*

He had been repeating such words, imprisoned by that mindset his entire life.

*Well, it's not unreasonable. The kingdom is gradually declining.*

Whenever the Demon King appeared, this world and the kingdom suffered countless "wounds and damages."
No matter how hard they worked to restore the kingdom, they couldn't return to its glorious past, and it remained in a broken state.

*This pattern, repeated over a long time...*

Like a parasite that gradually eats away at the interior while remaining invisible from the outside, it was slowly destroying the kingdom.

*The problem is that they can't stop this.*

Because everything had been lost due to the betrayal of the first Hero, the kingdom knew all this but couldn't stop it.
They had no choice but to continue watching as they devoured themselves.

*And as a result of this continuous repetition...*

The current king had realized the state of the "kingdom" that was about to collapse and had been driven to madness by the pressure.

"The kingdom... I must protect the kingdom at all costs."

Of course, this wasn't simply due to pressure.
After witnessing the previous king—his friend's parents—being killed by the Demon King while trying to restore the kingdom:

*I don't know what to do about this.*

Not wanting to betray the one who considered him, a Black Dragon, his only friend, he pondered how to fulfill his wishes.
Then he recalled the "demons" he had seen in the past... and thought that by using them, he might be able to fulfill his friend's wish.

*Yes, if I can use them...*

Whether the Demon King appeared or the world distorted... he could remove all his friend's worries.
With this thought, he began to do various things for his old friend.

*First was scattering fragments of the Holy Sword everywhere.*

If the Hero discovered his plan, he would surely come to interfere.
So he divided the "Holy Sword," the greatest catalyst for the Hero's rapid growth, into several fragments and scattered them in "completely unexpected places."

*For example, at an auction house or in the princess's room.*

By placing them in unrelated locations, he prevented the Hero from finding them, hindering the creation of the Holy Sword as much as possible.

*After burning the World Tree and absorbing its life force...*

He also created an artifact that could directly control demons and proceeded with his plan.

*But the problem was...*

The "dragons," guardians of the world, wouldn't leave this alone.
He heard rumors that a "Golden Dragon" who discovered these facts was planning to hunt him down.

*So, thinking I needed more life force for the artifact anyway...*

He decided to kill all dragons like himself and put them into it.
With the help of the Archbishop, who was his colleague, he worked to eliminate them all.
While dealing with them one by one, a problem suddenly arose.

*To think the Golden Dragon would read my move and attack me instead.*

In that moment of crisis, his old friend, the king, died in his place at the hands of the Golden Dragon.
Seeing this, he went to the Golden Dragon's lair in rage and massacred them all.

*Yes... I thought I had killed them all.*

Who would have thought the Golden Dragon's child would survive?
He was certain he had confirmed its death, but seeing it alive, it seemed the Golden Dragons had all pretended and disguised the child as dead.

*So I tried to kill it, but...*

The Hero not only eliminated everything but also threw himself at the demon.

*He should have died by fate, but...*

Baal must have discovered something in him and granted him "demonic power."
As a result:

*With this overflowing Demonic Energy and power, I can surely deal with anyone easily!*

He gained power far beyond what he could have imagined.
So he provoked the Hero who had invaded Gehenna, hoping to defeat him, but:

"Is that so? Then you'll have to die."

With those brief words, his neck was severed.
The Hero hadn't even swung his sword up close but had cut it from a distance.
As if cutting something obvious, he smiled and said:

"I've been feeling sorry for Miria lately. Maybe if I make a Christmas tree out of you and send it to her, she might forgive me."

With those words, his vision gradually darkened.
He must be approaching death.
As he struggled to breathe and choked:

The Hero looked into his eyes with a bright smile and casually tossed his face into his spatial storage like some random junk.
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I put Duke Philotes—or rather, what used to be Duke Philotes—into my spatial storage and turned my head.

*And speaking of Miria's parents...*

I decided to check later if there was a way to resolve this issue and shifted my focus. What mattered now was dealing with Baal.

*Now, where might Baal be?*

It was difficult to pinpoint his location due to the Demonic Energy pouring out from all directions like killing intent. Fortunately, I could roughly sense where Baal was because of the exceptionally powerful Demonic Energy rising from one particular area.

*Found him.*

I told my Holy Sword to prepare as I walked forward steadily. Climbing over mountains of corpses, I spotted Baal sitting on a throne made of bones in the distance. Seeing this, I infused Divine Power into my Holy Sword and decided to start with a light greeting.

*I'll begin with a Dimensional Slash.*

Nothing would be more suitable for a surprise attack. I swung my Holy Sword, declaring that I would "cut down Baal," and instantly everything at my designated location split in two.

A massive sound of destruction. Amid the terrible noise echoing everywhere, I checked the throne and saw a completely unexpected result.

*He dodged it?*

Clearly, an ancient demon that had existed since the beginning of time was insanely powerful. After confirming I hadn't landed a hit at all, I let out a hollow laugh before turning my gaze to Baal, who had risen into the sky.

Overwhelming Demonic Energy.

It was so powerful that an ordinary hero would have only been able to mutter in despair if they saw it. The massive Demonic Energy covered the sky, making my skin crawl.

*This is interesting.*

An opponent who could even dodge a Dimensional Slash...
Thinking that someone of this caliber was indeed fitting as a final boss, I looked at Baal.

Something with human appendages but not in human form—that would be the most appropriate description for Baal.

Instead of eyes and a nose, there was an enormous, grotesque mouth, and below that was an empty black shadow.

*And on top of that...*

What appeared to be human organs were draped like decorations, with weapons embedded throughout its body to secure them firmly in place.

It was an incredibly grotesque form just to look at, but perhaps because I'd seen so many disgusting things before, I could only smile from the excitement born of my fighting spirit.

*This is fun.*

Thinking it had been a while since I'd met someone who excited me this much, I scattered Divine Power all around. Like white paint spreading in water, Divine Power spread out in all directions from me, dominating the surroundings. Seeing this, Baal looked at me while clicking the sharp teeth embedded in its face, then extended its bony hand toward me.

[▣!?$■%■■@?]

Along with that came a strange sound. It was too irregular to be called language and sounded like metal being scratched, so I couldn't even guess what it was saying. Since it didn't seem to be anything positive, I responded to the conversation by raising my middle finger.

-Kigik.

Baal didn't seem to understand my gesture either, but that wasn't important now. What mattered was cutting down that creature. I immediately approached Baal and launched another Dimensional Slash as my opening move.

At that moment, a protective barrier made of pure Demonic Energy formed to block it. Of course, the cutting power of the Dimensional Slash was stronger, so it succeeded in breaking through, but...

*Because it was momentarily blocked, the speed slowed down...*

Just like before, I couldn't inflict any damage and ended up dispersing the attack into the air. I watched Baal fly sideways, then deployed "Territory Declaration" throughout the entire space, pressing in on Baal from all directions and constricting its entire body.

As I unleashed Divine Power like wringing it out, everything around disintegrated without a trace. Normally, most would die at this point, but Baal easily shook it off, spewing Demonic Energy and pushing back against my attack to protect itself.

*Then it would be good to mix in a Dimensional Slash here.*

Seeing this, I immediately swung my sword to pressure Baal, but it avoided everything with the evasive ability it had shown earlier, then released Demonic Energy to momentarily break my Territory Declaration.

The surroundings suddenly darkened. Baal looked around, spread its arms in the shape of a cross, then grabbed and tore open the center of its chest with both hands.

The sound of flesh tearing accompanied by dark red blood flowing out.

*...No, it would be more accurate to call it Demonic Energy rather than blood.*

In any case, the dark red Demonic Energy gushing out in grotesque amounts gradually bloomed into the shape of a flower, taking the form of a rose before growing to an indescribable size. Seeing this, I realized something was wrong and immediately used Dimensional Slash to cut down the rose.

Slash!

Fortunately, the attack worked, perhaps because it was in the middle of transformation, but Baal didn't seem to care about this at all. Without making any gesture, it continued to create flowers.

*Then I have no choice but to attack the main body.*

After thinking briefly, I decided it would be better to attack directly up close rather than from a distance. As I quickly approached to cut it down, the flower fell to the ground and began to roll around even though I hadn't cut it.

*What's going on?*

The series of events flowed inconsistently and randomly. I tried to understand Baal's grotesque behavior, but no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't comprehend it. As I frowned, my Holy Sword spoke to me.

[Baal is a Primordial Demon, so you shouldn't view it from a human perspective.]

At the mention of a human perspective, I realized one thing I had been missing.

*...Come to think of it, why isn't it attacking?*

It had only been evading and defending, as if it was aiming for something. Was it stalling for time? Or did it have something else in mind? As I noticed something was wrong and tried to escape, Baal, with its chest split open, began to mock me with a strange laughing sound.

Kigegekgegek.

To put it kindly, it was a laughing sound, but in reality, it was no different from the sound of metal being scratched. I frowned at the sound and immediately flew upward, but before I could completely escape, the ground glowed red, a large magic circle formed, and thousands of hands grabbed and pulled me down.

Even though I was protecting my entire body with Divine Power, negative emotions flowed into my body the moment the hands touched me.

*Damn it.*

I tried to push them away by emitting even more Divine Power, but because the emotions entering weren't in the form of power but something else, they began to devour my emotions while gradually infiltrating my body.

[Hero!]

The situation must have been quite urgent, as my Holy Sword, which usually didn't even acknowledge me, called out to me desperately. I continued to emit Divine Power while hearing that voice, but it wouldn't budge at all and gradually consumed me.

[If you're consumed by that Demonic Energy, you'll be left with nothing but negative emotions and lose your humanity!]

The Demonic Energy and negative emotions consuming my body. As those emotions surged, memories of when I first came here rose up.

- Their cold gazes that didn't even see me as a human, let alone a living being.

Why did I have to endure such treatment when I had never done anything wrong in my life? The feeling of wanting to destroy everything out of such unbearable resentment that my heart felt like it was being torn apart... Wait a minute.

*Come to think of it, I already destroyed everything, didn't I?*

I blinked as past events flashed through my mind. I hadn't killed those three yet, but I had exacted revenge worse than death and put them in a state where I could kill them anytime. Moreover, I had completely annihilated the kingdom, the church, and the elves who had cooperated with or planned this.

*...Is there anything left to avenge?*

No, there's nothing left to come out even if I begged for it. As that thought crossed my mind, the negative emotions that had flowed into me disappeared without a trace, and instead, I felt a sense of... peace.

[He-Hero? What exactly did you do?]

"I don't know."

[And Baal is calling you a monster... what exactly did you do?]

Calling me a monster is too harsh. I casually shook off the hands as I heard those words. Just a moment ago, it was so difficult to push them away, but now they slid off my body as easily as pushing away a light book.

"Hmm."

Watching this, I had an interesting thought and reached out to the Demonic Energy flowing below. Until just now, I had certainly found it repulsive and disgusting, but...

*Now it feels like tasting food from my hometown, if that makes sense?*

It gave me a strangely nostalgic and pleasant feeling, so I slowly absorbed it using Divine Power.

The Demonic Energy flowing into my body. Normally, Divine Power and Demonic Energy could never mix except in special cases, but I broke that convention and successfully absorbed Baal's Demonic Energy, packing it into my body bit by bit.

As I continued to absorb the Demonic Energy, I felt my chest filling up... or to describe it more dramatically, it felt like I was reclaiming something I should have had originally. I smiled kindly and teabagged Baal.

"Choooooook."

Of course, there was no way we could communicate, but Baal seemed to understand, as the mouth in the center of its face began to click rapidly.
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I smiled slightly as I watched Baal's mouth trembling.

Demons are beings that grow by instilling fear in others and feeding on that terror. Given this fundamental nature, they shouldn't experience fear themselves.

*Primordial Demon, huh.*

Seeing him trembling alone, completely ignoring this basic rule, I couldn't help but feel amused. Looking at Baal's reaction, I smiled again and briefly pondered what to do next.

*First... I should probably use Demonic Energy to kill Baal.*

The problem was that I didn't know how to use Demonic Energy. I could feel it flowing smoothly through my body, but when I tried to practice releasing it from my body, I found it difficult.

*It's not working well.*

Like how Hana clings to me, the energy seemed determined not to separate from me, sticking firmly as if refusing to let go. I sighed at this reaction, almost ready to give up on using Demonic Energy, but then...

*Wait, I don't need to give up. I can use it in a different way, can't I?*

A more innovative method came to mind, and I decided to proceed with it.

*So what's the method?*

Simple.
Just like how I had "absorbed all" the Demonic Energy Baal had been spreading earlier, I planned to absorb all of Baal's Demonic Energy.

*If I do that, Baal will no longer be able to function.*

The being known as the Primordial Demon would simply cease to exist.

*Well then.*

All that remained was eliminating Baal. I decided to suck up every last bit of his Demonic Energy and slowly moved forward.

* * *

As I approached Baal, absorbing all surrounding Demonic Energy, the Holy Sword muttered in confusion.

[Hero...? No, Demon King? No, Hero?]

Apparently, my actions resembled those of a Demon King, causing confusion. I laughed at the Holy Sword's reaction, then jumped upward to face Baal.

Baal was still just chattering his teeth and staring at me. I reached out my hand toward him as if to tell him to snap out of it. Baal startled and tried to evade again, but...

*Not a chance.*

I absorbed all the Demonic Energy around Baal, preventing his escape.

"Finally caught you."

I whispered to Baal like a serial killer in a horror movie, then placed my hand on his face and continued.

"Now... let's properly suck you dry."

Thinking I'd feast properly on this Demonic Energy, which was like home cooking to me, I began absorbing all of Baal's Demonic Energy.

"■§＊＆■!??!?!"

Baal let out incomprehensible words and painful screams. I absorbed his energy even faster, whispering to him to calm down.

"Typical weak man, screaming when getting sucked dry."

Of course, Baal couldn't understand me, but he continued screaming as if responding to my words, which was rather amusing.

*So this is why mosquitoes hover around people.*

I never knew stealing someone's life force, blood, or Demonic Energy could feel so fulfilling. I held back my laughter as I continued draining him. Unlike me, Baal was making a grotesque expression and withering away by the second.

*This is literally sucking him dry.*

I thought about how the Primordial Demon, master of Demonic Energy, would meet his end by having his energy drained by the Hero. It might be the most pathetic and ugly death any demon had ever suffered. I continued absorbing all of Baal's Demonic Energy.

"§§§!!■!■!?!"

While I was embracing two normally incompatible powers circulating within my body, Baal suddenly began flailing his arms in the air, struggling desperately. He must have sensed the threat of death and was making his final resistance. Seeing this, I couldn't help but feel impressed.

*The Primordial Demon truly lives up to his name.*

Normally, having this much Demonic Energy drained would result in immediate death without resistance. Yet Baal was still trying to escape using his power even on the brink of death—quite remarkable. Looking at Baal's tenacious life force, I swallowed my saliva with anticipation.

*Strong life force means... fresher energy.*

Judging that absorbing it all would give me power beyond my expectations, I immediately lunged forward and bit into Baal.

[H-Hero?]

The Holy Sword tried to stop me in horror, but I ignored its voice and continued chewing on Baal's head, directly absorbing the viscous, powerful Demonic Energy that constituted his being.

*Honestly, it tastes terrible, but...*

The feeling of growing stronger wasn't entirely unpleasant. As I continued tearing at him, I could hear Baal and the Holy Sword screaming nearby.

"■!■!■!■!■!■!■!■!"
"Kyaaaaaaah!"

I couldn't understand what Baal was saying, but he seemed to be repeating the same thing, probably screaming. This gave me satisfaction.

*Demons should cry out like proper demons.*

I continued fending off countless crimson Demonic Energy attacks while biting into Baal, tearing away at his very "essence."

* * *

No matter how much Demonic Energy Baal possessed, once his physical form disappeared, the energy would vanish as well. After devouring his entire body, nothing remained.

*To be honest, I say I ate him, but the moment I bit into him, he transformed into Demonic Energy, changing into something formless.*

Of course, only I knew this—the Holy Sword thought I had eaten a living creature and showed a somewhat terrified reaction.

*Well, whatever. Is this the end?*

I sighed as I noticed my body was covered in blood. Though it felt like not much time had passed, for someone with as much stamina as me to feel exhausted and limp...

*More time has probably passed than I thought.*

It was likely that at least one to two weeks had gone by. Remembering that Hana was waiting, I urgently asked the Holy Sword how much time had passed.

[O-One month. P-Please don't eat me!]

I learned that more time had passed than I had imagined.

*...One month?*

This must be what feeling dazed is like. Thinking of Hana waiting for a month, I momentarily felt dizzy and quickly pulled myself together.

*...I need to get to Hana.*

I finally felt the fear that I hadn't felt from Baal and trembled slightly.

*I was thinking it would be one or two weeks at most.*

Being absent for a month meant the consequences would be beyond imagination. Though my body was limp with fatigue, I forced myself to calm down and headed for the entrance.

[Hero... you should rest first!]

As I tried to go to Hana in this condition, the Holy Sword tried to stop me in horror, but once again, I ignored it and slowly made my way outside.

*I should contact her first.*

A Golden Goblin was probably waiting nearby for my signal. I made the prearranged signal, and when the Golden Goblin appeared, I quickly asked it to tell Cynthia that I was finished.

"Kieeeek."

The Golden Goblin's affirmative cry. Hearing this, I collapsed onto the ground.

*This is really fucking exhausting.*

After not eating or drinking properly for a month, plus continuously converting massive amounts of Demonic Energy into "my own," my body had been pushed to its limits and had no strength left.

*Let's clean up first.*

It would be embarrassing to return in this state. I took out an artifact from my dimensional storage that could cast cleaning magic, used it on myself, and sighed lightly.

*So... it's really over now.*

Sensing that all the problems surrounding me had been resolved, I was about to rest again when a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*Wait, wasn't one reason for capturing Baal to use him as a catalyst for dimensional travel?*

But I had eaten him completely, so except for the goddess's avatar, all catalysts were gone. As I was praying that the goddess's avatar could be reused, I saw someone urgently appearing through teleportation and calling for me.

*Looks like Cynthia's here.*

Seeing that Cynthia had arrived faster than expected, I closed my eyes again.

*Let me sleep a bit.*

Thinking I'd get some rest during the journey, I began to drift into the sleep I had been postponing.

* * *

You know that experience?
When you close your eyes for a moment and open them to find it's evening, or the next morning.
Like that experience, I realized that many things around me had changed and chuckled wryly.

*I must have fallen into such a deep sleep that I didn't even notice being moved.*

As I was chuckling on the familiar dormitory bed and sighing, I felt someone squirming inside my blanket. Checking to see who it was, I found Hana, as I expected, nestled in my arms with reddened eyes, tears and snot running down her face.

"Hana?"

I called out to her blankly, and Hana slowly opened her tear-filled eyes, then looked at me and began crying again.
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I saw Hana crying and momentarily froze, not knowing what to do.
Then I quickly patted her small, delicate back, trying to comfort her.

That small, fragile back.

As I carefully patted her to calm her down—this child who had become more precious to me than anything else—Hana buried her face in my chest and spoke.

"Hana... no daddy... Hana so sad... wanted to see daddy so much... no daddy... Hana cry..."

Speaking to me in her nasally voice, Hana clung to me as if she would never let go, her tiny fingers tightly gripping my clothes.
I held her and offered a sincere apology.

"I promise I won't go anywhere anymore, so please forgive me."
"..."

Hana lifted her face from my chest, sniffled, and then pressed her little hands against her own chest as she spoke to me.

"When Hana has no daddy... it hurts here... makes tears come..."

Her words filled me with tremendous guilt, and I repeatedly apologized.
Hana wiped her face with her sleeve, then clung to me again and said:

"So daddy can't go away..."
"I understand. I really won't go anywhere anymore, so don't worry."

Since I had finished everything I needed to do here, there was no reason to be separated from Hana anymore.
I patted her back again and said:

"Daddy's sorry. Will you forgive me? I promise we won't be apart again, no matter what happens."

At those words, Hana shook her head while still in my arms.
Then she looked up at me slightly and said:

"Hana... loves daddy... never mad at you."

It's the first time guilt has felt like a blessing.
I thought every word from Hana was a direct hit and smiled awkwardly.

"R-really?"
"Mm-hmm..."

Hana nodded, then looked up at me with an expectant face.
She hesitated for a moment before asking me a question.

"Does... daddy love Hana?"
"Of course I do."

When I answered that I obviously loved her, Hana's eyes lit up as she looked at me and asked again, "Really?"

"Yes. Really."

After I confirmed it again with certainty, Hana seemed satisfied and smiled brightly at me.

*She's still a baby, so her emotions change so quickly.*

It was adorable how she could smile happily even in the middle of crying.
As I carefully wiped the teardrops from her eyes with a handkerchief, Hana, who had been giggling, suddenly started nodding off.

*She must be very tired.*

Of course, she had mentioned waiting for me in the shoe rack last time.
She probably waited for me similarly this time too.
Thinking I had done something terrible, I held her so she could sleep comfortably.

*I guess I'll spend the day like this.*

I stroked the head of the soundly sleeping Hana, hoping that continuing to hold her would make her feel better.

* * *

When morning came, Lucia was the first to speak to me.
She too seemed to have lost sleep over the past nights, as she addressed me with dark circles under her eyes.

"Do you know how shocked I was when you not only disappeared for a month but then returned being carried in unconscious?"

Though her voice was gentle and calm, I could feel her glaring at me with intense eyes, so I could only smile awkwardly and apologize.

"Sorry."
"Really... you're too much."

At that, I deliberately looked away, pretending not to notice, when Hana, who had just woken up, rubbed her eyes and looked around before spotting me and calling out with a bright smile.

"Daddyyy..."

She gripped my clothes tightly and giggled, then fell back asleep shortly after.
Seeing this, I smiled gently while looking at her, when suddenly Lucia exclaimed "Ah!" as if remembering something and told me:

"By the way, Charlotte said that she completed the death list you requested and asked me to tell you to pick it up."
"Really?"

Since I had promised not to be separated from Hana anymore, I decided to have the "Demon Realm Dukes" handle this task and nodded.

*That might actually be better.*

It would take years if I tried to hunt down all those people by myself.
As I was thinking this would be the best approach, Lucia suddenly leaned in close and brought up a new topic.

"Oh, and I also got an answer about using Mana and Divine Power that you asked me about before. The Goddess said not to worry and that you can go ahead!"
"That's good."

So Mana and Divine Power can be used on Earth too.
I'm not sure if this is a special benefit the Goddess gave us or if it was always possible, but I nodded, quite satisfied.

*Now, after confirming whether I can put Demonic Energy into the Goddess's avatar and reuse it...*

All that would be left is to talk to Cynthia about dimensional travel.
Thinking I'd have to get to work as soon as I returned, I picked up Hana and got out of bed.

* * *

"I have good news and bad news. Which do you want to hear first?"

When I asked Cynthia about dimensional travel, this was her immediate response.
I told her to share the good news first, and she shrugged and said:

"The conclusion is that dimensional travel is possible as many times as you want, as long as you have a catalyst."
"Really?"
"Yes. But there's one problem."
"Problem?"

This "problem" must be the bad news she mentioned.
Wondering what could make her sigh like that, I looked at Cynthia, who crossed her arms and told me:

"The Goddess's avatar can't be reused, so it can only be used once."

In summary... we could travel freely between dimensions if we had a catalyst, but the problem was that we only had one such catalyst.
Hearing this, I sighed and said to Cynthia:

"...If only I hadn't eaten Baal, this problem could have been solved."

At those words, Cynthia momentarily stiffened, then blinked as she looked at me.

"E-eaten? What do you mean?"

Oh, I guess I never told her how Baal died.
Since Hana might hear, I covered her ears and briefly explained:

"I tore him apart with my mouth and ate him."
"..."

Cynthia looked at me as if I were insane, grimaced, then let out a long sigh and held her forehead.

"Why would you... no, I mean..."

She started to say something but shook her head to dismiss it, then looked at my stomach and continued:

"Well... does your stomach feel okay?"

At that question, I chuckled and answered:

"When I was about to eat Baal, his flesh and bones transformed into Demonic Energy, so rather than actually eating him, it would be more accurate to say I absorbed his Demonic Energy."
"Ah."

As I watched Cynthia's relieved expression, I laughed slightly, when suddenly Hana, who was in my arms, looked up at me and pulled out a small cookie from her pocket.

"Daddy, if you're hungry, eat this...!"

She pressed the brown cookie against my lips with a somewhat proud expression.

"Hana made it for daddy!"

Hearing that, I couldn't help but think that Miria might have encouraged Hana to make cookies, telling her "Your daddy would be really happy if you made him cookies."

*She probably felt bad seeing Hana waiting on the cold floor.*

Thinking that Miria was actually quite caring despite appearing otherwise, I decided to thank her later.

*She even sent a Christmas tree.*

Come to think of it, I wonder if Christmas exists in this world?
I'm not sure, but there must be at least some kind of year-end celebration party, I thought as I nodded.

*Anyway, the catalyst is the problem...*

As I was lost in thought about how to solve this issue, a really good idea suddenly crossed my mind.

*Gehenna.*

If I could compress that world into a catalyst, wouldn't it be possible to use dimensional travel continuously?

*I'd have to try it to know for sure, but if it works...*

It could solve all our problems.
As I was eating the cookie Hana gave me, thinking about how to compress an entire country into one place, Cynthia suddenly spoke up:

"Oh, and this is something I wasn't sure about so I didn't mention it before. Did we come from the same time period?"

The same time period? With those words, I finally realized what I had been missing all along.
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Thinking about it, it was an obvious story.
After all, the Hero appears after the previous Hero has transformed into the Demon King.
Considering that gap period, there must have been at least a few years' difference.

*Indeed, the Primordial Hero was said to be one of my ancestors.*

While I couldn't know exactly how much time had passed, it was certain that a gap existed.

*That means Cynthia's time period and mine are necessarily different, but...*

The question was how large that time difference might be.
Feeling somewhat anxious, I asked Cynthia about it.

"...I came here in 2018. What about you, Jung Hyun?"

It was earlier than I had expected.

*It seems time flows differently between Earth and here.*

This was the best news I'd heard so far.
I breathed a small sigh of relief and told her when I had crossed over.

"I'm from 2022... so not much difference."
"Oh."

A four-year difference.
This could be considered just a simple mishap... right?
Looking at Cynthia's strange expression, I realized I couldn't just smile about it.

"2022... that's less time than I thought, but still quite a while."

Hearing that, I could roughly understand why she was reacting this way.

*It must be because of the minimum four-year gap.*

When a person disappears for four years, at least on Earth, many things change.

*For example, my family would have presumed me dead, I would have been fired from my job, and if I was renting a place, the contract would have ended and all my belongings might have been thrown away.*

And there would be various administrative and legal issues too.
Seeing Cynthia's complicated expression, I thought for a moment, then slowly approached her and said:

"You don't need to worry that much. I'll take care of most things."

If there's no solution, she could just stay here.
Even if not, I could solve most problems with the countless treasures—that is, resources—I had accumulated in my spatial storage.

*Though income verification and such might be tricky.*

Since she mentioned being able to use mana or divine power, the thought crossed my mind that magic might help.

*So for now, I should reassure Cynthia not to worry too much.*

I stood beside her, telling her it would be okay, listing reasons why things would work out.
Cynthia smiled awkwardly, scratched her cheek, and replied:

"Thanks, Jung Hyun... I mean, Jung Hyun."
"No problem."

Since kindness should be met with kindness, I shrugged my shoulders.
Cynthia stared at me for a moment, then sighed lightly and said:

"Anyway, about compressing Gehenna... it would be good if it works, but if not, we can find another way, so don't worry too much."

I nodded and decided to do that.

*So for now, I'll focus on compressing Gehenna and then head back.*

As I was about to return to deal with pending matters, I remembered something I'd forgotten.

*Oh right, it's about time to send off those three bitches.*

While I was contemplating what kind of end would be fitting for them, an interesting idea came to mind.

"Cynthia, is it possible to combine three people into one chimera?"

At my question, Cynthia made a somewhat disgusted expression, but then nodded.

"It's... possible?"
"Then could you combine Karina, Rea, and Daisy into something like a Cerberus? Managing them separately is becoming a hassle."
"..."

Hearing this, Cynthia blinked at me, then sighed and said she would do it.

* * *

Afterward, I met with the others one by one to report that I was alive.
Charlotte's reaction was the most dramatic—I still laugh remembering how she got angry, saying, "Are you trying to make me a widow before we've done anything?"

*A widow, huh.*

When I heard that, the joke "We're not even married yet" came to mind, but I swallowed it, feeling I might actually get hit if I said it.
As I smiled inwardly at the missed opportunity, Hana, who was in my arms, smiled brightly along with me.

*Could she be smiling because I'm smiling?*

There's no other reason for her to smile, after all.
As I wondered who she took after to be so pretty, Hana touched my cheek happily.

*What makes her so happy?*

I couldn't quite understand, so I just shrugged and continued walking forward.
Suddenly, Hana's eyes lit up as she spotted some animals ahead.

"Woooow... doggy and... kitty are there."

If "kitty" refers to a cat, what's "doggy"?
Curious, I looked and saw it was a dog.
I smiled at Hana's words, and she waved her hand toward the animals.

Normally, whether a baby or an adult, waving enthusiastically at wild animals would be ignored, but...

*Maybe because Hana's true identity is the World Tree...*

All the nearby animals focused their attention on Hana, responding to her every movement.

*No, more than that.*

They gradually gathered around us, circling us.

*Well, the World Tree is the source of life. It makes sense that living beings would instinctively follow Hana.*

Though it was natural, seeing it firsthand felt different.
As I watched, Hana suddenly looked at me with sparkling eyes.
With an expression that seemed to ask for praise, I patted her head and complimented her.

"Hehe."

She just smiled happily.

*I guess she wanted praise for calling the animals.*

Honestly, I didn't quite understand why this deserved praise, but if Hana was happy, that was enough.
Just then, Lucia called out to us from nearby.

"You two, come eat lunch!"

It seemed lunchtime had arrived.
I might be able to skip a meal, but I couldn't let Hana go hungry, so I nodded and decided to return.

*

"Daddy, look... this and this are super yummy so I'll give them to you!"
"No, if they're that delicious, you should eat them, Hana."
"No! I'll give all the yummy things to Daddy...!"

Hana, still in my arms, was putting all her favorite foods into my mouth.
Perhaps she misunderstood my earlier story about eating Baal as me being hungry.
I smiled awkwardly as food piled up in my mouth.

*I'd prefer Hana to eat rather than me.*

So I tried to feed her instead, but whenever I attempted to:

"No! Daddy's hungry so Daddy eat...!"

She refused to eat.

"My, what a filial daughter we have."

Watching this, Miria shook her head and rested her chin on her hand.

"I just don't understand. We spend more time with her and take better care of her, but she loves Jung Hyun who's always running around outside. I really don't get it."

Though her words seemed sarcastic, the tone revealed her hurt feelings, which made me smile inwardly.
Despite what she said, Miria was the one who cared most for Hana.

*Whether it's cookies or toys.*

Most things were bought or prepared by Miria.
Thinking she was like a grumpy grandmother, I nodded, when Lucia spoke to Miria with frustration:

"Really...! I wish she would like me a bit more too."
"At least she pretends to listen to you. She barely even looks at me."
"But, haven't you two gotten closer lately?"
"Well... more than when we first met, I guess?"

Anyone watching would think this was a Hana victims' support group.
I was laughing inside at their banter when Hana smiled again, mimicking me.

"Wow... did she just smile because Jung Hyun smiled?"
"...I'm a bit jealous."
"Of Hana? Or of Jung Hyun?"

At Miria's question, Lucia flustered, quickly replied:

"O-of course I'm jealous of Jung Hyun, right?"
"I wonder what the truth is?"
"Miria..."

Lucia made a tearful face while shaking Miria's shoulders.
Then she glanced at me nervously, cleared her throat, and said:

"Um... Jung Hyun? Could we talk for a bit later?"
"Talk?"
"There's something I want to tell you before you go to Earth..."

I nodded, agreeing to it.

*

After finishing our meal.
Lucia guided me to a nearby room, where she sat down with a somewhat fidgety expression.
She kept moving her lips anxiously, then finally closed her eyes tightly and spoke:

"Um, Jung Hyun...!"
"What is it?"
"Well, you know... I already got permission from Ha-Hana for this, but..."

Permission from Hana? Wondering what she could have gotten permission for, I nodded, and Lucia continued after taking several deep breaths:

"Would you like to make a sibling for Hana with me...? Ha-Hana said she'd like to have a younger sibling."
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Actually, this wasn't the first time Lucia had mentioned wanting to give Hana a sibling.
I managed to avoid freezing up immediately upon hearing it, but the problem was that I didn't know how to respond.

*To be honest, my true feelings are that I'd like to head straight to bed, but...*

With Hana nestled in my arms, saying something like that felt inappropriate in many ways, making my thoughts complicated.

*It's awkward to accept, but I don't want to reject her either.*

Just as I was struggling with what to do, Lucia approached me with a playful expression and whispered softly.

"If you're worried about Hana... don't be. I was planning to do it after she falls asleep anyway."

With those words and the sweet scent that suddenly tickled my nose, I froze momentarily.
Such stimulation was particularly strong for someone like me who had practiced abstinence for a long time.

*Especially since I don't have any issues with sexual function.*

The temptation was unexpectedly powerful.
As I felt blood rushing to my face and stepped back slightly,
Lucia clung to me as if refusing to lose and asked:

"Don't you want to?"

Though her expression seemed disappointed, her tone and voice were full of mischief.
While I was at a loss for words, Hana suddenly pushed Lucia's cheeks away with both hands and exclaimed:

"Don't bully Daddy...!"
"I-I'm not bullying him...!"
"Yes, you are!"

Lucia seemed genuinely upset about being pushed away by Hana and looked at me with an expression full of grievance.
I deliberately avoided her gaze and looked away.
There was nothing I could do for her when she looked at me like that.

"H-Hana. If you keep pushing me away, you won't get a little sibling, so could you stop?"
"No... Hana loves Daddy more than a sibling. Just having Daddy is enough."
"B-but I think having a sibling would be better."
"It's okay."

An impenetrable shield versus a spear desperate to break through.
Though the spear side seemed overwhelmingly disadvantaged, it was impossible for me to intervene in this battle.
I could only watch without taking either side.

Of course, Lucia kept giving me signals asking for help, and I did want to help her, but...

*If I did that, I'd incur Hana's wrath.*

I had no choice but to ignore it and listen to their conversation.
As their fight continued, before even ten minutes had passed, Lucia raised a white flag with a tearful expression and called out to me.

"J-Jung Hyun..."

She tried to use this as an excuse to sneak into my arms, but once again, Hana pushed against Lucia's forehead, attempting a perfect defense.

"...No!"
"..."

Lucia seemed genuinely hurt by Hana's reaction and looked at her with a slightly pouty expression.
But Hana ignored her, turned her gaze away, and touched my cheek while saying:

"I'll protect Daddy...!"

I gave her a complicated smile in response.
I wasn't sure whether to thank my extremely filial daughter or tell her it was okay.

*I don't know...*

For now, I thanked Hana and patted her back.
After all, she had done it for my sake.

"And Lucia."
"...Yes?"

I spoke in a small voice to Lucia, who was looking sad in front of me.

"I'll be... looking forward to tonight."

At those words, Lucia, who apparently hadn't expected me to say such a thing,
blinked her eyes while looking at me, then blushed and nodded absentmindedly.

"Anyway, that's settled. I'll be going now."
"W-what? O-okay..."

I decided to leave Lucia behind as she stood there with a flushed face, unable to collect herself, and went to attend to other matters.

* * *

What I immediately started after that was the task of "compressing Gehenna."
If I succeeded in this, I could solve all problems related to dimensional travel.
I decided to handle this first and, with Cynthia's help, was standing at the entrance to Gehenna.

*Now, how should I go about doing this?*

I wandered around pondering what to do.
Then I decided to just think simply and looked at the entrance to Gehenna.

*There's no need to overthink this. Whatever happens, overwhelming power solves everything.*

As they say, a strong body means less mental strain.
I decided to use my Demonic Energy and Divine Power to forcibly compress everything into one place.
After seating Hana at a distance, I manifested my power.

The forces trying to burst out of my body violently.
I grabbed these two rebellious powers by the collar and thrust them into the entrance of Gehenna at once.
Then I used divine power to compress the area around the entrance.

Crack, crackle.

The sound of something distorting rang loudly.
I quickly looked back, worried that the noise might hurt Hana's ears, but
she was just watching me with an expression that suggested she wasn't bothered at all.

*That's a relief.*

Thinking I could now finish the work without worry, I poured all my power into compressing it.

"...Wow."

Cynthia, who was watching this, looked at me in astonishment.
Then, as if giving up on understanding, she sighed and said to me:

"Every time I see it, I'm reminded that your power is truly extraordinary, Jung Hyun."

I wanted to respond to her words, but compressing Gehenna was more difficult than I had thought.
I had no energy to answer and focused solely on compressing Gehenna.

Crack, crackle, BOOM!

As I was wrestling with Gehenna for quite some time,
what appeared to be spirits surrounded me from behind and infused me with some kind of power.
When I turned around to see what was happening, I saw that Hana had summoned a legion of spirits to help me.

Thinking that my daughter was truly the best, I gritted my teeth and focused again on compressing Gehenna into one place.

*

*...I actually succeeded.*

Looking at Gehenna, now compressed into a black sphere, I collapsed onto the ground.
To be honest, the chances of failure were higher, so I wasn't expecting much.
Thanks to Hana's help, I succeeded in one go, which left me somewhat dumbfounded.

*Well, anyway... with this, we can repeat dimensional travel as much as we want.*

Of course, every time we travel between dimensions, that much "energy" would be lost from Gehenna.
But since it would regenerate, it wasn't something to worry about too much.

*Now, the last thing remaining is...*

The creation of the Cerberus chimera.
Thinking that the end was truly approaching, I asked Cynthia about it.

"How's the Cerberus I asked about earlier coming along?"
"Oh... that was quite easy to succeed with. Since I've already succeeded in creating chimeras several times, it wasn't particularly difficult."
"Really? That's good."
"...Yes. Well. But what are you planning to use these guys... or rather, this creature for? There's not really any use for it now, is there?"

To that, I answered as if it were obvious.

"Of course, I made it for teabagging."
"...What?"

Looking at Cynthia's expression, I smiled and added an explanation.

"To be honest, I was thinking of killing those three before dimensional travel. But I decided to let them live because I thought it would be more fun for them to suffer in that state for the rest of their lives."
"..."
"Besides, it's called Cerberus, but it's actually closer to a Cyclops than a wolf, so its appearance is quite hideous."

Being hideous meant that it wouldn't be "welcomed" by anyone, so
the suffering these three would experience was likely to be similar to when I was summoned here by a Divine Power bomb.

"Additionally, I asked Reltra to make it so they can't commit suicide or die by normal means... so they'll probably live the rest of their lives in regret."

Since I left their consciousness intact, this would feel even more severe.
As I was smiling, feeling immensely grateful to the three who provided amusement until the very end,
Hana clung to my thigh and giggled.

"Why did you come all the way here when you were resting over there?"
"I wanted to be with Daddy...!"

At those words, I smiled slightly and picked Hana up. She hugged me tightly and smiled as if truly happy.
Watching this, Cynthia shook her head as if she couldn't help it and muttered, "You two really look alike..."

*Well, now that everything that needed to be done here is finished...*

It was about time to return to Earth.
I shared this thought with Cynthia, and she nodded, telling me that all preparations were complete.

"Then let's depart tomorrow morning. We all have things to pack and things to check."

I nodded, agreeing to this plan.

Ch.171 - Conclusion
Around dawn, when Hana started dozing off, I picked her up and approached Miria, who was sprawled out nearby.

When Miria saw me coming, she looked at me with a somewhat dumbfounded expression, then asked suspiciously:

"You... don't tell me after messing with Lucia earlier, you're now coming for me...?"

Why does Miria always need a smack to come to her senses? I gave her a cold stare that said there was no hope for her.

Miria made an awkward expression and said, "Come on... I can joke around a little, can't I? Aren't you taking things too seriously?"

At that, I sighed and got straight to the point.

"I have a gift for you."
"For me?"

Miria blinked her eyes, seemingly surprised that I would think of her, then smiled awkwardly.

"Th-thanks, but what's the occasion? Did something good happen?"
"This whole situation is good, isn't it?"
"True, but something feels off."

She laughed awkwardly as if receiving gifts wasn't something she was used to, then looked at me and held out her hand.

"So what are you giving me?"

Seeing that Hana was asleep, I pulled Duke Philotes' head out of my spatial storage.

"...Oh."

Faced with the sudden appearance of a Dragon's head, Miria looked at me with a complicated expression, then quickly lowered her hand and said:

"Um... thanks, but, you know..."

She clutched her head and sighed as if overwhelmed, then finally said as if giving up:

"You're truly insane."

At her reaction, I chuckled, then tossed the Dragon head into a nearby trash can and said:

"I took care of your revenge for you, so I brought this to tell you not to worry too much."

At that, Miria finally smiled slightly and relaxed again.

"Yeah, I know. That's why I thanked you."

She silently stared at the ceiling for a while, then glanced at me and said:

"Um... anyway, thanks. For caring."
"No problem."

I shrugged and was about to leave when something occurred to me, so I turned back.

"Oh, and this is way overdue, but..."

I burned the contract I had with Miria and said:

"You don't need to worry about this anymore. You can do whatever you want now."
"...Okay."

That was all I needed to tell Miria. I was about to leave her with her complicated expression, but it felt a bit sad to just go, so I decided to make one more suggestion.

"Oh, and for this Christmas, how about we put Duke Philotes' head on top of the tree instead of a star..."
"Stop talking nonsense and just go."
"Fine, fine."

I glanced at Miria, whose expression had improved somewhat, then left the room.

* * *

When night fell, Charlotte was the one who came to visit.
She entered my room cautiously, glancing at me, then casually sat on a nearby sofa and spoke:

"Jung Hyun, you know..."

Charlotte seemed to have a lot to say but was struggling to express it, fidgeting uncomfortably. Then, as if she'd made up her mind, she closed her eyes tightly and exclaimed:

"Thank you."

It was adorable that she was so embarrassed just to say thank you, but if I mentioned that, Charlotte would surely die of embarrassment. So I swallowed those thoughts and changed the subject.

"It's nothing. I should be thanking you."
"...Yeah."

What followed was a brief silence. In this room with just the two—or three, including Hana—of us, while no one was speaking, Charlotte smiled awkwardly and said:

"I don't know if I've told you this, but... I've actually been watching you since you first arrived."

Since I first arrived? At those words, I tried to recall my past memories, but I couldn't remember seeing Charlotte... Wait a minute. I remembered a blue-haired girl who had annoyed me when I was imprisoned, and with a suspicious expression, I asked:

"Don't tell me you were that girl who kept bringing me food I hated?"
"Yes, that's right, I was... Wait, what?"

Surprised by my joke, Charlotte stared at me in confusion. Then, realizing I was teasing her, she came over and pinched my cheek, saying:

"Ugh, seriously, that mouth of yours."
"Hahaha."

I laughed along as I saw Charlotte's expression soften and smile, and then she subtly interlaced her fingers with mine and said:

"You said we're going to Earth now, right?"
"Yes."
"When we get there... the engagement ceremony we couldn't have. No, it would be better to call it a wedding now."

Charlotte, unable to hide her embarrassment, continued slowly with a face flushed bright red, avoiding my gaze:

"Will you... marry me?"

At those words, I silently nodded. According to Korean customs, "marriage" can only be with one person, but that was just Korean culture. The culture here was different, so I thought we could hold the ceremony here.

*Is this too scummy of me?*

No, not "is it scummy"—it definitely is scummy. I scratched my head to clear my complicated thoughts, then sighed and shook my head.

*Since I've already become scum, I might as well commit fully to this path.*

I nodded, deciding that if Lucia, Charlotte, and Cynthia all wanted it, I would stay with all of them.

*I don't know.*

I wasn't sure if this was truly the right thing, but regardless, I resolved to marry these three.

*

*This is ridiculous.*

Never in my life did I think I'd be committing to marry three women. I couldn't help but laugh at myself, but then I decided to stop overthinking it.

*As they say, if everyone's happy, even a harem can be true love... Wait, what am I saying?*

I sighed, trying to calm the thoughts running wild in my head, then turned to Charlotte and said:

"But we can't have the wedding on Earth; we'll have to do it here. Is that okay?"
"O-of course. I don't mind at all."

At her response, I looked at Charlotte quietly, then suddenly feeling mischievous, I asked a teasing question:

"And what about the wedding night? Should we all do it together? Or take turns?"

At that, Charlotte turned red all the way to her ears, stammering, then covered her face with both hands and said in a tiny voice:

"F-for the first time... I want it to be just the two of us. Is that okay?"

Then she looked up at me with a slightly sad expression, like a cat looking up, and I couldn't help but agree.

*To be precise, I was planning to do it separately anyway.*

I was silently patting Hana's back, surprised by Charlotte's answer, when she fidgeted and quietly asked me:

"So, what order will it be in?"
"...Order?"
"Yes. Order."

At those words, I felt something had gone terribly wrong and could only squeeze my eyes shut.

"That's... um, let's decide that later."
"O-okay? Then I'll tell the others about this!"
"What others...?"

At that, Charlotte seemed to realize she had misspoken and avoided answering by looking away. I realized that Lucia, Charlotte, and Cynthia were even more scheming than I was, and I could only hold my forehead.

* * *

The next day, I released the "Pope Chimera" on the mountain behind the Academy. Originally, I had planned to keep it safely in my spatial storage, but I decided to let it loose here before leaving so that humans wouldn't be able to develop properly.

"Destroy moderately, okay? Got it?"

At those words, the Pope Chimera screeched "KIEEEEEK!" excitedly, and I smiled with satisfaction as I watched Agares' newly attached head spin rapidly.

"That's right, Pope. Be good and listen to others here, and live happily, okay?"
"KIEEEEEK!"
"And occasionally check if there's anyone trying to destroy the Academy, alright?"
"KIEEEEEEEK!"
"Good boy."

Thinking this must be what it feels like to have a pet, I released it into the distance.

*With this, I've truly finished everything I needed to do.*

I smiled with satisfaction and headed to the meeting place.

* * *

When I arrived at the meeting place, Cynthia pointed to the chimera she had created from Rea, Daisy, and Karina, and asked:

"Where should we release this one?"

After thinking for a moment, I decided it would be better to place it somewhere with a lot of human contact, so I told her to release it outside. Cynthia nodded and sent the chimera flying away.

"Now that all preparations for dimensional travel are complete... I think it's time we return to Earth."

Hearing that, I signaled to those around me that it was time to go, and looked around.

*Come to think of it, there are quite a few people going.*

Me, Hana, Lucia, Charlotte, and finally Cynthia and Miria—six people in total would be going to Earth. It's quite remarkable. I had thought I hadn't built anything here, but it seems I've accumulated quite a lot. I slowly walked toward the gate.

*When I think about it, a lot really has happened.*

From being treated like a holy power bomb as soon as I arrived, to being dragged around by those three bitches and treated like trash while being tortured.

*And then committing suicide for revenge, receiving an unexpected new chance, and beginning my revenge.*

Charlotte working hard to keep me from getting caught by Bishop Rea, Hana being born from the World Tree's seed, and reviving Cynthia to bring her to our side to defeat other enemies.

I was feeling strange, unable to believe I had accomplished all of this, when Hana, nestled in my arms, touched my cheek and said, "Don't cry... Daddy sad when cry," which helped me shake off the complicated feelings.

"Okay."
"Mm."

I patted the back of Hana, who had become the most precious being to me, and took a deep breath.

*Let's go back then.*

Earth, the place I had so desperately wanted to return to. I decided to go back and slowly took a step forward.

Ch.172 - Side Story 1. Dissonance
I opened my eyes in the morning.
I saw Hana sleeping peacefully with her face resting on my chest, bathed in sunlight.

In this incredibly peaceful scene, I stared blankly for a moment.
As I carefully picked her up and got out of bed, Hana woke up.

"... Daddy."

Still in my arms, she squirmed a little.
Then, seeing me, she smiled brightly, hugged me tightly again, and started listing all the stories she hadn't finished telling me last night.

"Yesterday, kitty played with me like this."
"Really?"
"Yeah. So kitty went meow meow and cuddled with Hana...! That made Hana happy."
"That's good."

Compared to what happened in the game world, these were infinitely trivial and ordinary situations.
In that world, this was the everyday life I had longed for.
But now that I was actually experiencing it, rather than feeling completely happy... there was a strange sense of disconnect, like I was floating.

*Of course, it's not that I don't enjoy playing with Hana.*

Having lived only a violent and extreme life,
suddenly returning to a world where not only was there no life-threatening danger, but people didn't even grab each other by the collar—it seemed I was having trouble adjusting.
After kissing Hana on the forehead—who was boldly demanding "Daddy, give me a kiss" in my arms—I slowly walked to the kitchen.

*

I'm not sure where to begin.
Starting from the very beginning, from the moment we returned to Earth, we had to deal with quite a lot of things.

*Like solving the problems that arose during our disappearance, finding a place to live together, resolving money issues...*

Looking back now, it's amazing how we managed to solve all those problems.
We've been resolving countless issues since returning to Earth.
As a result, only after about a month have we been able to spend peaceful days like this with Hana.

*Still, thanks to everything we've done, most of the problems have been resolved.*

When my trait of "unrealistic luck" combined with Cynthia's "magic,"
we were able to solve otherwise difficult problems with ease.
Questions about where we disappeared to during our absence were resolved with brainwashing or charm magic.

*Of course, things just became easier. The problems didn't disappear completely.*

As I mentioned earlier, it still took up a whole month.

I poked Hana's cheek gently in the still chilly spring breeze and asked her.

"Hana, is there anything you want to eat?"
To this question, Hana replied as if it were obvious.

"I like everything Daddy makes...!"
"Really?"

It was a happy answer, but it didn't help solve the problem at all.
I smiled awkwardly, then decided to make a simple toast and took food out of the refrigerator.

*Come to think of it, didn't Lucia and Miria say they'd be back this evening?*

After getting somewhat used to life on Earth, Lucia, along with Charlotte, Cynthia, and Miria, decided to briefly return to the other world.
There wasn't any problem.
They each had a few things they needed to do.

*For example, Lucia and Miria went to gather items Hana needed, or to bring back food and necessities that only exist in that world.*

Charlotte went to resolve issues related to the royal palace.
And finally, Cynthia returned because she was worried about the Demon Realm.

*Because of that, only Hana and I are in this house right now.*

I fell into thought as I looked at Hana, who was staring at me with sparkling eyes.
I wondered if someone like me, with absolutely no survival skills, could take good care of Hana until the others returned.

*No matter how I think about it, it's impossible.*

Thinking it would be easier to take Baal's head than to do this, I was focusing on the toast that was being grilled when suddenly Hana called out to me.

"Daddy...!"

Wondering why she suddenly called me, I turned around.
Hana took out the candy I gave her yesterday from her pocket, cupped her hands together, and offered it to me.

"This is Hana's treasure... but I'll give it to Daddy!"

Not understanding why she was suddenly giving me candy, I looked at her.
Hana smiled brightly and told me.

"If you eat this, you'll feel happy...!"
"Really?"
"Yeah. So I want to give it to Daddy."

Apparently, Hana thought my expression looked quite dark.
As soon as I heard that, I quickly threw away my worries.

*I need to manage my expressions.*

I thought it was necessary to not only watch my words but also my expressions and actions in front of Hana.
I patted her head and told her thank you.

"Hehe."

Hana seemed to enjoy my touch, continuing to smile and gently swaying her head.
Finding her adorable, I silently watched her for a moment before focusing on making toast again.

*

"Done!"
"Wow...!"

When I placed the finished toast in front of Hana,
she was so happy that she cupped her cheeks with her hands and her eyes sparkled.

"Daddy is really... amazing..."

Her words made me smile awkwardly.
She had been indifferent to the food Lucia usually made, but was now giving all kinds of compliments to the food I made.
I wasn't sure if I should feel good about this or not.
While I was thinking about this, Hana picked up the toast and held it out to me.

"Daddy, eat first...!"

Looking at the toast that had reached my mouth, I smiled awkwardly and shook my head.

"No, Daddy's fine, let's have Hana eat first."

Despite my words, Hana didn't lower the food, seemingly determined to feed me first.
With no choice, I took a bite.
Hana smiled as if she was the happiest person in the world and asked if it was delicious.

"It's delicious."
"Really...?"
"Really."

Even if I praised it as delicious, it was just self-praise... but if Hana was happy, wasn't that enough?
Anyway, I decided to feed Hana first and cut the toast into small, easy-to-eat pieces for her.
Hana smiled brightly and told me.

"Wow... it's super delicious..."

To be fair, the food Lucia usually makes is more delicious...
But anyway, since Hana liked it, I thought that was enough and smiled back at her.

*If I had known she would be this happy, I should have made food for her more often.*

While regretting that I had put it off because I thought I couldn't do it well, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*Come to think of it, whenever Hana sees food, she always tries to feed me first.*

From the beginning until now, whenever there was delicious food, she would run to me and share it.
I hadn't thought much about it at the time.
But now that I think about it, it seems a bit unusual, so I asked her about it.

"Because eating delicious food makes you happy...?"

That was her answer.

"Really?"
"Yeah. Hana is happy when Daddy is happy."

At those words, several things came to mind, but I couldn't say them.
No matter what I said, it would be difficult to properly express the emotions I was feeling right now.
So I just smiled and nodded.

"So eat this, Daddy."

Hana's eyes sparkled as she held out the toast to me again.
I ate the toast and fixed her bangs.

*

After a simple breakfast, we immediately prepared to go out.
The reason wasn't anything special—Hana had told me she wanted to go to the playground outside.
As I clumsily tied Hana's hair into a ponytail, I said.

"Shall we go?"
"Yeah!"

Hearing her answer, I picked Hana up and headed to the playground.

Although spring had arrived, it was still cold, and ice remained in various places.
After looking at the still unfrozen ice for a moment, I earnestly told Hana to "play carefully" and set her down at the nearby playground.
Hana quickly nodded and took my hand, leading me.

"Daddy, this...!"
"Yes, yes."

I was approaching whatever Hana wanted to do, ready to do anything she wanted, when
I suddenly noticed a slightly thawed, muddy flower bed in the playground.

- This much should be enough. It will be a fitting last meal for you.

Along with it came a memory from the past.
That memory made me wear a somewhat complicated expression.
I hadn't realized it during my revenge, but I now understood that the wounds I received then had remained as scars that wouldn't disappear.

*This is ridiculous.*

Despite giving those three unspeakable humiliation and pain,
and finally merging them into a chimera to suffer for life, it's somewhat funny that I still remember.
As I rubbed my forehead and closed my eyes, Hana suddenly clung to my thigh and said.

"Daddy... are you sick? If you're sick, we don't have to go..."

Apparently, she thought I was in pain when she saw my hardened expression.
Surprised by Hana's reaction, I quickly shook my head, squatted down, and told her.

"Daddy's fine, so don't worry."
"Okay..."

I picked up the sullen Hana and headed to a small bouncy castle set up nearby.

*In the old days, you had to pay to use a bouncy castle.*

Thinking it was interesting that they now had them in playgrounds, I set Hana down there.
Hana exclaimed to me with sparkling eyes.

"This is all squishy... wow."
"Try jumping there once."
"Okay...!"

As I was smiling, watching Hana jump enthusiastically, my phone rang.
Wondering what it was, I checked and saw a message from an unexpected person.

[Jungmin]

A friend I was closest to before entering the game world and a high school classmate.
Apparently, he contacted me because I had set Hana as my profile picture on KakaoTalk.
After thinking for a moment, I clicked to check the message.

[Are you alive?]

A truly heartwarming greeting.
I replied that "I'm very much alive," and Jungmin responded.

[Why?]

I couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity, and then Jungmin sent another message.

[Anyway, let's meet after all this time. Are you free now?]

Those words gave me a strange sense of disconnect.
It was something we used to do so naturally in the past, but now doing the same thing felt... how should I put it... floating.
After thinking for a moment, I decided to agree and sent an "okay."

*I don't have any plans for today anyway.*

I had planned to take Hana out to play.
I nodded, deciding to meet Jungmin.

*Besides, I'm curious about Jungmin's reaction when he finds out I have a daughter now.*

Thinking that his reaction would be interesting, I set up a meeting place with Jungmin.

Ch.173 - Side Story 2. The Beginning Of A Misunderstanding
I was meeting Jungmin at a nearby chicken place. Normally, we'd meet at a beer joint as per tradition, but since Hana was with me, we decided on a restaurant instead.

*He still doesn't know about her yet.*

Wondering how Jungmin would react, I spoke to Hana who was nestled in my arms.

"We're meeting my friend now. Is that okay with you?"

Hana nodded in response and said, "Wanna... see Daddy's friend."

"Really?"

If she had said she didn't want to, I would have canceled the appointment right away, so I was relieved. As I patted the back of the happily smiling Hana, I spotted a familiar face in the distance.

*It's Jungmin.*

I approached him, thinking how he hadn't changed a bit after all these years. Jungmin was walking toward me with a welcoming expression, but then his face suddenly filled with confusion.

"...What the hell?"

His tone was beyond confused—it was bewildered. I smiled at Hana and said:

"Hana, say hello to Daddy's friend."

At my words, Hana climbed down from my arms and bowed so deeply she almost fell over.

"Hello...!"

I held her to keep her from falling and said to Jungmin, "How have you been?"

"...Huh? Oh, yeah."

He would normally start with cursing, but I could see he was being careful because of Hana. I laughed at his uncharacteristic behavior and suggested we go inside since it was cold.

*

Once we were inside the restaurant and had settled down a bit, Jungmin pondered for a while before asking me:

"So... is she really your daughter?"

Hana, sitting next to me, quickly nodded her head and answered for me.

"Hello...! I'm Daddy's daughter!"

"R-right."

I was laughing inside at Jungmin's bewildered expression. He scratched his head and asked me in a low voice so Hana couldn't hear:

"This doesn't make sense. Before you disappeared, you weren't even married, let alone had a kid. How do you have a daughter now? And she's not a toddler—she looks at least four years old."

After thinking for a moment, I gave a brief answer.

"Good question, right?"

At my half-hearted response, Jungmin let out a hollow laugh and looked at me. Then, as if he'd figured it out, he said:

"Ah, I get it. This is a hidden camera prank, right? Like one of those MiTube videos titled 'How would a friend react if a missing friend returned with a daughter?'"

I found it interesting that he might think that way, so I just watched him curiously. Jungmin continued as if everything made sense now:

"I mean, there's no way someone like you could have such a pretty daughter anyway."

I just smiled at that, then gave up on explaining and nodded.

"Yeah, you're right. It's a hidden camera."

"Wait, for real?"

"Of course not."

Jungmin just blinked at me. I was getting tired of explaining, so I decided to ignore it and showed Hana the menu.

"Hana, is there anything you want to eat from here?"

Hana stood up on her chair, pressed her face close to the menu, and her eyes sparkled.

"Wooow... the food is sparkling..."

The colorful food photos must have looked sparkly to her. I was smiling at how cute she was when Hana pointed to the french fries at the top of the menu.

"Daddy... there are branches here...! Hana saw something like this before...!"

"Really?"

"Uh-huh. But Hana couldn't eat branches."

Feeling mischievous, I told her in a concerned voice:

"That's not good. You need to eat a variety of foods to grow big and strong."

"...Really?"

"Yes."

I lied with a straight face. Hana hesitated for a moment, then slowly said:

"Then... I can eat it..."

"Really?"

"Uh-huh..."

I was trying hard not to laugh at her adorable response when Jungmin exclaimed in amazement:

"Wow... so she really is your daughter? But how could someone as pretty and sweet as her come from you? You're lying, right?"

Still not believing reality, I secretly gave him the middle finger with my left hand where Hana couldn't see and replied:

"Anyway, I'm ordering chicken and french fries."

"Yeah, okay."

Having decided, I placed our order at the kiosk.

* * *

"...Wow."

When the food arrived, Hana's eyes sparkled as she stared intently at it. She seemed quite pleased with what we ordered. I decided to start by feeding her the french fries.

"Hana, want to try this first?"

I placed a thick, rectangular french fry on her plate. Hana blinked at me. She still seemed to think they were branches, so I cooled one down and carefully fed it to her.

Though hesitant at first, she eagerly ate it when I fed her. I thought it might be because she trusted me, and as I watched, Hana put her hands on both cheeks and her eyes sparkled.

"Wooow... tasty branches..."

Her pronunciation was even cuter with the french fry in her mouth. I was laughing at her reaction when Jungmin, who had been watching us, rested his chin on his hand and said:

"This is like a marriage advertisement."

What nonsense was he talking about now? I looked at him questioningly.

"Anyway, it's an advertisement."

He insisted, stuffing french fries into his mouth. I shook my head, not understanding him, and Jungmin sighed deeply before asking:

"So, where's your wife?"

"Wife?"

The question momentarily left me speechless as I wasn't sure who to mention.

*Lucia? Or Charlotte? Or maybe Cynthia?*

Since Lucia's divine power combined with mine to raise Hana, should I explain Lucia as my wife? I was pondering how to explain this when Jungmin glanced at me and said:

"If you don't want to talk about it, that's fine."

He must have misunderstood my silence as reluctance to speak about a difficult situation. I shook my head and said:

"It's not that, it's just complicated to explain."

Jungmin nodded as if he understood everything. It seemed the misunderstanding had deepened. Finding it too troublesome to explain, I just sighed and decided to focus on Hana again.

"Want some more?"

"Yes!"

"Then let's try some chicken this time."

Hana tilted her head and looked at me.

"What's... chicken?"

"This."

I took a drumstick and placed it in front of Hana. She looked at the brown drumstick with sparkling eyes, then proudly told me:

"Hana knows this...!"

"Really?"

"Yes. It's a cluck-cluck."

I suppose it makes sense she would recognize chicken since they existed in that world too. I praised her and started cutting the drumstick into bite-sized pieces when a thought crossed my mind.

*Come to think of it, they use the same language here as in that world?*

I wasn't sure if it automatically translated for the hero or if they originally spoke Korean, but it was convenient in an unexpected way. I fed Hana the chicken.

"...!"

Hana looked at me with what seemed like the happiest expression in the world. She must have liked the taste. For a moment, I wondered if it was okay to feed chicken to a World Tree, but then thought:

*If Hana's happy, that's what matters, right?*

So I decided to let it go.

"It's crunchy... and yummy!"

She must not know the word "crispy" so she called it "crunchy" instead. I was smiling at her reaction when Hana picked up the largest piece of chicken and held it out to me.

"Daddy eat too... this is super yummy."

"Really?"

"Yes. When you eat this, Hana is happy."

Thinking I should have bought her chicken sooner if I'd known she would like it this much, I ate the chicken Hana gave me. She looked even happier than before.

"Wow... you've really become a dad."

Jungmin let out a strange exclamation as he watched us, then suddenly brought up a new topic:

"Oh right, we're having a high school reunion in a few days. Want to come?"

"Who's going to be there?"

"The usual guys."

I could roughly guess who would be there. I considered it for a moment before shaking my head.

"Might be difficult because of Hana."

"Yeah, I guess you're right."

Since all my high school friends ever did when they got together was drink, there would be a 100% chance of it turning into a drinking party. I didn't want to leave Hana in that environment, so I declined.

"How about I come by later with just one or two people?"

"That would be fine."

"Then I'll set up a time and come visit."

I nodded and told him to do that. Jungmin seemed to want to ask more questions when we met next time, so he didn't press further.

*This is why friends are comfortable to be around.*

I appreciated how he tactfully moved past topics I was reluctant to discuss. Suddenly, Jungmin exclaimed in admiration:

"But seriously, why is she so pretty? It amazes me every time I see her. She must have taken completely after her mother."

"Go eat dirt."

"I mean, you're okay looking too. Actually, no, you're disgusting, I take it back. But still, her genes are overwhelming."

Jungmin was right that Hana was pretty. I was nodding in agreement when suddenly Hana climbed into my lap and dropped a bombshell on Jungmin:

"You know... Hana has four mommies...!"

Ch.174 - Side Story 3. Lucia
In response to Hana's bombshell statement, Jungmin replied with a bewildered voice.

"... Four?"
"Yup! Four wives!"

When Hana answered as if it were perfectly normal, Jungmin momentarily blanked out while staring at her. Then, as if coming to his senses, he immediately turned to me with an expression that demanded an explanation.

*How should I explain this?*

Is Hana mistaken? Is she playing a prank? Or is she confused?
After considering various approaches, I realized any explanation would end up blaming Hana, so I sighed lightly and decided to just be straightforward.

"That's right. I have four wives."

Although we weren't married yet, we would be soon, so I stated the facts honestly. Jungmin blinked at me and said:

"You son of a... no, never mind."

He was about to curse but seemed to realize Hana was watching, so he quickly changed his words.

"You've finally lost your mind."

His attempt to use only innocent words made his tone sound strange. As I laughed at his comment, Jungmin let out a long sigh and said to me:

"Anyway... since you don't seem willing to explain properly, I'll let it slide for now."

I wondered how he would react if he knew I was being completely serious. Though I was curious about his reaction, it was obvious he wouldn't believe me now, so it seemed better to just leave it at that.

"Sure."

As I nodded, Jungmin sighed again and stuffed some chicken into his mouth.

*

"I'll call you later then."
"Yeah."
"Take care, Hana."
"Goodbye...!"

I caught Hana as she nearly fell forward while saying goodbye, and lifted her into my arms. Jungmin gave a hollow laugh at the sight, waved his hand casually, and left. I watched his retreating figure and asked Hana:

"Was the chicken tasty?"
"Yeah... it tasted like happiness...!"

Happiness, huh?
As I patted her back, wondering if I had reacted the same way when I first ate chicken, Hana suddenly pointed to the side and said:

"Kitty...!"

Following her gaze, I saw a pure white cat stretched out nearby. Seeing how much Hana liked it, I approached, and Hana whispered to me:

"The kitty is sleeping..."

She was clearly trying to be quiet so as not to wake it up. I smiled silently at her thoughtfulness, but the cat woke up anyway, stretching its paws and getting up.

"Wow... it's awake!"

Excited about the cat waking up, Hana looked at me with sparkling eyes and asked to be put down so she could play with it.

"Playing with kitty makes Hana happy."
"Really?"

I couldn't refuse after hearing that, so I set her down. Hana quickly approached the cat and scooped it up.

The cat's body stretched like cheese. I was momentarily concerned and about to tell Hana that cats don't like being held that way, but—

"Meow."

Instead, the cat seemed to enjoy it and started purring.

*What the?*

Don't cats usually dislike being handled so roughly?
While I was perplexed by this unexpected reaction, all sorts of animals suddenly began gathering around.

*Dogs, cats... and squirrels?*

As I stood there surprised by the unexpected appearance of animals, Hana, still hugging the cat, moved forward and began leading all the surrounding animals. I watched in amazement from a distance.

*I guess it's because she's the World Tree that animals follow her so well.*

I chuckled as I saw various birds also gathering, but decided it was time to stop before we attracted too much attention from other people.

"Hana, shall we go now?"

When I called out, Hana, who was some distance away, quickly turned around, released the cat, and ran to me.

"Daddy!"

I smiled as I caught her and lifted her up. Hana grinned and hugged me tightly. I patted her back and said:

"Shall we go home?"
"Yeah."

Since Lucia and Miria would be coming over for dinner, I decided to head home to prepare for their arrival.

* * *

After returning home and giving Hana a bath, I sprawled out with her on the sofa.

*This is peaceful.*

In the past, I would have been killing or torturing one or two people by now. Instead, I was lying here listening to the night insects, which felt strangely wonderful. As I stroked the head of Hana, who was sleeping in my arms, a concern came to mind.

*The World Tree.*

When I went to the other world, the World Tree was already dead, so I never saw what kind of being it was, let alone understood its abilities. I wasn't sure how to raise Hana properly. I swallowed a sigh that was about to escape and closed my eyes.

*I should ask Cynthia about this later.*

As a former hero, Cynthia must have seen the World Tree before, so her advice would be helpful. I nodded, deciding to follow Cynthia's guidance on how to raise Hana.

While enjoying the peaceful quiet, I heard someone entering the passcode and coming inside. It seemed Lucia and Miria had returned. I picked up Hana and got up.

"Jung Hyun... we're back."

Lucia called out to me, groaning as if moving things had been quite tiring, then spoke glumly:

"There were so many items that organizing took too much time."
"Really? You worked hard."
"Yes."

After saying that, Lucia glanced around nervously, then stuck close to my side and said:

"Hey, Jung Hyun..."
"Yes?"
"I brought the wedding items, so praise me."

Caught off guard, I looked at Lucia, who took my hand and placed it against her cheek.

"Hurry up."

The soft cheek. As I blinked in surprise at the sensation, Miria, who was nearby, clicked her tongue and said:

"Seriously, what are you doing in front of Hana?"

At those words, Lucia finally seemed to come to her senses. Her face flushed as she blinked, then awkwardly smiled and waved at Hana.

"H-Hana, hello...?"

Hana blinked at Lucia's greeting, then wrapped her arms around my neck as if refusing to let me go.

"Won't give Daddy away..."

Then, as if considering Lucia an enemy, she glared at her warily and pushed against Lucia's shoulder.

"Daddy belongs to Hana...!"

Lucia was taken aback by Hana's words. She clearly hadn't expected Hana to say such things.

"W-what?"

After freezing for a moment, Lucia stared blankly at Hana before responding in confusion:

"But he's mine...?"
"No, he's not..."

They had been getting along fine until Lucia left for the other world, but now they'd suddenly entered a cold war, which was disconcerting. I wanted to check if there had been some psychological change, but I knew that saying anything would only draw all the aggression toward me, so I kept my mouth shut and just observed.

As they continued glaring at each other, Lucia avoided Hana's gaze and clung to me again, speaking in a cutesy voice:

"Jung Hyun... Hana is bullying me."

Hana responded with "N-no way!" and tried to pull Lucia away from me again. I shook my head and said:

"Both of you, stop it. Come in and rest."
"Okay."

While I was patting Hana's back to comfort her as she remained sulky, Lucia looked around cautiously and whispered in my ear:

"Jung Hyun... don't go to sleep tonight. You have to stay awake, okay?"
"Why?"
"I have something to show you."

I was about to ask what she wanted to show me, but Lucia had already hummed a tune and headed to the kitchen. As I blinked silently at this, Miria shook her head and said to me:

"Anyway, congratulations. When Hana gets a sibling, I'll help take care of them."
"...What?"
"I can't tell you the details, but... Lucia has finally made up her mind. You'd better prepare yourself mentally and... physically."

What nonsense is this about preparing myself physically... oh.
I felt momentarily dizzy at Miria's sexual innuendo and stared blankly at her. Miria just giggled to herself as she walked past me.

*This is driving me crazy.*

I had no idea what had happened while they were in the other world. I held back a sigh that was about to escape and followed Lucia inside.

*

"Ta-da! I worked hard on this, so make sure you eat it all!"

A moment later, Lucia placed an enormous amount of food on the table with a bright smile. While I wasn't sure what all the dishes were, most of the recognizable ingredients were known for "enhancing virility," so I could guess the theme of this meal.

"Wow. You're really going all out tonight. I'm worried someone might end up mummified by morning."

Miria, watching this, laughed loudly and clapped her hands as if it wasn't her business. Hana, seeing Miria clap, blinked and started clapping along with her.

*This is truly maddening.*

I sighed, thinking the whole situation was driving me crazy.

Ch.175 - Side Story 4. Lucia
"Listen carefully, Lucia. The most important thing is having an unwavering heart."

Lucia perked up her ears toward Miria who was saying something beside her. She always tried to follow Miria's advice as much as possible since her serious counsel was invariably "correct," but...

"So forget about all the rejections until now, and just pounce on him tonight."

This particular advice was too much to simply brush off, causing her to freeze momentarily.

"W-what?"

She was so surprised that her tongue got tied. While Miria had said similar things before, she never expected her to suggest "tonight" as the time to pounce. Looking at Miria with a blank expression, Miria sighed and continued.

"Why are you pretending to be surprised? You've already prepared everything."
"T-that's..."
"No need to act innocent in front of me. Save that act for Jung Hyun."
"..."

She wanted to say it wasn't an act... but since Miria wouldn't believe her anyway, she just pouted and lowered her head. Seeing this, Miria sighed and slowly continued.

"Anyway, let me explain why you need to pounce tonight."
"...Yes."
"If you return to Earth tonight, you'll have no competition, so you can do whatever you want and achieve everything you desire."

In other words, with Charlotte and Cynthia out of the way, nothing would interfere with whatever she did with Jung Hyun. The thought made her face burn hot, but she tried to shake it off as she replied to Miria.

"B-but isn't that too opportunistic?"
"What are you saying? After you've already secretly made all that progress behind everyone's backs."
"..."

She wanted to deny it, but couldn't because of what she'd already done. She just fidgeted awkwardly, then closed her eyes tightly to consider what to do.

"I figured you'd say that. So I found out a way you can do it without Hana knowing."

At those incredibly enticing words, she immediately looked at Miria, who smiled mischievously and whispered the method.

"..."

To conclude, Miria's method wasn't particularly difficult, but it seemed quite effective. The problem was that the "method" seemed too lewd and perverted for her to comfortably attempt.

"Miria... isn't that too obscene?"
"What are you talking about? You've done even worse things before."
"Still..."
"Fine, just do it. Honestly, it's not my business, so it doesn't matter if you don't... but it's your loss, so I recommend you do it."
"..."

After wavering back and forth, she finally pressed down on her clothes and nodded in agreement. Seeing this, Miria smiled with satisfaction and said, "Good luck then."

* * * * *

I could only blink in surprise at Lucia's aggressive sexual advance. Until now, she had only "hinted at wanting to cross the line," but this was the first time she had specified an exact time.

*I don't know what to say.*

Honestly, I was so happy I could clap and cry, but there was one problem—Hana. With Hana around, I couldn't do anything no matter how much I wanted to. I was about to say it wasn't possible right now, but...

"T-then that's settled!"

Lucia made a unilateral announcement and left. Watching her go, I held my forehead and sighed.

*This is truly maddening.*

As I said earlier, I was pleased... but I just couldn't handle the situation. I decided to leave impossible tasks to my future self and focus on eating for now.

*

Surprisingly, even as late evening came, Lucia made no further advances.

*Actually, more than that.*

She was nowhere to be seen, making me wonder what she was thinking as I looked at Hana.

"Daddy... Hana's eyes are heavy... they keep closing like this... won't open..."

Having had a battle of nerves with Lucia and staying up late, Hana was nodding off while trying to explain something to me. I smiled briefly at the sight before saying:

"Let's go to sleep."

At those words, Hana shook her head quickly, not wanting to sleep, but she was already so tired that she kept dozing off.

*She's quite stubborn, just like Lucia.*

Finding that trait adorable, I laid Hana down on the bed. She firmly gripped my clothes as if determined not to let go, and said in a drowsy voice:

"Daddy can't go..."
"Okay."

I lay down next to Hana and patted her gently. Just then, Lucia secretly entered the room and lay down behind me. I was about to ask what she was doing, but Lucia spoke first.

"J-Jung Hyun, please stay like this for a moment."

Along with her words came a sudden waft of peach fragrance. Entranced by the scent, I nodded blankly. Lucia leaned her head against my back and took a deep breath, barely audible.

While my mind was filled with tension and complexity, Lucia slowly reached out and turned me around to face her. I followed her slightly moist touch with my gaze, and Lucia, still playing with her wet hair, asked me:

"Jung Hyun... do you remember what I told you before?"

Having had so many conversations with Lucia, I wasn't sure what she was referring to. As I pondered, Lucia fidgeted with a reddening face, then slowly took both my hands and said:

"About making a sibling... for Hana."

At those words, I almost coughed in surprise, blinking my eyes. I never expected her to bring that up now. While I was too shocked to say anything, Lucia suddenly used my hands to press against her lower abdomen and whispered:

"Personally, I'd like that day to be today."

With that direct statement, I felt myself hardening both above and below, just as Miria had said. I tried to calm my growing erection by emptying my mind, but Lucia's wet, pale skin kept catching my eye, making it impossible.

As I stared blankly at her skin, Lucia lowered her nun's habit below her shoulders and said to me:

"Do you want to... see inside?"

At her somewhat provocative tone, I nodded blankly. Lucia slowly lowered her habit, revealing large breasts that contrasted with her slender arms.

This is truly what you'd call overwhelming. I was mesmerized by their size, staring blankly, when Lucia glanced at me nervously, then covered her nipples with her hands and squeezed her eyes shut.

*Why is she suddenly doing that?*

Is it okay to show her breasts but not her nipples? Since her behavior made no sense, I was puzzled, but then Lucia whispered to me with a reddened face:

"J-Jung Hyun, please don't laugh when you see my breasts."

At this unexpected request, I looked at her quizzically. Lucia said, "I won't show you until you promise not to laugh... so please hurry and say you won't laugh."

*I don't know what this is about, but...*

Since it wouldn't be difficult to hold back laughter, I immediately replied:

"I won't laugh."
"Really?"
"Really."
"T-then I'll show you."

Lucia took a small breath and slowly removed her hands from her breasts. Wondering what could have caused such a reaction, I looked down and saw inverted nipples that went inward rather than protruding outward.

*Oh, so that's why.*

Thinking her reaction was cute, I smiled unconsciously. Lucia protested, "Ah! I told you not to laugh...!" and poked my cheek with her finger.

"Sorry."
"...I hate you."

Fortunately, she didn't seem genuinely upset, so I carefully examined her breasts. A small mole on her right breast and the massive breasts supporting it. As I admired these enormous divine power pouches that could proudly be called God's blessing, Lucia spoke to me in a small voice:

"A-are you just going to look...?"

Though she was trying to appear calm, her trembling voice betrayed her nervousness. Feeling the tension that had been building dissipate, I slowly reached out and caressed Lucia's breasts.

"...Huh, huuh."

As my hand touched her skin, Lucia's body suddenly trembled as she looked at me. I gave her a light kiss and asked:

"Are you okay?"
"Y-yes. I'm fine, so... do whatever you want, Jung Hyun."
"Really?"

At those words, I felt mischievous and inserted my finger into Lucia's inverted nipple.

Ch.176 - Side Story 5. 'Give It'
At my sudden impulsive action, Lucia froze completely before anxiously calling out to me in a small voice.

"Um, Jung Hyun?"

I smiled slightly at her reaction and asked innocently, "What's wrong?"

"Well, you know..."

Lucia tried to say something but seemed unable to get the words out. She avoided my gaze and shook her head.

"...It's nothing."

She was probably uncomfortable with me touching her inverted nipples, which was her complex. As I looked at her, considering what to do, I began to gently stimulate her nipple by rubbing the inside slowly.

"Hyah...?!"

Lucia let out a startled moan and looked at me. I kissed her again and whispered, "Be quiet, Hana might wake up."

"I'm sorry..."

Seeing Lucia's somewhat dejected expression, I deliberately hugged her tightly and continued.

"It's okay, just focus on me right now."

"Y-yes!"

"Then I'll start again."

I deliberately made small talk to help her relax as I slowly began to explore her chest.

*I don't need to rush, let's take it slow.*

Of course, there was the possibility that Hana might wake up, but rushing would likely backfire. It was better to focus entirely on Lucia and move forward one step at a time.

So I tried to help her relax by slowly kissing from her neck down to her collarbone. Lucia, watching me, became incredibly shy and covered her eyes with both hands.

*She was seducing me so boldly earlier, but now that we've started, she's so embarrassed.*

I found Lucia's contradictory behavior cute and smiled as I continued to stimulate her inverted nipple.

*Soft and supple.*

While I was enjoying what could only be described as an exquisite sensation, Lucia began rubbing her thighs together restlessly before twisting her body with a short "Hnngh" sound. Apparently, she wasn't used to this sensation and found it ticklish, so I smiled slightly and asked her.

"Are you okay?"

To my question, Lucia awkwardly nodded and replied, "I-I'm fine."

"Really?"

"Y-yes..."

As soon as Lucia finished speaking, I noticed her nipple gradually rising. It seemed that rather than simple physical stimulation, she preferred caresses accompanied by emotional connection.

*In that case, it would be better to keep stimulating her verbally.*

While I was considering how to proceed, Lucia suddenly looked at me intently and whispered with a bright red face.

"Um, Jung Hyun... I'd like it if you... moved somewhere else now."

Probably due to embarrassment, Lucia kept stumbling over her words as she whispered to me. I nodded and told her "I'll do that."

With that, I started from the mole on her upper chest and slowly moved downward. Since she hadn't completely removed her nun's habit, my face was blocked by white fabric again after passing her chest area. However, Lucia subtly pulled up the lower part of her habit, allowing me to encounter skin again when I reached her lower abdomen.

*She acts innocent but does everything anyway.*

Remembering what Miria once told me about "Lucia secretly being a pervert," I thought it might actually be true. I gently pressed and kissed her lower abdomen, causing Lucia to close her thighs and make an adorable "hyaa...uh" sound.

*I want to tease her a bit.*

Her reactions were so cute that I wanted to play around, but... unfortunately, with Hana present, it was awkward to do so now. Regretfully deciding to focus on the main event today, I kissed her lower abdomen and was about to look down when I saw an incredible situation unfolding below.

*...No way, she's this wet?*

To the extent that the expression "flooding" would be appropriate, Lucia's panties were completely soaked, even dampening all the surrounding fabric. I stared blankly at her pure white panties, seeing the bed sheet underneath completely drenched.

*If the outside is this wet... the inside must be a complete mess.*

A mixture of curiosity and lust made me want to roughly remove her underwear right away, but I deliberately calmed myself and gently stroked Lucia's head.

*The more urgent, the slower you should go.*

Since everything built up so far could collapse in a moment of impatience, I tried to suppress my rapidly beating heart and decided to first gently caress Lucia's thighs.

Her thighs were already wet and moist. As I caressed them, Lucia slightly lifted her body and let out small moans. I looked at her and asked, "Are you okay?"

"Y-yes."

Lucia was clearly just as excited, breathing roughly. Seeing her reaction, I nodded with satisfaction and decided to move forward.

As I pulled down her panties, what came into view were two pink petals. While they were just two fleshy folds with no particularly special shape, I couldn't understand why they were so captivating. As I stared blankly, Lucia told me in an embarrassed voice.

"D-don't look at Hana's sister's room too much..."

For a moment, my mind went blank. What did Lucia just say?

I was too shocked to think straight as I looked at Lucia, who was covering her face with both hands and avoiding my gaze out of extreme embarrassment. As I hesitated, Lucia mumbled and then quietly asked me.

"Are you just going to look...?"

At those words, I felt my thread of reason snap as I dazedly brought my finger to Lucia's womanhood. That sensation, a mix of warmth and softness, was indescribably erotic. Unable to hold back any longer, I inserted one finger inside.

Squelch.

A sticky sound was faintly heard as I inserted my finger. While I was thinking about how incredibly erotic the slick fluids and Lucia's body heat felt around my finger, Lucia asked me with her face still covered by both hands.

"How does my baby room... feel...?"

I froze at the incredibly lewd question, and Lucia blushed as she made an excuse.

"T-this is actually a line Miria recommended... please forget it!"

How could I forget this? I mentally expressed overwhelming gratitude to Miria, then decided to build on the setup Miria had created and quickly continued.

"It feels amazing."

At those words, Lucia nodded with an expression mixing relief and happiness and asked me, "Really?"

"Yes, really."

"I'm glad... I was worried you might not like it."

I was about to move on to the next step after her adorably loving response, but before that, Lucia sat up and whispered to me in a small voice.

"Hana might wake up, so let's do the next part together while we shower."

Since we certainly couldn't show this scene to Hana, I nodded, and Lucia said with a somewhat satisfied, playful voice to Hana.

"Hana, I'm going to make you a sibling...!"

At those words, I suddenly choked and looked at Lucia, who just grinned innocently and led me to the bathroom.

*

People tend to act boldly when they can't see clearly, but when everything becomes visible, they become embarrassed as they reckon with their previous actions.

Because of this, Lucia could barely make eye contact with me out of embarrassment. Seeing her like this, I smiled slightly and gently embraced her.

"After saying all those things earlier, now you're embarrassed?"

"Jung Hyun... don't tease me."

"Teasing? I'm just talking about what happened earlier."

I deliberately made jokes to help Lucia relax, and she responded by playfully complaining while snuggling against me.

Even as she leaned in, I could feel her large divine power pouches. After thoroughly enjoying that sensation that brought happiness with just a touch, I kissed Lucia again and we began exploring each other's tongues.

*Now let's start undressing.*

I decided to remove both Lucia's clothes and mine before getting serious. I began taking off our clothes one by one while we kissed.

*Undressing is quite difficult.*

Simply undressing would be one thing, but having to do it while kissing made it quite challenging. I struggled, but Lucia caught on and helped from the middle, allowing us to undress faster than expected.

The result was our naked bodies. I swallowed slightly as I looked at Lucia's brilliantly white body. Seeing my reaction, Lucia blushed and covered herself shyly before slowly pulling me closer and whispering.

"Jung Hyun... you know. Would you please p-put your baby seeds in my baby room now?"

Ch.177 - Side Story 6. Lucia (Final)
"Jung Hyun... you know. Could you maybe... p-put your baby seeds in my baby room now?"

The moment I heard those words, my rationality crumbled instantly.
I could no longer hold onto my self-control, and I was about to abandon the "taking it slow" approach I'd been maintaining when suddenly Lucia said, "Please wait a moment," and turned on the bathwater.

"Miria or Hana might hear us... I think it's better to have the water running like this."

I wasn't sure if running water would really mask the sounds, but if it made Lucia feel more secure, that was fine. I nodded while gently stroking her hair. She happily rubbed her cheek against my palm in response to my careful touch, then looked at me and whispered softly.

"Now... please continue."

At those words, I slowly nodded, took hold of my manhood, and gently rubbed it against Lucia's womanhood.

Squelch, squelch

The warm sensation and slippery feeling.
To be honest, this alone wasn't particularly stimulating, but there was something about the situation itself that aroused desire, making me feel strangely heated. I kissed her again while listening to Lucia's increasingly rapid breathing.

"This still feels... somewhat unreal."

Should I say it doesn't feel real, or that it feels like a dream?
The fact that I was doing this with Lucia, whom I'd been laughing and spending time with all this while, felt so surreal. I felt like I was having a dream that I hoped would never end as I embraced Lucia's warmth again.

After we had been entangled for quite some time, exchanging bodily fluids, Lucia seemed unable to hold back any longer. She briefly pulled her lips away from mine and whispered to me in a playful voice.

"Jung Hyun... Hana's little sister's room is feeling lonely."

At those words, I couldn't help but choke for a moment.
Though she was speaking indirectly, what she meant was "put it in."

"This is driving me crazy."

I have no idea where she learned to talk like that.
I kissed Lucia's lips again as she smiled broadly, then slowly inserted my manhood inside her.

- With a deflating sound came a rush of hot sensation and pressure.

This feeling was so intensely sweet that, as if enchanted by a siren's charm, I dazedly pushed my manhood deeper inside.

"Hnngh... ah... hnngh."

Lucia seemed a bit uncomfortable with the foreign object entering her, fidgeting and showing signs of difficulty accepting it. I quickly called out to her in concern.

"Are you okay?"

At my question, Lucia nodded while slightly whimpering, then nestled against me and complained lightly.

"It's the first time my baby room has had a visitor... so I was surprised."

Then she looked at me with a "hehe" smile and hugged me tightly, telling me it was okay to continue.

"Thanks to your patience, my baby room is now ready for guests... you can come back inside now."

With this renewed invitation, I slowly pushed my manhood back inside. It wasn't easy to enter because it was so tight inside, but thanks to the abundant flow of her fluids, I was somehow able to push in.

"Mmph... hnng..."

The pain and discomfort still seemed stronger than pleasure for Lucia, who stood on her tiptoes with her calves trembling. To calm her, I patted her back while remaining inside her.

As I gently stroked and patted her back, Lucia looked at me with reddened eyes and spoke between sniffles.

"I love you..."

It was a sudden confession of love, but it sounded incredibly sweet. I responded with "Me too" as we pressed our foreheads together. Lucia smiled with tears in her eyes and told me:

"Slowly... I think it's okay if you move slowly and explore Hana's little sister's room."

She seemed to have adjusted a bit after some time and was signaling that I could move. Following her cue, I slowly moved my body.

-Squelch

The sound of wetness despite minimal movement.
Hearing this sound, Lucia blushed again in embarrassment and blinked her eyes.

"She's kind of cute."

Thinking how funny and cute it was that she was surprised and flustered by every little thing, I slowly began to move my hips again.

-Squish.

As I moved, the sound of wetness mixed with Lucia's muffled moans as she covered her mouth. I held Lucia's hand, trying my best to help her stay calm, when suddenly she wrapped her arms around my neck and whispered:

"I'll try hard... to receive lots of baby seeds...!"

Then she tried to take the initiative by moving her body, but—

"Ah, it hurts!"

She soon waved the white flag and made a tearful face.
I couldn't help but smile at how cute she was, then calmly told her:

"You don't need to force yourself."

It would be nice if she could experience sexual pleasure from her first time, but that seemed difficult now. Rather than trying to make her feel physical pleasure, I wanted to leave her with the feeling that "it was good to have done it."

"So rather than pushing too hard or giving instructions now..."

I was thinking we should calmly share our affection, but Lucia seemed to think differently as she tried to move her body again and told me:

"I-I'm fine. Don't worry about me."

She was saying this despite complaining about pain just moments ago. Thinking she was stubborn in the strangest ways, I moved my hips slightly in response to her request.

"...hnn... hnng."

While I was slowly working on Lucia, watching her reactions, she suddenly pointed to the bathtub with a face flushed to her ears and asked:

"Jung Hyun, can we continue in the bathtub...? I'm sweating too much..."

Only then did I notice that Lucia's entire body was drenched in sweat. I nodded after watching a bead of sweat roll down her chest, deciding to do as she suggested.

*

We entered the bathtub, embracing each other face to face.
I was smiling loosely as I watched Lucia, sitting on top of me, trying to insert me, when she finally succeeded and whispered to me confidently:

"Since I put it in myself... it feels like I'm eating you, Jung Hyun."

I had no idea what she meant by that.
When I asked her about it out of genuine confusion, she replied with a beaming expression:

"Miria told me that whoever puts it in first is eating the other person...!"

What in the world.
As I was holding my forehead at this distorted sexual knowledge, Lucia began moving her hips while clinging to me.

However, instead of moving up and down, she moved side to side. This method seemed to suit Lucia better, as her expression was considerably improved compared to before.

"This seems to work better."

I was glad we'd found a suitable method, but as Lucia tried to embrace me, her enormous divine power pouches pressed against my face, putting pressure on me.

The sweet scent rising gently, the smooth skin—I thought I wouldn't mind dying like this. As I was enjoying these sensations, Lucia suddenly tightened her womanhood and asked me:

"Jung Hyun... how does it feel inside me?"

I was momentarily stunned that she would ask such a thing, but after recovering, I answered that it felt good. Lucia smiled broadly and hugged me tighter, saying:

"I'm glad... I would have been so sad if you didn't like it."

It was a bit suffocating, but not bad, so I continued embracing her. Then Lucia stopped moving her hips and began gently biting her index finger.

"What's wrong?"
"N-nothing at all."

Though she said it was nothing, her reaction suggested she was on the verge of climax. Noticing this, I smiled slightly.

"Should I play a little trick now?"

Feeling like I might never get the initiative back if not now, I decided to reclaim control and tease Lucia a bit by starting to move my hips from my side.

"Hya...?! W-wait, Jung Hyun... s-suddenly moving like thaat..."

She was so flustered that her tongue got tied and she couldn't speak properly. I spoke to her in a calm voice:

"Is there a problem?"
"Th-that's... that's not it. Hnn... hya..."
"Then I can continue, right?"

Lucia couldn't answer my question and just trembled. Feeling like I just needed to push a little more, I attacked her chest with my tongue and gradually increased the pace to help Lucia reach her climax.

Splash, splash.

The sound of water splashing roughly filled the bathroom.
Lucia, her face flushed and panting, grabbed my back tightly and clung to me, pressing her body against mine. Soon unable to hold back any longer, she began making loud noises while jerking her hips.

"Haaaang! Aang... hyaang..."

Intense moans.
After making these sounds, Lucia collapsed against me, and I embraced her, patting her back to calm her down and show appreciation for her effort.

"I love you, Jung Hyun..."

Suddenly she began rubbing her cheek against mine affectionately. I smiled slightly at Lucia's puppy-like behavior, when she glanced at me hesitantly and said:

"Um, Jung Hyun. You're not satisfied yet, are you...?"

I considered how to answer that question before deciding to be honest and nodded. Lucia looked at me with sparkling eyes and asked:

"Then... can we do more?"
"Do what?"
"R-receiving baby seeds in my baby room..."

I silently looked at Lucia at those words. From my perspective, it would be nice, but... the problem was whether Lucia's body would be okay if we did it multiple times. So I was contemplating this when suddenly Lucia moved her hips and told me:

"I'll... work hard. You have to give me baby seeds until you're satisfied...!"

I laughed for a while at Lucia's enthusiastic words before nodding and agreeing.

* * *

Thanks to Lucia's efforts, I had ejaculated and was now resting.

"To be honest, I wasn't calmed down at all."

It was difficult to continue because Lucia had reached climax three times by the time I ejaculated once.

"Well, this is just the beginning, not the end. When Lucia gets more used to it later, we can do it as much as we want."

So I decided to wait for now. As I was lying in the bathtub touching Lucia's chest, she nestled in my arms and whined:

"Jung Hyun... pat my head."

She usually had a clumsy but strong life force and showed somewhat mature aspects, but after doing this, she became even more childish than Hana. I smiled at the thought.

"She's just so cute."

I lightly pressed my lips against hers and slowly stroked her head, when suddenly Lucia jumped in surprise and told me:

"J-Jung Hyun!"
"What?"
"S-someone's coming...!"

At those words, I stopped touching her chest and froze. If Hana were to see this scene, it would be an indescribable shock. So I tried to quickly get up to sort things out, but before I could, the door opened.

-Click

At that sound, I genuinely thought we were screwed and squeezed my eyes shut. Contrary to my expectations, the voice I heard wasn't Hana's, but Miria's.

"Uh, huh? What are you two doing...?"

Ch.178 - Side Story 7. Charlotte, Cynthia
Let me try to summarize what's happened so far.

After sharing an intimate moment with Lucia in the bathtub, Miria suddenly walked in on us. The atmosphere instantly froze, and Miria quickly apologized before running away. Lucia's face turned bright red, and she nervously asked me what we should do. I tried to reassure her that everything would be fine, thinking that since Miria was the one who encouraged Lucia to be more forward with me, she wouldn't make a big deal out of it.

I was wrong.

Now Miria can barely look at me, acting more awkward than a schoolgirl despite her usual mature demeanor. She attempted small talk about the "nice weather"—even though there's a cold weather advisory in effect. Meanwhile, Lucia called for me from the kitchen, her legs shaking and barely able to stand after our activities.

When I offered to carry her, Hana, who was in my arms, strongly objected: "No! Daddy is Hana's!" Miria explained that this was actually Hana's normal behavior when I'm not around—apparently even worse than what I was seeing. That explained why they both looked half-dead whenever I returned home.

I gently scolded Hana, telling her not to treat her mother that way. She reluctantly agreed, looking dejected at being reprimanded by me for the first time. I then carried Lucia with Hana in my arms, while Miria watched us bitterly, gulping down her americano and muttering about how bitter life is.

After breakfast, I put Lucia to bed to rest and went to the living room. Hana immediately climbed onto my chest. I showed her a children's animation called "Taniping" on my smartphone, which she loved. When I asked who her favorite character was, she simply replied, "Daddy! I love Daddy the most!" and snuggled against me.

Just then, I received a message from Jungmin asking if tomorrow would work for a housewarming visit. Though sudden, I agreed since Cynthia and Charlotte would be returning in a few days, and it would be better to get this over with before things got complicated. I decided I needed to talk with Lucia and Miria about this, prepare food, and get ready for guests.

First, I needed to ask Lucia if she could play the role of my wife convincingly. With Hana in my arms, I headed to the storage room to start cleaning.

Ch.179 - Side Story 8. Charlotte, Cynthia
"Well then, where should I start cleaning?"

I calmly looked around to see what I should clean first, but since Lucia usually keeps everything so tidy, there wasn't much to clean up. I was about to give up on cleaning and prepare something else when—

"Daddy...! I brought this!"

Seeing Hana running toward me, hugging a broom bigger than herself, I couldn't help but stop and think I should at least pretend to clean.

"Oh, thank you."

I thanked her with an awkward smile. Hana beamed at me, then pushed her head toward me, clearly wanting something. Realizing she wanted me to pat her head, I did so, and she clung to me with the happiest expression in the world.

"Did Hana do good?"
"Yes, very good."
"Weally...?"
"Really."

Thinking it was best to praise her generously, I kept repeating "good job, good job" when Miria, who had approached us without me noticing, shook her head and said:

"My goodness? The father-daughter pair looks like they're dying of happiness."

Since she wasn't wrong, I just nodded while continuing to pat Hana's head. From a distance, Lucia approached us with awkward steps.

"I'm so bored being alone..."

I quickly went to her, pulled out a chair, and sighed.

"Then sit here. Standing must hurt."
"Okay..."

When I pointed to the chair, Lucia immediately sat down and said with a bright smile:

"You're being very caring today, Jung Hyun."
"Am I?"
"Yes. You're unusually kind compared to usual, it's surprising."

Hearing that made me feel a bit disgruntled, wondering how I normally treated Lucia.

*I thought I was always nice to her.*

While feeling somewhat wronged and shrugging my shoulders, Miria suddenly rested her chin on her hand and asked:

"By the way, why are you suddenly cleaning?"

Thinking it was time to explain, I answered casually:

"A friend is coming over tomorrow, so I wanted to tidy up a bit."
"A friend?"

Miria looked at me with a surprised voice, then gave me and Hana a dubious look before saying:

"Will that be okay? From these people's perspective, it's like a friend who disappeared years ago suddenly showing up with a child."

After considering this briefly, I answered that it would be fine.

"It should be okay. If I make it clear that it's difficult to talk about, they'll probably be tactful enough to let it go."
"Really? Well, if you say so..."
"And if they keep digging, I can draw the line."
"Hmm."

After thinking for a moment, Miria said, "Still, it would be best if it doesn't come to that," and changed the subject.

"So if Lucia is your wife, how will you introduce me?"

I thought for a moment before answering playfully:

"The pet dragon we keep at home?"

As soon as I said "pet dragon," Miria flared up and glared at me.

"Hey!"
"I'm kidding, kidding."
"...It doesn't sound like you're kidding."

Since I was half-serious, I just smiled awkwardly. Miria sighed and crossed her arms.

"Anyway, let's prepare our excuses in advance. That way we can get through this smoothly."

Since that was my plan all along, I nodded, and Miria started offering some pretty good suggestions after thinking for a moment.

"First, I could be set up as Lucia's sister. As for why I'm living here, we could say I couldn't find a place to stay, which should work fine."
"That sounds good."
"And..."

After that, Miria continued explaining various things I should say, and I decided to remember and follow her advice.

* * *

The next evening.
When the appointed time came, my friends arrived at the house on time, and I opened the door to welcome them.

"Why the hell did you guys really come? Have some tact, you jerks."

In response to my warm welcome, Jungmin and the others raised their middle fingers and said:

"Hey, your house is really nice. Wow!"
"Did you disappear for years because you hit it big with Bitcoin?"
"That must be it! This bastard went off the grid because he didn't want to buy us meals."

Seeing them start with nonsense as soon as they entered, I knew these were definitely my friends. I turned to Hana who was hiding behind me and said:

"These are Daddy's friends."

Hearing they were my friends, Hana seemed interested and peeked out from behind me. Then she stepped forward and bowed so deeply she almost fell over.

"Hello...!"

At Hana's greeting, my noisy friends fell silent and looked at me with surprised eyes.

"Is she really your daughter? Really?"

At their incredulous tone, Hana, who was still bowing, responded somewhat indignantly:

"H-Hana is Daddy's daughter...!"

My friends were taken aback by Hana's outburst and quickly said, "We were just kidding!" to calm her down. They clearly hadn't expected Hana to speak up for herself.

I patted Hana's head to show she'd done well, then spoke to the uninvited guests:

"And this is my wife, and this is my sister-in-law."

When I introduced Lucia and Miria, they again showed disbelieving reactions, but realizing it would be rude to say something similar again, they held back whatever they wanted to say and greeted Lucia and Miria.

"Now that introductions are done, let's go inside."
"Oh, yeah."

I gestured to my bewildered friends and led them inside.

*

Afterward, as expected, questions about Hana and Lucia dominated the conversation.
Most questions were about Lucia, with my friends' common opinion being, "How on earth did you manage to marry Lucia?"

To such questions, I signaled for Lucia to answer instead of me.
After hesitating, Lucia smiled awkwardly and said:

"I confessed to him first...!"

At those words, my friends froze and looked at me again.
Their expressions asked how I had possibly managed this. In response, I secretly gave them the middle finger while Hana wasn't looking, but then Lucia giggled and took my arm, saying:

"I liked Jung Hyun so much... I was the one who first jump—mmph!"

It started well, but when Lucia suddenly began to say something inappropriate, Miria quickly covered her mouth.
Fortunately, my friends didn't understand what was happening and watched with puzzled expressions, but they seemed to take it as a simple joke and laughed, changing the subject.

"Anyway, I never imagined you'd be doing so well. Honestly, we all thought you were dead."
"When we called your company, they said you quit without notice, and nobody knew your whereabouts. Even your landlord was complaining about unpaid rent."

I could only smile awkwardly at that. I couldn't tell them I'd been taken to another world, so it was difficult to answer.

"So there's a lot we want to say, but the important thing is you're back safely. I'm a bit pissed, though."

Finding it hard to respond, I just smiled and sipped my drink.

*This is strange.*

I hadn't expected them to be so understanding rather than pressing me for answers. My whole body felt oddly tingly.

*It really is nice to be back.*

The calm, peaceful atmosphere, the feeling of being back where I belong—I was enjoying everything while playing with Hana's cheeks when—

*Beep beep*

A sound that shouldn't be coming from the entrance began to ring.

"......"

Miria immediately realized what was happening and jumped up in surprise. With an awkward expression, she said:

"E-Everyone, please continue talking. I'll just go check the entrance for a moment."

Then she hurriedly got up and ran to the entrance. Watching this, I felt cold sweat running down my face and froze.

*I'm screwed.*

Who would have thought Cynthia and Charlotte would come at a time like this?
While I was struggling with how to handle this situation, I heard Miria's frustrated voice and footsteps approaching.

"What's going on? Is someone else coming?"

One of my friends questioned, and I could only smile without saying anything.

"Who is it?"

Before I could answer, Charlotte burst in and spoke:

"Hello everyone. I'm Charlotte, who had an engagement ceremony with Jung Hyun a few months ago."

Ch.180 - Side Story 9. I'll Let It Slide This Time.
The air froze instantly at Charlotte's bombshell statement.

I was wondering what kind of excuse I should make to my friends who were looking at me with sunken eyes. Then Cynthia walked in and started adding fuel to the fire.

"Oh my... I'm Cynthia, who will be getting married soon too. Please take care of me, everyone."

First Charlotte, and now Cynthia.
In this completely unexpected situation, my friends seemed confused and just sipped their drinks.
Seeing this, I smiled awkwardly and tried to smooth things over.

"S-surprise."

At the word "surprise," my friends, seemingly eager to break this atmosphere, quickly bit their lips and nodded with forced laughter.

"Oh, was this a hidden camera prank? You really got me."
"I was sweating so much my hands were shaking."
"Well, with a pretty daughter like Hana, he wouldn't commit adultery anyway."

It was pitiful to see the guests trying so hard to ease the situation.
I grabbed my throbbing forehead and glared at Charlotte.
She playfully stuck out her tongue at me, then casually approached and whispered.

"This is punishment for introducing another woman as your wife when you're engaged to me."
"Senior..."

I sighed lightly and looked at her, but Charlotte maintained a calm expression as she patted my shoulder.
She discreetly touched my back where others couldn't see and said:

"Besides, it's not exactly a lie that we're engaged, is it?"

Since that was true, I nodded silently.
Seemingly satisfied, Charlotte grinned with a "hee" and stepped back from me.

"Just this once. Next time, there won't be any mercy."
"Yes."
"I'm fine with it, but Cynthia doesn't seem to be."

As soon as I heard that, I looked at Cynthia standing next to me.
Her mouth was smiling, but her eyes weren't—an expression cold as ice.
Seeing that expression, I sensed I was screwed and could only keep my mouth shut.

"...Someone's a wife and someone's a fiancée. And I'm... well, nothing."

She had said earlier that she was "going to get married," but compared to what I had with Lucia and Charlotte, it was clearly of lower status, which seemed to have made her feel left out.
I smiled awkwardly and tried to make some excuse, but...

*There's really nothing I can say.*

Realizing I had no viable options, I could only maintain my awkward smile.

*This is giving me a headache.*

Sensing that if I didn't resolve this now, I'd be tormented about it for a long time, I decided to use my last resort and said to Cynthia:

"Please come to my room for a moment."
"...Why?"

Her response was still cold.
I repeated my request for her to come to my room.
Cynthia reluctantly agreed while glaring at me.

*I'm scared to death.*

Feeling goosebumps for some reason, I told the others, "We need to discuss something work-related," and then took Cynthia to my room.

*

Once in the room, Cynthia crossed her arms and gave me a cold stare.
Feeling cold sweat running down my back, I smiled awkwardly before suddenly kissing her.

"Mmph...?"

Normally, making such a surprise move without preparation wouldn't be a good choice.
But for a lover feeling anger from emotional neglect, showing affection in a way that confirmed my feelings wasn't a bad approach, so I went for it immediately.

"......"

Cynthia's expression softened compared to before as she looked at me.
Then she closed her eyes and began to leisurely enjoy the sensation of my tongue entering her mouth.

*Thank goodness.*

If Cynthia had pushed me away or responded coldly instead of accepting the kiss, the situation would have become hopeless. I inwardly sighed with relief.

After sharing the kiss for a few minutes, we gently separated and made eye contact.
With a flushed face, Cynthia twirled a strand of her hair and said to me:

"Just so you know, I'm only letting this slide once. Don't think a mere kiss will work next time."
"Of course not."
"And... um."

Cynthia scratched her cheek awkwardly and avoided my gaze.
Then, squeezing her eyes shut, she told me:

"Y-you have to do it again next time."

At those words, I smiled slightly and nodded, promising I would.

*

As soon as I came out after calming Cynthia down, I saw Miria with narrowed eyes.
She clicked her tongue at me, pointed at my lips, and said:

"Wipe off that lipstick mark. It's not like you're trying to advertise that you two were kissing, geez."

At her words, I rubbed my lips with the back of my hand, and smeared red lipstick came off.
Thinking I should go to the bathroom to clean it properly, I thanked her, but Miria shook her head again and said:

"I made up some excuses while you two were kissing in there, so coordinate your answers accordingly."
"Ah, okay."
"And that, um... never mind."

Miria was about to say something but shook her head and dismissed it, then just sighed deeply and walked away.

*What's with her?*

Was something wrong?
I decided to check on it later and entered the nearby bathroom.

*

When I came out after washing up, I saw the party was in full swing.
I sighed with relief seeing the party proceeding without issues, when suddenly Hana ran up to me and held out a large ssam (wrapped lettuce with meat), saying:

"Daddy... eat this!"

She must have been waiting for me to return while making the ssam.
I immediately accepted and ate it, which made Hana hug me with a happy expression.

"Hana is happy because Daddy eats well."

"I'm happy because you eat well"—she seemed to be mimicking phrases I often use.
I laughed at her way of speaking and decided to wrap some ssam for her as I moved toward the meat.

As I approached, my friends began firing questions at me one after another, eager to know more.
Most questions were about Lucia, Miria, Charlotte, and Cynthia, but since detailed explanations could cause problems, I gave perfunctory answers and managed to deflect all their questions.

While answering questions and making ssam for Hana, Jungmin remarked admiringly:

"By the way, your daughter is really filial. She's been making ssam and waiting for you this whole time."
"Really?"
"Yeah. And she kept putting aside ones that weren't pretty enough, saying she wanted to give you the prettiest one."

Hearing that, I could only blink at the several ssam placed to one side.
I had wondered who made those, but it turns out Hana had made them.

*I'll have to eat them all later.*

I couldn't throw away what my daughter had worked hard to make, so I decided to eat them all myself as I finished making a ssam for Hana.

*This should be good enough.*

A small-sized ssam custom-made for Hana.
When I put it in her mouth, her cheeks puffed up like a squirrel with a full mouth.

*How cute.*

I noticed that not just me but everyone around was smiling with a fatherly expression. As I was smiling, Hana, with her mouth too full to close properly, grinned at me and said:

"Delishush."

Though it was hard to understand, she seemed to be saying it was delicious.
Looking at her, I said:

"Daddy is happy because Hana eats well too."

And stroked her head.

*

After the exciting party ended, it was time to say goodbye.
I patted the back of my sleeping Hana in my arms as I watched my friends preparing to leave.

*I've changed a lot too.*

In the past, I would have followed them out, insisting we party more.
Now I find it more important to put Hana to bed, which is surprising even to me.

*There's still a disconnect between my life in this world and on Earth that makes me feel detached at times, but...*

I smiled thinking that with Hana, things would be okay.

*It's kind of funny how I went from being a destroyer to a protector.*

As I wondered what the enemies I've killed would think if they saw me now, I waved goodbye to my friends heading out the door, then turned to carry Hana to the bedroom.

*Speaking of enemies, I wonder how those three are doing.*

Karina, Rea, and Daisy—those three who have now become "one"—what could they be doing now?
I thought about how I hoped they were suffering as much as possible.

*I hope they spend their lives regretting and crying tears of blood.*

As I was covering Hana with a blanket while thinking they should regret for the rest of their lives, Hana seemed to wake up. With a half-asleep expression, she reached out her hand toward me, wiggling her fingers, and said:

"Daddyyy..."
"Yes, Daddy's right here."
"Love Daddy..."
"Me too."
"Hehe."

When I told her I loved her too, she seemed reassured, smiled contentedly, and fell back asleep.
I gently kissed her forehead, then got up, deciding to go ask Cynthia about the "World Tree."

Ch.181 - Side Story 10. World Tree
During my time as a Hero, the World Tree was already dead.
All I knew about the World Tree was that it was called the source of life and was a tree worshipped by elves.

*I really don't have enough information about the World Tree.*

I had no idea what I should do for Hana, or more broadly, what direction I should take in raising her.
That's why I decided to ask Cynthia, who knew at least something about the World Tree.
After confirming Hana was sound asleep, I headed straight to Cynthia's room.

When I reached Cynthia's room,
she was startled to see me and wrapped her arms around her enormous mana pouch while looking at me.

"W-what brings you here?"

Her rough breathing, flushed face, and the awkwardly pulled blanket that seemed to be hiding something...
It suggested something, but I didn't want to embarrass her by mentioning it.
So I quickly explained why I had come.

"I was wondering if you could tell me about the World Tree."
"The World Tree? I know a little bit... but you know, Jung Hyun, I have a bit of a headache right now. Could you wait for me in the living room?"

At my question, Cynthia fumbled around, giving illogical reasons while indirectly asking me to leave.
I nodded, realizing that what I had suspected was indeed the 'truth.'

"Ah, sure, I'll do that."
"Y-yes."

Not wanting to embarrass her by pressing the issue, I quickly closed the door and headed to the living room.

*

Not long after, Cynthia approached me having changed into 'different clothes.'
She came toward me in a pose that seemed to hide her large mana pouch, then rubbed her flushed face before asking me a question.

"So what information are you looking for?"
"Things like what kind of being the World Tree was or what abilities it used."
"Ah."

At my question, Cynthia nodded and looked at me.
Then she began telling me what she knew.

"Basically, since the World Tree is called the primordial tree that is the source of life, it can use all magic, sorcery, and divine skills related to life force."

I heard her explanation but couldn't understand exactly what she meant.
When I asked for more details, Cynthia nodded and explained:

"It means it can use anything that contains life. For example, from summoning spirits to all healing magic, curse removal magic, and even blessing or growth magic. The World Tree I saw could use anything related to life."
"Ah."

Magic related to life.
I nodded, thinking there was definitely a reason it was called the source of life.
Cynthia fidgeted with the glass in front of her and continued:

"In addition, the World Tree has the power to instinctively draw affection from those who have life. Usually, there's no one who dislikes the World Tree, but..."

The Pope and Duke Philotes killed the World Tree and then burned it.

*Those disgusting bastards.*

Thinking I did the right thing turning them into chimeras, I clicked my tongue.
Cynthia stopped fidgeting with the glass, glanced at me, cleared her throat with a "hmm hmm," and said:

"That's all I know. I met the World Tree, but I didn't spend a long time with it."
"No, this helps a lot. Thank you."
"It's nothing."

Cynthia smiled slightly, pleased by my compliment, then looked around.
In a subtly subdued tone, she asked me:

"By the way, Jung Hyun."
"Yes?"
"When I came back today, I noticed Lucia was limping. Did something happen?"

Though her words sounded like a kind inquiry, her voice was incredibly cold.
I instinctively felt I was screwed and tried to make an excuse quickly.
But before I could, Cynthia said something that felt like she was biting my neck:

"No, something must have happened, right?"

At that question, I could only keep my mouth shut.
In this situation, any answer would only make things worse.

*This is giving me a headache.*

If I had returned just one day later, everything would have worked out fine. Why does God give me such trials?
I was thinking I should give that goddess some physical education when I get back, when Cynthia, who had been tapping the table with her finger, narrowed her eyes and said to me:

"I... didn't want to say this, but. Sigh."

It seemed she was about to say something quite unpleasant.
I looked at Cynthia, thinking I would listen to whatever she had to say.
Cynthia avoided my gaze and said:

"When... when are you going to do it for me?"

At that question, my thought process momentarily froze.
What on earth was Cynthia saying?

"I've been waiting too, so why only Lucia... Ah, really. Isn't it too much to make me say this out loud?"

To be honest, this situation wasn't my fault, but somehow I felt like I should apologize.
I tried to apologize quickly, but before I could,
Cynthia blocked my mouth with her finger and said:

"Don't apologize. If you apologize, I'll really feel like I've lost."

Nodding my head, thinking I didn't understand Cynthia's feelings,
Cynthia sighed and said to me in a sulky voice:

"Anyway, really. You never do anything for me first... except kisses."

As I awkwardly smiled at her grumbling voice,
Cynthia seemed to have thought of something good and said to me with a playful expression:

"By the way, Jung Hyun. Do you prefer having a lot or having none?"
"Not a lot or a little, but a lot or none?"
"Yes."

This wasn't the Sphinx's riddle, but what on earth did she mean?
I looked at Cynthia, meaning to ask for a hint.
But Cynthia had no intention of telling me and avoided my gaze, turning her head away.

*I have no idea what she means, but these days it's better to go with less.*

Deciding to choose "none," I said, "I prefer having none."

"Good. Then I'll let you trim it yourself."

She stood up, saying something even more incomprehensible.

"Now that it's decided, I'll prepare so I can change according to your preference."

I really had no idea what she was talking about.
I tried to stop Cynthia and ask what she meant.
But she went into her room before I could, so I was left sitting there with none of my questions answered.

*I really don't understand what's going on.*

The more I thought about it, the more my head hurt.
So I decided to just go to bed and headed back to the bedroom.

* * * * *

Warm comfort, the reassuring smell of daddy, and a soft blanket.
Hana woke up feeling these things.

"Daddy..."

The first thing she did upon waking was to check if daddy was there.
Since daddy sometimes disappeared when she wasn't holding him tightly with her hands, she always looked for daddy first when she woke up.

"Daddyyy..."

Fortunately, today she must have held him tightly while sleeping.
Daddy was right beside her, so she smiled and hugged him tightly.

The warm and comfortable embrace of daddy.
Thinking she wanted to be with daddy forever, she closed her eyes, when
suddenly daddy seemed to be having a bad dream. He was groaning and struggling.

"Daddy...?"

Anxious and looking around,
she thought he might be cold, so
she pulled up the blanket around them to completely cover daddy, but

"..."

Daddy was still struggling, so
she had no choice but to get up and bring blankets from all the rooms to cover daddy.

The result was a huge mountain of blankets.
Looking at the mountain, she thought this would surely keep daddy warm and made a proud expression.
Then she giggled and patted daddy's head, saying:

"Daddy, Hana will protect you...!"

Then she wrapped her arms around daddy's face, stroking it.
She wriggled into the blanket mountain to get to daddy's side.

Still in his warm embrace.
Feeling happy again in that embrace, she rubbed her cheek against daddy's hand.
Then she came out again and placed her dolls one by one around daddy, making one request to her doll friends:

"You have to protect daddy...!"

At her words, the dolls nodded and began walking around, looking out.
Watching this, she smiled contentedly and lay down next to daddy, looking at him.
Eventually, unable to fight off the sleep that came over her, she fell asleep.

Ch.182 - 11. Playing Doctor
When I opened my eyes, the first things I saw were mountains of layered blankets and dolls moving around me.
While the blankets were one thing, I couldn't understand why the dolls were moving, so I frowned at them.
The dolls made a "hieek" sound and scattered away.

*I guess those are spirits.*

Like souls leaving their vessels, I nodded as I watched spirits emerging one by one from inside the dolls.
It seemed Hana had asked the spirits to watch over me while I slept, so I smiled gently as I looked at her.

*She's sleeping well.*

Is my embrace that comfortable?
I gently caressed Hana's soft-looking cheek and smiled again.

*

Since everyone had returned to Earth, we had no choice but to hold something like a family meeting.
Not that we were doing anything particularly special.
It was just to discuss how to resolve any problems that had occurred or might occur in our daily lives.

So we gathered again to talk about various life-related matters, but...
The first topic that came up wasn't related to daily life... well, strictly speaking, it was,
but it wasn't quite what I had in mind.

"Today, let's discuss how Lucia took Jung Hyun's innocence without saying a word."

The moment Cynthia mentioned something about innocence, I covered Hana's ears with both hands.
When Hana felt her ears being covered, she turned around to look at me,
then smiled brightly and said, "It's warm."

*What on earth are you trying to talk about in front of a child?*

Not wanting Hana to hear such conversation, I tried to leave with her,
but Cynthia kept signaling me to stay seated, so I had no choice but to sit back down.
With no other option, I sat down again and said to Hana:

"Hana, would you like to play in the back for a bit? Daddy needs to talk for a while."

At those words, Hana hesitated for a moment.
Then, with a dejected expression, she made a small "Mmm..." sound and headed toward the living room where the dolls were.

*The problem is that even this breaks my heart*

As Hana was heading to the living room, she kept glancing back at me with a sad expression.
I couldn't bear it anymore.
With no other choice, I picked her up again and said:

"Then you have to stay still in Daddy's arms, okay?"

"Mmm...!"

Seeing Hana's face brighten again, I smiled bitterly.
I wonder why she likes me so much.
I stroked the back of Hana's head as she nuzzled her face against my chest and said:

"It's fine for you all to talk about such things, but please choose your words carefully."

At that, Cynthia looked back and forth between Hana and me.
Then, as if she'd had a good idea, she spoke to me in a tone suggesting she'd just realized something:

"Come to think of it, I don't think Jung Hyun needs to participate in the family meeting. Your opinion isn't really an important topic anyway."

Weren't we talking about my innocence? Then why isn't my opinion important?
I was about to say something in response to Cynthia's bewildering statement,
but seeing her expression that seemed full of madness, I just closed my mouth and had no choice but to leave the family meeting.

*Scary, so scary.*

I used to win against her in the past, I think.
But since coming to Earth, I felt I couldn't win at all. With Hana in my arms, I went to the living room.

* * *

After arriving in the living room as if I'd been kicked out, Hana pointed to a hospital toy set in the corner and said:

"Daddy... I wanna play with this."

It seemed she wanted to play hospital with me.
Since I had nothing else to do anyway, I agreed and set her down there.
Hana put a toy stethoscope around her neck, looked at me, then bowed deeply in greeting.

"Hello...! What can I get you!"

Thinking that hospitals these days are no different from restaurants, I said to Hana:

"A health checkup for one that's enough for two."

At that, Hana seemed not to understand fully and blinked at me.
Then, looking at her fingers as they wiggled, she said "Mmm!" and
brought over some nearby dolls, holding their hands, and said:

"Then I'll do it for you...!"

What exactly is she going to do?
Curious, I decided to watch and see what Hana would do.

Hana made the dolls move...
More precisely, she put spirits into the dolls to make them move, and was saying something.

"Daddy is very sick, so we need to give him lots of medicine."

Taking too much medicine might actually kill me from overdose.
I was about to protest, wondering if I'd come to the wrong hospital,
but every time Hana looked at me with that bright smile, I couldn't bring myself to complain and just smiled.

*What can you do when the doctor is this cute?*

Anyway, as I was watching this, thinking it was incomprehensible,
Hana pulled out a kitchen toy set from among the dolls and said:

"Then I have to make it... lots and lots."

Then, with fingers so tiny it was amazing to see them move, she began creating toy food(?).
As I watched, thinking how good the quality of toys is these days,
Hana put some fruit toys into a toy pot and said:

"Done...!"

Then she looked at me with sparkling eyes,
quickly came over to me, handed it to me, and said:

"Eat this."

At those words, I picked it up and said playfully:

"Doctor, will I get better if I eat this?"

At that, our little doctor nodded her head quickly and said:

"Mmm...!"

Though I thought she seemed like an untrustworthy doctor, she was cute so it was fine.
I pretended to eat it and smiled at Hana.
Seeing this, Hana seemed quite pleased and looked at me with sparkling eyes, asking:

"Is it yummy?"

A doctor asking if medicine is delicious is also a first.
Wondering if this doctor could really be trusted, I nodded,
and Hana giggled and filled the pot with new fruits to offer me.

*

And so, due to the doctor's excessive prescription(?), I ended up consuming a total of:
8 toy fruits, 15 dolls with spirits inside crying for help, and one bottle of water.

*I'm not sure if this will cure me, but...*

One thing's for certain—the doctor was cute, so I'm satisfied with that, I thought as I lay on the floor.
Suddenly, Hana approached me with a startled look, touched my cheek, and said:

"Dying...! No!"

Thinking to myself that I didn't expect she'd try to kill me, I was laughing inside when
Hana stroked my head and said:

"You can't be sick... Hana will make it better."

Then she blew "hoo" on my forehead and told me to get better quickly.
Finding her actions adorable, I watched for a while, then had a good idea and said to Hana:

"Then, Doctor, I'll get up if you grant me one request, okay?"

"I'll do it."

At that, I immediately got up and decided to try something my friend had recommended on KakaoTalk.

"Then, dance to this."

What my friend recommended was the Baby Shark dance from MiTube.
According to my friend, it's one of the cutest dances when performed by young children.
Recalling those words, I showed Hana the Baby Shark dance and asked:

"What do you think? Can you do it?"

At that question, Hana nodded proudly and said to me:

"Hana knows this."

Has she stopped pretending to be a doctor now?
I giggled at Hana's response and said, "Then I'll leave it to you."
Hana nodded quickly and wiggled her bottom.

As I watched Hana dance, I could come to one conclusion:

*It's not the same at all.*

Except for the fact that she was moving, it wasn't similar at all.
Still, it was cute, so I kept watching, when suddenly Hana slipped into my arms and asked:

"Better now?"

She probably meant to ask if I was better, but mispronounced it.
In response, I picked up one of the dolls Hana had given me earlier and said:

"I had a baby here. It's a pretty daughter."

At that, Hana stared at the doll and me for a moment.
Then, in a flustered voice, she said to me:

"N-no, Daddy's daughter is Hana..."

At that reaction, I quickly hugged Hana and said:

"Of course, Daddy only has one daughter—Hana."

"Mmm...!"

She seemed quite pleased with that answer and kissed my cheek again, smiling brightly.
Anyway, as I was thinking about how cute she was, regardless of whose daughter she might be,
suddenly Cynthia called me from behind.

"Jung Hyun, I have something to tell you."

"Something to tell me?"

Wondering what it was, I looked back, and suddenly Cynthia handed me a hair removal kit and said:

"You said it's better without it, right? I'll give you a chance to remove it tonight. Wash up and wait."

"...?"

Realizing that the situation was taking a strange turn, I could only clear my throat awkwardly.

Ch.183 - 12. Cynthia, Hair Removal
At this point, even someone completely oblivious would understand the context.
One phrase about removing body hair.
So this meant Cynthia was giving me an opportunity to remove her body hair.

*This is insane.*

I wasn't sure how to respond, so I kept my mouth shut for a moment while looking at Cynthia.
Then I sighed and said:

"Fucking awesome."

Damn it, my instincts again.
I sighed, wondering why coming to Earth seemed to make me act so instinctively.

*No, I was living by instinct in that world too.*

Of course, the tendencies were different.
In the game world, violent instincts took priority.
On Earth, sexual instincts seemed to take priority.

*I'm literally an animal.*

While I was feeling a strange sense of self-doubt and smiling awkwardly, Cynthia looked at me and laughed uncomfortably.

"G-good. I'm glad I prepared separately... hahaha."

Clearly feeling more awkward than me despite being the one who brought it up, Cynthia moved stiffly like a machine.
Then she grabbed my hand and led me to her private bathroom while saying:

"Then let's do it right now..."

Judging by her spinning eyes, she seemed to have lost her mind.
I decided to calm her down first.
I lightly flicked her forehead and said:

"Tonight."

There were too many eyes watching now, and Hana was awake, making it awkward to do it immediately.
I decided to postpone until Hana was asleep.

"Ah, y-yes. That's right...! That makes more sense."

At my words, Cynthia nodded rapidly with jerky movements.
Then she grabbed my hand, swung it around, and fled back to her room like she was escaping.

*How strange.*

I thought about how Cynthia had also become weird since coming to Earth as I returned to Hana.

* * *

To be honest, after seeing how Cynthia acted earlier, I thought she wouldn't dare suggest doing such a thing for at least a day or two.
Surprisingly, that very evening—or more precisely, around 1 AM—Cynthia slipped into my room and called for me.

"Jung Hyun."

Cynthia sidled up next to me, pressing on my shoulder repeatedly.
After clearing her throat, she whispered to me:

"Wake up quickly. We need to do what we need to do."

What we need to do... that's a bold statement considering I hadn't actually promised anything.
I awkwardly nodded, and Cynthia glanced at Hana, fixed her bangs, then pulled me out of bed.

"Before Hana wakes up... no, take your time. As long as possible. Until I pass out."

Her tone seemed unlike the usual Cynthia, so I looked at her curiously.
Her eyes were darting back and forth nervously.
She seemed too flustered to collect herself, so I sighed and said:

"Alright, let's go."
"Y-yes."

I could feel her trembling.
I looked at her delicate fingers gripping my arm, smiled slightly, and headed toward the bathroom in Cynthia's room.

*

"No one will come here, so don't worry."

Cynthia proudly showed me her bathroom covered in various magic circles.

"For this moment, I've placed all kinds of spells here—soundproofing, vibration removal, entry restriction, and perception reduction. Even the Demon King wouldn't notice this place exists."

What is she saying when she herself is the Demon King?
I didn't want to point out this useless contradiction, so I just nodded.
With a flushed face, Cynthia suddenly backed me against the wall and said:

"So... no matter how loud you are or how vigorously you move, no one will know, so..."

Despite being the one who cornered me, Cynthia's expression was full of embarrassment.
She closed her eyes tightly and whispered to me:

"You can do whatever you want..."

Honestly, any man who could maintain his sanity after hearing those words would have to be one of three things:
Impotent, depressed, or gay.
So I couldn't help losing my mind as I grabbed Cynthia's shoulders.

"I can do whatever I want? Really?"

At my question, Cynthia flinched as if feeling vague fear, then nodded quickly while avoiding my gaze.

"Yes..."

As I slowly pushed Cynthia toward the wall, something strange caught my eye.

*Pink?*

Something pink was visible in the bathroom drawer, clashing with the modern design of the bathroom.
Wondering why it was there, I unconsciously opened it.

CRASH!

With a loud noise, numerous sex toys spilled out onto the floor.

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

In this situation, we both fell silent as if we had rehearsed it, unable to do anything but stare at each other.
If ordinary tools had fallen, it might have been different.
But we were looking at a "mountain" of tools representing human sexual desire, including some that looked quite hardcore.

So we silently stared at them, maintaining the silence while organizing our thoughts.
Suddenly, Cynthia looked at the pile of toys and said something ridiculous:

"W-what? What are these? Jung Hyun, I've never seen these before, do you know what they are?"

Her voice was so shaky and awkward that anyone could tell she was "acting."
But Cynthia persisted with her act and said to me:

"I really don't know. Haha... they look so strange and weird."

Watching her was actually making me feel uncomfortable.
I shook my head and said:

"You can stop now."
"B-but!"
"It's already over."

I picked up Cynthia, who looked like she was about to collapse, and whispered to her as she seemed about to cry:

"Besides, does it matter? We're about to see everything of each other anyway."
"W-what?"

Seeing Cynthia's momentary confusion, I smiled and said:

"Come to think of it, you said I could remove your body hair however I want, right? I'll shave it myself, so wait."
"W-wait a moment."
"Why?"
"I just realized it's too embarrassing... Let's do that next time."
"It's too late now."

What is she saying after already handing me the hair removal kit?
I told Cynthia to undress and started taking off my own clothes.

*After doing it with Lucia last time, I feel more relaxed.*

Thinking that experience really matters, I took off my top and glanced at Cynthia.
She hadn't undressed at all and was stiffly fiddling with her top buttons.

*If she was going to be embarrassed, she should have been from the start. It's cute how she's getting shy now.*

Thinking I couldn't understand her, I slowly approached Cynthia and said:

"Want help undressing?"

At my question, Cynthia froze again and answered "What?"
I looked at her playfully and replied:

"You seem to be having trouble."
"Ah... well..."
"So I'll help you undress."
"Ugh...!"

Cynthia seemed to want to object, mumbling something, but couldn't find a good reason to refuse.
She closed her mouth and nodded.

"Do as you please, Jung Hyun..."

At those words, I smiled slightly and slowly began undressing Cynthia.
As I removed her top, my first emotion was:

*...Insane.*

Awe.

*They're really huge.*

While Lucia was also quite large, Cynthia's were on a different level entirely.
Thinking that the term "milk cow" people often use would apply to Cynthia, I admired them.
Then, feeling mischievous, I slipped my hand into her cleavage.

"Eek!?"

Cynthia was startled by the unfamiliar sensation on her chest, jumping in surprise.
Then she calmed down and said to me:

"I-if you suddenly put it in, I'll be surprised."
"Sorry, I just suddenly wanted to."

At my words, Cynthia looked at me somewhat petulantly, then mumbled and said:

"Then... please take off the rest too."

At those words, I swallowed hard, nodded, and began removing Cynthia's clothes one by one.

*

Facing each other naked is quite embarrassing.
And if it's the first time, that sensation becomes even more acute.

Cynthia and I were busy hiding our naked bodies while sneaking glances at each other.
Seeing this, I realized that embarrassment and sexual desire could coexist, and sighed.
Thinking that I, as the experienced one(?), should take the lead, I said to Cynthia:

"Let's start with the hair removal."
"A-are you really going to do it?"
"You asked me to."
"That's true, but...!"

Cynthia started to lose her composure.
I gently pulled her and sat her down in the chair she had prepared.

*This is really amusing.*

From the preparations to being the one who suggested doing this in the first place.
But now that we're actually doing it, she can't overcome her embarrassment and is losing her mind—it's quite cute.
I looked at Cynthia fidgeting in the chair and said:

"I'll start now."

Thinking I needed to keep my composure in this situation, I knelt in front of Cynthia.
Cynthia looked at me, closed her thighs, and said quietly:

"Oh really... why did I suggest this."
"I wonder that too."
"Ugh..."

After contemplating for a while, she slowly spread her thighs apart.
With her eyes tightly shut, she exclaimed:

"I already t-trimmed it into a heart shape beforehand. What do you think...?"

Ch.184 - 13. How Does It Taste?
The heart-shaped pubic hair.

I'd heard about heart tattoos before, but seeing pubic hair shaped like this for the first time left me feeling flustered.

*Where on earth did she learn to do this?*

If Cynthia had been from another world like Lucia, Miria, or Charlotte, I might have understood it as a cultural difference. But Cynthia lived in Korea just like me, which made this even more baffling.

*Not that I dislike it, but it's... something else.*

I like it, but it feels awkward somehow. As I'm wondering how to express this, Cynthia hands me a razor and says:

"Um, when are you going to do it?"
"Oh, sorry."

I take the razor and fall into thought.

*Aren't there special hair removal products for this?*

As I'm about to ask if that might be better, Cynthia speaks first in a small, shrinking voice.

"It's... it's okay. What matters is that you shape it how you want..."

Apparently she values the process more than the result. Thinking this makes it less burdensome for me, but as I'm about to start, Cynthia squeezes her eyes shut and says:

"And it doesn't matter if you cut it strangely... I can fix it with magic anyway."
"Ah."

Come to think of it, there's no need for manual hair removal when magic can solve everything. Realizing all my concerns were meaningless, I smile slightly.

*If that's the case, I can relax too.*

Deciding to enjoy the process, I turn on the shower and adjust it to a temperature that would be comfortable for Cynthia.

"I'll wet it first."
"O-okay."

Cynthia stiffens and nods, covering her lower abdomen with both hands.

*Don't people usually cover the more private areas?*

Unless she had a protruding belly, which she didn't—she was slender to the point of being delicate, with all nutrients seemingly absorbed by her chest—I couldn't understand why she was covering her stomach. But rather than point it out, I decided to leave it be and sprayed warm water on her body.

"...Ah!"

When the water touches her, Cynthia flinches momentarily, glances at me, then mumbles:

"The temperature seems fine."

Seeing Cynthia so fidgety was a rare experience, and I enjoyed watching her for a moment before slowly spraying water around her pubic area to dampen it.

*It's better to wet the hair before cutting it.*

Remembering that this causes less irritation when cutting, I looked at Cynthia.

She had her legs spread for me, but was clearly struggling with embarrassment and shame. I smiled for a while, surprised to see this side of her, then decided it was time to get started properly. I squeezed out a generous amount of hair removal cream.

"I'll start now."
"...Okay."

Actually, there wasn't much to do. Cynthia had already taken care of the difficult parts, so I just needed to apply the cream and carefully trim it. Nothing particularly challenging.

*The only problem is...*

The location of the area I was working on meant the reactions were quite direct, and controlling the overflowing sexual desire was the real challenge.

Swish.

Each time I ran the razor across, Cynthia's private parts twitched. She seemed to be tensing and relaxing repeatedly, causing that movement. I could only swallow as I watched.

*This is seriously erotic.*

Her chest, her private parts—I thought there couldn't be many people with such an erotic body. As I continued trimming, I asked Cynthia:

"Are you okay?"

At my question, Cynthia nodded vaguely with a bright red face. She seemed too embarrassed to speak. Looking at her, I slowly turned on the water and said:

"Then I'll rinse it off."

If I rinsed it now, the flesh that had been hidden by pubic hair would be revealed, even if not perfectly. After confirming Cynthia's nod, I slowly sprayed water over her private parts.

*As expected, once or twice isn't enough.*

Realizing I needed to work more than I'd anticipated, I applied more hair removal cream and repeated the process.

*Done.*

Being used to physical work must have given me some dexterity, as I managed to trim the pubic hair cleanly and achieve a fairly satisfactory result. As I nodded with satisfaction at Cynthia's now-smooth groin, she looked at me and said quietly:

"Pervert..."

By now I had no intention of denying it, so I just nodded, but then Cynthia grabbed the razor and hair removal cream and said:

"I want to try shaving too."

I responded with confusion:

"What? I've already shaved everything."

Cynthia smiled as if she'd been waiting for this, pointed at my crotch, and said:

"There's still something left, isn't there?"

I finally realized what she'd been aiming for all along and smiled awkwardly.

*So that's why she suddenly let me shave her.*

This whole thing was a scheme to shave my pubic hair. It felt too awkward to refuse at this point, so I decided to just accept it.

*She's really something else.*

Thinking that unexpected things kept happening since coming to Earth, I gestured to Cynthia to do as she pleased. She smiled brightly at that and turned on the warm water.

"By the way, Jung Hyun."
"Yes?"
"It's quite... no, it's extremely big."
"Is it?"
"Since this is my first time seeing one in person, I'm not sure, but it seems much bigger than what I've seen in videos..."

Since there wasn't much I could say in response to that, I kept quiet. Cynthia glanced repeatedly at my manhood, then asked shyly:

"Can I... touch it?"
"Go ahead."

With my permission, Cynthia sprayed water on my manhood, then carefully reached out and gently grasped the tip.

"...So this is a cock."

Cynthia absentmindedly fondled my manhood, examining it intently, then swallowed and looked up at me while rubbing her thighs together.

"Can I... lick it once?"

I could only cough at that question. From what she was saying, this seemed to be her first time seeing one in person, yet she immediately wanted to lick it... While I welcomed it and had to nod, I couldn't help feeling surprised.

"Just once then..."

The moment I gave permission, Cynthia gently took the tip of my manhood in her mouth, then made an intriguing expression. It seemed the taste wasn't what she expected. As I chuckled at her reaction, Cynthia complained:

"It's salty... bitter and bland, I don't know how to describe it."

As I laughed at her response, Cynthia glanced at me, then applied hair removal cream and said:

"Anyway, I can't be the only one with a bare mountain, so you need to become one too."
"Sure, sure."
"Phew."

With that, Cynthia began shaving my hair with the razor. Her hand movements were awkwardly inexperienced, which worried me a bit, but I could see she was being careful not to hurt me, so I decided to trust her and wait until she finished.

"Hmm... this should be good enough."

Looking at my lower body, now smooth as a newborn's, I smiled awkwardly. This was the first time since puberty I'd been like this, and I never imagined it would happen this way.

*Well, it doesn't really matter.*

As I was thinking I wouldn't be able to go to public baths for a while, Cynthia pondered for a moment, then asked:

"Um, Jung Hyun..."
"Yes?"
"Just once... can I lick it just once more?"

My manhood responded to her words before I could, twitching as if insisting I should definitely agree. Sighing, I nodded.

"Do as you please."
"Th-thank you..."

Cynthia seemed quite embarrassed by the situation, nodding and smiling awkwardly. Then she slowly teased the upper part of my manhood with her tongue before taking it fully into her mouth and exploring it with her tongue.

*How should I describe this?*

A ticklish yet warm feeling. The beginner's clumsiness mixed with new sensations created an erotic feeling that heightened my excitement.

*It's not so much physical pleasure as the erotic atmosphere that's exciting.*

As I was experiencing this new sensation with some bewilderment, Cynthia wiped the drool leaking from the corners of her mouth and briefly removed my manhood from her mouth. She glanced at me nervously, cleared her throat, and asked:

"Since it might be boring to just stand there... would you like to lick mine?"
"What?"
"Never mind if you don't want to..."

Seeing Cynthia suddenly become timid, I blinked, thought for a moment, then nodded and said I would. Cynthia shyly played with her ear, then slowly spread her thighs toward me and said:

"H-here!"

She opened her arms in a welcoming gesture. As if entranced, I carefully licked her private parts with my tongue.

*How would I even describe this taste?*

As I was struggling to find words to express it, Cynthia suddenly looked at me and asked in a subtle voice:

"How does my pussy taste...?"

Ch.185 - 14. Thank You, Lord Reltra.
I couldn't believe she would ask about the taste, so I could only stare at Cynthia in silence.
Faced with my gaze, Cynthia avoided eye contact and spoke with an awkward smile.

"Salty taste...? Or fishy? Or burn—I mean, a strange taste? W-what does it taste like...?"

Midway through speaking, her embarrassment seemed to explode as Cynthia hung her head low with a dazed expression.

*If she's going to be embarrassed, she shouldn't have asked in the first place.*

Why would she say such things if she's going to be this embarrassed? Though I found it cute and was laughing inside. Unable to bear it, Cynthia squeezed her thighs together and gently pinched my cheek.

"Don't laugh...!"
"Sorry, sorry."
"Seriously..."

Cynthia poked my cheek repeatedly in protest, then sighed deeply before saying to me:

"You're really mean."

Thinking "Am I?" I shrugged my shoulders. Cynthia picked up the lubricant that had rolled nearby and said:

"Anyway, you know... Jung Hyun, I mean little brother."

Using the term "brother" to show her affection for me, Cynthia stared at me intently, then took a deep breath and whispered softly:

"Big sister will take the lead. So just wait."

Cynthia taking the lead, huh? With Lucia, I had led most situations, so this was novel. Thinking it wouldn't be bad to be led for once, I nodded. Cynthia pressed her body against mine and said:

"I'll make tonight unforgettable for you."

Her seductive smile conveyed a sense of confidence. Considering what she'd said before, this was clearly her "first time" doing such things, yet she seemed surprisingly skilled, which amazed me enough to nod in admiration.

*She really is something.*

Thinking this might be good, I lay down on the floor to indicate she should do as she wished. Cynthia looked at me, squeezed out some lubricant, and began applying it to my manhood.

*Well, being confident and being good at it are two different things.*

I smiled watching Cynthia diligently applying the lubricant with clumsy hand movements. The gap between her earlier confidence and current awkwardness was endearing. As I watched, Cynthia put on a haughty expression and said to me:

"This much isn't difficult."

Having entered her self-proclaimed "big sister mode," Cynthia used informal speech to subtly assert her dominance, then chuckled softly and said:

"Then I'll start."

Wondering how well she would do, I nodded, and Cynthia applied lubricant to her private parts before inserting my manhood into herself.

*

Normally when someone pretends to be mature and composed, they try to maintain the act until the end even if it's obvious. But Cynthia didn't even last that long—she started crying immediately, showing an even more vulnerable side than Lucia had.

"Hueeeng. It hurts..."

I never expected her to actually cry. I patted Cynthia's back as she sniffled while still connected to me, and sighed lightly.

*Now I understand why Reltra calls Cynthia the "baby Demon King."*

Thinking that while she had large breasts, her behavior was completely childlike, I continued patting her back. Cynthia, still sniffling, said to me:

"I'm sorry... your big sister is crying..."
"You don't really need to apologize."
"You don't hate me now, do you...?"
"Of course not."

I hugged her tightly to provide psychological comfort through gentle pressure. Cynthia slowly leaned into me and hugged me back. After embracing me for a while, she seemed to feel better and grumbled in an improved voice:

"Your chest makes it hard to hug because of my breasts."

Indeed, her breasts were so large that hugging felt like having two big balloons between us. Of course, from my perspective, this was actually a plus.

*Well, anyway.*

Since she seemed calmer now, it would be better to comfort her more before starting again. However, I was concerned whether we could continue, given how much pain she felt despite using lubricant.

*This might be difficult.*

I was deciding that if she was in too much pain, we should stop for today and continue another time, when tear-streaked Cynthia hugged my neck and said:

"B-big sister will start leading again."

Such words had no credibility when spoken through tears. I sighed and nodded to let her do as she wished. Cynthia slowly began moving her hips back and forth again.

"Hnngh... hic."

These weren't moans of pleasure but sounds of pain and discomfort. As I wondered if this was right, Cynthia continued moving while asking me:

"D-does it feel good?"

No one enjoys seeing their partner in pain, except in mutually agreed scenarios. As I pondered what to do, Cynthia continued her "big sister act" and said:

"It's... not as impressive as I thought."

Didn't she just cry from pain earlier? I was amused by the realization that Cynthia in crisis mode needed careful management, when she seemed to realize something, made an "Ah" sound, looked at me, then smiled brightly and muttered something quietly.

*Magic?*

Fortunately—or perhaps not—unlike mana, Demonic Energy wouldn't disappear due to my nature, so it would probably remain. Things would proceed as Cynthia wanted.

*I'll just let it be for now.*

After seeing her cry earlier, I didn't want to tease her to tears, so I watched as Cynthia created a pink heart tattoo made of Demonic Energy on her lower abdomen and proudly told me:

"The ultimate magic circle Reltra taught me... with this, surely."

As soon as Reltra was mentioned, I understood the context.

*I bet Reltra tricked Cynthia, telling her something like using a succubus symbol would let her control men.*

Otherwise, Cynthia wouldn't have put such a symbol on her lower abdomen. Realizing that Reltra was behind all of Cynthia's actions, I sighed, but before I could speak, Cynthia's eyes sparkled as she said:

"...It doesn't hurt. No, it feels even better than that."
"What?"

The symbol apparently had functions I wasn't aware of, so I blinked in surprise. Cynthia pressed the symbol on her abdomen repeatedly while smiling, then looked at me with predatory eyes and said:

"...I'll kiss you."

Despite her fierce gaze, what she declared was quite tame. Thinking that even with such magic, her essential nature wouldn't change, I nodded. Cynthia, with a flushed face, pressed her lips against mine, licked my lips with her tongue, and asked:

"Hey, you know."
"Yes?"
"Do I... taste good...?"

I can state with certainty: this was definitely Reltra's suggestion. Fighting back a cough, I nodded, and Cynthia muttered "I did it" at my response, then continued:

"...Then shall I let you keep tasting me...?"

How did she manage to alternate between confidence and timidity? While it was cute to watch, if we continued like this, we'd just keep repeating the same pattern.

*I should probably take the lead now.*

Thinking this, I nodded and said to Cynthia:

"Yes, please do."

Hearing my answer, Cynthia shyly nodded, then slowly moved her hips with a somewhat flushed expression and said:

"Somehow... this feels good."

The magic seemed to have removed the pain and amplified the pleasure. Watching this, I matched Cynthia's tempo for a while, then slowly changed positions and said:

"Big sister."

At the word "big sister," Cynthia opened her eyes wide and nodded quickly. I laid her down on the floor, gently caressed her breasts, and said:

"I'll start properly now."
"...Huh?"

Cynthia paused at the word "properly," looking at me. She seemed to realize that what we'd done so far wasn't considered "serious." Enjoying her reaction, I slowly moved my hips.

*As I felt before... she's incredibly tight.*

Despite apparently masturbating regularly, there was a reason she had been in pain when I entered her. Feeling the intense pressure around my manhood, I smiled. Cynthia covered her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut.

"Mmph... hnng... hic."

She seemed embarrassed by her moans. After watching for a moment, I gently reached out to lower her hands and said:

"Let me hear your voice, big sister."
"B-but my voice... hng... sounds weird."
"It's not weird at all—it sounds really good, so don't worry."
"......"

Persuaded, Cynthia nodded slightly, lowered her hands, and squeezed her eyes shut. Seeing this, I focused on moving my hips again.

*This is crazy, though.*

When I was with Lucia in the bathtub, embracing each other, I didn't have the opportunity to see her breasts during the act. But now I could see them clearly, which was quite a luxurious view. I admired the dynamic movement of her large breasts and slowly reached out to touch them.

*Isn't it unfair to be this big yet still so firm?*

Usually breasts this large would sag and lose elasticity, but Cynthia's had an amazing texture that was simply marvelous. I became immersed in the physical pressure from below and the mental satisfaction from above, gradually moving my hips faster.

Squelch, squelch, squelch.

Obscenely lewd sounds echoed off the bathroom walls. Embarrassed by the distinctive erotic sounds of skin slapping against skin, Cynthia didn't know what to do, then tightly closed her eyes and said to me:

"...I want to have about ten children."

Wondering why she suddenly said this, I looked at her. With a face red to her ears, Cynthia met my eyes and continued:

"Could we do this regularly...?"
"...Ten children?"
"If that's too many... eight...?"

That wasn't the issue. I was about to mention practical concerns, but before I could, Cynthia wrapped her legs around my waist, pulled me closer, and said:

"...So what I'm saying is, give me all the semen you have right now."

Her possessive tone was surprising, but I had no objections. I laughed lightly and nodded.

"Then I'll start in earnest now."

From "properly" to "in earnest." At this choice of words, Cynthia realized something was wrong and opened her eyes wide, but before she could speak, I increased my pace to prevent her from saying anything else.

"W-waaaait...! T-too fast... hnng... mmm...!"

Perhaps due to the succubus symbol, moans of pleasure began to spread again. Thinking how convenient this would have been with Lucia too, I continued moving my hips while observing Cynthia's reactions.

* * *

The succubus symbol apparently not only reduced pain but also enhanced sexual desire. Unlike with Lucia, we went four or five rounds consecutively, and by the end, she was moving her hips herself, focusing all her energy on squeezing out my semen.

"Mmm... hnng... ahhh!"

Another sound of reaching climax. As Cynthia collapsed onto me, I blinked for a moment. She looked at me while twitching her hips, then swayed her hips side to side and said:

"...Reltra said if you mix it around like this after finishing, the chances of getting pregnant increase."
"......"

What the hell has Reltra been teaching Cynthia? I decided to thank him next time we met.

"Next time, let's do it somewhere other than the bathroom, like outside..."
"Outside?"
"Yes. Reltra said it feels better that way."

Seriously, this Reltra guy... I thought I'd definitely buy him a gift when I saw him next, mentally thanking him profusely.

"Shall we do that?"

As I stroked the head of Cynthia who was nodding in my arms, someone knocked on the door.

"......"

A sudden chill ran down my spine, making my skin crawl. Didn't she say she cast a perception reduction spell? Moreover, since she used Demonic Energy rather than mana, it shouldn't have been dispelled by my nature.

So why was someone here? I swallowed and asked:

"Who is it?"

Ch.186 - 15. Humans Are 70% Water.
So to summarize, I was with Cynthia in the bathroom when someone knocked on the door, interrupting us. When I asked who it was, I heard Hana's voice calling "Daddy!" This was surprising because Cynthia had used various magic spells to ensure privacy, but Hana, whose essence is the World Tree, managed to detect us anyway.

I quickly got dressed, kissed Cynthia on the forehead apologizing that we had to stop, and went outside to find Hana playing with animated dolls. She immediately clung to my leg, rubbing her cheek against it. I gently picked her up and apologized for disappearing suddenly, but she insisted I hadn't done anything wrong.

The next day at lunch, Cynthia deliberately limped into the living room where I was relaxing with Hana, telling Lucia and Charlotte, "It hurts... yesterday was too intense, I can barely walk." This provocation made them freeze and glare at me. Charlotte especially looked both hurt and upset.

Miria arrived with a present for Hana—a storybook. Hana initially refused, saying she preferred being with me, but I encouraged her to accept the gift. When I examined the book, I was surprised by its strange title: "The era when only children read fairy tales is over. [The animal kingdom is a ridiculously messy true human story.] [Love and War]"

When I questioned Miria about this inappropriate children's book, she awkwardly claimed she couldn't read Korean. Hana became excited when Miria mentioned cats in the book, so despite my reservations, I began reading it to her. The content was bizarre, starting with: "Chapter One. Since 70% of humans are made of water, 7 out of 10 people are just water pretending to be human."

Hana mentioned liking "mur" (water) and demonstrated by summoning what appeared to be a water spirit that evaporated when she opened her hands. As I continued reading the strange book, I realized Hana wasn't actually interested in the story—she just enjoyed being with me and having me stroke her head.

I decided to stop reading and suggested we go outside to play and eat something delicious instead. Seeing that Charlotte was still upset, I invited her to join us, which surprised her.

Ch.187 - 16. Nyaaaa
Perhaps due to the repeated pattern of warming up and then getting cold again, the first thing I noticed when we stepped outside was the icy path.

Since I couldn't let Hana walk on such a slippery surface, I picked her up and asked, "Hana, is there anywhere you want to go?"

At my question, Hana blinked a few times before breaking into a bright smile, spreading her arms wide as she replied, "I wanna see the kitty!"

"Oh, the cat from last time?"

"Yep!"

I glanced over to where we had seen the stray cat before. It was definitely around here somewhere. Thinking it might not be a bad idea to take the cat home with us, I turned to Charlotte and asked, "Senior, do you like cats?"

Charlotte blinked at my question, then awkwardly nodded. "I... like them well enough...?"

"If you like them, just say so. What's with the 'well enough'?"

"W-well, I guess you're right?"

Her response seemed strange, so I looked her in the eyes to ask why, but Charlotte's face turned bright red as she backed away from me.

*Why is she acting like that?*

It couldn't simply be because she liked me—we'd been living together for too long and had been through too much for that to be the reason.

*There must be something else going on, but I can't figure out what.*

While I was staring at Charlotte's face, trying to understand, she suddenly pushed my face away and blurted out, "I-I'm ready too!"

Ready? What was that supposed to mean?

I was about to ask what she meant when memories of what I'd done with Lucia and Cynthia flashed through my mind.

Sacred acts meant to bring new life into the world.

I immediately shut my mouth and looked away.

*It's not appropriate to talk about such things in front of Hana.*

Deciding to avoid the topic, I looked at Hana's beaming face when suddenly we heard a meow in the distance.

"Meow~"

Hana's eyes sparkled at the sound. She wiggled out of my arms, shouting "Kitty!" as she ran toward the cat.

"Well, looks like she prefers the cat over you," Charlotte teased with a laugh.

I felt a strange bitterness as I watched Hana's retreating back.

*She prefers the cat, huh...*

At those words, images flashed through my mind—Hana entering elementary school, going through puberty, and eventually getting married. I felt a corner of my heart tear as I sighed.

*I might actually cry.*

Until now, Hana had always been the one crying, but I realized I might be the one to shed tears this time. As I was approaching Hana, she suddenly scooped up the cat and ran back to me.

"Daddy...! Kitty!"

"Yes, it's a kitty."

"Uh-huh. Kitty is sooo cuuute!"

I chuckled at that. To me, Hana was much cuter. I crouched down to pat her head, and Hana, still holding the cat, asked me:

"Daddy, can I play with the kitty...?"

"Sure."

"Wow...!"

Hana looked at me excitedly, then leaned against me while waving the cat's paw.

As I watched the white cat's paw being waved around, Charlotte crouched down beside us and said, "...This is peaceful."

"It really is."

Just a few months ago, there had been a bloody war—though it was the enemies' blood that had been spilled, not mine... Regardless, after witnessing such brutal scenes, this peaceful moment felt strange.

As I was blankly enjoying this ticklish feeling, I suddenly remembered the chimeras I'd left in the other world.

*I wonder how the chimeras are doing?*

With that thought, I said to Charlotte, "I'm worried about whether the chimeras are eating well, if they're sick, or if they're having any difficulties."

"...What?"

Charlotte looked at me with an extremely confused expression. "W-worried?"

"Yes. After all, the chimeras are life forms I created. I can't help but worry about them."

"..."

Charlotte seemed to have a lot to say but decided against it, pressing her lips together and looking away.

"I should go visit them sometime."

As I was muttering to myself, lost in sentiment, Hana suddenly put down the cat and looked up at me. Then she hugged me tightly and shook her head rapidly.

"No... don't leave Hana behind..."

Startled by her reaction, I quickly picked her up and said, "I won't leave you behind, don't worry."

"...Weally?"

"Really."

Relieved, Hana sighed and nodded with a soft "Mm-hmm..."

As I patted her back, feeling like I'd aged ten years, Charlotte rested her chin on her hand and said, "You two are exactly alike."

At those words, Hana perked up her ears and smiled broadly. Charlotte seemed about to say something but shook her head with a sigh instead, then said to me:

"Anyway, let's not just stand here. Let's go to a nearby shop. And bring the cat too."

"Kitty!"

"Yes, kitty."

"Uh-huh. Kitty is good and listens well."

"...Is that so?"

I smiled as I listened to Charlotte and Hana's banter, then took Hana's hand and slowly headed toward a nearby café.

* * *

While it wasn't possible to bring the cat inside the café, we were able to claim seats at the outdoor terrace. After buying various foods, I placed them on the chair.

Before going to the other world, such desserts would have been too expensive for me, but now, having amassed wealth that could be described as "money duplication," this amount was nothing. Without hesitation, I placed the food on the chair and asked Hana:

"Hana, what would you like to eat?"

Hana pointed at a muffin and looked up at me.

"Hana wants to eat this."

"Oh yeah?"

I was about to give it to her right away, but feeling mischievous, I hid the muffin and said, "Ta-da! Daddy made the bread disappear with magic."

Hana tilted her head, looking at me curiously, then exclaimed "Wow!" and started clapping her hands.

"Magic... wow, amazing."

Feeling embarrassed, I cleared my throat and placed the muffin in Hana's hands.

*What am I doing in front of Hana?*

As I was laughing awkwardly, thinking how ridiculous it was to act this way in front of someone with magical abilities rivaling a great mage, Hana lifted the muffin with both hands and said to me:

"Daddy...! Hana can do magic too!"

"R-really?"

"Yes! Want me to show you?"

Eager to shake off my embarrassment, I quickly nodded. Hana waved the muffin around with both hands, then with a "Yap!" she quickly placed it on top of the cat's head.

I was impressed by how skillfully she did it and applauded, which made Hana grin and show me her empty palms.

"It disappeared!"

"That's amazing."

"Yep!"

I was smiling at how cute Hana was when suddenly the cat with the muffin on its head started backing away with a strange sound:

"Nyaaaaaang!"

*What's wrong with it?*

It seemed to be malfunctioning because of something on its head. I quickly tried to grab the muffin from the cat's head, but the cat ran away and disappeared somewhere before I could.

"Oh."

That was unfortunate. I picked up the fallen muffin and asked Hana:

"Hana, do you know where the cat went?"

Hana fidgeted anxiously, looking ahead, then nodded and said:

"Uh-huh... if I ask Muru and Barami, they'll tell me..."

Muru must be a water spirit, and Barami is probably a wind spirit. I told her to please ask them, and Hana began manifesting mana and summoning spirits everywhere.

"Wow... she's summoning spirits like an army."

Charlotte exclaimed in admiration as she watched, and I nodded in agreement as I picked Hana up.

"Shall we go find the cat then?"

"...Mm-hmm."

After gently squeezing Hana's sulky cheeks, I walked in the direction the spirits were heading.

* * * * *

Charlotte sighed as she watched Jung Hyun following the cat with Hana. No matter how she looked at it, he didn't seem to be in the mood to pounce(?).

*With Hana around, it's impossible to do anything because he's too concerned about her.*

She sighed, finally understanding why those two only targeted Jung Hyun in the evening. Suddenly, a dog started rubbing its head against her foot, showing affection.

*What's this?*

The dog was well-groomed and had a collar, suggesting it had an owner. She didn't understand why it had approached her and was petting its head when a decent idea suddenly crossed her mind.

*...A collar.*

With that thought, she smiled, thinking this might work. She touched her lips, letting her imagination run wild.

*Yes... with this, Jung Hyun will surely cross the line first.*

Recalling all the knowledge and practices she had learned before, she began to develop her plan in more detail. What she came up with was something so embarrassing she could hardly speak of it, but if she could endure this embarrassment, she was certain things would proceed exactly as she wanted. With that thought, she smiled broadly.

Ch.188 - 17. Permission
I walked forward as Hana held my hand, saying, "Kitty, where are you? ... Meow meow."

I could have quickly found the cat using my Divine Power to scan the surroundings, but Hana looked so cute calling out for it that I decided to let her continue.

*I'll watch a bit longer and help her find it if necessary.*

Of course, with the spirits around, I probably wouldn't need to intervene directly... Either way, I decided to follow Hana and let her handle it herself to foster her independence.

After looking around for a few minutes, we spotted traces of the cat. Seeing this, Hana and the spirits quickly approached the area, then split up and ran off in different directions.

"Hana?"

I could only blink in surprise at how suddenly Hana had vanished from sight. I hadn't expected her to disappear so quickly.

I immediately looked at Charlotte, who sighed and pointed to the right path.

"It's this way."

Fortunately, Charlotte had kept track of the direction. I nodded and was about to head that way when Charlotte grabbed my wrist first.

"Let's walk slowly."

"What?"

It seemed urgent to find Hana, so walking slowly didn't make sense to me. I was about to tell Charlotte we needed to find Hana quickly, but before I could—

"She has spirits with her, what are you worried about? She could hold off even a Demon King for a day with those."

"..."

Frustratingly, she wasn't wrong. I was still concerned, but before I could express this, Charlotte interlaced her fingers with mine.

"You shouldn't coddle her too much. You need to let her try things on her own."

"But still—"

"That way, she'll be able to survive even when you're not around anymore, don't you think?"

At those words, I closed my mouth and stared at Hana's footprints in the snow.

Even though I had obtained a goddess's power, my essence was still human. I wouldn't live even 10% of the World Tree Hana's lifespan.

*That's why...*

I knew better than anyone that someday I would have to let Hana go and ensure she could live independently. So as I was about to continue searching for her, I stopped and nodded.

"You're right."

"Good. And... we have something to do too."

"Something to do?"

Wondering what she meant, I looked at Charlotte, who scratched her cheek as she spoke.

"Well, there's something."

While I was puzzled, she suddenly pointed to a pet shop nearby.

"Let's stop by here first."

Since I was planning to raise a cat anyway, I thought it would be good to buy some supplies. I nodded, spread my Divine Power around to detect when Hana returned, and went inside.

*

"Welcome!"

As the clerk greeted us, Charlotte awkwardly returned the greeting and pointed in a certain direction. Wondering what she was indicating, I looked and saw a section labeled "Large Dog Leashes."

I looked at Charlotte questioningly, and she pulled on my clothes with a reddened face.

"What do you like?"

Wouldn't it be better to choose something Hana would like rather than what I like?

*Besides, we're getting a cat, not a large dog.*

I was about to suggest going to the cat section when suddenly Charlotte held up a red leash to her neck and whispered softly.

"Does it... suit me?"

Her flushed face and the sweet scent wafting from her left me staring blankly at her. Charlotte quickly lowered the leash and said:

"Hurry up and say something...! I'm dying of embarrassment."

Finally coming to my senses, I smiled awkwardly and told Charlotte:

"Senior Charlotte looks good in anything."

"W-what are you saying?"

She lightly hit my shoulder as if complaining, glanced at me, then smiled broadly and looked away.

I smiled inwardly at her behavior, then put the leash she had been holding and some cat supplies in a basket before heading to the counter to purchase everything.

* * *

After buying the items, we came outside maintaining an awkward atmosphere. While I was inwardly amused at Charlotte refusing to let go of my hand, I noticed Hana returning, running toward me with a cat in her arms.

"Daddy...!"

She used to cry whenever we were separated even briefly, but now she seemed okay with being apart for a while. It gave me a strange feeling, like she was growing up.

*A world without me...*

Of course, we still had many days to live together and many more things to laugh about, but thinking that it would eventually end brought a strange anxiety and tender feeling. I silently hugged Hana tightly and stroked her head.

"Daddy...?"

As I lifted her up, Hana stared at me, tilting her head. Then she touched my cheek and made a gloomy expression.

"H-Hana is sad when Daddy is sad..."

I thought I had managed my expression well, but Hana seemed to see right through my act. Looking at her, I patted her back, shook my head, assured her everything was fine, and quickly changed the subject.

"By the way, where's the kitty?"

"Ah."

At that, Hana looked around and pointed to a cat that had climbed onto a fence.

"There it is...!"

I looked at the cat and asked Hana:

"Hana, do you want to raise a cat?"

"Yes...!"

"Should we get one then?"

At that, Hana's eyes sparkled as she asked me:

"...Really?"

"Yes, really."

When I nodded, Hana made the happiest expression in the world and called out to the cat:

"Kitty, let's go together...!"

At those words, the cat licked its paw while looking down at us, then came down under Hana and started meowing.

"Shall we go then?"

I headed home slowly, watching Hana nodding her head quickly.

* * *

After bathing Hana, I was lying in the middle of the living room, staring at the ceiling. There was no particular reason for lying like this; I was just rolling around to find some peace of mind.

After rolling around for a while, Hana, who had been playing with the cat, ran to me and snuggled into my arms, rubbing her cheek against my chest and giggling.

Seeing Hana like this, Charlotte's earlier words flashed through my mind.

*'Someday Hana needs to be prepared to live alone...'*

Feeling complicated by that thought, I absentmindedly poked Hana's cheek. Hana stared at me, then stroked my head and said:

"When Daddy does this to Hana, all the pain goes away. So Hana will do this for Daddy too...!"

"Really?"

"Yes...! Did the pain go away?"

At her question, I smiled brightly and nodded. Hana's eyes sparkled as she began stroking my head more enthusiastically.

*This is healing.*

As I was looking at Hana, thinking I'd like to live like this forever, Charlotte suddenly approached me and cleared her throat.

"Jung Hyun, I have something to tell you."

"Something to tell me?"

Wondering what it was, I looked at Charlotte, who took a deep breath and said:

"Come to the balcony this evening."

"...The balcony?"

"Yes. And, um..."

Charlotte seemed to have trouble speaking, hesitating before slowly whispering in my ear:

"Can you give me the leash we bought earlier?"

At those words, I roughly guessed what Charlotte was planning, but with Hana present, it was difficult to say anything. I just nodded and discreetly handed the leash to Charlotte.

"Th-thanks. I'll put it to good use."

...Put it to good use?

I wanted to hold my forehead in exasperation but managed to resist. Suddenly, Hana's eyes lit up, and she whispered to me:

"Daddy, are we getting a doggy too...?"

"A doggy?"

"Yes, a white, soft doggy..."

It didn't take long to realize that what Hana called "doggy" meant a dog.

*Oh.*

I could only press my lips together at those words. If I were to be honest, I would have had to say:

'It's not a dog, but Charlotte who's going to be leashed.'

So I smiled awkwardly and nodded.

"Y-yes, maybe?"

"Yes...! But we have to say this quietly... the kitty will be sad if it hears..."

I was stroking her head, finding it cute how Hana said we should speak quietly about getting a dog so the cat wouldn't hear and get sad, when Charlotte cleared her throat awkwardly and said:

"And Hana...? How about a sibling instead of a dog?"

"A sibling...?"

"Yes, a sibling."

At those words, Hana blinked and looked at Charlotte, then smiled broadly and told me:

"Hana likes babies...!"

She's a baby herself, so what is she saying?

Anyway, not quite understanding, I smiled awkwardly and replied, "Really?" Hana quickly nodded her head and answered, "Yes!"

Watching this, Charlotte playfully smiled and whispered to me:

"See? She approves. Now that we have permission from the real boss of the house, maybe we should try making a sibling."

At those words, I could only clear my throat and look at Charlotte.

Ch.189 - Of Course, Of Course.
Not only Charlotte, but Lucia and Cynthia had also been constantly urging me to "make a child," so I couldn't help thinking about having children.

*Hana's siblings...*

I closed my eyes, imagining my children suddenly increasing to four. I wasn't sure if I could raise them well.

*Since Hana is the World Tree, she literally grew up on her own...*

But the other children wouldn't be like that. I would need to give them several times more effort and attention than I did with Hana.

*And three of them at once.*

While I was lost in thought wondering if this was right, Charlotte poked my cheek and whispered softly.

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"
"Ah... sorry."
"Anyway, I'm looking forward to tonight. I'll be thoroughly prepared."

I could only nod silently at her words. Whether I refused or not, it would happen anyway.

*Where's my choice in this?*

As I sighed, thinking I might be worse off than a slave, Charlotte giggled and linked her arm with mine. Of course, it wasn't bad... actually, it was rather nice, but the weight of responsibility was crushing my mental state.

* * *

After Charlotte's declaration of war, I looked at the cat nestled in Hana's arms. Though skinny from living on the streets for a long time, its long body seemed quite heavy for Hana to carry, so I asked her worriedly.

"Hana, isn't it heavy?"
"Nope...! It's cute so it's okay."

What relationship is there between cuteness and weight? While I was pondering this and patting Hana's head, suddenly the cat jumped down and started licking my hand.

"Kitty likes Daddy...!"
"Really?"
"Yes. And Hana loves Daddy too."

Thinking that my daughter is truly one of a kind, I was about to hug Hana when she beat me to it and snuggled against me.

"Daddy...!"
"Yes?"
"Hana learned this today."

Curious about what she learned, I looked at Hana as she made a flower cup gesture with both hands and smiled brightly.

"Hana is a hamburger...!"

Isn't it usually called a flower something? I chuckled at Hana's strangely learned behavior and asked.

"Why a hamburger?"

To this question, Hana fluttered her hands and explained something to me.

"Hands are bread... and Hana is tasty vegetables and meat...!"

If you just heard this part alone, it might sound creepy or even scary. I laughed again at her words, and Hana placed her soft cheek against my hand and asked.

"Do you like Hana?"

To that question, I naturally said yes while caressing her cheek, when a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*She's been asking if I like her more frequently lately.*

Whether she was seeking reassurance of my affection or just engaging in emotional exchange, I couldn't help but worry.

*I should check why she's doing this later.*

Hoping it wasn't for a bad reason, I looked at Hana.

*

While I was playing with Hana, the cat we had brought earlier rubbed its head against my feet, acting cute. I wasn't sure why it was being affectionate toward me rather than Hana, but it was cute, so I stroked its head.

"......"

Hana stared at this intently, pouting her lips.

*Is she jealous?*

Thinking that couldn't be possible, I continued looking at the cat when suddenly Hana pushed her head into my hand, shoving the cat aside.

"D-Daddy belongs to Hana... kitty, go away..."

I looked at Hana with a surprised expression. I never imagined she could be like this.

*It's cute, but... a bit concerning.*

It's just a cat now. Later, Hana will have lots of siblings. I had no idea if Hana could handle it without getting jealous. As I was patting Hana who was lying on my lap, wondering if she'd be okay, Charlotte sighed nearby and said.

"You two are just dripping with sweetness. If you'd give me even half of what you give Hana, how nice that would be."

I thought I'd been treating Charlotte well, but apparently she didn't think so. As I gave her an awkward smile, Charlotte sighed, sat down next to me, and said.

"Preparations are going smoothly, so you can look forward to it. I'll make you feel twice as good as you did with the others."
"...What?"
"I've been enduring terrible tutoring for this moment, so you can look forward to it."

That tutoring she's talking about, isn't that from when she was imprisoned in the kingdom? I remember she seemed to hate it back then... was that all an act?

As I was struggling to understand Charlotte's thinking, Hana rolled around on my lap, then brought a doll from nearby, placed it next to me, and smiled brightly.

*Looks like she's setting up dolls to protect me like last time.*

Grateful for her thoughtfulness, I smiled warmly, and Hana stared at me and asked.

"Hana is sad without Daddy... is Daddy sad without Hana?"

Momentarily speechless at the sudden question, I quickly nodded and said.

"Of course."

At those words, Hana fidgeted with her fingers, then snuggled into my arms and said.

"Hana loves Daddy... loves you most in the world."
"Me too."
"Mmm..."

Having been separated for a long time while I was in the other world, it seemed she still had anxiety about me disappearing at any moment.

*I thought it had mostly gone away since we've been together constantly lately.*

Realizing the wound was deeper than I thought, I felt remorseful again.

*Though I couldn't help it back then, I still regret it.*

As I was thinking about how I regretted leaving behind a crying Hana, she looked up at me again and held out her pinky finger.

"So you have to stay by Hana's side. Okay?"
"I absolutely will."
"Mmm..."

As I was hooking my pinky with Hana's to make the promise, Charlotte, who had been watching, cleared her throat and said to Hana.

"Hana, I'm sorry, but can I borrow Daddy just for the evening?"

At that question, Hana blinked at Charlotte, then quickly shook her head.

"No...!"
"Aw, why not? Just lend him for one day."
"Don't wanna... Daddy has to stay with Hana!"

Charlotte laughed playfully at those words and said to Hana.

"Really? What if Daddy says he wants to go?"

At that question, Hana froze, looked at me, and then mumbled.

"H-Hana wants to be with Daddy... but if D-Daddy wants to go..."

Even if I said I wanted to go, Hana seemed conflicted, not wanting to let me go. Seeing her like this, I pinched Charlotte's cheek and said.

"Senior, stop teasing."
"Ow, why?"
"You'll make Hana cry."
"She won't cry, she won't cry."

Though Charlotte spoke nonchalantly, she seemed to feel sorry for Hana. After saying "I was just kidding," she gave Hana a rabbit doll she had brought from somewhere.

Hana seemed to like the rabbit doll in her arms, staring at it intently before clinging to me with the doll and saying.

"Daddy can't go..."
"Okay, I won't go."
"...Mmm."

As I was thinking this had become complicated, Charlotte giggled and said to me.

"If it really doesn't work out today, let's postpone to tomorrow. Let me know by phone."
"Okay."

Satisfied with my answer, Charlotte nodded and went straight to her room.

*This is difficult.*

Watching this, I sighed, thinking that maintaining balance was truly a difficult task.

*

That dawn, as I was patting Hana who was sound asleep, I received a text message from Charlotte.

[Charlotte: Come to the veranda. I've finished preparing.]

It seemed she was ready to start something in earnest. I carefully got up so as not to wake Hana and went outside.

*What on earth has she prepared that makes me anticipate so much?*

Promising myself I would pinch Charlotte's cheeks if it was nothing special, I headed to the veranda where I found Charlotte waiting for me in a form I never imagined.

*...A bunny girl?*

To be precise, it would be more correct to call it a reverse bunny girl. I was stunned seeing Charlotte waiting with only stickers covering her essential parts. Seeing my reaction, Charlotte smiled meaningfully.

Then she got down on all fours, took a large dog leash in her mouth, and slowly approached me.

Ch.190 - Bunny Bunny (Charlotte)
The Reverse Bunny Girl and the Collar.
Each item on its own was suggestive, but seeing them together was beyond suggestive—it was downright obscene.
As I stared blankly at them, Charlotte placed the collar she had been holding in my hand and spoke.

"... Why, why? Don't you like it?"

Though she had been so confident until just now, seeing her suddenly embarrassed was quite entertaining.
Thinking this kind of thing was quite fun, I slowly shook my head and said to Charlotte.

"How could I not?"
"... Really?"

Charlotte looked at me with a relieved expression.
Then, clearing her throat, she slowly looked up at me and said.

"So when are you going to put it on me?"

Since the only thing that could be worn in this situation was this collar,
She must be asking me to put the collar on her.
I carefully placed the collar around Charlotte's delicate neck and said.

"Tell me if it's uncomfortable."
"It's fine. This much is nothing..."

Since it was made for animals rather than people, it was somewhat rough for human use, so I just hoped it wouldn't hurt Charlotte's neck as I said to her.

"It suits you well."
"Huh? Really? I feel good being complimented, but with the clothes I'm wearing... or can I even call this clothes? Either way, I can't say I feel entirely good about it..."

Trying to hide her embarrassment, Charlotte rambled incoherently before finally looking at me with a reddened face.

"...A-Anyway. There's one thing you should know."
"Something I should know?"
"Yeah. You know, since today's concept is like this... today..."

Charlotte closed her mouth and thought for a moment, then squeezed her eyes shut and whispered to me.

"I'll c-call you Master."

The title "Master" along with Charlotte's obscene outfit.
With all these sensations, I could only nod blankly.
* * *

In the case of Lucia and Cynthia,
Since it was the first time for both of them, there were many restrictions on what I could do or how I wanted to do it.
But Charlotte had a lot of exper... no, wait, it's Charlotte's first time too.

For someone inexperienced, she was acting quite skillfully, which confused me.
Charlotte climbed on top of me and smiled.

"I endured that terrible training for today."

The "terrible training" Charlotte mentioned must refer to the sex education she received in the kingdom.
However, since I didn't know exactly what she learned, I deliberately pretended not to know and asked.

"Terrible training...?"
"Yes. Starting from how to seduce men to techniques to satisfy multiple men... I really learned all sorts of things."

Hearing that, I just stared at her silently.
Charlotte seemed to realize something and quickly waved her hands.

"Oh, of course I learned from a female teacher...! It's not like I gained experience or anything. I just learned a lot of theory. ...And practiced a bit with dolls."
"Dolls?"
"Wait, don't misunderstand...! I practiced, but I've never put anything inside yet...! It's my first time!"

In the middle of speaking, Charlotte started panicking.
Then she began blurting out what could be considered her weaknesses.
I found it quite cute and watched silently, until Charlotte collected herself and said to me.

"A-Anyway, that's how it is..."
"Yes, I knew that."
"Informal speech."
"Yeah, I knew that."

Charlotte seemed satisfied with my informal speech and nodded.
Then, taking a deep breath, she whispered to me.

"Then, Master... what would you like me to do?"

At that question, I calmly looked at Charlotte's body.
Her breast size was smaller compared to Lucia or Cynthia.
But her hips and thighs were more attractive and incredibly erotic.

Thinking this might be what living eroticism looks like, I watched for a moment.
Then I slowly reached out to stroke her waist and said.

"First, I'd like to see some aegyo."

Charlotte froze instantly, apparently not expecting the word "aegyo" to come up.
It was understandable—Charlotte was originally the "First Princess."
As a princess, she probably never had to act cute to anyone in daily life, so she must have been extremely flustered.

While I was laughing inside at Charlotte's suddenly stiff expression,
She looked at me like a rusty machine creaking and spoke in an awkward tone.

"M-Masterrr."

Thinking it was a cute voice on her part,
She looked at me quite boldly, even winking.

It was such terrible aegyo that I wondered if it could even be called that,
But since embarrassed Charlotte looked cute, I decided to let it slide and answered.

"What?"
"You know..."

I nodded, signaling her to continue speaking.
Charlotte, with a reddened face, floundered for a moment before whispering to me.

"P-Please punish this lewd bitch...!"

I couldn't hide my laughter at that statement, which had become too old-fashioned for modern use.
Apparently, in the conservative "kingdom," they had educated Charlotte with things that were popular in the past rather than current trends.

*Even so, punishment...*

Thinking that nobody uses such expressions these days, I kept laughing.
Charlotte, unable to bear the embarrassment, pinched my cheek and said.

"Stop laughing...!"

Violence to hide her embarrassment.
Despite such violence, I continued laughing for a while before wrapping my arms around Charlotte's waist and saying.

"Then I'll punish you."

When I initiated direct physical contact,
Charlotte stiffened nervously and nodded sharply.
I lightly pressed my lips against hers and embraced her body.

Unlike her confident demeanor, her body was infinitely delicate and weak.
Feeling like she might break if I hugged too tightly, I embraced Charlotte with just a little strength.

*I don't know if it's because it's cold outside, or if it's because being on the veranda like this feels suggestive.*

Holding Charlotte's nearly naked body like this,
I feel my body heating up too.
After holding Charlotte for a while, sharing each other's body heat, Charlotte touched my shoulder and whispered softly.

"Are we just going to stay like this?"

She was suggesting we start in earnest rather than just staying like this.
At that proposal, I decided to do so and lifted Charlotte's body.

*Well then... before we start in earnest. Let's get some revenge for teasing me earlier.*

Since there were many things I didn't want to let slide,
I decided to play a prank and smiled at Charlotte, saying.

"First, show me your armpit."
"...Huh?"

At the word "armpit," Charlotte instantly froze and looked at me.
She apparently never expected that in this situation where anything was possible, I would specifically ask to see her armpit.

"W-Why the armpit...?"

To that question, I answered as if it were obvious.

"Obviously to punish you."
"......"

At my words, Charlotte fidgeted with her disheveled hair and said to me.

"Aren't there other places besides armpits... rather, that place... Eek!"

I laid Charlotte, who was making strange excuses, on the floor.
Then I made her raise her right arm and looked at Charlotte's pink armpit.
It was certainly erotic and pretty, just as I had seen before.

*Whether she maintains it or just doesn't grow hair, I'm not sure*

It was even clean, which amplified its eroticism.
As I stared at it intently,
Charlotte whimpered and muttered softly to me.

"D-Don't stare so intensely..."

Anyone would think it was her private parts.
Ignoring Charlotte's words, I slowly extended my finger and poked her armpit.

"Kyaah!?"

With an amusing reaction, Charlotte took a pose as if covering her body and said to me.

"...Stop!"

Judging by her reaction, it would be best to stop the prank here.
If I went any further, Charlotte might really get angry.

*Though it's a shame, I'll save the armpit for later.*

It would be better to target somewhere else now.
I apologized for her reaction and then said to Charlotte.

"By the way, you know that a slave gets punished for defying their master, right?"
"Ah, y-yes?"
"So as I said earlier, I'll give you a real punishment, so look forward to it."
"Wait, that's...!"
"Surely the First Princess wouldn't do something as improper as not keeping her word."
"......"

Charlotte struggled with my teasing, making an "ugh" sound.
Finally, as if giving up, she said "Do whatever you want..." and lay down on the veranda.
I smiled slightly at Charlotte and then took out a marker pen from my pocket.

*Of course, this isn't an ordinary marker pen.*

Though it looked like a marker pen, its contents were made of mana.
So if it touched my body or if I wished, it could be erased immediately.

*That makes it perfect for pranks.*

I had originally intended to use it on Cynthia,
But thinking it would be good to use on Charlotte too, I waved the marker pen in front of her eyes.

"...What is that?"

Charlotte stared at me with a bewildered expression as I suddenly waved the marker pen.
I opened the cap of the pen and said.

"It's like a pen for doodling on the body."
"...Huh?"

At those words, Charlotte blinked her eyes and then, with her face turning bright red, said.

"W-What? Doodling? Why would you do that?"
"Because it's fun?"
"No, how is that fun...!"

Charlotte exclaimed in shock, "They didn't teach this in the kingdom either!" as she retreated backward.
Then, covering her body, she shouted at me.

"P-Pervert!"
"You just realized, senior?"

Using my normal speech pattern deliberately to tease her, Charlotte covered her face and said.

"Oh, I really don't know!"

At that reaction, I laughed and reached out my hand toward Charlotte.

undefined - undefined
Drawing on someone's body is quite a special experience, one that doesn't happen often in everyday life. Especially when it involves intimate areas that can't be shown to others.

I started by writing "Stupid Charlotte" on Charlotte's thigh, laughing as I did so. I didn't want to start with anything too provocative, as Charlotte might not be able to handle it. For now, I was planning to tease her just this much.

"Really... what are you doing? That's so childish," Charlotte said.

She trembled slightly as she saw what I'd written and fiercely criticized me. I simply shrugged, pretending not to hear her.

"Why not? You said I could do whatever I wanted."

At this question, Charlotte took the bait like a fish and quickly replied, "That's true, but... I thought you'd torment me in a different way."

Thinking I'd caught a big one, I asked, "A different way? What did you have in mind?"

Realizing I had deliberately led her to this point, Charlotte suddenly clamped her mouth shut and widened her eyes. Then, with a face turning bright red, she said, "W-well, you know... things men like..."

"What things do men like?"

"Ugh..."

Charlotte struggled to answer, conflicted and flustered. Finally, she squeezed her eyes shut and blurted out, "L-lewd things! Or spanking...!"

At the mention of spanking, I momentarily fell silent and stared at her. I never expected Charlotte to have such tastes.

*Maybe I should have realized when she asked about the collar?*

I gazed at Charlotte blankly as I realized why she had been so fixated on such things. Charlotte rubbed her thigh where I had written and said, "N-no, I mean, those things exist... I'm not saying you should do them."

But it was already too late for such words. I grabbed her hand and playfully said, "If you wanted that, you should have said so earlier... I had no idea."

"Huh? What?"

"I'll do whatever you want. Don't worry."

"That's not what I meant...!"

Her brief protest was silenced as I covered her lips with mine. I decided to take things a step further as I embraced Charlotte, who despite her protests was actually being more proactive than expected.

*So now I need to do spanking and drawing on her body.*

Thinking these would be best done during the act, I decided to start with foreplay to give Charlotte time to mentally prepare.

I looked down at the reverse bunny girl outfit Charlotte was wearing. It was an incredibly lewd outfit with just stickers covering her intimate areas. Looking at her like this, I couldn't control my desire and unconsciously removed one of the stickers.

"Hyah...?"

Perhaps due to the adhesive, Charlotte made a strange sound and her body twitched when I removed the sticker.

The pink nipple bounced momentarily from her sudden movement.

Though smaller compared to Lucia or Cynthia, her breasts were still quite large by average standards, making their dynamic movement clearly visible.

*This is nice in its own way.*

Thinking this size had its own charm, I was about to remove the sticker from the other side when Charlotte grabbed her other breast and asked me, "A-aren't you going to compliment me on how pretty they are...?"

Compliment? I looked at her with a surprised expression at this unexpected request. Charlotte circled her nipple with one finger and said, "In the kingdom, they say women should receive compliments from men... Is it different here?"

Feeling uncontrollable arousal at her words, I slowly reached out, caressed Charlotte's breast, and said, "You're incredibly beautiful, Charlotte."

"...Mmm."

Though it was clearly fishing for compliments, Charlotte seemed satisfied, nodding with a somewhat proud expression and smiling at me. I smiled back at her and then removed the sticker from the other side.

"Hnngh..."

A sensual moan. Feeling my excitement rise at the sound, I slowly took a breath.

"Ahh... I mentally prepared myself, but it's still embarrassing to be naked like this."

This was rich coming from someone who had arrived wearing a reverse bunny girl outfit with a collar in her mouth. But her face was indeed bright red, showing she was genuinely embarrassed. Finding her cute, I patted her chest before slowly beginning to lick her breasts.

"Mmph... if you suddenly lick like that..."

She twisted her body and rubbed her thighs together as if ticklish, but she didn't push me away or refuse, suggesting she didn't dislike it. Enjoying her reactions, I sucked on her breasts for a while before slowly turning my attention downward.

*Gulp*

The balcony was so quiet that the sound of Charlotte swallowing echoed all around. Hearing this tense sound, I smiled slightly and slowly removed the final sticker.

*Drip*

As soon as I removed it, her love juices flowed down in a long line. Breaking the string of fluid attached to the sticker with my finger, I teasingly said to Charlotte, "Looks like you were really looking forward to this?"

At my playful tone, Charlotte covered her private parts with both hands and exclaimed, "I-I don't know!"

"For someone who doesn't know, you're awfully wet."

"..."

Since this was an undeniable fact, Charlotte kept her mouth shut, unable to say anything. Then, in a small voice, she said to me, "Anyway... m-master... let's do it now..."

Though she didn't specify what "it" was, what Charlotte wanted was all too clear.

*But I feel like teasing her a bit.*

Deciding to pretend not to understand, I playfully asked Charlotte, "Do what?"

Feigning ignorance to see her reaction. At my question, Charlotte's body twitched, and then with a reddened face, she said, "Making... Hana's sibling."

Having heard "making a sibling" before, it wasn't particularly special, but hearing it said in such an embarrassed state was strangely more arousing. After savoring Charlotte's reaction for a moment, I slowly said, "Please be more specific."

Finally realizing I was teasing her, Charlotte bit her lip slightly and glared at me. Then, with her ears turning red, she whispered to me, "I want your seed in my womb...!"

I was momentarily taken aback by such a direct statement and looked at Charlotte in surprise. She wore a triumphant expression and said with a small smile, "So, master, hurry... come to me."

At that proposal, I could only nod blankly.

*

Afterward, I moved to touch Charlotte as if entranced, but she pushed me away briefly and drank a potion from a nearby bottle. Wondering why she suddenly drank a potion, I asked, and she gave me a rather interesting answer.

"Oh, this? They say if you drink this, pain disappears and pleasure is amplified."

Looking at her with a puzzled expression, wondering if such a potion existed, Charlotte smiled awkwardly and put the empty bottle down on the floor.

"I don't know if it's true. I just heard about it."

It seemed she had received this potion during her sex education class. I smiled, thinking this time would be even more comfortable than with Cynthia.

*This time I can be more thorough.*

Of course, I would need to be considerate since it was her first experience, but I was quite satisfied that I wouldn't need to be as careful as I was with Lucia, handling her like a glass artwork. So, thinking this was quite good, I caressed Charlotte's cheek and said, "Then let's start again."

"...Mmm. Oh, before that, I have something to say."

"What is it?"

At my question, Charlotte swallowed slightly, then grabbed her buttocks with one hand and said, "When I learned about sex ed... I also learned how to do it here. Are you interested?"

I choked momentarily at those words. I never expected she would suggest anal as well.

"If, if you're interested. You can take out the rabbit tail and do it... I've already applied lubricant and everything."

At those words, my interest suddenly shifted from her vagina to her anus, but no matter what, starting with anal for the first experience seemed a bit much...

*Or is it?*

Thinking about it, Charlotte might actually feel better through her anus. Might it be better to target her anus rather than her vagina?

With that thought, I immediately began to slowly remove Charlotte's rabbit tail and said, "Then I'll just have a taste."

"A-a taste?"

Charlotte's voice was filled with surprise. Hearing her voice, I grabbed my erect member and slowly pushed it into her anus.

*It's definitely very tight.*

That's putting it mildly. It got caught around the glans and wouldn't go in easily. Thinking more lubricant might be needed, I was about to stop when—

"...Are you really going to stop here?"

Charlotte provoked me, wiggling her buttocks teasingly.

At her words, I laughed dryly, looked at Charlotte, and then, letting out a light sigh, began to push my member inside again.

"Mmph... hng... ugh..."

Charlotte covered her mouth with both hands to block her escaping moans, her waist trembling. I was smiling at how she had gone from provocative to incredibly delicate, when Charlotte raised her hips, panting, and looked back at me to say:

"Is my a-anal virginity... tast-y?"

undefined - undefined
When faced with the question of whether it was delicious, I was too flustered to respond.
Any answer would put me in an awkward position.
So I just nodded silently, which made Charlotte pout slightly as she asked me:

"... Do you not like it?"

At that question, I felt my breath catch in my throat.
If I said the wrong thing here, she would definitely torment me about it for a long time... no, for the rest of my life.

*I need to handle this carefully.*

Deciding I needed to respond in a way that wouldn't hurt Charlotte's feelings, I quickly exclaimed:

"No, it's fucking delicious."

I wasn't sure if this was the right approach, but I figured it was better than getting grief later. So I pressed on:

"It's so good I want to eat it for the rest of my life."

Using such crude expressions seemed to confuse Charlotte, who looked dumbfounded and blushed as she stammered:

"U-uh? Th-thank you."

Thinking that nothing seizes control of a situation better than causing confusion, I stroked Charlotte's cheeks and smiled at her.

After we stared into each other's eyes for a while, Charlotte pointed to her private parts with her delicate finger and asked in a subtle voice:

"... So, are we going to start again?"

At the word "again," I nodded and smiled brightly.

"Of course."

Charlotte thought for a moment, then with a face flushed bright red, she whispered to me:

"Th-then I'll show you something good."
"Something good?"

Not having any idea what she meant, I asked her to show me. Charlotte took a deep breath and said:

"Before that... first move your... hips."
"Ah."

I suppose it was time to get started anyway.
I nodded and began to move my hips slightly.

"Hngh...!?"

Even with just a slight movement, Charlotte seemed unable to bear the sensation from below.
She made a strange sound and squirmed, then grabbed nearby clothes tightly and said:

"M-master... it's too big!"

Despite using the aphrodisiac from the kingdom, she seemed unable to handle the sensation. Her body twisted slightly, and with tears welling in her eyes, she said:

"It doesn't hurt but... it feels like something precious has been taken from me."

Something precious being taken...
It wasn't explicitly sexual, but somehow it felt incredibly erotic. I blinked my eyes, then chuckled and said:

"Sorry."

Charlotte quickly shook her head at that.

"No... I didn't say it to get an apology... ugh."

She blinked and glanced at me furtively, then continued in a small voice:

"I said it to... make you take responsibility. Don't worry about it."

Make me take responsibility? I laughed for a while at those words, then stroked her wet hair and said:

"I'll definitely take responsibility. No need to worry."
"...Okay."

With that brief response, I kissed Charlotte again, then slowly caressed her thighs and lifted them.

At that moment, Charlotte let out a small moan, then smiled slightly and nodded to indicate she was okay.
I began moving my hips toward her.

"Hngh..."

With the erotic moans of pleasure echoing around us, I realized that the royal aphrodisiac was indeed effective as I continued moving my hips.

*Usually, anal for the first time is painful and difficult to enter.*

Noticing that these problems had completely disappeared thanks to the aphrodisiac, I nodded with satisfaction.

Unlike the vagina, it doesn't produce its own lubrication, so the lubricant quickly thickens, creating a sticky sensation.
I could feel the strong friction providing greater stimulation as I moved my hips, when suddenly Charlotte tugged at my clothes and said:

"...Didn't I say earlier I'd show you something good?"

Ah, that's right.
I nodded in agreement, and Charlotte took a light breath before spreading her private parts with her fingers and saying quietly:

"...I'll show you my virginity."
"......"

I couldn't help but look stunned at those words.
I never imagined she would offer to show me this.
I could only swallow as I stared blankly at the pink flesh before me.

*Wow... it's really pretty.*

Usually, the color isn't so beautiful as one ages.
It's the same with Lucia and Cynthia, but Charlotte's maintained an incredibly beautiful color, which I found fascinating. Just as I was about to reach out my hand—

"Hngh...?! W-wait. Not yet!"

Charlotte stopped my action and continued:

"I'm still embarrassed..."

So showing is okay, but touching isn't.
I couldn't quite understand Charlotte's standards, but I nodded and resumed moving my hips, thinking:

*It's a strange feeling to be looking at a virgin while doing anal.*

This is probably an experience I'll never have again after today.
Feeling the piercing pleasure and the sweet sound of our breathing, I kissed Charlotte again.

"Mmph... hm."

Clearly, having shown each other everything, the barriers between us had broken down considerably.
I smiled seeing how Charlotte accepted my tongue more easily than before, when suddenly she bucked her hips and reached climax.

*Already?*

It didn't seem like I'd moved much, but she'd already climaxed...
Her body must be sensitive for her to reach climax so quickly.
I smiled seeing how the lower part of my top was soaked with Charlotte's fluids.

*That was quite an intense orgasm.*

I took off my wet clothes and was about to continue when Charlotte, still panting, suddenly grabbed my marker pen and drew a vertical line "ㅣ" on her thigh.

It was just a simple doodle on her body, nothing special.
Yet I couldn't understand why I found it so arousing as I stared blankly. Charlotte took my hand and made me lightly spank her bottom, saying:

"I-I came without master's permission... you can punish me."

At those words, I couldn't help but nod despite choking slightly.
It was definitely arousing.
Feeling my reason snap at Charlotte's declaration, I moved my hips again, and as a result, Charlotte quickly reached another climax.

*

After about three hours of intense activity, I was finally able to regain some of my senses.

*My god, how many times did we do it?*

Only when I saw the countless lines written on Charlotte's thighs did my mind start working again.

*Roughly 23 times?*

Of course, that was the number of times Charlotte climaxed, not me, but I had ejaculated four or five times in between.
I was probably just as excited.

*I guess it's because we both have professions requiring close combat. Our stamina is good.*

Since we both trained in swordsmanship and did a lot of endurance training, we didn't get tired even after reaching climax multiple times.

*This is definitely good.*

I was thinking that Charlotte and I were most compatible in terms of physical stamina and was about to take a break when Charlotte drank some water and said to me:

"...Master, let's start getting serious now."
"Getting serious...?"

Then what was everything we just did?
It was absurd to use the term "getting serious" after reaching so many climaxes, but seeing Charlotte's face brighten and become more enthusiastic than before, I couldn't say anything.

*...Well, I still have stamina left, so it's fine.*

But since it was her first experience, wouldn't it be better to stop here?
Of course, I was concerned that we'd only done anal, but if we continued, Charlotte's body might be damaged.
I suggested we stop here, but—

"No. Keep doing me."

Charlotte vehemently refused and demanded more.
At those words, I sighed and nodded, saying:

"You asked for it, remember?"

Charlotte nodded with a triumphant expression, and I finally withdrew from her backside.

*Slurp.*

A sound so lewd it seemed inappropriate coming from a virgin echoed between her private parts and my manhood.
I chuckled softly at the sound, kissed Charlotte again, and said:

"Then I'll start."

At my words, Charlotte shouted "Wait!" and this time wrote a vertical line "ㅣ" on her chest with the marker pen, saying:

"...This time, here."

After the thigh, now the chest.
Finding her suggestion quite satisfactory, I slowly pushed my manhood in.

"Hnn... hm."

The moment I entered, Charlotte let out an erotic moan and her thighs trembled.
I nodded with satisfaction seeing the countless vibrating "ㅣ" marks and slowly began to move my hips.

"Mmm... ah... haah."

Whether it was because of the "training" with anal earlier or the effect of the aphrodisiac, I wasn't sure.
But Charlotte seemed to feel pleasure as soon as I inserted myself, letting out sweet moans and covering her face with her wrists.

I smiled slightly at Charlotte's behavior and fondled her breasts, then slowly caressed them and whispered:

"You're cute."

Embarrassed by being called cute, she turned her face away completely to avoid my gaze.
Then she slowly took a breath, wrapped her legs around my body, and said:

"If I'm cute, give me your seed..."

I laughed for a while at Charlotte's rather brazen request, then agreed and said:

"In exchange, let's change positions this time."
"...Positions?"
"Yes, since the concept is similar to a reverse bunny girl bitch, I think this way would be good."

I positioned Charlotte in what's commonly called the doggy style and lightly spanked her bottom.
Charlotte raised her bottom at my action and said:

"Hngh... that's too sudden."
"Punishment is best when it's sudden."

I enjoyed Charlotte's reaction and moved my hips quickly.
As I was picking up speed, Charlotte suddenly grabbed my clothes and made a small suggestion:

"It's getting cold... can we do it secretly inside?"
"Secretly inside?"

I nodded blankly at those words and started to leave the veranda with Charlotte when I noticed a small puddle of water in front of the veranda door.

*A puddle?*

Wondering why there was suddenly a puddle, I looked at it with a puzzled expression and saw some curly hair nearby, which made me freeze in place.

Ch.193 - Charlotte (The End)
Miria stared blankly at the ceiling, recalling the intimate scene between "Lucia and Jung Hyun" that she had witnessed a few days ago.
Though she had clearly been the one who encouraged them to do such things.
Actually seeing them together had been quite shocking.

*What should I even call this? Ugh, I don't know.*

Since she had never experienced it herself, she wasn't sure how to describe it.
Eventually, she sighed deeply and slapped both her cheeks.

*Get it together. Everyone does that sort of thing, and those two were bound to do it anyway, so don't worry about it too much.*

Besides, wasn't she the one who encouraged them to do it in the first place?
Thinking she shouldn't dwell on it, she got up.

*Sigh... I'll just have a late-night snack.*

Planning to indulge in her recently acquired Earth habit of "eating late-night snacks," she decided to finish the leftover chicken from yesterday and headed toward the kitchen.
But then she heard a strange sound coming from the living room.

*What's that sound...?*

It was faint, but if she listened carefully, it sounded like clapping? Or slapping?
And occasionally, she could hear someone making soft moaning sounds.

*...Is someone being tortured?*

That seemed the only explanation for the sound of flesh being slapped.
Finding it strange, she slowly looked around.
As she searched for the source of the sound, she noticed it was getting louder near the balcony.

*Must be coming from there.*

Curious about what was happening, she peeked secretly and saw...
Charlotte and Jung Hyun entangled like slugs, exploring each other's bodies.

*Uh, ah? Ah... huh?*

The scene was so shocking that her mind went blank for a moment.
What on earth were they doing...?
As she stared blankly at the sight, suddenly Jung Hyun slapped Charlotte's bottom hard.

-Slap!

Ah, ah, ah, why? Were they on bad terms...? Why was he hitting her all of a sudden?

Startled by Jung Hyun's incomprehensible behavior, she stumbled backward.
Then, swallowing hard, she peeked at the balcony again.
Despite her shock, curiosity made it impossible not to look.

What she saw was...

"M-Master... does my bottom taste good...?"

Not only was he putting it in an unusual place, but Jung Hyun had even put a dog collar on Charlotte.

"...Huh?"

Wondering if this was normal, she stood there with a blank expression for a while.
Then she sat down on the floor, shuddering.

*H-how could he do something so inhumane...*

Although Jung Hyun had done many cruel and brutal things in the other world, those were only directed at "enemies," never allies, so she hadn't really questioned it...
But now he was doing such things to Charlotte, and she couldn't help but be shocked.

*...No matter how bad their relationship is, to treat Charlotte so ruthlessly... look, Charlotte is crying from sadness...? Wait, what?*

Contrary to her expectation that Charlotte would be sad, Charlotte trembled with each slap to her bottom and wiggled it from side to side.
Almost as if asking for more slaps.
Seeing such behavior, she could only stare with a blank expression.

*...?*

This must be what it feels like when common sense gets twisted.
As she continued to observe this situation that completely defied common sense, she began to feel a tingling sensation in her lower abdomen.

The feeling was so intense that she couldn't bear it without rubbing her thighs together—a strange, heart-pounding, tingling sensation.
She pressed her lower abdomen firmly with both hands, but it only slightly relieved the sensation without solving the fundamental problem.

*...No way.*

Did she need to touch even lower to solve this?
With that thought, she recalled the collection of erotic stories she had seen before and couldn't help but swallow hard.

*I-in those stories, women resolved it by touching their genitals.*

To be honest, she knew this was masturbation, and she was well aware that she was aroused from watching sex.
But she was pretending not to know, "acting" as if she didn't understand, fearing she would seem like a vulgar woman if she admitted it.

*Of course, since I'm the only one hearing this... it's a meaningless act.*

In any case.
Thinking that the emotions and feelings she was experiencing couldn't be easily ignored, she discreetly reached out, bit her skirt with her mouth, and pushed aside her already soaked panties.

Squish.

How much had built up? As soon as she pushed her panties aside, her fluids dripped down like a spider's web.
She never thought she would create what people commonly call a "flood," and with a pounding heart, she gently rubbed her private part.

"...Mmph."

As soon as she touched it, a moan involuntarily escaped.
She had never made such a sound before...
She hadn't expected to make such a girlish sound, so she bit down harder on her skirt.

*This is embarrassing... no, more than that, it's foolish.*

Watching her friend having sex right in front of her, not only failing to look away but masturbating while watching.
This completely disqualified her as a friend, and as a human... oh, she was a dragon.
So was it okay? She blinked, then decided she didn't know and inserted her finger into her private part.

-Squelch

Because it was so wet inside, even a slight movement of her finger produced an obscenely loud sound.
The sound was so loud that she quickly looked at the balcony, worried she might have been caught.
Fortunately, they seemed not to have noticed, as they remained focused on their own activities.

*Th-thank goodness.*

She didn't want to imagine what would have happened if they had caught her.
Sighing with relief, she took a deep breath and began moving her finger "in rhythm with Jung Hyun's movements."

-Squelch, squelch, squish.

Moving her finger to match his pace gave her a strange feeling, as if she were really doing it.
That oddly thrilling sensation.
As she trembled and enjoyed the sensation, she suddenly saw Jung Hyun getting up.

*Ah... huh?*

Not expecting him to get up so suddenly, she quickly composed herself and hid under a nearby table.
If she stayed crouched in the corner, she probably wouldn't be discovered.
So she curled up, holding her breath, when...

Suddenly, she saw Jung Hyun dip his finger into her puddle of fluids and rub it.

"...Ah."

And then he picked up some of her hair that had fallen without her noticing.
Then he disappeared into the room with Charlotte.

"......"

She wasn't sure how to describe it, but an intense feeling of depravity surged through her, filling her with guilt.
But soon that guilt transformed into curious lust, ultimately making her body burn with desire.
With excited breaths, she slowly emerged from under the table and stepped onto the balcony.

"...So lewd."

The heat and obscene smell that permeated the air just by entering.
Feeling her lower body tingle again at that smell, she rubbed her thighs together.
Unable to bear it any longer, she began fingering herself.

-Squelch, squelch, squish.

Now that she thought she wouldn't be caught, her hand moved without restraint.
Moving her hand much faster than before to find pleasure, she absentmindedly looked at the fluids pooled below and licked them with her tongue.

Having done it unconsciously, she froze in shock for a moment.
But soon, overcome by lust again, she continued licking, memorizing the taste of the fluids, and whispered softly.

"So this is what Jung Hyun's semen tastes like..."

Thinking it wasn't unpleasant, she licked the fluids on the floor again with her tongue.

* * * * *

I recalled the puddle I had seen earlier and made a complicated expression, then shook my head and looked at Charlotte.

*What's important now is Charlotte. Not whoever made that puddle.*

So I decided to focus on this and followed where Charlotte was leading me.
Suddenly, Charlotte pointed under the "large desk" she had brought from the kingdom and said:

"Master, you need to get under here."

Then she pushed me under the desk and immediately mounted me, taking a cowgirl position.

Charlotte's flushed face and the many dolls surrounding us.
I could only blink at the sight when Charlotte slowly moved her hips and whispered to me:

"K-keep slapping my bottom."
"...Your bottom?"
"Yes."

Apparently, she had enjoyed being spanked earlier and was begging me to continue.
I reluctantly slapped Charlotte's bottom lightly, enjoying the satisfying feel.

"Mmm..."

Listening to Charlotte's moans as she clung to me and moved her hips, I suddenly realized how cramped it was under the desk.

*No matter how big the space under the desk is, it's still just a desk.*

As a result, we had less freedom of movement than we did on the balcony.
It made it difficult to move...

*No, wait.*

Actually, the tight space allowed for what people call "close-contact slug sex," which was good, I thought, shaking my head.

*That's right.*

Thinking that there's nothing in the world that's only bad, I moved my hips in sync with Charlotte's movements.

"Ah... haah... mmm."

Charlotte's sweet moans echoed.
Hearing those sounds, I slowly kissed Charlotte while increasing my pace.

"Mmm... mmph... ah...!"

As our bodily fluids mixed, we pressed against each other more strongly.
Charlotte whispered "Master... Master" to me while moving her hips at the fastest pace, and I hugged her tightly, feeling the intense pleasure from below.

Ch.194 - Left Behind
When I came to my senses, I saw an unfamiliar ceiling... actually, no, it was a familiar ceiling.
I watched Hana for a moment as she had somehow climbed on top of me and was sleeping in my arms.
Then I recalled what had happened last night.

*After sharing intimacy with Charlotte, before moving on to the next step, I discovered a mysterious puddle.*

Obviously, this puddle referred to the female bodily fluid released during pleasure.
In other words... well.

I shook my head to clear these thoughts that had briefly consumed me.
It would be better to sort this out later.
I sighed softly and stroked Hana's hair.

*Maybe I should visit that other world when Hana wakes up?*

I was curious about what the others might be doing.
Above all, since Hana was the World Tree, I thought it might be good for her to breathe the air of that world.

*Yes, it would be good to visit.*

Now that things had stabilized, I decided it was time for a long-overdue trip. As I was making this decision,
Hana woke up with messy hair and hugged me tightly.

"Daddy... where are you?"

Her tongue seemed to be tripping over itself as she wasn't fully awake.
I found her voice adorable and was laughing inside when Hana rubbed her eyes and spoke to me.

"Where are..."

Why was she asking where I was while hugging me?
I arranged her bangs as she couldn't properly open her eyes, trying to calm her.
Hana accepted my touch, smiled brightly, and blinked at me as she spoke.

"Daddy..."
"Yes, I'm Daddy."
"Mmm."

I smiled at her for a moment before telling her about today's plans.

"Hana, want to visit your homeland after so long?"
"Kitty...? Hana likes kitties. They're soft... nice."
"No, not kitty, homeland. The place where Hana was born."

At my question, she simply nodded, expressing her agreement that going anywhere with me would be fine.
I chuckled at her flyaway hair and slowly got up.

"Shall we get ready to go?"
"Mmm...!"
"I think we should ask Cynthia first."

We'd need teleportation magic to travel conveniently.
With that decided, I determined to ask Cynthia to accompany us.

* * *

Originally, the plan was for just Cynthia, Hana, and me to cross over to the other world.
But contrary to expectations, Miria ended up joining our party.
So the planned three-person party changed to a total of four people with Miria's addition.

Seeing this, I found it interesting that it was Miria who came, not Lucia or Charlotte.

*Well, I suppose it makes sense. Lucia and Charlotte seem to still be feeling the aftereffects of our intimacy.*

For reference, while that explained Charlotte, the reason Lucia still had physical issues was simply because she never exercised, so her recovery rate was extremely, terribly slow.

*Anyway, because of that...*

Our party ended up consisting of only those in relatively normal condition.

"Then I'll begin."

I nodded while holding Hana in my arms, telling her to go ahead.
Cynthia gave a small nod and then chanted in a language impossible to understand.

"Teleport."

I felt the surroundings being enveloped by demonic energy and closed my eyes as we were transported to a space that could cross dimensions.

* * *

Fresh air incomparable to Seoul's.
Breathing in that air, I gave a bitter smile.

*It's been a while.*

The very fact that I had willingly returned to a place I had once cursed and resented was simply ridiculous to me.
Showing these complex emotions, I spoke to Cynthia.

"I think we should head straight to the Elf Land."
"Ah, yes. I'll transport us there."
"Thank you."

When I said "thank you," Hana, who was in my arms, found the pronunciation amusing.

"Tank you!"

She said this and giggled.
I was smiling at her when I noticed the scenery had changed, indicating we'd been transported.

"Hmm."

A dead World Tree surrounded by wooden structures that were nearly abandoned.
Since this wasn't a particularly good sight for Hana, I covered her eyes and said:

"Let's walk for now."
"Okay."

By the way, Miria had been quiet for a while.
Wondering why, I turned around to see her following us with an awkward expression, fidgeting.

I was shaking my head, wondering what was wrong, when a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*Could Miria be the one who made that puddle...?*

If so, her current behavior would make sense.
I was about to say something but realized there were too many listening ears, so I deliberately kept quiet and turned away.

As we walked a bit further, the dead World Tree appeared.
I slowly approached it and gently caressed the World Tree that had turned black.

*This feels strange.*

Thinking that it had been the same kind of being as Hana, I felt an odd affection for something I had previously paid no attention to.
As I was stroking the tree like I would stroke Hana, a golden fruit fell from above with a thud.

"Daddy, a Christmas ball fell from the tree!"

She must have mistaken it for a Christmas tree ornament since it looked similar to decorations she'd seen on the streets.
I chuckled at her observation, picked up the fruit, and handed it to her.

*This was probably hidden here to give to Hana.*

There were too many factors that made it unlikely to have fallen by coincidence.
This must have been part of the dead World Tree's plan.
So, looking at the fruit in Hana's hand, I said to her:

"When we get home, let's che—"

Just as I was about to say "check it," I saw Hana put it in her mouth.

The memory of when I had given Hana a fragment of the Holy Sword overlapped in my mind.
I quickly tried to make her spit it out, but—

"Delicious...!"

Hana was eating it with such enjoyment that I couldn't bring myself to stop her.

*Since it's from one World Tree to another, it shouldn't be harmful, but...*

I was somewhat concerned about hygiene since it had fallen on the ground.
I sighed as I looked at Hana's bulging cheek, when Miria, who was nearby, shook her head and said:

"That fruit is probably one of the origins left behind by the World Tree."
"Origins?"
"It's one of the World Tree's powers. Like how dragons have dragon language, it represents a special power unique to that species."
"Ah."

Something left for future generations, I suppose.
I smiled slightly as I watched Hana bring the half-eaten golden fruit to my mouth.

*Well anyway, it doesn't seem harmful.*

Thinking I could relax, I decided to handle the remaining tasks one by one.

*

*Let's go to the Academy first.*

I asked Cynthia to take us to the Academy, intending to walk around the grounds and reminisce, but—

*What the heck?*

The Academy, which had been gorgeous and beautiful in appearance if nothing else, had now been taken over by what looked like a cult.
There were decorations that anyone would recognize as cultish, and dozens of statues that looked exactly like me... wait, statues that looked like me?
I looked again, thinking I must have seen wrong, but unfortunately, what I had seen was still there.

*No way...*

I felt my breath catch momentarily and sighed, when Hana, still in my arms, spoke to me with sparkling eyes:

"Daddy...! There are so many Daddies!"

Apparently, Hana was happy to see so many images of me.
I was sighing at this when Miria, who was nearby, shrugged and said:

"I heard that after Karina went missing, Regina was appointed as Pope instead. That's why it changed like this."
"......"

Not knowing where to begin understanding this, I just decided to give up thinking about it and continued:

"Let's... go to the next place."
"Okay."

I asked Cynthia, then closed my eyes tightly as we moved to the next location.

*

*Other places haven't changed much.*

I shrugged as I walked around the kingdom's streets.
Except for the things I had destroyed before, everything was the same as before.
Quite satisfied with this, I was enjoying looking around when Hana tugged at my hand and pointed in one direction.

"Daddy, there's a doggy over there...!"

Hearing the word "doggy," I looked in the direction Hana was pointing.
I could see a very uniquely shaped dog wandering around.
As I was admiring it, Hana looked at me and said:

"Hana wants to play with the doggy."

When I nodded, indicating she could play, Hana said, "Thank you!" and ran toward the dog.
As I watched her, thinking how much she had grown and feeling a bit melancholic, Cynthia, who was beside me, linked arms with me and said:

"Seeing this really makes me want to have a child."
"Huh?"
"So I think we need to do some 'double-spacing exercise' again in the near future."
"...What?"

After saying these somewhat shocking words, Cynthia pretended she knew nothing and approached Hana.
I was holding my forehead, feeling a bit dizzy, when Miria, who had been standing awkwardly nearby, laughed loudly and said to me:

"This is all your karma. Just accept it."

Her cackling tone was strangely irritating, so after listening for a moment, I decided I couldn't let this slide and decided to point out Miria's karma as well.

"Oh really? You have some karma too."
"Huh? Karma?"

Miria, who had been laughing heartily, looked at me as if she really didn't know what I meant.
I held out a curly hair that someone had dropped last night and said to her:

"This. You dropped this early this morning."

At those words, Miria froze.
Then she creaked more stiffly than a machine and stared at me with a dumbfounded expression.

Ch.195 - Miria
Silence and bewilderment.
There couldn't be more fitting words to describe this situation.
I was thinking I'd won as I watched Miria's eyes trembling uncontrollably.

Suddenly, Miria pretended as if she knew nothing and said to me:

"W-what is this? I've never seen this before...?"

Of course, she was acting—not that she was doing a good job of it.
I was smiling at Miria's behavior, which anyone could tell was a lie, when she quickly swatted my hand, causing the fur to fall to the floor.

When I looked at her as if to say "what are you doing," Miria muttered in a rather brazen voice, pretending to be surprised:

"Huh? It suddenly disappeared."

"Suddenly" disappeared, she says.
I silently stared at Miria while rubbing my stinging wrist. She smiled awkwardly and said to me:

"...Sorry."
"Fine, whatever."

After that, silence fell again.
Seeing Miria's reaction, I let out a small sigh and decided to continue the conversation myself.

"So. Why were you doing that?"
"Uh, what?"

Miria apparently hadn't expected me to ask so directly. She froze again, blinked her eyes, and then spoke to me in a shrinking voice:

"I-I'm a living being too, you know."

That excuse—that she did it because she's a living being—was one I'd never heard before in my life.
It was such an interesting expression that I almost accepted it for a moment.
But it seemed too unsatisfying to let it go, so I decided to dig deeper.

"A living being? What does that mean?"
"Well...! I have appetites and need sleep and... s-sexual desires... like any normal person!"

As she said the word "sexual desires," Miria's face turned bright red.
Since I'd never seen Miria like this before, I thought it was quite precious and said:

"Well, that's only natural."
"Y-yeah."

Her reddened face looked like it might burst if I poked it with my finger.
Holding back the urge to tease her more, I said to Miria:

"So there's no need to be so embarrassed. It's natural."

After deliberately emphasizing the word "natural," I turned away.

*It wouldn't be bad to keep teasing her, but...*

Letting it go like this meant I could tease her about it later, which wouldn't be bad either.
I was thinking that I could finally have something proper to tease her with and was about to join the others when suddenly Miria grabbed my clothes and whispered softly:

"Y-you said it's... natural, right?"

I was surprised that Miria would continue the conversation, so I looked at her in confusion.
With a red face and trembling hands, she said to me:

"...You."
"Yes?"
"T-take responsibility for making me h-horny."

Take responsibility for making her horny...?
What nonsense is this?
As I stood there bewildered by Miria's line that seemed straight out of a Novelpia novel, she pulled at my clothes again and said:

"You made me horny so take responsibility...!"

Is this really my fault?
I never expected to hear such words, so I just blinked my eyes.
Miria hissed angrily and said to me:

"I'll definitely make you take responsibility... just wait. I'm going to get my revenge."

Then, acting as if she were the victim, she walked away.
Watching this, I shook my head thinking how ridiculous it was.

* * *

Afterward, I looked around the kingdom with Hana.
There was no particular reason; I just regretted not being able to play with her before.
So while I was sightseeing with Hana without any specific purpose, Hana, who was in my arms, whispered to me:

"Daddy, look... the puppy is following us. I think it wants to be friends with Hana...!"

Hana couldn't hide her excitement seeing the dog we had played with earlier secretly following us.
She seemed happy that the dog she liked also liked her back.
I fixed Hana's bangs and said:

"Really? Do you want to go with the puppy then?"
"Yeah!"

Since I promised to get her a dog before, it wouldn't be bad to take this one home.
I was about to gesture to the puppy that was following us when Cynthia, who had been watching nearby, smiled playfully and said to Hana:

"If you keep a dog, you'll have to feed it and take it for walks. Are you okay with that?"

At those words, Hana quickly nodded and said to Cynthia:

"Yeah! Hana can feed it, play with it, and sleep with it too!"
"Really? That'll be hard work."

Seeing Hana so enthusiastic just made me happy.
I was patting Hana's back and smiling to myself when suddenly Miria, who was standing at a distance, asked us with a reddened face:

"W-where are we staying tonight?"

That question made me think for a moment.
Going back home wouldn't be bad, but since we were already out, staying somewhere else might be nice too.
After thinking briefly, I decided that staying here would be better for Hana, so I said "let's stay here tonight."
Miria quickly nodded and said:

"T-then I'll go book accommodations."
"Okay."

With that, Miria disappeared somewhere as if running away.
Watching this, Cynthia asked me with a puzzled look:

"Why is she acting like that?"
"Who knows."

Since it was awkward to explain why Miria was acting that way, I deliberately avoided answering.
Cynthia looked at me suspiciously and said:

"Jung Hyun, did you do something to her?"

At that question, I quickly shook my head, feeling wronged.
Cynthia tilted her head in confusion and said:

"But she wouldn't react like that otherwise... what's going on?"

As they say, a woman's intuition is sharp, and Cynthia's was extremely keen.
Feeling my heart racing for no reason, I said to Hana:

"Hana, is there anything you want to eat for dinner tonight?"

At that question, Hana waved to the dog that was following us and said:

"Puppy... is there something yummy you want to eat?"
"Woof!"
"Meat?"

After seemingly having a conversation with the dog:

"I want to eat meat...!"

That was her answer.
Thinking that sounded good, I said we'd eat meat, and carrying the dog in my right hand and Hana in my left, I headed to a nearby restaurant.

*

"Wooow...!"

Hana let out a big exclamation and her eyes sparkled when the large pieces of meat arrived.
Watching Hana, I smiled inwardly, then gently poked her cheek and said:

"How is it? Looks delicious, right?"
"Yeah!"
"Then what do you say at times like this?"
"Thank you for the meal...!"
"Good job."

I patted Hana's head as praise, and she giggled and snuggled against me.
Finding Hana adorable, I was patting her back when I saw Miria entering the restaurant.

"Over here."

I waved my hand to call her, worried she might not find us.
Miria looked at me with a bright red face and then quickly sat down across from me.
She rubbed her flushed cheeks with the back of her hand and said:

"I booked the best accommodation nearby."
"Really? Thanks for your hard work."
"Ah, yeah."

Miria gave an extremely awkward reply and avoided my gaze.
I was calmly smiling at Miria when Hana, who had been in my arms, suddenly went down and gave some meat to the dog, saying:

"Puppy... at times like this, you should say 'thank you for the meal.'"
"Woof!"
"Yeah, good job."

Hana gave meat to the dog and patted its head just as I had done to her.
The dog wagged its tail rapidly, showing affection for Hana.

*I need to be careful since she copies everything I do.*

Deciding to be more mindful of my actions in front of Hana from now on, I patted her head to show she did well.
Watching this, Cynthia smiled and shook her head.

"You two are definitely father and daughter. You look so much alike."

At those words about resemblance, Hana suddenly thrust her face over the table, her eyes sparkling, and asked Cynthia:

"Really...?"

She seemed incredibly happy to hear she resembled me.
Cynthia, apparently not expecting Hana to be so pleased, was momentarily taken aback before nodding and saying:

"Yes. Hana, you look just like your dad."
"Hehe."

Pleased with those words, Hana snuggled back into my arms and buried her face in my chest.
Watching this, I thought I might shed tears of blood when Hana eventually says she's getting married, and I was patting her back when Hana suddenly yawned widely and began to doze off.

*This early?*

Even though we'd been out playing, it seemed too early for her to fall asleep.
As I realized something was wrong and was feeling puzzled, Miria, who had been watching, tilted her head and said to me:

"Could it be... because of the fruit she ate earlier?"

The question was whether it was because of the World Tree fruit.
At that question, I got goosebumps momentarily, worried that something might be wrong with Hana, and was about to stand up when Cynthia, who had been watching, waved her hand reassuringly and said:

"It's okay, calm down. I checked with magic, and she's not sick—she's just sleeping to absorb the abilities."
"Oh."
"So let's eat while Hana sleeps. We'll need to look after her when she wakes up at dawn."

That seemed like a good idea, so I nodded and gently patted Hana's back.

* * *

After finishing our meal, we moved to the hotel Miria had booked to prepare for rest.
Originally, we had planned to play more nearby, but since Hana had fallen asleep to absorb the abilities, it seemed better to rest.

*Sleep well.*

I watched Hana sleeping on the bed for a long time, then slowly stroked her head and got up.
According to Cynthia, she was just sleeping to absorb the abilities contained in the World Tree fruit, and there was no problem with her health.

*But a father's heart is such that no matter how much they say it's fine, it doesn't feel fine.*

I was planning to go out and get some medicine just in case.

*Let me hurry back.*

I asked Cynthia, who could use magic, to stay and look after Hana, and was about to go outside when Miria followed behind me and said:

"I'll go too."

At those words, I nodded and quickly ran outside.

Ch.196 - Miria 2
"Hana isn't sick, so I think it would be good to prepare medicines that restore vitality or physical strength."

As soon as we came outside, Miria grabbed me and guided me to where we needed to go.

"So first, let's stop by the alchemy shop and buy the necessary items."

True to her quick-witted and efficient nature, Miria immediately identified what needed to be done and made suggestions to me. I nodded in agreement with her proposal.

"Let's start here."

Following Miria's lead as she pulled my hand, we visited a nearby alchemy shop where I purchased all the items she pointed out.

[Superior Vitality Recovery Potion] [Elixir Made from Healing Tree Bark] [Thousand-Year-Old Mandrake]...

Being the largest alchemy shop in the city, it certainly had an impressive display of all kinds of excellent potions and remedies. As I placed all these items in my basket, I asked Miria:

"What else?"
"And..."

In the end, about 40 items piled up in the basket. Honestly, even two or three would probably be more than Hana could consume, but I wanted to do everything possible for her. After purchasing them, I said to Miria:

"Let's go back."

At those words, Miria flinched slightly, then grabbed my sleeve firmly and said:

"Wait, I have something to talk about."

Seeing Miria's serious expression, I stopped my rush to leave and nodded. Miria took a deep breath and began:

"Well... um..."

Finding it difficult to speak, Miria hesitated for a moment before sighing and saying:

"After we give Hana the medicine, can you spare me some time?"

Hearing this, it didn't seem like a difficult request. I nodded to indicate it wouldn't be a problem, then took the stammering Miria's wrist and returned to Hana.

* * *

Watching Hana sleeping peacefully brings a sense of relief mixed with guilt—relief that she's healthy, and guilt that I can't do more for her due to my lack of knowledge. While these complex emotions were swirling within me, Cynthia spoke to me:

"Hana is in deep sleep, so please take a break. I'll contact you immediately with magic when she wakes up."
"Ah... thanks."

I pushed aside the pile of potions and nodded. Although I hadn't done anything physically demanding, dealing with matters related to Hana had been mentally draining.

"Then I'll rest for a bit."
"Yes. Don't worry, I'll take good care of Hana."

I nodded to show my appreciation and stepped outside.

It was already dark outside. As I stood with my arms crossed, looking at the street lamps, someone began poking my back repeatedly.

"Hey, hey."

It was unmistakably Miria's voice. I turned around and nodded, and Miria, with a reddened face, cleared her throat and said:

"I have something to tell you... can you come with me for a moment?"

Since I had nothing else to do and had already promised, I nodded. Miria immediately grabbed my wrist and slowly led me away.

She took me to a secluded alley. I don't usually go to such places, so the scenery felt unfamiliar. Looking at Miria's face, which was partially hidden in shadow from the nearby wall, I slowly opened my mouth:

"So what's this about?"

Although I asked what was going on, I could roughly guess why Miria had called me. She probably wanted to follow up on her earlier "I'm aroused, take responsibility" comment. While I knew what she might say, I wasn't sure how to respond, so I pretended not to know and asked.

"Ah, well, that..."

As expected, Miria hesitated and mumbled for a while. Then, taking a deep breath, she asked almost accusingly:

"Do, do you even see me as a woman?!"

Her tone was confrontational because she was too flustered to control her emotions. I couldn't help but laugh at her delivery, which made Miria stare blankly for a moment before pouting and saying:

"I'm trying to have a serious conversation... why are you laughing?"
"For a serious conversation, your word choices are too crude."
"C-crude?! This is the perfect confession method created by my ancestors!"

By ancestors, does she mean dragons? I thought about how dragons must have different values from humans, then continued:

"Okay, sorry, sorry."
"...Haah, really."

Miria brushed her bangs aside with a sigh, then took another deep breath and looked at me. At that moment, light from a passing carriage briefly illuminated her face—truly beautiful enough to make me lose myself for a moment. Seeing this, Miria spoke with a reddened face:

"Anyway, so... you know."
"Yes?"
"...You do see me as a woman, right?"

The question momentarily left me speechless, unsure how to answer. My response would completely change our relationship. After thinking briefly, I slowly nodded and said:

"Yeah, I do."
"......"

There was no need for a long explanation. Just confirming was enough. At my answer, Miria flinched and looked at me, then averted her gaze and said:

"R-really? That's good."

She hesitated for a moment, then slowly bumped her head against my chest and asked:

"Then... can I court you too?"

Whether it's because she values efficiency or dislikes beating around the bush, her word choice was very direct. I smiled slightly at Miria's straightforwardness, then nodded.

"As you wish."
"R-really?"

This was my first time seeing Miria like this, so I was also flustered and had no idea how to react. But I knew that if I tried to escape due to embarrassment, our current relationship would collapse, so I forced myself to look at her.

Now that my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, I could clearly see her reddened face. As I stared blankly, Miria rubbed her eyes and said to me:

"Haha... well, you know. I think I like you."

A simple confession following crude words—the order was completely wrong and strange, but I didn't dislike it, so I nodded. Seeing my nod, Miria continued:

"So, um... you know? I want to... mate with you."

I've never heard someone confess by saying they want to have sex. Watching Miria struggle and wander, I slowly opened my mouth:

"Okay, let's do that."
"...Huh? Really?"

When I nodded, Miria's face turned bright red again as she looked at me, then carefully pulled at my clothes and continued:

"W-well, you know. Actually, dragons have one thing they must do when 'courting' someone they like."

Was there such a thing? Since Miria was the only dragon I'd ever met, I nodded and asked what it was. Miria took a deep breath and began explaining:

"This isn't because of my preference or curiosity or anything. It's just a dragon custom, so don't misunderstand."

What could she possibly be trying to say that required such a long preface? I nodded to urge her to get to the point. Miria glanced around nervously, then whispered to me in a small voice:

"C-can you watch me pee?"
"......?"

It was the most shocking request I'd ever received in my life, and I froze. Watch her do what? I looked at Miria, seeking clarification, and she explained with a face red as a tomato:

"No...! Like I said, this isn't my preference but a dragon tradition...! It's something I have to do even if I don't want to."
"...Really?"
"Y-yes. It's like showing your most vulnerable state to pledge submission and love... don't misunderstand!"

The word "submission" alone seemed loaded with such meaning. I scratched my cheek silently for a moment, then decided it was time for me to take control of the conversation.

"Alright, show me then."

At my commanding tone, Miria flinched and looked at me, then glanced around and asked in an urgent voice:

"H-here? Now?"
"Where else would you show me?"
"......"

Miria seemed not to have expected me to ask to see it right away and couldn't hide her embarrassment. Finally, she said "Okay" and slowly nodded.

Ch.197 - I Want To Remember This For The Rest Of My Life.
While it varies from person to person, most people tend to be more embarrassed about showing themselves urinating than engaging in sexual acts. There are many reasons for this, but perhaps the main one stems from not wanting to reveal the shameful act of expelling something unclean.

Since people are generally very embarrassed about showing themselves urinating, they typically avoid showing this to others unless they have unusual preferences. Yet Miria was grabbing my body, saying she would "directly" show me this act.

"...This is driving me crazy."

It's not that I disliked it. Setting hygiene aside, this situation was undeniably unique. Plus, it offered a legitimate opportunity to see Miria's private parts, making it quite an attractive proposition from my perspective.

"But it feels like... how should I put it? Like I'm abandoning human dignity the moment I accept."

Like a beast following instinct, consumed by lust. Not that there's anything wrong with that, but crossing this line seems a bit...

Hmm.
I had been thinking at length, but all these thoughts vanished the moment Miria removed her underwear. Perhaps planning this all along, Miria had come wearing a short skirt with underwear, and now she pulled down her snow-white panties while telling me:

"I-I'll do it here, so watch carefully."

It was rather amusing to see her asking me to watch her urinate with such a serious expression. But I felt if I pointed this out, Miria might genuinely get upset, so I held back and nodded.
Seeing my response, Miria took a small deep breath, squatted down, and asked:

"Can you see...?"

It's too dark to see anything.
I shook my head and told her I couldn't see, so after thinking for a moment, Miria pulled me closer and said:

"Th-then I'll turn on my phone... watch from up close."

She used her phone's flashlight to illuminate the area below, then fidgeted with her fingers, covering her private parts. At this incredibly suggestive sight, I momentarily held my breath and looked at Miria, who was trembling with a face so red it seemed about to burst.

"She seems extremely embarrassed."

When she mentioned it was a Dragon race custom, I thought she'd act like it was something natural, but contrary to my expectations, seeing her expression on the verge of dying from shame, I smiled with satisfaction.

"This is quite fun."

Looking at her lower area was quite interesting, but watching Miria's expressions was even more entertaining. Usually, Miria wasn't the type to get embarrassed. After considering for a moment while watching her, a good idea came to mind, and I moved behind Miria, grabbed her thighs with both hands, and lifted them up.

"Ah... huh?"

How flustered must she be to even stumble over her words?
I was laughing as I watched Miria panicking with trembling thighs, when she suddenly shook her shoes and urgently told me:

"W-wait! I really feel like I'm going to pee, so put me down...!"

I responded rather calmly to those words and nodded.

"Why? You can just do it like this."
"W-what? But that's too..."

Miria tried to say something but seemed to think better of it and firmly closed her mouth. Watching her, I slowly lifted her up and down as I asked:

"So when are you going to show me you peeing?"

To that question, Miria grabbed her groin next to her private parts and said:

"...I-I don't know."
"If you don't know, does that mean we're done with the peeing?"
"...What are you saying."

She squirmed and struggled, not playing along with my teasing as she normally would. I found her reaction cute and was about to put her down after watching her playfully for a moment, thinking that was enough.

- Splish.

But before I could, Miria's urine shot downward.

"......"

Actually seeing this scene left me momentarily speechless. More surprising than arousing, perhaps? As I was conflicted about how to handle this situation, Miria spoke to me urgently:

"D-don't look!"

This behavior was so unlike the usual Miria. As I blinked at her, she covered my eyes with her hands and said:

"I said don't look! Don't look!"

I was about to say something about this contradictory behavior, but she seemed so desperate that I couldn't bring myself to comment. Thinking I just couldn't understand, I tried to look away, but Miria changed her mind again:

"N-no, you can look. Ugh...!"

Now she's telling me to look. I shrugged, wondering what to do, and looked at Miria, who explained to me almost tearfully:

"Well, you know, actually Dragon race urine is different from human urine, it's pure and clean. Actually, it's not even accurate to call it urine, it's really Mana flowing out, so it's not peeing but releasing Mana. This isn't peeing, it's releasing Mana, so it's not dirty."

She started making excuses in a voice so fast it was hard to hear. Listening to this, I decided to stop teasing and whispered to Miria rather kindly:

"I know. And even if it were really urine, I wouldn't have thought it was dirty at all."

Hearing me speak kindly, unlike my usual self, Miria looked at me with a stunned expression. She apparently hadn't expected to hear such words from me. Seeing her reaction, I slowly massaged her thighs.

"W-wait... ugh. In this position, my thighs...! That's cheating, cheating!"
"Really? Then that's sweet."
"No! You!"

Her voice sounded much better than before, as if my teasing had helped her relax. I was glad about that as I continued massaging, when I noticed something strange.

"The urine keeps coming out?"

I couldn't help but be surprised seeing her release far more than what a normal person could produce. Maybe what Miria said earlier wasn't a lie but the truth. So after thinking for a moment, I released some Divine Power to touch Miria's urine, just in case.

"...What the?"

Seeing Miria's urine disappear upon contact with my Divine Power, I could confirm that her words were "true."

"It wasn't just an excuse?"

As I was thinking how unexpected this was, Miria spoke to me in a sniffling voice:

"It's truuue... Dragon urine greatly helps Mana growth, so there are even humans who collect it."

She wasn't crying yet, but she seemed like she might if I left her like this. I let go of her thighs and stroked her head.

"......"

Fortunately, she didn't reject my touch and leaned the back of her head against my chest. Thinking her behavior was somewhat similar to Hana's, I slowly said:

"I'm sorry."

At my apology, Miria sniffled silently for a while, then covered her face with both hands and spoke to me in a small voice:

"...If you're sorry, stop joking around and watch properly."
"Huh?"
"This is a more important ritual than you think."

With a cuter tone than usual, Miria complained and asked me to do as she said. I had no choice but to move in front of Miria, facing her.

"If that's what you want."
"......"

As I approached, Miria rubbed her reddened face with her hands, then took a deep breath and told me:

"Since ancient times, Dragons have had a custom of showing their vulnerable state by releasing Mana from their vital parts to pledge submission and love to the other person... so don't look elsewhere, just keep watching."

Then, revealing her "horns and Dragon tail" that I couldn't normally see, she told me:

"...A-and if you want, you can touch my horns or tail... D-do whatever you want."
"Ah, okay."

With those words, Miria lowered her head to look at the ground, then spread her private parts with both hands to give me a better view. This pose itself was so lewd that I was just staring blankly, when Miria, with trembling legs, asked me:

"How is it...?"

Though my possible responses to her question about my impression were quite limited, this one sentence would determine whether I'd be nagged for the rest of my life. I wracked my brain to come up with something appropriate.

"It's very beautiful. Beautiful enough that I want to remember it forever."

After saying it, I felt something was wrong, but surprisingly, Miria seemed quite satisfied with my response, allowing me to breathe a sigh of relief.

"Looks like I passed, thankfully."

Just as I was thinking I was too scared to speak properly, Miria, who seemed somewhat relaxed now, stared at me blankly, then slowly picked up the phone that had fallen and asked:

"Then... do you want to take a picture to look at forever...?"
"Huh?"

Take a picture forever?
My mind momentarily stopped working and I blinked, then Miria turned on the camera app and told me:

"I-I'm okay with it. So... as much as you want... yes. Do as you please."

At those words, I couldn't help but swallow the saliva that had pooled in my mouth.

Ch.198 - What I Learned From Books
I'm not sure how to express this properly.
Being asked to take a photo of her most shameful part, her private area—
From Miria's perspective, this was probably equivalent to pledging lifelong obedience.

*Actually, she already said that showing herself urinating meant submission...*

I wonder if it's all the same to Miria.
Either way, I momentarily froze at Miria's shocking statement.
Miria placed her phone in my hand and spoke to me in a soft voice.

"H-here."

The phone now in my hand.
I stared blankly at the phone with its sky-blue case that reflected Miria's taste, then nodded.

"...Thanks."

I'm not sure if expressing gratitude is appropriate.
But since she declared she would do it, it's only right to follow through.
I let out a light sigh and said to Miria.

"...I'll take it then."

I slowly raised the phone while watching Miria, who was nodding her head quickly in front of me.

It's too dark to see clearly.
Even with the flash light on, it's far from enough—no matter how much I look through the phone, all I see is a black screen.

*Should we move somewhere brighter?*

The problem is that to find a brighter spot, we'd need to go toward the pathway...
That would increase our chances of being caught by others, which I wanted to avoid.

"...Can't see? Then let's go near the pathway."

Since Miria suggested it first, I couldn't bring myself to refuse.
I looked at Miria's hesitant face, pressed my lips together in thought for a moment.
Then I slowly nodded, took her hand, and helped her up.

"......"

Rubbing her reddened cheeks, avoiding eye contact—
This was a side of Miria I'd never seen before, and I found myself staring at her, almost entranced.
Embarrassed, Miria spoke to me in a sulky tone.

"W-what! What are you looking at!"

I wonder why she's acting like this when I didn't say anything.
I smiled slightly at her behavior and said "Sorry, sorry," then followed where Miria was leading me.
We moved to an alleyway where some light was coming in, and Miria had me hide her body behind a box before speaking to me.

"...Let's do it here."
"Here?"
"Yeah..."

Thanks to the box, Miria couldn't be seen from outside.
The problem was that if someone entered this alleyway, Miria would be completely visible, so I couldn't help feeling tense.

*This is definitely nerve-wracking.*

So I pressed myself against the box as much as possible to ensure Miria's body wasn't visible from outside.
Miria looked at me and said with a small smile.

"...What's this? Are you trying to block me from others' view because you don't want them seeing my body?"

I nodded as if it were obvious.
Seeing my reaction, Miria blushed again and scratched her cheek awkwardly.

"R-really? I see."

I chuckled at her reaction and suggested we get back to "taking the photo."

"Oh, okay."

Miria took a deep breath, glanced around quickly.
Then she lifted one foot up, positioning her legs in a straight line.
As I watched this ballet-like pose with curiosity,
Miria used her left hand to spread her private area and asked me:

"C-can you see now...?"

At her question, I looked down blankly.
Unlike before, the light made everything clearly visible, and Miria's intimate area came into full view, both strange and erotic.

"...Wow."

I couldn't help but admire the small black mole on her private area.
The mole made everything even more arousing.

*It's such a small thing... but damn.*

As I stared in admiration,
Miria urgently spoke to me, clearly embarrassed.

"S-stop staring and take the picture already!"

At her urgent words, I nodded and slowly raised the phone to her private area.
Unlike before, Miria's intimate parts were clearly visible now.
I nodded with satisfaction and slowly pressed the camera button.

- Click.

At that unfamiliar sound, Miria's body trembled as she spoke to me.

"Th-this is more embarrassing than I thought..."
"Is it?"
"Yeah..."

I smiled again at Miria's embarrassed reaction.
Then slowly took another photo with the phone.

- Click.

"Huh? What?"

Miria asked in confusion, "Why are you taking more?"
I shrugged my shoulders and replied as if it were obvious.

"You said I could take pictures."
"...Y-yes, I did... but you're taking too many..."

I'd only taken one more, but
she seemed excessively embarrassed, probably experiencing delayed regret.
I kept laughing at her reaction, then slowly reached out to pat her head and said:

"I'm going to take more, you know?"

I don't know if she was expecting kind words, but her expression immediately soured.
Finding it quite fun to tease Miria, I quickly tried to soothe her.

"Just kidding. Was it that embarrassing?"
"...Whatever."

She seemed upset, so
I had no choice but to tickle her chin to comfort her.
Miria pushed me away weakly and complained a little.

"I really hate you."
"I said I'm sorry. Look, I'm reflecting on my actions."

I pointed to my aroused lower half, pleading my innocence.
Miria sighed deeply and said to me.

"...Drop dead."
"That's too harsh."

Chuckling at her reaction, I decided it was time to get serious and looked at Miria.
Her cheeks and lips were flushed red.
Though she seemed more relaxed now, she wasn't completely at ease, as her breathing was still somewhat rough.

*She really is beautiful.*

I usually ignored it, but purely in terms of looks, she was among the top five most beautiful people I'd ever seen.
Admiring her internally, I made eye contact with Miria.

"...Ugh."

Miria shyly avoided my gaze.
I gently turned her face toward me and kissed her lips.

Kissing a female friend whom I'd only thought of as a friend...
The situation itself gave me a strange sense of taboo that made me even more aroused. I slowly reached out and rubbed Miria's private area.

*She's extremely wet.*

Well, I suppose that's natural since we've been doing this for several dozen minutes.
Feeling my fingers getting increasingly wet, I slowly inserted a finger inside.

"Hnngh..."

Perhaps because something foreign had entered her, Miria tried to lower her leg that had been spread in a straight line, trembling.
But I held her thigh to prevent her from lowering it and said:

"Keep it spread like that."

Perhaps some of my dominating attitude toward Charlotte still remained,
because I unconsciously spoke to Miria somewhat forcefully.
But contrary to my expectations, Miria didn't seem to mind this side of me, as she nodded blankly with reddened ears.

*Come to think of it, Miria also liked being dominated.*

Though she always grumbled, she followed my forceful actions without complaint, which made me think Miria might have submissive tendencies.
With that thought, I stirred my finger inside her without hesitation and whispered softly:

"Why are you so wet? Were you expecting this?"
"I-it's not like that... the photo..."
"But you're the one who asked me to take it, right?"
"...Ugh."

Unable to find words, she mumbled and tried to change the subject.
Then, hanging her head low, she whispered to me:

"I-I'll keep it spread..."
"What did you say?"

When I asked again, Miria closed her eyes tightly and shouted:

"I said I'll keep it spread! Lewdly and obscenely! Like a bitch!"

Lewd, obscene, bitch?
What's this all about?
I was taken aback by hearing more than I'd expected, when Miria continued:

"I-I'm turned on! So just fuck me like a dog...!"

It seems her embarrassment had crossed a line, exceeding her mental endurance.
I could only clear my throat as I watched Miria continuing to spread herself, making it easier for me to enter.

*This is the first time she's been so aggressive, it's surprising.*

I hesitated briefly, then decided to meet Miria's expectations and reached out to quickly stir her insides.

"Ungh...?!"

She looks surprised even though she asked for it.
Her mouth and body seem to be on different pages.
I embraced Miria tightly while stirring inside her and whispered softly:

"Where did you learn such lewd words?"

At my question, Miria hesitated for a moment before answering in a stammering voice:

"F-from a book called 'Dragons' Romance'..."

What kind of species are these dragons?
From my perspective, they must have lived so long that their lewdness has been refined to exceed any other species.
I continued speaking to Miria:

"Really? Could you tell me something else you learned from that book?"

At my question, Miria hesitated and delayed answering for a moment.
Then, exhaling a sweet breath, she said to me:

"How to... tighten?"

I laughed dryly as I looked at Miria.

Ch.199 - Dip-eating?
I felt her tightness around my fingers as I stared at Miria's private parts.

Compared to others, her grip was definitely stronger. I'd been fascinated by how she seemed to cling and squeeze my fingers, and now I understood why—it was because of her dragon heritage.

*How interesting.*

I was lost in the sensation for a moment before slowly moving my hand again to stimulate her.

"Ah, mmh..."

Normally, when someone touches your intimate areas in an unfamiliar place, tension and discomfort would override arousal.

*But with Miria...*

Whether from experience or her naturally sensual nature, she immediately responded to my touch with satisfaction. Her moaning reactions ignited something in me, and I smiled slightly as I moved my fingers more quickly.

*Squish, squish*

While moving my hand, I spread divine power around us. Though I enjoyed making Miria feel embarrassed, I didn't want anyone else to see, so I created a barrier to warn me if someone approached.

*This should be enough.*

I set up a system that would not only alert me but also forcefully push away any strangers who tried to enter the alley, then returned my attention to Miria.

"J-Jung Hyun... wait... t-too fast..."

Gone was her earlier provocative attitude, replaced by someone helplessly drowning in pleasure. I found this side of her quite appealing too, and smiled before kissing her again and whispering:

"Want to check if those photos came out well?"

Miria froze instantly at my question, then awkwardly smiled.

"D-do we really need to look?"

"Of course. They're pictures of you."

"..."

Though Miria showed reluctance, her reaction only encouraged my playful mood. I pulled out my phone despite her protests.

"Here."

"Wait a second!"

Ignoring her objections, I opened the gallery to check the contents.

"...Ugh!"

There were several intimate photos of Miria. Though I hadn't taken many, the impact was still significant—at least for Miria, who trembled and said:

"...You're such a pervert."

"What?"

"I said you're a real pervert!"

I found it ironic coming from her. Deciding to tease her more as payback, I zoomed in on the clearest photo and whispered:

"Really? For someone saying that, you've been incredibly wet."

"W-what?"

"Look here. Your juices are literally dripping."

Pointing at the glistening wetness captured by the camera, I felt Miria squeeze my fingers even tighter in embarrassment. As I inwardly laughed at her reaction, she quickly closed my phone.

"L-look at those when you're alone!"

"Why? Can't we look together?"

"No. Absolutely not!"

I just smiled, having no intention of showing these to anyone else. The thought of showing my woman's naked body to others was completely unacceptable.

*Well, I've teased her enough...*

Time to move on to the main event. I reinforced the divine power barrier around us and slowly began removing my pants.

"Miria."

"W-what?"

Sharp as ever, she seemed to guess my intentions immediately. Unlike her earlier protests, she froze, staring at me. I gently caressed her cheek, giving her time to prepare.

"W-wait, are we really doing this here?"

She asked in a flustered voice, and I nodded as if it were obvious.

"Of course, why not?"

"B-but this is outside...!"

That was rich coming from someone who had just dragged me out to show her urinating, but I just stared at her in confusion. Miria's face turned red as she fidgeted before whispering:

"Then... let's just do it lightly. Don't go deep, just... just rub the tip against my entrance a little..."

"What?"

"J-just put it at the entrance!"

That actually sounded more erotic, but I wasn't sure what she was asking. After considering it, I decided to comply and slowly positioned myself.

*Is it because she's a dragon? It's incredibly warm inside.*

Actually, "warm" wasn't the right word—it was hot. I enjoyed the heat enveloping me and, following Miria's request, inserted just the tip.

"..."

Miria's legs, spread in a straight line, trembled as she grabbed me tightly.

"Y-you... why are you so big!"

She said it almost accusingly. I shrugged, and she stared at my member in shock.

"It's abnormal and perverted...!"

I wondered if she realized she was being more perverted herself. I wanted to point this out but decided against provoking her, so I just nodded. Miria glanced at me apologetically before taking me deeper.

"Hngh...!"

Despite telling me to just taste her entrance, she was the one taking me deeper. Thinking how contradictory she was, I smiled and held her without moving, giving her time to adjust.

"Mmh... you're only gentle at times like this... which makes you even worse."

Miria complained slightly, pushing against my shoulders before slowly moving her hips and whispering:

"F-fine. Instead of just tasting the entrance... I'll let you taste my womb."

Tasting her womb...
That was possibly the most dizzying phrase I'd heard all year, but I nodded anyway.

*

I gently stroked the back of Miria's head while pushing deeper inside her. The ticklish sensation, warmth, and pleasure created a strange excitement.

I savored these feelings before slowly moving my hips, "tasting" as Miria had suggested.

"Mmh... ahh..."

Miria's body tensed and trembled with each movement. Her reactions seemed based on pleasure rather than pain, so I continued moving without hesitation.

"Hng... mmh... ah."

Unlike Lucia, Cynthia, or Charlotte, she felt pleasure immediately without any special preparation. I wasn't sure if it was because of her different species or just her nature, but one thing was certain—our physical compatibility was excellent.

*This feels really good.*

I smiled with satisfaction at the way her body seemed to crave my essence, gradually increasing my pace.

*Splash, splash*

Lewd sounds echoed as our wet skin met. While I maintained a steady rhythm, Miria suddenly clutched my neck urgently.

"W-wait...!"

Concerned by her urgency, I looked at her as she raised herself on her tiptoes.

"I... I think I'm going to come."

Already?
It was surprising that she was reaching climax after so few movements—even more sensitive than Charlotte. I hugged her back tightly and patted it reassuringly.

Miria's body trembled at my response as she released her fluids.

"Mmh... ahhh!"

She tried covering her mouth at first to muffle her moans, but failed and ended up crying out loudly.

Looking at the puddle forming below, I confirmed that the puddle I'd seen before was definitely Miria's. I held her as she collapsed against me.

"Ahh... it feels like it's stabbing into my head... my womb is trembling so much..."

Her vulgar talk about her womb was too crude. Thinking that dragon culture was beyond my understanding, I shrugged. After clinging to me briefly, Miria began moving her hips again, signaling she wanted more.

*Then let's begin properly.*

The "tasting" period was over, but that hardly mattered now. I thrust my now fully erect member deeper, stirring her insides vigorously.

"I-if you go that fast right away... I'll... again...!"

I smiled at her reaction and decided not to hold back, continuing to move my hips. Miria couldn't resist and reached another climax.

"I-I told you not to... ahh! Ahh!"

Feeling mischievous seeing her tremble, I continued without giving her a break. Based on my experience with Charlotte, this would shorten the intervals between her climaxes. I moved my hips even faster to tease her.

"Hng... ah! Mmh... ah, ahh."

Her moans grew louder, unconcerned about being heard outside. I reinforced the divine barrier to block the sound as I continued thrusting. We spent a long time exploring each other's bodies.

Something about doing it outdoors made it more intense than usual. I found her warmth particularly stimulating and pleasant. As I felt my own climax approaching, I smiled.

*Time to finish.*

I was about to pull out to finish outside, but Miria tightly gripped my waist to prevent me from withdrawing. She whispered:

"...I want to get pregnant too."

"...What?"

"I want to get pregnant like the others...!"

I coughed in surprise and looked at her. Miria avoided my gaze, embarrassed.

"So... cum inside me as payment for eating my pussy."

Every word was truly vulgar. Hearing this, I couldn't hold back anymore and released everything deep inside her.

Ch.200 - Side Story (Complete)
After finishing up with Miria outside, I returned to the lodging carrying her on my back. Cynthia narrowed her eyes and glared at me.

"So you two went out to do that sort of thing?"

Her icy voice momentarily flustered me, but I forced a smile, pretending nothing was wrong.

"No, it wasn't like that..."

"What do you mean it wasn't? I swear I want to pinch your cheek and pull it hard."

Ignoring Cynthia's somewhat menacing words, I casually placed Miria on the empty bed. Considering Cynthia was fine, there was a good chance Miria would be okay by tomorrow too. I left her to sleep well and slowly turned my gaze toward Hana.

"By the way, how's Hana?"

"Hana? She's sleeping soundly."

I smiled as I stroked the head of the peacefully sleeping Hana. I wondered why I felt so happy whenever I looked at her. While gazing at her, I spoke to Cynthia.

"Then let's head home as soon as Hana and Miria wake up. We've done everything we needed to."

"Yes, that sounds good."

"And Cynthia, thanks for your hard work."

At those words, Cynthia tilted her head primly and replied, "I know."

She's so easy to deal with, really.
I gave Cynthia a light kiss, then lay down next to Hana, waiting for her to wake up.

* * *

The next day, we immediately returned to Earth. There was no particular reason; we just didn't have anything else to do there. As soon as we got back, Lucia gave Miria a betrayed look, which created a bit of a situation.

"I'll share the techniques I learned when Jung Hyun did me, so forgive me."

Thanks to Miria's "deal," Lucia eventually calmed down and accepted it.

"But let me join in next time you're with Miria."

Actually, it was more of a negotiation than acceptance. Either way, the two reached a dramatic compromise and restored their unusual peace.

*This feels like I'm the only one being sacrificed here...*

Of course, it's my fault for misusing my dick, but I still felt a bit wronged. While I was thinking this, Hana, who was nestled in my arms, spoke to me.

"Daddy, look. Hana can do this."

Wondering what she could do, I looked at Hana. She wiggled her fingers and created pure white butterflies with her divine power. This seemed to be one of the abilities she gained from eating the World Tree's fruit. As I was admiring this, Hana smiled broadly and looked at me with an expectant face.

*Looks like she wants praise.*

Smiling slightly at her expression, I patted Hana's head and said, "Our Hana is amazing."

"Yeah!"

"Well done!"

"Really?"

"Really."

I smiled as I watched Hana giggling happily.

* * * * *

The next day.
I woke up to the sound of my phone ringing and saw Hana holding my phone, answering the call. She seemed to be imitating what she'd seen me do, so I smiled and watched for a moment.

"Hello."

[Is your dad there?]

"Daddy?!"

Hana smiled brightly and started talking.

"Daddy... Daddy? Daddy is sleeping. Hana loves Daddy."

[I-Is that so?]

"Yeah. He plays with Hana a lot, buys me lots of yummy things, and he's really big and handsome."

[Is that right? Jung Hyun sounds amazing... Anyway, could you put Jung Hyun on the phone?]

"Daddy is sleeping. But who are you? Hana doesn't know you."

[...I'm Jung Hyun's friend... I mean, your daddy's friend.]

"Hehe, Daddy's friend... Hana has friends too."

[Oh, really...?]

"Yeah...! Puppy and Kitty and... I'm friends with the spirits too...!"

[......Oh, you have many friends.]

"Yeah, so Hana is happy."

[T-That's good. Now, could you please put Jung Hyun...]

"Oh wait. And when Hana was playing with Kitty before, Daddy came."

[Uh...? You have more to say?]

"Yeah. So I went to Daddy, and Daddy bought me ice cream, and I was happy."

[......]

By this point, I was getting curious. Who was she talking to? I found Hana's cuteness adorable, so I watched to see how long the call would last, but it was going on longer than expected.

*She's been talking about me for an hour now.*

Whoever it was, I was starting to feel sorry for them, so I felt the need to stop Hana. I called out to her.

"Hana?"

When I called her name, Hana put the phone down on the floor and quickly ran to me.

"Daddy!"

Then she ran into my arms and nuzzled her cheek against mine.

"Love Daddy..."

"Really? You love Daddy that much?"

"Yeah...!"

By the way, I wondered who Hana had been talking to. When I asked her, she answered, "He said he's Daddy's friend."

"My friend?"

Could it be Jungmin? Feeling the need to check, I picked up the dropped phone, and Jungmin spoke to me with a sigh of relief.

[Wow... Finally you answered.]

He sounded completely drained. I laughed awkwardly at his voice, and Jungmin sighed again before speaking.

[Anyway, glad you picked up. Hey, are you free next week? Let's have a drink, it's been a while.]

I thought about it for a moment, then looked at Hana who was nestled in my arms. Her soft cheeks. I poked her cheek and said, "Sorry, I need to play with Hana."

[Oh, really? Well, can't be helped then.]

He let it go surprisingly easily, perhaps because it was related to Hana. I thanked him and then spoke to Hana.

"Hana, is there anything you want to do today?"

At my question, Hana tilted her head, then snuggled against me again and said, "Hana... wants to play with Daddy."

Feeling playful at her words, I said to Hana, "Really? But what should we do? Daddy's busy today."

When I said I was busy, Hana opened her eyes wide, then quickly shook her head and said, "N-No..."

What did she mean by "no"? I was secretly laughing inside at Hana, who looked very dejected. She fidgeted with her fingers and said to me, "Hana wants to play with Daddy... but if Daddy is busy, Hana is sad."

"Really? Then should I not be busy?"

At those words, Hana quickly nodded and said, "Yeah, don't be busy," and hugged me tight. I was smiling at Hana when Lucia peeked her face out from nearby and spoke to me.

"Jung Hyun..."

Her face was serious. Wondering why she looked that way, I looked at Lucia, who narrowed her eyes and continued.

"Yesterday... what did you do with Miria?"

What did I do? Obviously, we had sex. But I couldn't say that directly, so I tried to be evasive.

"...Adult conversation?"

At that, Lucia narrowed her eyes even more and said to me, "Jung Hyun."

"Yes?"

"...Jung Hyun. Jung Hyun."

By this point, I was starting to get scared. I decided to stop pretending and quickly apologized to Lucia.

"I'm sorry."

"......"

She didn't seem to be appeased by my apology. With no other choice, I gestured for Lucia to come closer and said, "Wife."

"Y-Yes?"

When I called her "wife," Lucia looked at me in surprise. Enjoying her reaction, I threw out another joke.

"Stop nagging your husband and come play with us."

It was clearly a joke to anyone watching, but Lucia didn't seem to take it that way. Her face turned bright red as she said, "I-If Jung Hyun... I mean, if my husband says so, I'll listen...!" and quickly ran over.

*She runs just like Hana.*

I was thinking that they looked exactly alike, mother and daughter, when Hana pushed Lucia away and said, "Daddy has to play with Hana...!"

Lucia looked at Hana in surprise and said, "What?! Jung Hyun... Hana is bullying me."

As I laughed at Lucia's reaction, Hana made a pouty face and said to me, "Don't like Mommy..."

I never expected to hear Hana say she didn't like someone. I poked her cheeks and told her, "You shouldn't say things like that." Hana nodded glumly and said to me, "I'm sorry..."

I patted her head to show it was okay, and Hana smiled and snuggled against me.

"Now, let's make a promise."

A tiny pinky finger hooked onto mine. While I was carefully linking my finger with hers, which looked so fragile it might break at a touch, Lucia subtly extended her pinky finger and said, "Me too, me too."

I smiled and said, "Sure," and Lucia giggled and clung to me.

*This feels happy somehow.*

Hoping this happiness would last, I firmly held both Hana's and Lucia's hands.

* * * * *

[Additional Side Story - Cerberus's Current Situation]

When love and hatred mix, it's often expressed as "love-hate." A contradictory sensation of truly hating yet loving even more. The Chimera—once three women, now a single being—was suppressing such emotions while thinking of "one person."

*...Hero.*

Regretting and denying their past when they couldn't even properly remember his name, while simultaneously cursing him who made them like this, they could only express emotions that could never be resolved.

"If he hadn't existed... no, he must exist... no, if he hadn't."

"If only that woman Lucia... had disappeared."

"......"

The three women's heads each spoke their own thoughts, building up anger, then regret, and finally compromising, hoping for this situation to end. But nothing changed.

After a long time trapped there, accumulating mixed negative emotions, they finally sensed the Hero's distinctive "divine power" from one direction.

- Grrrr.

A beast's growl naturally escaped. Making that sound, they rose to approach the source of the divine power. Dragging their impossibly heavy legs, they approached "where the divine power was felt" with disbelief.

"......!"

Unbelievably, the Hero was standing right there. Seeing the Hero after such a long time brought a flood of anger mixed with joy. They tried to approach with a monstrous cry, but—

"What are you bitches looking at? Want a beating after all this time?"

The Hero cursed and drew his holy sword before they could act.

- Woong woong

The holy sword howled. Sensing something was wrong, they tried to back away, but the Hero smiled and muttered to himself first.

"I just came to get a toy for Hana, but these bastards still haven't learned their lesson."

Feeling wronged at his words, they tried to say it wasn't like that, but before they could, intense divine power pressed down on their bodies from above, inflicting severe pain.

Fear and pain engraved in their bodies. Tears welled up at the pain, but the Hero paid no attention as he thrust his sword in and whispered, "Happy New Year."

He said these incomprehensible words and drove the sword in.

*

I nodded with great satisfaction as I looked at the bleeding Cerberus. Seeing them after so long instantly angered me, and I couldn't contain my rage. I wiped away my sweat, thinking that my hands and feet tremble with fear(?) whenever I see these bastards.

"I guess people really do need to move around."

Thinking I felt much better after moving, I used the holy sword's power to heal the Chimera.

*Living will be more hellish for them.*

Hoping they would suffer for the rest of their lives, I spat on the Chimera and said, "This much should make us even."

Mimicking what I had heard from Bishop Rea in the past, I returned to where Hana was.

Ch.BONUS - New Year's Special
With Lunar New Year just around the corner, Lucia showed her determination as she brought back various ingredients from the market.

"I'll definitely make the world's best New Year's food...!"
"I'll be looking forward to it."
"Yes...!"

I smiled as I watched Lucia nod quickly with sparkling eyes and begin cooking with a determined expression. While I liked her usual demeanor, this passionate side of her was quite charming too.

*She's cute.*

As I was thinking about how attractive it is when someone is fully immersed in something, Hana, who was sitting in front of me, picked up the carrots and potatoes and imitated exactly what Lucia had done.

"Hana can make New Year's food too...!"

Like mother, like daughter.
Thinking how they act exactly the same, I smiled again. Meanwhile, Lucia put on a somewhat stern expression and spoke to Hana.

"Hana, the path of cooking is long and difficult. Do you think you can follow it?"

Startled by this unusually serious expression, Hana looked up at Lucia, then quickly nodded and said:

"Yes. I'll make something yummy for Daddy."

At those words, Lucia said, "Then I have no choice...! I'll have to teach you," with a chuckle, and then tried to pick Hana up to take her to the kitchen.

"No...!"
Hana quickly escaped from Lucia's arms, then clung to me and said:

"I want to play with Daddy."
"...Ah."

Lucia looked at Hana with a dejected expression as if she was hurt, then spoke to me in a whimpering voice.

"Jung Hyun..."
"There, there, stop it."
"Hmph."

Judging by how naturally she was acting cute, rather than being genuinely upset, she was just pretending to be hurt. I shook my head, recalling Miria's "Lucia is a fox" theory that she had told me in the past, and poked Lucia's cheek.

"Hehe."

Lucia smoothly accepted that her act had been discovered, then shrugged her shoulders and stepped back slightly.

*She used to at least pretend she wasn't acting when caught... seems like she doesn't even try to hide it anymore.*

Of course, this was cute in its own way, so it wasn't a problem. Still, feeling a bit nostalgic, I said to Lucia:

"Then I'll play with Hana, so let me know when you're done."
"Yes. I'll call you when it's ready!"
"Alright."

I glanced at the brightly smiling Lucia, then picked up Hana and slowly moved to the living room.

*

"Wow... Daddy, what's this?"

Upon entering the living room, Hana's eyes sparkled as she saw the hanbok and dolphin pajamas placed in the center of the room. I gave a grateful gesture to Charlotte, who was sitting nearby looking quite proud, then explained to Hana what these were.

"They're a hanbok and pajamas for you to wear. What do you think? Do you like them?"

At that, Hana's eyes sparkled brightly, and hugging the clothes tightly, she said to me:

"I like them because they're shining..."

What kind of expression is "like them because they're shining"? Thinking she probably meant she really liked them but expressed it differently, I said to Hana:

"Then would you like to try them on? We can learn how to bow properly too."
"Yes...!"

I smiled at Hana who was nodding her head quickly, then helped her put on the hanbok first and exclaimed admiringly:

"Wow, whose daughter are you to be this pretty?"
"Hana... Daddy's daughter!"
"Really? For real?"
"Yes!"

I patted Hana's back as she snuggled into me, then decided it was time to teach her the "proper way to bow" as I had promised.

"Hana, when you bow, you need to do it like this. Watch me carefully and follow along."

I performed a formal bow and glanced at Hana. What I was demonstrating was the "male" way of bowing, and I would need to teach her the female way later. But that could wait. As I was thinking this, Hana looked at me with bright eyes and said:

"Daddy! Hana knows how to bow now."

Already? As expected of my daughter, she learns quickly. Thinking Hana must surely be a genius, I asked her to show me, and Hana put on a proud expression before flopping down completely on the floor.

"......"

Though I almost laughed at how cute it was, I managed to control my smile and pointed out her mistake.

"Um... Hana? Lying down isn't bowing."

At that, Hana lifted her face from her prone position and tilted her head, looking at me. She apparently didn't understand what was wrong. Finding her confusion adorable, I finally burst out laughing and taught her the proper way to bow again.

"You fold your hands like this and one leg..."

When I explained specifically what to do, she followed along much better. As I was patting the head of Hana, who was now performing a perfect bow, Charlotte, who had been watching nearby, pointed to the pajamas placed on the other side and said:

"Now try those on too. Let's see how well they suit you."
"Shall we?"

Though I was sure there was no outfit that wouldn't suit Hana, I was curious to see just how well it would fit her, so I decided to do as suggested.

"Hana, would you like to try this on next?"

When I held up the dolphin pajamas, Hana quickly approached and nodded.

"Yes!"
"Alright, let's try it on."

The pajamas were made somewhat loose, probably focusing on comfort, and were made with high-quality fabric that felt soft to the touch, making the product quality quite satisfactory. I nodded in approval at these pajamas and slowly helped Hana put them on.

"Woaah!"

After putting them on, Hana seemed quite pleased as she smiled brightly and twirled around in place. Finding this so adorable, I was unconsciously smiling warmly when suddenly Charlotte approached Hana and whispered something in a small voice.

"...if you do that, your dad will really like it?"

Seeing her smiling mischievously and saying something, it seemed like she was suggesting some kind of prank. As I was staring blankly, wondering what she had said, Hana kept glancing at me nervously before stepping forward and saying:

"Rawr! If you don't hug me, I'll bite you...!"

Her tiny hands fidgeting and her angry expression—all these elements combined to create an insane level of cuteness. I unconsciously put on a dad smile and hugged Hana, who then smiled broadly and said:

"Now I won't bite..."
"Really?"
"Yes!"

I don't know whose daughter she is, but why is she so good, pretty, and cute? As I was healing by patting Hana's head, Charlotte shook her head and sighed.

"You two really act exactly the same."
"Thanks for the compliment, senior."
"...Sigh."

I smiled again at Charlotte who was sighing, then turned my gaze and asked a question.

"By the way, where did Miria and Cynthia go?"
"Those two? I heard they had something they were working on, but I don't know the details since I didn't hear much."

I wasn't sure what they were doing, but the fact that they had something to do meant they were adapting, which made me nod, thinking it was good that they seemed to be adjusting well to Earth.

*It's better than not adapting and feeling out of place.*

So I decided to support them wholeheartedly if they had something they wanted to do, and I nodded.

"If you also have something you want to do, senior Charlotte, feel free to do it. Whatever it is, I'll support you."

At that, Charlotte smiled playfully and said to me:

"Then, pregnancy..."

Just as the word "pregnancy" came out, I heard someone opening the door and coming in. At that sound, Charlotte clicked her tongue, turned her gaze, and then spoke to me rather nonchalantly:

"Never mind. I'll tell you later."

It seemed like she had already said what she wanted to say. Since Hana was present, I didn't want to continue this conversation, so I nodded and said:

"Yes, let's talk about it later."
"Sure, but next time instead of talking... never mind."

In the middle of speaking, whether she had a moment of realization or felt embarrassed, Charlotte's face turned bright red. She squeezed her eyes shut and quickly walked away. I silently smiled at her as she left.

* * *

"I'm back."
"I'm home."

Wondering who had arrived, I went to the entrance and saw Cynthia and Miria entering side by side. I waved my hand along with Hana to welcome them back, when Miria glanced at me nervously, then made a fake retching gesture and said to me:

"Oh no...? I feel like something is kicking inside my stomach."

At those words, I blinked in momentary confusion, while Cynthia, who was listening nearby, said to Miria with a puzzled expression:

"Huh? Didn't you take deworming medicine?"
"......"

Miria looked at Cynthia with an expression of disbelief, then sighed and shook her head. She seemed to have given up on the conversation. Cynthia, not understanding the situation, blinked her eyes as she looked at us, then spoke while taking off her shoes:

"Jung Hyun, I've had a hard day. Could you give me a massage?"
"A massage?"
"Yes. I think I'd feel really energized if I got one from you."

I was about to agree since it wasn't difficult, when Miria, who was standing nearby, said in a sarcastic tone:

"There's a massage machine in the room, so I don't know why you'd want human hands. Just use the machine."
"......"
"Oh, could it be that it's not a massage machine but a device to stimulate something else? Oh, I'm sorry... they look similar so I thought they were the same thing."

With those final words, a strange atmosphere began to flow. Watching this, I covered Hana's eyes and told her, "You shouldn't learn from this."

Ch.BONUS - New Year's Special 2
A chilly atmosphere settled in the room.
I sighed as I observed the mood, then decided to change the subject to lighten things up.

"By the way, what's that?"

At my question, Cynthia lifted up the gift box she was holding and explained.

"Oh, this? I bought a gift to become friends with Hana."
"A gift?"

I looked at her curiously.
Cynthia smiled brightly and whispered to me.

"It's Pororo."
"...Ah."

After hearing that, I smiled awkwardly and told her the truth.

"That's not popular anymore."
"What...? Pororo isn't trendy?"
"Yeah, I heard that trend ended a while ago."

I nodded, recalling what Miria had told me, and Cynthia's expression turned flustered.
She must have put a lot of thought into choosing the gift.
I smiled at her reaction, then suggested, "Still, you never know. Why don't you give it to Hana anyway?" before turning away.

"...I guess I should."

Cynthia sighed and looked at Hana, then opened the gift and spoke to her.

"Hana, what do you think of this?"

It was a Pororo animal set featuring a penguin with glasses and other distinctive animals.
When she showed it to Hana, at first Hana seemed uninterested, but then...

"Woaaah... this one looks like Mangmung."

Upon discovering the pure white bear at the edge of the set, her eyes lit up with interest as she stared at it intently.

*Looks like a dog...?*

Apart from being white, I didn't see any resemblance at all.
Still, since Hana liked it, I figured that was what mattered and handed her the bear plushie.
Hana hugged it tightly, looking extremely happy.

"Oh, what a relief. I would have been hurt if she didn't like it."

Seeing this, Cynthia nodded with a satisfied smile.
Then, as if seeking credit, she said to Hana:

"Hana, remember that I gave this to you, okay?"
"Mm...!"

I chuckled watching Hana nod her head, and fell into thought.

*She seems to really like this. Maybe I should show her some Pororo videos on MeTube.*

Thinking that if this made Hana happy, I'd be willing to show her as much as she wanted.
I picked her up and headed to the living room.

*Watching on a phone would be bad for her eyes.*

Deciding it would be better for her to watch on a larger screen from a distance, I sat Hana on the sofa and asked:

"Hana, is there anything here you want to watch?"

I displayed a list of related videos on MeTube and asked her.
Hana tilted her head as she looked at the screen, then pointed to one featuring the white bear filling the entire screen.
It seemed she had taken a liking to this bear character, so I decided to play that video.

*She seems to like it.*

Thinking this was fortunate, I watched for a moment before deciding to go take care of some pending work.
But Hana, somehow sensing I was about to leave, grabbed the hem of my clothes.
Then she patted the space beside her and said:

"Daddy's seat is here."

Apparently, she was indirectly telling me not to leave.
I smiled at her reaction and sat down.
Hana settled into my arms, hugging her plushie tightly while focusing on the TV.

As I stroked her head and enjoyed this healing moment,
suddenly a scene appeared on TV where the animal characters started dancing.
The unexpected development caught me off guard, but Hana seemed to like it, saying in an excited voice:

"Daddy... dance!"

Confused by her mention of dancing,
I looked down to see Hana gazing up at me with sparkling eyes and a smile, before climbing out of my lap and starting to dance along with the animals.

Seeing this, I blinked, experiencing a strange feeling.
In the past, she would never have wanted to leave my side.
Now, occasionally, she was willing to move away from me.

*She'll probably spend more and more time away from me as she grows.*

This must be that bittersweet feeling adults talk about.
I silently watched Hana, closing my eyes momentarily as I processed these mixed emotions.

*A Hana who no longer needs me...*

Just imagining it made me sad.
But it was something that would inevitably happen someday, so I needed to prepare my heart for it.

*Though there's no need to worry about it so soon.*

Still, I thought it would be good to keep such considerations in the back of my mind.
As I watched Hana dancing, swaying her body this way and that,
Miria, who had been observing, spoke to me with a playful smile:

"What? Sad to see Hana growing up?"

Judging by her expression full of amusement, she was clearly teasing me.
I sighed and tried to ignore her, but Miria continued to tease:

"It's too late for regrets from someone who heartlessly left even when Hana was crying and making a fuss."
"......"

I wanted to refute her, but it was factual so I couldn't.
As I sighed while staring into the distance, Miria subtly moved closer to me and said:

"So, you know... I was thinking maybe we should have another child before Hana grows up completely."

The proposal was so unexpected that I choked momentarily.
Miria scratched her reddening cheek with her finger and said:

"I-if you don't want to, forget it."
"It's not that I don't want to... it's just so sudden."
"Y-yeah, I guess it is."

Miria seemed embarrassed by her own suggestion and awkwardly avoided my gaze.
I smiled at her for a moment, then lay back on the sofa and said:

"That would be nice."
"Y-you think it's nice?"

Miria was startled by my response, then sat primly with her thighs pressed together, fidgeting for a moment.
Finally, she blurted out "That's cheating...!" and disappeared somewhere.
I shrugged at her retreating figure, not understanding what she meant, then took out my phone.

*I should take lots of photos.*

While memories fade, photos don't.
Deciding to capture these moments so I wouldn't forget, I took pictures of Hana dancing.

*She's so cute.*

Maybe it's because she's wearing dolphin pajamas, but her cuteness is amplified.
As I was healing from watching her, Hana finished dancing and ran back to me, saying:

"It's over...!"
"Is it?"
"Yeah. Did Hana dance well?"

When I nodded to indicate she danced extremely well, Hana giggled and snuggled into my arms.
I held her, patting her gently and caressing her cheek.

* * *

Around dinner time, while I was playing with Hana, Lucia called for me.

"Jung Hyuuun."

Hearing her voice laced with aegyo, I reluctantly decided to go see what Lucia wanted.
I stroked Hana's head and said:

"Hana, Daddy's going to the kitchen for a bit. Take good care of the dog and cat, okay?"
"...Mm!"

She's definitely growing up.
In the past, she would have absolutely refused to let me go, or clung to me.
Feeling a strange sense of disappointment, I stepped outside.

As soon as I came out, Lucia clung to me and whispered:

"Jung Hyun, is it true you promised Miria you'd give Hana a sibling?"
"...What?"
"I heard Miria bragging earlier. She said you promised to make about ten siblings for Hana together."

What nonsense is this?
I decided I'd give Miria a knock on the head when I saw her next, and shook my head.

"That's not possible."
"...I thought so."

When I nodded, Lucia sighed with relief and nuzzled her head against my chest, then smiled brightly and said:

"Since we're on the topic, when do you plan to have one with me?"

...So she made up that ridiculous story just to ask this.
Thinking that Miria might not have even said such a thing in the first place, I poked Lucia's forehead with my finger.

"......"

Lucia covered her forehead and looked at me with an aggrieved expression.
I shared what I had been thinking about:

"This year."

As soon as I said "this year," Lucia's eyes widened, and she fidgeted with her fingers as she asked:

"R-really?"
"Maybe?"

I gave a noncommittal answer since it wasn't something that could just happen because I wanted it to.
But even that seemed to satisfy Lucia, who nodded rapidly and exclaimed:

"Then I'll get ready...!"

Ready? What could she be preparing?
I didn't understand and was about to ask, but Lucia had already hurried away.
I shrugged at her retreating figure and turned around.

*I guess I'll go back to playing with Hana.*

Having decided this, I was humming a tune as I headed to Hana's room when a spirit flew up to me and made a shushing gesture.
I nodded and carefully opened the door to find Hana asleep inside, hugging the cat.

The sight was incredibly adorable.
I smiled and took a picture of the scene with my phone.

Thinking how healing it was to witness such a peaceful sight, I watched for a while.
Then I slowly approached Hana and carefully picked her up to lay her on the bed.

Ch.BONUS - Self-Reliance
"You need to get along with both kitty and puppy... or else the scary tiger man will come and go 'ROAR' and it'll be so scary...!"

At the beginning of summer when the weather had suddenly gotten hotter.
Hana was scolding the cat and dog who were squabbling with each other, putting on a pretend angry face.
It was so adorable that I was silently laughing, when Lucia, who was nearby, sighed and spoke to me.

"Jung Hyun, I read in a book yesterday... that if children don't play with peers during early childhood, their social skills will be underdeveloped."

I was startled by her words and responded to Lucia.

"...Lucia, you read a book?"

At my question, Lucia blinked her eyes and tilted her head, seemingly not understanding what I meant.
Finding her reaction cute, I held back my laughter and continued.

"It's nothing. Anyway, underdeveloped social skills?"
"Yes, yes. Children need to play with others their age to develop proper social skills, so it's better to let them play in places like playgrounds or playrooms if possible."

At her words, I thought about Hana's usual behavior.
...Indeed, as Lucia said, since Hana had a strong tendency to cling to me, I thought I should consider this issue.

*I can't keep her attached to me forever.*

Of course, that would be nice, but... it would probably be difficult.
I thought it would be better to let her play with peers as Lucia suggested, to help her develop independence.

*Should I look into kindergarten?*

Kindergarten was the first thing that came to mind, but then I reconsidered.

*If I did that, Hana might really come to hate me.*

Since I had committed similar offenses several times in the past, I decided to put this thought aside for now.
So I sighed, scratched my head, and decided to try going to a playground as Lucia had suggested.

*But before that.*

Thinking it would be better to conceal her horns with magic, I asked Cynthia, who was watching us nearby, to cast a spell.
I nodded with satisfaction as I saw Hana's horns disappear instantly, and then headed outside.

* * *

*Socializing, huh.*

I fell into thought as I looked at Hana, who was wearing dolphin pajamas and still clinging to me.
Getting her to play at the playground wasn't difficult, but the problem was that Hana didn't want to play "with other children."

*The best approach here would be to make her think playing with other kids is more fun...*

The issue is that she thinks playing with me is more fun than playing with peers.
This was something I knew better than anyone, so I was feeling troubled when Miria, who had been tagging along beside us, spoke while eating a snack.

"Just leave her be. She'll become independent when she grows up."

I was about to say "Isn't that too careless since it's not your problem?" but before I could, Miria continued.

"Besides, Hana is only one year old. What independence are you talking about? This is the time she needs attention and affection."

...One year old?
With those words, I suddenly remembered something I had unconsciously forgotten.

*Oh right, Hana is only one year old.*

Since she had the appearance of a four or five-year-old from birth, I had forgotten this fact.
As soon as I realized this, I quickly abandoned my plan to make Hana independent and declared to Lucia who was nearby.

"Let's just keep Hana with us forever."

Hearing this, Lucia blinked her eyes, looked at me, and then nodded as if thinking it wasn't a bad idea.

"...Indeed, then she wouldn't need to develop social skills!"
"Exactly. You really know your stuff, Lucia."
"Hehe."

Miria, who had been listening to our conversation, shook her head as if we were hopeless.
I was smirking at her reaction when she sighed and continued.

"Still, you should make some effort to gradually reduce her dependence on you. It's excessive, even if it is cute."

Since I agreed with that, I nodded, and Miria shrugged and lightly patted my back.

"Anyway, try your best, Mea's daddy."

Mea's daddy? Wondering what she meant, I looked at her, and Miria spoke to me in a mischievous voice.

"I've decided to name my first child Mea."
"...Huh, what?"

While I was stunned by this spicy joke, Lucia, who was standing nearby, stiffened and glared at Miria.
Seeing Lucia's expression, Miria made a sly face and waved her hand dismissively.

"Anyway, you two should try. It's good to make an effort, even if you don't need to rush."

I nodded at her words and looked at Hana.
Hana was burying her face in my chest with a big smile.
Understanding why people say they wouldn't feel pain even if they put their child in their eye, I asked Hana.

"Hana, what do you want to do most at the playground?"

At my question, Hana seemed to have many things she wanted to do, as she smiled brightly and listed them.

"Pushing and... I wanna make a castle like this. Hana made a big castle before and it was super cool."

It seems she wants to go on the swing and play in the sandbox.
Remembering her words, I decided to do these two activities and then try to get her to play with any child her age that we might spot, so we headed to the swings first.

*

"Woaaah... Hana is the happiest in the world."

She must have learned the phrase "in the world" from TV recently, as she's been using it often.
I was quietly laughing at how cute it was when Hana touched the swing and exclaimed to me in surprise.

"Daddy... this is hot...!"

Having only used swings in winter until now, she must be feeling a hot swing for the first time.
Looking at her, I jokingly said.

"Really?"
"Yes...! It's so hot that Hana's hand hurts."

At those words, I was startled and quickly checked Hana's hand.
Fortunately, she didn't seem to be hurt, but to be safe, I asked Lucia to heal her and looked at the swing.

*Next time, I should put some cloth on it before letting her sit.*

Deciding to do so since the weather would only get hotter, I sighed.

*I still have a lot to learn.*

Thinking I was showing my inexperience as a new father, I wiped the swing with my palm to cool it down, placed a handkerchief on it, and said to Hana.

"Now, shall we swing?"
"Yes!"

After sitting Hana on the swing, I carefully pushed it and became lost in thought.

*This is difficult.*

I thought I was being attentive to most things, but looking closely, there were still many shortcomings.
As I was reflecting on this with regret, Hana looked back at me and said.

"Hana is riding this. I'm the happiest in the world...!"
"Really?"
"Yes. And playing with daddy makes me the happiest in the world!"

The happiest in the world.
Those words made me feel even more apologetic, so I remained silent for a moment before asking Hana something.

"Hana, would you like to have ice cream later?"
"Ice cream!?"

Seeing her excitedly bobbing her head at the mention of ice cream, which she's been into lately, I smiled at her happiness and then said to Lucia.

"It must be tiring, why don't you rest in the shade for a bit? Aren't you hot?"

At my words, Lucia thought for a moment and then clung to me, saying.

"I like being hot! Because when it's hot, I can see Jung Hyun's bare skin!"

Thinking that I couldn't understand her logic, I poked Lucia's cheek and said.

"Let's go to the store then. We'll buy some water for Hana to drink."
"...Ice cream..."
"Yes, and ice cream too."
"Yes! Hana likes strawberry."

Her mention of liking strawberry made me feel playful, so I held back a smile and asked Hana.

"What if the store only has chocolate ice cream?"

At that, Hana blinked her eyes in confusion, thought for a moment, and then gave an adorably cute answer.

"Then, then we have to wait."
"We have to wait?"
"Yes. When Hana sleeps and wakes up, there's lots more."
"Really? I wonder who puts them there? Do you know who brings them?"

At my question, Hana thought again, tilted her head, and said.

"Mommy...?"

Since Lucia usually takes care of various things for her, she wondered if Lucia was the one who brought them.
Finding her reasoning cute, I smiled silently and then, to preserve her childlike innocence, I made up a suitable story.

"Actually, fairies bring them."

At the mention of fairies, Hana's eyes lit up and she asked, "Really?"
She seemed to like the idea, so I nodded and told her more about it.

"Really. There are fairies in this world who work from 9 AM to 6 PM, and if you give them a small green gift, they'll do work for you."

At those words, Miria, who was beside me, jabbed my side with a horrified expression, whispering "What are you doing!" in my ear.
As I was laughing at Miria's reaction, Hana looked at me in surprise, fidgeted with her fingers, and said.

"Woaaah... so fairies like green leaves just like Hana..."

She seemed to think the "green gift" meant leaves.
At her words, I smiled, nodded, and told her.

"Yes, leaves are correct."

My side was jabbed again.
Feeling that I shouldn't joke any further if I wanted to avoid trouble, I said to Hana.

"Let's go get ice cream then."

I picked up Hana, who naturally came into my arms, and headed to the nearby store.
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I headed to the supermarket and noticed quite a crowd of people.
They seemed to have gathered inside to escape the hot weather, so I looked around before slowly making my way to the ice cream counter.

"Hana, is there anything you'd like to eat here?"

At my question, Hana stared down thoughtfully before breaking into a wide smile.

"Hana likes everything..."
"Really?"
"Yes...! But strawberry is my favorite."
"Would you like strawberry ice cream then?"

Seeing Hana quickly nodding her head, I chuckled and picked up two strawberry ice creams.
The ice cream seemed strangely small in size.
I was sure they used to be large enough that the bottom would melt if eaten slowly... but now they've shrunk to a size you could finish before it melts.

*I guess snacks are similar these days.*

I headed to the checkout counter with the silly thought that someday there might be nothing but sticks in the packaging.

*

After going outside, I unwrapped the ice cream and handed it to her.
Hana bowed deeply to me in gratitude.

"Thank you very much!"

Her hair stretched all the way down to the ground as she bowed.
I smiled at her behavior and gently patted her head.

"Enjoy it."
"Yes. I'll eat it most deliciously in the whole world!"

This must be what they mean by feeling full just by watching someone.
I was healing just watching her eagerly nibbling at the ice cream with her small mouth when—

*Thud*

The ice cream Hana was holding fell to the ground.
It seems it was a bit too heavy for her to hold.

I was feeling anxious seeing Hana's devastated expression.
Just as I was about to offer her my ice cream,
Hana suddenly sat down on the ground and called out to me.

"Papa...! Look at this."

She tugged at the hem of my clothes and pointed at some ants crawling nearby.
Then she whispered to me in a small voice.

"These seeds are moving."
"Seeds?"
"Yes. I saw them on bread before."

Seeds on bread? Is she talking about black sesame seeds?
From a distance, I suppose black sesame seeds and ants do look similar.
I smiled at her words and explained, "These aren't seeds, they're ants."

"Ants...! Woah... they're ants."

Hana's eyes sparkled as if she'd discovered something amazing.
Then she spoke to the ants in a small voice.

"This is Hana's, but you can eat it!"

I tried to cover my mouth to suppress my laughter at this sight.
Suddenly, the ants started wriggling as if they were acknowledging her.

"...?"

Could communication actually be possible?
Thinking about it rationally, it wasn't impossible.

Hana's existence was, after all, the "World Tree."
Being the source of life, she was likely connected to all living beings.

*I just didn't expect that connection to extend to insects as well.*

Realizing that Hana's abilities were far more extensive than I had imagined, I patted her head.

*I'll have to be more careful.*

If she already has this much power before her abilities have fully awakened, I can't even begin to imagine what might happen when they do.
I decided to consider having her live in the other world when she grows up a bit more.
Then I offered her my ice cream.

"Hana, would you like to have this?"

At those words, Hana clung to me and asked "Really...?" with a touched expression.
I patted her head and confirmed it was true.

"Thank you very much...!"

Hana bowed deeply to me again,
then carefully took the ice cream with both hands and smiled happily.
After enjoying the sight of the ice cream for a while, she suddenly seemed to remember something and held it out to me.

"Papa eat first. Hana is full."
"Me first?"
"Yes."

What is she saying when she was so happy to receive the ice cream just a moment ago?
I thought she might be imitating what I usually say—"Papa is full, so Hana should eat it"—
so I took a small bite of the ice cream she offered before returning it to her.

"Thank you."
"Yes!"

With that, I picked up Hana as she came into my arms and headed home.

* * *

It didn't feel like we were out for long, but it was already evening.
I looked at Hana who was circling around me with a happy smile,
then lay down on the sofa and stared at the TV.

*There's nothing particularly interesting these days.*

Why watch TV when I could just watch YouTube?
I'm sure there are interesting shows if I looked hard enough,
but with limited options, I think YouTube might be better.

*I'll just use my phone later.*

As I was thinking that TV is optimized for watching while dozing off,
Hana called me while holding a children's activity book she received from Miria.

"Papa... wake up!"

Wondering why, I looked at Hana.
She pushed her head toward me and struggled to climb onto the sofa.

"Please read this. Thank you very much!"

She asks me to do something and immediately thanks me.
I don't know who taught her this, but it's a clever tactic.

"What is this?"
"It has kitties in it. They get all squishy and then small... it's super fun!"

I had no idea what she was talking about.
Since she asked me to read it, I held Hana in my arms and opened the book.

[One, Two, Three, Four, Five...]

It seemed to be a picture book teaching numbers.
Looking at it, I pointed to the number '1' and told Hana:

"This is one."

Hana's eyes lit up as she replied:

"Yes! Hana is here!"
"No, that's not what I meant..."

Seeing Hana tilt her head in confusion, I pondered for a moment.
I decided to explain to Hana why the number one is called "hana" in Korean, and what "hana" means.

After hearing all this, Hana nodded as if she understood everything and said:

"Hana is one person... so Hana."

What a profound answer.
If you added some philosophical jargon at the end, it could become a philosophical thesis.

I decided to give up on making her understand and patted her head.

"Next is two. Two. Repeat after me, two."
"Twoo."

I don't know whose daughter she is, but why is she so smart?
I patted Hana's head again to show she did well.
Hana smiled brightly and pointed to the next number.

"Then what's this?"
"It's three."
"Thwee!"

Her pronunciation was adorably cute.
As I was smiling at Hana,
I noticed someone peeking from a distance, looking restless.

*Is that Lucia?*

I wondered why she didn't just come over if she had something to say.
As I watched, Lucia seemed to resolve her internal conflict and approached me with a bright smile.

"...Jung Hyun!"

Her voice sounded somewhat excited.
Wondering what was going on, I looked at Lucia.
She smiled at me and casually sat down beside me.

"Something reeeally good happened...! Can you guess what it is?"

A quiz out of nowhere.
I looked at Lucia, puzzled, but she showed no intention of giving me a hint, just continuing to smile.

*I don't understand.*

After watching her for a while, I quietly asked Hana if she knew why her mother was so happy.
Hana quickly shook her head and told me:

"Hana doesn't know..."

The mystery deepens.
As I was pondering what could have made Lucia so happy while playing with Hana's cheeks,
Lucia continued to smile and said:

"This is good news not just for me but for Hana too! Hana won't be lonely anymore because she'll have someone to play with."

Though she was speaking indirectly, there was only one thing this could mean, and I froze momentarily.

*...Pregnancy?*

There was nothing else that fit what Lucia was saying.
Realizing this, I managed my expression and asked Lucia:

"Are you pregnant?"

Lucia nodded quickly and looked at me.
I deliberately suppressed my surprise and put on a happy expression.
Regardless of my actual feelings, Lucia would remember how I reacted for the rest of her life.

"Really?"
"Yes! I just confirmed it... there were two lines on the test."

I was feeling anxious, wondering what I should do,
when Hana, who was in my arms, tilted her head and asked:

"Friend...?"

She must have misunderstood when she heard about having someone to play with.
I was at a loss for words, not knowing how to explain this to Hana.
Meanwhile, Hana excitedly murmured in my arms:

"Woah...! Hana likes kitties... and puppies too. Hana likes having friends."

Hearing this, I wondered how to clear up the misunderstanding,
but decided to wait until Lucia gave birth to explain it properly. For now, I needed to handle the situation.

*Let's focus on Lucia first.*

My treatment would depend on how I acted now.
I needed to be as careful as possible.
I gently patted Lucia's head and told her, "You've worked hard."

*Though I'm not sure what was hard about it.*

I needed to reassure her.
At my words, Lucia smiled brightly and snuggled up next to me, then said in a coy voice:

"You can pat my head more."

I smiled awkwardly and continued patting Lucia's head.

Ch.BONUS - Valentine's Day Side Story
About a week had passed since I learned about Lucia's pregnancy. While I was spending mostly ordinary days, except for the occasional physical attacks from the others, a rather surprising incident occurred.

"... Hana?"

It was the incident of cat ears appearing on Hana's head.
I stared blankly at the golden cat ears fluttering on her head, then called out to Hana in a bewildered voice.

"What are you doing?"

In response to my question, Hana hid herself in a box she'd found somewhere and told me:

"Hana is a kitty now, so Hana will live like this."

I've heard that children sometimes do unexpected impulsive things. Of course, I'd only heard about it—Hana hadn't really done such things before, so I thought such incidents had nothing to do with her...

*Hana does it too.*

Seeing Hana acting impulsively just like other children, I couldn't help but laugh.

*Should I be happy about this or worried?*

I was glad that she was behaving similarly to other children, which meant she was growing up normally. But the fact that she was acting impulsively meant she might pull more stunts like this in the future, which worried me in many ways.

*Moreover, Hana is the World Tree.*

Her scale would certainly be different from ordinary babies.
I silently stared at the "real" cat ears that had grown on Hana's head for a while, then awkwardly smiled and said:

"Really...? Do you like it there?"
"Yes!"

I looked at Hana nodding her head quickly and thought silently for a moment. Then, feeling mischievous, I casually said to her:

"Well, since Hana is a cat now, is it okay if Daddy watches TV here?"

At my words, Hana made an extremely conflicted expression and fidgeted uncomfortably. Then she mumbled hesitantly:

"...Y-yes."

I could see she was nodding despite really disliking it, probably unable to give up being a cat(?).
Seeing this, I realized that Hana's separation anxiety had decreased significantly, and she was developing an independent personality. While this was admirable, it also felt somewhat bittersweet. I sprawled out on the sofa with these thoughts.

*I might cry when Hana says she's getting married someday.*

It's too early to worry about that now, but just thinking about it makes me want to cry tears of blood. I sighed.

*Later on, I might be the one with separation anxiety.*

As I was sighing, thinking that no one knows how life will turn out, suddenly Hana crawled out of her box, quickly approached me, and covered my face with her body.

"No watching TV!"

Confused by her sudden demand not to watch TV, I tilted my head. Hana cupped my face in her hands and said:

"Don't play with TV... play with Hana...!"

I was about to agree with "Should I?" but feeling playful, I pretended to consider it.

"Really? But Hana is a cat, right? Adults don't play with cats, so what should I do?"

At that, Hana blinked, looked up at me, and then made the most serious expression. She seemed to be deeply contemplating how to solve this problem.
I was laughing inside at how cute she looked, when Hana's eyes suddenly lit up as if she'd found a good solution.

"Then... Daddy can be a kitty too."
"Huh?"

With those words, Hana cast a transformation spell on me, giving me cat ears.
Normally, magic containing mana shouldn't work on me, but...

*Is it because Hana grew up consuming Divine Power?*

It seems to be classified as Divine Power, as my mana nullification ability doesn't work against it.
While I was bewildered by this sudden turn of events, Cynthia, who had been walking around nearby like she was taking a stroll, let out an amused laugh.

"My, my."

Then, after looking at me once with the eyes of a predator eyeing its prey, she spoke to me in a suggestive voice:

"That kind of play seems nice too, Jung Hyun."
"Huh? What?"
"I'll wash up and wait for you tonight."

After saying just what she wanted to say, Cynthia left and disappeared somewhere.
I felt my energy draining already and sighed, while Hana clung to me, giggling and saying "Daddy is a kitty now too!" looking extremely happy.

"Is that so?"
"Yes. So now you can play with Hana."

While I was tickling Hana and playing with her, deciding to entertain her until she was satisfied, Miria appeared this time.

Approaching with a somewhat angry expression, Miria came up to me and exclaimed in a rather agitated voice:

"I'm tomorrow!"

What is she talking about now?
I looked at Miria with a confused expression, but just like Cynthia before her, she pretended not to notice and left.

*Is it trendy these days to just say what you want and leave?*

I was tempted to do the same—just say what I wanted and leave—but feeling that the aftermath wouldn't be pretty, I decided to keep my mouth shut.
As I was sighing and poking Hana's cheeks, she suddenly grinned and said to me:

"Then Hana is tomorrow too!"

I was shocked to see that Hana had picked up Miria's bad words(?).
This is why you should be careful what you say in front of children... but instead of being careful, they just blurted things out, causing this mess.
I decided that next time I talk with those people, I would cover Hana's ears, and was sighing when—

"I'm the day after tomorrow."

This time Charlotte suddenly appeared and told me.
I couldn't believe it was actually happening.
I had nothing to say anymore and kept my mouth shut, when suddenly Hana smiled brightly and said:

"Sand is at the playground. Sand castle... something."

Hearing this, Charlotte smiled leisurely, nodded, and said:

"Really? Hana, do you like building sand castles?"
"Yes!"
"Is that so? Then I'll make you a friend later to help build sand castles more easily."
"Yes!"

Does Hana actually understand what she's answering?
I covered Hana's ears with both hands and said to Charlotte:

"Senior, please stop joking around and go."
"Right, the day after tomorrow. You remember it correctly."
"Senior, you're not planning to listen to me, are you?"
"That's right, the day after tomorrow."

She wasn't like this in the past—why has she changed so much?
Thinking that time is cruel, I said to Hana:

"Hana, please don't change... if even Hana changes, Daddy might cry from sadness."
"N-no, Daddy shouldn't cry."
"Okay, then don't change. Promise?"
"Promise..."

I smiled as I watched Hana hook her tiny pinky finger with mine.
I really don't know whose daughter she is, but why is she so kind and pretty?
This must be what it feels like to love someone so much it doesn't hurt even if they're in your eye, I thought as I stroked Hana's head.

* * *

Just as the cat ear incident was wrapping up, Hana brought a gift box from somewhere and held it out to me.

"This is a present!"

I was surprised by the sudden gift, but decided to accept it. As I took it in my hand, Hana snuggled up to me and said:

"It's a Banrein...? present!"

What is Banrein?
I looked at Lucia nearby, hoping she could explain the situation.
Lucia stroked her belly and told me:

"Hana watched a Valentine's Day video earlier and seems to be imitating it."
"Valentine's Day?"
"Yes. I'm not sure myself, but it seems such a custom exists here. Hana was impressed by it and wanted to follow suit, so I gave her some chocolate."

An unusually mature atmosphere.
I blinked as I looked at Lucia, who seemed somehow more relaxed since becoming pregnant. Then I stroked her belly and said:

"Thank you."
"Oh, it's nothing. I'm the mother, so this much is natural."

Her words gave me a strange feeling that made me flinch momentarily, but I tried to calm myself and nodded.

"Anyway, Hana, is this for Daddy?"
"Yes. They said this is something you give to someone you like."

It was an unexpected confession, but one that made me smile, so I nodded with a grin.

"Is that so?"
"Daddy? Does Daddy like Hana?"
"Of course."

Even though I tell her this all the time, Hana seems happy every time she hears it.
I was smiling at Hana, who was beaming brightly in my arms, when she suddenly got up and carefully approached Lucia's belly, gently stroking it while saying:

"Sleep well."

Both Lucia and I were surprised by this and looked at each other's faces.
We hadn't expected Hana to know about Lucia's pregnancy.
So Lucia asked Hana in a surprised voice:

"H-Hana, what are you doing?"

To this question, Hana continued stroking Lucia's belly and said:

"Someone is sleeping in here, so I'm telling them to grow well."
"Sleeping...?"
"Yes...!"

At those words, I suggested to Lucia that perhaps Hana could sense this because she was the World Tree.
After hearing my words, Lucia nodded in agreement as if something had occurred to her.

"Indeed... the World Tree specializes in life. It might be related to Hana's abilities."

Abilities related to life.
I decided to think more about this later and nodded.

***

Oh, it seems one of our readers has declined.

Since it was the readers who made me cry, it's the readers' fault. If you object, Hana will cry again.

Ch.BONUS - I Am A Meow. I Shall Rule The Earth, Nya.
A lot has happened lately.
First, Lucia gave birth to a baby girl, making her Hana's little sister.
Second, everyone except Lucia is now pregnant.

I looked in the mirror at the mummy-like figure staring back at me and let out a hollow laugh.
Just because I hadn't gotten pregnant yet, I'd been drained to the point of nearly dying, and this was the result.

*I used to be confident in my stamina...*

While I was groaning and feeling like I might die, Hana approached me, hugging an egg almost as big as herself, and said:

"Daddy...! My little sister moved!"
"Really?"
"Yep. I'm going to be a good big sister. I'll pet her like this, and give her kisses too!"

Listening to Hana's much-improved pronunciation lately, I felt a strange emotion.
Seeing Hana growing up well made me happy, but... sometimes it also stirred up an oddly melancholic feeling.

*I'm happy but sad.*

While I was sighing internally, wondering how to express this feeling, Hana carefully put down Miria's egg and said:

"Daddy, Hana saw something amazing today."
"Something amazing?"
"Yeah. I saw a big bird, and it was all sparkly!"

Hana spread her arms wide as she told me about the amazing thing she'd seen today.
She must be talking about what she saw this morning when she went to the other world with Lucia.
I nodded while stroking Hana's head as she snuggled into my arms, and she continued:

"So I went with Mommy... and there was a big nest with eggs that looked just like my little sister's!"
"...Really?"
"Yeah! So Hana thought about it, and I think Aunt Miria is a sparkly bird!"

For reference, Miria's title had been fixed as "Aunt."
Originally, we were going to have Hana call her "Mom" too, but that might cause problems later on.
So we compromised and settled on "Aunt."

*I wonder how Miria would react if she heard Hana calling her a sparkly bird...*

I became curious about how Miria would react if she heard what Hana said.
Feeling a bit mischievous, I decided to tell Miria about this. While stroking Hana's head, I asked:

"Should we go ask Miria if she's a bird?"

At that, Hana's eyes sparkled as she nodded her head quickly.
She must have been really curious to jump at the suggestion so eagerly.
Finding her reaction adorable, I smiled and slowly got up.

* * * * *

"...What are you saying? Ah, I'm not saying this to Hana, but to Jung Hyun. Hana, don't misunderstand, okay?"

When I asked Miria about it, she looked at me with cold eyes and clicked her tongue.
Grinning at her reaction, I covered Hana's ears and quickly said:

"Aren't you being too harsh on me?"

At that, Miria snorted and shrugged her shoulders before replying:

"Of course I should be harsh. I finally succeeded with the pregnancy attack."

Pregnancy attack, not personal attack.
I almost laughed but held it in and whispered:

"Says the one who was acting all cute with me last night? Want to get pregnant again?"

At those words, Miria's face instantly turned bright red.
"Hey, hey!" she shouted at me.
Thinking that she really had a fiery personality, I removed my hands from Hana's ears and pretended to cry as I said to Hana:

"Hana... Aunt Miria is bullying Daddy."

Surprised by my playful act, Hana looked back and forth between Miria and me.
Then, fidgeting nervously, she said to Miria:

"N-no, don't bully Daddy... that makes Hana sad..."

At that, Miria seemed to have a lot she wanted to say, but couldn't because of Hana.
She just gritted her teeth and smiled awkwardly.

"Oh come on... when did I ever bully this bas— I mean, Jung Hyun? It's a misunderstanding, a misunderstanding."

Hearing that, Hana let out a sigh of relief and said:

"...Thank goodness!"

As expected, Hana is my ultimate trump card.
I patted Hana's head to show her she did well, then slowly turned to Miria and said quietly:

"If you need anything, just tell me. I'll come running anytime."
"...What are you saying?"

Though Miria acted like she didn't like my words, she nodded slightly, showing she wasn't actually displeased.
I patted her head and then said to Hana:

"Hana, shall we go see Mommy?"
"Yeah!"

Thinking we should check on Lucia who was resting in her room, I picked up Hana and started walking.

* * * * *

When we arrived at Lucia's room, she was lying in bed and burst into tears as she spoke to me:

"J-Jung Hyun. Why haven't you been visiting me lately?"
"What are you talking about... we saw each other at dawn today."
"Sob, sob... have you already grown tired of me?"
"That's not it... stop crying. Here, blow your nose."

I sighed as I watched Lucia blow her nose with a loud sound.
After getting pregnant, she became more childish, and after giving birth, this behavior intensified.

*Miria says she's just acting...*

Even if it was an act, I couldn't be cold to Lucia.
So Hana and I patted Lucia's back together.

"Hehe."

Lucia's tear-stained white face brightened.
Maybe she was just feeling lonely and throwing a little tantrum.
Thinking that this situation seemed completely opposite from when I first met Lucia, I wiped her face with a wet wipe.

*She's such a child.*

She seemed quite mature when I first met her, so why has she changed like this?
I couldn't understand it. As I was looking at Lucia, she stopped sniffling and, while gently rocking the newborn baby in her arms, said to me:

"Oh right. Seoa is sleeping well."
"Is she?"

For reference, Seoa is my and Lucia's child.
Unlike Hana, she was going through normal growth and was born so small that it was difficult even to stroke her.

I was smiling gently at Seoa, who would giggle whenever she saw me, when Hana suddenly stuck her face close to Seoa's.
Making eye contact with Seoa, she said excitedly:

"Big sister is here!"

Ever since I told Hana that she was the big sister, she would greet Seoa with "Big sister is here!" whenever she saw her.

*At first, I thought she might dislike Seoa due to jealousy.*

Seeing how well she treats Seoa, contrary to my expectations, I nodded, thinking that Hana truly must be an angel.
As I was smiling while watching my two daughters for a while, Lucia stroked Hana's head and asked kindly:

"Our daughter, what did you do for lunch?"
"I played with Daddy."
"With Jung Hyun? That must have been fun."
"Yeah! Hana is happy when she's with Daddy."
"Mommy feels the same...!"
"Yeah!"

In the past, it was Lucia's one-sided love, but these days, Hana acknowledged Lucia as her mother and treated her as such.

*I'm not sure if it's simply because Hana has grown up, or if her dependence on me has decreased.*

I stroked Hana's head, thinking it was fortunate that things had improved compared to before.

* * * * *

For Lucia's stability, Hana and I had left the room.
The spirits would take care of Lucia, so there wouldn't be any major issues.
Thinking we'd check on her again around dinnertime, I asked Hana:

"Hana, is there anything you want to eat?"

At that question, Hana tilted her head and looked at me.
After pondering deeply, she made a big circle with her arms and said:

"I want ice cream...!"
"Besides that, any actual food?"
"Seaweed...?"
"Anything other than seaweed?"
"Then... I think Hana is full."

When she got stuck, she pulled the "I'm full" card.
Wondering who taught her to be so sly, I laughed internally and said to Hana playfully:

"What? You're full? Then since Hana is full, you can't eat ice cream, right?"

At that, Hana gasped in surprise, then fidgeted with her fingers and said:

"Ch-Charlotte Aunt said ice cream goes in a different stomach..."

Charlotte definitely did say something like that.
Making a mental note to pinch Charlotte's cheeks later, I said:

"Still, you need to eat proper food. Should Daddy choose what to eat then?"
"Yeah! Hana likes what Daddy likes."

Thinking that she speaks so prettily like Lucia, I stroked her head and then set her down.

"Then Daddy will prepare food, so wait a bit while watching TV, okay?"
"Okay."

In the past, she would have insisted on staying with me, but now she knows how to wait.
Thinking that this was amazing progress that could bring tears to my eyes, I headed to the kitchen to make food.

* * * * *

Since my cooking skills aren't exceptional, I simply made rolled eggs and kimchi stew and placed them on the table.
Of course, that alone seemed insufficient, so I added other side dishes like seaweed and kimchi.

*This should be good enough, right?*

Thinking that I should learn to cook properly when I have time, I headed to the living room and saw an adorable sight.

"Meow~ I am a cat and I will rule the Earth~"

A giant cat appeared on TV, and Hana, along with the cat and dog, were sitting in a row watching it.

Among them, Hana seemed particularly delighted by the cat's appearance.
She was swaying her body from side to side, repeatedly saying "Wow..."

*She must be enjoying it.*

I wasn't sure what was so entertaining about it, but seeing Hana happy made me smile.

In this incredibly peaceful situation, I watched for a moment before calling Hana for dinner.

Suddenly, I noticed that one of Hana's cheeks was bulging out prominently, and I couldn't help but laugh.

Resisting the urge to poke that cheek, I called out to Hana.

Ch.BONUS - Children's Day Side Story / Amusement Park 1
I feel like I haven't been able to give Hana enough attention because of the successive pregnancies. I asked the wives for their cooperation and deliberately made time to go out with Hana.

*It must be frustrating for her to be cooped up at home all the time.*

So I decided to take her wherever she wanted to go, and asked Hana who was nestled in my arms.

"Hana, is there anywhere you'd like to go?"

At my question, Hana stared at me blankly before shaking her head and saying:

"It's okay...! Since Daddy is busy... Hana can play by herself."

It's an admirable statement, but hearing those words makes me feel like dying from guilt. I smiled bitterly and said to her:

"It's fine, just tell me. Is there somewhere you want to go with Daddy?"

At that question, Hana's eyes sparkled as she nodded quickly, then brought over a storybook from nearby and said:

"Hana... wants to see the amusement park and fishies."

...Come to think of it, I've never taken Hana to an amusement park. I nodded, thinking it would be good to visit an amusement park with an aquarium.

"Then shall we go to the amusement park tomorrow, ride some rides, and see the fish?"

At those words, Hana's eyes sparkled and she clung to me, saying:

"Weally...!?"

She's so excited that her pronunciation is getting jumbled as she asks me. I smiled at her and said:

"Of course, really. It's too late today, so let's get a good night's sleep and go early tomorrow morning."

At that, Hana quickly nodded and then, with a serious expression, told me:

"Then I'll... I'll pack things to take to the amusement park!"
"Things to take?"
"Yes. Kitty said we need to pack supplies when going on adventures."
"Is that so? Then I'll leave it to you."
"Yes!"

As I was gently stroking Hana's fluttering hair, Miria, who was nearby, rested her chin on her hand and said to Hana:

"...Hana, Auntie will tell you one of life's secrets."

The moment she mentioned "secret"—Hana's favorite word lately—Hana perked up and stared intently at Miria. Seeing this, Miria chuckled "huhu" and told Hana in a sly voice:

"When traveling, it's better to pack loads of money rather than loads of luggage."
"Muh-ney?"
"Yes, money. In this world, you can buy anything with money."

I shook my head as I watched Miria speaking with such a confident expression. While it wasn't wrong, it definitely wasn't something to tell a child, so I glared at her coldly. Miria looked back at me with an aggrieved expression and said:

"I didn't say anything wrong?"

If she hadn't just given birth, I would have given her a smack. As I sighed and shook my head again, Hana fidgeted with her fingers and said:

"Ha-Hana doesn't have money. Does Kitty have...?"
"Meow."
"If Kitty doesn't have any... does Doggy...?"
"Woof."

I picked up the confused Hana and quickly corrected the statement.

"Hana, just ignore what Aunt Miria said, okay?"
"Huh?"
"Aunt Miria is silly."

At the word "silly," Hana was startled, glancing nervously at Miria before whispering softly to me:

"Daddy... you said we shouldn't call silly people silly. We shouldn't say bad words...!"
"Did I?"
"Yes. So we have to shush...!"

I smiled silently as I watched Hana cover her mouth with her hand, then nodded and said:

"Alright. Then I'll shush as you said."
"Yes!"

As I smiled again at the beaming Hana, Miria, who was nearby, clicked her tongue and glared at us with narrowed eyes, saying:

"Seriously... you two are such a nasty pair."

Hearing this, Hana blinked her eyes and whispered into my ear in a small voice:

"Hana isn't nasty... Hana is a sprout, not a nail."
"A sprout?"
"Yes. The spirits say Hana is a sprout."

It seems they're referring to the young version of the "World Tree" as a sprout. I nodded as I stroked the head of Hana, who was speaking carefully, then decided it would be good to get back to the main topic.

"By the way, Miria, do you want to come to the amusement park tomorrow?"

At my question, Miria thought for a moment before shaking her head and saying:

"It's not a bad idea... but if I go too, there'll be no one to look after those three, so I'll pass."
"Ah."

Normally, it would be my responsibility, but instead of taking responsibility, I'd dumped it on Miria, which made me feel sorry.

*And she just gave birth not long ago, too.*

I felt even more apologetic for asking her to take on this task. After thinking for a moment, I stroked Miria's head and said "thank you."

"Wh-what? What is it! Why are you doing something you never do?"

She backed away in alarm, glaring at me. Thinking she disliked it that much, I was about to turn away saying "sorry" when:

"No, it's not that I dislike it, I was just surprised because you never do that..."

Miria grabbed the hem of my clothes and tugged slightly, making it clear she wanted more head pats. Thinking she was just being dishonest as usual, I continued stroking her head when:

"...What are you two doing?"

Lucia's somewhat chilling voice was heard.

"Taking advantage while I'm resting to flirt... I can't forgive that."

Lucia glared at us coldly with a voice tinged with jealousy, then lay down on the floor like a slime and said to me:

"So please pat me too... quickly. Here is the wife that Jung Hyun loves."

Thinking she had completely turned into a child after marriage, I sighed and approached Lucia.

"Aren't you embarrassed with Hana watching?"
"Huh? Why should I be embarrassed? This is normal affection between spouses, isn't it?"
"As if."
"As if...? Oh my, Jung Hyun... already wanting a third child..."

I gently pinched Lucia's cheek before Hana could hear and said:

"You say the most inappropriate things with Hana listening."
"But... you're not playing with me."
"I'll play with you later, so calm down."
"Hehe."

Watching this, Miria narrowed her eyes, clicked her tongue again, and said:

"Who's calling who a fox? She's the one doing the most fox-like things."

Though she said it loud enough for Lucia to hear, Lucia stubbornly pretended not to hear and snuggled up to me, giggling. Seeing this, Miria seemed to realize there was no point in talking and shook her head before saying to me:

"Anyway, bring back something delicious when you come back tomorrow... preferably something sweet."
"That's not difficult."

Looking at Miria's satisfied expression, I decided to bring back plenty of dessert-related gifts.

* * * * *

The next morning, I went to Cynthia's room. The reason was none other than to ask for a "teleport." Since it would take more than three hours to drive to the amusement park, this was the best choice to reduce the time.

"It's not difficult, but... isn't it a bit much to ask a wife who just gave birth to do this without even giving her a kiss?"

I smiled awkwardly as Cynthia glared at me with a haughty expression. Then, looking at Hana in my arms, she sighed and nodded as if giving up.

"...I'll let it slide just for today. Of course, I intend to collect payment for this favor."

At those words, I felt mischievous and quickly made a joke.

"What, a second child?"

Startled by my joke, Cynthia became flustered, then realizing I was teasing her, she shouted "Just go already!" and cast teleport on me. I thought about teasing her once more by drawing on my divine power, but:

*If I do that, I might really get hit.*

Deciding to stop the jokes there, I accepted the teleportation spell.

*

After arriving at the amusement park, I shook the drooling Hana with her puffy face to wake her up.

"Hana, we're at the amusement park, so wake up now."

At those words, Hana looked around with half-closed eyes, mumbled "Woah..." and fell back asleep.

How sleepy must she be to not even be able to open her eyes properly? Finding her adorable, I patted her back and was about to move to buy tickets when Hana nodded her head and mumbled to me:

"Daddy... let Hana sleep for ten more seconds... Hana's eyes won't open... Hana is trying hard to open them..."
"Really?"
"...Yes."

About a minute later, Hana tried various methods to wake up and keep her promise to me, like stretching or forcing her eyes wide open, but:

"Da..."

She fell back asleep in my arms. I smiled slightly at Hana and moved to a quiet place so she could sleep well.

*It's been a while since I've been to an amusement park.*

It feels strange since it's my first time here since I was a student. Back then, I never dreamed I'd be coming to an amusement park with a child. As I was blankly thinking about how unpredictable life is:

"Hana can wake up now..."

Hana, who had somehow managed to open her eyes, looked around and grinned. Finding her endearing, I said "well done" and was about to start walking when Hana spotted a flower bed in the distance and her eyes sparkled.

"Woah... Daddy, there are so many bugs over there."

It's quite disconcerting that her observation isn't about how pretty it is, but about how many bugs there are. Recalling that she's been interested in bugs lately, I asked her, "Then would you like to take a look?"

Hana nodded her head quickly, showing me her infinite agreement.

Ch.BONUS - Children's Day Side Story / Amusement Park 2
"Wow... a caterpillar."

I let out a chuckle watching Hana completely absorbed in the caterpillar. I never would have dreamed she'd be this fond of bugs.

*I mean, Hana looking at a caterpillar is cute and all... but I'd rather she was interested in something other than caterpillars.*

Of course, that was just my selfish desire, so I could only watch Hana with mixed feelings. After all, the reason we came here was to "play with Hana," not to make her look at things I wanted to see.

*So even if it's a bit complicated, I should let Hana do what she wants.*

Thinking that was the right thing to do, I crouched down next to Hana and watched her as she examined the caterpillar.

*

About 10 minutes passed like that.
Hana must have had her fill of admiring the caterpillar, as she stood up from her spot, saying "Bye-bye...!" to the still-crawling insect.
Then, with a face that looked somehow recharged, she looked at me.

"Daddy...! Let's go now!"

She started pulling my hand with even more energy than before.
Smiling slightly at her behavior, I looked around and asked her.

"Shall we? Is there anywhere you want to go?"

At my question, Hana looked around in all directions.
Spotting a panda sculpture nearby, she spoke to me in an excited voice.

"Bear...! Daddy, there's a bear with black eyes over there!"
"It's not a bear, it's a panda... Do you want to go there?"
"Yeah!"

She nodded her head, her eyes shining even brighter than usual, clearly fixated on the panda.
Thinking that pandas were indeed cute-looking, I headed in that direction.

When we entered the building where the panda sculpture was installed, we were greeted by brilliant lighting.
I let out sounds of admiration as I looked at the cute panda characters they had created and placed throughout the area.

*They did an amazing job.*

Thinking there was a good reason families often came here, I was admiring everything when Hana, nestled in my arms, whispered to me while looking at a baby panda sitting alone.

"Daddy... the baby panda over there is crying because it's lonely."

Crying?
From what I could see, it just looked like it was crouching down.
Wondering if that was the case, I slowly approached, and Hana added an explanation about the panda.

"I think it's crying because it's separated from its daddy and mommy... Hana also cried when she was little because daddy wasn't there."

That one sentence brought an overwhelming sense of guilt that stopped me in my tracks.
No matter what excuse I made, it was an undeniable fact that I had neglected Hana.
Just as I was about to immediately say "I'm sorry"—

"...But now Hana is happy because she's always with daddy."

Hana spoke first and gave a little laugh.
At her reaction, I couldn't bear the guilt and squirmed awkwardly while forcing a smile.

"R-really?"
"Yeah!"

As I was walking along, deeply reflecting in my heart, I could see what appeared to be the baby panda's family coming toward us from one side.
Seeing this sight, Hana let out a sigh of relief, watched them, and muttered "Thank goodness" with a smile.

I was stroking Hana's head and about to move to the next location when Hana, watching the panda family gathered together eating bamboo, muttered in a serious voice.

"The bamboo looks yummy..."

Pandas certainly do eat bamboo deliciously, but the problem is...

*Hana, you're a World Tree.*

The fact that Hana is a tree.
I held back what I wanted to say about this and moved on.

* * *

At a nearby restaurant.
Perhaps because pandas live nearby, there are panda sculptures everywhere.
I was laughing while watching the excited Hana, then showed her the menu and asked if there was anything she wanted to eat.

"Is there anything you want to eat here? Oh, how about this? The children's set."

At those words, Hana shook her head and proudly said:

"It's okay because Hana is not a child."
"...Really?"
"Yeah. Hana is an adult."

At that, feeling mischievous, I pointed to an Americano and said:

"Then since Hana is an adult, you can drink this well too, right?"

At that question, Hana stared at it blankly.
Then, as if she could obviously eat it, she nodded and told me:

"Yeah! Hana drinks cola well."

She must have mistaken it for cola because of the black color.
At that, I pretended not to know anything and asked, "Really? Then should I order this?"

"Good. Hana wants to eat this."

She nods again, saying she likes it.
Seeing this, I ordered the food, thinking to myself that the results would tell whether she'd really like it or not.

*

After receiving the food I ordered,
I placed the Americano in front of Hana and said in a playful voice:

"Here you go."
"Thank you for the food!"

At my words, Hana bowed her head slightly.
Then without hesitation, she put the straw in her mouth and sucked in the Americano.

With a slurping sound, Hana's cheeks puffed out.
Just as I was thinking how cute she looked like a squirrel—

"Bleh."

Hana spilled the Americano with a shocked expression on her face.
Then, blankly covering her mouth with both hands, she said to me:

"Daddy... I think this has gone bad."

At her words about it going bad, I laughed inside while wiping up the Americano she had spilled and said:

"It's not bad, it's coffee."
"Coffee...?"
"Yes, coffee."

At that, Hana glared at the Americano and whispered to me:

"Coffee... is bad."

Not "it doesn't taste good" but "it's bad."
Laughing again at her somewhat unique way of expressing herself, I handed Hana the children's set I had ordered earlier and said:

"A gift."

At my words, Hana's eyes sparkled, and then:

"Thank you! I will never forget this kindness...!"

She must have heard something strange somewhere, as she bowed deeply and thanked me again.
Seeing this, I thought it was definitely something Miria had taught her, and said to Hana:

"Shall we eat then?"
"Yeah!"

I gave Hana a child-sized fork and, as usual, let her eat by herself, but...
Perhaps because she saw parents feeding their children around us,
Hana put down her fork and opened her mouth saying "Ah," demanding something from me.

*Does she want me to feed her?*

I felt unnecessarily embarrassed and tried to pretend I didn't notice, but...
Because of Hana's desperate, pleading eyes, I gave in and picked up a french fry with the fork and handed it to her.
After putting the french fry in Hana's mouth, she giggled and said to me:

"It tastes better when daddy gives it to me."

Seeing her speak to me in such a playful voice, I could definitely see her resemblance to Lucia.
I smiled at Hana and asked, "Really?"
Hana then pointed to another food and opened her mouth.

"Daddy, give me more quickly."

Thinking I couldn't resist Hana's demanding voice, I handed her some bread this time.

* * *

As we had such a good time after so long, time flew by and evening approached.
I looked at the streetlights that had come on everywhere, then turned my gaze to look at Hana's face.

*Her hair's all messy from playing so much.*

As I was carefully fixing Hana's disheveled hair and smiling, Hana grinned broadly and said to me:

"Today... I was happy playing with daddy."
"Really?"
"Yeah. Today is the happiest day since Hana was born."

The happiest day since she was born.
It was amusing that a baby born just a few years ago would say such a thing.
But seeing Hana's serious expression, I couldn't bring myself to challenge her.

So I just smiled and nodded, when Hana hugged me tightly and said quietly:

"But you know, daddy. Actually, Hana is always happy on days with daddy. So don't go anywhere..."

Perhaps the constant separations during her early childhood had left significant trauma,
because even though we'd been together constantly lately, she still tells me "we need to stay together."
Feeling tremendous guilt at her words, I hesitated for a moment, then forced a smile and said:

"Later on, you'll probably be the one telling daddy to give you some space."

At that, Hana looked at me as if she didn't understand and said:

"Hana...?"
"Yes, Hana."
"No way, Hana will stay with daddy forever."

Hearing these words, I wondered if I should record this as evidence for later use,
when Hana hugged me again and giggled.

*Well, she probably won't remember such promises after a few years, let alone ten.*

Thinking I should enjoy my daughter's cuteness while it lasts, I patted Hana's back.

*I'll be crying tears of blood when it's time for Hana to get married.*

It's laughable that I'm already worrying about such things... but still.
The fact that I've come to care about Hana enough to have these thoughts must be a good thing.
Thinking about how I, who used to be obsessed only with training, had changed so much, I decided it was time to head home.

* * * * *

When we arrived home with bags full of desserts that Miria would like,
Miria welcomed us with a somewhat tired expression.
I showed Miria the desserts by waving them, and Miria gave a satisfied but weary smile.

"So, did you have a good time?"

When I nodded, Miria rested her chin on her hand and continued while looking at the sleeping Hana:

"Looks like it, seeing how Hana's asleep."
"I guess so."

I was patting the sleeping Hana's back and about to move to the bedroom when
Hana, who had been nodding off, mumbled "I want to play more..." stopping me in my tracks.
Thinking it was amazing that she wanted to play more despite being drowsy, I said to Hana:

"We can play tomorrow after you wake up."
"It's okay... Hana... not sleepy... so amusement park..."

She must have fallen asleep in the middle of speaking, as her words trailed off.
Thinking I don't know who she takes after to be so stubborn, I laid Hana down on the bed.

Ch.BONUS - Prologue 1.
In life, there are often unexpected events that occur.
... Today seemed to be one of those days.

I could only blink as I stared at the blonde beauty standing awkwardly before me.
No, I was looking at "future Hana," who resembled Lucia remarkably.

I never dreamed I'd see Hana as a high school student like this.
While I was chuckling as I watched the Hana in my arms looking curiously at her future self,
future Hana fidgeted and spoke to me.

"... D-Dad?"

Hana was the first to react to the word "Dad."
Upon hearing this form of address, she glared at future Hana with suspicious eyes.
Then she hugged me tightly and shouted at future Hana.

"He's Hana's daddy!"

I've never seen Hana be so territorial before.
Wondering why she was acting this way, I looked at her, and she whispered while clinging to me.

"Right?!"

Well, yes, but... how should I put this?
The situation was quite complicated, making it difficult to respond, so I just made an awkward expression.
Future Hana smiled and told me:

"Even if you pretend otherwise, I was super clingy back then, so just go along with it."
"Really?"
"Yes. Until I enter middle school..."

Does that mean she won't cling to me after that?
That made me feel a bit sad, and I looked at Hana with a bitter expression.
Hana, wanting to prevent future Hana from talking to me, covered my face with her body.

Seeing this, future Hana laughed softly, then turned around and said to me:

"Let me explain why I came here."

Since I was getting curious, I nodded and said I understood.

*

To summarize future Hana's explanation:
She was researching space-time magic at the Academy when she accidentally activated a spell that brought her here.

She looked like a high school student at most, yet she was already researching space-time magic. I was impressed and blinked at her, to which future Hana smiled awkwardly and said:

"It's nothing special. I'm just slightly bending the timeline... it's not particularly practical right now."

Hearing this, Miria, who was listening nearby, spat out her water and muttered, "What nonsense?"
From Miria's reaction, it seemed like she thought this was ridiculous false modesty.
Seeing her response, I unconsciously patted future Hana's head and said:

"Is that so? It seems amazing to me! As expected of my daughter..."

While patting her head,
I suddenly realized she was "future Hana" and around high school age, so I tried to stop quickly.

"Hehe..."

But I saw Hana making that silly smile that Lucia sometimes shows.
Thinking how much she really resembled Lucia, I slowly tried to lower my hand when—

"You can keep going."

Hana grabbed my hand and made me continue patting her head.
Seeing this, Hana seemed jealous, pouting and pulling my hand inward.

As I continued patting her head for a while,
future Hana finally seemed embarrassed by the situation and flustered, told me:

"A-Anyway, I'll be going back soon, so don't worry too much. Dad will come to get me."
"Me?"
"Ah, I mean... not past Dad but present Dad? Um, well..."

I smiled at her reaction.
Even grown up, she was still Hana.
I was silently smiling at my cute daughter's adorable reaction when suddenly, Hana in my arms seemed annoyed and narrowed her eyes at future Hana.

"Don't talk to him...!"

I wondered if Hana had ever been this hostile to anyone before.
She was making excessively harsh demands of her future self.
It wasn't like Hana, but it was cute in its own way, so I smiled slightly.

"I don't want to. I'm going to. What right do you have to stop me from talking to our dad?"

Future Hana, perhaps because she was talking to herself, played a cruel joke and laughed.

*She got that from me.*

Come to think of it, she has been developing a bit of mischievousness lately.
I was wondering if she'd become even more playful as she grew older when
Hana, unable to contain herself, came up with an excuse:

"H-Hana is Daddy's daughter... so you can't..."
"I'm Dad's daughter too, aren't I?"
"...No! Hana is Daddy's daughter."

Thinking Hana might cry at this rate, I was about to stop future Hana when
she laughed and told me:

"She won't cry over something like this, so don't worry."
"Really?"
"Yes, I know myself best."
"..."

Sure enough, as future Hana said, Hana didn't cry, but
she seemed quite upset, so I was patting her back to comfort her when
future Hana smiled broadly and said to me:

"By the way, Dad is... how should I put it... the same."
"The same?"
"Yes. Exactly like now. No... you're a bit overprotective now, so maybe past Dad is better."

Even more overprotective than now...
I can't imagine how I'll change in the future, I thought with a smile.
Future Hana smiled playfully and called out to Miria who was nearby.

"Aunt Miria."
"Huh... me?"

Miria, apparently not expecting to be called, looked at Hana with a surprised expression.
Future Hana bowed to Miria and said:

"I don't say it, but I really liked Aunt Miria when I was little. Oh! I still do."
"U-um?"

Faced with this sudden confession, Miria seemed flustered but not displeased.
She fidgeted with her lips as she replied:

"R-really? That's good then."

She probably felt her efforts were being acknowledged.
I was smirking at Miria when future Hana subtly approached and whispered to me:

"Of course, Dad is my favorite."

This aspect of her resembles Lucia too.
I was thinking how fascinating it was that she increasingly resembled Lucia as she grew up when
someone came out of the room yawning.

"Did everyone sleep well...?"

I saw it was Lucia.
I was about to greet her when future Hana beat me to it, waving at Lucia:

"Um... hello."

With a face full of smiles, she greeted Lucia.
Lucia looked at future Hana with confusion and said:

"Hana... could it be Hana?"

Wow, she recognized her right away.
Of course, I recognized her immediately too, but it was impressive seeing it from the side.
Future Hana smiled awkwardly and told Lucia:

"Yes, I came from the future."

At those words, Lucia seemed to fully wake up, blinking several times as she stared at future Hana.
Then she gently held Hana's cheeks with both hands and exclaimed:

"Hana from the future...?!"

Then she said to me in an excited voice:

"Jung Hyun! It's grown-up Hana! My goodness!"

She hugged future Hana, repeatedly saying, "I'm so glad you grew up well!"
Watching future Hana enjoying this, I thought:
Even if things are a bit awkward now, I'm glad they become close in the future.

Unlike me, who was watching this scene contentedly,
Hana wasn't happy about it. She tugged at my clothes and whined:

"N-not Hana... Hana is here."
"Yes, yes."
"Daddy..."

Looking at Hana clinging to me, I realized that even if she seemed mature for her age, a child is still a child, and I patted her reassuringly.

*Personally, I'd prefer her to act more like a child her age rather than being so mature...*

But I couldn't force that on her.
All I could do was make her life more comfortable so she could relax more.

*I'll just have to keep trying.*

As I was burning with determination to focus even more on parenting,
future Hana, who had been enjoying the reunion, linked arms with Lucia and said to us:

"Since I'm here, would you like to go out for a meal? My treat."

I firmly refused, as that wouldn't be right.

"No, I'll pay."
"No, I have plenty of money!"
"I have plenty too, you know?"

I never thought the day would come when I'd be bickering with Hana over something like this.
I was feeling emotional about it when—

"H-Hana will pay. I got allowance yesterday."

Hana, who was in my arms, declared her participation and pulled out a 500 won coin from her pocket.
Seeing this, future Hana seemed to get mischievous and said with a sly smile:

"What? Only 500 won? You can't buy a meal with that."

At those words, Hana seemed flustered, fidgeting with the 500 won coin that was as big as her palm, then
pulled out a pebble from her pocket and said in a dejected voice:

"I have a pretty stone too..."

Future Hana tried to hold back her laughter and said:

"A pebble? That's actually pretty nice."
"...Really?"

Grabbing the lifeline future Hana had extended,
Hana immediately grinned.

"Then... Hana will treat today!"
"Sure, sure."

I saw myself in future Hana's casual nodding.
I couldn't hide my smile and tried to look at distant mountains until I calmed down, then said:

"But let's order in instead of going out. There are too many people here who need to stay safe."
"Ah."

I patted Lucia's back as she clung to me and asked:

"So what would you like to eat?"

At that, both Hana and future Hana answered simultaneously, as if they had planned it:

"Chicken!"
"...Chicken!"

Thinking that Hana would always be Hana no matter how much time passed, I nodded.

"Then I'll order that. Hey, Hana? Could you take Hana to wash her hands?"
"Mm...! Hana will take her!"

I was talking to future Hana, but...
Seeing Hana step forward proudly, I couldn't bring myself to tell her the truth.
I could only laugh awkwardly.

Ch.BONUS - Mirage From 1. 2
This feeling must be what they mean when they say parents feel full just watching their children eat.
I'm looking at the backs of my adorable daughters' heads, which make me smile just by looking at them.
Once again, as if they had planned it together, they each grab a piece of chicken and speak to me.

"Dad, please eat this."
"Daddy, eat this!"

Their lines overlap again.
Hana, seemingly displeased by this coincidence, gives Future Hana a pouty look.
Then, unable to contain herself any longer, she spreads her arms wide to separate me from Future Hana.

It reminds me of how a cat bristles and meows when threatened.
While I'm inwardly chuckling at Hana's threatening(?) pose with her arms spread wide, Future Hana looks at her with a confused expression.

"...What are you doing?"

After pondering this question briefly,
Hana spots a dinosaur doll nearby and mimics its signature line.

"ROAR!"

Roar, really?
I suppose that's Hana's idea of sounding as threatening as possible.
I cover my face with my hands, unable to stop laughing at how cute she is.

"What was that?"
"It's a ROAR...! Hana is angry!"
"......"

Future Hana blinks, unsure how to respond as she stares at Hana.
Then, with a mischievous look, she says to Hana:

"Oh really? Well, I'm angry too."
"ROAR!"
"Yeah, ROAR to you too!"

Seeing my two daughters roaring at each other is so adorable it might give me a heart attack.
This is a moment I can't miss, so I quickly pull out my phone to record the scene.

"......"

Hana, whose secret weapon has been stolen(?), glances back at me repeatedly, seemingly sending distress signals.
She appears to be at a loss for words.
I have no choice but to rescue her, so I pick her up and say:

"The chicken's getting cold. Both of you, stop and eat your chicken."
"Yeeees."

For a moment, I'm startled by the response that sounds just like something Lucia would say.
Looking over, I see Future Hana eating chicken with a grin.

*They really are incredibly alike.*

I'm not the only one who notices this—Lucia beside me opens her eyes wide as she looks at Future Hana,
then scratches her cheek with a peculiar expression.

*Still, it's nice how they bicker but actually get along well.*

I smile as I watch Future Hana wiping a piece of chicken from Hana's cheek.
It's endearing how she takes care of Hana despite their playful teasing.
As I'm enjoying this healing moment...

"...Sister eat this too."

Hana hesitantly offers a piece of chicken to Future Hana.

"Oh...? Thank you."
"Mm-hmm."

Just as I'm about to breathe a sigh of relief thinking they've finally made peace...

"Then Dad, please eat this."

Future Hana's renewed offensive starts the bickering all over again.

"ROAR!"
"Yes, yes, ROAR to you too."
"No!"
"Yes, it is."
"N-no it's not..."
"Yes it is."

Leaving the two to play, I pat Lucia's back as she sits nearby with an awkward smile.
Normally, she would have clung to me saying "Jung Hyun~" by now.
It's surprising to see her trying hard to maintain her composure, probably because Future Hana is here.

*Still, a mother is a mother.*

Appreciating her effort to act motherly, I massage her shoulders, when Lucia glances around and whispers to me:

"How about a third child?"

I back away in shock at her words.
Lucia grins and says:

"Why else would you be massaging me like this? Right?"
"No, I was just massaging your shoulders because you looked tired."
"For that purpose, your touch was clearly too sensual."
"What are you—"

As I sigh while pushing away Lucia who couldn't resist clinging to me,
I notice the two Hanas have stopped fighting and are eating chicken together again.

*I'm glad they're getting along.*

I'm thinking that this must be what it would feel like if Hana had an older sister, when—

Without any warning, a powerful surge of divine power suddenly fills the living room.

This level of divine power was unprecedented except for my own,
so I was about to summon my "Holy Sword" with a cautious gaze when
Future Hana exclaims in a delighted voice:

"Dad!"

That short exclamation.
With those words, someone sliced through the dimension itself, tearing it open and stepping into our living room.

"..."

A breathtaking silence.
In that silence, a man who looks exactly like me brushes dust off his clothes and calls out:

"Hana!"

Such a daughter-obsessed voice.
I don't know who he is, but his voice reveals an almost excessive attachment, making me think I should never become like that.
Future Hana quickly runs to the newly appeared man and throws herself into his arms.

"Why did you take so long to come!"
"Ah, well... Lucia kept holding me back saying it was her chance while you were gone... No, it's nothing."

At the mention of Lucia, the Lucia beside me flinches in surprise.
I pat her waist to calm her down as I continue watching.
The newly appeared man looks around and smiles awkwardly.

"Well... I don't know what to say, but nice to meet you."

I now realize that meeting your future self is more awkward than I could have imagined.
I shake his extended hand and return his awkward smile.

While we're shaking hands for quite some time,
Hana in my arms suddenly exclaims like a startled chick:

"...Daddy?!"

Since Future Hana's arrival, Hana's emotional expressions have become more diverse.
Whether it's due to jealousy or something else, I'm not sure.
But one thing is certain—I prefer seeing Hana like this.

*Children should be allowed to be childlike.*

I hope she can continue to find that from now on.
Meanwhile, my future self is looking at Hana in my arms with an indescribable expression.

*Is it nostalgia?*

Feeling some empathy for that emotion, I wait quietly to let my future self reminisce.
But Hana, who had been conflicted in my arms, suddenly hugs me tightly and shouts:

"Not Daddy...! Daddy is here!"

At those words, my future self looks at Hana with a shocked expression and speaks in a somewhat clingy voice:

"W-what are you saying, Hana?"

It was a deeply affectionate gesture, but
Hana completely ignores him, turns her head away,
and buries herself deeper in my arms, closing her eyes.

*...I didn't expect Hana to react like this.*

I thought she would call my future self "Daddy" too.
Her rejection is quite surprising.
As I pat Hana's back awkwardly, my future self says with a crestfallen expression:

"...It can't be helped. To Hana, we must seem like alien beings."

Alien beings? I look at him silently, asking for an explanation, and my future self continues:

"Hana and I... I mean, the Hana and I from the future, shouldn't exist in this time-space. So Hana, as the World Tree, feels 'rejection' toward us because we're disrupting the balance of time and space."

In other words, she feels aversion because beings who shouldn't exist are here.
As I awkwardly smile at my visibly depressed future self,
Future Hana links arms with my future self and says:

"With that in mind, we should get going now. Staying too long could complicate things in many ways... I think it's time for us to leave."

I feel a sense of regret at her words.
After all, my daughter is still my daughter.
As I'm hiding my mixed feelings, Hana in my arms whispers to me with a gloomy face:

"Kitty... wants to play more."
"Kitty?"
"Mm-hmm. Puppy too... says don't go..."

She's mentioning the cat and dog who have been sleeping in the other wives' rooms and haven't shown their faces once today.
She's indirectly saying she wants to play more with Future Hana.
I glance at the two from the future, but

Future Hana shakes her head, signaling that they can't stay any longer.
Of course... my future self seems unconcerned about that and shows a dejected reaction.

"We should go before we get too attached."

Despite their initial bickering, now that they're about to part,
Hana looks as depressed as if she were being separated from her real sister. I pat her head and nod.

"Take care then."
"Yes."

A brief farewell.
With those final words, Future Hana forcibly drags my future self into the torn dimension.

As a bitter feeling washes over me while I silently watch them leave,
Hana in my arms tells me with a tearful face:

"I told them not to go but they left..."
"Did you?"
"Mm-hmm... so Hana is sad."

Seeing Hana trying to hold back her tears makes me feel even sadder.
As I pat her back to comfort her,
Lucia sitting beside me mutters with a serious expression:

"We barely have enough time as it is. If Hana grows up in the future, we'll have even less time... In that case, I should maximize my opportunities now while there's no competition..."

Feeling like I've heard something I shouldn't have,
I decide to pretend I didn't hear it and stand up.

Ch.BONUS - Growth
It had been a week since Hana from the future returned to her original timeline.

Usually, by this point, no matter how close you were with someone, you'd start to forget them a bit. But whether it was because she was naturally affectionate or because she knew she'd never see her again, Hana was playing with her dolls with a more dejected face than usual.

*She must be feeling quite sad.*

Since she hadn't experienced separation from anyone except me, it might be hitting her harder. As I was wondering how to comfort her, I suddenly noticed something written on the neck of a rabbit-like doll: "Future Hana."

The handwriting was crooked but pressed firmly into the fabric, full of sincerity. Looking at those words and pondering further, I decided I couldn't leave things as they were. I quickly picked Hana up and asked her:

"Hana, would you like to go on a trip?"

She might think it's sudden, but I'd actually been considering this for a while.

*We don't have enough information about the World Tree, after all.*

I'd tried to gather information in various ways, but there's a limit to what you can learn without going to see for yourself. I couldn't get the crucial details I needed.

*So while looking into that...*

I thought it would be good to give Hana new experiences to help her forget about Future Hana. When I asked her about the trip, she looked up at me with sparkling eyes and said with a bright smile:

"Wow... trip. Hana likes trips. Kitty says she likes them too."

Along with her words came a "meow" from the cat. Finding her adorable, I patted her back while falling into thought again.

*Now the problem will be... my wives.*

It hadn't been long since they'd all given birth. If their husband suddenly announced he was going on a trip, they'd feel quite disappointed. This would need careful negotiation.

*If they say no... I'll just have to postpone it.*

Since the trip wasn't urgent anyway, I decided to look into it first and delay if they showed any signs of disapproval.

* * *

The trip preparations went more smoothly than I'd expected. If I were going alone, it might have been different, but when I said I was traveling with Hana, my wives gave their approval without hesitation.

Wondering why they agreed so easily, I asked Lucia, who I thought would be the least likely to permit it.

"Hana only has you to rely on, Jung Hyun," she said with a bitter expression.

I was about to protest that this wasn't true at all, but thinking about Hana's usual behavior, I had to close my mouth.

*Hana does call Lucia "mom," but...*

She only uses the title. I realized that Hana had never actually asked Lucia to fulfill the role of a mother, and I could only close my eyes at this realization.

*Come to think of it, it's been that way from the beginning.*

Her excessive attachment to me—at first I thought it was just sadness from our separation. But seeing how she continued to behave that way even with Lucia as her mother, until I returned... it seems she considers me more of a parent than Lucia.

Reaching this conclusion, I messed up my hair in frustration, then slowly approached Lucia and carefully embraced her.

Thinking a hug would be better than words of apology, I just held her tight. Suddenly, Lucia grabbed my back and whispered to me:

"Jung Hyun. I heard recently that there's something called 'mandatory defense' in this world."

"...Huh?"

Hearing these ominous words, I quickly told Lucia, "That's not something family should do to each other," but she pretended not to hear me and continued:

"Besides, according to what Future Hana said, we don't have enough time... so we need to maximize our opportunities to make up for that."

Feeling a fear I'd never experienced even when facing all kinds of enemies, I tried to escape quickly, but Lucia caught me first and whispered:

"Don't you want to?"

Of course I did. Her beautiful appearance, barely changed from when we first met thanks to her excellent self-care, and her large pouch of Divine Power—honestly, it was quite exciting.

"Too... too often," I said.

The problem was that I had three other people besides Lucia to attend to, and all four of them were "not satisfied with just once."

*The intensity would probably kill a normal person.*

Even pleasure becomes pain when it's too much, so I gave her a look meaning I wanted to rest for a while.

"Jung Hyun... looking at me like that just makes me want you more."

My tactics didn't work on this apex predator—they backfired instead. I sighed as I was dragged to the bedroom by Lucia.

* * * * *

Enjoying the freedom I'd gained by selling(?) my body, I was lying in the living room when Hana covered me with a blanket and patted my forehead.

"Daddy... sleep!"

She was probably imitating what I usually do for her. Finding her adorable, I smiled at her, and she placed dolls one by one on top of me while giggling.

*What is she doing?*

As I stared blankly at the pile of dolls on my body, Hana climbed into my arms and said:

"Hana will protect you... so Daddy doesn't have to hurt anymore."

Doesn't have to hurt. Those words suddenly reminded me of the past.

A past filled with nothing but pain. And at some point, I started pushing myself into pain under the pretext of becoming stronger.

Looking back now, I could call them memories, but honestly, at the time, it was enough to drive anyone mad.

*Even if I didn't notice it myself...*

I thought that Hana, who had been watching me from the side, might not have seen it the same way. I looked up at the ceiling.

*The past, huh.*

Thinking that I really didn't know, I decided to focus on preparing for our upcoming trip.

*

The trip had two main purposes: first, to learn about the World Tree, and second, to provide mental care for Hana.

I planned to make the journey as peaceful and relaxed as possible. Rather than gathering supplies at our destination, I decided to prepare everything in advance. To be ready for any situation, I stuffed all kinds of necessities into my spatial storage.

"You're not running away from us, are you?" Miria asked suspiciously, seeing how many items I was packing.

Not knowing how to respond, I just gave an awkward smile.

"Goodbye...!" Hana suddenly said farewell to Miria, turning the joke into something not so funny.

"...Huh?"

"Hana and Daddy are going. Auntie Miria stays here. Sleep here."

Since it really seemed like we were abandoning her, Miria gave me a blank look, demanding an explanation. With an awkward expression, I said to her:

"Farewell?"

"Hey...!"

A brief commotion. The living room became somewhat noisy, but the disturbance quickly subsided.

*Well, I've packed most things, so let's see what Hana has gathered.*

Since one of the main reasons for the trip was Hana's mental care, I had told her to bring whatever she wanted. Looking at what she had laid out, I saw some unexpected items.

*Dolls I understand, but... rocks, a dog, a cat, and...*

Leaves and twigs from who knows where. I was dumbfounded by these unexpected items. After staring blankly for a moment, I asked her about them.

"These... I brought when I went out with Daddy," she said proudly.

"R-really?"

"Yes. This is from the playground... this is from the amusement park... and this is... where did this come from!?"

I was startled by the earthworm—wait, an earthworm? Wondering why it was there, I jumped in surprise, and Hana giggled and told me:

"Daddy! Hana is friends with the earthworm!"

"...Oh, really?"

"Yes. So we play together!"

"......"

Could it be because Hana was the World Tree? Was anything with life force drawn to her? As I was thinking this, I shook my head, patted Hana's head, and said:

"Still, earthworms have a hard time being outside for too long, so let's release it."

Besides, it would be awkward to travel with it. We agreed to release it when we went outside, and as I was looking at Hana's luggage, she seemed to have finished packing and wiped her forehead in imitation as she said to me:

"Phew. That was hard."

She seemed to be imitating Miria. Thinking that despite their bickering, they were actually quite close, I was smiling when Hana suddenly ran off and came back dragging Lucia.

"U-um? Hana, what's wrong?"

Lucia looked at me with eyes that said she didn't understand why she'd been brought here so suddenly. I shrugged, indicating I didn't know either, when Hana suddenly took Lucia's hand and said to me:

"Mommy... we have to take Mommy too. Hana is sad without Mommy."

At those words, everyone in the living room froze simultaneously. It was the first time Hana had ever said she couldn't be without Lucia. Just as I was about to say something, feeling happy about this development:

"H-Hana..." Lucia spoke first, embracing Hana with tears in her eyes.
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"Hana-nim..."

The way of addressing her was a bit strange, but regardless, Lucia hugged Hana and rubbed her cheek against her as if pouring out all her pent-up emotions.

I was watching the scene with a pleased smile when Miria sighed and said to me, "One way or another, Lucia got accepted."

Her tone mixed with a hint of jealousy and envy.
In response, I gently patted Miria's back and said, "Lately, Hana's been copying a lot of your behaviors."

At my sudden comment, Miria looked at me with confusion.
I handed her a small branch I had taken from Hana's belongings earlier and explained, "When someone imitates another person, it usually means they have affection for that person... Even if she doesn't express it, don't you think she considers you her closest friend?"

At these words, Miria stared blankly at the branch in her hand.

"R-really?"

She said, her lips twitching into a smile as she turned away.

"Well... I'll go ahead first."

As if embarrassed by her own smile, she pressed the back of her hand against her mouth to hide it. Then, firmly clutching the branch, she returned to her room.

As I watched Miria leave, thinking about how caring she was despite her grumbling, Hana returned and began reorganizing her small belongings with her tiny hands.

"Myangmyangi goes here... and the pebble goes here! Nyangnyangi is..."

After organizing for a while, Hana stared intently at one corner, tilting her head in confusion.

"...Where did it go?"
Then, looking around frantically, she placed her hands on her cheeks with a shocked expression.

"Th-thief! My branch is gone..."

At her words, I had to avert my gaze. I had accidentally given Hana's branch to Miria earlier.

*I thought she wouldn't notice, but she remembered it.*

As I was silently paying respects to Miria who had unwittingly become a thief, Hana stared intently at Myangmyangi's mouth and blinked.

"Did you eat it?"
"Myang!"
"Then... Nyangnyangi?"
"Nyaaang."
"..."

Seeing Hana becoming visibly dejected, I quickly picked her up, worried that this might escalate.

"Um... Hana. Actually, daddy took it."

At my words, Hana blinked, then broke into a bright smile.

"If daddy took it, then it's okay...!"
"R-really?"
"Yup. So I'll give you this too...!"

She then proudly handed me a pretty colored pebble from her pocket, beaming with pride.
I awkwardly smiled at the pebble Hana gave me, carefully placing it on a nearby shelf.

"Thank you, I'll treasure it."
"Yup!"

Thinking I should buy her ice cream later to make up for it, I turned my attention elsewhere.

*I should start preparing to leave now.*

I decided to say goodbye to Charlotte and Cynthia before departing, and gently stroked Hana's head.

* * * * *

"If there's any problem, or if you want to come back, just contact me. I'll come running even if it's dawn."

Cynthia hugged me, patted my back a few times, then rubbed her tired eyes before disappearing.
I watched her retreating figure before slowly turning to survey the village landscape.

*This place has changed more than I expected.*

I remembered it being excessively nature-friendly in the past, but now it felt less like a natural environment and more like a town where nature-loving people had planted trees around their homes.

*In other words, it's become similar to a city built by humans.*

As I was finding these changes interesting, Hana called out to me, pointing in one direction.

"Daddy... there's a really big tree over there."

Following Hana's gesture, I saw the dead World Tree. Looking at its withered, twisted form that had lost all vitality, I briefly worried and checked Hana's condition.

*Fortunately, there doesn't seem to be any problem.*

Well, if it had affected her, it would have done so when we met before.
I patted Hana's back and continued walking.

*Let's first go to the dead World Tree.*

If I couldn't find anything noteworthy while looking around, I'd seek out the village chief... or is it mayor now?
Anyway, I decided to talk to someone with access to information, but for now, I wanted to show Hana around.

*

"Wow... so pretty."

Perhaps because it was where the World Tree had been, Hana seemed to really enjoy this city, showing visible excitement.
As I was silently watching Hana's adorable happiness, I sensed an unusual mana flow nearby and stopped.

*What's that?*

I wasn't sure if it was related to the World Tree, but thinking it best to check, I picked up Hana and slowly approached the source.

"It's Myangmyangi!"

It was a baby wolf covered in wounds.

I couldn't understand why a baby wolf was here, nor why it was in such poor condition.
Looking around in confusion, I noticed people in white clerical robes chasing the baby wolf, wielding weapons as large as human bodies.

*They're using that much manpower to chase a baby wolf?*

Not even an adult, but that small creature?
I wondered if, despite its appearance, the wolf cub possessed some extraordinary power, but apart from its unusual mana flow, it didn't seem particularly strong.

*Unusual mana...*

It seemed to be a special specimen, but I wasn't sure what kind.
I briefly thought about asking Miria, but then shook my head.

*With Hana here, it's better to ignore this.*

Dealing with them wouldn't be difficult, but it would likely entangle me in troublesome matters, so there was no need to get involved.
Just as I was about to walk away—

- Thwack!

One of the clerics chasing the baby wolf mercilessly stabbed it in the back, knocking it down.
Then, after trampling the fallen wolf several times, he stepped on its neck and gestured to his companions.

"..."

It was extremely cruel.
I tried to cover Hana's eyes to shield her from the blood-covered baby wolf, but she had already seen everything. Before I could act, Hana raised her hands and summoned a high-level elemental.

The high-level elemental appeared with an intense gust of wind.

The wind elemental, exuding a powerful presence just by existing, quickly moved forward and embraced the baby wolf.

When this unexpected variable appeared, the clerics looked around warily, then firmly gripped their weapons and began approaching us, splitting into two groups.

*This is troublesome, but I should first hear what's going on. That baby wolf might have harmed people, leading to this hunt.*

Although I didn't like them approaching with weapons...
I didn't want to use violence in front of Hana, so I tried to resolve this through dialogue first.

"Surround them."

Seeing the clerics surrounding us without any attempt at conversation, I let out a bitter laugh.

*They're really testing my patience.*

I was trying to stay calm, counting to ten in my mind, when I noticed Hana trembling in fear at the approaching clerics.
I patted her back reassuringly, but Hana looked up at me with teary eyes.

"Daddy... I'm scared."

Seeing Hana's tearful expression, I felt my rational restraint snap as I closed my eyes.
Having my child cry because of others was infuriating beyond imagination.

*And I'm sick of seeing these Church fools acting out of line.*

As I was contemplating how to deal with them, a loud voice came from across the way.

"Execute those heretics! No... capture them alive for interrogation and torture to extract information!"

At the mention of torture, I suddenly recalled my first arrival in this world.
The memory remained vivid despite the passage of time.
It was bad enough remembering that, but to suggest doing the same to Hana...

My expression darkened.
Thinking this was the first time I'd been so irritated, I stroked Hana's head and said:

"It's okay. Daddy will take care of everything."

No matter what comes.
Looking at those surrounding us with their spears pointed, I carefully held Hana so she wouldn't see anything, and briefly uttered:

"Territory Declaration."

With my words, everything around us was enveloped in Divine Power emanating from me.
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"Territory Declaration."

With my brief incantation, everything around me is dyed pure white. An eerily white, intense sensation.

The priests, sensitive to this sensation, tried to flee from me. But before they could, the divine power that spread outward pinned all of them to the ground, crushing them down.

Crack.

The distinctive sound of human bones breaking. I moved forward slowly, composing my expression as I listened to those sounds.

*What should I do with them?*

I'd like to capture them one by one and torture them, but... with Hana in my arms, I can't do something so cruel. I should choose another option. After pondering briefly, I came up with a good idea.

*I'll just crush them all at once.*

If I gather them in one place and crush them with divine power, it would leave no evidence while inflicting extreme pain.

*Plus, instilling fear is a bonus.*

Thinking this might be quite entertaining, I gathered all the priests except the highest-ranking one into one spot using divine power and spoke.

"Who are you people?"

I distinctly remember wiping out the Church completely... wondering where they came from, I asked. The man trembled violently but refused to answer my question.

"Y-you... the Goddess w-will never forgive you... you wicked heretic..."

Whether his mind had snapped or he was trying to stall for time, I couldn't tell. As he babbled nonsense and convulsed, I let out a hollow laugh and flicked my finger, crushing all the gathered priests with divine power.

"Huh... ah?"

He clearly hadn't expected me to kill them all in such a manner. He froze, staring at me with a blank expression. I stroked Hana's head as she remained hidden in my arms and spoke again.

"I'll ask one last time. Who are you people?"

At those words, he looked back and forth between me and the human smoothie that used to be priests. Then, in a voice filled with despair, he finally answered.

"W-we are followers gathered under the fallen Church... believers in the Goddess..."

Having heard enough, I unhesitatingly kicked his head, shattering it. I had obtained all the information I needed.

*The fallen Church, huh.*

It seemed the remnants of the Church I had completely wiped out had rebuilt and were active again in various places.

*I see.*

Feeling the need to crush them once more, I spoke to Hana.

"Hana, are you okay?"

At my question, Hana nodded while still nestled in my arms. I felt bad for unintentionally showing her such a scene and patted her back, falling into thought.

*I should investigate this further.*

Apart from crushing them again, there were suspicious points to consider. For example, why they were lurking around where the "World Tree" was located, or how these Church people, who should advocate peace, blatantly ignored that principle and brutally captured a baby wolf.

Thinking that their actions might be related to the dead World Tree, I shifted my steps while holding the still-frightened Hana tightly in my arms.

*And that wolf... whatever it is, I should take it with us.*

Looking at the baby wolf still protected by spirits, I ordered the spirits to bring it along as I headed toward the best-looking accommodation nearby.

* * *

"Hana was so scared... I cried a lot."

Now in a safe place, a tearful Hana nestled in my arms and whimpered. The earlier incident must have been more frightening than I imagined. As I listened to her words and stroked her head...

"Kyeeng."

The baby wolf we brought along seemed to have woken up, struggling to get up.

"Puppy...!"

I guess both dogs and wolves are "puppies" to her. Wondering if she calls anything dog-like by that name, I watched as Hana escaped from my arms and hugged the baby wolf, giggling.

*She smiles so easily.*

It's amazing how she can smile brightly even after crying. As I wiped away her tear stains with a handkerchief, the baby wolf shook its face and then wagged its tail vigorously, clinging to Hana.

"Daddy! The puppy says it likes Hana!"

Whether it knew Hana had saved it or was showing infinite affection because Hana was the World Tree, I wasn't sure. Either way, it was nice to see, and I rested my chin on my hand.

"Really?"

"Yes. Now the puppy is Hana's friend..."

Hearing that, I felt mischievous and asked Hana a question.

"Puppy? Isn't that the same name as the puppy at home?"

"..."

Struck by my question, Hana looked at me with round eyes, then at the baby wolf in her arms. Fidgeting with her fingers, she replied:

"W-well, the puppy at home is round... and this puppy is pointy... so..."

I suppose naming things is difficult. Deciding to let Hana figure it out herself, I stroked her head and looked away.

*Will they come by this evening?*

Having killed multiple priests in an open space, the news would likely reach the Church. They would try to capture me as quickly as possible for revenge.

*So it would be better to crush them preemptively.*

The problem would be Hana. As I pondered without finding an answer...

"Puppy, what's your name!?"

I smiled slightly watching Hana questioning the baby wolf, then narrowed my eyes.

*Since I'd rather not act directly, perhaps I should send someone in my place.*

I decided to summon the "Chimera" I had released here a while ago, inwardly smiling.

* * *

After commanding the Chimera using divine power, I headed to a nearby restaurant with Hana.

*Experiencing new food in a new place is always a good experience.*

So instead of the food we brought, I ordered dishes unique to this place and asked Hana, who was still nestled in my arms:

"Hana, are you very hungry?"

At my question, Hana looked down at her stomach, then nodded and whispered to me.

"My tummy is making wind sounds...!"

Wind sounds? Does she mean growling? I told her, "You must be really hungry," while stroking her head.

As we waited for our food to arrive, I noticed Hana asking the baby wolf the same question I had asked her.

"Puppy, are you very hungry?"

It seems she decided to just call it "puppy" after all. The baby wolf responded as if it understood, howling "awoo" and panting. Seeing this, Hana thought for a moment, then took out a tangerine from her pocket and said:

"Then... eat this."

I wondered when she had picked up that tangerine. She must have taken it from the kitchen, but I had no idea when. Just then, our ordered food began to arrive.

*Now, after checking for poison...*

I looked at the food placed before us.

*As expected of a place where elves live, it's mostly vegetarian.*

Of course, there was meat too since they had adopted human civilization, but relatively less compared to the abundance of vegetables. Thinking that such healthy food wasn't bad either, I served some to Hana and said:

"Eat a lot, okay?"

"Yes. Daddy... eat this too."

I smiled at Hana, who was thinking of me before herself, and put the vegetable she offered into my mouth. What I tasted was the freshness typical of salad and a bitter aftertaste.

*Not tasty.*

On Earth, salad dressings are made with plenty of sugar, making even salads delicious. But the sauce here, made only from fruits, was tangy but not very sweet.

As I chewed, thinking I couldn't eat much of this, Hana, unlike me, seemed to enjoy the vegetables, repeatedly exclaiming "Delicious...!" while eating.

*Look how puffy her cheeks are.*

Thinking she looked like a chipmunk, I smiled. Suddenly, Hana seemed to remember something and stuffed a handful of salad into her pocket, saying:

"I want... to share this."

"Share it?"

"Yes. It's delicious so I want to give it to mommies...!"

Judging by "mommies," she must want to give it to Lucia, Miria, Charlotte, or Cynthia.

*Speaking of which, 'mommies'...*

Recalling how this had caused misunderstandings before, I smiled.

"Then we can have it packed up later, so let's eat what's in your pocket now."

"Yes! Promise...!"

As I linked my pinky with Hana's extended one to make the promise, I heard murmuring nearby.

Curious, I focused on it and heard some interesting conversations.

"They say an unidentified giant monster attacked the central Church?"

"I heard it was a centipede-shaped Chimera with three heads!"

It seems the Chimera I sent had arrived at the Church successfully. Finding this quite amusing, I thought that after some time had passed, it might be fun to collect the remaining corpses and create a Holy Ragdoll Golem—not from royalty this time, but from high-ranking Church officials.
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As per Hana's wishes, I ordered food separately and stored it in a spatial pocket. Given that time doesn't flow in spatial pockets, I could hand it over exactly as received—the taste would remain the same when I gave it to the ladies.

While watching Hana eat enthusiastically with sauce and vegetables smeared all over her face, a question suddenly crossed my mind.

*Come to think of it, why does Hana call Charlotte, Miria, and Cynthia her "moms" to others?*

She calls them aunties when addressing them directly... so why "moms" when talking to other people? Curious, I decided to ask her about it.

"By the way, Hana. Why do you call your aunties 'moms'?"

Hana, who had been munching away, looked up with a bright smile and answered.

"Because... I like both!"

Perhaps taking after me, she gave a logical(?) answer that put my question to rest. As I was wiping the food from around her mouth with a handkerchief—

"Huff, huff."

The second puppy—the wolf cub—poked its head in and clung to Hana. It must be showing affection. I was blankly watching this heartwarming scene when Hana suddenly seemed to remember something and said to the wolf cub:

"It's okay. Hana will take care of everything!"

That strangely familiar phrase... As I wondered where I'd heard it before, I realized it was exactly what I had whispered to Hana when we were fighting the Church people.

*...Oh.*

Realizing this, an indescribable embarrassment washed over me. I awkwardly smiled, thinking about how I'd said something more embarrassing than I'd realized.

Whether Hana understood my feelings or not, she continued mimicking my actions, patting the wolf cub's head while repeatedly saying, "Hana will take care of it!"

*...So this is why they say to be careful with every action.*

I'd felt it before, but seeing her imitate me again made it hit home even harder. As I covered my face in embarrassment, Hana suddenly grabbed the bowl of food and placed it on the floor for the wolf to eat.

"So eat this!"
"Awoo!"
"Yes. It's yummy."

I thought wolves wouldn't eat vegetables, but surprisingly, it was eating them well. I was thinking that the saying about dogs eating grass might actually be true when—

Hana, who had been watching the wolf cub intently, suddenly started drooling as she stared at the vegetables the cub was eagerly eating. They must have looked delicious to her.

After staring blankly for a while, she pointed at a tomato and asked the wolf cub:

"Can Hana eat this too?"

When Hana asked, the wolf cub wagged its tail happily and nudged the tomato toward her with its nose. Seeing this, Hana bowed her head in gratitude.

"Thank you...!"

And so began their shared meal. I watched Hana lying on her stomach eating the tomato, considered saying something, but decided to just pat her head since she looked so cute.

*I should teach her table manners next time.*

I took a sip of coffee, deciding to teach her one thing at a time.

*...Now, what should I do about those Church people?*

I had sent a chimera, but one chimera wouldn't be enough to completely deal with the Church. To handle them properly, it seemed better for me to go personally.

*The problem is Hana.*

Protecting Hana or wiping out the Church wouldn't be difficult, but the issue was what Hana might see and hear during the process.

*...So ideally, I'd like to leave Hana at home for a while.*

But she'd probably cry and make a fuss. I needed to find another way. I needed a method to deal with the Church without separating from Hana... wait a minute.

*Come to think of it, hasn't Hana become less dependent on me recently?*

Unlike in the past when she was always in my arms, lately she's been playing by herself and spending time away from me. Maybe it would be okay? With that thought, I tentatively asked, "Can Daddy go somewhere else for a bit?"

"No. Not allowed."

Hana firmly refused.

"But... Daddy just needs to go for a little while. Just one day?"
"Not allowed. Hana will be upset."
"......"

She resembled Lucia in how she firmly refused things she truly disliked, even though she usually went along with everything else. Seeing Hana's resolute response, I decided to give up on going alone and picked her up.

*There must be another way.*

I decided to think about it slowly and, for now, resolved to use the chimera to cause as much damage as possible.

* * * * *

When evening came, Hana squirmed into my arms. Wondering why, I looked at her, and she clutched my clothes tightly while saying in a small voice:

"Daddy... you can go if you want to."

I blinked at her words, and Hana continued with a dejected expression:

"Hana... wants Daddy to do what he wants to do."
"......"
"But you have to come back quickly. Hana... will cry a lot without Daddy."

She must have said this for my sake. I froze at Hana's maturity, which seemed greater than my own, then shook my head and said:

"I won't go."

At those words, Hana's eyes sparkled, as if she had been hoping I wouldn't go, and she quickly asked:

"...Really?"
"Really."

In the past, I had to go because serious problems would arise if I didn't, but now it was just a choice, and it didn't matter much if I didn't go.

*And more than anything, I don't want to leave Hana behind.*

I decided not to go, not wanting to see Hana cry anymore, and patted her head.

"Oh my dear daughter. What would you do without Daddy?"
"Hana can't be without Daddy... so you can't go."
"Okay, I won't go anywhere."

I hooked my pinky with Hana's outstretched one, making the promise.

* * * * *

Contrary to my expectation that they would come in the evening, the Church people took no action and left us alone even as the next day arrived.

*I don't know if it's because the Central Church was destroyed and they don't have the capacity to deal with us, or if there's another reason.*

I was hoping they would come to me quickly to meet their deaths.

*That way I could also get information about the World Tree.*

I decided that if they didn't come, I would go find them myself. As I was fixing the bangs of the sleeping Hana, the wolf cub, which had just woken up, looked around and approached me.

*Does it have something to say?*

Unfortunately, unlike with Hana, I couldn't understand animal language, so I couldn't understand what it was saying. I just pretended to listen while watching it when—

- Whirr

I saw blue Mana emanating from the wolf cub.

What was it trying to do? I silently watched, ready to dispel the Mana if it seemed dangerous. Hana, who had woken up at some point, slowly approached the wolf cub and, while nodding off, told me:

"Daddy... the puppy... says there's a place it wants to go."
"A place it wants to go?"
"Yes... it says it's related to Hana."

From those words, I instinctively knew that the place the wolf wanted to go was related to the "World Tree."

*If that's the case, we should go.*

Even if it wasn't, there was nothing to lose, so I nodded, deciding to go.

* * *

Following the wolf, we arrived at the location of the dead World Tree. Wondering why we had suddenly come here, I looked down at the wolf cub with a puzzled expression. The wolf cub wagged its tail happily and began scratching the surface of the World Tree with its claws.

*...Don't tell me it came here just to scratch its claws because they were itchy?*

I had come thinking we might discover information about the World Tree since it was related to Hana, but watching its actions, it seemed like we'd just be going back after it scratched its claws. I was chuckling at this when suddenly the surrounding grass began to shake violently.

*What's this?*

It sounded like something was approaching. I prepared to draw my sword from the spatial pocket at any moment, but contrary to my concerns, what appeared were numerous divine beasts.

"...Woah!"

Seeing the many divine beasts gathered, Hana's eyes sparkled. With what seemed like the happiest smile in the world, she said to me:

"Daddy... look, look!"

She seemed very happy to see so many divine beasts. I smiled along with her and then put her down so she could play with them.

*It seems the wolf scratched the World Tree to summon the other divine beasts.*

As an apology for misunderstanding, I took out a piece of jerky from my spatial pocket and threw it to the wolf. As I watched, something strange caught my eye.

*Come to think of it, all the divine beasts' bodies are covered in wounds.*

Wounds that looked like they had been cut or stabbed by blades like swords and spears. Seeing these wounds, I recalled what had happened yesterday.

The sight of the priests attacking the wolf cub with blades. Recalling that scene, I realized that something significant was intertwined here.

Ch.BONUS - God
"The Church is trying to capture divine beasts..."

This fact only amplified my doubts.
The essence of divine beasts is "mana."
I couldn't understand why the Church, which primarily uses divine power, would need them.

*And it's strange that the Church, which cares so much about its image, would be running around in broad daylight hunting divine beasts.*

Everything seemed out of place, not fitting the normal pattern.
While I was pondering what they might be hiding...

Hana hugged the injured divine beasts and began mimicking what Lucia usually did.

"Need to blow... blow...!"

She was repeating the words Lucia had used when treating Hana after she fell while running.
I was smiling at how cute it was when I suddenly noticed pure white healing energy flowing from Hana's hands.

*...Healing power?*

I was surprised to see Hana using healing abilities, but she was skillfully treating the divine beasts' wounds better than I expected.

*That level of healing ability seems comparable to Lucia's.*

Similar to Lucia, who possessed unique healing abilities surpassing even the Pope...
If she's already this good, I can't imagine how powerful her healing abilities will be when she grows up.

I smiled absently, entertaining the silly thought that when Hana grows up, she might even be able to resurrect the dead.

*I'm just happy.*

I was simply pleased without reason at the thought of my child being exceptional. While watching her, Hana, who had been concentrating on healing, suddenly looked in my direction, smiled brightly, and started waving her hand. I waved back with a smile.

* * *

After healing all the divine beasts, Hana picked up the baby wolf she had seen first and walked toward me.

I was smiling at the baby wolf being dragged along like melted cheese when Hana grabbed its paw, waved it at me, and said:

"It's a roar... roar!"

...A wolf that goes "roar"?
Setting that aside, why is she suddenly roaring? I looked at Hana questioningly, and she proudly smiled at me and said:

"Daddy, scary...!"
"Huh?"

I had no idea what she meant by "scary."
Wondering if there was some hidden meaning, I looked at her with a puzzled expression. Hana clung to me and began explaining:

"When woof-woof says roar... woof-woof becomes scary like a tiger...!"

Hmm... I don't understand.
If Lucia were here, she could have interpreted it for me, but unfortunately, I could only nod along. As I was brushing animal fur off Hana's cheeks, she suddenly seemed to spot something, put down the wolf, and ran forward.

Curious about what made her run off, I followed her and found an old-looking book.

*A book?*

Just from its appearance, it resembled the "scripture" from the Church, which raised questions.
I wondered why something like this would be here. When I picked it up, intense mana spread out and tried to engulf me, but that was all. It was instead consumed by my divine power and disappeared.

This experience made me curious.
Why would something that looked like scripture emit mana rather than divine power? With that thought, I opened the book and saw:

[The Manufactured God]

A title that couldn't be dismissed as a joke.

*

The book was filled with words and designs that seemed to imitate scripture, but unlike its appearance, I could immediately tell that the content was closer to "black magic" than scripture.

*Though it uses roundabout language, from beginning to end it demands the sacrifice of numerous living beings.*

Realizing this, I couldn't help but let out a bitter laugh.
I finally understood how the situation was unfolding.

*After the Church collapsed, they must have gathered people under the pretext of rebuilding it.*

The problem was that they didn't actually gather people to rebuild the Church.
Instead, they gathered them to create a "god" as written in this scripture.

Reaching this conclusion, I could roughly understand why they didn't care about the Church's public "image" and were recklessly capturing divine beasts.

*After all, if they succeed in creating a god, everything they've done before would become meaningless.*

So even if voices of discontent leak out, they seem to be proceeding as quickly as possible...
The question is, "Why do they want to create a god?"

*I can't figure out their purpose.*

Whether their goal is world destruction or power, I still can't grasp it.
I'd probably need to meet the Pope or whoever's in charge to know the exact reason.
No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't understand why they needed to create a god.

*I wish Miria were here.*

Unfortunately, she's at home, so I have to solve this alone.
I burned the book that imitated scripture with divine power and said to Hana:

"Hana, shall we... go?"

Just as I was about to suggest we head back, I noticed Hana doing something strange.

She was standing with many divine beasts, all with their hands stretched upward, eyes closed.
It looked cute but also puzzling, so I asked her what she was doing.

"Sunlight makes Hana grow faster... so I'm looking at Mr. Sun."

Her answer was rather surprising.

*...It must be the influence of the divine beasts.*

I wasn't sure if this was a good influence or not, and as I was smiling awkwardly, Hana tugged at my clothes and said:

"Daddy too... do it!"
"Me too...?"
"Yeah!"

Though taken aback, I stretched my hands toward the sky as Hana wanted.
Seeing this, Hana smiled brightly and struck the same pose with a proud expression.

*

After "photosynthesizing" for quite some time, we returned to our lodging.

Hana was a bit upset about leaving the divine beasts, but when I told her we could meet them again tomorrow, she followed me, though still looking glum.

"Today... playing with woof-woof and meow-meow and quack-quack... made me happy. I think I'm the happiest in the world."
"Really?"
"Yeah. And... Hana is so happy to be with Daddy."

As I was smiling and responding "me too" to Hana's words, I suddenly sensed commotion outside our lodging.

*Has the Church arrived?*

Thinking they were later than expected, I was about to prepare when something completely unexpected caught my eye outside.

*A suicide bombing?*

I never imagined they would attempt such a thing wearing priest robes.
I let out a bitter laugh and deployed my divine power.

"Hana, could you close your eyes for a moment?"
"Yeah. Hana is good at hide and seek...!"

Hide and seek? The word choice was odd, but that wasn't important right now, so I decided to let it go.
I decided to capture those terrorists first and slowly walked out of the lodging while holding Hana.

As I stepped outside, people who appeared to be priests and holy knights all looked at me.
Apparently, they hadn't expected their target to come out so openly.
I looked at them and drew my sword from subspace.

*With Hana here, I should finish this quickly.*

Thinking that this world really isn't good for Hana's emotional development, I decided that after this trip, I wouldn't bring her along unless absolutely necessary.

*So for this opportunity...*

Deciding to show her as much as possible and only the good things, I used divine power to crush everyone except the one who appeared to be the highest-ranking.

BOOM!

As I pressed down, the bombs they were carrying began to explode one by one.
Judging by the fluctuating mana, they seemed to have brought quite powerful bombs.
But they were no match for the divine power I had spread around, and though I heard the sound, no shock waves reached us.

"H-how...?"

Voices filled with terror filled the air.
Feeling laughter about to burst out at those all-too-familiar sounds, I slowly moved forward.

"S-stay back!"

As I advanced, screams and voices trying to push me away were heard.
As I approached the priest in dust-covered robes, contemplating what pain to inflict, the fallen priest pulled out a scripture like the one I had seen earlier and shouted at me:

"Y-you wicked heretic! Do you think you'll get away with this?"

His repertoire was similar to the one I saw yesterday.
Thinking that Church people never seem to grow, I was about to thrust my sword when I heard something completely unexpected:

"Even if you kill us! Our new god Jung Hyun and goddess will not forgive you! Step back if you don't want divine punishment!"

...What?
I could only blink my eyes and stare at him.

Ch.BONUS - Pope Game
I laughed mockingly at the priest who called me a god. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine I'd hear such words.

*A demon has called me kin before, but this is the first time I've been called a god.*

What on earth happened while I was gone to warrant such words? My curiosity piqued, I stepped on the priest's body and asked, "Jung Hyun, you say?"

When I posed the question, the priest—perhaps thinking his threat had worked—looked at me with an expression mixed with hope and hastily replied.

"Y-yes! The hero who became an evil god... but even as an evil god, you couldn't abandon humanity, Lord Jung Hyun!"

"..."

I couldn't deny being called an evil god, that much was true. But I distinctly remembered killing everyone I disliked before returning to Earth. So why was I now being portrayed as an evil god who chose humanity?

*Did the new church alter my image to make it more useful for them?*

That was the only explanation I could think of. I was about to question the priest further when Hana, who was nestled in my arms with her face buried against my chest, protested loudly.

"No, Daddy is good...!"

"..."

"Don't say bad things about Daddy...! Hana will get angry!"

At those words, the priest stared at me with a dumbfounded expression. I looked at him and said, "That's my daughter," before bursting his head.

*I don't want unnecessary information spreading around.*

I patted Hana's back as she kept her face buried against me and turned my gaze elsewhere. The situation had been resolved with the death of the last priest, but... the problem was that we'd drawn too much attention.

Seeing guards, knights, and priests gathering from all directions, I decided it was time to leave.

* * * * *

*I never thought I'd actually need to use these emergency supplies.*

I awkwardly smiled as I pulled out the camping gear I'd brought for emergencies. I had originally planned to return home immediately, but Hana kept saying something about being "taken away by the mommies" if we went home, so I had no choice but to stay here.

*Well, this isn't so bad either.*

I had spread my Divine Power widely, preventing others from approaching. Even if someone did come, the Holy Undead I'd summoned would handle them, so there was no danger. I could relax completely...

*With Hana and the divine beasts around, just looking at them is healing.*

It feels purifying just lying here. I chuckled when I realized that this trip, meant to comfort Hana, had actually become my healing retreat.

*Let's just enjoy the good things.*

As the sunlight slowly filtered in and I was drifting off to sleep, Hana approached and touched my cheek, saying, "Daddy sleep. Hana will protect you."

It was what I often said to her before bedtime. Hearing those words from her instead was quite amusing, and I nodded.

"Then I'll leave it to you."
"Mm-hmm!"

Seeing my daughter's confident response, I slowly closed my eyes.

*

When I woke up, I found Hana sleeping peacefully on top of me. I spent a moment healing myself by looking at her chubby cheeks before slowly getting up.

*Now, let's get to work.*

I decided to take care of some business while Hana was asleep.

*I'd like to storm the church directly, but...*

If I did that, there would be no one but spirits to protect Hana, so I needed another approach. This time, instead of chimeras, I summoned Royal Ragdoll Golems and Holy Undead, giving them brief orders.

"Kill or destroy everything related to the church, and bring the Pope to me."

At that command, all the corpses I had accumulated in my spatial storage rose and pledged to follow my orders. I turned my gaze toward them and sprinkled Divine Power over them.

*Giving them Divine Power will allow them to maintain their form even outside sacred territory.*

And more importantly, it would grant them immense regenerative abilities and strength. I watched the dispersal of thousands of undead troops with a solemn expression.

*Whatever the reason, they tried to kill Hana.*

I was determined to make them pay dearly for that, regardless of their motives, as I gently stroked the back of Hana's head.

* * * * *

Perhaps because of the large number of undead troops I sent, they inflicted even more damage than the chimeras had, while quickly spreading a particular rumor:

[The church has committed sins, and God is delivering divine punishment.]

I had somewhat intended for such rumors to spread, but there were three main reasons why this exact rumor circulated despite my not being directly involved:

*The church already had a poor image.*

The fact that the invaders were "undead created with Divine Power," and that these undead were "only killing people of the church."

When all these factors combined and continued to be exaggerated, the church's past actions in trying to "create a manufactured god" were reexamined. The accumulated resentment led to people wishing for divine punishment upon them, which is how such rumors spread.

*It reminds me of the old days.*

Of course, back then, in addition to activities like this, I would personally cut off the heads of subordinates or loved ones and send them as gifts in boxes. But thanks to "Hana therapy," I no longer felt like doing such cruel things.

*I guess that means I've grown.*

I thought to myself that people really do mellow with age as I sipped my coffee. Then I noticed a group of undead in the distance, piling up the bodies of priests like a mountain.

*Oh right, I was planning to make golems out of those priests.*

Royal Ragdoll Golem and Holy Ragdoll Golem—just hearing those names made for an impressive lineup, and I was feeling quite satisfied when Hana approached me holding a worm.

"Daddy. Eat this."

"...?"

Confused, I looked at Hana, who was holding a snow-white bird in her arms.

"Birdie said this is yummy. So I brought it for Daddy."
"...R-really?"
"Yes. Yummy things are for Daddy."
"..."

I tried to look away from the wriggling worm. As much as it was a gift from my daughter, eating a worm was a bit much.

"Hana, I... Daddy doesn't like worms, so I don't think I can eat it."

At those words, Hana looked at me with a somewhat surprised expression. She glanced back and forth between the worm and me, then spoke with a dejected look.

"Then there's nothing we can do."

With those final words, she placed the worm on the ground and told me:

"You shouldn't be picky... but since you're Daddy, Hana will forgive you this time."
"..."
"But next time, you have to eat everything... promise...!"

Is this what Lucia used to say to Hana? I hooked my pinky with Hana's outstretched one and was smiling when Hana climbed onto my lap and hugged me tightly, as if we'd made a solemn pact.

*...How am I ever going to let Hana get married?*

She's already so precious now—I might shed tears of blood if she brings home a boyfriend someday. I was considering just keeping her with me forever while feeding her snacks when—

"GROOOWL."

In the distance, I could see an undead creature roaring and dragging something toward us. Curious, I took a closer look and saw a woman wearing a snow-white crown being dragged along.

*She looks familiar somehow.*

Trying to place where I'd seen her before, I examined her face and recognized someone I hadn't seen in a long time.

"Regina?"

An old acquaintance from the Academy with whom I had a tenacious, unpleasant connection. More like a slave than an acquaintance, perhaps? Either way, I was pleased to see Regina again and greeted her with a bright smile.

"It's been a while, hasn't it?"

At those words, Regina looked up at me with a face drained of all color.

"H-how are you...?"

The moment I heard those words, I could roughly guess how this whole situation had unfolded.

*She must have used the framework I created to expand her influence.*

With the church gone and the kingdom in ruins, there would have been nothing standing in Regina's way.

*And considering Regina's family status and the fact that her followers were nobles...*

Seizing power wouldn't have been difficult.

*And to reduce the resistance from existing church followers when taking control...*

She would have mixed in nonsense about rebuilding the existing church. I thought to myself that she had always been disgustingly cunning, and I smiled.

*So that's why I was involved in this.*

Having understood the context, I spoke to Regina with a mocking expression.

"Looks like you've been enjoying playing Pope."

At those words, she bowed her head deeply, with an expression that suggested she had given up all will to live.

Ch.BONUS - Back Home
No matter how persistent a bad relationship might be, it's quite pleasant to meet "unexpectedly, by chance" in an unexpected place. Perhaps it's because even resentment becomes a form of attachment over time.

*Of course, I'm not sure if Regina feels the same way...*

Regardless, thinking it was nice to see her, I patted Regina's shoulder.

"Hey, good to see you?"
"...Eek!"

The moment she squeaked, I couldn't help but laugh.
Regina might be like this now, but in the past, she was the child of a prestigious family on an elite path, always pretending to be refined.

*If my past self saw the current Regina, I'd probably laugh in disbelief.*

It's funny even now, but how much funnier would it be if seen from the past? Thinking I'd love to send this image to my past self if possible, I pulled out my sword from my spatial storage.

*In the old days, I would have immediately stabbed her with the sword...*

But I couldn't do something so cruel in front of Hana, so I decided to be satisfied with just talking for now.

"So, is playing Pope fun?"
"T-that... I only did it because you told me to..."

While that's an undeniable fact, acknowledging Regina's words was somehow unpleasant, so I wiggled my sword as a signal.

"I-i-it was fun."

She stammered, quickly agreeing.

"Oh really? That's good."

Feeling quite pleased that her job satisfaction seemed high, I decided to ask my old acquaintance Regina for a favor.

*Of course, she probably wouldn't listen if I just asked nicely.*

I continued speaking while waving my sword—a magical blade imbued with "sincerity," "consideration," and "genuine feeling."

"So I have a favor to ask."
"..."
"Answer me."
"A-anything, just tell me..."
"Hand over all items and information related to the World Tree."

Ah, "hand over" sounds like a threat, so I should change my wording. After considering how to phrase it, I made the gentlest suggestion I could.

"I mean, can you give me everything?"
"..."

Regina nodded quickly in response to my request without a moment's hesitation.

"I-I'll give you anything... just, please let me go now."

We've been together for less than ten minutes, yet she's already asking to leave, which makes me feel sad. I was about to express my hurt feelings, but then...

*I shouldn't let Hana misunderstand if she sees this.*

So I decided to stop here and nodded.

"Fine, I'll let you go. But bring all the items here by this evening."

At my words, Regina exhaled in relief as if seeing a ray of hope and nodded.

"I will... I definitely will."

Just as I was thinking how nice it is to have acquaintances and how things were working out easily thanks to an old friend, Regina glanced at me nervously and began crawling away on all fours.

Seeing this, one of the undead looked at me as if asking whether to bring her back, but I waved my hand dismissively.

"Oh, and tell the other undead that this is enough and they should start coming back now."
"Grrrr."

As the undead acknowledged and departed, I nodded with satisfaction.

* * * * *

I smiled watching Hana singing together with the divine beasts.

*Maybe because she's the World Tree, but she seems to enjoy playing here more than being at home.*

While I was thinking that I should have gotten a house with a garden if I'd known she would like it this much, the baby wolf I'd met earlier licked Hana's head, making her hair stand straight up.

*She's got a bird's nest now.*

I was laughing because it looked so cute when suddenly Hana looked at her reflection in the river.

"Wow..."

She exclaimed with sparkling eyes.

"Like Daddy..."

...Me?
I suppose since I occasionally style my hair up, she thought her raised hair looked similar to mine.

*It looks completely different to me though.*

Unable to either agree or disagree, I just smiled, while Hana kept pushing her hair upward with her hands, giggling "hehe."

*Her hair's becoming a mess.*

Thinking that Miria would probably tease her for looking silly if she saw this, I was about to take out Hana's special comb from my spatial storage when Hana suddenly approached me.

"I look just like Daddy...!"

She pointed proudly at her hair, looking quite pleased with herself. Then she beamed with satisfaction and clung to me.

"Is Hana pretty?"

Since she couldn't possibly be anything but pretty no matter what she did, I nodded, and Hana, clearly delighted with my answer, once again pushed her hair upward with her hands and smiled contentedly. After playing with her hair for a while, she suddenly seemed to remember something, clapped her hands once, and began trotting off somewhere.

*What is she doing?*

Curious, I followed her and saw Hana grabbing nearby divine beasts and making their fur stand up just like her hair.

"Hana... what are you doing?"

Confused, I asked what she was doing, and Hana stood up, smiled broadly, and told me:

"Daddy looks good... so I'm doing it for the woof-woofs and meow-meows."
"Really?"
"Yep. Should I do it for Daddy too?"

Before I could answer, Hana came over to me and messed up my hair, making it stand up. I chuckled at my rapidly disheveled hair before giving up and letting Hana have her way with it.

*I can wash it later anyway.*

There was no need to hurt Hana's feelings by saying no. As my hair was becoming increasingly messy, I spotted Regina hurriedly approaching with Church clerics.

*Looks like she's gathered everything.*

Though it was a shame, a promise is a promise, so I decided to let her go after this and prepared to greet Regina.

* * * * *

I exclaimed in admiration at the pile of items before me.

*There's more than I expected.*

I thought there would be at most 10 items, but there appeared to be well over 100. I nodded in approval. Despite her personality, Regina was always good at her job.

*Though she might be good at it because she'd die otherwise.*

Since that wasn't my concern, I brushed it aside. I examined the items and told Regina:

"From now on, collect any items or creatures related to the World Tree and top-grade elixirs whenever you see them."
"..."
"If you gather them well, I won't bother you anymore."

Regina hastily nodded at my proposal, saying she would do so. I smiled, quite satisfied with her response.

*Now I can continuously get the items I want without having to come to this world.*

Thinking that one annoying task had been eliminated, I stroked Hana's cheek as she nestled in my arms and continued:

"And since I'm a person with a conscience, I'll give you a gift."

At those words, Regina quickly shook her head and began screaming, "P-please spare me!"
I blinked in confusion at Regina's reaction, and she spoke to me with a trembling voice:

"T-the gifts you talk about are things like torture or corpses..."

I felt indignant and wanted to refute her words, but thinking about it, I realized I couldn't remember giving her anything else, so I had to keep quiet.

*Besides, the gift I was planning to give is indeed a corpse...*

Thinking she was quite perceptive, I paused for a moment before pretending not to have heard and snapped my fingers. Once she received it, she wouldn't think that way anymore.

A corpse golem made from the bodies of clerics that the undead had captured. Unlike the Royal Ragdoll Golem, it unfortunately lacked something like the Flower of Life, making it impossible to secure vitality on its own. But if I infused it with my vast divine power, it could move by itself for years even if left unattended.

I created the Holy Ragdoll Golem as originally planned, then smiled brightly at Regina and said:

"I'll lend you this."
"..."

Regina stared blankly at the golem made from her colleagues or subordinates. Emotionally, she probably didn't want to accept it, but considering the power this Holy Ragdoll Golem would demonstrate, her rational side was likely telling her she should.

I told the Holy Ragdoll Golem to take good care of Regina and then turned my attention elsewhere. All that remained was to check the items Regina had brought.

*Let's see, there's Growth Elixir... oh, and things like branches of the World Tree.*

Deciding to consult with Miria and Cynthia about how to use these, I put everything Regina had brought into my spatial storage.

*Well, it seems I've done everything I needed to do here.*

I patted the shoulder of Regina, who was prostrate in a miserable state, and stood up.

*Time to head back then.*

As I was stroking Hana's still-messy hair and about to call Cynthia—

"Awoo!"

Perhaps sensing I was about to leave, the baby wolf rubbed its cheek against my leg, and then gathered with the other divine beasts in front of Hana and me.

They wagged their tails, showing their affection, and then began to leave with the other divine beasts. They probably left first so Hana and I wouldn't feel burdened when departing.

"..."

Hana watched them with a very disappointed expression, but soon shook it off and snuggled into my arms.

I patted Hana's tiny back, deciding to conclude this long journey to another world.

*

When we returned home, Lucia welcomed us. She laughed for a while at our disheveled appearance, then told me with a face full of mirth:

"I'll wash you up since we need to make Hana a sibling later."
"...?"

With that somewhat creepy statement, Lucia extended her hand to me. I realized something was wrong and tried to escape, but Lucia caught me first, bringing things to an end.

Ch.BONUS - One Younger Sibling 1
After calming Lucia down, I immediately went to see Cynthia and Miria to show them the items I had extracted from Regina.

*I should show them as soon as possible so we can get a general idea of what we're working with.*

Since they were both busy with childcare, it would be impossible to process everything quickly. Still, just showing them what items we had in advance would speed things up. This preliminary review was somewhat essential.

I nodded to myself, insisting this wasn't just an excuse to escape from Lucia. As the three of us were sorting through the items, Miria spoke to me with a worried voice.

"Jung Hyun, you know... Hana is a World Tree, right? Is it really okay to feed her things made from World Trees?"

It was something I hadn't thought about... or more accurately, something I knew but had been deliberately ignoring. When the fact came out of Miria's mouth, I couldn't help but freeze.

Not knowing how to respond, I just stared blankly at Miria, who continued awkwardly.

"How should I put this... it's like feeding chicken to a chick? It feels wrong."
"..."

A brief silence followed as Miria finished speaking. I tried to break the silence to avoid making Miria uncomfortable, but no words came to mind, so I could only keep my mouth shut.

"Ahaha... forget it... it's nothing!"

As the silence persisted, Miria quickly waved her hand as if it were nothing, but the awkward silence showed no signs of ending. As we continued to fidget with the items in this renewed silence...

"Miria is right... Setting aside whether it's morally correct, we should check if there are any side effects from consuming one's own species."

Cynthia brought up the topic again, introducing a new angle. As I was wondering how to respond, Miria quickly spoke up, seemingly having thought of something.

"...I think I made a poor comparison. To be precise, it's not cannibalism but more like absorbing power, which seems more accurate."

When she reframed it as absorbing power, the discomfort significantly decreased. And moreover, it wasn't wrong. Hearing this, I quickly nodded in agreement, not wanting to delve into further philosophical contemplation.

"That makes sense."

The truth didn't matter. What mattered now was moving past this topic.

*Besides, if it really bothers us, we simply don't have to feed it to her.*

Hana is already perfect as she is, so why would we need to add anything? I decided to just classify the items for now and not use them if they seemed questionable, looking down at what we had.

*The useful ones are the Growth Elixir, Elixir, and World Tree Branch—these three.*

All of them would help with growth. While using them directly would be quite beneficial, processing them could yield even better results, so I decided to leave that to Cynthia.

*And I need to think about whether to feed them to Hana at all.*

I patted Cynthia's back, who was still soaked in fatigue, and decided to focus on childcare with the spirits for a while.

* * * * *

"Onni here...!"
"Baa."
"Not Appa, but Onni...!"
"Mama."

I laughed for a long time watching Hana trying to teach something to her siblings. It was adorable seeing her act like a big sister when, in my eyes, they were all babies.

*In my view, they're all babies, but Hana clearly doesn't think so.*

Thinking how cute it was, I was recording it on video when Hana looked at her siblings and said to me:

"Appa, listen. Hana has something to say."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"Hana's siblings... they're too cute. What should I do...?"

Her serious tone made me burst into laughter a second time. Hana tilted her head, not understanding my reaction, but soon joined in laughing and snuggled into my arms.

As I continued stroking her head, Hana, still in my arms, introduced her siblings one by one.

"This is Seoa...!"

The first child was Lee Seoa. She was a girl with snow-white hair like Lucia, with the same innocent-looking features.

"Next is... Sehyun...!"

The second was Serena, a boy with blue hair like Charlotte.

"And Seora!"

The last was Lee Seola, a girl who inherited Cynthia's appearance.

There was also Miria's child, but since it was still in "egg" form, we couldn't see what it looked like, so it wasn't included in this introduction.

If I had to guess a name, it might be something like "Lee Sina."

*We don't even know if it's a boy or a girl yet.*

As I was thinking I just hoped the baby would be born healthy, Hana suddenly grinned while looking at her siblings.

"So cuuuute..."

I guess just looking at them makes her happy. I smiled, glad that Hana loved her siblings, when a mischievous thought crossed my mind and I asked her a question.

"Hana, do you like your siblings?"
"Yes! I love them so much."
"Then who do you like more, Appa or your siblings?"

At that, Hana looked at me as if I was asking something obvious.

"Appa! Hana loves Appa the most...!"

To be honest, I thought she might hesitate even for a moment, but her immediate answer gave me a strange feeling. As I stared blankly at Hana's beaming face, Charlotte entered the room with a yawn.

"Need any help?"

A brief question. I shook my head saying it was fine, and Charlotte sat down next to me as if it were natural.

"Aren't they cute?"

Just as I was about to answer, Hana popped her head up first and spoke to Charlotte.

"Yes. Hana's siblings are cute, so Hana is happy...!"

Charlotte seemed quite pleased with Hana's answer, her lips twitching into a smile as she spoke.

"Really? That's good."
"Yes."
"Then Hana, would you be happy if you had even more siblings?"

For a moment, I looked around in alarm, thinking Lucia had come in, but there was only me, Hana, and Charlotte.

I was surprised that Charlotte would say such a thing and looked at her with a shocked expression.

"What? I can say things like this too."

She avoided my gaze with a reddened face.

"Besides, I always planned to have several children..."
"..."

As I stared blankly at Charlotte, she kept clearing her throat and started to shrink back.

"I-if you don't want to, forget it..."

As she was becoming increasingly timid, Hana put her hands on both cheeks and exclaimed "Woah!" before saying:

"If Hana gets more siblings... does Hana become a big onni...?"

Big sister? It's not wrong, but something about her intonation was strange. As I was wondering how to correct her, Charlotte saw this as an opportunity and quickly nodded, persuading Hana.

"That's right, Hana. If Jung Hyun decides, you can become a big sister."
"...Really?"
"Yes, really. You don't doubt your auntie, do you?"
"I believe you...!"
"As expected, Hana is so smart."

In this situation where everyone except me was smiling, I wondered what I should do. Caught off guard by Charlotte's sudden attack, I was sighing with my head in my hands when Charlotte whispered to me with a somewhat restless expression.

"If you don't want to... I don't want to force you."

When she puts it like that, my heart can't help but soften. I immediately shook my head and said "Of course I'd like that," and Charlotte, upon hearing this:

"Oh really? I'll remember that."

She immediately stood up, as if she had gotten everything she wanted. Realizing I had been completely baited, I stared blankly, and Charlotte smiled, gave me a light kiss, and left.

*After Lucia, it's Charlotte's turn...*

I was sighing, thinking I might look as exhausted as Mira tomorrow, when Hana looked up at me and whispered in a small voice:

"Appa, if it's hard, Hana is okay."
"Huh?"
"Hana is okay without more siblings."

This made my thoughts rather complicated, and I quickly shook my head and spoke to Hana.

"That's not it, it's..."

I wasn't sure what to say. After a moment of consideration, I squeezed out an answer.

"Daddy is just... so happy. If Hana gets more siblings, Daddy will be happy too..."

I knew this was setting myself up for trouble, but I couldn't disappoint Hana. I was seriously considering running away for a while when Hana seemed to remember something and asked me:

"Oh right. Appa, how are Hana's siblings made?"

Ch.BONUS - One Younger Sibling 2
When my daughter asked me how babies are made, I was momentarily speechless.

I'd heard about parents facing these questions on internet forums, but never imagined I'd be hearing it myself.

*What should I even say?*

Should I just say I don't know? Or maybe tell her the stork brings babies?

I sensed that no answer would satisfy Hana, and was sighing deeply when suddenly Lucia burst into the room trying to shout something.

"Sex...!"

Thankfully, Miria, who was behind her, quickly covered Lucia's mouth, preventing the worst-case scenario. But since Hana had already heard the first syllable, it was going to be difficult to brush this off.

*What a headache.*

As I held my forehead wondering how to get out of this situation, Lucia was still making muffled sounds, trying to express something.

"Please take Lucia away..."
"I'll lock her in a room too."

I was mentally sending infinite thanks to Miria when Hana tugged at my clothes.

"Daddy, what's 'tek'?"
"Tek...?"
"Yeah. Mommy just said 'tek!'"

Fortunately, she had heard "tek" instead of "sex." Thinking I could somehow redirect the conversation, I was about to speak when—

"Ah! I know!"

Hana clapped her hands and told me with a proud expression:

"'Tek' is what you say when scolding someone... so when someone gets scolded, a baby is made... right?!"
"...Huh?"
"Now that I think about it, my puppy once told me he heard crying from Mommy's room. Daddy scolded Mommy, so a baby was made."

I wasn't sure what to call this situation.
My mouth went dry and I kept clearing my throat, but finding the right words was difficult, so I could only swallow.

*Maybe it's better to just let her misunderstand.*

I was considering pretending not to have heard since I had nothing else to say, when Hana started saying something I couldn't ignore.

"So... since I want lots of siblings... I'm going to say 'tek!' to Mommy."
"What?"

Then, after nodding at me a few times with determination, she ran out of the room with a bright smile. I called after her in confusion.

"H-Hana?"

But there was no answer, as she had probably already gone to Lucia.

*This is maddening.*

This is exactly why you need to be careful what you say in front of children. I sighed and decided to go find Lucia.

* * * * *

"Mmmphhh!"
"Mommy tek! Bad...! You need to be scolded!"
"Mmmphhh!"
"Lucia, just stay quiet for a bit."

This was more chaotic than a marketplace.
Lucia with her mouth covered, Miria trying to calm her down, and Hana scolding Lucia. As I was sighing at this scene that would bring tears to anyone's eyes, Miria covered her face and said to me:

"Don't just stand there watching, help us..."

What could I do to help?
I decided it would be best to at least stop Hana, so I picked her up. She turned to me and started saying spine-chilling things like "Daddy! I think Hana's going to get another sibling!"

"R-really?"
"Yeah. So Hana is happy..."

Seeing Lucia's eyes sparkle after hearing Hana's words, it seemed she was planning to use this as leverage to forcefully take something from me. Lamenting where the innocent and fragile Lucia had gone, I spoke to Hana:

"But you shouldn't say 'tek' to Mommy anymore. Understand?"
"Yeah... I don't really get it."
"That's okay, just don't do it again from now on."

I decided to first defuse this chaotic situation and moved into action.

* * * * *

- No More Dick!

The somewhat shocking sound coming from MeTube.
I glanced at the video Miria was watching behind me, then turned my gaze away and spoke to Lucia.

"I'm not doing anything with you for a week, just so you know."
"What? What?"
"You crossed the line by far this time, so this is your punishment."

If the world were to collapse, one might make such an expression.
I deliberately ignored Lucia's face, which looked like she was about to cry, and continued:

"It would be one thing if it were just us, but saying such things in front of Hana is not okay."
"...Yes."
"I'm not expecting perfection from you, but we should at least maintain some basic standards as parents."
"...I'm sorry."
"Of course, since it's the first time, I'll let it go with a one-week ban, but next time..."

Maybe because it was related to Hana, I was talking more than usual.
It was the first time I'd nagged so much, and even I was surprised at myself. Just then, Miria patted my back to calm me down.

"If you say any more, Lucia might cry. Why don't you stop there?"

At those words, I nodded and sighed lightly.
This should be enough for Lucia to reflect on her actions. As I was patting the sniffling Lucia's back to comfort her, Hana, who had been hiding nearby, peeked out and cautiously approached us.

Then, fidgeting nervously while looking at Lucia and me, she handed me a letter written in wobbly handwriting.

[I'm sorry. You shouldn't fight.]

She must have thought I was fighting with Lucia when I was scolding her.
I quickly explained "that's not what's happening" and picked her up.

"We're not fighting, so don't worry, okay?"
"Yeah..."

Hana nodded but still kept glancing at me nervously.
Seeing her like this, I decided that from now on, I would only scold Lucia in the evening... no, that's not what I meant. Anyway, I decided to do such things only when Hana wasn't around.

*I always end up reflecting on myself.*

I smiled bitterly, thinking that although I try my best, I always feel inadequate.

*I just need to try harder.*

I patted Hana, resolving to do everything I could for her.

*

After Hana fell asleep, I gathered my wives for a meeting.
The topic was "Should we send Hana to kindergarten?"

Everyone showed signs of contemplation as they looked at me, then began to share their opinions one by one.

First was Lucia.

"Where I lived, there was no such thing as kindergarten, but... there was a culture of letting young children play together."
"Really?"
"Yes. I was locked up so I couldn't play with them...! But that's what I heard was normal."
"......"

Feeling somewhat sad, I was stroking Lucia's hair when Charlotte spoke up.

"I don't think it's a bad idea. In my case, I made various connections by debuting in social circles from a young age. Of course... those connections have become meaningless now."
"......"

Feeling strange again, I stroked Charlotte's hair, and then Cynthia sighed and said:

"I've heard that nowadays, making friends in kindergarten helps children maintain those friendships when they enter elementary school, making it easier to adapt. Considering that, I think it would be good for her to go."

I nodded, thinking this made sense based on what I'd seen, when Miria spoke to me in a disgruntled voice:

"What are you talking about... Do you think Hana would separate from you?"

Since she had become less dependent on me recently, I thought she might be okay after a year or two, but Miria disagreed:

"You think so? From what I can see, she'll be clinging to you until puberty. No, she'll probably stick with you even as an adult."
"I'd be happy with that."
"......"

Miria looked at me as if she'd seen something unbelievable, then sighed and continued:

"Anyway, getting back to the point, given Hana's personality, she'll absolutely refuse to be separated from you, so how do you plan to send her to kindergarten? Shouldn't we think about that first?"

She was certainly right.
I sighed and ran my hand through my hair, then came up with an idea.

"Then we'll make it so she doesn't have to be separated."
"What?"
"I'll just open a kindergarten myself."

With the amount of money I had, it wouldn't be impossible.

*Even if it were impossible here...*

I didn't need to build a kindergarten on Earth; I could build one in the other world, so there wouldn't be any major problems.

*It would be nice to build it near the dead World Tree.*

There were divine beasts there too, so I thought Hana would like it.

*But what worries me is lazy boys approaching Hana.*

When I asked if it would be better to create a kindergarten that only allowed girls to prevent such unfortunate incidents—

"Jung Hyun... shall I tell you about my life story as a Saintess, with no connections to men for most of my life? I can also tell you what I did while being locked up."

With Lucia's tearful past story about to emerge, I had no choice but to quickly retract my words.

"Besides, the more you try to keep them apart, the more likely things are to go wrong, so it's better to leave them be as long as they don't cross the line."
"I'm never giving Hana away."
"What are you saying? No one's even asking for her yet."
"I'm not giving her away."
"Come on. You're not making any sense."

Miria shook her head and looked at me as if I were pathetic, then continued:

"Anyway, you should think about what to do. Overprotection isn't a good parenting method."

At those words, I nodded and decided to think more about this matter.

Ch.BONUS - Playground
I looked at Hana, who was nestled in my arms shaking her doll back and forth, and found myself deep in thought. I still hadn't decided whether sending Hana to kindergarten was the right choice. After mulling it over continuously, I decided to ask for her opinion first.

"Hana, do you know what kindergarten is?"

She nodded and replied, "Yes, I know. It's where babies go!"

While not technically wrong, hearing her say that was a bit disconcerting. I smiled awkwardly, nodded, and continued.

"Would you like to try going to kindergarten? You could make friends there, and it might be more fun than just being with daddy."

"No. Don't wanna."

Is this déjà vu I'm feeling?

Faced with her firm refusal, I quickly showed her videos about kindergarten and explained, "Look, you can play with friends you like and animal friends too, so going to kindergarten would be..."

"Hana likes daddy better."

"...Really?"

"Yes. Everything's okay if Hana has daddy."

This was going nowhere—I couldn't even continue the conversation, let alone persuade her. I considered pushing harder but realized it would likely backfire, so I decided to back off for now.

"Then if you ever want to go, make sure to tell daddy, okay?"

"Yes!"

"Let's promise."

As I completed our pinky promise, I realized we'd been doing this a lot more frequently lately.

*I wonder if there's somewhere else she could develop social skills besides kindergarten?*

Back in the day, kids would naturally develop these skills at playgrounds, but I'm not sure if that still applies nowadays.

*Still, it might be good to take her to the playground once a day, just in case.*

If she's lucky enough to befriend children her age, it could solve all my current worries. I steeled my resolve to help her make friends with other children.

"Hana, shall we play at the playground starting tomorrow?"

"Yes! Good."

When I suggested playing together, Hana nodded without hesitation. Hearing her answer, I casually brought up my real intention.

"And shall we make friends there too?"

At those words, Hana blinked up at me, then hugged her doll tightly and tilted her head.

"But Hana's friend is right here?"

I chuckled as I looked at the doll that moved along with Hana. While the spirit could certainly be considered a friend, what I wanted was for her to meet children her own age. So I asked if she'd like to make friends other than her doll.

"...Yes! Good."

Unlike before, she thought for a moment before agreeing. I gently poked her chubby cheek and said we'd do just that.

* * *

The next day around lunchtime, I could hear the noisy voices of children outside. Since it was the weekend, parents must have brought their children out to play. Deciding this was the perfect opportunity, I called for Hana.

"Hana, shall we go out?"

At my words, Hana bowed so deeply she nearly fell over and said, "I got it!" Then she grabbed a nearby bag and began stuffing things into it. Confused about why she was packing, I asked her.

"You never know what might happen. It's good to be perfectly prepared like this."

She crossed her arms proudly, imitating Miria. Seeing this, I thought, "She really picks up bad habits quickly," and decided to pinch Miria's cheek later.

"All done!"

I smiled at Hana with her luggage nearly as big as herself, then picked her up and said, "Where did my daughter get such thorough preparation skills from?"

"Daddy!"

"You're amazing, my daughter."

I expressed my affection by rubbing my cheek against her smiling face.

"Shall we go then?"

"Yes!"

I stroked Hana's head and headed outside.

*

"Woooow...! There are as many people as pebbles...!"

As Hana said, the playground was crowded with people gathered in clusters. Hearing the laughter and crying from all around, I asked Hana, "Is there anything you want to do?"

At my question, Hana looked around, then her eyes sparkled when she spotted ants crawling nearby. She squatted down to watch them, then grinned and told me, "Daddy...! There are so many ants here."

"R-really?"

I hadn't expected her to focus on ants when there were so many other things to play with. I nodded with a bewildered expression, and Hana rested her soft cheeks on both hands, focusing intently on the crawling ants.

*She's really something else.*

I decided to let her enjoy what she liked and watched her, when I noticed a little girl cautiously approaching Hana.

Curious, I stepped back to observe as the girl began speaking to Hana.

"H-hello?"

Hana, who had been absorbed in watching the ants, looked up with a tilted head. Seeing the girl her age, her eyes sparkled as she replied, "Hello!"

Then she bowed deeply as usual, causing the approaching girl to bow back in confusion. The sight was so adorable I couldn't help but smile.

*I hope they become friends.*

As I watched, Hana suddenly started patting the girl's head saying, "Good girl, good girl."

It was something I often did to Hana, but I never expected her to do it to someone her own age. While I was still surprised, Hana suddenly picked up her new friend like a puppy and came to me saying, "Daddy! Hana made a friend...!"

I could only hold my forehead as I watched Hana dragging her friend along. Generally, people don't appreciate being picked up without consent, so I was about to tell Hana to put her friend down, but—

"Hehehe."

Contrary to my expectations, the girl in Hana's arms was giggling and seemed to be enjoying herself.

*...That's unexpected.*

While I was thinking how fortunate this was, Hana, still hugging the girl tightly, said to me, "Daddy, I want to take her home."

"Huh?"

"Friend is nice. Want to be together."

"Well, that's..."

As I was struggling to explain why that wouldn't work, the girl in Hana's arms got down and said to Hana, "By the way, what's your name?"

"Hana...!"

"I'm Taeyeon."

"Taeyeon good...!"

"Me too!"

Somehow they seemed to understand each other, though I wasn't quite following. As I watched their adorable conversation, I overheard them talking.

"Hana, do you like Pani-Pang?"

"Yes."

"What about Pororo?"

"Like it...!"

"Really? Me too!"

Though the content didn't seem particularly important, they were giggling and chatting happily. As I was thinking how little I understood children's conversations, I noticed some elementary school kids nearby talking about Hana and Taeyeon.

"I'm jealous... I used to be like that too."

"I know, right..."

"I don't want to go to academy."

They sounded like world-weary old people. I turned around with a perplexed expression, and heard more comments about Hana.

"Isn't that blonde kid a celebrity? I've never seen such a pretty child before."

"She might be the prettiest baby I've ever seen."

"She might be a child actor or something."

Since I completely agreed that Hana was beautiful, I just nodded, when suddenly Hana dragged Taeyeon, who was bigger than her, over to me and started bowing to the elementary school students.

"Hello!"

The elementary students, though surprised, returned her greeting. Hana seemed quite satisfied with their response, her eyes sparkling. Then she grabbed my hand, pulled me toward her, and said, "Daddy should only look at Hana."

"Huh?"

"You can't play with other people... Daddy belongs to Hana..."

Apparently, Hana thought I was playing with those elementary school kids. I was surprised by how directly she expressed herself, and as she firmly held my hand and pulled me away, she suddenly seemed to have a good idea.

"Daddy, do you want to be friends with Taeyeon unnie too?!"

It seems Hana thinks friendship has no age limits. I smiled awkwardly and told her "That's okay," and Hana tilted her head, looked at me, then nodded as if she understood.

"I get it. Then play with Hana."

"Sure."

I squatted down to be at Hana's level, and she smiled brightly as our eyes met.

*I wonder who she takes after to be this beautiful.*

Thinking about how I felt even more reluctant to let her marry someday, I let out a sigh.

Ch.BONUS - Pigeon
"Hana, did you have fun at the playground?"
"Uh-huh. It was thiiis much fun."

I smiled as I watched Hana making a circle with her arms much larger than her own body.
If I had known she would enjoy it this much, I should have taken her there more often.
Feeling regretful about not doing so earlier, I gently patted her head.

*From now on, I'll have to take her regularly.*

Since she's made friends now, I can probably let her go without worrying too much.
I stretched while thinking that tomorrow I should pack some snacks to feed her throughout the day.

*Maybe I'll go a bit earlier tomorrow?*

I chuckled as I recalled how reluctant Hana had been when it was time to go home.

*

I rested my chin on my hand as I watched Lucia applying lotion to Hana's cheeks.
Usually Lucia acts more like Hana's friend than her mother.
But seeing her fulfill her motherly duties like this, she really is a mother after all.

*It's fascinating every time I see it.*

Is this what they mean when they say the position makes the person?
While I was thinking how admirable and impressive Lucia was,
she suddenly brightened up as if remembering something while rubbing Hana's cheeks.

"Oh right, Hana! Mommy bought you a present!"
"Pwesent?"
"Yes, a present! Here you go."

Curious about what gift she bought, I looked over and saw a children's book.
The title was wrapped in packaging paper so I couldn't see it,
but there was no denying it was a children's book, which made me puzzled.

*We already have mountains of children's books at home, why get another one?*

I know gifts are the giver's choice, but...
We must have over 100 unread children's books at home, so I couldn't understand why she chose another one.
Wondering if it might be a special book rather than an ordinary one, I checked the title.

[The Hero and the Garbage Church]

What an unusual title.

"...?"

As I stared at it in confusion, Lucia fidgeted shyly and explained:

"It's a special storybook I made myself for Hana. I worked on it bit by bit whenever I had time."
"Ah."

So that explains the title.
I was quite impressed that Lucia had made a storybook for Hana, so I patted her head.
Lucia looked extremely pleased and said to me:

"You can pat other places too if you want."

...Has her sex drive increased since having a child, or am I imagining things?
I gave Lucia a calming pat and then spoke to Hana.

"Aren't you lucky, Hana? Your mom made you a storybook herself."

At those words, Hana nodded her head quickly.
Hugging the book tightly to her chest, she said:

"Uh-huh... Hana happy... Hana will be the happiest in the world..."

Judging by her words, she was truly touched.
Seeing Hana like this, Lucia seemed to choke up, saying "H-Hana" while staring intently at her.
I smiled at the two of them for a moment before looking down at the storybook.

*I wonder what it's about though.*

The Hero and the Garbage Church?
No matter how I think about it, I can't guess what the content might be.

*And considering Lucia is the one who made it, I'm a bit worried.*

While I was looking at it, thinking that I hate to say it but I don't quite trust Lucia on this,
she covered my view with her hand and said:

"Jung Hyun, you can't look at it!"
"Huh... why?"
"Because it's embarrassing!"
"..."

I hesitated at her words, then nodded and withdrew my hand.
I could forcibly take it and check what it's about if I wanted to,
but that would clearly hurt Lucia's feelings, so I had to restrain myself.

*I don't want to see Lucia sad, after all.*

I can't do that to someone who has trusted and followed me completely.
So for now, I'll trust Lucia... yes, trust her...
...I tried my best to trust her, but no matter how I thought about it, I just couldn't.

*Lately her sexual jokes have increased too much, and recently she even tried to make Hana say "sex"...*

No matter how I think about it, I just can't trust her.
While I was holding my head, worried about the mounting concerns,
Lucia patted my shoulder and said:

"Don't worry too much, Jung Hyun. I don't think there's anything in there you'd need to worry about. Probably?"

That statement made me even more anxious.
Looking at Lucia's beaming smile, I let out a long sigh.
If I can't check it myself, I'll have to ask Miria to review the storybook's contents, I thought as I pinched Lucia's cheek.

* * * * *

"Wooow."

Hana kept making happy sounds and exclamations of delight whenever she looked at the storybook.
I smiled at how cute she was, but just to be safe, I told her:

"If there's anything strange in the storybook, you need to tell Daddy, okay?"

At those words, Hana tilted her head and then pointed to her teeth, saying:

"Teeth hurt...?"
"No, not about your teeth hurting, it's... never mind."

If I continued, I'd be too obviously showing my suspicion of Lucia.
I decided to just wait until Miria brought me information about the book.
I patted Hana, who was excitedly shaking her head, and laid her down in bed.

"Let's go to sleep now. If you sleep, you can play with Taeyeon tomorrow."
"Oh right. Hana sleep now."
"Good, good."

Watching Hana hurriedly get under the covers, I sighed, hoping nothing bad would happen.

* * * * *

When I opened my eyes, I saw Hana reading the storybook Lucia had given her last night.
She seemed quite engrossed in it, as if it was very interesting.
After finishing it, she closed the book and said:

"Phew. That was good stuff."

I couldn't help but laugh at her speaking like a middle-aged man who just finished drinking.
I wonder where she picks up these expressions.
I asked her, curious:

"What was it about? Can you tell Daddy?"

At my question, Hana looked at me, nodded, and said with a bright smile:

"Uh-huh. It's about Daddy appearing and beating people up."
"...Me?"
"Yep!"

Hearing that, I could roughly imagine what the content might be.

*Based on the "Garbage Church" part, it probably refers to the church that imprisoned her.*

And since she said the hero means me...
It seems the main content is about me destroying the terrible church.

*And making an additional guess, considering how excessively embarrassed Lucia was...*

It probably contains parts about her childhood or her inner feelings.

*Though this is just speculation.*

Still, I was relieved that there didn't seem to be any inappropriate content, and I said to Hana:

"Really? That must have been fun."
"Yep, it was the most fun ever."

I thought Lucia should hear those words, so I told Hana, "Make sure to tell your mom that," as I helped her get up.

*Well then, let's play hard today too.*

I decided to take her to the playground again today, strengthening my resolve.

* * * * *

While I was watching Hana play at the playground,
she suddenly gathered some dirt from somewhere, shaped it into a ball, and brought it to me.

"Daddy, eat this."
"Huh?"
"They say it's yummy."

It seems she made a mud rice ball during her pretend play and brought it to me first.
I awkwardly smiled as I took the rice ball from Hana,
but she started looking up at me with expectant eyes.

*I guess I have to pretend to eat it.*

I reluctantly made chomping sounds and pretended to eat it.
Hana giggled happily and then ran back to where her friends were.

*She's so excited, so happy.*

I carefully placed the mud rice ball on a flower bed and looked up at the sky.

*It's so peaceful.*

Maybe it's because I recently returned from another world,
but this peace feels more meaningful now.
As I was humming a tune while basking in the warm sunlight, Hana came back holding a pigeon...

"Wait, Hana?"

Where on earth did she catch that?
Remembering that pigeons carry a lot of germs, I quickly took the pigeon and released it far away.
Then I sighed, thinking we should go home and wash up right away.

*

When we arrived home early, Lucia looked at us with surprise.
She probably thought we'd return late in the evening.
I asked Lucia to give Hana a bath and explained what had happened.

"Ah, so pigeons are considered dirty in this world."
"They're not dirty in your world?"
"I don't think there was such a perception."

Whether it's due to different hygiene concepts or because most people in her world live in natural environments unlike Earth, I don't know.
I was chuckling at this interesting cultural difference when Miria approached with a playful expression and teasingly said to Hana:

"Hana, did you know? If you play with pigeons, you'll turn into one."
"...Really?"
"Really. That's why children who play with pigeons turn into chicks."

Shocked by Miria's teasing, Hana stared at her, fidgeting with her fingers as she pondered.
Then, with a triumphant expression, she replied to Miria:

"Umm... chicks are cute, so that's good."

Caught off guard by the unexpected answer, Miria looked at Hana with a defeated expression.

Ch.BONUS - Dragon Egg
In response to Hana's statement that she'd be fine turning into a chick, Miria hesitated for a moment before responding as if she couldn't lose.

"B-but if you turn into a chick, Jung Hyun might not recognize you. Would that be okay?"

It was an incredibly ugly comment, but Miria looked quite pleased with herself, showing no regret. I was seriously wondering if Miria's mental age might be younger than Hana's as I sighed.

"Mmm. Daddy will recognize Hana even if she changes... so it's okay!"

Hana delivered a one-sided counter to Miria, winning the conversation. Apparently having nothing more to say, Miria stammered, "R-really?" and raised the white flag.

"That's nice..."
"Mmm. And if Auntie Miria turns into a chick, Daddy will recognize you too, so don't worry."
"...Really?"
After hearing Hana's words, Miria poked my side gently and whispered.

"Will you recognize me?"

I chuckled and playfully answered.

"I'll think about it."
"...You're dead. You."

Miria's reaction was so amusing that I laughed for a while. Suddenly, Hana snuggled into my arms, giggling. I stroked her head and decided it was time to get on with our day.

*

About a month passed after that day. During that time, Hana showed remarkable sociability, becoming friends with all the children at the playground. Recently, she had become so popular that all the children would flock to her the moment she appeared.

*This is chaos.*

If they were just gathering around Hana, it would be one thing. But the children who couldn't get close to her would cry or sit down in protest, creating an unprecedented commotion.

*Someone might think this is a celebrity concert.*

Whether it was due to the World Tree's ability to gain favor from all living beings, or because Hana was kind, pretty, cute, smart, and considerate, I wasn't sure. What was certain was that everyone here had taken a liking to her.

*This is fine up to a point, but the problem is that because Hana's popularity is so high...*

Other parents kept approaching me trying to become friends. While making friends wasn't bad for getting parenting information, it became overwhelming when more than ten people approached.

I sighed inwardly as I heard the voices of numerous parents around me.

*What should I do?*

If this continued to increase, I didn't think I could handle it. Just as I was considering going to a different playground for a while, Hana clung to my leg and said:

"...Daddy! Can we go home now?"
"Already?"
"Mmm. Hana needs to take a nap at home."

I found it strange that she was sleepy when it was only 5 PM, but there was no reason to make her play more if she was tired, so I nodded.

"Then let's wash up and get some good sleep."
"Mmm!"

I picked up Hana, who seemed oddly energetic for someone who claimed to be sleepy, and headed home.

* * *

Upon returning home, Hana pretended to wipe her forehead and said to me:

"Daddy, you're not tired anymore, right?!"

Wondering why she would say that, I looked at her, and she grinned and explained.

"Earlier... Daddy looked tired because of all the people... so Hana pretended to want to go home. Did I do well?"

Ah, so that's why she said she was sleepy. Finding her consideration for me incredibly sweet, I patted her head to show she did well. Just then, Cynthia approached us and said:

"Come to think of it, it might be good to start teaching Hana magic now."
"Magic?"
"Yes. Learning convenience magic or safety magic would help prepare for unexpected situations."

Since there was nothing bad about learning, I nodded. Hana looked at Cynthia with sparkling eyes and said:

"Magic... can Hana fly?"
"Hmm? That's possible too. Why, do you want to fly?"
"Mmm... if I can fly, I can get balls from the ceiling... and play with birds too, so I want to fly."
"I see. Then shall we start learning magic with flying as our goal?"

I smiled as I watched Hana nodding eagerly. This was the first time I'd seen her so enthusiastic about learning something.

*The only problem is that she might accidentally use magic in front of others.*

I decided to consistently remind her to be careful about this.

*Even if problems arise, we can handle them, so it's not a major issue.*

Still, being cautious is the easiest approach, so it would be best to tell her not to use magic if possible. I nodded, thinking I needed to work out a strategy with Miria about this.

* * *

After Cynthia decided to teach magic, Hana's daily routine changed slightly. If previously her routine was playing at the playground until late at night, now she would play until late lunch and then learn a bit of magic from Cynthia in the evening.

*Of course, it's not fixed.*

We had agreed that if Hana didn't want to, there would be no lesson that day. We decided to proceed with magic education on a "do it if you want, don't if you don't" basis.

*The important thing is Hana's motivation.*

We have plenty of time, and I've prepared many things for Hana. So I was thinking just yesterday that I should pave the way for her to move forward without getting hurt, but contrary to that thought, Hana's magical talent was beyond imagination.

"With this level of talent... she could easily become an Archmage, don't you think?"
"Really?"
"Yes... I've never seen such amazing talent in my life."

Talent so extraordinary that even Cynthia, who had been a Demon King, was amazed. I couldn't tell exactly how outstanding it was, but I just felt good hearing that Hana was remarkable.

"...At this level, even without formal training, she could have created her own magic and self-taught. Anyway, it's incredible."

I looked at Cynthia muttering beside me, and then remembered something I had seen in another world and mentioned it.

"Oh, by the way, in the other world, she healed divine beasts with divine power. What do you think about that?"
"Healing with divine power...? Not only is her magical talent this high, but she also has divine power... and considering she has no issues with two powers that normally can't mix..."

Cynthia looked at Hana with an expression of shock, as if she couldn't grasp the magnitude of Hana's talent. I smiled watching Cynthia, when a thought occurred to me.

"Oh, then it might be good for her to learn healing abilities from Lucia and combat methods from me."

I said combat methods rather than swordsmanship because, to be honest, my swordsmanship was quite crude.

*Swordsmanship with no theory, solely focused on killing opponents.*

So I felt a bit uncomfortable teaching that to Hana.

*No... come to think of it, combat methods aren't great either.*

I wanted to teach her something since that's all I'm good at, but combat methods are also based on killing others, and I didn't particularly want to teach that to Hana.

*This is complicated.*

The best solution would be to eliminate all dangerous elements before Hana encounters any danger. So I decided that from now on, if Hana wanted to go somewhere, I would go ahead and kill all potential threats.

*It's sad. That I have nothing worthwhile to teach her.*

I sighed, thinking maybe I should start learning something from now on.

*

"Hana, you shouldn't show magic to other people. Understand?"
"Mmm!"

Before dinner, I explained to Hana the precautions for using magic while patting her head. Though I called them precautions, as someone who doesn't use magic, all I could say was:

Don't use it in front of others, use it secretly if you must, and tell Daddy immediately if there's a problem.

There wasn't much else to say, though I did emphasize each point as they were all important.

"But if it's really dangerous, or if a friend is in danger, you can use it. Just make sure to tell Daddy afterward, okay?"
"Mmm...!"

As long as she tells me, anything can be resolved. Just as I was about to start dinner after making this promise:

Crack!
Cracks began to form on Miria's egg in the middle of the living room.

"Huh? What?"

Dragon eggs normally require a considerable amount of time to hatch. Everyone showed signs of surprise at how quickly it was hatching. I tried to calm my racing thoughts as I slowly walked toward Miria's egg and spoke.

"To prepare for anything, Lucia, please get ready to heal, and Cynthia, please bring out some Elixir."

With those words, everyone began to move quickly, looking for ways to help. I carefully extended my hands to prevent the egg from falling and positioned myself to ensure it would hatch safely.

Ch.BONUS - Shina
There's a saying.
That creatures born from eggs recognize the first thing they see as their parent.

Of course, in my case, it was actually my real parent, so it wasn't much of an issue.
What worried me was whether it would cling to me as much as Hana does.

*I'm fine with it, but I think Miria might be devastated.*

If not only Hana but also Miria's child Shina clings to me, wouldn't she cry for days?
So I tried to position myself so Miria would be seen first.
But contrary to my intentions, the egg shook violently, fell backward, and Shina hatched.

"......"

The worst-case scenario became reality.
I could only stare blankly at the small reptilian Shina that had fallen into my hands.
I had no idea what to do.

*I guess I'll have to quickly show her to Miria.*

That would be best to minimize the damage.
I tried to gently bring Shina to Miria so she could clearly recognize her, but...

"Piya!"

Shina wagged her tail happily at me, completely ignoring Miria.

"......"

I quickly realized I was screwed.
I kept trying to show Miria to Shina, but...

"Pii?"

She just turned her head away and focused entirely on me.

"...What's going on."

Seeing this, Miria looked stunned as she stared at Shina.
Then she tugged at my clothes and cried out indignantly.

"First Hana, now Shina too...! Why do you take everything from me!"
"But Hana was mine to begin with...? And Shina is my child too."
"That's exactly why you're taking them from me!"

I've never seen Miria lose her composure like this.
Though it was peculiar that she was shouting in a small voice, probably not wanting to be loud in front of the child.
Either way, I needed to calm her down, so I repeatedly told her to relax.

"Pii pi."

Was she imitating me?
As I repeated my calming words, Shina followed the rhythm of my speech.
I was surprised to see such genius talent right after birth.

Suddenly, Hana, who was beside me, put her hands on her cheeks and her eyes sparkled.

"Woaaa... so cute."

She stared at Shina and then smiled brightly as she spoke.

"Sister... sister is here!"

Hearing that, Shina looked at Hana.
With sparkling eyes, she immediately clung to Hana.

"Piya!"

What's going on? Why is she going to Hana?
While I was confused watching this,
Hana carefully stroked Shina's body and smiled broadly.

"......"

My child was stolen by my daughter.
As I stood there blankly, thinking this must be the despair Miria felt,
Hana suddenly began infusing mana into Shina.

Hana's uniquely gentle mana spread out.

It felt warm, but I had no idea what effect it might have on the newborn Shina, so just as I was about to calm Hana down...

"Piiii!"

Shina began transforming into human form.
Seeing this, I quickly asked Lucia to bring something to cover her and clothes to wear, while continuing to watch Shina's transformation.

*If something goes wrong, I need to be ready to handle it.*

As I watched, hoping nothing bad would happen,
Fortunately, Shina transformed into human form without any issues.

"Piya...?"

Contrary to my expectation that she would look like a newborn,
She appeared to be about 2 or 3 years old.

*Is it because she's a dragon?*

Thinking that different species develop differently from humans, I quickly dressed Shina in the clothes Lucia brought.

"Pii."

Even after being dressed, Shina continued to cling to Hana, making me laugh awkwardly.
I had no idea how to process this situation.

*It's not bad that they get along well, but...*

It felt strangely lonely. As I was lost in thought watching Hana and Shina,
Miria beside me chuckled and said:

"How does it feel? Now you know how I felt, right?"

I never imagined I'd understand Miria's feelings this way.
I smiled awkwardly at Miria, who seemed relieved beside me.

*I don't understand why she's relieved.*

Perhaps she was just glad Shina wasn't stolen by me? I really couldn't figure it out.
I turned to Hana and asked:

"Hana, isn't she heavy?"
"Yep!"
"Really? Tell me if she gets too heavy. Daddy will help."
"Thank you...!"

I smiled as Hana nodded her head.

* * *

After Shina was born, the household scenery changed a bit.
Where once Hana would run around by herself, now Shina followed right behind her everywhere.

"It's high here... sister will lift you up."
"Pia!"
"Shina cute...!"

I couldn't help but laugh watching Hana struggling to lift Shina onto the sofa.
It was quite admirable seeing her help her sister up first, even though she herself had difficulty climbing onto the sofa.

*At least they're getting along well.*

If they hadn't gotten along, there would have been many more things to worry about.
As I was thinking how fortunate their sisterly bond was,
Hana climbed onto the sofa and called out to me:

"Daddy...! Hana wants to get down."

She usually comes down by herself, but she's calling me probably because of Shina.
I nodded and helped both Hana and Shina down,
Only for them to giggle and start climbing back onto the sofa again.

*Why are they climbing back up?*

As I was puzzled by the incomprehensible logic of children,
Suddenly Hana picked up Shina and said to me:

"Also. Daddy please. Wanna go... to playground with Shina."
"Playground?"
"Yeah. Wanna show Taeyeon sister and friends."

I thought about it for a moment before shaking my head.

"Shina is still too young. Let's go to the playground when she's a bit older."

Even though she transformed into human form and is a dragon,
I couldn't take a newborn baby to a playground where all sorts of dangers might lurk.

*Plus, there's dirt and such at playgrounds.*

Germs could have a bad effect on her. So I thought it would be better for her to stay indoors for a while,
And I comforted the dejected Hana.

"Okay... Hana doesn't want Shina to get sick either. We'll play at home."
"Good."
"Piya!"

Oh, and Shina, though not as much as Hana, followed me well too.
It seemed she recognized me as a parent to some extent, since I was the first one she saw.
I was smiling as Shina buried her face in my palm, when a voice came from behind.

"Oh, is mommy here?"

It was Miria's voice.
Wondering what she was up to, I looked back to see her holding a white children's snack called "rice puffs" to tempt Shina.

"Come here, Shina."
"Pii?!"
"Yes, it's your favorite rice puffs."
"Piii."

At least she seemed to recognize Miria as her mother.
I could see her struggling on the sofa, trying to get to Miria.
Miria looked at Shina with a victorious expression and said:

"If you want to eat these rice puffs, call me mommy."
"Pii?"
"Mommy."
"Paa."
"No, not daddy, mommy."
"Piii!"

They seem to get along well despite their bickering.
I nodded as Hana snuggled in my arms saying, "Does Shina like Miria auntie?"

*She really ignores people she doesn't like.*

In fact, Shina showed little interest in Lucia, not even responding when Lucia called her.

*What a chaotic household.*

I sighed, thinking about how unimaginable the situation would be when Lucia, Charlotte, and Cynthia's children grew up too.

*I might need multiple bodies to handle it all.*

If it became unmanageable, it might be good to hire nannies or others to help with childcare, I thought with a sigh.

*Maybe it would be better to stay in the other world for that.*

After all, there wouldn't be many people in this world who could understand the existence of the World Tree and dragons.
So I decided to seek help in the other world where they were aware of such beings.

*I should make time to visit Regina.*

With a bit of gentle threatening, she would perfectly provide what I needed.
I smiled, having made that decision.

*Now all that's left is to decide how to raise Shina.*

I nodded, deciding to have a thorough discussion with Miria about this tonight.

Ch.BONUS - Department Store
As evening approached, I was stroking Sina's head while talking to Miria.

"I'd like to discuss parenting methods with you. Do you have time?"
"Oh, yes. That's fine."

I nodded at Miria and listed the thoughts I'd been considering.

"Since Sina is a half-dragon, I'd like to adopt a parenting style suitable for dragons."

Though she had a human form, she was half-dragon. Rather than simply adopting human child-rearing methods, it seemed better to incorporate dragon tribe parenting techniques.

*I should ask Miria for her opinion since she's the only one who knows about dragons well.*

Deciding to integrate her insights before reaching a conclusion, I chose to ask Miria about dragons. When I shared this thought with her, Miria nodded and replied:

"I'll help with whatever I can."
"Great, could you tell me what dragons need or what we should provide for them?"
"Hmm... well, even among dragons, each has different tendencies and desires, so it's hard to pinpoint exactly... but one thing I can say is that having objects filled with mana nearby would be good."

Fortunately, I had plenty of those piled up in my spatial storage. I nodded, deciding to set aside time later to take out and organize the magical items from my spatial storage.

"Anything else?"
"I'm not sure. Since I didn't experience normal growth myself, I don't know what's proper."
"..."
"But don't worry too much. Even for dragons, there's nothing particularly special needed."

She said I could just do the same things I did for Hana as she nuzzled Sina's cheek.

"Piya!"
"Yes, I'm mama."
"Pyapya."
"I said I'm mama, okay?"
"Pyaa."

As I watched the two of them still unable to agree on what to call each other, I chuckled. Then Hana clung to my back and said:

"Daddy...!"
"What is it?"
"I want to give Sina something pretty."
"Something pretty?"
"Yes. Since Hana is the big sister... I'll pat my little sister's head and give her presents!"

I don't know whose daughter she takes after, but she's incredibly cute, kind, and lovable. I smiled at Hana's words, saying "Let's do that," while patting her head.

"So... hmm. Should I bring worms from the playground tomorrow!?"

Thinking that Hana's love for worms remained unchanged, I shook my head.

"She might like something other than worms better."
"Okay. Then maybe a really pretty stone...?"

It seemed she was trying to choose from what she could find at the playground since that's all she had access to. Deciding to take Hana to the department store tomorrow, I stroked her cheek.

"Stones are nice, but let's go to the department store and pick something prettier."
"Yes...! Good."
"So let's get a good night's sleep and go shopping tomorrow?"

I smiled gently as I watched Hana nodding her head.

* * *

The next morning, I came out to the living room because of some commotion. I saw Hana and Sina hiding under a blanket draped over a chair.

*What are they doing?*

Not understanding why they were doing this, I peeked inside. I saw Hana peeling tangerines one by one and feeding them to Sina.

"Here, eat this!"
"Pyaa!"
"Yes, Sina is cute."
"Pii."

...Is it okay to feed her tangerines? Is it possible because she's a dragon? As I was wondering about this, Sina, who had tangerine juice all over her mouth, suddenly turned around.

"Pyaa!?"

She was startled to see me and clung to Hana.

It seemed she was surprised by my sudden appearance. As I smiled awkwardly at Sina, Hana comforted her and said:

"It's okay. It's Daddy!"
"Pii?"
"Yes, he's on our side!"
"Piaaa."

I'm not sure what she's saying, but it seems like I've been accepted. I smiled awkwardly as Sina clung to my calf. Then Hana held out a tangerine to me.

"Here, Daddy eat this too!"
"Ah, thank you."
"Yes...!"

As I was patting Hana's head, impressed by her thoughtfulness, I noticed Sina, who was clinging to me, drooling while staring at the tangerine in my hand. It seemed she wanted to eat the tangerine Hana had given me, so I was about to give it to her, but...

"Sina, that's Daddy's. Sina, eat this one."

Hana took care of Sina before I could, redirecting her attention elsewhere.

"Pii!"
"Sina is cute."

I was surprised to see how well Hana was taming... no, taking care of Sina. Then Hana stood up and whispered to me:

"Oh right. Daddy, when are we going to pick Sina's present?"
"Why? Do you want to choose quickly?"
"Yes. I want to give Sina something pretty."

It seemed best to visit the department store as soon as possible, so I decided we would go as soon as Miria woke up.

*

Contrary to my expectation that she would wake up in the morning, Miria finally got up around lunchtime.

"Good morning..."

Morning passed a long time ago—what is she saying? I sighed while fixing Miria's messy hair.

"I'm going to the department store with Hana for a bit. Please look after Sina."
"Ah... okay."

Since Lucia, Charlotte, and Cynthia were also here besides Miria, there shouldn't be any major problems even if something happened. I picked up Hana, who was still playing with Sina.

"Shall we go to the department store now?"
"Yes!"

She seemed quite excited about going to the department store, nodding quickly and snuggling into my arms. As I patted Hana's back and was about to head straight to the department store...

"Pia...?"

I felt Sina sitting on the floor, looking at us with a forlorn expression.

"..."

Surely not, right? I tried to subtly move toward the door, but Sina quickly clung to me and started crying "Pii pii."

*...This is trouble.*

I never expected she wouldn't let go and would cling to me like this. Remembering when I left Hana behind in the past, I hesitated to take another step. Then Hana in my arms suddenly called out:

"Meong-meong! Nyang-nyang!"

When Hana called for the dog and cat, they rushed over to Sina and started licking her cheeks.

"Pii!?"

Though surprised, Sina didn't seem to mind as she giggled and hugged the puppy.

*It seems Hana diverted Sina's attention for me.*

I patted Hana's head to show she did well, then quickly slipped outside before Sina could turn her attention back to us.

*

As soon as we arrived at the department store, I received a text message:

[Sina isn't crying? I thought she would cry a lot like Hana did back then.]

Reading Miria's message, I breathed a sigh of relief. If the message had said she was crying, I would have felt terribly guilty. Thinking how fortunate this was, I asked Hana:

"Well, Hana, shall we look around?"
"Yes!"
"Is there anything you want to see first?"

At this question, Hana looked around and then pointed to a children's clothing store.

"I want to give Sina pretty clothes."
"Really? Then let's go take a look."

I picked up Hana, who was nodding, and headed to the children's clothing store.

*

*This is more elaborate than I expected.*

I was amazed at the store filled with sophisticated designs comparable to luxury boutiques. I knew there would be pretty clothes, but I didn't expect so many. Thinking we would probably buy quite a few items, I was looking around when Hana tugged at my collar.

"That one...!"

Curious, I looked where she was pointing and saw a hat with rabbit ears. It seemed Hana liked that one. I immediately picked it up and asked her:

"Do you like this one, Hana?"
"Yes!"
"Should we buy another one for you too?"

At this question, Hana thought for a moment, then shook her head.

"It's okay! Since Hana is the big sister... I don't need cute things."
"Really?"
"Yes."
"Then would you like to pick out a hat that would suit the big sister?"

At this question, Hana looked around carefully, then pointed to a hat with bear ears.

"That one!"

To me, rabbit ears and bear ears seemed pretty similar, so I asked why she chose that one. Hana proudly explained:

"Bears are bigger, so the big sister should wear it."

Ah, so it was decided by the size of the animal. I couldn't help but smile at that logic and nodded, then said to Hana:

"I see? Then you'll wear this hat, and we'll give the rabbit hat to Sina?"
"Yes!"

Deciding to buy these two items, I purchased them.

Ch.BONUS - Secret Base
"Kyaoooo!"
"Peeee!"

A teddy bear and a rabbit are running around the living room, declaring their territories.
I smile proudly at the scene that reminds me of a forest.

*Indeed, as expected of my daughters. They both have excellent spatial dominance abilities.*

At this rate, it's almost like a Territory Declaration.
While I'm nodding in admiration, Miria, who's beside me, sighs deeply and says:

"It's so chaotic..."

I blink at Miria, the genius daughter-raiser who remains cold even toward her own daughter.
Wouldn't most people find this cute?
Not understanding Miria's sentiment, I call my two daughters.

"Hana, Shina, let's eat."
"Okay...! But Hana is a bear so I'll eat a lot!"
"Peeya!"
"Yes, yes, then daddy will give you plenty of food, but you have to chew properly, okay?"
"Mmm!"
"Peee."

I smile as I watch Hana pick up Shina and drag her along.
It's quite adorable how she always wants to carry anything she likes.
Looking at my two daughters, I serve a bit more food than usual and place it on the table.

*This should be enough.*

Tonight's dinner menu is fried rice, rolled eggs, and egg soup.
The reason the food is skewed toward eggs is because Hana and Shina told me they wanted to try the "egg dishes" they saw on TV.

*People might think I never feed them eggs.*

I actually feed them eggs in some form at least once a day, so their request was quite amusing.
But I couldn't refuse what my daughters wanted.
So I decided to fill dinner with egg-based dishes.

I smile as Hana and Shina sit down and stare up at me.

"What should you say at times like this?"
"I shall never forget this kindness!"
"Piya!"

They must have watched some strange drama.
I smile awkwardly at the two and say:

"Shouldn't it be 'thank you for the meal'?"
"Thank you for the meal!"
"Peee!"

I'm sure they understood correctly, right?
Well, Hana is smart enough, so I believe she understood. I turn to Miria and say:

"Please take care of Shina."
"Ah, okay."

Though her response seems halfhearted,
I can tell she's very attentive by how her eyes are fixed only on Shina.
So I decide to leave Shina to Miria and focus on Hana.

"Hana, what would you like to eat first?"
"Hana wants this."
"Then would you like to try picking it up with chopsticks?"

Recently, I've been teaching Hana how to use chopsticks.
I heard using chopsticks is good for young children in many ways, but honestly,
I'm teaching her because it's better to know how if she's going to live in Korea.

*She's quite good with chopsticks too.*

Of course, she still drops large or very small side dishes because she's not completely used to it.
But she successfully picks up most side dishes cleanly, so I'd say she's doing well.

*Most children her age can't even use chopsticks, let alone succeed at it.*

So Hana's chopstick skills are at a remarkably high level.
As I'm proudly watching Hana and helping her with various things,
Hana picks up a rolled egg and offers it to me.

"Here, daddy, eat this."

Come to think of it, Hana always makes sure to give me food first whenever there's something delicious.
When I asked her why, she said:

"Hmm? When I eat something yummy, I feel happy. So if I give daddy something yummy, daddy will feel happy too. I want to give it to daddy."

What a thoughtful answer.
I feel like I could cry as I pat Hana's head, when Miria sighs beside me and says:

"Stop being such a daughter-idiot and feed her properly."
"Daughter-idiot? This is normal behavior for any father."
"What are you saying... While Hana takes one spoonful, Shina has already emptied a whole bowl."

Thinking that's nonsense, I look to the side.
There's Shina, who has already emptied her bowl and is shouting "Pya!"

*Well, Shina's portion was smaller, but...*

Isn't she eating too fast?
As I look at Miria with a bewildered expression,
Miria smiles awkwardly and explains:

"Dragons naturally eat quickly."
"......"

An explanation that both makes sense and doesn't.
Still, I'm glad she's eating well, so I ask Shina if it was delicious.

"Was it good?"
"Pya!"

I guess that means it was delicious?
Feeling relieved, I wipe off a piece of egg stuck to her cheek.
Hana, who's been watching from the side, now offers a rolled egg to Shina and says:

"Shina, here, eat this."
"Piya?"
"Shina, say aah!"

Then she puts a small rolled egg into Shina's mouth and smiles proudly.

"Good job. Shina is cute."
"Peeee."

Hana pats Shina's head as she excitedly wiggles her body, and tries to feed her more.
I calm Hana down and tell her 'let's have Hana eat first,' offering her a rolled egg so she can eat.

"Here, Hana, say aah."

As I smile watching Hana eagerly eating the rolled egg,
I notice Shina beside her, eyes tightly closed, mouth open, imitating Hana.
Thinking they look like baby chicks, I put a small rolled egg into Shina's mouth too.

"Peee."

A satisfied sound.
She seems to really like the rolled eggs.
I decide to make them again next time and smile.

* * *

After feeding them, the two are running around laughing, excited about something.
As I stare blankly at the mysterious secret base that has appeared in one corner of the living room and at Hana and Shina running around it,
Miria sighs and says to me:

"It's... cute and makes me happy... but so draining."

Like a victim of real-time vampirism,
Miria lies on the sofa, groaning with a pale face.
I snicker at her, and Miria stares at me and says:

"But... this isn't so bad. It feels peaceful and nice."

She speaks so quietly that I can't hear what she's saying.
When I look at Miria to confirm what she said,
she quickly turns her head away and tells me:

"It's nothing."

I don't understand why she's acting like that.
Anyway, I decide to let the hardworking Miria rest and take care of the two myself.
As I'm watching them, Hana, wearing a teddy bear hat, approaches me, grinning, and says:

"Daddy...! Do you want to come to the secret base too?"
"Secret base?"
"Yeah! I made it with Shina."

At those words, I nod as I look at the secret base made by covering a chair with a blanket.

*Well... I am curious about what's inside.*

So when I tell her I'd like to see it,
Hana grabs my hand, leading me, and says:

"But you have to be quiet...! There's... a scary monster near the secret base."

Oh, so that's the setting.
I nod as I see Shina crouching nearby, making small "peee" sounds.

*I wonder what the monster is.*

Curious about what's playing the monster role, I look around.
Near the secret base, I see a cat with bright red rubber gloves on its head, licking its paws.

*Oh, could it be... the cat is playing the monster?*

It's too cute to be called a monster, so I chuckle, but
Hana emphasizes "Shh!" again and lifts the blanket.

"Daddy, it's here...!"

As I peek inside at her words, I see an interior that's decorated better than I expected.
No... it's not just well-decorated.
It's as if she's created a space itself, a real secret base-level space spread out inside.

*It looks about 5 pyeong (16.5 square meters) in size.*

I'm amazed that she's implemented something like this and stare blankly,
when Hana points to Myangmyangi dancing in one corner and says:

"Daddy, Myangmyangi says he's dancing to celebrate your visit."
"Really?"
"Yeah! Does Shina want to dance too?"
"Peeee."

It was closer to waving arms around than dancing,
but it was so cute that I couldn't help but laugh.

As I'm healing by watching my adorable daughters,
an animal sound—specifically, a cat's cry—starts coming from outside.

"M-monster!"

Startled by the sound, Hana becomes restless,
then picks up Shina and tells me:

"Daddy, we've been discovered...! We need to escape!"
"R-really? Where to?"
"I don't know. But Hana will protect you, so don't worry!"

Then she points to one side and tells me to follow her.
Thinking it's best to play along, I follow Hana as we head outside.
But I accidentally reach out my hand wrong and touch the pillar of the secret base.

At that moment,
due to my Divine Power that absorbs Mana, the space that Hana had expanded begins to collapse.

Ch.BONUS - Secret Base 2
I once saw something like this on TV.
A scene where zookeepers were demolishing houses that beavers had worked hard to build at the zoo.

*I can't quite remember the exact reason why.*

The important thing here is that when the zookeepers demolished the beavers' houses, the beavers had this utterly dejected expression on their faces.
I couldn't help but swallow hard as I thought about how the expressions of those beavers resembled Hana and Cynthia's faces right now.

*I'm screwed.*

Who would have thought it would collapse so miserably just from a slight touch?
As I anxiously held the torn blanket pieces, wondering what to do,
Cynthia, who had been staring blankly at this, began to whimper.

"Piii... Piaaaa!"

Then she started crying loud enough to wake the dead.
While I was standing there bewildered, wondering what to do,
Hana maturely picked up Cynthia and began patting her back to comfort her.

"It's okay. Big sister will make another one for you. And... there are many sadder things in the world... so you shouldn't cry!"

Her way of comforting was unique, but it was quite helpful.
As I was thanking Hana to show my appreciation,
she suddenly stroked Cynthia's head and said:

"When big sister was little... I cried a lot because I didn't have a daddy, but now I'm a big sister... so I don't cry."
"......"
"Things like this can happen. You shouldn't cry over something like this."

Why do I feel more guilty the more I listen?
As I awkwardly smiled and tried to look away, Miria, who had followed us in, sighed and said:

"Jung Hyun, why are you destroying the kids' secret base... If you're going to be a father, you need to tone down your personality a bit."

For a moment I felt wronged and wanted to protest that I wasn't someone who went around destroying things.
But thinking about it, I couldn't really argue with that, so I had to agree.
With nothing to say, I could only force an awkward laugh, when Miria smiled and began to comfort Cynthia.

"Cynthia, stop crying. Mommy will make you an even better secret base. Okay?"
"Piii?"

At the promise of something better, Cynthia stopped crying and looked up at Miria.
Her nose and eyes were red.
Looking at Cynthia's flushed face, Miria smiled awkwardly and said:

"Now, look. If I use mana like this..."

The golden mana unique to Gold Dragons spread out in all directions, attaching to the surrounding blankets and chairs to create a new space.
I couldn't understand the principle behind how this worked.
But one thing was certain—this sight was more beautiful than I had imagined.

As I smiled watching Hana looking around with a sparkling expression,
a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*Could this be what inspired future Hana to learn space-time magic?*

Of course, space-time magic and spatial magic are on different tracks.
But I smiled thinking this might be what drove her to delve deeply into magic.
I was happy that Hana seemed to have found a new goal, whatever it might be, when—

"Ta-da! It's done!"

Miria completed the spatial expansion magic without much difficulty.
She proudly smiled, pointing at the secret base that was now twice as large as before.

"How do you like it?"

At that question, Cynthia and Hana exclaimed in admiration and nodded their heads quickly.

"Piii!"
"Woaah... amazing."

At the children's praise, Miria beamed with a broad smile, saying "It's nothing."
As I watched Miria, thinking she might have actually needed the praise,
Hana picked up Cynthia and said:

"Hmm, then... Cynthia. Shall we decorate it again?"
"Piii!"
"Great! Should we make a playground first?"
"Piaaaa!"

She must really like playgrounds if she wants to make one in the secret base too.
I was smiling as I watched Hana, when suddenly a "Meow?" sound came from outside.

A sudden monster invasion.
Seeming tense at this intrusion, Hana hugged Cynthia closer, looked around cautiously,
and then placed Cynthia among some dolls, saying:

"Cynthia, you need to be quiet...! Big sister will protect you."
"Piii..."
"Cynthia good."

Do they have some kind of understanding between them?
I couldn't understand what they were saying to each other.
But one thing was clear—the current situation was unfolding quite urgently for those two.

Not wanting to interfere with their role-play, I stepped back to watch,
when suddenly a cat with red rubber gloves on its head entered the secret base with a languid expression.

"Meooow."

It licked its paws and blinked its eyes.
Hana, startled, said to the cat:

"Bad cat...! No... not bad but a little bad cat!"

Did she change it to "a little bad" because she felt sorry for calling it bad?
I was smiling at Hana's unexpected consideration when the cat meowed and started running toward her.

"Ah, no!"

Then it jumped into Hana's arms and started grooming her.
As I watched Hana's hair becoming increasingly messy,
she sighed and said to the cat:

"No... kitty is a scary creature. You need to roar..."
"Meow?"
"No, kitty is nice so... not a creature but um... let's be a spirit...!"
"Meow!"

Doesn't this mean there's no longer a monster threatening the secret base?
I shrugged at the role-play that had suddenly turned into a happy ending.

*It's a bit random, but this is nice too.*

A happy story without any worries.
Thinking this was the kind of story my past self had always dreamed of, I stroked Hana's head.

* * *

"Piii pii pi."
"Crocodile time is coming. Crocodile time!"

As I was watching my two daughters singing and swaying their bodies,
Charlotte poked my back and whispered softly:

"Jung Hyun, can you help me with something?"

Since it was the first time Charlotte had asked for help first, I nodded, wondering what it was.
Charlotte sighed and said to me:

"Can you watch the baby for me? I'm so sleepy... I can't handle it."
"Ah."

That's not difficult at all.
I told her to rest right away and picked her up in a princess carry.
Charlotte, flustered, started to struggle.

"What, what are you doing?"

Though she was struggling, she wasn't really pushing me away, so she probably didn't dislike it that much.
I placed her on a nearby bed and said:

"Rest well."

Leaving Charlotte nodding with a reddened face, I headed to where Sehyun was sleeping.

*

The only boy in our family.
I smiled as I looked at Sehyun's sleeping face.

"I don't know who he takes after, but he's incredibly handsome."

As I was feeling pleased, seeing Charlotte's face overlapping with Sehyun's—he must have inherited a lot of her genes—
Sehyun looked at me and started moving his lips.

He's still too young to speak properly.
As I looked at Sehyun and said, "Yes, daddy's here," while playing peekaboo,
he giggled and stared at me intently.

I was enjoying his gaze and playing with him for a while when
suddenly there was a knock at the door.
When I said "Come in," Hana entered, struggling to open the door while carrying Cynthia.

*They must have come looking for me since I disappeared.*

I thought they'd be fine left alone since they were engrossed in the secret base, but apparently not.
I hugged Hana and Cynthia, who quickly approached me, and said in a quiet voice:

"We need to be quiet because Sehyun is here, okay?"
"Yes. Sehyun... Hana's little brother so he needs to sleep."
"Pia? Piii."

Cynthia tilted her head and looked at me, not quite understanding.
I patted her head and made a shushing gesture.
Then Cynthia seemed to understand, covering her mouth with both hands and saying "Pi!"

*I wonder when Cynthia will be able to speak like a human.*

Though we can communicate now, it would be better if she could speak properly so I could do more for her.
I decided to ask Miria later when Cynthia might be able to speak.

*

After Sehyun fell asleep,
the three of us quietly slipped out.

Of course, we didn't leave without precautions.
I had positioned spirits to prepare for any contingencies, so there shouldn't be any major problems.
Looking at Hana and Cynthia, who were acting like agents who had completed a secret mission, I picked up some snacks nearby.

"Want some snacks?"

At those words, the two of them clung to me more excitedly than anything I'd seen today.

"Yes...!"
"Piii!"

Thinking how enviable it is that they can be so happy over a single snack,
I gave Hana a proper snack and Cynthia a rice puff snack, saying:

"We need to eat dinner, so just one snack each, okay?"
"Yes...! Daddy eat too."
"Piii."
"Daddy's fine."
"Huh? But it's delicious... Hana will eat it."

I patted Hana's head to indicate I was fine and looked away.

*I wonder where Miria went.*

I wanted to ask her when Cynthia would be able to speak, but she was nowhere to be seen.
After looking around briefly, I decided to prepare dinner first and turned my head.

Ch.BONUS - Fight?
"Since Shina is at the age where she can speak... well, it's hard to say exactly when. Dragons all develop at different rates, so I can't give you a precise timeline."

I fell into thought as I listened to Miria's awkward laugh.
If even the usually flexible Miria was saying she "really didn't know," it meant the development rates were so varied that finding an average was difficult.

"So theoretically, she could start speaking tomorrow... or even right now?"
"In theory, yes."
"..."

Hearing that, I looked at Shina playing nearby.
Of course, I'd prefer if she could speak as soon as possible, but...

*This is just my selfish desire.*

It's not really a problem if she doesn't speak yet.

*Besides, her chirping is quite adorable.*

I called out to Shina, simply hoping that when something important happened, we'd be able to understand each other.

"Shina."
"Peep?"
"Come here."

I opened my arms wide to call her.
Shina chirped "Pyah!" and quickly ran into my embrace.
While stroking her head as she wiggled around in my arms, I said:

"If you ever feel sick or have any problems, you must tell daddy. Okay?"
"Peep."

I assume that means she understands?
Not entirely sure, but hoping that's the case, I continued stroking her head.
Then Hana, who was standing nearby, mumbled shyly:

"H-Hana likes head pats too..."

The moment I heard that, I hugged Hana and vigorously rubbed her head.
Though it left her hair a complete mess, she seemed to enjoy it even more, giggling loudly as she snuggled against me.
I patted her back to calm her down and then lay down on the floor.

*How peaceful.*

Hoping this peaceful life would continue forever, I closed my eyes.

* * *

Apparently, the space expansion magic that Miria had shown before had greatly impressed Hana.
She was now even more focused on her magic lessons, steadily building her magical knowledge.
Watching Hana study so diligently, I fell into thought.

*It's good that she's working hard, but I'm worried she might overdo it.*

While I'm delighted she's found something she loves, as a father, it's difficult to watch her neglect her health by becoming too absorbed in it.
I picked up Shina, who was clinging to Hana's back like a shell, and said to Hana:

"Why don't you take it easy with your studies?"

At my words, Hana put down her pencil and replied:

"It's okay. This is fun."
"R-really?"
"Yeah. So it's not hard."

I distinctly remember throwing tantrums to avoid studying when I was young.
Hana is showing the complete opposite behavior, which is quite bewildering.

*It's admirable, but it makes me even more anxious.*

After thinking for a moment, I decided that if there was nothing else I could do, I might as well sit beside her and study together.
I took a seat next to Hana and asked:

"Is it okay if I join you?"

Cynthia nodded and smiled slightly at my question.

"I don't mind."
"Thanks."

I stroked Shina's head to calm her as she crawled around, and looked at the blackboard.
Staring at the board covered with incredibly complex magical formulas, I blanked out for a moment before awkwardly smiling to myself.

*I seriously don't understand any of this.*

I never imagined it would be this difficult.
As I absentmindedly watched while continuing to calm Shina, Cynthia suddenly posed a question:

"What should you do when another mage approaches using spatial distortion magic?"

Hearing this brief question, I thought I finally knew something and quickly answered:

"That's easy. You knock the approaching mage unconscious with a quick blow to the head, then capture and threaten them. Of course, adding a bit of light torture would help."
"..."

In response to my answer, Cynthia narrowed her eyes at me, then let out a long sigh and gestured toward the door.
...I guess she wants me to leave.

Feeling quite unfairly treated by Cynthia's dismissal, I gave her a resentful look, but she completely ignored me and turned away.
Feeling dejected, I was trudging toward the exit when:

"Peep!"

Shina slapped my cheek with her palm and pointed in a direction.

"Shina, that hurts daddy..."
"Papa papa!?"
"...Yes, daddy hurts. Comfort me, comfort."
"Peep?"

I'm not sure if we're actually communicating or not.
Sighing, I looked in the direction Shina was pointing to see what had caught her attention, and saw Hana using magic.

*...Oh.*

Magic created by mixing the power of the World Tree, the source of life, with the power inherited from me, both a Saintess and a Hero.
Though I've seen countless spells while facing numerous mages over the years, none were as beautiful as the magic Hana was using now.
I opened my eyes wide in amazement.

*It's beautiful.*

Now I understand why Shina was making such a fuss. As I was blankly watching, Hana looked at me and said:

"I made this thinking of daddy...!"
"Really?"
"Yeah. Since daddy is the person Hana loves most... it shines like this...!"

Apparently, this is how I appear in Hana's eyes.
As I was mesmerized by the magic, Shina, who was in my arms, suddenly cried "Peeaah" and kept reaching out toward the magic.

*Looks like she wants to touch it.*

Thinking it wouldn't hurt to let her touch it, I started walking closer, but suddenly Hana shouted "No!" at Shina, preventing her from touching the magic.

"...P-peep?"
"This is daddy's, so Shina can't touch it...!"
"Peep, peeep."

Hana, who was always kind and willing to share, suddenly became stern and scolded Shina.
Unable to handle this unexpected change, Shina began to tear up.
I tried to say something to calm them both down, but before I could, Shina burst into tears and started wailing loudly.

"Paaah! Peeeeep!"

Normally, Hana would have been the first to comfort Shina when she cried, but this time, Hana seemed unwilling to give in. Instead of comforting her, she crossed her arms and looked away.
Unsure of what to do, I picked up both Hana and Shina and said:

"Why are my daughters so angry and upset? Can you tell daddy why?"
"Peep, peeeeep."

Of course, I couldn't understand what Shina was saying, so I just nodded and patted her back.
If I had to guess, she was probably saying something like "I'm sad because big sister is angry."
After comforting Shina until she stopped crying, I listened to Hana's side of the story.

"Why is our Hana angry?"
"...Because Shina tried to touch daddy's thing, so I got mad."
"Really?"
"Yeah... Hana worked hard to make it for daddy... Shina is bad."

For Hana to say Shina was bad, she must be really upset.
In situations like this, rather than forcing them to make up, I decided it would be better to comfort them and wait for time to heal things.

*The important thing here is...*

To take each child's side when talking to them individually.
Trying to discipline them would only leave them with negative emotions, so I decided to resolve this as amicably as possible.

*Besides, Hana is always so well-behaved anyway.*

She would probably realize things on her own without me saying anything.
So I decided to comfort Hana first and said:

"So you were protecting daddy's gift by standing up for it?"
"...Yeah."
"Thank you for protecting what's mine."

Hearing this, Hana's expression softened as if some of her frustration had been relieved.
I thought to myself that this was a good sign and patted her head.

*At least they both seem to have calmed down.*

I decided to leave the situation as it was for now and patted both their backs reassuringly.

*

"H-Hana got angry first? Is that even possible?"

When I told Lucia about Hana and Shina's fight, she looked at me in shock and spoke in a surprised voice.

"I guess it's because it was related to you, but... it's still surprising that she got angry."
"Is it?"

Thinking that Hana is a living being with emotions, so getting angry seems natural, I shrugged my shoulders.
Lucia looked at me and explained:

"Hana has a personality that's like Buddha, in terms of this world... Of course, she's uncompromising when it comes to matters related to you, but she's extremely gentle... I never thought she would get angry like that."

Hana being compared to Buddha in personality.
A bad joke suddenly came to mind, making me smile awkwardly.
Lucia sighed and continued:

"Still... we need to help them make up somehow... but I'm not sure how to approach this."
"Really?"
"Yes. Despite appearances, Hana is incredibly stubborn. Once she sets her mind on something, she really won't budge."

That can't be right.
There's no one as kind, beautiful, and smart as Hana.
I wanted to object, but decided against it to avoid prolonging the conversation.

*Well, I should try to create a situation where they can reconcile.*

I steeled my resolve to make that happen.

Ch.BONUS - Reconciliation!
"How can I get them to make up?"

I sighed as I looked at Hana and Cynthia, both with their cheeks puffed out. I thought they would make up on their own as time passed, but they seemed determined to stay angry with each other, showing no signs of reconciliation.

While I was contemplating what to do with my two daughters, each holding onto one of my arms with their backs turned to each other, Lucia spoke up from behind me, seemingly struck by an idea.

"Oh, it's snack time now. Should we go get some treats?"

It was such a simple, one-dimensional suggestion. She had tried it several times before, so I didn't think they would fall for it. But surprisingly, both of them perked up with interest.

*Cynthia is drooling slightly and making small chirping sounds.*

Hana kept glancing at Lucia, clearly showing interest. I was grateful for their simplicity and gestured to Lucia to continue.

"If-if you come now, you'll get two! Two treats each!"

At those words, Cynthia couldn't hold back anymore. She got up from my lap and toddled over to Lucia. She put her hands together, stretched them out toward Lucia, and chirped "Pii!" demanding her treats immediately.

*How cute.*

I almost burst out laughing, but I held it in since Hana would notice if I did. While I was pretending to look solemn, Hana tugged at my clothes and said in a dejected voice:

"Daddy... Hana did wrong... I want to make up with Cyna."

It seemed she wanted to reconcile with Cynthia but couldn't find the words for various reasons. I patted her head and said:

"Why don't you just tell her you want to make up?"

At my question, Hana hesitated before slowly nodding.

"Mm..."

Was that a yes? She probably had her own thoughts about it, so I decided to let her handle it herself. While I was proudly patting her head, I saw Cynthia coming back with a "pya-pya" sound.

I welcomed her and held out one arm for her to come, but Cynthia just glanced at me, said "Pya?" and then ignored me completely, running straight to Hana with a bright smile.

"Pii...!"

She held out one of the two treats she had received and gestured for Hana to eat it quickly. Hana looked surprised at Cynthia's action.

"This... is unni supposed to eat this?"

She asked with wide eyes. She clearly hadn't expected Cynthia to give her a treat. While Hana stood there with a blank expression, Cynthia, still smiling, said to her:

"Unni, here...!"

Her first Korean word. Everyone nearby turned to look at Cynthia in surprise. No one expected her to speak human language so quickly.

"Cyna...!"

Hana was clearly the most moved. With tears welling in her eyes, she picked up Cynthia and hugged her tightly, beginning to apologize.

"Unni is sorry..."
"Pii."
"I won't do it again."
"Pi!"

Watching the two suddenly getting along, I couldn't help but chuckle. I'd heard that children make up quickly, but I didn't expect it to happen this fast. I suggested to Lucia that we should give them more treats to celebrate their reconciliation, and quickly patted both their heads.

*

They say you become closer after a fight, and that certainly seemed true here. They were close before, but after the fight, they became inseparable. I awkwardly smiled at Hana, who had been carrying Cynthia around all day, and asked:

"Hana, aren't you tired?"
"Nope. Not at all."
"R-really?"

Though Cynthia was much smaller than Hana, she still seemed quite heavy for Hana to carry around. I chuckled at Cynthia's completely comfortable expression as she nestled in Hana's arms.

*If Hana's happy with it, I guess that's fine.*

I decided to leave them be, since forcing them apart would only cause resentment. While I was rolling around on the sofa watching them, Miria next to me spoke with a serious expression:

"Didn't Cynthia say 'unni's' earlier...?"

I nodded in agreement, and Miria clutched her head as she said:

"...That means she can speak perfectly well now but is choosing not to, right?"

A reasonable suspicion. After thinking about it for a moment, I said, "Isn't it better to wait until Cynthia wants to speak?" But a mother's heart—or rather, her personal desire—seemed to differ, as Miria shook her head and replied:

"I... want to talk with Cynthia too."

It wasn't motherly concern but personal desire. I shook my head, indicating she should handle it herself.

"Then why don't you fight with Cynthia once and wait until she gives you a treat?"
"Should I?"
"No, what do you mean 'should I?'"

Unable to make a rational judgment, Miria's eyes sparkled as she fell for my ridiculous suggestion. I sighed, wondering how it had come to this.

*Well, it's good that Cynthia is starting to speak human language.*

Deciding to help Cynthia speak at a reasonable pace, I told Miria:

"If we pressure her too much, she might resist speaking. Let's just keep making subtle suggestions."
"Y-yes! That's a good idea."

Judging by her response, she seemed likely to apply pressure anyway. Still, I decided to trust Miria just this once and let her do as she wished.

The first thing Miria did after our conversation was:

"I'm your m-mommy~"

She went straight to Cynthia and tried to get her to acknowledge her as "mommy." Cynthia stared at Miria blankly, tilted her head, and mumbled softly:

"Pya-pya."
"No, not daddy, mommy."
"Pya-a?"
"At least say 'mya-mya'..."
"Pya-pya!"
"..."

They weren't communicating at all. I awkwardly smiled at Miria, who was starting to look like a defeated soldier, and patted her back.

"Calm down."
"...I should."

Thankfully, she still had some reason left and nodded, preparing to return to her seat. As I watched Miria slump dejectedly, Cynthia suddenly said "Pya-a?" as if remembering something, then smiled brightly and said:

"Eemya!"

It sounded more like "imma" than "eomma" (mom), so the intonation was a bit strange. But that didn't matter to Miria at all. Just because Cynthia said something that sounded like "mommy," she beamed with the happiest expression in the world.

"J-Jung Hyun! Cynthia just called me mommy!"
"Eemya-a!"
"See! She said mommy!"

It still sounded like "imma" to me. I decided not to burst her bubble and just nodded awkwardly.

"R-really? I'm jealous."
"Right?!"

Seeing how genuinely happy she was made me feel relieved. While I was watching Miria, Hana started playing with Cynthia's cheeks and said:

"Cyna is so cute."
"Pii?"
"The cutest in the world."
"Pi."

Hana praised Cynthia several times, clearly proud of her, then seemed to remember something and stroked Cynthia's head as she said:

"Oh right. Cyna, do you want to see the bow-wow?"
"Pya-a?"
"Yeah. Bow-wows are so cute."

With those final words, Hana carried Cynthia off to Lucia's room. As I stared blankly at Hana's retreating figure, Miria beside me asked curiously:

"Come to think of it, hasn't Hana been spending less time with you lately?"
"...Has she?"
"Yes, I think since she started playing at the playground, she's gradually begun doing things on her own... spending more time playing separately."

This tendency seemed to have intensified especially after Cynthia was born. As I rested my chin on my hand, feeling both proud of my daughter's growth and a little lonely, Miria patted my back and said:

"Finally... you'll experience the pain I went through."

As I pinched Miria's cheeks in retaliation for her sudden teasing, my two daughters poked their heads out of Lucia's room and started calling me rapidly.

"Daddy daddy daddy daddy daddy."
"Pya-a pya pya-a-a pya-a."

I looked over, wondering what they were doing. Both girls were waving their hands, signaling me to come quickly. Thinking something might be happening, I decided to check it out and slowly made my way over.

Ch.BONUS - Library
I wondered what she wanted to show me that made her call me over.
The first thing I saw was Hana and Cynthia, each with blankets over their heads.
The two of them swayed like ghosts and spoke to me.

"It's a ghost...!"
"Pee!"

Seems like they were trying to surprise me by covering themselves with blankets.
I thought about how to react, then decided to pretend to be startled as I spoke to Hana and Cynthia.

"Are you showing daddy by covering yourselves with blankets?"

At my question, Cynthia rammed her body into me while saying something.

"Pyaa!"

I guess that means yes?
Not entirely sure, but she was cute, so I patted her head.
Hana quickly clung to me and pushed her head toward me.

*I have no choice. I'll have to use both hands.*

I reached out and generously patted both my daughters' heads.
Miria, who was behind me, sighed and said:

"If you're going to be a dad, play like one."

What does it mean to play like a dad?
Since I wasn't sure, I decided to ignore Miria's words and continued rolling around with them.
Then Hana seemed to remember something and asked me a question.

"Daddy... when can Hana and Cynthia play at the playground?"
"Playground?"
"Yeah. I want to introduce Taeyeon unnie and other friends."

At those words, I fell into thought.

*I think it would be fine to take them to the playground... but I should check first.*

Since Miria was the only one who would know about this,
I asked her if it was okay to go to the playground.

"I don't mind... but Jung Hyun, can you watch both Hana and Cynthia at the same time?"

An unexpected practical problem had arisen.
Seeing my bewildered expression, Miria continued:

"Hana is well-behaved so she'll be fine... but Cynthia is unpredictable, so it might be hard to manage."

At Miria's concerned voice, I could only nod silently.
The ideal solution would be to bring one of my wives, but...

*With babies to care for, that's not possible.*

One way or another, I'd have to handle this alone.
I briefly considered taking Miria, who seemed to have the most free time,
but remembering how she takes care of the other wives despite appearing to be playing around, I shook my head.

*So what should I do?*

While I was pondering with no ideas coming to mind,
my eyes fell on "Lucia's Fairy Tale Book" on the bed.
Seeing it gave me a good idea.

*What about taking them to the library?*

Given the nature of libraries, they'd be sitting and reading books rather than running around.
Wouldn't that make them easier to manage? The thought crossed my mind, but...

"Pee."

Looking at Cynthia shaking her body and dancing some unidentifiable dance, I shook my head.
No matter how I thought about it, Cynthia didn't seem like she could sit still for more than five minutes.
So I considered going somewhere else, but...

*I'm getting a bit greedy.*

The library is a repository of knowledge.
Taking my children to such a place would build their culture, knowledge, and be beneficial in many ways.
I felt the desire to visit at least once.

So I decided to go, partly to give them the experience.
When I asked Hana and Cynthia if they wanted to go to the library:

"I like it!"
"Piya?"

Hana said she liked it, while Cynthia tilted her head side to side as if unsure, looking at me.
Anyway, by majority vote(?), the decision was made to go.
I smiled as I decided to visit the library.

* * *

Arriving at a library the size of an elementary school, I held my daughters' hands tightly and looked around.

*They've done a nice job with this place.*

I let out an admiring sigh at the library that felt less like a place to study and more like a place to relax.
With such a nice setup, I thought it wouldn't be bad to visit occasionally.

*Well, let's look around.*

Since it had been so long since I'd visited, even I didn't know what was available.
I decided to look around slowly and told Hana and Cynthia:

"Hold daddy's hand tight and follow me. Understand?"
"Yes!"
"Paya!"

...They understood, right?
Particularly worried about Cynthia, I walked forward slowly, matching the children's pace.

*

Even at the playground, there were so many children that the attention on Hana was somewhat covered,
but at the library, there weren't as many young children,
so an unexpectedly large number of gazes fell on Hana and Cynthia.

*It's almost like we're surrounded by a crowd, to slightly exaggerate.*

As I looked around at the scene reminiscent of a fan meeting with a bewildered expression,
a group of high school students started chattering and asking me various questions.

"Are they child actors?"
"Can we take a picture?"
"Wow, I've never seen such pretty children before!"

I felt like I was losing my mind.
As I was considering what to do about the barrage of questions, feeling a sigh coming on,
Cynthia, who had been holding my hand tightly, hid behind my leg and buried her face against it.

*Could she be shy?*

She was so active at home that I thought she wasn't the type to be shy,
but as soon as she saw other people, she hid in my arms.
Thinking this was unexpected, I spoke to Cynthia soothingly:

"Don't you like being around other people?"

At my question, Cynthia glanced around.
She didn't seem to entirely dislike it as she shook her head and softly murmured "Pyaa..."
I thought for a moment and then spread my arms, saying:

"Then should daddy hold you?"

Cynthia's eyes sparkled as she rushed into my arms like she was tackling me.
As I carefully held Cynthia and patted her back,
Hana said "Hana too!" and jumped into my arms, so I ended up holding both daughters in my arms.

*Good thing I built up my strength.*

I never thought the abnormal training I did back then would help in this way.
I quickly moved away, thinking that this much attention wasn't good for the children's emotional well-being.

We arrived at the children's library.
Reaching a place full of fairy tales and comics that children would like, I sighed with relief and said:

"Would you like to bring me books you want to read here?"

At my suggestion, Hana and Cynthia nodded and climbed down from my arms.

*Well, we actually have more fairy tales at home.*

I wanted them to feel like they were choosing books themselves in a new place,
so I deliberately let them pick what they wanted.
Hana grabbed Cynthia's hand tightly and started walking forward.

*I'll just look around then.*

I was quite curious about what they would choose.
As I watched, Cynthia picked up Hansel and Gretel from a corner of the library, her eyes sparkling.

"Pee..."

It seems she liked the book because it had candy drawn on it.
I smiled at how much she must love sweets, but suddenly,
Cynthia put the book on the floor and pretended to eat the gingerbread house on the cover with one hand.

"Ah, no! You can't eat it!"

Startled by Cynthia's behavior, Hana stopped her,
then hugged her tightly and said:

"Books aren't for eating...!"
"Pee?"
"I'll give you candy later, so you have to be patient. Okay?"
"Pee..."

She looked dejected because she couldn't eat it right away.
I decided to buy her some snacks from the store when we went outside later.
As I watched, Hana picked up the fairy tale book from the floor and said:

"So... does Cynthia like this?"
"Pee!"
"Okay, then let's take this."

Cynthia finally smiled brightly and nodded.
Hana looked at Cynthia and repeatedly said "Cynthia's so cute" while patting her head.

*I should secretly buy Hana an ice cream today.*

Shouldn't there be some reward for being such a good big sister?
As I was smiling at my adorable daughters, Hana seemed to discover something and carried Cynthia to one side.

"Cynthia, how about this?"

The place they approached was where children's toys were kept.
Of course, these weren't toys like car figurines,
but educational toys for fitting together alphabet or Korean letters, so they didn't look particularly fun.

*Hana seems to think they're fun though.*

Hana's eyes sparkled as she spoke to Cynthia:

"It'll be fun...!"
"Pyaa."
"Yeah. Let's do this."

Seeing the two of them more interested in toys than books, I smiled inwardly.
Thinking this wasn't so bad either, I sat down behind my two daughters.

"Tell daddy if you need any help?"
"Yeah. Then daddy can pat Hana's head here."
"Your head?"
"Yeah!"

It was a strange request, but I thought it best to do as she wanted.
I patted both Hana and Cynthia's heads at the same time.

Ch.BONUS - Library 2
"This is the letter 'giyeok'."
"Pii!"
"Yes. You did well, Sina. Good job."
"Piiii."
"Next is 'nieun'...!"
"Pii!"
"Yes. Well done! Good job."

I wasn't sure if she was actually giving the right answers or if Hana was just letting her pass, but Hana was patting Sina's head and praising her repeatedly, just like I do. As I was blankly watching the scene, Sina suddenly stood up and approached me.

"Ppyaa."

Since it seemed like she wanted to say something, I looked at her face. Sina spread her arms wide and flapped them, then made an expression that said "I did it!" before turning around and going back.

"...?"

What on earth did she just do? While I was standing there with a confused expression at Sina's bewildering behavior, Hana, who was holding the alphabet nearby, giggled and explained.

"Sina says she finished all the Korean letters...!"

Oh, so that's what it was. I immediately praised Sina, telling her she did well. After receiving plenty of praise, Sina seemed to gain confidence and headed toward the wall with animal pictures, looking proud of herself.

*I wonder what she's going to do now.*

Thinking this was quite entertaining to watch, I approached her. Sina pointed at the tiger picture and said to me:

"Piyaang!"
"...?"

What does "piyaang" mean? Not quite understanding, I clapped and told her it was amazing. Then she pointed at the chick below it and said:

"Piik!"

Ah, she was imitating animal sounds. I nodded to Sina, indicating she was correct. Seeming even more confident, she next pointed at the elephant.

She opened her mouth wide to imitate the elephant's sound, but apparently couldn't think of anything. She glanced at me cautiously and asked "Piya?" I smiled at Sina's behavior and told her she was "correct."

"Ppaa, ppyaa."

Then Sina called out to me again and came into my arms. I was thinking that perhaps because Hana kept hugging her, Sina was trying to follow Hana's example by hugging me too. Sina wriggled around in my arms and giggled.

*Sina... I really don't understand her no matter how much I think about it.*

As I was watching Sina and thinking that it's difficult to understand a child's thoughts even when you try, Hana came up beside me and whispered:

"Sina says she likes Appa...! She says you're her second favorite after Hana."
"Really?"
"Yup!"

The moment I heard that, the question "What about Miria?" popped into my mind. But I swallowed those words and smiled awkwardly.

*There's no need to dig up the truth.*

As long as I don't uncover the truth, no one will get hurt. I decided to bury this in my heart and smiled awkwardly.

*

When Sina's quiz session was finally coming to an end, I headed to the snack shop and let Hana and Sina each choose what they wanted to eat.

If Miria or Lucia had seen this, they would have protested that it was unhealthy, but I believed that having days like this once in a while was necessary. So I decided to buy them as many snacks as they wanted today and told Hana and Sina:

"Let's keep the snacks we eat today a secret from Mom, okay?"
"Yes!"
"Ppyaa!"

Seeing my two daughters nodding their heads quickly made me feel quite proud. As I was smiling at my excited daughters who didn't know what to do with themselves, I calmed them down and headed to the snack shop.

[DU Convenience Store]

I thought it was a snack shop, but upon closer inspection, it was a convenience store. It wasn't a big deal, but snack shops have their own charm, so I felt a bit disappointed as I told Hana and Sina:

"Go ahead and choose whatever you want."

At those words, Hana and Sina nodded quickly, then stared at the nearby snacks with sparkling eyes.

"Woaaa... this is pretty. It looks delicious."
"Piii..."

Do they enjoy just looking at them? The two huddled together and began an intense discussion about what might taste good. As I was smiling at them, my phone suddenly started ringing.

*Who could it be?*

Wondering who would be calling since I wasn't expecting any calls, I checked and saw it was from Lucia. Knowing I'd suffer in various ways in the evening if I didn't answer quickly, I promptly answered and heard Lucia's cheerful voice.

[Mr. Jung Hyun...! Are you having fun at the library?]

At that question, I switched to video call to show her Hana and Sina. As I heard the "How cute!" coming through the video call, I told Lucia:

"We're at the convenience store now, so I'll call you back later."

[Oh, okay! Could you buy some food ingredients on your way back?]

"That's not difficult."

[Thank you. As a reward, tonight I'll...!]

Since she was about to say something inappropriate, I immediately ended the call. As I was sighing, thinking she had no filter even in front of children, my two daughters came running to me with their snacks.

"This...!"
"Pii."

It seems they each brought one snack. Even though I told them they could buy whatever they wanted, so they could have brought several items at once, it was adorable that they each brought just one.

*I'll add some ice cream to this too.*

We could enjoy a happy snack time at the library. Of course, since ice cream melts, it would be better to buy it after finishing the snacks. I purchased the snacks they had chosen and went outside.

*

The sight of them nibbling on snacks as big as their palms was incredibly cute. As I was watching the two of them with a fatherly smile, their squirrel-like appearance reminding me of actual squirrels, Hana suddenly started waving her hand toward the bushes.

*What is she doing?*

Wondering why she was doing that, I looked at the bushes and saw a very hungry-looking squirrel scurrying out.

"..."

Hana looked at the squirrel, then lifted up the snack I had just bought her and offered it to the squirrel, saying:

"Eat this!"

At those words, the squirrel waved its hands as if to say it was okay, but Hana firmly placed the snack in the squirrel's hands, saying "It's okay" and patting its head.

The squirrel kept bowing, seemingly grateful for Hana's help. Watching this, I thought it might be better to give the squirrel nuts rather than snacks, so I told Hana to wait a moment and went to the convenience store to buy some nuts.

*This should do.*

I opened the nuts I bought, handed them to Hana, and said:

"Hana, how about giving these instead of snacks?"
"Yes...! That's good!"

Perhaps Hana also thought nuts would be better, as she offered the nuts I gave her, saying "Eat a lot!"

*I don't know whose daughter she is, but why is she so kind?*

As I was thinking she might be the kindest person in the world and getting all sentimental, Sina, who had been hiding behind me and peeking at the squirrel, suddenly jumped out in front of me with a "Pii..." sound. Then she looked at the nuts, drooled a little, grabbed a handful with one hand, and put them in her mouth.

"..."

Seeing this reminded me of when Hana suddenly swallowed the Holy Sword in the past. Thinking about how shocked I was then and how the feeling is still vivid, I calmed Sina down.

"Sina, you shouldn't take the squirrel's food."

At those words, Sina seemed to remember something, shouted "Piya!" and grabbed a handful of her own snacks to put in the squirrel's bag of nuts.

"..."

Seeing this, I thought that some family education might be necessary when we got home, and I asked Hana:

"Hana, why don't you ask the squirrel if it needs anything else?"
"Okay."

At my question, Hana waved at the squirrel with its cheeks full and asked:

"Is there anything else you want?"

At that question, the squirrel tilted its head, then shook it and started stuffing the nuts into its mouth hurriedly. Watching this, Hana stared at the nuts with a conflicted expression, then tightly closed her eyes and turned away from the nuts.

*...Looks like Hana wants some too.*

Does she prefer nuts to snacks? Or does she want to eat them because the squirrel eating nuts looks delicious? I wasn't sure what the right answer was, but one thing was certain: she seemed to want to eat nuts, so I thought we should buy plenty of nuts at the supermarket and spoke up:

"Shall we head home now?"

To set a good example, I picked up all the trash from the ground and threw it in the trash can, then picked up my two daughters and headed to the nearby supermarket.

*

After stopping by the supermarket, Hana and Sina returned home and were excitedly telling Lucia and Miria something in very enthusiastic voices.

"Today...! It was so much fun! We ate delicious things... and read books too!"
"Myamya. Ppyaa!"
"Oh right. And we also met a squirrel."
"Pii!"

When Hana spoke, Sina nodded beside her in agreement. Thinking they were truly well-matched sisters, I was staring at them when Miria smiled slightly and said to me:

"Looks like you took really good care of them. Thanks for your hard work."

I shrugged at her words, and Miria, as if she'd thought of something funny, poked my back and ran away.

*What was that about?*

Thinking I couldn't understand her at all, I shook my head.

Ch.BONUS - Cooking
It had already been three days since our visit to the library.
Hana and Shina must have really enjoyed their trip to the library, as they were still chatting about it.

I smiled watching my adorable daughters chattering away.
I regretted not taking them out more often, thinking that if I had known they would enjoy it this much, we could have gone on more outings.

*When Shina gets a bit older, traveling together would be nice.*

Camping would be good, and even taking a family trip to another world together would be nice too.
I smiled brightly thinking about how it would feel to travel with Shina, Seoa, Sehyun, and Seola when they're a bit older.

*I should prepare for that in various ways.*

Once the kids grow up a bit more, things will get hectic.
Deciding to make plans while I can still catch my breath, I picked up Hana who was playing house with Shina in front of me.

"Daddy? Daddy!"

When I only picked up Hana, Shina chirped in protest and clung to my leg.
I apologized to Shina and picked her up with my other arm.
Shina, still seeming upset, started scolding me.

"Peep... peepeep."

I wasn't sure what she was saying, but judging by how she was hitting my arm, she probably wanted me to include her too next time.
While I was patting her head and saying "Daddy's sorry," Hana suddenly remembered something and spoke up.

"Daddy... you know. Taeyeon unnie said she goes to kindergarten...!"
"Kindergarten?"
"Yeah. She said it's fun."

I could only blink in surprise when the topic that I had carefully discussed with my wives before came up again. I never expected Hana to bring this up.
Looking at her, I cautiously asked about it.

"Then does Hana want to go to kindergarten too?"

At my question, Hana stared at me blankly, then smiled brightly and replied as if it were obvious.

"No. Because then I'd have to be away from Daddy."

I laughed awkwardly at her matter-of-fact answer. While I was happy she didn't want to be separated from me...
The thought that she might gradually grow apart from me someday made me quite sad.

*Still, I'll have to let her go eventually.*

Unwanted attachment only becomes a burden to the other person.
I decided to remain as a helper that Hana could turn to whenever she needed, even if it meant enduring tears of blood...

As I was sighing with these thoughts, Miria, who was beside me, looked at me strangely and asked.

"What's wrong?"

Hearing her words, I reflexively shouted at Miria.

"No, absolutely not! I'm completely against Hana getting married!"

Startled by my sudden outburst, Miria jumped like a cat and yelled back at me.

"What are you talking about?!"

I hugged Hana and Shina tightly and shouted back at Miria.

"How dare you set your sights on my daughters? Even with a knife at my throat, I won't give up Hana and Shina!"
"Shina is my daughter, you know? And I never asked for them anyway."
"I won't give them up!"
"This is pointless."

Miria shook her head as if I was hopeless, muttering "When will you ever grow up?" as she walked away.
While I was smiling, thinking I had successfully repelled outside forces, Hana, who was in my arms, tilted her head and asked me a question.

"Daddy, what's getting married? If it's reading poems... I've seen Mommy reading them."

Her question momentarily froze my brain, leaving me unable to answer.
Hana looked at a fairy tale book nearby, then clapped her hands as if she had figured something out.

"I got it...! Marriage is... a house of poems!"
"A house of poems?"

That was a phrase I'd never heard before.
Confused by Hana's words, I looked at her, and she proudly explained to me.

"Yeah. Just like a library is a house of books...! Marriage is a house of poems!"

It was a (somewhat) logical deduction.
As I was wondering how to correct Hana's conclusion, Shina, who was beside me, started hitting my chest and saying:

"Daddy! Da."

Being a baby, she couldn't control her strength, and it was quite painful.

*Especially since she's a dragon too.*

If I hadn't been training in various ways, I might have been rolling around in real pain.
While rubbing my sore chest, I asked Shina why she was doing that.
Shina rubbed her cheek against mine and shouted "Daddy!"

*I really don't understand what she's saying.*

As I was puzzled, not even understanding the context, Hana, who was beside me, smiled brightly and explained.

"Shina says she likes Daddy...!"
"Really?"
"Yeah. So she says she'll hug Daddy."

So that's what she was saying?
I patted Hana's back to thank her for the translation, then looked down at Shina.

*She's been showing more affection lately.*

More precisely, since our visit to the library.
Her attachment to me had grown stronger.

*She liked me before too, but it seems to have intensified since that day?*

It seems that for Shina, the memory of visiting the library has become an unforgettable happy memory.
I smiled, thinking that was fortunate, while continuing to rub my still-aching chest.

* * *

Four daughters and one son.
I fell into thought, realizing that all my children except Sehyun were girls.
I had wanted more daughters than sons, but I never expected to have this many.

*Still, it's nice.*

Maybe because they're my children, but they seem cuter and somehow more precious.
I told the spirits who were always on standby that they were doing a good job and gave each of them a piece of candy.

The spirits were quite excited.
Leaving them be, I looked at my sleeping wives.

*I think there used to be some distance between them, but since we started raising the children together, that seems to have disappeared a lot.*

These days, they seem even closer to each other than they are to me.
Looking at my wives sleeping cuddled together, I thought it was fortunate, and told Hana and Shina, who were covering their own mouths with their hands, "Let's go out now."

"...!"

It was somewhat funny seeing them cover their mouths like that because I told them to be quiet.
But it was also endearing how they were trying their best to follow my instructions.
I stretched as I hurried outside so as not to wake the sleeping babies.

*

"Daddy? Da... Daddy?"

I had fallen asleep on the sofa due to fatigue, but I had to wake up because someone was touching my face.
Looking ahead to see what it was, I found Shina holding my face as if about to bump into it, staring at me intently.

*Goodness, that startled me.*

I was momentarily surprised because she was so close.
Wondering why Shina was suddenly acting like this, I looked at her.
Shina smiled broadly, said "Daddy," and snuggled into me.

Looking at Shina, I nodded, thinking of when I first met Hana.

*Hana used to touch my face a lot back then too.*

I think babies do this when they like someone, but the proximity was a bit too close.
I asked Shina:

"Shina, what are you doing?"

At my question, Shina said "Daddy?" and looked at me again.
Then she giggled for no apparent reason, looking happy.
I thought I really couldn't understand her and patted Shina's head.

*Will there come a day when I can understand?*

Thinking I wasn't sure for now, I stroked the hair of Hana, who was sleeping beside me.

*

The next day, when I heard a package had arrived, I went outside to find a box full of children's cooking utensils.
Wondering why we had these, I brought them inside, and Miria smiled brightly and explained.

"I heard that cooking with children is helpful in many ways! So I ordered these."
"I told you to stop watching MiTube."

I lightly flicked Miria's forehead as she smiled, then continued.

"Well, since you ordered them, we'll use them. Will you help?"
"Ah... yes? Yes. But I can't cook."
"Then why did you really order these?"

I sighed looking at Miria, who seemed to have become silly since coming to Earth.
Thinking that the internet was the root of all evil, I spoke up.

"Then I guess we'll have to ask Lucia for help."
"I'd like a steak."
"Want another flick?"

I sighed, shook my head, and placed the children's cooking utensils on the kitchen table.

While I was wondering what food to make with these, Hana and Shina came running toward me.
They pointed at the cooking utensils above and asked me:

"Daddy, what's this?"
"Peep?"

At their question, I put the utensils down on the floor to show them.
Hana's eyes sparkled, and with her hands on her cheeks, she exclaimed:

"Wowww... these are things Hana likes...!"
"Really?"
"Yeah! Taeyeon unnie had these at the playground!"

Ah, so that's how she knew about them.
Thinking it was quite fortunate, I asked Hana:

"Then shall we make some food with these?"

At my question, Hana quickly began nodding her head.

Ch.BONUS - Cooking 2
"These days, the quality of toys is no joke."

I let out a sound of admiration as I looked at the plastic kitchen knife made for children.
To be honest, contrary to my expectation that it would be of poor quality because it was made of plastic,
it boasted enough strength to cut through certain ingredients.

*The key point here is that it's not particularly sharp.*

The fact that it could prevent potential cutting accidents felt like a huge merit.
I thought this would be fine to give to Hana and spoke to her.

"Hana, is there any food you'd like to try making?"

At this question, Hana blinked her eyes while looking at me.
Then she quickly nodded and said to me.

"Hana likes ashukrim...!"
"...Ice cream?"
"Yeah. Yummy."

It seems she really liked the ice cream I secretly bought her last time.
Looking at Hana, I smiled awkwardly and said.

"Then shall we try making ice cream?"
"Yeah!"
"What about you, Sina? Do you want to make some too?"
"Pyah."

Seeing her already sucking her finger, I guess that's a yes.
So I decided to make some simple ice cream and told Hana and Sina.

"Let's pick out ingredients from the refrigerator that you want to put in the ice cream."

Since I didn't know the proper way to make ice cream,
I was planning to freeze chocolate milk or soda with some fruit added to it.

*It probably won't taste as good as store-bought, but...*

Since what matters now is the "experience," I decided not to worry about the minor details.
Having made that decision, I opened the refrigerator and freezer and told Hana and Sina to pick out what they wanted.

"Pyaaah!"
"Wow, it's cold...!"

Even though I just opened the refrigerator door, my two daughters were giggling and enjoying themselves immensely.
Looking at them, I thought I didn't quite understand what children found funny, but I smiled anyway.

*Well, it's nice to see them laugh.*

While I was thinking how envious it was that they could laugh at such trivial things,
Hana suddenly exclaimed in surprise when she saw a green onion placed in one corner.

"Wow...! There's a green onion here!"
"Paah!"

Hearing that, I felt a bit mischievous and said to Hana.

"Green onion? Do you want to put green onion in the ice cream?"

At that question, Hana thought for a moment.
Then, as if thinking it wouldn't be bad, she nodded and told me.

"I like egg rolls. Since egg rolls have green onions, I think it'll be yummy...!"

So her logic is that since green onions are in egg rolls, they might taste good in ice cream too?
Hearing that, it became awkward to say it was just a joke now.
So I decided to just add it as part of the experience and smiled awkwardly.

*I'll have to give the bad-tasting one to Miria.*

Curious about her reaction, I told her to pick "something else" too.
Hearing that, Sina shouted "Paah!" and started rummaging through the refrigerator ingredients, peering inside.

Then, as if she found something, she flapped her hands and shouted something to me.

"Pyaah...! Pya!"

Did she find something she wanted to eat?
Curious about what Sina had discovered to make her react like that, I looked inside and found something completely unexpected.

"...Mold?"

As if it had been left unattended for a long time, an unidentifiable fruit covered in white mold spreading in all directions caught my eye.
As soon as I saw it, I quickly pulled Sina back and said.

"No no! No!"
"Pyaah?"

Sina didn't seem to understand what I was saying at all and tilted her head, looking at me.
I repeated to Sina that "you shouldn't eat it," making sure she understood this clearly, then removed the moldy fruit.

*Looks like someone put it in and forgot about it.*

I understand.
It must have been a mistake due to the exhaustion of childcare.
I decided to be more careful about handling these things myself and put the unidentifiable fruit in the food waste bag.

"Mmama...?"

Seeing this, Sina blinked her eyes and tilted her head.
After looking blank for a moment, she whined something to Hana who was next to her.

"Daddy. Sina, Daddy said we shouldn't be picky eaters."
"...Picky eaters?"
"Yeah. He said we have to eat everything to grow tall."

Ah, did she think I was throwing it away because I didn't want to eat it?
Thinking that I never expected misunderstandings to build up like this, I hurriedly explained to Sina.

"I'm not throwing it away because I don't want to eat it. It's spoiled."
"Pya?"

The concept of food spoiling seems difficult for her to understand yet.
Sina kept tilting her head from side to side, looking at me.
I gestured to Sina by rubbing my stomach and saying "it hurts if you eat it."
Only then did Sina seem to understand, saying "Piii" and nodding her head.

"So let's pick something else, okay?"
"Yeah!"

Looking at Hana and Sina nodding quickly, I decided to choose things from the refrigerator again.

*

In the end, we chose three things:
Green onion, strawberry, and apple.
Actually, there were also worms and pebbles that Hana brought, but I persuaded her to put them back, so there wasn't much of a problem.

I put the homemade ice cream we made into the freezer and said.

"After we sleep, the ice cream will be ready, so let's wait a little bit."

When I made a sleeping gesture while saying that,
Hana stared at it for a while, then curled up on the floor pretending to sleep.
Then, less than a minute later, she suddenly got up, and with sparkling eyes, she said to me.

"Done!"
"Huh?"
"I slept and woke up...! Now the ice cream is ready!"

It seems she took my words about sleeping and waking up literally.
Looking at Hana's extremely expectant expression, I hesitated for a moment, then smiled awkwardly and said.

"Um... not now. It will be ready when we sleep tonight and wake up in the morning."
"......"

When I revealed the cruel reality, Hana looked very dejected, then picked up Sina who was eating strawberries nearby and said.

"Life seems hard."

I wonder where she learned that phrase from.
When I asked in a surprised voice where she heard such words, she replied.

"Um... Aunt Miria taught me! She said this world isn't morak-morak? She said that!"

Morak-morak? She probably means "horak-horak" (easy).
It's not wrong, but I can't help but sigh wondering why she's teaching such things to a child not even four years old.
I decided to definitely give Miria the green onion ice cream and said to Hana.

"But you only have to wait one day. Let's wait with Daddy, okay?"
"Yeah...!"

Since it would be disappointing to just wait,
I decided to share some nuts I bought last time and to try making something else.

*I should choose this time.*

If I ask what they want to make, they'll probably say something like cookies.
So I decided to make the decision myself and told Hana and Sina.

"Then shall we try making tuna crackers this time?"
"Tuna... kitties like it. But what's a cracker?"
"Pya?"

Just as I was about to answer,
Hana clapped her hands before me and said.

"...I know! Hana has crae... crae!"

She stumbled over her words a bit as if she couldn't remember properly,
then ran out to the living room with a bright smile.

*Where is she going?*

And what is "crae"?
While I was opening a can of tuna to prepare while waiting for Hana to return,
she proudly showed me crayons she was holding.

"Here!"

It seems they got confused.
I explained to Hana, "That's crayons, this is crackers," and smiled.
After my explanation, Hana muttered "craepas" as if trying to remember, but at some point, she changed it to "craespa."

*The pronunciation is a bit off.*

Hearing the word "spa" repeatedly, I considered correcting her,
but then shook my head and decided to make the tuna crackers first.

*It shouldn't be too difficult to make.*

It was a very simple dish where you just spread the filling—made by mixing onions, pickles, mayonnaise, and tuna—between crackers.
The reason I chose such a simple dish was mainly because it "doesn't require fire."

*While plastic knives are one thing, fire is another matter entirely.*

I chose a dish that doesn't use fire as a preventive measure.

I placed a small onion on the cutting board, then told Hana to try cutting it.

"You need to be careful when using a knife, okay?"
"Yeah!"
"Then would you like to hold the knife?"

I let out a small gasp of admiration when I saw Hana holding the knife upside down.

*It seems my daughter has more talent for assassination than cooking.*

It's not easy to hold it like that the first time.
I corrected her rather creepy way of holding it and said.

"Now you should hold it like this, okay?"

After confirming that Hana nodded,
I pointed to her other hand and said.

"Can you make a cat paw with your left hand?"
"Kitty!?"
"Yes, kitty. Now, make a fist like this, then slightly open this part... ta-da! Cat paw complete!"
"Wooow...!"

Hana seemed to really like the cat paw as she kept looking at her hand and exclaiming in admiration.
Watching her, I felt a bit playful.
Trying to hold back my laughter, I told Hana a little lie.

"You should cut the food while saying 'meow' in that position. Come on, follow Daddy, meow."
"Meow!"
"That's right, good job. Now shall we try cutting the onion?"
"Yeah."

I pointed to the onion that I had prepared for easy cutting and helped Hana cut it properly.

Ch.BONUS - Cooking 3
"Cut it like this. If you feel like the onion isn't cutting well, instead of applying more force, try sawing it like this—it's easier."
"I got it...! Let me try."
"Sure, sure."

I smiled as I watched Hana gripping the kitchen knife with her tiny hands, struggling to cut the onion.
It was obvious she wasn't yet accustomed to using a kitchen knife.
I decided to let her try on her own and watched silently, when suddenly Cynthia, who was beside me, bumped into me and said something.

"Bya-ah...! Bya!"

I still couldn't understand what she was saying.
But judging by how she was pointing at the knife in Hana's hand, she seemed to want to try it too.
Her insistence put me in a dilemma.

*Honestly, I'm already nervous letting Hana use it. Giving one to Cynthia seems a bit much.*

Even though it was a child-safe cooking utensil, I was still anxious about potential accidents.
So I decided to subtly guide Cynthia toward doing something else instead.

"How about you try this instead, Cynthia?"

Mixing ingredients.
We needed to mix the tuna I'd already opened with the onion pieces Hana would eventually cut and some pickles.
I decided to assign this to Cynthia, casually telling her it was "a super important and fun job."

"Pii...!"

Hearing that, Cynthia seemed curious.
She came into my arms with sparkling eyes.
While holding her, I poured the tuna and pickle pieces into a bowl and said:

"Let's put on vinyl gloves and mix it, okay?"
"Bya."
"Stretch out your hands."

As I put vinyl gloves on Cynthia's outstretched hands, I realized her hands were so small that the gloves reached halfway up her forearms.

I was awkwardly smiling at the gloves flapping like oversized robes when Cynthia raised her gloved hands and started shaking them wildly while making a strange sound: "Pii-aiii!"

"What's wrong?"
"Piiiii!"

I couldn't understand what she was saying.
Having no choice, I asked Hana for help. She looked at Cynthia thoughtfully, then told me with a giggle:

"Secret gloves... she says they feel weird and she doesn't like them...!"
"Secret?"
"Uh-huh."

She must have misheard "vinyl" as "secret."
I patted Hana's head gratefully, then removed the vinyl gloves from Cynthia's hands and said:

"You disliked them that much?"
"Pii..."

She must have really hated them—she was wiggling her fingers with tears and snot running down her face.
Having no choice, I decided we'd wash our hands thoroughly and do it barehanded. As I was about to get up to wash Cynthia's hands:

"...Piiiiii."

Cynthia was showing extreme wariness toward the vinyl bag, bristling all over in anger.
I made a mental note to avoid vinyl gloves in the future and took Cynthia to the sink to wash her hands.

*

After all that commotion, we finally managed to complete the tuna crackers.

Since we basically just mixed pre-made ingredients, they fortunately looked decent.
I told Hana and Cynthia to try the tuna crackers we'd made.

"Thank you for the food...!"
"Piiii!"
"Cynthia, you should say thank you too."
"Bya... Bya!"
"She did well...!"

As I silently smiled at the two happy children, Hana suddenly seemed to remember something and said:

"Oh! I want to give this to the mommies too...!"
"To the mommies?"
"Uh-huh."

That would be nice.
But if I took them, it wouldn't be as touching.
I decided to let Hana take them herself, so I put an appropriate amount on a new plate and said to her:

"Then would you like to take these to the mommies?"
"Uh-huh!"

I picked up Cynthia, who was crushing crackers and nibbling on them bit by bit, and told her we should go quickly.

*

"This is for me...? Really?"

First was Lucia.
She received it with tears welling up in her eyes, as if deeply moved.

She added that it was "the most perfect food in the world" as she ate the cracker.

Miria also accepted the crackers with a touched expression, though less dramatically than Lucia.

*Next is Cynthia.*

Cynthia received the cracker from Hana with a tired face.

"Thank you so much, Hana..."

She said that and promptly dozed off.
Having no choice, I laid her down on the bed so she could sleep properly.
After carefully putting Cynthia down, I picked up Seola and headed to Charlotte.

*

"...Crackers? Ah... must be food from this world."

Charlotte welcomed us with a smile as soon as she saw us.
She gave a small laugh when she saw me holding Seola.

"Looks like Cynthia finally fell asleep. Well, she must be tired doing both magical research and childcare."

I nodded in agreement.

*Especially since she's also in charge of Hana's magic lessons.*

It must be tough for many reasons.
I decided to give her a shoulder massage later as I cuddled Seola.
Charlotte ate a cracker and patted Hana's head.

"This is really delicious. Thank you."
"Uh-huh! Hang in there, auntie...!"

It's a bit funny how she refers to them as "mommies" when talking to me, but calls them "aunties" when face to face.
I silently watched Hana shaking her head in front of me, then suggested we go eat some crackers.

*

"Waaah...! So yummy...!"

Though we made them simply, thanks to the tears and efforts of the PhDs(?), they were guaranteed to have some flavor, and they seemed to suit Hana's taste quite well.

"Really? Very delicious?"
"Uh-huh...! It's in my top five most delicious things...!"
"I'm glad. Eat a lot."
"Daddy eat too...!"

I was eating the cracker Hana put in my mouth and smiling when suddenly Cynthia stared at the cracker she had crushed earlier.
Then she smiled brightly and, following Hana's example, picked up the broken cracker and held it out to me.

"Bya!"

Is she asking me to eat this?
I couldn't help but hesitate at such an offer.

No matter how much of a daughter-doting dad I was, it was hard to eat something that had been crushed like that.
As I was pondering, taking my time, Cynthia made a dejected "Bya...?" sound, then plopped down with a "Piya..." and pouted.

"Cynthia's sulking..."

Seeing this, I couldn't hesitate any longer and quickly started to explain:

"...Of course I should eat what Cynthia gave me. Come on, give it to daddy again."

At those words, Cynthia instantly changed her expression and handed me the cracker in her hand with a bright smile.
I pretended to eat what might have been a cracker or porridge while looking at Cynthia, and she started clapping her hands in delight.

*...Thank goodness.*

Thinking it was fortunate she was so easy to fool, I sighed as I ate a proper cracker.

*Now I should clean up a bit.*

I decided to play with them for a while and then put them to bed.

* * * * *

The next morning, Hana shook me awake, urgently calling out:

"Ice cweam...!"

How excited she must be to be so impatient.
I smiled at Hana and patted her head.

"Shall we go see if the ice cream is ready?"
"Uh-huh!"

I picked up Hana and patted her back.

*Cynthia seems to be sleeping in Miria's room...*

I decided we'd check the ice cream just the two of us and headed to the kitchen.
When we arrived, I opened the freezer door to examine the ice cream we had made yesterday.

*Oh, it turned out better than I expected.*

I was worried it might not freeze properly, but that was needless concern.
Looking at the firmly frozen ice cream, I said to Hana:

"The ice cream is ready. Want to see it?"

At that suggestion, Hana quickly nodded and looked down at the ice cream with sparkling eyes.

"It's pretty..."
"Is it?"
"Uh-huh. It looks like jewels...!"

The fruits embedded here and there certainly made it look pretty.
I took out the best-looking ice cream and gave it to Hana, then separated the one with green onions and said to her:

"Shall we go give ice cream to Cynthia and Aunt Miria?"
"Good...!"
"Come on, hold daddy's hand."

I took Hana's hand and headed to Miria's room.

*They seem to still be asleep.*

Thinking this, I looked at Miria sleeping with Cynthia and couldn't help but laugh when I saw them sleeping in exactly the same position.

*Like mother, like daughter. They're identical.*

Thinking how cute they were, I grabbed Miria's shoulder and shook her.

"Wake up for a moment."
"...Ah, why? What is it?"

I held out the ice cream to Miria, who was whining with her eyes closed, and said:

"It's ice cream that Hana, Cynthia, and I made yesterday. Try it and give us your review."
"...Hana and Cynthia made it?"

When I nodded, Miria sighed but grabbed the ice cream and said:

"...Then I have to eat it."
"Good choice."

I inwardly laughed as I watched Miria eat the ice cream filled with green onions.

Ch.BONUS - Cooking 4
Contrary to my expectations, Miria seemed to enjoy the green onion ice cream.

"Hmm? This is actually quite tasty?"

She repeated this while smiling.
Whether she genuinely liked it or was just pretending for the children's sake, I couldn't tell.
I could only shrug my shoulders at Miria's unexpected reaction.

*This is a bit disappointing.*

I had expected Miria to get angry after eating the green onion ice cream.
But far from being angry, she actually liked it, which was disappointing in many ways.
I was contemplating whether to try adding garlic next time when Shina, who had been beside us, suddenly stood up.

"Mama...!"

With sparkling eyes, she clung to Miria.

"Hmm? Is our daughter awake?"
"Ma...!"
"Yes, Mommy's right here."

I must be mistaken if I thought she was looking for Miria rather than the ice cream Miria was holding, right?
I was smiling at Shina, who was fixated on the ice cream in Miria's hand, when suddenly Shina stood on her tiptoes and raised her body upward.

"Ma!"

She took a big bite of the green onion ice cream.
I chuckled at the tiny mark left on the ice cream, no bigger than the size of a thumb and index fingernail combined.

*She probably thought she was eating a lot.*

What she actually ate was so small it looked like a mouse had nibbled at it, which made me smile.
I was silently watching this adorable scene when Shina suddenly made an incredibly bright expression and reached for the ice cream.

"Pii...! Ma!"

She pretended to pick up and eat something with her hand, signaling to Miria that she wanted more ice cream.
Usually, Miria would give in by now.
But seeing Shina's behavior, Miria remained firm and told her:

"This is Mommy's, so no."

At this refusal, Shina pushed out her lips and started to protest.
"Piii"

Normally, when her daughter acted like this, Miria would give in.
But Miria, the ultimate daughter expert, maintained a rather cold face and told Shina:

"No, I won't give it to you."

At those words, Shina made a dejected expression and again made eating gestures.
I wondered how badly she wanted it to act like that.
Miria pretended not to see Shina and turned her head away.

Just as I was about to step in to mediate before Shina started crying,
Miria revealed her true intentions.

"Ice cream first thing in the morning is too early. You can have some when you're older."
"Piii..."
"No means no. If you eat it now, you'll get a tummy ache and we'll have to go to the hospital. Is that okay?"
"Pii?"

So she wasn't withholding it to tease her, but for health reasons.
While I was surprised by this unexpected side of Miria,
a question suddenly crossed my mind.

*If Shina likes it that much, I wonder if that ice cream is actually delicious.*

By my common sense, green onion ice cream should taste like a trap.
But seeing Miria and Shina enjoying it so much made me want to try it too.
As my curiosity continued to grow, I made a request to Miria.

"Sorry, but could I have a bite of that?"
"Oh, this? Sure."

She handed over the ice cream without hesitation. Taking a small bite, I tasted the sweetness of milk.
That was expected since the base was milk with sugar added.
The problem was the bizarre texture and taste of green onion that hit me with a shocking strangeness.

"......"

It's been a while since I've had something this unpleasant.
Wondering how they could possibly find this tasty, I looked at Miria.
She took the ice cream back from me, asking, "Delicious, right?"

*Dragon clan's taste must be... somewhat different.*

Otherwise, there's no way she would call this delicious.
As I was still chewing the green onion pieces lingering in my mouth,
Miria spoke to Shina while eating the ice cream.

"I'll make you lots later. Be patient for now."
"......"
"Don't be upset. It makes Mommy sad."
"...Pii."
"Come here, I'll give you a hug."

When Miria spread her arms with those incredibly caring words,
Shina stared at her for a moment, then said "Pwaa" and
went straight into Hana's arms instead.

"......"

Where did the touching reconciliation go?
I held my forehead as I watched Hana stroking the head of the sniffling Shina.

*This is driving me crazy.*

Wondering what to do, I looked at Miria.
This time, she looked at me with an expression like she was about to cry and said:

"Why not me?"

Apparently, she hadn't expected Shina to coldly go to Hana like that.
Seeing both mother and daughter behaving the same way, I explained the reason.

"Why? Obviously because you told her she couldn't eat it."
"But I did that for Shina's sake...!"

At those words, I could only smile awkwardly.
I never expected to experience firsthand the saying that parents scold their children for their own good, but children only feel stressed by it.

*What should I say? This feels strange.*

While this situation was unfortunate for Miria,
I strangely felt like this was part of the process of becoming a parent, and it made me feel like I'd grown.

Thinking about why I felt this way,
I realized it was because there had been no real worries when raising Hana.

*She really did grow up on her own.*

Of course, I made efforts too.
But honestly, Hana's own efforts outweighed mine,
which inevitably made me feel sorry toward her.

*Well, I'll just have to grow more from this experience.*

Deciding to grow more for the sake of Shina, Seoa, Sehyun, and Seola who would grow up in the future,
I roughly patted Hana's head.

"Ehehe."

When I patted her head, Hana looked up at me with a smile while still comforting Shina.
Deciding that I would always be on Hana's side no matter what,
I picked up both Hana and Shina and said:

"Shall we leave mean Miria behind and go get ice cream by ourselves?"

At those words, Shina immediately responded.

"Pwaa?"

She looked at me with sparkling eyes.
I was about to smile and suggest we go get ice cream right away, but then thought:

*If I say this, Miria will become the villain.*

Deciding to give Miria a chance to redeem herself, I whispered to her:

"Quickly give Shina some ice cream. Otherwise, she'll really be upset."

At those words, Miria thought for a moment, then sighed and said:

"...Just this once."

Then she held out the green onion ice cream to Shina and said:

"Here, eat this."
"Ma?"

Shina tilted her head, perhaps not expecting Miria to give it to her, then eagerly bit into the ice cream.
I was grinning at how cute it was when
Miria subtly poked my lower abdomen and continued speaking.

"So, my daughter. Are you going to keep ignoring Mommy?"
"Pwaa?"
"Come give me a hug before Mommy really gets upset."

At those words, Shina thought for a moment, then walked over and hugged Miria.
Thinking that they had a strong(?) mother-daughter relationship despite everything, I was watching them when
suddenly Hana hugged me and said:

"Appa, Hana too...!"

Seeing Shina get hugged, she wanted a hug too.
I hugged Hana tightly and patted her back.

"Hehe."

I was smiling back at Hana's bright smile when
suddenly Shina grabbed Miria's hair and shouted "Piya!"

"Sh-Shina?!"

As I hesitated on what to do after hearing Miria's surprised voice,
Shina removed a small piece of fluff from Miria's hair and held it out to her.

"Ma!"

It seemed she was trying to remove something that was stuck, but
being a baby, she couldn't control her strength or make fine movements, causing the mishap.
Thinking this was quite a handful, I watched for a moment before turning around, suggesting we stop and go get ice cream.

*

"Delicious...!"

The other ice creams must have been well-made too, as
Hana kept exclaiming how delicious they were while smiling.
I fixed Hana's bangs and continued:

"Is it that good?"
"Yes...!"
"That's great. Should we make some again next time?"

I nodded at Hana, then turned my gaze to the melting ice cream.
The ice creams had melted in the heat while we were having our dispute with Miria.
I was thinking that next time we should eat them right after taking them out of the freezer, when Hana wiped Shina's lips and said something:

"Shina eats well... Pretty!"

It's adorable when Hana says things that adults would typically say.
However, I wished she would be more childlike rather than so mature.
I hoped that instead of always taking care of others, she would make demands like other children her age.

*Am I asking for too much?*

Thinking that being a parent is complicated because there's no right answer, I sighed.
Suddenly, Shina who was beside me toddled over and said "Pwaa!" while attempting to headbutt my body.

It didn't hurt, but I was surprised and looked at Shina.
She stared at me intently, then came in for another headbutt-like motion, but gave me a kiss instead.
Seeing this, Miria sighed and told me:

"She's always like that."

I knew about the headbutting, but this was the first time I'd seen her give kisses too.
I was thinking how unexpected it was while looking at Shina when
Hana, who was beside me, seemed displeased with something. She looked at Shina, then hugged me and told her:

"Appa is Hana's...!"

Ch.BONUS - Ankle
When Hana claimed ownership, Shina stared at her blankly.

"... Pii?"

She spoke dazedly with a rather shocked expression.
Apparently, she hadn't expected her favorite person to say something so cold.

Shina continued staring blankly at Hana.
Her expression gradually changed to a tearful one as she mumbled something quietly.

"Pi... pii... pi."

I still couldn't understand what she was saying, but I guessed it meant something like "I'm sorry."
Just as she was about to cry while whimpering, Hana suddenly picked Shina up, twirled her around, and said:

"And... Shina is mine too...!"
"Pyaa?"
"Yes. Daddy and Shina are both mine...!"

I thought it might be too late to say such things now.
But contrary to my expectations, Shina stopped sniffling and immediately shouted "Pyaa!" while hugging Hana tightly.

Just as I was confused by this unexpectedly rapid emotional change,
Hana patted Shina's back and said softly:

"Onni is sorry...!"
"Pi..."

At those words, Shina shook her head and hugged Hana tightly.
Hana stroked Shina's head and smiled with a "hehe."

*...I guess that's fortunate?*

If they had actually fought, I can't even imagine what might have happened.
I sighed with relief and patted both their heads, when Miria beside me started clearing her throat "hmm hmm," seemingly wanting something.

*She probably wants to join in.*

I figured that while I understood, in Miria's case, she had been abandoned by both Hana and Shina.
She probably needed affection from both daughters in various ways.
Seeing Miria making silent appeals beside us, I sighed and whispered to Hana:

"Can you hug Aunt Miria too?"

At that, Hana tilted her head looking at me, then nodded and silently hugged Miria.
Though surprised by Hana's sudden affection, Miria didn't seem to mind.
She picked Hana up and started giving me looks as if she'd won something.

*Is she acting like that just because Hana hugged her instead of me?*

I was curious what expression she'd make if she knew this all happened because of my goodwill.
But since she'd probably grumble all day if she found out, I decided to leave it at that and sighed.

*

I smiled peacefully watching my two daughters playing house after the tense battle had ended.
Despite how red-faced they'd been with each other earlier,
it was quite amazing how friendly they became the moment they reconciled.

As I was staring blankly at the two of them,
Shina suddenly jumped up from her seat and charged at me with a body tackle.

"Pyaa!"

It might look rough to others, but I saw it as Shina's way of showing affection.
After all, she always tackled me and then hugged me, rolling around.
As I was stroking Shina's round head with a smile,
Hana rushed over, snuggled into my arms, and subtly started pushing Shina away.

Then, just like Shina had done, she called out "Appa!" and giggled, rolling around just like Shina.
As I awkwardly smiled at the repeated "Pyaa" and "Appa" coming from my arms,
I suddenly noticed something interesting.

"Shina doesn't have ankles?"
"Pi?"
"Look here, there's no ankle."
"Pyaa?"

When I teased her about the characteristic lack of ankles that babies have,
Shina reached toward her ankles with a panicked voice.

"Pii!? Pi! Piii..."

Then after mumbling incoherently with a blank expression,
she started whimpering and whining something to me.

"Piii... pi."

Not understanding what she meant, I silently looked at Hana, who told me with a serious expression:

"Appa... Shina's ankles disappeared... she says we need to find them."

It was bewildering enough with Shina, but now even Hana was being serious.
I tried to laugh it off saying it was a "hidden camera prank," but
neither of them understood what I meant and started talking to each other.

"Onni will... find them for you... don't worry...! Just trust onni...!"
"Pyaaa... pi."
"Yes. Appa is here too... so don't worry."
"Pyaa."

After that conversation, they got up from my arms.

"Appa, let's go find Shina's ankles...!"
"S-sure?"
"Yes. We need to find them quickly."

With those words, I was dragged along by Hana as we started searching everywhere.

The first place we went was Cynthia's room.
I gestured to the children to search quietly as we slowly entered.
She seemed to be sleeping deeply, probably due to her recent hard work, not waking up despite our entrance.

*I should cover her with a blanket.*

I carefully covered Cynthia with a blanket so she wouldn't wake up and was fixing her hair when
Hana pulled me and said in a small voice, "Next...!"
Apparently deciding the ankles weren't here, we moved on to the next place.

We searched Charlotte's room, Lucia's room, and even the kitchen,
but couldn't find Shina's missing ankles anywhere.
Hana and Shina started sighing with somewhat tired expressions.

"Life doesn't always go the way Hana wants..."

Wait, where did she learn to say something like that?
I was sighing, certain that Miria must have taught her that, when
suddenly Shina seemed to remember something and grabbed my hand and Hana's, dragging us somewhere.

*Where is she taking us?*

Wondering if there were any other places to look, I followed along and
arrived at a rather unexpected location.

*The shoe rack?*

I guessed that since shoes are closely related to ankles, she might have thought to check the shoe rack. I was shrugging my shoulders when
suddenly Shina stuck her head into the shoe rack saying "Pyaaa?"

"That's not it. Come here."

As I was pulling back Shina who kept trying to put her head in,
Hana stared at the shoes below and said to me:

"Appa's shoes are so big... amazing..."
"Really?"
"Yes. Hana wants to grow this big too."

Finding that quite cute, I patted her head, and
Hana put her feet into my shoes and started dragging them around.

*Well, if Hana likes it, I should let her be.*

As I was watching and wondering what she found so enjoyable,
Hana suddenly seemed to think of something, clapped her hands and said to Shina:

"Shina...! Onni found them...!"
"Pyaa?"
"Wait a moment!"

Then she ran off somewhere quickly and came back with a pair of Shina's socks, saying:

"Here...!"

I was confused why she brought socks while looking for ankles, when
suddenly Hana put the socks on Shina and said:

"Found your ankles!"

Indeed, with the socks on, something that looked like ankles appeared.
Shina seemed quite satisfied with just that, her eyes sparkling as she clapped her tiny hands.

"Piii...!"

She was so happy to have found her ankles that
she kept staring at them with a blank expression.
I shrugged my shoulders, thinking that children's behavior is truly unpredictable.

* * *

After the great ankle-finding commotion, nothing particularly special happened for a few days.
At most, we cooked together?
As this rather ordinary daily life continued, Hana suddenly said:

"Appa, Hana wants to go to the playground."

Given Hana's personality, she rarely says what she wants to do.
For her to say it directly like this, she must have really wanted to go.
I nodded at Hana.

"Should we go right now?"
"...Really!?"
"Yes, really."
"Woaaa..."

We couldn't go before because of Shina, but
I figured if she could handle going to the library, the playground should be fine too.
Seeing Hana smiling brightly with excitement, I told Miria:

"We'll be going to the playground for a bit. Please take care of the others."
"Sure, no problem."

After seeing Miria nod, I dressed Hana and Shina in their outdoor clothes and headed out.

*

Once outside, there weren't many people, probably because the weather wasn't very good.
I greeted the parents I was already acquainted with and told Hana and Shina:

"Be careful not to fall, and call for daddy if anything happens, okay?"
"Yes."
"Pyaa."

After hearing their answers and patting their heads, I looked around.

*We'll have to go back immediately if it rains.*

Since I absolutely wouldn't allow them to catch colds, I was planning to take them home the moment even a drop of rain fell, when
suddenly Shina hid to one side and then popped her head out.

"Pyaa!"

She jumped up trying to surprise me.
As I looked at her with a puzzled expression, wondering what she was doing,
Shina looked very proud, as if she'd accomplished her mission, spreading her arms and laughing "pii."

While I was still confused,
this time Hana shouted "Appa!" and struck the same pose as Shina.

It was cute, but I really didn't understand, so I just stared blankly, when
one of the parents beside me laughed and said:

"That's popular among kids these days."
"Popular?"
"Yes. I heard surprising other people is the trend now."
"Ah..."

I figured as long as my daughters were having fun, that was what mattered, and gave up trying to understand it deeply.

Ch.BONUS - Beauty Salon
"This is a 'giyeok'...!"
"Pii."
"And this is a 'nieun'!"
"Piiii."
"Woaaa...! Sina got them all right! Sina is so smart!"
"Pyaaa."

I silently watched Hana teaching Sina letters.
I wondered how she could understand what Sina was saying.
While I was sighing, thinking that no matter how much time passed, I still couldn't understand Sina's speech...

"Pyaaa!"

Suddenly, Sina jumped up, called to me, and launched herself at me with a body tackle.

"Pya-pya-pya..."

Then, as she always did, she rubbed her head against my stomach while giggling, before lying down and rolling around.
As I was stroking Sina's hair...

"H-Hana too..."

Suddenly, Hana gave me an extremely gentle body tackle and tightly hugged my arm.
While I was patting Hana's head in acknowledgment...
Lucia, who had been watching all this, made a comment.

"By the way, isn't Hana's hair getting too long?"
"Is it?"
"Yes. I think it's about time to cut it."

Hearing that, I picked Hana up and examined her.
Long hair suited her well, so we had kept it that way until now.
But with the weather being so hot, I thought it might be good to try cutting it to a bob style.

*Of course, Hana's opinion is what matters most.*

Thinking that if she didn't like the idea we would keep it as is, I asked for her opinion.

"Hana, would you like to cut your hair into a bob?"
"Hmm?"
"Would you like to cut your hair short like Aunt Miria?"

At those words, Hana stared intently at Miria before nodding her head with a bright smile.

"I like it...!"

With that decided, we determined to cut her hair short and head to the salon today.

* * *

When I took Hana and Sina to the salon, we attracted more attention than I had expected.
As I comforted Sina, who was unusually shy, and went inside, an employee greeted us and waved cheerfully at Hana and Sina.

"Your children are so cute."

Hearing this, Hana seemed to get embarrassed.
She clung to me along with Sina, burying her face against my legs.
I stroked the heads of the two playing this sudden game of hide-and-seek and said:

"Could we get a bob cut?"

The employee nodded and said it was possible.
I picked up Hana, who was still hiding, and sat her in the chair the employee had assigned.

"..."

Feeling anxious about being separated from me, she fidgeted and kept looking at me as soon as I sat her down.
I had no choice but to tell her I would stay nearby, and positioned myself close enough to Hana without getting in the way.

"Pyaa... pii."

As soon as I moved away from Hana, Sina started making a fuss.
She kept tapping my shoulder with her palm and pointing at Hana with her finger.

She was probably asking why we were so far from Hana.
I tried to reassure Sina by saying, "Let's just wait here until big sister gets her haircut," but...

"Pyaa..."

She still looked dejected and kept pointing at Hana.
I silently patted her back and waited for the haircut to finish quickly.

* * *

"She's really beautiful. I think she's the prettiest child I've seen in my career."

With these words of admiration, I could see Hana with her new bob cut.
Thinking that she definitely takes after Lucia and looks good in any style, I watched Hana.
She fidgeted nervously, rubbing her cheeks and looking up at me.

She must be wondering what I thought of her new look.
Looking at her, I smiled and said:

"Isn't our daughter so pretty?"

Only then did Hana smile broadly and come toward me.

"Really?"
"Really."

Picking up Hana who was grinning, I said to her and Sina:

"Should we go eat something delicious today to celebrate Hana's haircut?"

At those words, Hana shouted "I'd love to!"
Sina finally lifted her face and said "Pyaa?" before...

"Piiii!"

She shouted and nodded her head vigorously.
Seeing their reactions, I decided we would go out to eat today.

* * *

After sending a text to my wives about going out to eat,
I asked Hana and Sina if there was anything they wanted to eat.

At that question, Hana and Sina clutched their heads as if contemplating the most important issue in the world.
Then they began to discuss something with serious expressions.

"Pyaa? Pya..."
"Sina likes... but I think ice cream would be good too, not just candy."
"Pya! Pii."
"Mmm. Then ice cream...?"

Listening to this, I chuckled for a while before saying:

"I'll buy you snacks separately. Let's choose something for the main meal."
"Pii?"
"Daddy, Sina says she doesn't know what options there are."
"Really? Then shall we walk around and choose together?"

Looking at my two daughters nodding their heads, I decided to take a brief walk around the area.
However, since the weather was so hot, I decided that if they couldn't choose, I would choose for them as we slowly looked around.

As we were slowly surveying the area,
Hana pointed at a bakery, her eyes sparkling.

"Woaaa... there's bread there."
"Pyaaa. Pyak."

Huh? Didn't Sina just pronounce "bread" correctly?
I looked at Sina in surprise.

"Pyaa?"

She tilted her head at me with her usual manner of speaking.
I was turning my head away thinking I must have misheard, when suddenly Sina said again:

"Pyaang!"

She clearly said "bread."
I was thinking that Sina might actually be a genius when I looked at her.
Sina smiled broadly and started shouting "Pya-pya."

"Shall we eat bread then?"
"Mmm!"
"Pii!"

With unanimous agreement to eat bread, I picked up my two daughters and headed to the nearby bakery.

*

*These days there are so many varieties.*

I think there used to be at most 10 types back in the day.
Now there seem to be well over 20 kinds.
Thinking that the world has changed a lot, I was looking around when Hana noticed a baguette nearby and made a surprised expression.

"Daddy... the bread is so big...!"
"Is it?"
"Yes. I think Hana couldn't eat it even if she ate it her whole life."

The phrase "whole life" was strangely funny, and I was chuckling quietly when
Sina discovered a pizza bread and, startled, began urgently shouting something to me.

"Pya! Pyaa! Pyak!"

Wondering what she was saying, I looked at Hana.
Hana smiled broadly and translated what Sina had said.

"She says it looks like the most delicious bread in the world."
"Really?"
"Yep!"

Then I should pick up a pizza bread.
But thinking the taste might be too strong, I decided to let them eat just a little and placed it on the wooden tray.

*What should I choose next?*

Since we're here shopping, I thought it would be good to pick something for the other wives too, and while I was considering this,
I had an amusing thought and picked up the baguette that had surprised Hana earlier and placed it on the wooden tray.
Hana was somewhat surprised and whispered quietly to Sina.

"Sina... now we might have to eat bread for our whole lives."
"Pyaa?"
"Do you like bread, Sina?"
"Pya!"
"Then that's good."

It'll probably disappear in a day, let alone a lifetime.
I wanted to tell Hana how much Lucia could eat, but I held back and started selecting other breads one by one.

After picking out bread for a while,
I noticed that my two daughters had suddenly gone quiet, and finding it strange, I looked around.
I discovered them stuck to a glass display case containing ice cream cakes.

Wondering what they were doing, I quietly approached and overheard some rather amusing conversations.

"Sina, there's Pororo here."
"Pii..."
"Is he staying in a cool place because it's hot outside?"
"Pya!"

Hearing this, I thought it might be good to buy an ice cream cake too, so I smiled and said:

"Hana, shall we buy that?"
"This?"
"Yes, that one."

At those words, Hana stared blankly before shaking her head and saying:

"We can't... Pororo needs to stay with his friends. We can't take him away."
"Really?"
"Mmm..."

I was about to suggest buying all of them, but then I thought we might have to eat cake for a whole month if we did that, so I shook my head.
So, to preserve their innocence, I decided to leave it alone.
I decided to choose another cake and asked if there was anything else they wanted.

"Pyaaa..."

Sina pointed at a chocolate cake and started looking at me with sparkling eyes.
It seemed she wanted to eat that, so I decided to buy it and took it from the display case.

*Now let's head back.*

Thinking we'd have a bread party today, I smiled brightly.

* * * * *

"...So that's why you bought so much bread?"
"..."

As soon as we got home, Miria started nagging.
To summarize, she was complaining about how much sugar is in bread and what were we going to do with so much of it.
I wanted to retort "Lucia will eat it all anyway" but held back and just nodded.

"Anyway... don't buy so much next time. It's not good for them to eat too much."

When I nodded, Miria sighed and sprawled back on the sofa.
I actually thought Miria might be a sloth rather than a dragon, and shook my head.

Ch.BONUS - Typhoon
Maybe it was because she ate more bread than usual.
Shina's belly was sticking out more than normal.
I was smiling at how cute it looked when suddenly Shina started staring at her own belly and tilting her head.

"Pii...? Pii!"

What on earth is she doing?
I watched as Shina repeatedly pushed her belly out and then sucked it back in, completely baffled by her behavior.
Suddenly, she started giggling with delight and calling for me.

"Ppa-ppa...! Ppa-a."

Then, as if wanting to show me something, she pointed at her belly in front of me and repeated her earlier actions.

"Ppa."

I don't know what she's doing, but it's adorable.
I was gently poking her cheek, enjoying this small moment, when Hana climbed onto my back and covered my eyes with her hands.

"Appa, who is it?"

Since only Hana calls me "appa"... well, actually I already knew who it was, but I decided to play along and deliberately gave wrong answers.

"Hmm, who could it be? Is it Shina?"
"No...!"
"Then is it Lucia?"
"It's not Mom either...!"
"Then who could it be?"

As I pretended not to know, Hana whispered to me in a small voice.

"Hana... it's Hana...!"

Only after hearing that did I say, "Oh, is it Hana?"
Hana lowered her hands and told me:

"That's right!"

I chuckled at her reaction and patted her head.

"Where did my little girl learn this game?"
"Taeyeon unni taught me."
"Really?"
"Yep. Taeyeon unni is super smart and knows lots of things."

I was just smiling at how cute Hana was, suddenly bragging about Taeyeon, when Shina, who had been watching, quickly approached Hana and started demanding something.

"Ppa? Ppa-a."

Judging by how she was patting herself, she probably wanted Hana to say she was smart too.
Hana looked at Shina with a bright smile, then patted her head and declared confidently:

"Shina is smart too...!"
"Ppa!"

I watched my two daughters hugging each other and rolling around, and fell into thought.

*What should we do tomorrow?*

I wanted to give them some educational experiences that would help their development, but nothing came to mind at the moment.
While I was pondering what to do, Lucia approached and poked my shoulder.

"Come to think of it, Jung Hyun, I think it's about time for the next step."

I looked at Lucia, wondering what she was talking about.
She had a somewhat smug expression as she said:

"I think it's time to make Hana a sibling... mmph."

So that's what she was talking about—nonsense.
I quickly covered Lucia's mouth and pinched her cheek.

"What are you saying in front of the children?"
"Mmmmph."

I sighed as Lucia kept licking my palm and said:

"Let's think about that later."

Hearing that, Lucia thought for a moment before calling out to Hana.

"Hana."
"Yes?"
"Would you like to have more siblings?"

At that question, Hana tilted her head, then smiled brightly and said:

"Yes... I like Shina, and I like Seoa, and Sehyeon, and Seora too... I'd like to have more."

Hearing this, Lucia made an expression as if she'd accomplished something and continued:

"Then shall we make you more siblings?"
"Really?!"
"Yes, really. But we need Dad's permission first. Can you help me get it?"
"Yes!"

How underhanded to use Hana like this.
I resolved to get my revenge for this later tonight and said to Hana:

"Um, Hana...? Do you really need more siblings?"
"Yes...!"
"...Why?"
"I think... I'll be happy if I have more siblings."
"..."

As I was wondering how to respond to that, Miria, who had been watching nearby, chuckled and said to Hana:

"More isn't always better, you know? Having lots of siblings gets complicated when it's time to divide the inheritance."

What on earth is she saying?
I couldn't let that pass, so I pulled Miria's cheek, and she protested:

"What! I didn't say anything wrong!"

The problem is that she didn't say anything wrong.
I sighed, gave Miria a light flick on the forehead, then patted Hana's head and said:

"How about this—when you're older, if you still want siblings, Dad will make them for you then. Can you wait until then?"

Hearing that, Hana nodded quickly as if it wasn't a difficult request at all.
I was relieved that I'd managed to dodge the issue, when Charlotte, who was nearby, rested her chin on her hand and said to me:

"Siblings for Hana... that doesn't sound bad."
"Huh?"
"Whether it's one or two, it's all the same trouble. So if you're going to struggle anyway, two might be better."

Is she serious?
I shook my head and told Charlotte to grow up.

* * *

The next day.
Cynthia, looking better than usual, approached me with a bright expression and said:

"Finally... I've finally completed it."

Since I hadn't seen her look this happy in a while, I wondered what she had completed, and she told me something almost unbelievable:

"I've developed a dimensional portal that connects this world with the other world!"

I looked at Cynthia with a puzzled expression.
We could already travel between the worlds without much difficulty, so I asked why she developed this portal.

"Before, I had to be present for anyone to travel between this world and the other world. But with this, anyone can travel back and forth even without me."

I couldn't help but be surprised by the fact that travel was possible without Cynthia.
If what she said was true, it meant connecting with the other world would be much more convenient than I thought.

*When Hana gets a bit older, she'll probably study magic and the power of the World Tree in the other world.*

During that process, my personal wish was for her to live in this world rather than the other one.

It wasn't for any grand reason—just that the living standards in the other world were quite poor compared to Earth.
If possible, I wanted her to live in this world with its superior conveniences.

I had been planning to ask Cynthia to help Hana commute when she got older, but fortunately, now there was a way for her to commute on her own, so I said to Cynthia:

"You really worked hard on this."
"...It's nothing. If I hadn't made it, I would have suffered later."

That was true, so I chuckled and said:

"Anyway, get some rest. The spirits and I will take care of the children."
"...I'll leave it to you then."

I covered Cynthia with a blanket as she collapsed into sleep, then turned away.

* * *

When I came out to the living room with a smile on my face from the good news, I saw Shina wearing Hana's old pajamas inside out.
Wondering why Shina was wearing that, I asked Hana.

"Shina is my little sister... so I wanted to dress her up."

It was an answer I hadn't expected at all.

"R-really?"
"Yes. Shina is so cute...!"

For Hana, it seemed anything cute was fine.
As I watched Hana hugging Shina lovingly, Miria, who had been watching over them, sighed and said to me:

"We need some stimulation."
"Stimulation?"
"I'm getting bored doing the same things every day."

She wasn't wrong.
Although it might seem like Miria wasn't doing much, she actually handled most of the miscellaneous childcare tasks, so she seemed to have fallen into a rut.

*Maybe I should give her a vacation.*

Thinking it might be good to let the tired Miria rest, I suggested it to her.

"Would that be okay? I think three days should be enough."

Surprisingly, she nodded, accepting my proposal more readily than expected.
Realizing she must have really wanted a break, I said:

"Just make sure to keep in touch while you're resting. I'll worry otherwise."
"Of course, that's a given."

As I was patting Miria's back to show my support for her sudden vacation, Hana, who had been staring blankly at us, clung to me and said:

"Hana... Hana wants to go play too."
"Huh?"
"I want to... catch earthworms with Shina."

She must have understood "going out" as going to the playground.
I nodded at Hana and said:

"Then shall we go to the playground with Shina tomorrow?"

At that, Hana's eyes sparkled and she nodded quickly.
I patted her head and said:

"I'll contact Taeyeon's parents to see when they're coming, and we'll go out to match their schedule."
"Yes. Thank you...!"

I couldn't help but smile at her "Thank you."

*

The next day.
I had planned to go to the playground as promised with Hana, but...

[The typhoon warning has been upgraded to 'severe.' Please refrain from going outside if possible...]

We couldn't even go outside, let alone to the playground.

Ch.BONUS - Typhoon 2
I looked at the playground, where the wind and rain were raging so fiercely that "rough" would be an understatement, and smiled awkwardly. I certainly hadn't expected a typhoon to arrive now.

I silently considered what to do. I was about to suggest to Hana and Cynthia that we play another day after the typhoon passed.

"..."

But seeing Hana's deeply disappointed expression, I couldn't bring myself to finish my sentence. I remembered how she had repeatedly said how excited she was before falling asleep last night, and I smiled awkwardly. Meanwhile, Cynthia suddenly jumped up from her seat.

"Bbya? Bbi!"

She gestured that we should hurry outside to play.

*It seems Cynthia doesn't understand that we can't play at the playground because of the typhoon.*

While I was contemplating what to do with the excited Cynthia and the dejected Hana, Miria rested her chin on her hand and suggested to me.

"How about going to a kids' café instead of the playground today?"

At those words, I felt a ray of hope shining through. A kids' café would be similar to a playground, but with... no, it would have even higher quality play equipment. Hana and Cynthia would surely be satisfied.

With this thought in mind, I immediately contacted Taeyeon's parents about going to the kids' café, then delivered the good news to my two daughters.

"Since it's raining today, we're going to a kids' café instead of the playground."

Since neither of them had been to a kids' café before, they tilted their heads and blinked, then asked me questions with confused expressions.

"Appa, what's a quiz café...?"
"Bbya?"

I tried to hold back my laughter as I explained.

"Not a quiz café, a kids' café. It's like an indoor playground."

At my explanation, Hana's eyes suddenly lit up, and she exclaimed with a bright expression.

"Playground...!"
"Yes, playground."
"Woaaah...!"

She was so happy that she even gently shook her head from side to side. I sighed with relief watching her, but Cynthia still didn't seem to understand the situation, tilting her head and murmuring "Bbya?"

*Well, whatever. It's better to just go and see.*

I gave Miria a thumbs-up to show my appreciation, then decided to search online for the highest-rated kids' café.

* * *

True to being a space designed exclusively for children, the kids' café was decorated with elements that children would love. While I was admiring how every design element was full of childlike wonder, Cynthia, who was in my arms, started flapping her arms and saying something to me.

"Bbyaaa! Bbya! Bbiiiii!"

I didn't understand what she was saying, but judging by her excited appearance, she probably meant "I want to go play quickly." I told Cynthia to wait a little and then spoke to Hana.

"Hana, if you get hungry or thirsty while playing, you need to tell Daddy, okay?"
"Yes! Appa also... has to tell Hana if you get hungry."
"Okay."

Thinking that only Hana was concerned about me, I set both daughters down and said:

"Now go have fun playing. Understand?"

At those words, Hana smiled brightly.

"Yes! I understand!"

Then she grabbed my hand and headed toward the play equipment.

"...?"

I didn't understand why she was taking me along, so I asked her.

"Hana isn't happy without Appa... so Appa has to be there."

Her answer was incredibly touching. I was so moved by Hana's response that I silently stroked her head, when Cynthia beside us exclaimed "Bbii?!" and then:

"Bbya!"

She pushed her head toward me, protesting in her own way that I should pat her head too. I awkwardly smiled as I patted Cynthia's head as well.

*

"Woaaah. It's a huge Pororo."
"There's Pani Pang too!"
"Bbya!?"

While I was taking a short break watching my daughters play, I suddenly noticed something strange.

*Come to think of it, all the children around are looking at Hana?*

It was too blatant to be a coincidence, so I carefully observed their expressions. I noticed that the children's faces showed admiration and fondness.

At first, I thought it might be simply because Hana was pretty, but soon I realized it was because Hana was the World Tree.

Although her behavior was similar to other children her age, Hana's essence was the World Tree, the source of life. Perhaps because of her characteristic of being loved by all living beings, these peculiarities occasionally emerged while raising her.

So I was silently watching Hana and reconsidering my parenting approach when she picked up a toy food model nearby and ran over to me saying:

"Appa, eat this!"

Looking at it, it resembled the biscuits we had made together before. I was smiling, thinking how much she must have enjoyed making food together last time, when suddenly Cynthia headbutted me and pushed a toy biscuit against my lips.

"Bbya!"

Did she want me to eat it quickly? It seemed so, so I pretended to eat it, and Cynthia became extremely happy and ran off somewhere again. While I was blankly watching this, Hana stared at me and asked:

"Appa, is it delicious?"
"Since Hana and Cynthia gave it to me, it's super delicious."
"Really?! Then Hana will give you more...!"

Though it wasn't necessary, I nodded because she might feel hurt if I refused. Hana then started running off somewhere quickly, similar to Cynthia.

*

If it had stopped at just bringing me toys, I would have laughed it off, but the problem was Hana's characteristic of being liked by all living beings. I couldn't hide my bewilderment as I watched not only Hana and Cynthia but all the children in the kids' café bringing me toys.

*Well, it's more like they're imitating Hana rather than giving them to me specifically...*

Nevertheless, the pile of toys in front of me was real, so I couldn't help but feel embarrassed. Looking at the restless staff member nearby, I decided to clean up myself and said to Hana:

"Hana, shall we put these away?"

At those words, Hana quickly nodded and said okay, then started putting the toys back in their original places one by one. As I was helping Hana clean up, the other children began following Hana's lead and returning the toys to their proper places as well.

I could only smile awkwardly as I felt the confused gazes of all the parents around.

*I'd better just pretend I don't know what's happening.*

I decided to look elsewhere, figuring that trying to explain or say something would only complicate matters.

*

When the chaotic situation finally ended, I patted Hana's head to show her she'd done well.

*It feels like Hana's abilities are getting stronger by the day.*

When we played at the playground before, she seemed to lead the other children, but not to the point of making them imitate her actions. Now she could make them follow her, which was quite surprising.

*For now it stops at this level, but...*

As her abilities grow stronger, who knows what might happen. It seemed necessary to find a way to control this.

*I should consult with Cynthia about this.*

Deciding to discuss this matter with her later, I asked Hana:

"Hana, aren't you hungry?"

At my question, Hana looked down at her stomach, touched it, and said:

"My tummy's growling!"
"Really? Is there anything you want to eat? What about Cynthia and Taeyeon?"

Looking to the side, I saw Cynthia who had fallen asleep at some point, and Taeyeon staring blankly at me. I picked up the sleeping Cynthia and asked Hana and Taeyeon again.

"I want pizza."
"Ice cream!"

They each gave different answers. I decided to ask Taeyeon's parents for their opinion before deciding where to eat, and wiped the drool from Cynthia's mouth with a handkerchief as she slept.

*

"Woaaah... it's the most delicious thing in the world."

The moment she tasted the pizza, Hana's favorite food changed from ice cream to pizza. I was smiling contentedly at Hana's truly happy expression when Cynthia, who had woken up, looked around from my arms.

She then reached out toward the pizza, pretended to eat, and said "Bbyai." I calmed down the arm-flapping Cynthia and cut a small piece of pizza to put in her mouth.

"Bbya!?"

Cynthia made a surprised sound and opened her eyes wide as if experiencing culture shock.

*She must really like it.*

While I was regretting not having bought it for her sooner, Hana picked up a piece of pizza and handed it to me.

"Here, Appa eat too...! It's super delicious."
"Is it?"
"Yes. It's so delicious... I want to give it to Appa."

Just as I was thinking that only Hana ever looks after me, Cynthia, who was in my arms, saw this and grabbed some corn stuck to her cheek with her hand. With a truly innocent expression, she said "Bbya!" and held it out to me.

"..."

She was probably trying to share her food with me, just like Hana had done. Though I thought this was a bit much even for a daughter-doting father like myself, I ate the corn Cynthia gave me.

*If I didn't eat it, she would cry.*

As I patted the back of the smiling Cynthia, thinking how tough a father's life can be, Hana looked at me and said:

"Appa, Hana has corn too. Should I pick out corn for you!?"

She started eyeing the pizza intently. I could only smile awkwardly as I told Hana to calm down.

Ch.BONUS - Lightning
After the corn incident was settled, I sat with Hana and Cynthia on either side of me, cutting the pizza into small pieces and giving them each a slice.

"... Thank you!"
"Pa-ah!"

I smiled contentedly as I received thanks from my two daughters. I noticed that Cynthia seemed to have trouble eating pizza by herself, constantly dropping bits on her clothes. I had no choice but to wipe her cheeks with a handkerchief.

Hana, who had been watching this from the side, stared at me for a moment. Then she deliberately smeared some tomato sauce from the pizza on her own cheek and tugged at my clothes.

"Daddy, Hana too...!"

I chuckled at her words and wiped her cheek. Only then did Hana nod with satisfaction and start eating her pizza. As I patted her head and took care of various things for her...

"Pa-ah?"

Cynthia once again removed corn from her pizza and held it out to me. Seeing this, I thought to myself that once children fixate on something, they really stick with it. I accepted it with an awkward smile.

*This kindness is becoming a bit burdensome.*

Well, it's fine because they're cute... but it does get a little, just a tiny bit, tiring when it keeps happening. I patted Cynthia's back and told her, "Daddy's fine, Cynthia should eat a lot."

"Pii...!"

She nodded vigorously and stuffed her cheeks full of pizza again. Thinking how nice it was to see her eating well, I then turned my attention to Hana, who had similarly puffed up her cheeks next to Cynthia.

"Hana, is the pizza that delicious?"
"Mmm...!"
"Really? What kind of pizza do you like best?"
"Hana likes... potato. And I like the one with the thing that looks like the sun!"

Something that looks like the sun? Ah, she must mean pepperoni pizza.
Thinking her way of expressing herself was cute, I said to Hana:

"Then should we order potato pizza and sun pizza again next time?"
"I'd like that...!"

Hana nodded quickly and smiled brightly. I smiled back at her.

* * * * *

After returning home, Hana and Cynthia ran around the living room giggling with excitement. Suddenly, as if remembering something, Hana went to Lucia and started talking to her.

"You know... today Hana did such fun things... and ate pizza too and it was super fun!"

I smiled a fatherly smile at the sight of Lucia and Hana, who now looked like mother and daughter to anyone watching.

*I never thought they would become this close before.*

While I didn't dislike Lucia, all of Hana's interests used to revolve around me. She would look for me, not Lucia, so Hana's growth was somewhat surprising.

Just as I was thinking about how things change little by little as time passes, Cynthia, who had lost her sister to Lucia, came over and body-slammed me, starting to complain about something.

"Pa. Pii. Pii. Pa-ah!"

I had no idea what she was trying to say. But if I told her I didn't understand, she would be shocked. So I just smiled and said, "Is that so?"

"Pa-ah..."

Seemingly satisfied with that, Cynthia nodded her head while nestled in my arms. As I looked at her, thinking of when Hana was just born, and patted her back, Miria, who was beside us, sighed.

"It seems our daughter likes her daddy more than her mommy."

Since this was an undeniable fact, I almost nodded unconsciously, but I managed to hold back. If I had nodded, Miria would have been 100% upset, and I would be solely responsible for making her feel bad.

So I kept my mouth shut and pretended not to know anything, when Miria glanced repeatedly at Cynthia in my arms and said loudly enough for her to hear:

"I wonder when I'll ever be loved by our daughter."
"Pii?"
"Ah, I want to hold Cynthia too."
"Pi...?"

As if she understood those words, Cynthia suddenly got up from my arms, body-slammed Miria, and hugged her while saying:

"Pii... Mama!"

Then she patted Miria's face with her tiny palms and started smiling brightly. Seeing this, Miria slowly opened her mouth.

"Ah, that hurts..."
"...?"

Shouldn't she be saying something about being touched at a moment like this? I let out a hollow laugh as I watched Miria pressing the spot where Cynthia had body-slammed her. I hadn't noticed because I'd become numb to pain from frequently practicing pain-maximizing training methods, but it seemed to have caused Miria considerable pain.

I decided I should tell Cynthia to refrain from body-slamming and asked Miria if she was okay. Miria swallowed her tears, nodded, and hugged Cynthia while saying:

"It's my daughter doing it, so I'll have to endure..."

I never expected such words from Miria. Thinking that people really do change after having children, I was letting out sounds of admiration when Cynthia hugged Miria and repeated the word "Mama."

Seeing this, I thought it was fortunate and patted Miria's back.

* * *

The next morning, I woke up to the sound of loud thunder. Looking out the window, I could see rain pouring down.

Wondering if a typhoon had come and feeling concerned, Hana, who had woken up with me, clung to my leg and said:

"Daddy... let me sleep for 10 more seconds..."

She was nodding off and couldn't keep her eyes open, so I picked her up and asked:

"Do you want to sleep in daddy's arms like this?"
"...Yeah."

As I was patting Hana, who was nodding in my arms, to help her sleep comfortably, thunder rumbled again.

CRASH!

I might not have heard it earlier because I was asleep, but this time I clearly heard the thunder even though I was half-awake. Hana jumped in surprise, looked around nervously, and said to me:

"Ah, Daddy...! I think something fell!"
"Something fell?"
"Yeah! I heard a really loud noise!"

She must have been so startled that she was still fidgeting. I stroked her head to reassure her and explained:

"This isn't something falling. It's the sound of lightning striking. Remember that white flash you saw earlier?"
"Yeah...!"
"That's lightning, and after you see it, a little while later..."

BOOM!

"You hear this loud sound."
"......"

Hana blinked at me, seemingly not quite understanding what I was saying. Then, with a determined expression, she told me:

"...It's okay! Hana will protect you!"

She clearly didn't understand at all, but I thought it was cute enough not to matter. As I was about to return to bed, I heard a "thump thump" sound at the bedroom door.

Startled by the sudden noise, Hana whispered in my ear:

"Daddy, lightning came."
"You mean thunder came?"
"Yeah. It went boom so it's lightning."
"......"

It was awkward to correct her, so I just smiled awkwardly and opened the door to see who was knocking.

"Pa, Pa-ah!"

I saw Cynthia trembling with fear. She seemed quite startled by the thunder, so I immediately picked her up with my other arm and tried to calm her down.

"Piii... Piiiiii."

As I was repeating "Is that so?" to Cynthia, who was whining pitifully, Miria suddenly rushed in and said:

"Have you seen Cynthia? She ran away when the thunder suddenly struck, and I've been looking for her."

When I showed her Cynthia in my arms, she let out a sigh that mixed relief and resignation.

"...It seems Cynthia thinks being by your side is the safest."
"You think so?"
"Why else would she run straight to you when she's scared?"

Hearing those words, I felt a strange sense of pride, thinking that I was fulfilling my role as a father. It was proof that I was gradually growing as a father too. As I was holding both my daughters in my arms, trying to calm them down...

"KYAAAAH!"

This time, a scream came from inside the house. This was a sound I couldn't ignore, so I rushed out with my daughters in my arms and saw Charlotte crouched under the dining table, holding her baby.

"What are you doing?"

At my question, Charlotte trembled and teared up, then explained the situation to me in a sobbing voice:

"I... I absolutely hate... lightning."

How scared must she have been to hide under the table? Thinking that it seemed like I had gained another daughter, I suggested to Charlotte:

"Since things have come to this, why don't we all gather together and rest?"

To that suggestion, Miria shrugged her shoulders and said:

"Sounds good. There might be others who are afraid of lightning too."

With that decided, we all agreed to gather in the living room.

Ch.BONUS - Rat-Finding
With so many people gathered, the living room became quite lively. Looking at the scene, I thought anyone passing by might think we were having a housewarming party. I turned my gaze to Shina, who was standing in the center.

"Beep!"

Shina waved her hands at the ladies around her to get their attention. Suddenly, she climbed onto a nearby carpet, stretched her arms upward, and then rolled forward.

The ladies were surprised by Shina's impromptu performance but applauded encouragingly. Pleased with their reaction, Shina proudly smiled and began repeating the same action over and over.

"..."

She was incredibly cute, but after the tenth repetition, it was becoming difficult to maintain the same enthusiastic response. Just then, as if struck by inspiration, Shina abruptly stopped rolling and dashed toward a children's toy set in the corner.

Thankfully, everyone's attention had shifted elsewhere. Thinking I could rest for a moment, I tried to lie down when Hana snuggled up next to me and said something.

"Daddy, listen. I think the lightning isn't coming anymore."

"Really?"

"Yeah. I think it went home."

Her comment about lightning going home sparked my playfulness. Suppressing a smile, I asked Hana, "Where do you think lightning lives?"

Hana blinked at me, then closed her eyes in deep contemplation. I tidied her bangs while waiting for her to finish thinking.

Finally, her eyes sparkled as she exclaimed, "I got it...!"

"What is it?"

"Since it likes loud things... I think it went to a noraebang!"

It seemed that in Hana's mind, a karaoke room was registered as an extremely noisy place. Well, since we usually visit quiet places, I suppose a noraebang would seem excessively loud to her.

I smiled at her reasoning and continued, "Our Hana is so smart."

"...Yeah!"

As I was patting Hana's head and showering her with praise, Shina, who had been dancing some unidentifiable dance with a toy, quickly approached me. As soon as I saw her coming, I stood up and opened my arms.

Shina jumped into my embrace, shouting "Bya!" I sat her down on my right side, with Hana on my left, and spoke to the excited Shina.

"By the way, Shina."

"Bya?"

"From now on, don't headbutt Mommy, okay?"

"Byaa?"

Shina tilted her head, seemingly not understanding what I meant. I mimicked a bumping motion to explain it better.

"When you run and bump into someone like this, it hurts them. Next time, approach slowly and give a hug, okay?"

After my repeated explanation, Shina seemed to understand, nodding and exclaiming "Beee!" She then hugged me tightly, saying "Byaa, bya." I wasn't sure if my message had gotten through properly, but I decided to trust her and stroked her head.

While I was chatting with my two daughters, I felt someone clinging to my back, trembling. Naturally assuming it was Lucia, I turned around, but contrary to my expectation, it was Charlotte.

"J-just let me stay like this for a moment."

Where was her usual confidence? All that remained was anxiety and fear. I told her she could stay as long as she needed, trying my best to make her comfortable. Hana, who had been watching, approached Charlotte and said:

"The lightning went to the noraebang, so it's okay now!"

"N-noraebang?"

"Yeah. It said it's going to sleep there."

Charlotte seemed confused by Hana's words, but she didn't want to contradict her.

"Really...?"

Though she looked somewhat dubious, she nodded. Encouraged by Charlotte's response, Hana began offering more theories.

"I was thinking... I think Mr. Lightning went to sleep because he shouted too loudly."

Somehow lightning had become "Mr. Lightning." I was amused by Hana's imagination and turned to Shina in my arms.

"Shina, what do you think?"

"Bya?"

"Do you think Mr. Lightning went to the noraebang?"

At my question, Shina blinked at me, then suddenly clapped her hands once, jumped up, and started performing that unidentifiable dance again, repeatedly saying "Bya bya!"

I chuckled, wondering why my daughter was so full of energy.

*Well... it's much better than being gloomy.*

I shrugged, thinking that as long as she was happy, that was what mattered.

* * * * *

While I was staring blankly at the ceiling, Miria approached me, giggling.

"Jung Hyun, look at this. Shina only has four bottom teeth."

Looking at Shina, I could indeed see tiny bottom teeth clustered together. They looked like small grains of white rice, so cute that I smiled. Shina, seemingly embarrassed, covered her mouth with both hands and protested.

"Bee!"

I guess she didn't like it. Since she objected, there was no need to keep looking, so I turned away. Then Hana came up to me, holding a puppy, and said:

"The doggy doesn't have many teeth either...!"

"Really?"

"Yeah. That's why it's sooo cute."

"Woof!"

As I stared blankly at the puppy that was stretching like rice cake, Hana dragged the dog along and said to me:

"Also, Daddy, listen. Hana found something amazing."

"Really?"

"Yeah! If you follow Hana, you can see it."

Having nothing else to do, I decided to follow her. Hana pointed to a corner of the living room and said:

"Here."

Looking closer, I noticed a small hole that resembled a mouse hole. I was perplexed as to why such a thing existed, and upon examination, I could detect a small but definite flow of mana coming from the hole.

*Mana?*

Since the presence of mana suggested it was likely an item or creature not related to Earth, I was about to investigate further when a mouse popped out from inside.

"Squeak!"

"..."

A mouse in an apartment—who would have thought? Rationally speaking, the fact that I sensed mana meant it wasn't an ordinary mouse but one artificially created using mana.

Still, seeing such a thing in my own home was quite disconcerting. As I stared at it, wondering what it could be, Cynthia approached from behind and explained:

"Ah, I made that."

"...Why?"

"I created it for surveillance and protection... Should I get rid of it if it bothers you?"

"No, there's no need to eliminate it. But what exactly are you monitoring?"

"Things like whether someone is spying on this place or trying to break in."

Ah, such security measures are indeed necessary. As I awkwardly smiled at the mice gathering below with their paws together, squeaking, Shina suddenly rushed over and got down on all fours.

"Beee, beep!"

She started imitating the mice's squeaking sounds. I held my forehead and sighed at the sight, while Hana, finding Shina's behavior amusing, also began to "beep beep."

As squeaks and beeps filled the air around me, I was contemplating whether to stop them when Cynthia snapped her fingers, making the mouse and the hole disappear.

"I'll remove it since you seem to dislike it."

It wasn't that I disliked it, but I nodded, thinking it would look better without it. Suddenly, Hana and Shina opened their eyes wide, looked around, and then ran to Cynthia with plaintive voices:

"Where did Beep-Beep go...?"

"Beep-Beep... beee."

Faced with their almost tearful voices, Cynthia looked flustered. She quickly composed herself and said to them:

"H-here they are."

She then pulled out two mice from her pocket and handed them to Hana and Shina. The two girls immediately brightened up and exclaimed, "It's Beep-Beep!"

Relieved at the restored peace, Cynthia sighed and said to the girls:

"Will you play with Beep-Beep then?"

"Yeah!"

"Bya!"

"Then I'll leave them to you."

She explained to me that since they were created with mana, there were no hygiene concerns, and distributed a mouse to each of the girls. I smiled slightly at the sight of their excitement.

Just then, a "meow" sound came from nearby. Startled by the noise, the two mice on Hana and Shina's hands jumped in fright and scurried away, disappearing from sight.

Ch.BONUS - Rat-Finding 2
I watched the fleeing mice with an awkward smile. I never expected they'd include the characteristic fear of cats so accurately.

*Talk about attention to detail in the strangest places.*

It made me wonder if that's how they achieved such greatness in magical fields. While I was thinking about this excessive attention to detail and absentmindedly patting Hana and Cynthia's heads, Cynthia suddenly clasped her hands together and flapped them up and down.

"Peep...! Peeep!"

She asked me in a dejected voice where the mice had gone.

"The mice ran away from the cat... wait a minute."

Why could I understand what Cynthia was saying? Surprised that I naturally understood her, I looked at Cynthia, who was still flapping her hands and whining at me.

"Pyaa. Peee... Peeee."

Perhaps I had imagined understanding her earlier. When I listened again, I still couldn't make sense of it. As I was sighing with disappointment, wondering when I'd be able to understand Cynthia's words, Hana, who was standing beside me, helpfully interpreted.

"Daddy. Cynthia says she's sad because the mice disappeared."

"Really?"

"Yeah. Hana is sad too."

After hearing this, I thought for a moment and asked, "Should we go look for them together?" Both Hana and Cynthia quickly nodded and urged me to hurry up and start searching.

Unable to resist my daughters' insistence, I let them drag me around the living room. The cat that had meowed earlier seemed apologetic and casually approached us, rubbing its head against us.

"Meow."

Seeing this, Hana stroked the cat's head to comfort it.

"It's okay. Kitty didn't do anything wrong...!"

She picked up the cat and started dragging it somewhere. I watched Hana for a moment, then picked up Cynthia, who was still making "peep peep" sounds, and slowly walked after them.

*

We found the mice without much difficulty. I chuckled at the sight of two mice lying nonchalantly in the children's playroom.

*Put sunglasses on them and they'd look like mice on vacation.*

I was amused by how comfortable they seemed, lounging as if they owned the place, when suddenly Cynthia, who was in my arms, started flapping her arms again and urgently spoke to me.

"Pyaa peep peep...! Peep peep!"

She seemed to be asking me to put her down, so I did. Cynthia hurriedly approached the mice with a bright smile and said:

"Pyaa!"

That probably means she's really happy? I was smiling at how cute Cynthia was when Hana, who was standing nearby, hesitated for a moment before whispering to the cat she was holding.

"Kitty... don't go meow... okay?"

"Meow."

"Yeah, good job."

To me, "meow" and "nyah" sound pretty much the same, so I wondered what the difference was. While I was pondering this, Hana, seemingly unable to contain herself any longer, ran toward the mice with the cat.

I watched with concern, thinking the mice might run away again, but fortunately, they didn't flee this time and instead welcomed Hana and the cat.

*Looks like Cynthia worked some magic here.*

I silently complimented Cynthia and breathed a sigh of relief. If the mice had run away again, Hana would have been incredibly disappointed.

*Well, I guess that solves the problem.*

Thinking that dealing with children's issues was more nerve-wracking than facing enemies in the past, I sat down on a nearby sofa. Then I noticed Hana, Cynthia, and the animals holding hands (or paws) in a circle, playing ring-around-the-rosy.

"..."

I was curious about how they managed to do that, but I decided not to think too deeply about it and deliberately looked away.

* * * * *

"Peep!"
"Squeak!"
"Peeee!"
"Squeeeak!"

The next morning, Cynthia was communicating with the mouse on her head, making "peep peep" or "squeak squeak" sounds and giggling. I laughed to myself, thinking how adorable she looked and how I couldn't help but watch.

*So cute.*

Why did I suddenly want to show her this moment when she grows up? After pondering briefly, I decided I couldn't keep this sight to myself and immediately started recording Cynthia with my phone.

"Pyapya."

While I was filming Cynthia's happy expression, Miria, who was standing nearby, gave me a puzzled look and asked:

"What are you doing?"

"Recording Cynthia."

"Cynthia? Ah..."

Miria smiled as she watched Cynthia making peeping sounds and said to me:

"Well, our Cynthia is cute because she takes after me."

Her comment sparked my playful side, so after finishing the recording, I whispered to Miria:

"That's true. You're quite affectionate at night too."

"W-what?"

My joke made Miria freeze up before she slapped my back, clearly embarrassed. I was feeling quite satisfied with my successful teasing when Hana suddenly blocked my back with her hand and said:

"Daddy, no hitting...!"

"No, this isn't really hitting, it's—"

"Hana gets angry when Daddy gets hit...!"

Then she spread her arms wide and made a "kwang" sound, something she hadn't done in a while. I smirked at Hana and said to Miria in a teasing voice:

"That's what Hana says. Maybe you should stop hitting me?"

"You really..."

Miria's flustered reaction was so amusing that I wanted to tease her more, but knowing the aftermath would be unbearable, I decided to stop and picked up Hana instead.

"Hana, thank you for protecting Daddy."

"Yeah...!"

As I was patting Hana's head while she smiled brightly, she suddenly remembered something and said to me:

"Oh right. Hana dreamed about catching worms with Daddy today."

"...Worms?"

"Yeah! Daddy said they were yummy."

...That's not something you eat, though. I gave her an awkward smile at her surprising statement and became curious about why Hana thought worms were food. So I asked her about it.

"I saw the chick eating them on TV."

"Chick? You mean a baby chicken?"

"Yeah!"

That was an unexpected answer.

*I never thought she'd be imitating what she saw a chick eating.*

No wonder she misunderstood. I explained to Hana that "worms aren't something we eat," and she looked up at me with wide eyes.

"Why? Don't they taste good?"

That's not really the issue here. While I was contemplating how to respond, Hana seemed to have a realization and clapped her hands.

"I know."

"Hm?"

"Mommy said things that don't taste good are good for your body... so worms are healthy food...!"

Her conclusion went in a strange direction.

*The funny thing is, it's not entirely wrong.*

Since there are medicines made from worm extracts, I couldn't completely deny it. However, I didn't want her to think they were healthy to eat, so I calmly explained again.

"Hana? Worms are dirty, so you shouldn't eat them."

"Dirty?"

"Yes. You shouldn't pick up and eat things that have fallen on the ground, right? Well, worms are on the ground, so you shouldn't eat them, okay?"

Even as I said it, I sensed something was off about my explanation, but I couldn't think of a better way to put it. Hana seemed to accept this reasoning and nodded.

"Yeah!"

As usual, I patted her head and praised her, and Hana giggled and hugged me.

*

After telling Hana that she shouldn't eat worms, she apparently felt the need to pass this information on to Cynthia. She brought Cynthia over and started explaining "why you shouldn't eat worms."

"Worms are... outside. They're dirty!"

"Peep?"

"Yeah. So you shouldn't eat them, okay?"

"Pyaa!"

The logic still sounded strange when I heard it again, making me feel embarrassed. I was wondering if I should explain it differently when Cynthia, who had been nodding vigorously, suddenly jumped up and ran toward me.

I thought she might be coming in for a headbutt and prepared to catch her, but instead, she gently hugged me and smiled brightly before saying:

"Peep, pyaa. Pyapya."

Confused about what she was saying, I looked at Hana, who explained with a bright smile:

"Cynthia says she told Daddy not to eat worms!"

"R-really?"

I wondered what kind of impression I made on Cynthia. Not knowing what to think, I told her "I won't eat them," and Cynthia responded with "Pyaa!" before patting my head and smiling broadly.

"Hana wants to do it too!"

Although I was surprised by my daughters suddenly patting my head, I couldn't help but smile because it was so cute.

*Well, we can't keep doing this forever.*

Deciding it was time for a counterattack, I resolved to tickle Hana and Cynthia.

Ch.BONUS - Picture
About a month has passed since the lightning incident.

I was enjoying an ordinary day, lounging on the sofa, when Cynthia came running toward me, hugging a sketchbook almost as big as herself.

"Pya-a. Pya-ya!"

She looked at me with sparkling eyes, somewhat proudly, then shook her sketchbook and spoke to me again.

"Pee-i. Pee!"

As she fluttered the sketchbook, I wondered what she was so eager to show me, so I looked at it.

I could see three small blue dots, as tiny as Cynthia's lower teeth. While I was making a puzzled expression, wondering what they could be, Cynthia put the sketchbook on the floor and started explaining something.

"Pya-a, pya... tya-a."
"...?"

I still couldn't understand what she was saying.

As I continued looking with a confused expression, Hana, who had been running over with a giggle, added an explanation.

"This is Daddy, this is Hana, and this is Cyna!"
"Ah."

So they weren't dots but people she had drawn.

I patted Cynthia's head and told her she did a good job. She brightened her eyes and nodded her head quickly.

As I was watching this and about to stretch out and rest again, Hana grabbed the hem of my clothes and spoke.

"Daddy, Hana drew Daddy too."
"Really? Let me see."
"Here."

I couldn't help but be impressed by Hana's drawing, which was better than I expected. I never imagined she could draw this well.

Looking into Hana's eyes as she anxiously watched me, I immediately praised her.

"You drew it really well!"
"Really...!?"
"Yes, really."

Pleased with my compliment, Hana smiled broadly and showed off another drawing.

"I drew this one too...!"
"Really? It's amazing."
"Yeah...! And this one too."

While I was silently smiling at how cute Hana was being, Cynthia, who had been staring at us, seemed to get jealous and started mass-producing drawings with her awkwardly held pen.

As I was getting flustered by the pile of dot drawings, Hana picked up Cynthia and said:

"Cyna, good job."
"Pya!"

Apparently, she didn't mind being praised by Hana instead of me.

Cynthia nodded happily at Hana's compliment. I sighed in relief, glad that Cynthia had calmed down.

* * *

While I was putting each of my daughters' drawings into a scrapbook, Hana suddenly came to me with a serious expression.

"Daddy, do you know?"
"Know what?"
"Miria auntie told me... if you don't listen, a big monster like this will eat you."

I blinked as I watched Hana stretch her arms as wide as possible. It seemed Miria had told a lie to tease Hana.

Sighing and wondering who the real child was, I patted Hana's head and said:

"Even if a monster appears, Daddy will protect you, so don't worry too much."
"...Yeah!"

As I was smiling at the beaming Hana, I suddenly realized Cynthia was nowhere to be seen and asked Hana.

"By the way, where's Cynthia?"

At that, Hana nodded saying "Oh right" and whispered to me:

"Cyna got eaten by a monster...!"
"By a monster?"
"Yeah. So we have to go find her."

It seemed to be a role-play where Cynthia had been eaten by a monster.

I decided to play along and got up from my seat. Hana grabbed my hand and said:

"Daddy, this way...!"

Since she seemed to have a route in mind, I silently followed where Hana led me. I could see Cynthia wandering around with a snow-white blanket over her head.

While I was trying to hold back laughter at the sight, which was cute rather than scary, Hana pretended to be shocked and said to me:

"Oh no... it's a scary monster..."
"A scary monster?"
"Yeah. It's a terrifying monster that kisses you if it catches you...!"

Isn't that a good thing?

While I was seriously considering letting myself get caught, Cynthia seemed to have spotted us and started running toward us with a "Pya-a-a!" sound.

"Kyaa!"

Hana ran away laughing at Cynthia's attack, and Cynthia followed her, giggling.

I was wondering where all that energy came from when I started to feel drained, and then I noticed Miria, who had already collapsed, completely exhausted.

"...You're here?"
"...What are you doing here?"
"I was playing with Cynthia a bit while Hana took you away... it's too exhausting."

Though much was left unsaid, I understood what she meant.

I was covering the passed-out Miria with a blanket to pay my respects when Hana and Cynthia, who had returned, clung to me and said:

"Now Daddy is it."
"Pya-a."

Wasn't this about escaping from a monster? Why suddenly "it"?

Though confused, I decided to go along with it and pretended to be a monster. The two girls laughed and started running away again.

"..."

It's cute, but somehow tiring.

As I was groaning, feeling my energy being drained unusually quickly, a spirit beside me, looking like it was about to wither away, spoke to me:

[You're... working hard.]

"..."

Wondering who it was, I checked and saw it was the spirit that usually helped with Hana's childcare.

I tried to revive the dying spirit by shaking its shoulders, but it had already used up all its energy and passed out, burning white.

"..."

...Is childcare this terrifying?

I was shocked by the sight of everyone from Miria to the spirit collapsing when I saw Hana and Cynthia running toward me with blankets over their heads.

"Pya-pya!"
"Daddy!"

It seemed they came looking for me since I wasn't chasing them.

I was briefly considering pretending to faint like the spirit next to me when Hana and Cynthia brought a doll play set and said to me:

"Daddy, let's do this now!"
"Pee-i."
"Daddy is Daddy... Hana is Hana! And Cyna is Cyna!"
"Pya-pya."

They repeat the same game all day if it's fun, but switch to another if they get even slightly bored.

In less than 10 minutes, the tag game ended and doll play began.

I chuckled at the unpredictable play and nodded.

"Hana, then aren't you just being yourself?"

At that question, Hana blinked, stared at her fingers, and then smiled broadly and said to me:

"That's okay...!"

What's okay about that?

I decided to give up trying to understand and held Hana and Cynthia in my arms, leaning against the wall, when Lucia entered the room with some light snacks.

"Everyone, eat these while you play."

Only then did the two stop their doll play and focus on the snacks Lucia brought, their eyes sparkling.

Thinking I could finally get some rest, I gave Lucia a thumbs up, and she smiled brightly and whispered to me:

"Ah, then tonight I'll reward..."
"..."

Why do I have an ominous feeling that I won't be able to rest even in the evening?

I was strongly denying that possibility and pushing Lucia away when she lightly kissed my neck, smiled, and said to me:

"I'll be waiting, assuming you'll give it to me!"

Then she disappeared, running away.

I sighed, determined to give her punishment instead of a reward tonight, when Hana held out bread to me and said:

"This is the biggest, so Daddy eat it...!"

Despite everything, Hana is the only one who takes care of me.

I was patting Hana's head and eating the bread she gave me when suddenly Cynthia jumped up from her seat and shouted something at me:

"Ya... pya!"

It sounded like "Ya!" because her words were cut off in the middle.

I looked at Cynthia in surprise, and she shouted at me again with sparkling eyes:

"Pya-a... ya!"

Even hearing it again, it sounded like "ya," which felt strange, but I was moved that she was clearly trying to say "Daddy." Just as I was feeling touched, Cynthia made a triumphant expression and this time said to Hana:

"Onni...!"

Since she had said the word "sister" before, it wasn't that surprising, but it was still quite satisfying to hear her speak so clearly again.

I patted Cynthia's head to show she did well, and she was so happy with the praise that she went "pya-pya!" and smiled broadly.

Watching this, Hana exclaimed in admiration toward Cynthia, then tugged at my clothes and whispered:

"Daddy, praise Cyna... I think she's a genius...!"

In my opinion, Hana seems more like a genius than Cynthia, but anyway.

Either way, it was cute how she said that, so I asked "Really?" and she replied:

"Yeah. Because she's smart, you have to pat her head like this."
"Then Hana can do it for Cynthia, and I'll do it for Hana."

At those words, Hana was quite excited and nodded, offering her head to me.

I patted Hana's head and rubbed her back.

*What will I do when Hana grows up?*

It's really going to be heartbreaking.

I resolved to include a clause that anyone who wants to date Hana must defeat me first, strengthening my determination.

Ch.BONUS - Errand 1
"Hey Hana, did you know? You can only become a true adult after running errands."

I sighed as I listened to Miria saying strange things since morning.
Does she want to tease Hana from the start of the day?
Just as I was about to tell Hana not to listen to Miria's nonsense...

"...Yeah! I heard it from Taeyeon unnie!"

Contrary to my expectations, Hana nodded in agreement with Miria's words.
While I was confused by this unexpected development,
Miria smiled mysteriously and said to Hana.

"Really? Then how about you try running an errand too?"

Hearing this question, Hana's eyes sparkled with interest as she replied to Miria.

"Can I really go...!?"

She must have wanted to try it for a while.
As I watched Hana nodding enthusiastically, I was lost in thought when Miria shrugged and said to her.

"But not just anyone can run errands. Only adults can do it... I wonder if Hana can handle it."
"I can...!"
"Really?"
"Yeah... Hana is this tall now... and I can cook too...!"

Apparently, in Hana's mind, being an adult is defined by height and cooking skills.
I was trying to hold back my laughter at her confident declaration when Hana, feeling she needed backup, brought someone else into the conversation.

"Does Sina think so too?"
"Pya?"
"Sina says so too."

Though it seemed like Sina was just nodding without really understanding.
I decided not to interfere and just watched silently.
Then Lucia, who was nearby, casually joined in.

"Then would you like to try running an errand?"
"Really?!"
"Yes, really."

Hana couldn't hide her joy at being allowed to run an errand.
After watching her for a moment, I turned to Lucia with a question.

"Isn't it dangerous to send her on an errand alone?"

Lucia waved her hand dismissively and replied.

"It's fine. We can secretly follow her."

So she never intended to let her go alone.
Thinking that didn't sound too bad, I nodded and said.

"Then we can ask Cynthia to use invisibility magic and follow her."

As I watched Lucia nodding in agreement, I felt a strange emotion.
Until recently, we were discussing whether Hana could ever be independent from me.
Now I was worried about letting her go out alone.

*How ironic.*

Just as I was thinking about how unpredictable life can be,
Hana suddenly remembered something and started packing various items into a bag almost as big as herself.

She didn't really need to pack for a simple errand.
But I just watched her enthusiastic preparations because it was cute.
Then I noticed she was putting some rather unusual things in her bag.

"Does kitty want to come too?"
"Meow."
"Then you can stay right here!"
"Meow."
"Puppy too?!"
"Woof."

With the dog and cat inside, the bag quickly became full.
I thought about telling her to leave them behind, but...

*Let's just let her do what she wants.*

I decided to silently observe to help foster her independence.
As I nervously sipped cold water, Miria laughed beside me and said.

"Such a doting father. Worrying from the moment she's packing."

...Since that wasn't wrong, I couldn't deny it.
Unable to respond, I avoided Miria's gaze.
Then Hana, having finished packing, scurried over to me with her bag.

"Then let's go, Appa."
"...Huh?"
"Hana can't go without Appa."

When I heard that, I took her hand thinking that was what she wanted.
Hana nodded with satisfaction, then called for Sina.

"Sina, shall we go?"
"Pya?"
"Yeah. We need to run an errand."
"Pya."
"Sina come too."
"Pii!"

I had assumed that "running an errand" meant Hana going alone.
But apparently, Hana's plan included taking me and Sina along.
Looking at Hana firmly holding my hand, I gently explained that errands should be done alone.

"Hana, errands aren't something you do together. You need to go by yourself."

Hearing this, Hana looked up at me with a shocked expression.
After thinking for a moment, she whispered to me.

"Then... I'll leave kitty and puppy and the three of us can go."
"Huh?"
"Without Appa and Sina, Hana will cry. So we have to go together."

At her words, I smiled awkwardly.
Feeling a bit mischievous, I playfully asked her.

"So you're saying you don't need puppy and kitty?"

At my teasing question, Hana's eyes widened in surprise.
Then she fidgeted with her fingers and said.

"...Puppy and kitty need to come too."
"But didn't you just say you only needed Appa and Sina?"
"..."

Unable to answer, Hana looked back and forth between the dog and cat anxiously.
Then, as if she'd had a revelation, she told me.

"Then... we can all go together!"

I did tell her she needed to go alone, but...
I thought about teasing her more, but worried she might cry.
So I smiled inwardly and slowly spoke.

"Hana, how about going on this errand without Appa this time?"
"...Without Appa...?"
"Yes. Just you, Sina, puppy, and kitty. The four of you."
"..."

She seemed to have never considered going somewhere without me.
Her expression grew increasingly rigid.
Watching her face, I spoke gently to comfort her.

"Appa will always be here. If you miss me, you can come back anytime. How about it?"
"..."

Despite my assurance that I'd always be here,
Hana didn't like the idea of being separated from me. She pouted and stared at the floor dejectedly.
As I stroked her head, thinking this wasn't going to work...

"Then Hana will never become an adult. How can you become an adult if you can't even run errands by yourself?"

Miria's teasing voice came from beside us.
At those words, Hana's dejected expression changed as she retorted.

"H-Hana is all grown up...!"
"If you're grown up, why can't you run errands alone? All adults can do that."
"...Really?"
"Think about it. Mom and all your aunties can run errands by themselves."
"..."

Hearing this, Hana glanced back and forth between Lucia and Miria.
Then, as if she'd made a decision, she spoke to me with determination.

"Then... Appa, listen... Hana won't cry even if she wants to, okay?"

I was surprised by her unexpected words.
I never imagined Hana would agree to run errands alone.
I just blinked at her, and she continued with a sullen expression.

"Hana will hold back tears... so Appa shouldn't cry either..."

I nodded awkwardly.
Hana hugged me tightly, just as I often did for her, and said.

"Then Hana will go run the errand."
"...Already?"
"Yeah."

Hearing this, all sorts of worries flooded my mind, and I hurriedly asked her a few questions.

"Hana, what should you do if a stranger asks you to follow him?"

After thinking about it, Hana slowly answered.

"...Why?"

Why? I never expected such an answer.
I flinched momentarily, then cleared my throat and asked another question.

"What if a stranger says he's Appa's friend and asks you to go with him? What should you say?"

Hana blinked and then answered with a bright smile.

"Yeah... then I'll go. Hana wants to go to Appa."
"No, you shouldn't go."
"Why? Hana wants to be with Appa..."

Hearing this, I quickly turned to Miria, feeling desperate.

"Let's just not send Hana on errands and keep her by my side forever."
"...What are you saying?"
"I can run the errands instead, right?"

Miria sighed as if I was hopeless, pushed me aside, and spoke to Hana.

"The man might be a bad person, so don't follow him, okay?"

Hana thought about it carefully, then smiled brightly and said.

"...I'll think about it!"
"...Don't think about it, just say no."
"Yeah!"

Watching this, I couldn't help but worry.
As I stroked Hana's smiling head, I asked the next question.

"How should you cross at a crosswalk?"

At this question, Sina, who had been quiet beside us, raised one hand and shouted "Pya!"
With a somewhat proud expression, she came over to me.
She said "Pya pya pya" and hugged me.

She seemed to be showing that you should raise your hand when crossing, so I patted her head to show she was right.
Sina looked very satisfied and smiled.

After several minutes of questions,
Miria said we should send them off soon or they might never go.

"We're going to follow them anyway, so why worry so much?"
"...Still."
"Besides, the spirits will be watching over them. Even if a truck came rushing at them, it wouldn't be a problem."

Thinking about it rationally, she was right.
Sensing it was time to let them go, I spoke to Hana and Sina.

"Be careful not to get lost, and come back safely."

I sighed with concern as I watched Hana and Sina holding hands tightly and nodding.

Ch.BONUS - Errand 2
I couldn't focus on anything because I was so worried.
I immediately ran to Cynthia and asked her to cast an invisibility spell on me.

After confirming the invisibility spell had taken effect,
I quickly thanked Cynthia and hurried after Hana and Shina.

*I'm not sure if this counts as fortunate or not.*

I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the two of them still toddling in front of the apartment building even after about 10 minutes, probably because their legs were still short.
While I stood with my arms crossed watching the two of them walking forward with bright smiles on their faces, Hana began to sigh with a worried expression.

"Shina... if we don't go back soon, Daddy might cry. Should we hurry back?"
"Daddy? Pii!"
"Yeah... if Daddy cries, Hana will be sad too... let's go quickly."
"Pi."

I smiled awkwardly seeing Hana worrying about me even while outside.
Here I was, anxious about what might happen to Hana and Shina.
And contrary to that, they were worried I might cry.

I thought about how ironic the situation was as I followed behind them.
Suddenly, Shina shouted "Piya!" and started tugging at Hana's clothes.

"Hmm?"
"Da...! Piiii!"

She spotted some ants crawling on the ground and her eyes began to sparkle.
Then she squatted down and started staring intently at the ants.

Seeing Shina's behavior, Hana must have thought this wasn't right, so she held Shina's hand firmly and tried to persuade her.

"Daddy is waiting for us... we need to go quickly."
"Bu... pii?"
"Just looking for a little bit... umm. That's okay."
"Pa!"

At first it seemed like she was trying to convince Shina.
But apparently Hana secretly wanted to look too, because in the end, she squatted down just like Shina and started watching the ants.
I couldn't help but smile at how cute my two daughters were.



*

After watching the ants for about 20 minutes, my two daughters,
apparently satisfied with their observation, began waving goodbye to the ants with their adorable little hands.

"Pya."
"Bye bye...! We'll come again."

It seems they developed some kind of bond while watching them.
As the two were smiling and saying goodbye, Shina suddenly seemed to remember something and pulled out a tiny snack from the pocket attached to her clothes.

*...Shrimp crackers?*

She must have put them in her pocket while eating snacks earlier.
Shina placed the snack next to the ants with a satisfied expression, then grabbed Hana's hand and started saying "Pya."

"Yes...! Shina is so nice."
"Pya-pya."

Hana seemed impressed by Shina's thoughtfulness and patted her head in praise.
Shina was so happy with Hana's compliment that she shook her head from side to side and snuggled up to Hana.
I was glad they got along so well and secretly took a picture of the two.

*I should show this to Lucia and Miria later.*

While following them and thinking about how much they would like it, Hana suddenly stopped in her tracks, saying "Woah..." as if she had discovered something.
Wondering what it was, I looked ahead and saw the playground we often visited.

"It's the playground... woaaah..."

She seemed to want to play at the playground, as her gaze wouldn't leave it.
I wanted to tell her that if she wanted to play so badly, she could play for a while, but...

*Unfortunately, since I'm secretly following them...*

I couldn't step in, which was frustrating as I could only watch.
So I had no choice but to just look at Hana, when I noticed her squeezing her eyes shut as she passed by the playground.

*...Hana is just walking past the playground?*

Her willpower was impressive.
I found Hana's behavior so admirable that I wanted to run over and pat her head, but I had to hold myself back as I watched.

*

After that, Hana and Shina continued to encounter things that could easily distract them.
For example, beautifully blooming flowers, vending machines installed on the street, and wild cats.

They showed immense interest, stopping to stare each time they saw something interesting.
But admirably, they didn't forget they were on an errand.
Though they looked around, they didn't stop moving forward, and somehow managed to successfully reach the market.

*I'm really getting emotional here.*

I wanted to pat them so much for being so admirable.
I was feeling like I might cry watching them, when I noticed Hana and Shina looking around blinking their eyes after entering the market.

*Do they not know where to go?*

Come to think of it, although we've been to the market often,
I've never shown them where to find specific items, so it's understandable they'd be confused.
So I was watching them with concern when...

"Pya!"

Shina seemed to have found something and started pulling Hana's hand, leading her somewhere.
Then she pointed at a nearby fruit display and mumbled something.

"Pya-pya?"
"Something Daddy likes?"
"Pi!"

Something I like? I did eat fruit often recently, but it's not like I particularly love it.
Still, I was touched by their thoughtfulness as I watched them, when Shina's eyes lit up as she pointed at a watermelon on the bottom shelf.

"Pya..."

Apparently, saying I liked it was just an excuse, and she actually wanted to eat it herself.
Thinking that her inability to be honest resembled Miria, I was about to approach them to buy it when I caught myself and forced my feet to stop.

*I almost went over there unconsciously.*

Thinking about how scary habits can be, I deliberately stopped my legs.
While I was calming myself down standing there, I heard Hana's voice.

"I miss Daddy. Don't you, Shina?"
"Daddy."
"Yeah... let's buy this quickly and go see Daddy."
"Pya."

The two strengthened their resolve again, and after looking at the watermelon as big as themselves,
they waved goodbye to it and moved on to buy the "eggs and snacks" that Lucia had asked for.

*

Although they wandered a bit, fortunately, since the market was on the first floor, Hana and Shina were able to find the eggs.
The two stared blankly at the eggs placed higher than themselves, then started chatting with each other in small voices.

"Shina, do you know? They say baby chicks are born from those."
"Pii?!"
"Yeah... chirping baby chicks."

At those words, Shina looked at the eggs with a shocked expression,
then made a gesture of hugging a baby chick and started saying "Pik pik!"

"Yes! Baby chicks are so cute."
"Pii."
"Then... should we raise baby chicks?!"
"Pya."
"Yeah. We should ask Daddy."

Can store-bought eggs even hatch...?
I heard that in the old days, they could hatch if the temperature was right, but I'm not sure about these days.
Well, I don't think much has changed, so they probably could hatch, I was thinking.

Hana tried to reach for the eggs by raising her heels as high as possible, but couldn't grab them.
I was fidgeting, wondering if I should help.

Then the dog and cat from her bag came out, and working together, they jumped up,
successfully grabbed a small egg carton from the display with their mouths, and brought it down.

*...Is that even possible?*

I suppose it's possible because they received some of Hana's energy, entering the realm of divine beasts beyond normal animals.
Even so, it was so impressive that I couldn't help but be amazed.

*They could probably join a circus later.*

Or maybe they could even now.
Anyway, while I was mentally applauding them, Hana patted the dog and cat's heads and showered them with praise.

"Good job!"
"Meow."
"Woof."

Then she carefully held the egg carton the cat and dog had given her and said to Shina.

"So... shall we buy snacks and go back?!"
"Pii."
"Yes. Come this way. Since Shina is a baby, big sister will help you."
"Pya."

In my eyes, Hana is also a baby.
I smiled warmly as I watched my two daughters holding hands tightly as they went to buy snacks.

* * * * *

After that, my daughters bought eggs and snacks,
looked at flowers, said goodbye to the ants they had seen earlier, and finally arrived home.
I opened my arms wide as I looked at Hana and Shina clutching the eggs and snacks to their chests.

"You did well."

At those words, Hana and Shina put down the eggs and snacks nearby and ran to me, each pouring out what they wanted to say.

"Daddy, did you cry because Hana wasn't here? Hana was sad because Daddy wasn't there."
"Pya!"

I patted their heads and said.

"Of course I missed Hana. You really worked hard on your errand."
"Yes!"
"Pya?"
"Of course I missed Shina too."
"Pya-pya."

The two seemed to enjoy my hugs and stayed in my arms for a while.
Then they told me one by one about what they had seen while running the errand.

"We saw ants... and flowers too. They were so cute."
"Really? What did you like the most?"
"Umm... we became friends with the ants, so ants...!"
"Oh, you became good friends? Should we go see them again next time?"
"Yes! I think Daddy will like them too."
"Really? I'm looking forward to it."
"Yes, and the doggy and kitty jumped like this and gave us eggs... they were amazing..."

Perhaps because the errand itself was such a big deal,
Hana continued to talk endlessly about the errand.
I found Hana so adorable that I kept listening to her stories with a fatherly smile.

Ch.BONUS - Coffee
Hana and Sina seemed quite happy about successfully completing their errand. They clung to me all day, talking about it.

"We saw ants... and such big flowers too."
"Bya, byabya."
"They were so pretty I wanted to show Daddy... Should we go see them with Daddy?"
"Pii."

I was just nodding along to my daughters' chatter when Hana suddenly remembered something and urgently told me:

"Also... Daddy! Hana is a grown-up now... so I can drink coffee!"

Coffee? Why would she want to drink that?
Confused, I looked at Hana, who continued with a proud expression:

"Yes. Miria auntie said coffee is something you can drink when you become a grown-up."

Wondering what on earth she was talking about, I looked at Miria for an explanation. Miria waved her hands defensively, then suddenly seemed to realize something.

"She probably means coffee, not 'kopi'."
"...Ah."

Hearing that, I could roughly guess what Hana was trying to say. I patted Hana's head as she kept repeating "kopi" and corrected her pronunciation.

"Hana, it's not 'kopi,' it's 'coffee.'"

At my words, Hana blinked at me and then started mumbling "coffee." I let her get used to the word, and after mumbling it for a while, she suddenly hugged Sina beside her and proudly announced:

"Also, Sina is a grown-up too, so she can drink coffee!"
"Bya?"

Sina tilted her head in confusion at Hana's words, but seeing how happy Hana was, she smiled brightly and clung to her.

*...As long as they're happy, I guess.*

I smiled lightly at my excited daughters and fell into thought.

*Now, what should I do?*

Would it be right to let them drink coffee, which not only contains unhealthy sugar but also caffeine that's bad for children?

*Rationally speaking, I should definitely say no, but...*

Since I could see they would be very disappointed if I refused, I reluctantly decided to just let them taste it.

*And incidentally, I'll also instill the idea that coffee tastes bad.*

Thinking they would probably find Americano quite unpleasant without having to lie about it, I asked Miria, who was playing nearby, to run an errand.

"Sorry, but could you buy an Americano for me?"

Usually, Miria would play hard to get when I asked for favors like this, but perhaps because she knew she was at fault, she nodded without complaint. I smiled at her, then turned to Hana, who was dancing around, and said:

"Hana, Miria auntie is going to buy coffee."

At those words, Hana quickly approached me with sparkling eyes and asked repeatedly:

"Weally?!"
"Really."

Hearing that, Hana couldn't hide her joy. She smiled brightly, then ran back to Sina and started doing that unidentifiable dance again.

*I wonder where she learned that.*

I watched Hana, thinking that although it was a bit silly, it was cute.

* * * * *

About 20 minutes later, Miria returned with the Americano I had asked for.

"Here's your gift."

She placed it in front of me, then flopped down on the sofa and said:

"I'm going to rest for a bit... you give it to Hana yourself."

I nodded at Miria and turned to Hana, who was watching with sparkling eyes.

"Hana, do you know what this is?"

Hana nodded quickly and replied:

"Yes... it's coffee...!"

From "kopi" to "coffee," I see.
I smiled at Hana's pronunciation and offered her the Americano.

"Would you like to try it?"

Hana nodded quickly, grabbed the straw with her mouth, and started sucking as fast as she could.

"......"

After drinking the coffee for a while, Hana suddenly let it dribble out of her mouth. I quickly wiped her mouth with a handkerchief, and Hana looked at me with a serious expression.

"Daddy... I think this has gone bad."

The fact that she said it seemed spoiled rather than bitter suggested that she probably thought the coffee's acidity meant it had gone bad.

Of course, this was just a guess, so I decided to try it myself to see if Hana might be right. I told Hana, "Daddy will check," and took a sip. As I expected, it was just coffee with strong acidity.

*And without sugar or syrup, it's disgustingly bitter.*

Thinking that Americano didn't suit my taste either, I swallowed it. Hana panicked and tried to open my mouth with her hands.

"Daddy, you shouldn't drink that...!"

I looked at her in confusion, and Hana urgently explained:

"If you drink that, your tummy will hurt... Hana will be sad if Daddy gets sick."

I felt the corners of my mouth turning up, but I held back my smile, swallowed the coffee, and slowly spoke:

"Hana, it's okay. The coffee isn't spoiled."
"...?"

Seeing Hana tilt her head in confusion, I revealed the harsh reality:

"Coffee naturally tastes like this. It's supposed to be bitter and sour—that's normal."
"......"

At those words, Hana seemed quite shocked. She opened her eyes wide and looked back and forth between the coffee and me. She probably wanted to deny this unbelievable truth. I stroked her head and continued explaining about coffee.

"Some people drink coffee because they like the taste, but usually adults drink it to stay awake."
"To stay awake...?"
"Yes. Many adults have to wake up early to work, so they often drink it to help them work hard."

Rather than forbidding coffee without explanation, which might create a stronger desire due to reverse psychology, it seemed better for the future to explain everything and let her experience it. So I was calmly explaining to Hana when she suddenly tilted her head as if a question had occurred to her.

"Daddy... then, can Hana drink coffee if she doesn't want to sleep?"
"...Huh?"
"I want to play more with Daddy, so I'll drink it at night."

I panicked and quickly told Hana:

"And, coffee isn't good for children's bodies, so it's better to avoid it if possible."

Hana responded with a proud expression:

"It's okay! Miria auntie said Hana is a grown-up now."
"......"

I made a mental note to get revenge on Miria in the evening, thought for a moment, and decided to use my last resort.

"Then you won't be able to sleep with Daddy at night. I'm going to bed in the evening."

At those words, Hana blinked and urgently replied:

"Then Hana will sleep...! I want to sleep with Daddy."

Thank goodness. If she had insisted on drinking it, I wouldn't have known what else to say. With her response, no further persuasion was necessary. I told her "Let's do that" and patted her head.

As I continued stroking Hana's hair for a while, Sina clung to my leg, buried her face against me, and started giggling. Wondering what she was doing, I saw her smearing saliva and snot on my pants while laughing.

"Sina, what are you doing?"

I wiped Sina's nose with a handkerchief and picked her up.

"Byaa!"

She started explaining something to me:

"Pii, bya. Byaa?"

I still couldn't understand her well. I was thinking how nice it would be to communicate with Sina someday when Hana interpreted for me from the side:

"Sina says she likes Daddy."
"Really?"
"Yes. And she's asking for coffee too."

So that was her goal.
I hugged Sina and patted her back while saying:

"Sina, let's try it later. Not now."
"Dya?"
"It's really not good for you."
"Pii."

Sina seemed quite disappointed, puffing her cheeks and burrowing into my arms. Thinking her behavior resembled Miria's, I was patting her back to comfort her when Hana, finding Sina's actions amusing, also started burrowing into me.

*These two are really something else.*

I started tickling my giggling daughters as revenge for their burrowing.

* * * * *

Around the time Hana and Sina fell asleep for their nap, a question occurred to me.

*Come to think of it, didn't Hana try coffee before?*

My memory was hazy, but I thought she had tried it and spilled it because it tasted bad. Or was I mistaken? As I was stroking sleeping Hana's hair, thinking I couldn't remember because it was so long ago, Lucia approached me and said:

"Are they both asleep?"

I nodded, and Lucia started massaging my shoulders, saying:

"You've worked hard."

This wasn't bad at all. I smiled as I received the massage, and Lucia spoke to me in a low voice:

"By the way, the spirits said they have something to discuss about Hana. When would be a good time for you?"
"The spirits?"

I looked at Lucia, wondering what was going on, but she seemed unsure of the details herself and just shrugged. After thinking for a moment, I said:

"Well, let's hear it now."

I asked Lucia to call the spirits for me.

Ch.BONUS - The Blessing Of Spirits
Spirits are generally a light-hearted and playful race, so it was unusual for them to speak so formally. Since they said they had something to discuss about Hana and even set up an appointment, I was quite curious.

*What could it be?*

Wondering if they had something specific to say, I went to see the spirits. They were jumping around everywhere, shouting at me.

[Please guarantee time for us to play with Lady Hana!]
[We wanna play!]
[Star candy! Lady Hana will love star candy too! So please give her star candy too!]

It's a bit chaotic.
I tried to calm the spirits jumping around and asked about the reason they "called me." The largest spirit cleared its throat with an "ahem" and approached me.

[The reason we called you, Jung Hyun, is because we have something important to discuss about Lady Hana.]

"What is it?"

[We'd like to awaken a new spirit power in Lady Hana soon.]

A new spirit power?
When I asked exactly what that meant, the spirit spread its hands, bouncing up and down as it explained.

[With this, she'll receive the spirits' blessing and be able to use magic much better!]

So she'll be able to use magic better.
I'm not sure about the exact mechanics, but judging by the term "blessing," it probably involves bestowing something on her.

*Well, the spirits wouldn't do anything bad to Hana, so I should probably allow it.*

I nodded and told them I'd talk to Hana about it and asked them to wait a moment.

* * *

When I came out to the living room, I saw Hana carrying Sina like a cat and dragging her around. I was watching closely, wondering what she was doing, when suddenly Hana turned toward me, her eyes sparkling as she called out.

"Daddy...!"

Then she approached me with quicker steps than before and started telling me about what had happened earlier.

"You know... earlier Sina jumped like this, really high. It was so cool..."
"Da! Ba...!"

At those words, Sina waved her hand proudly, snorted lightly, and shrugged her shoulders. She seemed to think she'd done something really impressive. Finding Sina's reaction adorable, I patted both Hana and Sina's heads and said:

"Really? That's amazing."
"Yeah. And earlier she rolled like this, super fast!"
"Really? Can you show Daddy?"
"Yeah!"

I watched Hana put Sina down and start rolling by herself, and I couldn't help but smile. She just looked so cute trying so hard. As I was enjoying the healing moment watching her, suddenly Sina tugged at my clothes and started saying something.

"Da..."

Then she raised both hands up as if cheering, before promptly falling flat on the floor and lying there. I looked at her, wondering what on earth she was trying to do, when Hana, who had stopped rolling, looked at me with round eyes and exclaimed:

"Daddy...! Sina was rolling too!"
"Rolling...?"
"Yeah!"

At those words, I silently looked at Sina. Still lying on the floor, she stretched her arms forward and struggled, trying hard to do something.

*I'm not sure what she's doing, but I should probably praise her?*

When I patted her head to show she did well, Sina seemed to really like it and got up to repeat exactly what she'd done before. Then she looked at me with expectant eyes, as if asking for more praise.

"......"

I can keep praising her, but I'm worried she might hurt herself falling like that. So thinking it would be best to calm them down, I picked them both up and said:

"Would my daughters like to talk with Daddy for a bit?"
"Yeah!"
"Ba?"

I said this as I picked them both up and sat down on the sofa.

*

After sitting on the sofa, I brought up the most urgent matter first.

"Hana, the spirits want to give you a blessing. Would you like that?"
"What's a blessing?"
"It's a kind of congratulatory gesture... um, in this case, not just words but something that will help you in the future..."

My explanation was getting too long, and Hana tilted her head, looking at me as if she didn't quite understand. Seeing her like that, I smiled gently, patted her head, and said:

"The spirits just want to play with you."

At those words, Hana seemed very pleased with the idea of playing, and she swayed her head gently as she replied:

"...Really!?"
"Yes, really."

Hearing that, Hana got up from my lap, her eyes sparkling as she exclaimed:

"Then... I'll go now! Hana wants to play with the spirits."
"Okay."

As I answered and was about to get up to go to the spirits, suddenly Sina started kicking her feet, signaling she wanted to get down. Wondering why, I put her down, and suddenly Sina ran toward the TV.

"Da...!"

I saw her hitting the candle on the TV screen with her palm, trying to put it out. I blinked, wondering what she was doing, and Hana giggled and explained:

"You know... I think Sina wants to put out that candle."
"The candle?"
"Yeah... I saw before that if you don't put out candles when you leave, there's a big fire like this."

It seems she's acting like this after seeing some fire prevention education. After thinking for a moment, I turned off the TV, and only then did Sina stop, looking at me proudly.

*Is she asking for praise?*

Thinking that must be it, I patted her head and told her "good job," and Sina started saying "baba" and seemed very happy. As I was thinking "well, that worked" while patting her, I noticed Hana, who was in my arms, fidgeting and leaning her head toward me.

*Looks like Hana wants her head patted too.*

Finding her adorable, I put her down and patted her head. Hana smiled brightly and swayed her face gently.

Is simply patting their heads that enjoyable? I thought I understood but wasn't quite sure as I continued to pat my daughters' heads all over.

*

Afterward, I picked them both up and headed to where the spirits were. I would have preferred to ask the spirits to come to us, but since they insisted that Hana had to come to them, I had no choice but to bring her there.

*I'm not sure what they're planning to do, but...*

Thinking we should just go and see, I opened the door to where the spirits were staying.

[Lady Hana is here!]
[Woaaaah!]
[Star candy! Star candy!]

The spirits' voices rang out even more energetically than when I had arrived earlier. As I smiled awkwardly at the spirits, Hana and Sina started waving their hands enthusiastically in response to the spirits' cheers.

"Woaaah..."

Then Hana put both hands on her cheeks, her eyes sparkling, before giggling and saying to me:

"Daddy, the spirits are so cute... Hana is happy."

Seeing her so happy about the spirits she sees all the time somehow makes me happy too. As I was smiling at Hana's words, suddenly Sina escaped from my arms, went toward the spirits, and started dancing some unidentifiable dance.

Because she was still so young with short limbs, it was impossible to tell what she was trying to do, but I found it incredibly cute. As I was watching, Hana also left my arms and said to me:

"This...! Three bears...!"
"Three bears?"
"Yeah. I watched it with Sina before!"

Three bears dance... or rather, movements? Was there such a thing?
This was truly news to me, so I silently looked at Hana, who seemed to want to show me the three bears movements she had learned. She stood next to Sina and started dancing enthusiastically.

"......"

Although Hana was much bigger than Sina, she was still very young, so I couldn't really tell what she was trying to express. Still, it was so adorable that I couldn't help but smile. Then the spirits started dancing along with Hana and Sina and began to sing.

[Three bears in one house!]

"Daddy, bear...!"
"Da!"

The atmosphere was like someone had turned on dance music, but the song was about three bears, which was quite funny. I thought I absolutely had to show this to Lucia and Miria, so I took out my phone.

*I need to keep this forever.*

As I was recording it, thinking I'd watch it whenever I felt sad, suddenly a soft light mixing green and blue started flowing from the spirits around us. It seemed they were about to bestow their blessing, so I watched as the spirits simultaneously surrounded Hana, as if they had rehearsed it, and shared their light with her.

"Woaaah..."

Hana fluttered her hands, watching the light flowing into her body, apparently finding it beautiful. The spirits looked at her, giggling and flying around. After watching this for a while, Hana seemed to remember something and grabbed Sina's and my hands as she spoke to the spirits:

"Please do it for Daddy and Sina too...!"

It seems Hana was concerned about Sina and me feeling left out. Actually, I would have preferred them to focus on Hana and Sina, but my two daughters didn't seem to feel that way as they clung to me and smiled brightly.

*What will I do when Hana and Sina get married? I think I'll really cry tears of blood.*

Maybe I should declare that I'll only let them marry someone who can beat me in a fight? Then I could keep them forever. As I was thinking this—1% joking, 99% serious—the spirits stopped emitting light and said to us:

[The blessing is done!]
[Now that it's done, play with us!]
[Dance! Let's dance again!]

At those words, I gestured to Hana and Sina that they could play as they wished. Seeing my gesture, Hana and Sina smiled brightly and started doing the three bears dance again.

Ch.BONUS - Halloween Special
# Halloween Special

*This is a special story that takes place during Halloween, separate from the previous episodes!*

When I opened my eyes, I saw two white ghosts.
Well, to be more precise, how would you feel seeing children covered in white blankets?
It's hard to describe exactly, but if I had to put it into words...

*They're incredibly cute.*

They were so adorable I wanted to go over and ruffle their hair.
I was smiling as I watched Hana and Sina wandering around making "rawr" noises.
Sina must have noticed I was awake because she started charging toward me with her blanket fluttering.

"Bya!"

Then, as she always does, she tackled me with a hug, making a "beep" sound as she laughed and clung to me.
As I was patting her head to calm her down,
Hana came running over and shouted loudly.

"Daddy's awake!"

I was about to reach out to pat Hana's head,
but before I could, she hugged me and said with a bright smile:

"Twuck...? Oi twuck!"

Truck? Cucumber?
I looked at Hana with a puzzled expression, not understanding what she meant.
Hana just smiled brightly and repeated exactly what she'd said before.

"Twuck and cucumber!"

Since I really couldn't understand, I had no choice but to look at the Miriamong nearby.
Miriamong sighed and explained to me.

"Trick or treat. I told them that in this world, people say that on October 31st."
"Ah."

So that's what it was.
The moment I heard that, I checked my pockets for candy or snacks,
but I must have given everything to Hana and Sina yesterday because I couldn't find anything no matter how much I searched.

*I'll have to get some later.*

As I was thinking that with a smile,
Hana and Sina came running over, politely put their hands together, and held them out to me saying:

"Candy...!"
"Beep!"

Seems like they also heard about getting candy or snacks.
I froze at their reaction and smiled awkwardly. Hana tilted her head as she looked at me,
then fluttered her blanket and said:

"Miria auntie said... if you don't give candy... we can play twicks!"
"Tya?"
"Yeah. So Sina and I are gonna play twicks on daddy!"
"Bya!"

With those words, Hana and Sina shouted "Kyao!" and threw themselves at me again.
As I was calming down my daughters and patting their heads,
Sina plopped down on the floor and started shouting something.

"Abya... bya."

I was so surprised I couldn't help but stare at Sina.
She had said "daddy" before, but this was the first time she'd used the word so naturally.
The moment I heard it, I was about to go to Sina and ask what she'd said, when—

"S-Sina, say 'mommy' not 'daddy.' Mommy."
"Abya!"
"No, say mommy!"
"Abyabya. Abya."

I noticed Miria slumping in defeat.

*What is she doing?*

Come to think of it, she had said "daddy" before but never "mommy."
I was snickering at Miria's reaction when
suddenly Hana tilted her head and imitated Sina.

"Abbaba."
"Abyabya."

Then, as if remembering something, her eyes widened.
She started singing the Baby Shark song in an excited voice and giggling.

"Daddy Shark...!"
"Abya!"

The moment I heard that song, I couldn't help but laugh as I realized what Sina had been trying to say.

*She wasn't calling me, she was singing a song.*

As I was thinking that it was fun while it lasted and smiling wryly,
Hana came up to me and whispered something quietly.

"Daddy. Sina likes Daddy Shark the best."
"Daddy Shark? Why?"
"Because it's like you, I think."
"Really?"
"Yeah. And Hana likes Daddy Shark best too."

The moment I heard that, I wanted to teabag Miria who was sitting next to me, but
I had to keep my mouth shut because she'd probably use it as an excuse to squeeze me dry that evening.

*Better be careful.*

Teabagging is only fun when the other person is in a good mood. If you do it when they're in a bad mood, it always leads to a fight.
In a position where I'd definitely be at a disadvantage, it was better to stay quiet.
As I was thinking this, Sina shouted "Tya!" and started running off somewhere.

*What's she up to now?*

As always, I think children's behavior is truly incomprehensible. I picked up Hana and followed Sina,
and saw her staring at my bed with sparkling eyes.

*What is she doing?*

I really couldn't tell, so I sat down nearby.
Hana, who was in my arms, whispered to me again.

"Sina says she likes your bed because it smells like daddy."
"It smells like me?"
"Yeah. Hana likes it too."

I don't really understand, but I shrugged thinking "is that so?" when
Sina raised her arms in triumph next to my bed and tried to climb onto it,
grunting with effort, but...

*Her legs are too short...*

Far from climbing onto the bed, she couldn't even get up properly and just stood on the floor.
I was watching Sina with an awkward smile when
Sina, seemingly devastated by the reality that she couldn't climb onto the bed, started crying with "peep" sounds.

"Boo... byaaaa!"

I didn't expect her to cry so sorrowfully.
Surprised, I quickly got up and hugged Sina with my free arm to comfort her.
Sina, nestled in my arms, started saying something as if complaining.

"...Beeeee... tyaaa. Atya..."

As she pointed at the bed and sniffled, I patted her back saying "I know, Sina, that must have been sad" repeatedly.
Sina seemed to calm down a bit, stopped crying, and then started saying something to me.

"Atyatya... bya."
"......"

What is she really saying?
As I was smiling awkwardly and nodding,
I suddenly noticed the tear stains Sina had left on the bedspread.

*How sad must she have been to cry like that?*

As I was patting her back thinking "poor Sina, how upset you must have been,"
I suddenly felt mischievous and jokingly said to Hana and Sina:

"Hana, Sina, there's a ghost over there."
"Ghost?"
"Tya?"

As I wiped Sina's tear-stained face,
I pointed to the tear stains she had made and said:

"See the bed over there? Can you see the ghost face there?"

At those words, Hana blinked and then looked surprised as she said to me:

"Is it weally a ghost?"
"Why don't you ask if it's a ghost or not? I think it's a ghost."
"Okay!"

With that, Hana took Sina's hand, approached the bed, and started waving.
As I watched them, to preserve the children's innocence(?), I grabbed some nearby spirits and whispered quietly:

"Pretend to be a ghost."

[As a proud spirit, I cannot pretend to be a ghost!]

"I'll give you star candy if you act well."

[Ghost impersonation is what I do best!]

Thinking I was fortunate to reach such a dramatic compromise with the spirit, I nodded.
The spirit, looking triumphant, went next to the bed, made the bedspread flutter, and said:

[I'm a ghoooost.]

At that sound, Hana and Sina were startled,
then screamed "Kyaaaa!" and ran over to hide behind me.
I was laughing inside at the two of them when

Sina peeked at the ghost she had created,
sniffled her runny nose, and started saying something.

"Tya? Beep."

Then she started moving her hands to express something, conveying some passionate intent,
but I had no idea what she meant, so I could only smile.

After Sina explained something for a while,
the spirit seemed to understand it somehow.

[Okaaay, I'll grant your wiiish.]

It said as it made the bedspread flutter,
then gently lifted Sina up with wind magic and placed her on the bed.

"Tya!?"

Once on the bed, Sina raised her arms in triumph like a climber who'd reached the summit of Everest, her eyes sparkling,
then came back down, waving her hands and starting to say something.

"Tyatya! Bya!"

She probably meant she wanted to do it again.
The spirit seemed to notice this too and, looking flustered, used magic to lift her up again.
Sina once more raised her hands in joy, then came back down to the floor and started shouting "Tyata!" again.

[Again...?]
"Tya!"
[Ah, alriiight.]

The ghost, though somewhat struggling, used magic to lift Sina up again.
Once up there, Sina giggled triumphantly and wiggled her body,
then came back down and started asking to be lifted up again.

[......]

The spirit, seeming to realize something had gone wrong, stammered in confusion.
It probably hadn't expected this to keep repeating.
I looked at the spirit silently and turned my head away, inwardly promising to give it lots of star candy later.

Ch.BONUS - Christmas Side Story
# Christmas Special Side Story

I woke up later than usual because Lucia had clung to me until late at night under the pretext of Christmas.

As I stared blankly at the ceiling, wondering if it was morning or afternoon, I heard cute voices coming from my chest.

"Daddy's sleeping... we have to be quiet!"
"Daddy sleep."
"Yes. Daddy's snoring."

Hearing this, I smiled slightly and looked down. I saw my two daughters in fluffy rabbit pajamas having a serious conversation in my arms. I couldn't help but smile again at how adorable they looked, when Shina began speaking with a serious expression.
"Bya. Grandpa...!"

Daddy and grandpa? What could that possibly mean?
Since I couldn't understand what she was saying, I waited for Hana's interpretation. Hana looked at Shina with a rather serious expression and answered.

"Yes. Santa Grandpa... is coming tomorrow."
"Ta..."

It seems Miria or Lucia must have told them about Santa Claus.
As I watched Shina's expression filled with anticipation, wondering what to do, Hana spread her arms wide and said to Shina with a bright smile.

"And he gives thiiis big of a present. When we wake up tomorrow morning, we'll be suuuper happy."
"Bi!"

At the mention of presents, Shina's eyes sparkled again as she looked at Hana. She clapped her hands, showing how incredibly excited she was. Watching this, I wondered what exactly she was expecting that made her so excited.

*I should have prepared gifts in advance.*

I didn't have time to play with Hana and Shina in the morning and afternoon. In the evening and early morning, Lucia, Cynthia, Miria, and Charlotte were all over me, so I had no time. Of course, in a world where you can order things online, this might sound like an excuse.

*But these are gifts for my children, and I wanted to see and choose them with my own eyes, so I kept putting it off.*

I covered my forehead, thinking that the situation had become the worst possible.

*If all else fails, I'll have to give them something nice from my dimensional storage.*

Of course, they would be disappointed if that's all they got. I should probably give Miria a heads-up to buy a few gifts.

As I was thinking that this was more difficult than facing the Demon King, sighing inwardly, Shina suddenly started flailing her arms and declaring something.

"Bya. Ta!"

Hearing this, Hana's eyes widened in surprise as she asked again.

"You want to meet Santa Grandpa...?"
"Bya!"

At that, Hana continued with a serious expression, seemingly wanting to fulfill her sister's wish.

"Then... should we ask Mangmangi to find him by smell!?"

Finding Santa by smell? That's quite an innovative approach, but I'm not sure if it's possible. I was listening to this conversation with interest when Hana noticed I was awake and called out to me with a bright smile.

"Daddy! Are you awake?"

I nodded and stroked Hana's head. She smiled broadly and began explaining everything that had happened earlier.

*I already know because I heard it all, but...*

Still, not wanting to interrupt, I just nodded along. Then Shina looked at me, blinked, and started tugging at my clothes as if asking me to come closer.

Wondering why, I stroked her head and asked, but Shina just flapped her hands, trying to express something.

*I still don't understand.*

As I was thinking how difficult it was to interpret Shina's words and smiling awkwardly, Hana looked at me and giggled before providing a translation.

"She says she wants to find Santa Grandpa with you."
"Santa Grandpa?"
"Yes. Shina wants to play with Santa Grandpa."
"...Really? Then shall we go look for him?"
"Bya!"

Shina was so happy that I agreed to look for Santa with her that she headbutted me and started rubbing her head against me. I thought she was really something else as I wiped the drool from her chin and said:

"But we can't go now. Let's go after breakfast and after we wash up. Okay?"

Hana nodded in agreement, but Shina didn't want to wait. She shook her head and pointed outside with a desperate expression.

"Ta... Grandpa..."

Her face looked like she might cry any moment as she gazed at me desperately. My heart softened. I was considering giving in just this once since it was Christmas and she wanted it so badly, when Lucia opened the door and called us.

"Jung Hyun, breakfast is ready!"

If Lucia came all the way here to call us, she must have finished preparing everything. I felt I couldn't ignore Lucia's efforts, so I stroked Shina's head and spoke as calmly as possible.

"Let's eat first, wash up, and then go look for him, okay?"
"...Bya. Habu."

She still wanted to go right away despite what I said. Unlike Hana who usually listened well, Shina was starting to develop her own opinions. I chuckled, finding it a bit different but cute.

*It's cute, but I should still teach her that no means no.*

Just as I was about to firmly refuse, despite feeling bad about it, Hana stepped in to calm Shina down.

"Let's eat lots of food with big sister... and then look for Santa Grandpa, okay!?"

True to her nature of listening to Hana even when she wouldn't listen to me, Shina reluctantly nodded at Hana's words. Seeing the two of them like this, I laughed inwardly, thanked Hana, and picked them both up.

"Then let's eat quickly and go look for him."

I headed to the kitchen, laughing at Shina who was burying her face in my chest, looking dejected for some reason.

* * *

Despite being so upset earlier, as soon as Shina ate the tofu she loved, her eyes sparkled enormously, and she started smiling as if she possessed all the happiness in the world.

"Ta..."

Seeing her reaction as if she had discovered the ultimate delicacy, I was wondering if I should buy more tofu when Hana looked up at me and spoke.

"Daddy, does Santa Grandpa put presents in socks...?"
"Huh?"
"Hana's socks are small... so they can't hold many presents. That makes me sad."

Oh, so that's what she meant. After thinking for a moment, I forced a smile and provided an answer.

"It's okay, Hana. These days, he doesn't put them in socks but next to the Christmas tree or beside the bed."

Hearing my words, Hana seemed to misunderstand something. She looked at me with wide eyes, spread her arms wide, and quickly asked:

"Then... does he give presents this big...?"

She seems to think the size of Santa's gifts depends on where they're placed. I considered clearing up the misunderstanding but didn't want to destroy her innocence. So I decided to just prepare a big gift and nodded.

"...That's right. Big presents are trendy these days, so he might give a big present."
"Wowww..."

Hana was already excited at the thought of receiving gifts. She placed her hands on her cheeks, looking extremely happy.

"I hope Hana gets lots of presents. Then I can give some to Shina and Seoa and Sehyeoni and Seola too."

Hearing her say she would share her gifts with her siblings, I gave her a proud dad smile. Meanwhile, Shina, who had been listening to this conversation, grabbed a small piece of apple and started putting it in her pocket.

Puzzled by this strange behavior, I asked her why she was doing that. Shina clutched her pocket preciously and said to me:

"Mya."
"Yes?"
"Grandpa mya!"
"Yes. Shina says she's going to give it to Santa Grandpa."

I was momentarily taken aback but tried to stay calm as I praised Shina.

"Really? Santa Grandpa will be happy about that."

Shina seemed to truly believe this as she nodded quickly, looked at me, and continued putting small apple pieces in her pocket.

*I'll have to take those out later.*

Thinking I'd have to remove them when changing her clothes, I smiled awkwardly. Then Shina grabbed a piece of tofu with one hand and tried to put it in her pocket too.

"..."

That's going to be quite difficult to clean later. I decided to silently express my condolences to Lucia and pretended not to notice. Then Shina seemed to have an idea. She took out the completely squashed tofu and apple from her pocket and held them out to me.

"Bya mya."
"...Yes?"
"My."

It was a gesture telling me to eat it. Looking at Shina staring at me with a desperate expression urging me to eat quickly, I had no choice but to squeeze my eyes shut.

Ch.BONUS - April Fools' Special
# April Fools' Day Side Story

About four months have passed since Christmas.
With so much time gone by, there have been several changes.

*For example, Sina can now speak somewhat clumsily.*

While before she could only say "Pya?" at most.
These days...

"Pya-pya igo..."

She's advanced to the point where she can form what might be called sentences, enabling proper(?) communication.
I awkwardly smiled as Sina proudly held out some crumbs of snacks to me.

*She must have learned by watching Hana since they're always stuck together.*

I'm not sure if it's one of Hana's traits, but Hana has a habit of always sharing her food with me whenever she gets something to eat.
Sina, who was always by her side, seems to have learned this behavior and now offers me food just like Hana does.

*The only problem is...*

This behavior extends to situations when she's already eating.
When she realizes she "needs to share" while eating, she's developed the habit of taking what's in her mouth and giving it to me.

"..."

I smiled awkwardly at the unidentifiable snack that had just come out of Sina's mouth.
I wondered if I really had to eat this.

"Pya-pya mogo."

Whether she understood my thoughts or not, Sina looked up at me with uncomfortably sparkling eyes and kept pushing her hand toward me.
Looking at those snack crumbs, I was torn with all kinds of internal conflict.

*I guess she'll get upset if I don't eat it...*

Seeing the obvious outcome, I decided to sacrifice myself. I closed my eyes and took it, and Sina seemed quite pleased that I had accepted her food.

"Chake. Pya-pya chake."

She said these unidentifiable words and then left.
As I watched her walk away, I let out a sigh of relief, when Hana, who was beside me, blinked her eyes and said:

"Appa, wanna eat Hana's too?"
"...No, Hana, you eat it. Daddy's full."
"Okay."

I chuckled at this strange learning relationship where Sina learns from Hana, and Hana learns from Sina.
Then I gently patted Hana's head.

* * *

Since Hana's essence is that of the "World Tree," she has many differences from ordinary children.
For example, she could speak from birth, and while she had the appearance of a 4-5 year old when she was born...

*Her growth rate is slower than other children.*

She grows more slowly compared to other children.

*Of course, the slower she grows, the better it is for me.*

I was worried that when Sina, Sehyun, and Seoa grow up, they might not get along well with Hana.
With these thoughts in mind, I consulted Miria for a solution.

"I don't think it matters much. Respect and courtesy come from ability anyway."

I was a bit surprised by Miria's unusually normal answer.
When I showed my surprise, Miria responded with a sulky face:

"Hey, you're thinking 'for someone like Miria, that's quite a decent answer,' aren't you?"

When I nodded to indicate that was exactly what I meant, Miria screamed "Kyaaak" and clung to me, starting to make threats(?).

"If you keep teasing me, I'll devour you."

She's definitely become more foul-mouthed since becoming a married woman.
As I patted her back to calm her down, Miria nestled into my arms and continued:

"Anyway, there's nothing to worry about. I checked, and while this might be an issue in the Earth you lived on, in this world, it's not even worth worrying about."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. And if it really becomes a problem, we can use polymorph. No need to worry."

At the mention of polymorph, I suddenly remembered the image of Hana from the future.
Come to think of it, Hana from the future was quite tall. I nodded as I thought about this, and Miria looked at me with a playful smile and said:

"But will you be okay? When Hana hits puberty, won't you be crying and saying 'Miriamong, Hana doesn't want to talk to me'?"

Frustratingly, it was entirely possible, so I just glared at Miria.
Miria, nestled in my arms, gave me a light kiss and playfully said:

"Then when that time comes, Jung Hyun, you'll be mine, not Hana's."
"..."

I was taken aback because I never expected Miria to say something like this.
Seeing my surprised expression, Miria showed an extremely embarrassed reaction and started pushing me away.

"Ah, no, I just meant... Ah, what! Is there a problem?"

Then she suddenly started getting angry, making "kyaak" sounds, and like the unpredictable dragon she is, she ran away and left the room.

"..."

I wonder what my past self would say if he saw this situation.
I smiled as I looked at the now empty room.

* * *

"Appa, I played with Myangmyang."

In the evening, Hana came running to me from the playroom and started telling me about her day.
As I stroked her head and listened to her story as best I could, Hana looked up at me with a somewhat serious expression and said:

"But you know... Myangmyang is growing this big."
"Growing, you say?"
"Yeah. It's growing so big that it looks like it might become a bear..."

A dog growing to become a bear...
It was an interesting speculation, but since that couldn't be possible, I was about to dismiss it as an exaggeration when:

"Myang."
"...A bear?"

The moment I saw Myangmyang, just as Hana had described, I realized her expression wasn't a simple exaggeration.

As if it thought it was a sheep or something, Myangmyang's fur had puffed up excessively, making it look enormous.
As I couldn't hide my surprise, Hana continued with her serious expression:

"If Myangmyang gets bigger, we can't live here... Then we'll have to live at the playground together, right...?"

It seemed Hana was thinking of abandoning the house and living at the playground with Myangmyang if it grew any larger.
Finding her thoughts adorable, I smiled slightly and stroked her head as I said:

"It's okay. Aunt Cynthia can solve this kind of problem."
"Really!?"
"Yes. Even though she seems to be lounging around like an unemployed person, she's actually an amazing person."
"Okay!"

Wouldn't it be more accurate to say "amazing Demon King" rather than "amazing person"?
Anyway, as I watched Hana sigh with relief, I smiled slightly and decided to consult Cynthia about this.

"Is there really a need to make it smaller? We can just use space expansion magic," she suggested.

She offered a simpler solution than I expected.

*Come to think of it, we used space expansion magic on Hana's secret base before.*

Realizing this could be easily resolved using that method, I nodded. But then I realized that if Myangmyang grew too large, we wouldn't be able to take it outside, so I urgently said:

"Still, I think there might be problems if we leave it as is. Wouldn't it be better to make it smaller?"
"Hmm... I could apply a shrinking spell, but the problem is that due to its magic nullification property, even if I cast it, it probably won't last long."

It seems she thought it wouldn't be very meaningful since the magic would disappear if I accidentally touched it.
Unable to deny this, I nodded, when Myangmyang, who had followed me, started calling out to me with "myang myang" sounds.

*What is it?*

Wondering what was happening, I turned around and saw Sina suddenly popping out from inside Myangmyang's fur, looking at me with a very proud expression.

*What is she doing, really?*

Thinking that I still couldn't understand children's thoughts even after all this time, I watched with interest as Sina wiped the fur off her face with her tiny palms, emerged from Myangmyang, ran towards me, hugged my legs, and started saying something:

"Pya-pya! Myangmung got bigger."
"Yes, yes."

Then she repeatedly said "Woa" while giggling, and then sat on the floor and started examining the dog fur scattered around.

*I'll leave her be for now.*

After wiping the drool from Sina's mouth with a handkerchief, I stroked Hana's head as she watched from the side and asked:

"Hana, what do you want to do? Do you want to make Myangmyang smaller? Or leave it big?"

After thinking for a moment, Hana fidgeted with her fingers and said:

"Both are good."
"Really?"
"Yeah. Myangmyang is still Myangmyang even if it gets bigger... It's okay. And if it gets bigger, it's cuter, so that's good."

It seemed Hana didn't mind whatever form Myangmyang took, so I nodded and said:

"Is that so? Then shall we leave it as is?"
"Yeah! But we have to sleep at the playground."

Seeing Hana state the formula that bigger means going to the playground, I chuckled and shook my head:

"There's no need for that. We can make it smaller in this house and keep it in its original state in the other world. No need to send it to the playground."
"Really?"
"Yes, really."

Hana heard my words and hugged me with a big smile.
As I patted her back, a question suddenly occurred to me:

*So why did Myangmyang grow so big in the first place?*

I decided to investigate why it had grown, thinking it was necessary to find out.
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"... So that's why Myeongmyeong grew bigger."

I looked at Myeongmyeong, who was staring at me with an innocent face, and after thinking for a moment, I asked Cynthia about "why Myeongmyeong had grown larger."

"I'm not sure? Maybe it was always this large breed? Or perhaps it responded to some external stimulus?"

Cynthia just shrugged her shoulders, not having any definite answer.
As I listened to her response, I poked the cheek of Sina who was clinging to me, and briefly said:

"Then I should ask the others."
"Yes."

Honestly, I didn't think Lucia and Charlotte would know anything about this.
But I thought it would be good to check, so I asked them both.

"I don't really know about that, but it's cuter now!"
"Huh? Did it eat a lot?"

As expected, I only got unhelpful answers.
Thinking that Miriamong was my only remaining option, I went to find her.
Miriamong explained the reason more readily than I expected.

"Obviously because of Hana."
"It grew bigger because of Hana?"
"Think about it. Being next to Hana, who's called the source of life and the World Tree—would nothing happen? If something was going to happen, it would have happened already."

Thinking about it, that made sense, so I nodded.
Miria looked at me and continued speaking slowly.

"And if I had to guess why it grew... it seems like Mana was infused into it. What's strange is that while Myeongmyeong grew, Nyangi is still normal-sized."
"Mmm. Nyangi cute."
"Yes, yes. Anyway, from what we can see, it seems like it's not just Mana but some other reason too, though I'm not sure what that reason is."

I nodded at her words and looked at the giant Myeongmyeong.
Myeongmyeong looked back at me, panting happily and making eye contact.

*This is cute in its own way.*

I thought that maybe Hana could ride on it now, and as I was considering this, Miria snapped her fingers as if something had occurred to her.

"Ah! Come to think of it, Hana, can't you talk with Myeongmyeong?"

Hana tilted her head and looked at Miria.
Miria gave Hana a piece of advice.

"Try asking Myeongmyeong. Did it want to grow bigger? Or did it eat something wrong and end up like that?"

Hana seemed to realize something from Miria's words and nodded quickly.
She hugged Myeongmyeong, who was waiting behind her blinking its eyes, and began whispering something.

*I'm not sure what she's saying.*

Contextually, she must be asking why it grew bigger.
I was smiling at Hana who was giggling, when Sina, who was clinging to my calf, tapped me and said something.

"Dada. Sleepy."
"You want to sleep?"

Sina nodded, patted the floor with her palm a few times, then lay down and kicked her feet.
As I looked at Sina, thinking she was no different from Miria, I picked her up, and Miria next to me chuckled and said:

"She's definitely my daughter. She can control the great Hero with just a gesture."
"Mmm-mmm."
"Yes, indeed, amazing. I look forward to her future."

I was trying hard to resist giving Miria a knock on the head when Hana came running over to me, waving her hands excitedly as she spoke:

"Daddy, Myeongmyeong said it grew bigger because it wanted to protect Hana!"
"It wanted to protect you?"
"Yes. It said there are many scary people in the world."
"Indeed, Myeongmyeong is right. In this world, if you don't have strength, you'll be taken advantage of."

Thinking about it, that wasn't wrong, so I nodded.
Miria beside me joked, "What an interesting way to educate..."
I couldn't hold back anymore and pinched her cheek, to which Miria laughed and said:

"Anyway, back to the point. It seems Myeongmyeong grew bigger because it wanted to."

And the intention behind it was quite satisfactory.
I patted Myeongmyeong's head as a way of thanking it, and Myeongmyeong's eyes lit up as it licked my palm.

"So that resolves the mystery."

As I was feeling satisfied, thinking that although it was complicated, I had learned a lot, Sina, who was in my arms, suddenly got up and started to whimper.

"Dada, sleep... sleepy!"

It seems she wanted to sleep but I hadn't put her to bed yet.
I quickly tried to calm her down and wiped the drool from her mouth.

"Okay. I'll sleep with you, so stop. Don't cry."
"Dada..."

Hearing that I would sleep with her, Sina seemed pleased and nodded, her expression softening.
Looking at her, I thought she was the spitting image of Miria and couldn't help but laugh.

* * *

"Sina is a baby, so she needs to sleep."

After putting Sina to bed, Hana covered her mouth with her small hand.
I nodded in agreement, and then Hana, as if remembering something, giggled and said to me:

"Oh! Daddy, I have something to show you!"
"What is it?"

When I asked, Hana ran off somewhere and came back with a piece of paper as big as herself, saying:

"Daddy, a drawing...!"
"..."

I was quite surprised, not expecting to receive something like this.
Hana snuggled into my arms and explained the drawing.

"This is when Daddy smiles with Hana when Hana smiles... and this is..."

It seems she had drawn all the good times we had together.
Seeing Hana's hands stained with colored pencil marks, I hesitated for a moment, then carefully took her hand and said:

"Thank you for drawing this."
"Yes!"

Hana was so happy that I thanked her, she giggled again and nodded, then explained each part of the drawing one by one.
I found it cute and admirable as I listened, when I noticed Charlotte crawling out from nearby, looking like a zombie.

"Jung Hyun..."

Perhaps exhausted from childcare, Charlotte groaned with a face soaked in fatigue, then lay down on the sofa and said to me:

"Sehyun... won't sleep."
"Still?"
"Yes. I don't know who he takes after, but he has too much energy..."

What is she saying in front of Hana?
I covered Hana's ears so she wouldn't hear anything bad and said to Charlotte:

"If you're tired, I can take over while you take a nap?"
"No, it's okay. You must be tired too."

Charlotte waved her hand a few times indicating it was fine, but soon fell asleep anyway, so I decided it would be best to check on Sehyun and Seoa.

*Lucia must be in bad shape too.*

I should go see for myself.
With Hana in my arms, I slowly entered the room where Sehyun and Seoa were.

*

Because Hana was the World Tree and Sina was a Dragon, their growth rates were extraordinary.
But in the case of Sehyun and Seoa, being ordinary humans, their growth rate was completely normal.

*Of course, given my abilities, Lucia's abilities, and Charlotte's abilities all mixed together, they've probably deviated greatly from the norm even within the category of ordinary.*

Still, their growth process wasn't much different from regular people.
I was properly experiencing the pain of childcare that I hadn't felt with Hana and Sina.

*Though it's equally happy, of course.*

It was amazing how they recognized me despite being so small, and how they would firmly grasp my finger when I offered it.
No matter how tired I was, all fatigue would disappear—how should I put it? It was indescribably wonderful.
Just looking at them made me happy, and as I was smiling at this thought, Hana waved to the babies and said:

"Daddy... the babies are so cute."

Seeing her whisper quietly so as not to wake her siblings, I couldn't help but laugh.
It was quite funny to see a baby calling other babies cute.
I teasingly said to Hana, "But you're a baby too, aren't you?"

"Hana not a baby... Hana is big sister."

She shook her head and corrected me.

"Really?"
"Yes. So I'll hug you like this."

Hana hugged me tightly as she spoke.
I patted her back and said softly:

"Then Daddy should hug Hana like this, right?"

Hana was so happy to hear this that her eyes sparkled as she nodded quickly and smiled broadly.
Seeing Hana's joy made me happy too, and I stroked her head.

*

When I returned to the living room after Charlotte regained her senses and took over, I found Sina playing with spirits, giggling as she wandered around the living room. When she spotted me, she began running toward me.

I crouched down to receive her, but as she was running, she stepped on a fairy tale book on the floor, stopped in her tracks, and froze.

*Why is she doing that?*

Wondering if something was wrong, I looked at her.
Sina squatted down on the floor, patted the dog drawn in the fairy tale book, and said:

"Doggy, sorry."

It seems she was apologizing for stepping on it.
I was smiling at Sina's words when she took out a piece of tape from her pocket that she had found somewhere, stuck it on the fairy tale book, and then started running toward me again.
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I saw Shina coming back after putting tape on a storybook, which was cute, so I asked her why she did it.

"Ouchie," she said.

Shina proudly showed me the band-aid on her knee while babbling something.

"Bwa."

It seemed she understood band-aids as something you put on places that hurt.
I was trying hard not to laugh at her reaction.
Shina looked at me, giggled, then took a piece of tape from her pocket and stuck it on my hand while saying:

"Ouchie."

She must have thought the calluses on my hand were there because I was hurt.
I patted her head, touched by her thoughtful behavior.
She laughed brightly, hiccupped, then sat down on the floor and started taking things out of her pocket.

Scraps of tape, tissue pieces, wet wipes, dog hair, straws, socks, half-eaten candy...

I couldn't hide my bewilderment at what looked like every piece of trash in the house. I wondered when she had collected all this.

*I wonder what she's been doing all this time.*

I was thinking about how amazing children's energy is as I tried to clean it up...
But Shina chirped and blocked my hand.
Then she pushed out her lower lip and started to rebel.

"Bwa! Bwa!"
"Huh? What?"
"This Shina's!"

She hurriedly gathered all the trash back into her pocket.
Then she ran away somewhere like she was escaping.
I chuckled, wondering if she had inherited Miria's Gold Dragon traits.
A nearby spirit approached me with an awkward smile.

[I tried to stop her. But the young miss wouldn't listen.]

Hearing that, I nodded, thinking these spirits must have a hard time too.
I secretly slipped the spirit a candy I had been carrying and said:

"You're working hard."

The spirit seemed happy to receive the candy.
It picked up the small candy, kept bowing to me,
Then started dancing and quickly moved to follow Shina.

*I'll leave it to them for now.*

Shina was some unknown entity I couldn't possibly handle.
I decided to keep my mouth shut and let her do what she wanted, as long as she didn't go too far.
Then Hana came up to me with a big smile and said:

"Daddy, Shina is sooo cute!"

Is it just cute when seen through an older sister's eyes?
I nodded while gently poking Hana's cheek.

* * *

Later, I went back to the bedroom to rest and was lying down blankly.
Hana, who was lying next to me, seemed to get bored and got up saying:

"Daddy. Hana will bring snacks."
"You want snacks? Then, I'll bring them..."
"Hana will do it!"

Lately, rather than doing things together, she's been wanting to do more things by herself, which makes me a bit sad.
But still... feeling proud that she's growing up, I nodded.
Hana wiggled down from the bed, grunting as she opened the door, and went outside.

*She used to not want to leave my side before.*

Now she goes off to do what she wants when she's bored, which makes me feel oddly lonely.
I was thinking this might be karma for when I left Hana behind to deal with enemies in the past.
Then Hana came back with a snack box as big as her face and said:

"Eat this!"

She put it on the bed and looked at me with a big grin.
Maybe because the bed frame was so high? Looking at Hana, who was about the same height as the bed frame, I smiled and said:

"Really? Can Daddy eat it all?"
"Yup!"

I was just joking, but Hana's sweet response left me speechless.
I picked up Hana, who couldn't climb onto the bed, and said:

"If we eat snacks on the bed, Mommy will scold us. Should we eat secretly?"

When I joked like that,
Hana shook her head and told me:

"Then Mommy will say 'you rascal.'"

Seeing Hana being more mature than me, I giggled and suggested, "Should we eat in the living room then?"
Hana nodded and smiled along with me.

As we went to the living room and started eating the snacks Hana brought,
I saw Lucia bouncing into the living room, strangely full of energy.
Wondering what was going on, I silently stared at her, and Lucia smiled brightly and said:

"Jung Hyun! Do you know what I did today?"
"Slacked off?"
"Yes! That's right... wait, no! Not slacking off, I did something amazing!"

Teasing Lucia is always fun.
I stopped joking and looked at her, wondering what she had actually done.
Lucia proudly smiled and brought out an elaborately made cake, saying:

"I made a cake to celebrate our wedding anniversary!"

I froze at those words.
I had completely forgotten because I was so busy.
As I was quickly trying to figure out what to do, Lucia asked me with a voice full of expectation:

"I'm just curious, what did you prepare? I'm sure it's something amazing that I couldn't even imagine?"
"Well, about that..."
"You can tell me now! Come on, I'm ready!"

I couldn't say anything and avoided her gaze.
Then Lucia burst out laughing and told me:

"I'm just kidding. Did you forget today is April Fool's Day?"
"April Fool's Day?"
"Yes! I heard there's a day called April Fool's Day in this world, so I thought I'd play a little prank...!"

I immediately sensed this was 100% Miria's doing and held my head in my hands.
Lucia called Hana and said:

"Come and have some cake."

Hearing that, Hana ran over to Lucia, said "Thank you" with a little bow.
I was relieved to see how much closer they had become compared to before.
Then Hana came back to me and said:

"Daddy eat cake too...!"
"Thank you."
"Yup. I'll bring Shina too!"

Hana seemed very happy at the thought of eating cake.
Unable to hide her smile, she ran off somewhere.
I was smiling at the sound of Hana's laughter when Lucia glanced around, then clung to me and said:

"Hmm. Jung Hyun, we're alone for the first time in a while."

Before Shina and the other babies came along, we used to have time for just the two of us to date in the early morning when Hana was asleep.
But since the babies arrived, it had been difficult for us to be alone together.
Lucia seemed simply happy that we were alone.

Looking at her, I wanted to get revenge for the "April Fool's joke" earlier.
So I playfully told her a lie:

"You're right, it's been a while. Since we're alone for the first time in a long time... should we make another sibling for Hana?"

Honestly, I thought she would get embarrassed and run away.
But contrary to my expectations, Lucia responded with something outrageous like "Should we? Let's do it!" and grabbed my wrist, trying to drag me somewhere.

"...Lucia?"
"Yes?"
"What are you doing?"
"Oh, did you want to do it here...? That's a bit embarrassing, but if you want to..."
"No, I was just making an April Fool's joke."
"...What? I wasn't joking."

They say mothers become stronger, but has she really gotten that strong?
I was deeply lamenting the current situation where I couldn't resist Lucia, who used to be called the weakest.
Fortunately, Hana and Shina returned to the living room, giggling.

"Daddy! Shi says she's hungry too!"
"Really?"
"Yup. So Shina's gonna eat lots and lots of cake!"

Hana raised her hands to show "eating a lot."
Then she looked up at me with an expression that seemed to want something.
I immediately understood that look and smiled, picking her up and saying:

"What would our daughter do if Daddy disappeared?"
"If Daddy disappeared, Hana would cry..."
"Then I better not disappear."
"Yup."

Now that I've gotten this promise from her,
I was seriously thinking I should bring this up when she introduces a boyfriend someday.
Suddenly, Shina started tugging at my pants and whining.

"Bwa not...!"

For reference, Shina still couldn't express negative things well.
So she said "not" for all negative expressions.
That's why she would shout "not" like now when she disliked something.

I looked at Shina wondering what was wrong.
But Shina just pouted without saying anything else, continuing to shout "not."
Since I couldn't understand no matter how much I listened, I looked at Hana, who grinned and said:

"Shina wants you to hold her too...!"

Oh, so that's why she was whining.
I decided to teach her the words "pick me up" next time and picked her up.
Only then did Shina seem satisfied, smiling brightly and saying "Bwa bwa."

"Jung Hyun, you're quite popular."
"I guess so."

I chuckled as I watched Shina bury her face against me and wipe the drool from her mouth.
Then I said to Hana:

"Shall we eat cake then?"
"Yup!"
"Do you want to use a fork? Or a spoon?"
"Hana is a grown-up, so I'll use chopsticks."

I wonder if chopsticks symbolize adulthood to Hana.
I wasn't sure, but thinking it was best to let her have what she wanted, I handed her children's chopsticks.
Hana stared at the chopsticks and started practicing how to hold them.

*It seems still difficult for her.*

Well, without practice, it would be hard to use them without finger muscle development, I thought, nodding.
Meanwhile, Shina, who was in my arms, grabbed a fork upside down and stabbed the cake.

"This not...!"

She shook her head as if she didn't like it.
Then she grabbed the cake with her bare hands and started putting it in her mouth.
I was admiring Shina's unladylike behavior when Lucia chuckled beside me and said:

"She's only two years old. Please understand, Jung Hyun."

I nodded to show that I understood, of course.
Lucia put cake on a plate and said:

"Then I'll go share the cake with the others."

I nodded to show my appreciation, and Lucia wiped the cream from Hana and Shina's mouths before walking to the room.
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I could feel the refreshing coolness.
I couldn't help but laugh as I watched Sina boldly holding the cake in her hand.

Even though I understood her desire for cake, I thought she was being a bit too aggressive.
I tried to calm Sina down, cutting the cake into appropriate pieces and serving her while saying:

"Sina, let's calm down and eat, okay?"
"No!"
"What do you mean no?"
"Pya!"

I wasn't quite sure what she meant.
It seemed Sina didn't want to eat slowly.
I was smiling, thinking how Sina was becoming more assertive as she grew, when Hana, who was sitting next to us, wiped Sina's mouth and said:

"Sina, you shouldn't do that. If you eat like that... the tiger uncle will go rawr...!"
"Pya?"
"So you have to eat slowly, okay?"
"Mmm!"

So she listens to her sister but not her dad.
Well, I suppose it's natural at that age to trust peers more than adults, so I just shrugged my shoulders.

*It's good to see she's growing up well.*

Since assertiveness and stubbornness are signs of healthy development, I felt reassured about continuing to raise her this way.
But then my eyes fell on Hana.

*By that standard, is Hana abnormal?*

Perhaps it's because her essence is that of the World Tree, so her growth pattern differs from ordinary living beings.
As a father, I wished she would be more clingy and stubborn with me sometimes, and I smiled at the thought.

*Maybe I'm being too greedy.*

Thinking there couldn't be better daughters than mine, I patted Hana's head.
Then Hana picked up a piece of cake with her fork, held it out to me and said, "Ah."

"Appa, eat this."

Thinking that only Hana takes care of me like this, I ate it.
Then Sina, who was next to me, grabbed some cake with her hand, held it out to me, and copied Hana.

"Pya-ah. Yum yum."

...I guess she wants me to eat it?
I pretended to eat it and said "yum yum" back.
Sina seemed satisfied, smiling broadly before grabbing a nearby strawberry and offering it to me.

*She'll be upset if I don't eat it.*

So I had no choice but to eat what Sina offered me.
Sina clapped her hands happily and shouted "Pya-ah!"

*Is she that happy to see me eat?*

No... maybe I got the sequence wrong.

Babies tend to imitate what adults do.
Hana was probably copying how I feed her.

*And Sina was probably copying what Hana was doing.*

So ultimately, everything that's happening is just what I've done for Hana coming back to me, I thought.
While I was pondering this, Hana spoke up with a worried voice, raising a concern:

"Appa, you know. Sina's tummy is getting bigger and bigger."
"Her tummy?"
"Yes. It's getting this big."

Hearing this, I glanced at Sina's belly.
Sure enough, I could see that it had grown quite large, just as Hana said.
As I smiled at this, Hana continued quite seriously:

"Appa, I think Sina might become a snowman later..."
"A snowman?"
"Yes. Snowmen have big tummies like this, so I think Sina will become like that too."

An interesting theory.
I looked at Sina's belly as I heard this.
Indeed, as Hana said, her belly was noticeably round and protruding.

*But that's normal for babies.*

I'd learned from Miria that babies' stomach muscles aren't developed yet, which is why their bellies stick out like that.
Rather than being concerned about Sina's belly, I just found it adorable.
I explained this fact to Hana and assured her everything was fine.
Hana sighed with relief and said:

"That's good then...!"

It seemed Hana had been genuinely worried about her sister turning into a snowman.
Finding Hana's concern cute, I patted her head.
Meanwhile, Sina blinked at us, then waved her hand at me with a look that seemed to want something.

"Sina too!"

Sina's turn?
I wasn't sure what she meant at first, but it seemed she wanted her head patted too.
So I had no choice but to pat Sina's head as well.

She giggled with delight.
I thought this was healing in its own way and continued patting her head.

* * *

After thinking about it, I realized it had been too long since we'd gone out.
I decided it would be good to take Hana and Sina outside for a bit.

*Of course, I can't go far and leave my wives and other babies behind.*

So I settled for the night market within our apartment complex.
I decided to take Hana and Sina there for a short visit.

*The night air is still chilly.*

I carefully put coats on them to keep them warm and was about to head out when Hana looked at me with sparkling eyes and asked:

"Appa, I know what this is!"
"Oh? What is it?"
"This is an adventure!"

I suppose since I rarely take Hana out late at night, she sees going out in the evening as an adventure.

*Come to think of it, that's not entirely wrong.*

I nodded in agreement, and Hana, with a determined look, told me to wait a moment before running off somewhere.
Wondering what she was up to, I waited briefly until she came running back with three small chocolates clutched tightly in her hand.

"I brought emergency food!"
"Huh?"
"Without this, we'll die!"

I was taken aback by her rather grim statement when Lucia, who had followed Hana out, smiled awkwardly and explained:

"Ah... I read her a fairy tale before about people who went on a trip and got stranded on a deserted island."
"So that's why she's bringing emergency food?"
"Yes. It seems to have made quite an impression on her..."

Well, can't be helped then.
I praised Hana for being thoughtful, then said to both Hana and Sina:

"Shall we go then?"

With Hana and Sina nodding with extremely excited faces, I headed outside.

*

The night market at our apartment complex often had some unique attractions.

*Things like fishing games, Viking rides, and even dalgona candy making.*

Since these were children's events that were hard to come by in everyday life, children visiting for the first time would be absolutely thrilled.

*Though I suppose some kids might not like these things, depending on their preferences.*

At least my daughters seemed to enjoy such festivals.
They were holding my hands tightly, repeatedly saying "Wow" while quickly looking around.

*So what should we try first?*

I guess the classic choice would be the fishing game?
Thinking we should start with something simple and accessible like the fishing game, I approached the booth where the owner greeted us with a bright face.

"Welcome! What would you like?"

While I was looking at the different types of nets, the owner noticed Hana and Sina and exclaimed to me:

"My goodness, I've been in this business for over 20 years, but I've never seen such beautiful children."

Could the perception-reducing magic have worn off?
I was a bit flustered, but since the person approached with good intentions, I thanked them.
The owner then gave Hana and Sina each a net as a service.

*...I should consult with Cynthia when we get home.*

Being noticeable meant more problems could arise.
I was thinking we should avoid such situations when a completely unexpected problem occurred.

Whoosh!

The moment Hana put her net into the water, all the fish in the water gathered around her hand as if they had made a pact.

*Actually, this doesn't make sense either... but let's say it could happen.*

I could rationalize it by thinking she might have eaten snacks earlier and the fish were attracted to that.
But the real problem came next.
When Hana lifted her net, the fish jumped up with it, and like dolphins swimming in the sea, they began leaping out of the water, splashing water everywhere.

"Wooaah."

Hana seemed to enjoy this spectacle, letting out sounds of amazement.
Sina also found it quite fascinating, her eyes wide open and drooling.

*...Wait, drooling?*

Something strange was mixed in there, but I pushed the thought aside and quickly picked up Hana and Sina, saying:

"We'll come back later!"

Leaving like this would be inconsiderate, so I placed about 10,000 won nearby, said "Thank you," and quickly left.

"Kyaa. Pya-ya."

Once outside the tent, Sina was giggling as if something was incredibly funny.
Hana was also smiling and giggling.

Thinking that as long as they enjoyed themselves it was fine, I shrugged my shoulders.
Then Hana, as if remembering something, told me in a very confident voice:

"Appa, Hana won't starve to death now...!"
"Huh?"
"If I catch fish... I can survive!"

If this were a manga, there would be a sparkle in her eyes, wouldn't there?
Hana, looking as if she had discovered something amazing, told me:

"This way, even if Hana gets stranded, I can give Appa food..."

Ah. So I'm included in the stranding scenario.
I smiled at Hana's words and nodded, when Sina spotted the dalgona candy and started shouting "Pya-ah!"

Seeing Sina's reaction, I decided we should try making dalgona next.
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Coming to pull dalgona candy, hazy childhood memories float back to me.
Since those memories weren't particularly pleasant ones from my past, a bitter smile momentarily crossed my face.
But watching Hana and Shina holding my hands and wiggling their bodies excitedly, I could feel those negative emotions quickly dissolving.

*The past is just the past, after all.*

So I decided to forget it and live more responsibly, if only for my children's sake, as I looked at the dalgona candy.
Shina circled around me shouting "Pya!" and then,
Having discovered something, she quickly patted my leg while exclaiming something.

"Pya-pya...!"

Why is she doing that?
Curious, I glanced down.
Shina was pointing at dalgona candy that had fallen to the ground, flapping her hands excitedly.

"Apya!"

Ants circling around the fallen dalgona.
I chuckled at this, then squatted down to talk to Shina.

"Shina, these are called ants. Ants."

I repeated the word "ant" to help her language development.
Shina, seemingly wanting to imitate me, stared at my face and slowly repeated after me.

"An... t!"

Something about her pronunciation was off.
She's not even three years old yet, so imprecise pronunciation is unavoidable.
But given how it sounded, I quickly shook my head and taught Shina the pronunciation again.

"Not 'gay' but 'ant.'"
"Gae... i!"
"......"

With that, Shina giggled happily for some reason.
She kept saying "Gaei gaei!" while swinging her body side to side in excitement.
I considered correcting her pronunciation again, but decided to let it go for now, thinking she might get upset if I pushed too hard.

*I'll need to help her with pronunciation practice later.*

Since Hana had learned everything on her own, Shina still had many areas where she was clumsy.
Thinking this might be the right approach despite my uncertainty, I picked up both Shina and Hana in my arms and lifted them.

"Shall we try pulling dalgona now?"
"Yeah...!"

Hana seemed quite eager to try dalgona pulling, nodding her head with sparkling eyes.
I told the kindly smiling vendor in front of us that we wanted to try pulling dalgona.

* * *

Whether it was thanks to Hana's luck or just good fortune, I'm not sure.
Everything Hana chose turned out great, and we had the opportunity to receive a huge golden carp, but
Since it would be troublesome to handle and might cause tooth decay if I gave it to Hana and Shina, I exchanged it for a few small dalgonas and headed to a nearby playground.

"Woaaah."

Hana was happy to receive the dalgona, golden carp or not.
Carefully holding dalgona in both hands, she said to me.

"Daddy. This... looks like a coin!"
"A coin?"
"Yeah. It's hard and round and cool...!"

Is that so?
I personally didn't find it particularly impressive,
But since Hana said so, I nodded along, when
Shina, who was sitting beside me staring blankly at her dalgona, suddenly bit into it, plastic bag and all.

"Ppeu."

I was so startled that my body jerked,
Then quickly tried to remove the dalgona from Shina, but she didn't like being separated from her dalgona and started resisting, waving her hands.

"Pyaaa!"

She must have bitten down hard because drool was dripping.
Looking at Shina, I sighed and scolded her in a small voice.

"What are you doing eating it without unwrapping it? You need to unwrap the plastic bag first."

Shina seemed to have no intention of listening to me, reaching for the dalgona with a pouty face and saying:

"Pya nom-nom. Nom..."

She earnestly mimicked eating with her hands while looking at me glumly.
My heart softened seeing Shina like that, and just as I was about to give her the dalgona,

"Shina, no. You have to listen to Daddy...!"

Hana, who was beside me, started scolding Shina.

"Pya?"
"If Shina doesn't listen to Daddy... Daddy gets sad. So you have to listen!"

While I was blinking at this logic that she should listen because I would be sad,
Surprisingly, Shina seemed convinced by this reasoning.
She nodded and looked at me, then patted me comfortingly saying "pya-pya."

I was laughing at how absurd this situation was when
Hana, who was beside me, handed her dalgona to Shina and continued speaking.

"So you have to listen to Daddy well... understand!?"

True to her nature of listening to Hana even when she won't listen to me,
Shina nodded her head quickly to show agreement, then started eating the dalgona with "om-nyom-nyom" sounds.

*They say eating, but it's more like licking.*

I was smiling watching her, as her mouth was so small the dalgona barely fit in it.
Then I slowly turned to look at Hana, who was staring blankly, and said:

"Then Hana can have Daddy's."
"Daddy's?"

Looking at Hana tilting her head, I cut a small piece of the dalgona I had received earlier and put it in Hana's mouth.
Hana giggled and showed an even more excited reaction than before, saying to me:

"This is yummy."
"Is it?"
"Yeah. Daddy eat too."

Hana seemed very happy that I fed her first, continuously smiling with sparkling eyes.
As I was thinking I should feed her first more often,
Shina, who had been busily sucking on her dalgona, suddenly went under the bench and,

"Mogo!"

Offered her dalgona to a worm underneath.

"......"

I suddenly wondered, why does Shina like bugs so much?
Of course, liking bugs itself isn't particularly unusual,
But I'm curious if there's a reason she shows such a strong affinity for them.

*If I had to guess, it might be Miria's influence.*

Perhaps she was born with the racial characteristics of a dragon, with curiosity and interest in living things.

*Or maybe she's been influenced by being around Hana.*

Maybe being constantly attached to Hana, who is the source of life, naturally increased her affinity for living things.
I wasn't sure what the correct answer was, but I thought it was cute enough as I watched her, when
Shina carefully picked up the worm and then called out to me with a bright expression.

"Pya-pya!"
"......"

Looking at the worm that had been suddenly "kidnapped" and was looking at me with a pitiful expression (though that was purely my imagination),
I was wondering what to do when
Shina held the worm out to me, looking at me with eyes that seemed to want something.

*Maybe she wants me to praise her?*

Thinking she might want praise for bringing something she likes, I was contemplating when
Suddenly Shina placed the worm on me and started saying "pya-pya" to the worm.

"...?"

At first I thought she was calling the worm "daddy,"
But then I remembered that Shina says "pya-pya" when she likes something,
And it occurred to me that she probably wanted to share something she liked with me.

*...So to Shina, "pya-pya" means "good"?*

I've always felt sorry for not paying enough attention to her,
But it makes me feel a bit sorry yet grateful that she says I'm good.
I was feeling good about doing a decent job as a parent when I noticed Hana next to me nodding off, her face drooping with sleepiness.

*Well, we did play until late.*

It's natural she'd be sleepy.
After thanking Shina for giving me the worm, I carefully put it back on the ground,
Then decided to pick them both up and return home.

As I was cleaning up and about to head home,
Hana snuggled into my arms, giggling, then hugged me tightly and said:

"Hana happy because Daddy here... so don't go anywhere..."

I promised her I would never leave again,
And Hana, seemingly reassured by my words, fell asleep right away.
I smiled looking at her, then gently patted both Hana and Shina's backs before heading home.

* * * * *
The next day.
Before I could properly come to my senses, my two daughters were already up early in the morning, playing energetically.
As I was thinking how terrifying children's energy levels are, feeling somewhat pained,

Hana, having spotted me awake, quickly ran over to me.
Then with a bright expression, she said to me:

"Daddy! Today is Children's Day!"
"...Children's Day?"

Was it already that time?
I was blinking my eyes, thinking how strange the flow of time was, when
Hana looked at me and said:

"So today Hana is the king! So play with Hana...!"

Immediately recognizing this as Miria's doing, I chuckled and nodded.

"Then what shall we play?"

At my question, Hana thought for a moment, then said she needed a strategy meeting,
And quickly ran over to where Shina was, smiling.

Ch.BONUS - Children's Day Special
Still half-asleep, I was dragged along by Hana to see a flower bed blooming with all sorts of colors. While it was beautiful, I was confused seeing such a thing in the middle of our apartment living room. I stared blankly at it as Hana looked at me with a proud expression.

"I made it with Sina to show you, Appa!"

Then she raised herself on tiptoes and swayed her head as if asking me to pat it. I reflexively stroked her head while asking about the flowers.

"You made this first thing in the morning...?"
"Yup!"
"How?"

In response to my question, Hana drew up her mana, scattered it around, and told me in a triumphant voice:

"I danced with Mangmung and Nyangnyang to make it!"
"Dance...?"

With that, Hana began wiggling her whole body in some kind of incomprehensible dance. As I blinked at my adorably cute daughter's dancing, Sina, who had been eating flower petals nearby, ran over and started dancing with her.

*This isn't really dancing, more like rhythmic movements.*

Since there wasn't much of a dance line beyond shaking her body and hands around, it wasn't so much good dancing as it was just cute. As I stared blankly at this, Hana looked at me intently before speaking in a proud voice:

"Hana is amazing!"
"Yes, Hana is really amazing."
"...Yup!"

Her goal must have been to receive praise, as Hana smiled even more brightly than before. Then she scurried over to me and wiggled her fingers as she spoke:

"Miria auntie said that today Hana is the king, so Appa has to listen to what Hana says."
"...Really?"

I glanced sideways at Miria who was peeking at us from behind the wall and sent her a signal that meant "I'll deal with you later." Miria flinched and ran off somewhere.

*Even after having a child, she hasn't changed a bit.*

As I was thinking about how she's still the same as ever while shrugging my shoulders, Hana hugged my calf and told me her request with sparkling eyes.

"So today you have to play with Hana...!"
"S-sure?"
"Yup! And then Appa will be Appa!"
"...?"

Not understanding what she meant, I looked at Hana. She handed me a daddy teddy bear from the flower bed and said:

"Hold this."

I blinked at the teddy bear in my hands while Hana picked up another teddy bear and imitated Lucia.

"Jung Hyun! Welcome!"

...Mim?
I laughed at Hana's imitation of Lucia, then slowly calmed down and asked her:

"Were you imitating Mommy?"
"Yup."

I was glad that she now fully accepted Lucia as her mother. Hana placed the mommy teddy bear in front of me, then picked up a baby teddy bear and said:

"This is Hana. And this is Sina!"
"Bya?"
"And this is Seoa, and this is Sehyuni Seora..."

Seeing how she included all her younger siblings made me think she would take good care of them later. As I was thinking that I should take good care of Hana just as she takes care of her siblings, Hana placed the teddy bears in front of me and climbed into my arms.

"Understand?!"

I nodded to show I understood, and Hana showed a satisfied reaction with a giggle. Then she dragged over Sina, who was lying face down nearby, and said:

"Then let's play with Sina too...!"
"Byaa? Byabya!"
"Sina says she wants to too."

I moved the teddy bears aside and asked, "What shall we play?" Hana stared at me for a moment before starting to think with a serious expression.

"...Playground? Hmm, since Hana is king today, we'll do something amazing..."

I wonder what amazing thing she's planning to do. As I was holding Sina and patting her back, Hana watched us and seemed to make a decision.

"I've decided."
"Oh? What is it?"
"Hana wants to be a baby too!"

Not understanding what she meant, I silently stared at Hana. She looked at me with a bright smile and said:

"Hana is a big sister now, not a baby. Today I want to be Appa's baby."

So she couldn't act like a baby because of Sina and the other siblings, but today she wants to be treated like a baby? I quickly picked up Hana in my other arm and said:

"Huh? Hana is a baby, but you want to be a baby?"
"Hana's not a baby... I'm a big sister!"
"Really?"
"Yup. So I can dance well, and I can cut with scissors well."

She must have enjoyed the recent paper folding and cutting activities, as she proudly showed me her palm and then snuggled back into my arms with a smile.

*Hana is still Hana, even as she grows.*

Sometimes she seems all grown up, but looking at her like this, she's still very much a baby. As I was thinking that I'd like Hana to grow up as slowly as possible while patting her back, Sina, who had been staring at us, playfully laughed and burrowed into my arms following Hana's example.

"Byaya!"

The problem was that it was more like a body slam, making my ribs hurt a bit. As I took Sina's body slam with an "oof" sound, thinking that all the enemies I'd faced before were nothing compared to this, Hana giggled and asked me:

"Is Appa happy?!"
"Huh?"

The sudden question caught me off guard, but I quickly nodded so as not to disappoint Hana. She smiled with satisfaction and said:

"Good. Hana is happy when she's with Appa too... so I want Appa to be happy."

This is actually quite touching. As I was thinking about how to explain this feeling while smiling, Sina, who was in my arms, suddenly stuck her face out and started touching my face while laughing loudly.

Since this was something Hana used to do a lot when she was younger, I just let it happen. Seeing this, Hana seemed to think it looked fun and started poking my cheeks too.

"..."

At least they weren't hitting me. As I was thinking this, I noticed Lucia walking out of the living room with a yawn.

"Jung Hyun, you're up early..."

With a face full of fatigue from just waking up, she greeted me and then glanced at the dining table, asking about meals.

"Have you eaten? Should I prepare something?"

I was about to ask her to, but seeing how sleepy Lucia looked, I shook my head and said:

"It's okay, get some more sleep. You look really tired."
"It's fine. Making food for you is my happiness."
"Well, if that's the case..."

Lucia didn't seem to have any intention of listening to me from the start, as she hummed a tune and went into the kitchen to cook. I was thinking that I should look for some kind of fatigue recovery potion later when Hana, who was in my arms, made a contemplative expression and asked me:

"Appa, does making food make you happy?"
"Huh?"
"Mommy said she's happy when she cooks."

Come to think of it, she asked me earlier if I was happy too. It seems Hana was curious about the difference between the happiness she feels and the happiness others feel. I was wondering how to explain this to her, but then decided it would be better to let her think and come to her own conclusions rather than explaining it myself.

*There's no right answer, and if I keep telling her what to think, she might just get annoyed. It's better to let her figure it out on her own.*

So I decided to help Hana think in the right direction and, as she said earlier, make today full of things Hana likes, treating her like a king for the day.

*What should we do?*

Should we go to the playground she mentioned earlier? Or should we go eat something delicious? Whatever we do, Hana would be happy as long as I play with her, so I don't need to worry too much. But still, I wanted to do something really nice for my daughter and was thinking hard when Hana seemed to reach a conclusion about her earlier contemplation, her eyes sparkling as she spoke:

"I got it!"
"Oh? What is it?"
"Being nice to Appa is what makes you happy!"

Her answer was so unexpected that I showed a confused expression. Hana explained her reasoning with a triumphant face:

"Hana is happy when Appa is happy, and Mommy is happy when she's nice to Appa... so I have to be nice to Appa...!"

The conclusion was strange, but Hana spoke so confidently that it became awkward to contradict her. I moved my lips several times before deciding to let it be and gave her a fatherly smile.

"Yup. Then today I'll make Appa happy!"
"Shouldn't Hana be happy since Hana is the king today?"
"If Appa is happy, Hana is happy too, so it's okay."

Hearing Hana's matter-of-fact answer, I thought that she really is one of a kind. Meanwhile, Sina, who was nearby, stared at us for a moment before taking out a dalgona candy from her pocket.

"...Is that the dalgona I gave you yesterday?"

When did she put it in there? I felt confusion washing over me as I silently screamed inside while watching the dalgona candy approaching my face.

Ch.BONUS - Shin-A Wants To Be Popcorn
So, where should I begin explaining this?

I sighed as I looked back and forth between Shin-A, who was sobbing in my arms, and Hana, who was watching Shin-A with a worried expression.

Shin-A was adorably round in my arms, which was cute, but regardless of how cute she was, her crying was breaking my heart and I didn't know what to do.

I tried to recall why Shin-A was crying in the first place.

***

A few days ago.
I was lying leisurely on the sofa, thinking about taking a nap, when Hana, who had been playing with Shin-A, came running toward me shouting something.

"Daddy, wake up!"

I smiled awkwardly at Hana as she shook me, and she giggled, burying her face in my chest as she spoke.

"Shin-A says she wants to watch this!"

Wondering what she meant, I followed Hana's pointing finger and saw a short animation on TV featuring a character shaped like popcorn dancing around. Assuming she wanted to watch that animation, I nodded and said:

"Really? Then shall we watch it together?"

Hana nodded while still nestled in my arms, and I stroked her head. Then I picked her up and looked around.

"So where's Shin-A?"
"Shin-A... where is she!?"

Hana seemed surprised that Shin-A had disappeared, blinking with a confused expression. I smiled at her and looked around, then carefully set her down.

"Why don't you go find Shin-A and bring her here? I'll set this up so we can watch it."
"Okay!"

I watched Hana run off somewhere and turned my attention to the TV.

'Popcorn, huh.'

Before showing it to Hana and Shin-A, I quickly read the description to make sure it was appropriate for children. I was ready to filter it out if it contained anything disturbing or cruel, but fortunately, it seemed to be filled with soft, child-friendly content.

'This should be fine to show them.'

As I was making the purchase, thinking it wouldn't be bad, Hana approached me holding Shin-A's hand and called out to me.

"Daddy...! I found Shin-A!"
"Great job! Well done."
"Baba."

I smiled as I witnessed the miracle of Shin-A being happy when I praised Hana. Then I pointed to the popcorn animation, suggesting we watch it now. Shin-A was so excited that her eyes sparkled, and she pressed her face against the TV screen.

"Ba!"

At this rate, she might even drool on it. I calmed Shin-A down and carefully sat her on the sofa.

"I'm excited...! Daddy wants to watch too, right?"

As I was calming Shin-A, Hana asked for my opinion with a bright smile. I nodded and said I wanted to watch too, and Hana smiled again and snuggled into my arms.

I patted Hana gently and pressed the 'play' button.

***

To summarize the animation:

A discarded corn kernel that had popped out before harvest was abandoned on the ground. While wandering around, it saw a 'popcorn poster' attached to a house and set off on a journey to become popcorn.

The content and presentation were cute, so it wasn't bad for children to watch, but thinking about it, it was essentially a journey to die, which felt a bit strange.

'Am I overthinking this?'

I shook my head, thinking they probably didn't intend it that way, when one of the spirits on my shoulder, who had been watching the animation with me, muttered something in a serious voice.

"How tragic that after all the hardships endured to achieve a childhood dream, one ultimately becomes someone else's food."
"......"

I was quite taken aback by the spirit's sudden serious analysis, especially since it usually spoke nonsense in a silly tone. As I was awkwardly smiling at the spirit, Shin-A, who had been watching with sparkling eyes beside me, stood up with a determined expression and said something.

"Baba! Nyam!"

Not understanding what she meant, I glanced at Hana, who interpreted Shin-A's words for me.

"She says she wants to become popcorn too...!"
"...Popcorn?"
"Yep."

A suddenly decided career path. Parents should support their children's aspirations, but I wasn't sure how to support the determination to become popcorn. I blinked in confusion.

"Baba. Ago."

While I was still confused, Shin-A seemed to have already decided what to do. She climbed down from the sofa, waving her hands, and started running off somewhere.

An ominous feeling suddenly arose.

With the intuition that Shin-A might cause trouble if left alone, I quickly picked up Hana and chased after Shin-A to prevent any accidents.

***

The first place Shin-A headed was the kitchen.

Contrary to my expectation that she would cause major trouble, she crawled under the kitchen table, curled up, and didn't do anything.

As I was watching her closely, wondering what she was doing, Lucia, who was in the kitchen, asked us in a confused voice.

"Um, Jung Hyun, what kind of game is this?"

Lucia seemed unfamiliar with such sudden intrusions and looked at us, not knowing what to do. I gave her an awkward smile and explained.

"Shin-A is obsessed with popcorn."
"...Popcorn?"
"It's corn fried in butter... Anyway, she's obsessed with an animation about it, so she's acting like this."
"Ah."

Lucia nodded as if she understood something. I smiled at her, and then she said something as if she had made a decision.

"Then I'll go shopping for a bit!"
"If you're going, we could go together..."
"No, it's okay. You're busy, so I'll go by myself!"

It seemed she was going to buy ingredients to make popcorn. Watching this, I wondered if it was right to make popcorn for Shin-A, but then thought:

'It should be fine.'

I shrugged, thinking that by the time Lucia made the popcorn, Shin-A would probably be tired of the popcorn game and would eat it well.

'Children this age tend to get bored quickly.'

As I was nodding to myself, considering this, Hana, who was in my arms, looked at me intently and said something.

"Daddy, listen... what if Shin-A really becomes popcorn?"
"Huh...?"
"If Shin-A becomes popcorn, Hana will be sad..."

I was momentarily speechless because she was asking so seriously, not jokingly. I knew I should answer seriously when she asked like that, so after thinking for a moment, I answered Hana.

"Then we'll just have to take good care of her until she turns back from popcorn to Shin-A, right?"

Hearing my words, Hana seemed to realize something, her eyes sparkling as she nodded. Then she giggled and praised me.

"Daddy's so smart...!"
"R-really?"
"Yep. Then we need to get butter... that popcorn likes."
"Butter...?"
"Yep! We need to fry Shin-A!"
"......?"

I heard something disturbing but pretended not to hear it. I felt that if I reacted, I might hear something even more frightening. So I deliberately looked away, pretending to be distracted, when I heard Shin-A crying nearby.

The moment I heard the crying, I felt as if all the blood in my body was flowing backward, and I quickly went to the source of the sound. There, I saw Miria lying on the bed with her chin propped up, and Shin-A crying in front of her.

Finding this situation confusing, I silently looked at Miria for an explanation, and she calmly said to me:

"You're here?"

"You're here?" What kind of greeting was that? I was a bit dizzy but asked "what's going on" to at least hear her explanation. Miria briefly told me:

"Well, Shin-A suddenly came to me and said she wanted to become popcorn, so I told her, 'You can't become popcorn, my daughter.' Then she started crying."
"......"
"Why, why are you looking at me like that? It's a Gold Dragon tradition to tell the truth."

At that moment, I recalled the Gold Dragon traditions that were difficult to mention in front of children, but for the sake of the children's emotional education, I held back and continued speaking.

"Well... you did well."
"Anyway, Shin-A needs to know reality too. Even though she's only two years old, she still needs to know that reality is cold."

I lightly pinched Miria's cheek, the genius daughter, to avenge Shin-A, then stroked Shin-A's back as she lay crying. Shin-A, with tears all over her face, slowly nestled into me and started crying again.

"Shin-A shouldn't cry..."

Watching this, Hana tried to comfort Shin-A in a helpless voice. I smiled awkwardly at both of them and headed to the living room.

'I just need to comfort her until she calms down.'

Or maybe give her something delicious to cheer her up. As I patted Shin-A's back, which reminded me of a hamster, she seemed to calm down a bit and lifted her face slightly to look around.

"Shin-A, are you okay?"
"Baa."
"Yes, yes, were you very sad?"
"Da."

Her babbling to express her grievances was quite cute. I was trying to hold back my laughter and nodded in pretend sympathy when Lucia came into the house with popcorn, cheerfully saying:

"I bought popcorn! I didn't know you could make it in the microwave too...!"

Her voice was somewhat excited. Looking at Lucia, she hummed a tune and confidently said:

"Please wait a little. I'll make it for you right away!"

Then she went straight to the kitchen. Hearing this, I nodded, hoping that the popcorn Lucia made would cheer Shin-A up.

After a few minutes, Lucia came with a large bowl filled with popcorn.

Fortunately (if that's the right word), Shin-A stopped crying as she looked at the popcorn. I spoke in the most cheerful voice I could muster:

"Shin-A, look, the popcorn is here."

At those words, Shin-A sniffled and stared at it intently. As I was about to sigh in relief, Lucia picked up a piece of popcorn, held it out to me, and said:

"Jung Hyun, you try it first!"

At her words, I instinctively took a bite of the popcorn. Shin-A, who was watching this, looked at me with a shocked expression and said helplessly:

"That's not it...!"

Apparently that wasn't what she meant. With those words, Shin-A started crying again for some reason and nestled into my arms. I patted her back and let out a hollow laugh.

Ch.BONUS - Praise Me!
Though she had a human form, Shina's essence was that of a 'Dragon,' which meant her growth process differed from ordinary children.

*For example, she can already run around despite being only two years old.*

Her intellectual abilities were also significantly better than children her age. Since she was still a baby, the differences weren't extreme yet, but there was definitely a fundamental difference about her.

Because of this, I noticed some peculiarities while raising her. The most notable example was that "she rarely cries."

*Of course, it's ironic to say this while she's currently crying because she learned she can't become popcorn.*

In most situations, she cried so rarely that you'd wonder if she really was a two-year-old. That's why seeing her cry like this breaks my heart. I always try my best to comfort Shina when she does cry.

Curled up like a white hamster, Shina was sniffling in my arms as I patted her back, repeating "It's okay" over and over.

While I was feeling sad about having to explain the cold, cruel reality that she couldn't become popcorn, Hana, who was standing nearby, stared at Shina thoughtfully before fidgeting with her hands and speaking.

"Shina, it's okay. Big sister will solve this for you."

At Hana's words, Shina lifted her face, which was covered in tears and snot, and looked at Hana while sniffling. As I watched Shina's reaction with an awkward smile while stroking her head, Hana seemed to finish contemplating and grabbed a nearby spirit as she spoke.

"If we use magic, you can become popcorn...!"
"Bwa?"
"Yes. So you need to stop crying, stop. Otherwise, Aunt Miria will go rawr...!"

What exactly is Miria to Hana? I wondered curiously but shook my head to dismiss the thought. Hana then dragged Shina along the floor while holding her and said:

"But to use magic... we need preparations! Can Shina help?"
"Bwaa."

Shina, still covered in tears, nodded her head. Seeing this, Hana giggled and said "I got it!" before heading to her 4th secret base (I've already destroyed three of them).

* * *

"Daddy, don't break this one, okay?"

Perhaps because I had already destroyed her secret base three times, Hana kept glancing at me as she repeatedly told me not to break it when I entered. I smiled awkwardly at her gaze and sealed my hands to show I wouldn't destroy the magic, shrugging my shoulders.

*So what is Hana planning to do?*

As far as I know, she hasn't learned transformation magic yet because it's dangerous. But since she said she'd turn Shina into popcorn, I'm quite curious about what method she has in mind.

I crouched down to carefully observe what my two daughters were doing. Hana grabbed some paper and crayons, handed them to Shina, and said:

"Now, Shina, draw popcorn here...!"
"Bwa?"
"If you draw really hard, the magic can succeed."

At those words, Shina's eyes sparkled, and she immediately lay down on the floor and started drawing with the crayons. Watching her wiggle her feet back and forth as she drew was so cute that I couldn't help but ruffle her hair. Then Hana approached me and asked:

"Does Daddy want to draw too?"
"Me too?"
"Yes. Drawing together is more fun...!"

I couldn't refuse when my daughter asked, so I nodded. Hana proudly placed a pink crayon in my hand and said:

"This is Hana's favorite color...! So I'll give it to Daddy."
"Really?"
"Yes. Because I like Daddy the most, I'll give it to you."

As I carefully accepted the pink crayon, Hana looked satisfied and lay down on the floor like Shina, starting to draw. Finding her behavior adorable, I smiled inwardly and gently stroked her head.

*Well, I guess I'll draw too.*

Honestly, I'm not good at drawing, so it would just be scribbling to fit in, but if it makes Hana happy, that's all that matters. With that thought, I moved my hand.

* * *

"Done!"

About 10 minutes later, Hana ran to me with a giggle, holding her drawing in both hands, and said:

"I drew this!"

She then looked at me with an expectant expression, so I praised her by saying "You drew it so well!" Hearing this, she beamed with pride and responded with a cheerful "Yes!"

Finding her adorable, I ruffled her hair vigorously. Hana then climbed into my lap and, placing her drawing on the floor, explained what she had drawn.

"This is Shina in a popcorn box, this is Daddy, and this is Hana."
"So Shina ended up becoming popcorn?"
"Yes. Hana fried her in butter."
"......"

Surely the magic Hana mentioned earlier wasn't about frying Shina in butter, right? It felt somewhat creepy, but since they hadn't even taught her transformation magic because it was dangerous, they certainly wouldn't have taught her frying magic. I tried to calm myself and nodded.

"R-really?"
"Yes!"

As I smiled awkwardly at Hana's happy face, Shina also finished drawing and came running to show me her picture.

*...That's abstract.*

While Hana's drawing skills had improved enough to make recognizable pictures, Shina, still lacking hand strength, had drawn a picture full of jagged lines that was difficult to understand.

*But isn't it amazing that a two-year-old drew this at all?*

I'm not just saying this because she's my daughter, but isn't this already quite impressive? With that thought, I praised her generously, and Shina, her mood completely lifted, smiled brightly and started drawing again.

*I'm glad she's happy.*

Thinking that praise is always good, I continued watching them when Hana got up from my lap and said to me in a somewhat serious voice:

"Now I'll prepare the magic, okay?"

I nodded, and Hana grabbed a spirit that was playing nearby and explained:

"Popcorn is white and fluffy, so we do it like this."

She then scattered mana while chanting something, gathered the mana, and shot it at Shina.

*While I didn't teach Hana any dangerous magic...*

Due to the nature of magic, dangerous situations could always arise, so I was watching carefully to handle any problems when something strange caught my eye.

"...Sheep's wool?"

How should I describe this? White sheep's wool was growing vigorously around Shina's body. Should I say Shina had turned into a white, round sheep?

*More precisely, since Shina's face remained the same with only wool growing around her...*

Rather than saying she transformed into a sheep, it might be more accurate to say she was wearing a sheep costume. I was puzzled about how she managed to transform when I hadn't taught her transformation magic.

Beside me, Hana proudly explained the magic to me:

"This magic lets you summon sheep's wool around like this!"

It seems my earlier description of it looking like she was wearing a costume was correct. Looking at this, I thought it was quite far from popcorn, but when I looked at Shina, she didn't seem to care whether it was popcorn or sheep's wool—she was just giggling happily.

*Maybe she just wanted to be bigger.*

If I had to guess, she probably saw popcorn rolling around on the floor and became fixated on it, wanting to become popcorn herself. I laughed helplessly, not quite understanding Shina's mind.

*Still, that's a relief.*

Feeling reassured by her happy expression, I awkwardly smiled and patted Hana's head, telling her "Well done."

"Yes! Does Daddy want to be popcorn too?"
"Should I?"
"I know! I'll make you the biggest popcorn in the world!"

Hana cast her magic on me with determination to turn me into the world's largest popcorn. Unfortunately, since I had the ability to nullify mana, Hana's magic didn't succeed.

"......"

Seeing Hana's visibly dejected expression, I thought for a moment before quickly picking her up and suggesting:

"H-Hana, I'm fine. How about you transform instead?"

Changing the subject worked—Hana's eyes sparkled as she exclaimed "Good!" and cast the magic on herself. I chuckled as Hana instantly turned into a round sheep, then spoke to the rolling Shina and Hana:

"Shall we go show this to Mom?"

Wondering how Lucia and Miria would react, I led them to the living room.

When we arrived in the living room with the two, Lucia stared blankly at me and asked:

"Um, Jung Hyun. What is this?"
"Cute, right?"
"It is cute, but... the cleaning..."

Before Lucia could finish, I saw Miria coming out of the room. After a moment's consideration, I gestured to my two daughters, pointed at Miria, and shouted:

"Attack!"

Ch.BONUS - Etiquette Education
The next day.
Miria, still covered in wool, approached me and made a suggestion.

"I think it's time to start teaching Sina some manners."
"...Is that so?"
"Of course. Even though she's only two, dragons start receiving rigorous education from this age."

I paused at the word "rigorous" and looked at Miria.
Although it was dragon custom, I was somewhat concerned about giving such harsh training to Sina who was only two years old.

At first, I wanted to refuse, but Miria's expression looked quite determined, so I nodded and decided to observe for now.

*I'll intervene if it seems to be crossing a line.*

I decided to watch what this "rigorous manners education" would entail, feeling slightly anxious.

***

"Sina, during lesson time, you shouldn't call me mommy, but teacher instead. Understand?"
"Bya? Mya!"
"Yes, that's right! As expected of my daughter. You're so smart, just like me."

From the start, the scene unfolding was far from what I'd call "rigorous."
I was a bit confused but decided to keep watching. Meanwhile, Hana, who was in my arms, giggled and said to me:

"Sina... seems happy to play with Aunt Miria."
"Really?"
"Yes. She said she's sad because Aunt Miria is usually sleeping and can't play with her."

Hearing this might make it sound like Miria was neglecting Sina, but in reality, it was an unavoidable situation.

*Well, Miria should actually be in her sleeping period right now.*

Dragons periodically need long periods of sleep, and when that time comes, they simply fall asleep. In Miria's case, she was forcing herself to stay awake for Sina's sake, but occasionally she couldn't fight the drowsiness and would fall asleep.

*So from Hana and Sina's perspective, it must look like Miria is always sleeping.*

From Sina's point of view, it was natural to feel disappointed.

Knowing the full context, I found the situation quite ironic, but I wasn't sure how to resolve it. As I was chuckling awkwardly, Miria was showering Sina with kisses and said:

"Then let's move on to the next step. Alright, now we'll begin more serious and rigorous training, so look forward to it."
"Dya. Mya-ko."
"Yes, yes, I'm mommy. No, that's not—anyway! This training is about using a fork when eating!"
"Bya!?"

I smiled seeing Sina's surprised expression.
She must understand what Miria was saying to make such a face, right?
As I was watching, unable to really tell what Sina was thinking, Hana proudly announced from my arms:

"Daddy, Hana can use a fork when eating too!"
"R-really?"
"Yes!"

Was she saying this to get praise?
Not quite sure, but it was cute, so I praised her saying "That's amazing," and Hana giggled happily.

While we were laughing together, Miria resumed her education session with Sina.

"Now, daughter, try holding this."
"...Mya."
"Good job! As expected of my daughter. Even something this difficult... Ah! Don't throw that!"
"Igo aiya!"

The peaceful and smooth education was derailed by what could be called "giving a child-sized fork."
Amid the sudden chaos, Miria tried to regain control but couldn't find a solution to this inexplicable confusion and kept failing.

"Why, why are you doing this? Try holding this. Here."
"Eeeng. Aiya!"
"Not this?... But why? Why not this one?"

As the conflict intensified, a wise sage in my arms provided the answer.

"Sina loves cute bears! So she wants to use the bear fork!"

The wise, intelligent, pretty, and adorable sage gave this answer, and upon hearing it, Miria decided to worship this sage forever. She quickly brought a fork with a bear character on it and presented it to Sina.

"Byaa."

Sina immediately calmed down and started hugging the fork tightly.

"...Really. She's my daughter, but I have no idea what she's thinking."

I stopped the joke forming in my head and smiled slightly at Miria who was sighing in front of me. It was quite amusing to see Miria experiencing the same parenting struggles I usually faced.

*Of course, it wasn't that painful for me since Hana carried me through it.*

Thinking that's that and this is this, I continued watching. Miria, with a somewhat tired expression, continued talking to Sina.

"Anyway... from now on, no throwing forks, okay? If you throw them, daddy might go 'rawr' like this, you know?"
"Bya...?"
"Yes, daddy might get angry and try to eat your cheeks like this. So be careful."
"Dya..."

Hey, what did I do wrong to be thrown under the bus like this?
I silently glared at Miria, but she deliberately ignored my gaze, pretending not to see it.

Looking at Miria like that, I decided to get my revenge in the evening and quietly began contemplating what to do tonight.

"Anyway, now promise not to throw the fork."
"Ago."
"Good girl. Well done."
"Byabya."
"Now, let's practice eating fruit with the fork. You stab the fruit with the fork like this. Try it."

At Miria's words, Sina stared blankly at the fork in her hand, then tried to stab the fruit as Miria had shown her, but...

*Maybe her hand strength is still weak?*

The fork kept slipping, and she couldn't stab the fruit properly.
I thought Sina would soon get frustrated and give up, but contrary to my expectations, she showed remarkable concentration and kept trying to stab the fruit.

*She definitely takes after Miria.*

While I was feeling proud thinking that such concentration resembled Miria's, Hana, still in my arms, whispered to me with admiration:

"Daddy, Sina is dodoka."
"Huh?"
"Sina will grow up to be an excellent popcorn... then we can fly around together!?"

What on earth does popcorn mean to Hana?
I decided that from now on, I'd preview any animations before showing them to her. As I was awkwardly smiling, Sina succeeded in stabbing the fruit with her fork.

"Bya!"
"Woaaah!"

Hana was the first to react.
She was so happy about Sina's success that she quickly clapped her hands with wide eyes. Seeing this, Sina became quite proud and showed it off to everyone around her.

"Jung Hyun, my daughter seems like a genius, what should I do?"

I chuckled at Miria's doting comment and lavished praise on Sina.

"Sina, well done."

Sina seemed very pleased with my praise and smiled brightly. Then, still holding the fork, she got down from her chair and quickly ran outside.

*What is she trying to do?*

I had no idea, but I couldn't just leave her alone, so I followed her with Hana, and what I saw was:

"Bya!"
"Oh? A fork? What's that?"
"Dyaa!"
"Wow. Looks delicious...?"
"Igo aiya!"

It was Sina bothering(?) Lucia.
Sina wanted praise from Lucia too, so she was showing her fork and demanding compliments, but Lucia was having trouble understanding Sina's words and was just blinking awkwardly, trying to read the situation.

Finding it cute, I laughed for a moment, then decided it was time to rescue Lucia and gave her a hint.

"Sina just practiced eating fruit with a fork. She wants you to praise her for that."
"Ah! Sina, that's amazing! I'm impressed!"

Though her voice was extremely awkward for praise, Sina seemed satisfied and looked proud. Then she ran off toward where Cynthia and Charlotte were.

Sensing that Sina wouldn't stop until she received praise from everyone, I felt the need to calm her down and said to Miria:

"I think we should calm her down now."
"...Yeah, if we leave her like this, she might go outside and spread the news all over the neighborhood."

Miria sighed, holding her head as if it was giving her a headache, then ran to catch Sina and tried to calm her down, but:

"Eeeng."

Sina seemed to want more praise and started struggling and throwing a tantrum.
As I watched blankly, I unconsciously said, "Yeah, she definitely takes after you," to which Miria narrowed her eyes and responded sharply:

"I wasn't like this when I was young."

She definitely seemed like she would have been exactly like this when she was young.
I wanted to tell her the truth, but fearing the aftermath, I kept my mouth shut. After a moment of conflict, Miria turned on Sina's favorite children's animation and said:

"...Sina, do you want to watch Baby Shark with mommy?"

At that suggestion, Sina stopped struggling, grinned, and then scurried to the TV and plopped down on the floor.
Watching this, Miria sighed as if her head hurt and closed her eyes.

Ch.BONUS - Three Bears Of Infinity
When it comes to educating children, patience is said to be the most important virtue.
Teaching Sina proper manners was a continuous cycle of failure and repetition.

*In other words, I have to keep teaching her the same things over and over.*

Of course, since Sina had Dragon blood flowing through her veins, her intelligence was significantly higher than other babies.
But no matter how smart she was, she was still a baby, so struggling with her education was unavoidable.
I chuckled as I watched Sina sitting in front of me, nomming on a child-sized fork.

*She is cute though.*

I gently poked Sina's soft cheek, enjoying a moment of healing before collecting myself and speaking to her again.

"Sina, look at Daddy."
"Da-da. Da!"
"Yes, yes, Daddy. When you eat like Daddy, you use the fork like this."

After smiling at Sina who was staring at me intently, I showed her how to eat side dishes with the child-sized fork.
Sina giggled and followed my example by grabbing her fork, but she held it upside down and stabbed down at the food.

"..."

How should I describe this?
Rather than eating food, it looked more like she was stabbing it with a sharp weapon. I chuckled briefly before calming Sina down and teaching her how to hold the fork properly again.

"You shouldn't hold it like that, you should hold it like this, okay? Oh, our daughter is doing so well."
"Ago-o."

Could it be that "ago-o" was her attempt at copying me saying "aigo" (oh my)?
I chuckled softly as I recalled her using this expression before, and watching Sina repeatedly shouting "ago-o," I made a decision.

*I need to be careful with my words around babies.*

If Sina heard me cursing, she would likely repeat it, so I resolved to never use bad language in front of babies.
As I was making this decision, I noticed Sina offering me some food she had speared with her fork.

*She must be copying Hana.*

Sina often imitated Hana's behaviors, so this was probably another instance of her following Hana's example. As I accepted and ate what she offered, Hana, who was sitting in my lap, spoke to me in a somewhat dejected voice.

"Ha-Hana can give you some too..."

I hadn't realized until now, but Hana really enjoyed sharing food with me.
Thinking I hadn't expected Hana to be so downcast, I handed her a fork. She grinned happily and speared some food to offer me.

"Daddy eat!"

I thanked her and ate what she offered, but then Sina, seemingly feeling competitive, tried to give me some food as well.

"...Igo aiya!"

I could see she was having trouble spearing the food properly and was pouting as she wrestled with the side dish.
Finding it adorable, I decided to just watch for now.

***

To cut to the chase, Sina eventually became reasonably proficient with the fork.
Of course, she wasn't perfect yet—she failed about one out of three attempts—but compared to before, it was tremendous progress that I found quite satisfying.

*My daughter really is a genius, isn't she?*

To show this much improvement after just an hour of practice...
I was looking forward to her future development as I lay on the sofa when I noticed Sina coming from Miria's room with a book in her arms.
Wondering what it was, I asked her.

"Sina, what's that?"
"Da-daa."

She ran toward me, giggling happily about something.
Curious, I checked the book and saw the title "Three Bears" written on it.

*Ah, so it's that.*

A storybook that plays music.
Remembering that pressing a button would make the book play the "Three Bears" song, I asked Sina.

"Do you want to read this?"
"Da-da."

Not wanting to make Hana feel left out, I asked her too.

"What about you, Hana? Do you want to read it together?"
"Like!"

Hearing her say she liked the idea, I smiled and sat on the living room floor with Hana on my left and Sina on my right, then opened the storybook.

"It's not fun just to look at it. Shall we sing 'Three Bears' together?"

The sudden suggestion was actually meant to teach Sina how to speak.
Following Charlotte's advice that it was time to start teaching her, I decided to go ahead with this plan.

My daughters looked up at me curiously, and I opened the storybook.

[Three bears live in one house]

When I pressed the button on the open book, the song started playing.
Sina was so happy to hear a song she recognized that she giggled and started dancing, swaying her body from side to side.

[Papa bear, Mama bear, Baby bear.]

But as all things must end, as soon as the first line of the song finished, Sina tilted her head and stared at the storybook.
Then she started touching the book with her palm, muttering "Da-ya."

She looked extremely dejected and sad, so I instinctively pressed the button again.
Only then did Sina smile brightly again and start dancing, bouncing her body.

"Daddy, Sina looks excited...!"

Watching this, Hana seemed quite pleased that Sina was enjoying herself and started swaying her body from side to side as well.
Finding Hana adorable, I patted her head and decided it was time to teach them how to speak.

"Shall we sing along together?"
"Yes!"
"Da-a?"

Deciding to focus primarily on Sina, I played the "Three Bears" song again, and Hana and Sina started singing along.

*Of course, in Sina's case, it was more like following the melody rather than actually singing the lyrics.*

Still, thinking that she would eventually be able to sing along properly, I listened to them when suddenly Sina giggled and then, looking at the bear drawn in the storybook, shouted loudly.

"Beaw!"

My goodness, did she just say "bear"?
I was utterly shocked as I looked at Sina, who continued speaking while pointing at the papa bear next to her.

"Da-da beaw!"
"Woaaa Sina talk-talk."

When Hana praised Sina, she seemed to gain confidence and identified the other bears as well.

"Ma-ma beaw!"

Her pronunciation was so cute that I almost laughed involuntarily.
But not wanting to hurt her feelings, I held back, and Sina, having gained confidence in speaking, tried to run off to show off to others.
I picked her up to calm her down.

"Sina, the mommies are tired now, so let's show them later, okay?"
"No. Beaw."

At my words, Sina flapped her hands and looked dejected, giving me a pitiful gaze.
But not wanting to burden Charlotte, Cynthia, or Miria, I deliberately ignored it, causing Sina to make an "eeeeng" sound and flop face-down on the floor.

"Sina is upset."

Hana, who was watching this, told me with a worried expression.
I awkwardly smiled as I looked at Sina who had plastered herself to the floor.

*I should probably cheer her up, right?*

But what should I do?
After thinking for a moment, I reluctantly decided to bring out Sina's favorite snack and deliberately spoke loudly to both of them.

"Who wants to go eat ice cream?"

At those words, Hana raised her hand saying "Me!" while Sina continued to lie face down, apparently wanting to emphasize that she was angry.

*She keeps peeking though.*

Despite her act, she clearly wanted ice cream as she kept secretly glancing at me.
Seeing this, I felt mischievous and said to Sina.

"We're going to have strawberry ice cream. Sina, you don't want any? If you don't eat now, you might not get ice cream again."

At my words, Sina couldn't hold back any longer.
She got up from her spot, raised her hand shouting "Da-a!" and rushed toward me.
Looking at Hana and Sina clinging to my legs, I decided it was time to go get snacks.

***

*It got quiet so quickly.*

Even though it must make their teeth cold, watching my daughters with their mouths full of ice cream makes me smile.
As I was absentmindedly watching them, I noticed the storybook lying on the floor.

*It would probably be good to keep showing her the "Three Bears" book for a while.*

Thinking it would be better to repeat until she became familiar with it rather than showing her something new, I was looking at the book when Sina, who had already finished her ice cream, stood up and pointed at the storybook.

"Beaw!"

She must really like the bears.
I asked her, "Shall we read it again?" and Sina nodded her head, smiling brightly.

Smiling at Sina's reaction, I picked up the storybook, determined to read it until she was satisfied.

...Yes, I picked it up.
I realized I shouldn't have done that when I saw the clock pointing to "1:00 AM."

*I never thought we'd be looking at this until 1 AM.*

Babies have a characteristic of endlessly repeating things they like.
Once they get into something, they repeat and repeat the same thing until they get tired of it.

As I collapsed on the sofa, feeling like I was going to lose my mind after listening to "Three Bears" for 12 hours, Miria, who had just woken up, giggled and said to me.

"Just so you know, once Sina gets fixated on something, it usually lasts at least a week."

At those words, I stared blankly and buried my face in the sofa.

Ch.BONUS - Farm
"How about this? I thought it looked fun, so I brought it."

Early in the morning, Charlotte, with a face worn out from childcare, came to me with a suggestion. Usually, she skipped all schedules because of childcare and rarely participated in anything, let alone made suggestions. But today, for whatever reason, she readily offered me a proposal.

"What is it?"
"It's called a weekend farm. They say you go to a farm on weekends and grow crops."

I blinked at the flyer Charlotte handed me. There was nothing special about feeling interest or curiosity in something, but I was somewhat puzzled because Charlotte, who normally only cared about childcare and my well-being, suddenly showed interest in something like this.

As I silently stared at her with growing concern, Charlotte looked at my gaze, blinked, and quickly waved her hands as she spoke.

"I'm saying this because you seem to be misunderstanding. It's not like that—I just saw a farming program on TV that looked fun, so I suggested it."

Hearing that, I definitely felt that Charlotte had been living on Earth for quite some time. Just a year ago, she didn't even know what farming was, let alone what a TV was, but now she was using these terms skillfully, which felt strange. Smiling slightly at this feeling, I nodded and said:

"Really? Then, shall we give it a try?"

Looking at Charlotte nodding, I made the plan a bit more concrete.

"But if we do weekend farming around here, problems might arise. How about doing it in the other world?"
"That sounds good. Even though it's unlikely, if Hana accidentally uses magic, it could cause all sorts of problems."

I nodded at that and then looked back as I spoke.

"Then we'll have to take Cynthia too, so we can go as if the whole family is on an outing."
"A family outing... that sounds nice."

I found Charlotte's smile so cute that I randomly rubbed her cheek, which made her look very surprised.

"W-what are you doing?"

Only then did I realize that this was something I usually did to Hana or Sina rather than my wife, and I let out an awkward laugh.

"I did it unconsciously. Sorry."
"No, no, I don't dislike it. It was just a bit sudden."

Charlotte seemed to like this display of affection from me. She firmly grabbed my hand on her cheek, preventing me from pulling it away. I quickly called out to Charlotte, feeling anxious that I might have to face mandatory defense duty if I wasn't careful, but...

"...I like it. Wait for me tonight."

As if my desperate feelings hadn't been conveyed at all, Charlotte delivered a death threat to me and then disappeared somewhere. I sat down on the floor, feeling that this is why good people get taken advantage of(?).

***

Although I had declared that we would do weekend farming, I hadn't made any preparations yet, so I needed to establish some basic foundations in advance. So I decided to call Miriamong to start with the most basic things and went to find Miria.

Miria seemed to have already heard about it from Charlotte, as she gave me a memo listing what I needed to do.

[Stabilization, crop purchase, caretaker, barrier, shelter, workers...]

Even at a glance, there were so many things needed that I thought it would be quite complicated. While I was thinking this, Hana, probably bored, came dragging Sina along and clung to me.

"Daddy, today me and Sina danced with the doggy. And while we were dancing together, a kitty came like this and fell down..."

She was so cute, chattering away and telling me everything that happened today. I put Hana on my knee and stroked her head, when Hana, in my arms, spotted the flyer and her eyes began to sparkle.

"Wooow, pretty."

For Hana, the shimmering red color of the flyer must have seemed beautiful. Looking at her, I brought the flyer closer so she could see it better. Hana giggled and pointed at it, saying:

"Hana knows this. This is farming...!"
"Wow, our Hana even knows about farming? Where did you learn that?"
"My friends told me!"
"Really?"

As I was praising and stroking the clever Hana, Sina, sitting on my other knee, seemed to feel envious watching this. With her tiny hand, she pointed at the flyer and said:

"Gom!"

Perhaps remembering how much I praised her when reading storybooks, she kept pointing at the plants and calling them bears. Looking at Sina, I smiled slightly and corrected her.

"Sina, these aren't bears, they're called plants, okay?"

At my words, Sina glanced at me cautiously and tilted her head with a "Pya?" The sight was so cute that I almost unconsciously agreed they were bears, but being too indulgent could lead to bad habits, so I composed myself and corrected her again.

"Now, repeat after daddy: plant."
"Shimmu!"
"Oh my, our daughter did so well."
"Agoo."

When I stroked her head to show she did well, Sina was very happy and kept shouting "Shimmu." Hearing this, I thought about correcting her pronunciation but decided it would be fine to teach her slowly later, after she calmed down.

I enjoyed this healing moment for a while, then carefully asked Hana in my arms:

"Hana, do you want to farm with daddy?"
"Yes!"

She agreed without even thinking about it. I wasn't sure if she liked farming or just liked doing something with me, but at least she seemed happy about it, which was a relief. I continued:

"Then tomorrow, daddy will go check out some land for farming. Is it okay if I go out for a bit?"
"Yes. Not go."
"Yes, as expected, our daughter's permission... huh?"
"Hana will go with daddy. Not go."

At those firm words, I laughed awkwardly and asked Lucia, who was watching nearby, for help, but...

"I don't know anything about this."

Perhaps because she had been badly burned by Hana in the past, she immediately looked away. I awkwardly smiled and stroked the head of Hana, who was burrowing into my arms.

***

'If possible, I don't want to take Hana to a place that hasn't been stabilized.'

Besides, that world has numerous dangerous monsters and humans roaming around, so I wanted to prevent any possible situations from occurring.

'Of course, this worry might seem foolish given how strong I am.'

But a father's heart couldn't be helped, it seemed. I sighed and ran my hand through my hair, then decided to take Hana with me and told her:

"Then you have to stay right next to daddy. Understand?"
"Yes! Hana can listen well."

I patted the still tiny Hana's back and nodded, and Hana, excited about going with me, smiled broadly and buried her face against me.

'...It should be okay to leave Sina behind, right?'

Thinking this, I looked down at Sina beside me. Sina was murmuring "Shimmu..." to me with sparkling eyes.

Seeing this, I sensed that leaving Sina behind would lead to an impossible situation, so I just decided to give up.

"...So tell me the answer, Miriamong."
"Don't know. Just use Divine Power or whatever and go kwagwagwang."

I smiled awkwardly at Miria, who was coldly making strange sound effects. Although she was making weird sound effects, what she said wasn't entirely wrong, so I couldn't refute it. While I was thinking this, Cynthia, who was beside me, made a suggestion:

"You don't necessarily need to go and stabilize it yourself. Can't you just order my subordinates to do it?"
"The demons?"
"Yes. Why not tell Reltra to make a small farm in a good location where human hands have barely touched?"

I thought that was a good idea and told Cynthia I would ask her to do this. Cynthia smiled and poked the back of my hand repeatedly.

An ominous signal if ever there was one.

Startled by this signal, I opened my eyes wide, and Cynthia, seeming to like my reaction even more, chuckled and whispered to me:

"That kind of reaction excites me more."
"......"

I looked at Lucia beside me, pleading for help, but once again, Lucia shrugged her shoulders as if she didn't know and said:

"Then I'll go next."
"...Lucia?"

My cry of despair went unheard as everyone wore bright smiles. In this world where everyone except me was happy, I wondered if this was right.

Sina, who seemed upset that she wasn't getting attention, chirped "Pya pya!" and then began to whimper with a pouty expression.

Looking at Sina, I smiled slightly, then patted her back and said "Plant?" At my words, Sina suddenly smiled brightly and shouted "Shimmu!" with a beaming smile.

'She's my daughter, but she's simple.'

No, this might be because she takes after Miria. Anyway, thinking it wasn't my fault, I stroked the head of the smiling Sina.

Ch.BONUS - Farm 2
A few days later.
After receiving word from Reltra that the farm was complete, I headed there to check it out.

To be honest, I didn't have high expectations since demons' sense of aesthetics can be quite perplexing to humans.
But contrary to my expectations, the farm was decorated more beautifully than I had imagined.

"Woooow. It's pretty."

I nodded at Hana's words as she sparkled with excitement in my arms.
Indeed, as Hana said, this place was quite beautiful.
While slowly looking around the farm with these thoughts, a round demon suddenly popped out and introduced himself.

"I am Neltaran, a high-ranking demon who will be managing this place from now on."

For a high-ranking demon, he looked quite cute, and I could barely sense any demonic energy from him.
I nodded, thinking they must have sent a demon who could conceal both appearance and demonic energy for our sake.

"Is that so?"
"Yes. We will handle all safety, convenience, and miscellaneous tasks. Distinguished guests, please feel free to rest comfortably here."

Though he spoke smoothly and kindly like a skilled attendant, I could see considerable anxiety rising in his eyes as he looked at me.
It seemed he knew about the things I had done in both the Demon Realm and human world. I smiled slightly and continued.

"Thank you."
"Yes. If you need anything, please call for me anytime."

Watching Neltaran disappear as if fleeing, I shrugged and spoke to Hana who was nestled in my arms.

"Hana, where would you like to look around first?"

At my question, Hana looked around as if contemplating, then giggled and pointed to a small cottage.

"I wanna go there."
"Alright?"

Well, it is the most eye-catching thing here.
I nodded and headed toward it.

***

While the exterior was definitely a small cottage, stepping inside revealed a surprisingly spacious relaxation area.
This seemed even more luxurious than homes on Earth, I thought as I looked around.
Hana suddenly widened her eyes, staring blankly at something she had discovered.

'What is she looking at?'

Curious, I turned my gaze in that direction and saw a massive aquarium filled with various kinds of fish.

"...?"

As I stared blankly, wondering why such a thing existed here, Cynthia, who had been following behind, said playfully:

"They say we can eat sashimi here with those."
"...Direct from the source?"

Looking at Cynthia who was just smiling without saying anything, I thought about how mischievous she could be and shook my head.
Meanwhile, Sina, who was in my arms, seemed fascinated by the huge aquarium and signaled that she wanted to be put down.

"No running, okay? It's dangerous."
"Bya!"

Sina nodded enthusiastically, signaling that she understood, then quickly approached the aquarium and stuck herself to it.

"Sina became a rice cake!"

Just as Hana said, Sina had pressed her cheek against the aquarium, resembling a rice cake.
Finding it cute, I was taking pictures with my phone when Sina stared at the fish for a moment before confidently saying to me:

"Nyam."

Seeing her make an eating gesture, she seemed to be saying, "This is for eating!" with confidence.
I tried to hold back my laughter at Sina's behavior and said:

"Do you want to eat fish?"

At those words, Sina made a "kom!" sound and started jumping around.
It seemed she wasn't expressing that she wanted to eat, but rather imitating a bear eating fish.
As I was capturing Sina's antics on my phone, Lucia spoke with interest from behind.

"The kitchen facilities are perfect, and so are the bedrooms. It might be nice to stay here for a few days."
"Really?"
"Yes. Plus, I heard that there are all sorts of protective magic circles and numerous demons stationed here, so we can wander around with peace of mind."

Though not anymore, it was somewhat ironic that someone who used to be a Saintess was saying it was safe because there were many demons around.
Looking at Lucia, I felt a bit mischievous and unconsciously poked her cheek.

"That's what you meant, right?"

Lucia looked at me with predatory eyes, gently bit my finger, then smiled broadly before walking away somewhere.
As I realized I had touched something I shouldn't have and was regretting it, Hana giggled and poked my cheek.

"Hana can do it too!"

It seemed Hana thought poking cheeks looked fun.
I patted her head and decided to prepare for the day of karmic retribution that would soon come, when I noticed something in the aquarium.

'An eel?'

I saw a fish that shouldn't be there swimming around stealthily.
Why is there an eel in the aquarium? Is that right?
I couldn't understand it at all, but remembering how Cynthia had meaningfully foretold that "we could eat sashimi," I felt a chill and slowly closed my eyes.

***

Usually, families with children visit weekend farms for two reasons:
To eat the vegetables they harvest and for the emotional education of their children.

In our case, in addition to those reasons, we were doing this to help Charlotte heal from the exhaustion of childcare.
So we made many efforts to ensure Charlotte could enjoy the weekend farm comfortably.

'For example, placing lots of furniture that Charlotte likes.'

Or deliberately arranging elements that would feel peaceful, like bird sounds or river sounds.
We were putting in a lot of effort to help Charlotte, who was tired from childcare.

'Fortunately, I think it's working.'

Since coming here, Charlotte had been watching the babies with a much more relaxed expression.

"This is nice."

I was waving at Seona, Sehyun, and Seola, who were reaching out to me, when Charlotte looked at me and smiled softly.

"They'll start crawling soon. Do you think you can handle it?"
"..."

Even though Hana was self-sufficient and basically required no parenting effort, Sina needed various kinds of care and attention.
The thought of having to take care of four children simultaneously made me momentarily bewildered.

'...I guess it'll be fine with the spirits around?'

Though uncertain, I thought it would be really difficult and let out a hollow laugh, when Charlotte looked at me and continued with a small smile.

"And unlike Hana and Sina, these children are ordinary humans, so it'll be harder than you can imagine."
"...I suppose so."

Hana was extraordinary, and compared to other children, Sina was also at the lowest difficulty level of childcare.

'She doesn't cause trouble, eats well, listens well, doesn't cry much...'

Of course, most of this was thanks to Hana, but even considering that, it was undeniable that the childcare difficulty was very low.

'And yet it's this hard.'

Taking care of ordinary babies, and three at once?
As I was thinking it would be hell for a while and making a drained expression, Charlotte giggled beside me and said:

"But if you work hard, you'll manage somehow, right? At least I'm here, and so are the others."
"That's true."
"So, husband? You'll have to work hard at childcare, right? And on top of that, you need to satisfy your wives too."

After focusing solely on childcare for a while without doing anything else, it seemed she was really starting to want it now.
Having no choice but to set a date, I awkwardly nodded.

"Then I'll take that as a yes? Husband?"

She seemed quite pleased with my positive response, repeatedly calling me "husband" as she left.
I let out a hollow laugh, thinking it might be good to eat that eel floating in the aquarium.

***

After touring the farm, we returned home right away.
There were several reasons, but mainly it was to purchase necessary supplies separately.

'I could have asked them to prepare everything over there, but...'

I wanted to give Hana and Sina the opportunity to choose for themselves, so I had deliberately told them not to prepare certain things in advance.
I decided we would go to the mart tomorrow morning to buy these items. As I was helping Hana and Sina wash their hands, Hana asked me a question, seemingly curious about something.

"Appa, can we grow corn too?"
"Corn? Yes, we can."

Thinking that even if the environment wasn't suitable, we could make it grow using magic, I nodded. Hana's eyes sparkled as she whispered to me:

"Then we can make popcorn that Sina likes..."

Her thoughtfulness toward her sister was so admirable that I patted her head, while Sina, whether aware of this sentiment or not, was grabbing a duck toy from the sink and shouting "Kom!"

"Sina, that's not a bear, it's a duck. Quack quack duck."
"Quack quack komi."
"No, duck."
"Komi!"

From "simmu" to "komi."
Still, it was much better than before, so I decided to proceed step by step.

Ch.BONUS - Farm 3
As you know, the reason I started the weekend farm was to help Charlotte heal and for the children's emotional education. I considered the children's "choices" to be a very important element.

*Since I left the selection of seeds, watering cans, and fertilizers to the children, there's a high chance they'll pick something strange.*

But thinking that would also be part of their education, I decided to accept whatever they chose. Just then, Hana and Sina called me over, signaling they had "chosen everything."

*I wonder what they picked?*

As I approached them with anticipation, what I saw was a diving suit.

"...?"

Why on earth would they choose a diving suit? While I was looking at it in confusion, Sina proudly told me something.

"Dream tree hurts!"

Dream tree hurts? The wriggling thing hurts?

As I was trying to figure out what she meant, Hana, who was standing next to her, explained with a giggle.

"Insects bite like this and it hurts. She says we need to wear this."
"Ah."

There certainly were a lot of bugs at the farm we visited last time. I nodded at Sina's words as I looked at the diving suit.

*I guess I'll buy it.*

I promised to let them buy whatever they wanted, so I should keep that promise. I patted Sina's head as she looked up at me with sparkling eyes, then put the diving suit in the shopping cart.

"Then what does Hana want to buy?"

At my question, Hana giggled and walked forward. Wondering where she was going, I watched her carefully as she pointed to a seed set hanging above and said:

"This...!"

I smiled, put the seeds in the cart, and stroked Hana's head before asking again.

"Is there anything else you need, Hana?"

At my question, Hana blinked at me and then carefully pointed to a jelly set nearby. She seemed to want the jelly, so I put it in the cart. Hana smiled broadly, clearly excited.

*If she wanted it, she could have just said so.*

It hurt my heart to see her holding back because she was concerned about me. As I picked her up and hugged her, stroking her hair, Sina, who was nearby, watched us with a sullen face and shook her hands up and down.

"Pya-a."

Though I couldn't understand what she was saying, it seemed like she wanted me to hug her too. When I picked her up, Sina finally looked satisfied and shouted "Pyapya-ya!"

"On that note, could you pull this for me?"
"Yes!"

I asked Lucia, who was following behind us, to take care of the cart as I walked forward.

***

We bought many other things as well. For example, clothes like tracksuits to wear while farming, speakers to listen to music outside, and various drinks and foods. Of course, these were all chosen by Hana and Sina, so there were many interesting items.

*But this is fun in its own way.*

After purchasing all the items, I put them into my spatial storage in a place where no one could see.

On our way home after finishing all the shopping, Hana, nestled in my arms, asked me a question.

"Dad, what happens if plants grow really big?"
"If crops grow big? Hmm, what would you like to do, Hana?"

When I asked her back, Hana thought for a moment before smiling and telling me.

"I want to build a house at the very top."
"A house?"
"Yes! Mom read me a book that said if you plant beans, they grow up to the sky and you can build a house and live there!"

Beans? Sky? Thinking it must be Jack and the Beanstalk, I smiled. I briefly considered telling her the truth but decided there was no need to reveal the cruel reality just yet, so I nodded and said:

"Really? That would be nice."
"Yes!"

Looking at Hana's bright smile, I thought that even though she seemed grown up, she was still very much a child.

***

...That was a few days ago. Now I could only stare blankly at the plant that had grown all the way up to the sky, just as Hana had said.

*I underestimated Hana's World Tree abilities.*

I was sure we had planted beans, but I never expected them to grow so tall just because Hana danced once. As I stood there dumbfounded, Charlotte next to me laughed helplessly and said:

"Where did my healing farm life go?"
"I know, right?"

While it wasn't necessarily a bad thing, I couldn't help feeling surprised as I looked at it. Hana, who had finished dancing, ran to me with a giggle.

"Dad, I want to go up now!"
"Up, up there?"
"Yes. There must be lots of people living up there. I want to see them."
"..."

I wanted to say it was too dangerous, but her eyes were so bright that I couldn't bring myself to refuse. After thinking for a moment, I figured it would be fine if I held her, so I awkwardly nodded.

"...Then shall we go together? I'd like to see if there are people up there too."
"Yay!"

Hana was so happy to go with me that she beamed with a big smile. I picked her up and told the ladies nearby:

"I'll take Hana up there for a bit. Please watch Sina."
"Okay."

After checking on Sina, who was lying on the ground observing insects, I quickly ascended using my divine power.

"...Wow! Birds!"

As we went up, we saw wyverns and various birds flying around, so fortunately, the journey wasn't boring.

While I was glad to see Hana so happy, I worried she might be disappointed if there was nothing up there. But when we reached the top, what I saw was truly unexpected.

"...An island?"

Not just any island, but a floating island in the sky. I was shocked that such a thing actually existed, when Hana, still in my arms, looked at me with sparkling eyes and said:

"Wow, it's so pretty. Don't you think so too, Dad?"
"Y-yes? It's really beautiful."
"Yes!"

Seeing Hana excited again, I was still bewildered but decided to go back down and sort things out.

*I could keep Hana safe no matter what, but...*

If we were unlucky, I might have to show her something cruel. Wanting to avoid such a situation, I thought it would be better to consult with Miria or Cynthia first. With that in mind, I made an excuse to Hana that we should bring Sina tomorrow and went back down.

****

When I told Miria about this, she seemed surprised at first, but then her expression changed as if she had realized something.

"Come to think of it, there were rumors about a sky island. But since the source was uncertain, I thought it was false. I didn't know it was real."
"Really?"

Miria closed her eyes briefly, then squeezed out additional information.

"If I remember correctly, there are fruits with heavenly flavors growing there, and birds living there."
"Any dangerous monsters?"
"I can't remember, but anyone who can fly that high in this world would likely be very strong. So whoever went there probably didn't even worry about such things."

As I was pondering this, Cynthia, who was beside us, smiled brightly and resolved all my concerns.

"No need to worry. If there's any problem, we can send demons to clean it all up."
"Ah."
"I'll tell Reltra about it. I'll also have them build a few houses while they're at it."

I wondered if it was possible to build houses in just one day, but remembering how they built the farm in just a few days, I nodded, thinking it might be possible. Cynthia smiled at my response and headed off somewhere.

With everything seemingly settled, I turned back to check on Hana and Sina. What I saw was Hana telling Sina about her adventure.

"When I went up with Dad, there was this big island! It had flowers blooming and trees, and it was so beautiful."

Hana seemed extremely happy about discovering the sky island. She spread her arms wide to enthusiastically express how amazing the sky island was.

As I watched her, I was glad we had fortunately discovered the sky island... Wait. The moment I thought of the word "fortune," I realized why we had found such a thing.

*Unrealistic luck.*

The trait I had acquired. I never thought it would apply to something like this. Smiling at the realization, I decided to do some light farming tomorrow and then visit the sky island.

As I was nodding to myself, Sina, who had been listening to Hana's story, ran to me with a tearful face as if to protest. She looked extremely disappointed and said "Pya-a."

Looking at Sina, I awkwardly smiled, sensing that I would be pestered by her all evening.

Ch.BONUS - Sky Island
Shina seemed incredibly sad that I had left her behind.
She clung to me all day, whimpering in my arms.

While I was comforting the tear-soaked Shina,
Hana watched anxiously for a while.
Eventually, deciding something had to be done, she pulled out a small candy from her pocket.

"...Shina, eat this!"

Judging by the crumpled wrapper, it seemed to be Hana's treasure that she had kept hidden for a long time.
I made a mental note to remember how much Hana liked that candy.
Shina, who had been crying, turned her head and stared blankly at the candy.

"Really?"

I still couldn't understand exactly what she was saying,
but contextually, I guessed she was asking, "Are you really giving this to me?"
Hana nodded and placed the candy in Shina's hand.

"Yes. So you have to stop crying! If you don't, Daddy won't give you Christmas presents!"
"...!"

Me, not Santa Claus?
Could it be that Hana already knew I was the one giving presents instead of Santa?
As I showed my confusion at this somewhat disturbing situation,
Shina flailed her hands at Hana's words and said something.

"No way!"

It seems like she's saying that's not true?
I was feeling quite satisfied, thinking I had somewhat mastered Shina's language,
when Hana continued with a giggle.

"Yes! This one is okay!"
"Thank you."

The amazing thing about young children is
their ability to go from crying to laughing in an instant.
I sighed with relief seeing Shina smiling brightly again and said to Hana:

"Thank you, Hana."

I patted Hana's head as she giggled, then whispered to her:

"Later, Daddy will buy you whatever candy you want. Just tell me whenever you want some, okay?"
"Yes!"

Hana was so happy with my words that her eyes sparkled as she nodded,
and I couldn't help but pinch her cheeks because she was so cute.

***

After that small evening incident, morning arrived.
As I had promised Shina, I decided to visit the Sky Island and told Cynthia:

"Everything's ready, right?"
"Yes. Reltra contacted me saying all preparations are complete."
"Thanks for your hard work."

Thinking that Cynthia would handle the compensation herself, I held Hana and Shina in my arms and said:

"We're going up now. If you're scared, hold onto Daddy tight. Understand?"

Looking at my two daughters nodding, I slowly ascended using my Divine Power.

The Sky Island was quite a peculiar place.
First, despite being in the sky, there were structures that looked like they were built by humans.
Second, there were traces everywhere showing that humans hadn't lived there for a long time.

'Of course, thanks to the demons cleaning up all evening.'

There were only traces left, but nothing was dirty,
so I thought it would be fine to let Hana and Shina explore the place.
I carefully put them down, indicating they could play freely, and said:

"Don't go too far from Daddy, okay?"
"Yes!"
"Okay."

Even if they did wander off, with Cynthia's protective barrier and the spirits watching over them,
it would be nearly impossible for any serious problems to occur.

'It might be nice to fix this place up as a resort.'

It was beautiful and almost impossible for people or monsters to approach.
If I installed barriers and security facilities, it could be transformed into a quite nice vacation spot.

While I was thinking about building a treehouse hideout in a nearby tree,
Hana picked up a strange-looking small egg from somewhere and showed it to me.

"Daddy, this is so cute!"

Is it a living egg?
Since it could be a monster, I asked Miria to check it.
Using her ability, she revealed its identity.

"...It's a fairy egg?"

Something quite surprising came up.
I asked for more detailed information, and Miria crossed her arms and provided a few facts.

"The species seems to be... a light fairy. It hasn't hatched yet because certain special conditions haven't been met. And hmm, it's apparently an extinct species now."
"Is it dangerous or anything?"
"The growth process is important, but most fairies are friendly to humans. No need to worry."

That meant there wasn't much to be concerned about.
Thinking it would be fine, I nodded and asked Hana:

"Since you found it, would you like to take care of it?"

Hana was so delighted with my suggestion that
she jumped up and down excitedly and said:

"Really!?"
"Really."

Seeing her genuine joy made me happy too.
As I smiled at Hana,
she carefully stroked the egg and told me:

"I'll love it just like Daddy loves me."
"Really?"
"Yes!"

Thinking Hana would surely raise it well, I asked Miria:

"Do you know the hatching conditions?"
"I'm not sure about that."
"Then there's nothing we can do."

I thought it wouldn't be bad even if it didn't hatch, and nodded.
Then Shina came to us with something strange she had picked up.

"Daddy!"

Curious, I checked and saw it was a silly-looking fluffy creature.
Since the demons had left it alone, it probably wasn't dangerous.
As I looked at it, Shina put the fluffy thing down and flapped her hands, saying:

"Koko!"
"Are you saying it's a chicken?"
"Yes."

It was similar in size and color to a chicken, but calling it that was a bit...
I was going to correct her, but
seeing how happy Shina was shouting "Koko," I decided to leave it be.

'If I interfere with everything, it'll just cause stress.'

I decided to only correct important things and let this one go.
Besides, it was cute in its own way, so I was smiling as I watched when—

"Pyu?"

I noticed many white fluffy creatures gathering nearby.
Wondering what was happening, I watched as
Shina raised her hands, shouted "Kyo kyo!" and ran off somewhere.
The fluffy creatures quickly followed after her.

"..."

It didn't seem dangerous, but to prepare for any problems,
I ordered a high-ranking spirit to follow Shina.
After watching the wind spirit follow her, I slowly turned and asked:

"Hana, aren't you going to follow Shina?"

To my question, Hana looked at the small egg in her hand and replied:

"I have this, so I can't."

It seemed she was worried about hurting the egg while playing.
Looking at Hana, I smiled slightly and extended my hand, saying:

"Then shall Daddy keep it safe for you?"

Hana nodded with sparkling eyes.
I put the egg into my spatial storage and said:

"Go play to your heart's content. If there's any problem, just tell Daddy anytime."
"Yes. Then Daddy should play with us too."
"Daddy too...?"
"It's not fun for Hana without Daddy."

Well, if that's the case, I have no choice.
I gave Hana a piggyback ride for the first time in a while,
and headed toward where Shina had run off to.

***

'Did she go into the cave?'

Following Shina's footprints, I discovered a rather large cave.
I was looking around curiously at this unexpected find when
I spotted Shina surrounded by a group of white fluffy creatures in one corner.

'How cute.'

From a distance, she looked like she was covered by small sheep rather than chickens.
I smiled at the sight and called out to Shina as I approached.
She poked just her face out and waved at me.

"Hi!"

Her cuteness kept making me smile.
I carefully put Hana down and asked:

"Do you want to play with Shina too?"

At my question, Hana quickly nodded and ran forward.
It seemed she had wanted to play together but hadn't shown it.
As I watched Hana's retreating figure with satisfaction, something strange caught my eye.

'Ancient symbols?'

Various characters written somewhere.
Sensing something hidden, I slowly reached out and touched them.

Crack!

With the sound of a barrier breaking, one stone wall descended.
It looked quite interesting, but
since places like this likely had traps, I decided I couldn't take the children there.
I ordered the spirits behind me:

"Remove all the traps down there and come back."

The spirits nodded at my command and descended with cheerful sounds.
I watched them go, deciding to return once everything was cleared.

About an hour passed.
The spirits emerged one by one with bright smiles,
saying it was safe before disappearing somewhere.

Seeing this, I thought it was probably fine to go inside now.
I called Hana and Shina and opened my arms wide.

"Who wants to go on an adventure with Daddy?"

At my question, Hana and Shina looked at each other,
then both rushed toward me shouting "Me!" without hesitation.
I embraced my two daughters, looked down, and said:

"Shall we go then?"

I smiled at the two nodding their heads,
and slowly made my way down.

Ch.BONUS - Sky Island 2
I took Hana and Shina down with me, and what I saw was an ancient white structure.

It didn't look to be in great condition, likely from being abandoned for a long time. But even considering that, it was beautifully decorated, making it enjoyable to explore.

"Woaaah."
"Byaa?"

Hana, being at an age where she could recognize beauty, let out an exclamation of wonder. Shina, on the other hand, seemed unsure, blinking her big eyes as she looked around. I smiled at my daughters' different reactions and asked a question.

"Where should we go first?"

Hearing my question, Hana looked around to formulate her answer. She then pointed to the brightest shining structure and said to me.

"There!"
"Shall we?"

I smiled at Hana, who was giggling in my arms, and slowly walked toward the place she indicated.

"Koko...!"

As we approached, I saw it was a large chicken-shaped structure. Of course, it wasn't a real chicken, but it was white and round like one, so for convenience's sake, I called it a chicken.

Anyway, Shina was fascinated by the chicken-like thing and flapped her hands, trying to get closer to it. I followed her urging and approached.

"Kyo!"

Getting closer, Shina seemed to really like this structure and spread her arms wide, wanting to hug it. As much as I wanted to let her do as she pleased...

*There's no telling how much dust or bugs might be on it.*

Thinking it would be better to restrain her for hygiene's sake, I stopped her. Shina made a confused expression and tried to explain something to me.

"Kogo. Jjaejjaegi!"
"Huh?"
"Nyam...! Koko!"

I really couldn't understand what she was saying. After pondering for a moment, I looked at Hana questioningly. Hana grinned and explained to me.

"She says jjaejjaegi is cute so it's okay to hug it!"
"Ah... that's what she meant? Thanks for telling me."
"Ung!"

I thought she was saying she wanted to eat it because she was making eating sounds, but that wasn't it. Since Shina loves eating, I mistakenly thought she was expressing that she liked it in terms of food. As I realized this and smiled, Shina urged me with a sulky expression.

"Jjaejjaegi! Jjaejjak...! Byabyaa!"

Silent pressure to let her hug the chicken structure. Looking at Shina, I thought for a moment and then reluctantly set a condition.

"If you want to hug it, give Daddy a kiss first."

When I made this self-serving proposal, Shina very coolly kissed my cheek and then shouted "Koko!" with a big smile. Finding her adorable, I smiled again and slowly put Shina down, then called a water spirit.

"Just in case, please wash Shina after she hugs it."

I thanked the water spirit who acknowledged my request. As I silently watched Shina, Hana, who was in my arms, wiggled her fingers and said to me.

"Appa, Hana can do it too...!"

Finding Hana's reaction cute, I ruffled her hair and then offered my cheek, asking for a kiss. She giggled and kissed me.

While I was thinking about what I would do when Hana eventually gets married, I saw Shina approaching me with a proud expression after playing happily with the chicken structure.

"Byabyaa. Nyam! Ana!"

She naturally spread her arms, asking me to hold her. I had no choice but to pick her up and asked.

"Was it fun?"
"Agoo."

I guess that means it was fun? Anyway, I was glad she seemed to be enjoying herself, and then I asked Hana.

"Hana, don't you want to go play with it too?"
"Ung! It's okay."
"Really?"

Hana seemed to enjoy just being in my arms more, giggling and staying by my side. Then she spotted another chicken statue in the distance and pointed to it.

"Appa, there's another one over there."
"You're right. Let's go see."

Since we were already here, it seemed fine to look around more. As I headed in the direction Hana pointed, I saw what looked like a waterfall and a sleeping chicken.

*It's not like it's a Dragon or anything.*

If what was there had been a Dragon, it might have been somewhat impressive. But seeing something chicken-shaped like that just looked cute and amusing. Well, Hana and Shina would probably like it, so I thought this was good in its own way.

"I want to go down."

Hana wanted to approach the giant chicken and pointed downward, asking me to put her down. I nodded at her request and set her down. After looking around, Hana seemed to remember something and clung to me, saying.

"Give me the koko egg...!"

She seemed to be asking for the egg I had kept earlier. I took the egg out from my spatial storage and gave it to Hana. She bowed politely and then placed the egg in the giant chicken's embrace.

*...I'm pretty sure Miria said that egg was a light spirit's egg.*

Does that mean this chicken is a light spirit? I thought about this as I looked at the spirit beside me. But it was different in size and unlike any spirit I was familiar with, which was strange.

So at first I thought she had placed it incorrectly, but since Hana wanted to do it this way, I thought it better to trust her and watch for now. As I was thinking this while looking at Hana...

- Kugugung

Suddenly the surroundings vibrated and the cave shook violently. Worried that stalactites might fall and hurt Hana, I quickly picked her up and checked around. Then the giant chicken that had been lying still suddenly raised its body and began to make a sound.

"Kwaaang!"

The transparent drag... no, the giant chicken let out a loud sound and then made "byak byak" noises with a confident expression.

*That thing was alive?*

While I was surprised by this unexpected development, Shina became very excited seeing the chicken stand up.

"Jjaejjaegi! Koko!"

I tried to calm Shina down and explained some precautions to her.

"It might be dangerous if we get too close right away. Let's approach slowly, okay?"
"Koko biyagi."
"Yes, yes. We'll definitely go later, so be patient for a bit? Come on, promise."

Shina nodded at my words and then buried her face in my cheek. She seemed to be repeating what she did earlier, which I found cute. Suddenly, the chicken got up from its place, turned around, and stared down at us.

*It could be dangerous, so I should prepare.*

With the spirits around, there shouldn't be any major problems... but just in case something unexpected happens. While I was being cautious, the chicken suddenly cried "Kwaaang" again, and then gradually shrank to the size of a snack bag.

"...?"

As it transformed, the egg it had been holding floated up and began circling around. While I was confused by this situation that defied my understanding and common sense, Shina couldn't wait any longer. She struggled to get down.

After getting down, she hugged the chicken, which was now about her size, shouted "Koko!" and giggled. Looking at Shina, I shook my head thinking she was certainly as bold as Miria.

*I should go down and consult with Miria.*

Seeing that it was a light spirit and that it was calmly letting Shina hold it, it didn't seem to be a hostile creature. But it would be good to discuss the situation to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances. As I was thinking this while looking down at the chicken, it suddenly started making "byak byak" sounds and began to glow white.

*I guess it self-illuminates since it's a light spirit.*

Thinking we wouldn't have to worry about darkness, I watched as Shina lifted the glowing chicken above her head and proudly said to me.

"Byabyaa!"

Again unable to understand, I looked at Hana, who grinned and translated for me.

"She says it's like Popcorn."

Popcorn? Ah, she must be talking about that children's animation I showed her before. The fact that she's still talking about popcorn shows how much she enjoyed it. I made a mental note to find some more children's animations to show her later and nodded. Meanwhile, Shina hugged the chicken again and ran around laughing.

*She seems to like it.*

Looking at the chicken that was calmly being held despite having made such a loud sound earlier, I thought it was about time we headed back down.

***

After going down, I immediately looked for Miria. Seeing me and Shina, who was holding the chicken in my arms, Miria let out a small laugh and said to me.

"I think I know what you're going to say."

As expected of the perceptive Miria, she grasped the entire situation at a glance and continued.

"But I don't know either. As I said before, there's no information about light spirits."

I never expected even Miria would say she didn't know. That meant we would need to observe and figure out its identity, I thought as I crossed my arms.

Ch.BONUS - Mandatory Defense Battle?
Hana was the World Tree, known as the source of life.
As for Cynthia, she had inherited Miria's blood, making her a half-dragon.
It would be fair to say both were destined to be loved by spirits.

Watching the chicken—no, the light spirit—wrap around Hana and Cynthia like it was brooding over its chicks, I let out a hollow laugh.
Seeing this, a mischievous feeling rose within me, and I unconsciously threw a joke at the light spirit.

"Sorry, but I can't give you my daughters."

The light spirit, apparently displeased with what I'd said,
raised its beak upward, glared at me, and started making strange noises.

"Kkyun!"

What kind of sound was that supposed to be?
I was inwardly laughing, finding the light spirit's reaction quite amusing.
Then Hana, who had been covered by the light spirit's wings, looked somewhat startled and hurriedly said to me.

"Hana is Appa's... it's okay!"
"Huh?"
"Hana won't run away!"

The moment I heard the word "run away," memories of leaving Hana home alone in the past flashed quickly through my mind.
Though Hana probably hadn't meant to bring that up,
I couldn't help feeling guilty about my past sins as I smiled bitterly. Then Hana hugged me and giggled.

"Hana is here. So Appa shouldn't cry."
"Huh?"
"You know?!"

I wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry at this, so I just smiled awkwardly.
Deciding I should at least thank her for her thoughtfulness, I picked her up and nodded.

"Thank you, my daughter."
"Mmm!"

Looking at Hana's giggling face, I gently patted her back and said,

"It's late now, so shall we go to sleep?"

At those words, Hana stiffened.
Then she hesitated, glancing at me before giggling and saying,

"Hana's not sleepy...!"

It seemed she wanted to play more with the newly acquired light spirit.
I smiled slightly at her words and put on a thoughtful expression before asking,

"Really? Are you sure?"

When I asked again, Hana apparently couldn't continue lying.
After fidgeting with her fingers for a while, she finally said, "I'm as sleepy as a baby ant...!" while scrunching up her face.
Finding her adorable, I held back my laughter and gently poked her cheek as I continued.

"Then shall we play a little more?"
"Really?!"

Hana looked at me with an extremely happy expression, as if she hadn't expected me to allow it.
I nodded at her and continued.

"But let's get ready for bed first, then play. Okay?"

After patting Hana's head as she nodded vigorously, I chuckled at Cynthia who was nodding off.

*

The plan to play after getting ready for bed fell apart the moment Hana started dozing off after her bath.
I was thinking everything was going according to plan as I tucked Hana and Cynthia in and covered them with blankets.
Meanwhile, Lucia was urgently gesturing to me from nearby.

Wondering what was going on, I stepped outside the room.
Lucia threw her arms around my neck and said playfully,

"How about early tomorrow morning?"

Even a fool would understand what she meant, so I nodded blankly, accepting her proposal.
Lucia made a triumphant expression and told me,

"I don't care about the others, but tomorrow is my turn. You have to focus only on me. Understand?"
"I will."
"Good."

To be honest, I wouldn't have minded doing it tonight since it had been a while,
but Hana might wake up in the middle of it, so it would be better to set up various precautions in advance.

*I'd better not, or Hana might search all the rooms looking for me.*

I smiled bitterly, thinking I should just wait one more day.
Lucia looked at me and whispered softly,

"Jung Hyun, I've been thinking... doing it normally is boring... how about this?"

Wondering what she meant, I looked up to see Lucia pulling out a cosplay outfit from her chest, smiling broadly.
I stared blankly at it, wondering where on earth she got such a thing.
Lucia showed me her phone with a somewhat proud expression and explained,

"Miria taught me how to use a phone. So while I was learning, I searched for various things and found this."

...Various things?

Suddenly curious about what she had searched for, I asked Lucia,

"Can I take a look for a moment?"

Deliberately omitting the subject, I asked, and Lucia handed me the phone with a seemingly innocent expression.
I quickly pressed the back button and checked her search history.

[Things men like to do in bed]
[Acts that instantly excite men]
[How to masturbate]

"......"

To be honest, I was just looking to tease her.
While the top two searches were one thing, the bottom one would probably make Lucia die of embarrassment if I mentioned it.
So I pretended not to have seen it, returned to the previous page, and handed the phone back to her.

"Looks good."
"Yes! And I bought other things too, so you can look forward to it!"
"Ah, okay."

Not knowing what expression to make or what to say, I just nodded stiffly.
Lucia tilted her head as she looked at me, then seemed to let it go and left.
I could only let out a hollow laugh as I watched her walk away.

***

The next morning, I was busy finding activities that would drain Hana and Cynthia's energy to keep my promise with Lucia.

*Playing at the playground, running around in the park, walking with dogs...*

Of course, like all children, Hana and Cynthia had more energy than adults could handle.
No matter how much I made them run around, their energy didn't easily deplete, which was quite troublesome.

*But even they have limits.*

By late lunch, they were showing signs of extreme fatigue, allowing me to breathe a sigh of relief.

*If things continue like this, I should be able to keep my promise.*

I was thinking everything would be perfect as long as Hana and Cynthia didn't take a nap in the meantime.
Then Miria, who was in the living room, watched my actions closely and asked with a suspicious expression,

"...You look suspicious. Don't tell me you're doing this for that?"
"...What?"

I hesitated momentarily, too surprised to respond.
Seeing my reaction, Miria let out a "ha" and looked at me with her arms crossed, saying,

"This is one hundred percent Lucia's doing. Look, if you're going to do it, at least tell us first. Doing it secretly like this—isn't that a violation of the contract?"

She seemed to be referring to the wives' peace treaty thing I'd heard about before.
Feeling that adding any unnecessary words in this situation would only bring all the blame onto me, I kept my mouth shut.
Miria narrowed her eyes at me and slowly continued,

"Anyway, I get it. You two have a good time."

Surprisingly, she seemed willing to let it slide.
I couldn't understand why and just shrugged my shoulders. When I told Lucia, who was happily wandering the hallway nearby, about this,

"Ah."

She looked at me with an expression that suggested something had gone terribly wrong.
Wondering what it could be, I asked for a detailed explanation.

"Um... it's nothing."

She avoided answering and ran away, seemingly finding it difficult to explain.
I thought about pursuing the matter further to resolve it,
but I felt that my intervention might only complicate things, so I tried to hold back.

"Ppa-ppa! Kko-kko. Nyam."

Suddenly, Cynthia ran to me and hugged me, then started pretending to eat something.
Thinking she wanted to give food to the light spirit, I nodded.
Then Cynthia handed me an earthworm she had picked up from somewhere and smiled brightly.

"......"

So she wasn't asking for food to give to the light spirit; she had brought food that the light spirit eats.
Sighing and wondering where on earth she had found it,
I carefully picked up the worm and ordered Hana's spirits to return it to the ground.

"Cynthia no."

Seeing this, Cynthia whined and clenched and unclenched her hands, displeased that the worm had been taken away.
But since it wasn't hygienic, I told her it wasn't allowed and picked her up.

"Kko-kko..."

Cynthia looked dejected, gazing wistfully after the spirits and waving her hand.
I smiled, wondering why Cynthia liked earthworms so much.
Then Hana, who was in the living room, ran to me urgently and said,

"Appa, Hana too!"
"Yes, yes."

Looking at Hana's bright smile, I felt healed and headed to the living room.
After setting my daughters down on the living room sofa, I was taking a short rest when my phone vibrated with a message.

Wondering what it was, I checked it.
I saw a message from Miria saying, "I'm joining in too."
I blinked blankly at this.

Ch.BONUS - Mandatory Defense Battle!
After putting my precious daughters to bed, I was about to leave the room to participate in a defense match I had promised Lucia when—

"Papa..."

Having experienced this before, I flinched when I heard Hana sleep-talking just as I was about to leave. Fortunately, she was just mumbling in her sleep and didn't wake up.

*...*

I sighed with relief as I looked at Hana, then carefully moved my feet to leave the room without waking her.

***

When I entered the living room, Miria waved at me lightly and gestured for me to follow her without saying a word. She probably wanted to avoid making noise that might wake the children.

I nodded at her gesture and followed her down the hallway to a room protected by various magical spells.

"You know not to touch anything, right?"

After reminding me of this precaution—since my touch could break all the spells—Miria pushed me into the room. Usually, she would have waited patiently for me to enter on my own, but her urgent(?) push revealed that she had been waiting for this moment too.

*She's always so bad at being honest.*

Thinking this, I entered the room to find... Lucia wearing a maid outfit.

Her usual nun's habit suited her very well, but this maid outfit was like an upgraded version. It suited her remarkably well—noticeably better, you could say.

As I stood there staring at her, Lucia smiled shyly and asked, "D-does it look good on me?"

I nodded blankly, and Lucia grinned, stepped closer, took my hand, and pulled me toward the bed.

"I'm glad... I worked really hard to pick it out."

While her nun's habit had shown some cleavage, the maid outfit was a step further, revealing even more. The usual hint of sensuality was now much more pronounced.

As I nodded again while looking at her chest, Lucia, pleased with my reaction, straightened her posture proudly and said, "Then I'm at your service today, Master."

"W-what?"

"I read online that you're supposed to do this kind of thing when cosplaying."

Her playful smile was quite adorable. As she pressed her body against mine and I was contemplating what to do first, Lucia looked at me and whispered softly:

"You can do whatever you want."

Unable to hold back any longer after that bold invitation, I pushed Lucia down onto the bed. Just as I was about to move to the next step, thinking she would pay for her provocation—

"This is ridiculous."

I noticed Miria standing beside us with her arms crossed, wearing a maid outfit herself, looking at me with a sullen expression. Judging by her rough language, she seemed upset that I was playing with Lucia and not including her.

I chuckled at her and reached out to grab her waist, saying, "Is our Miria upset because I didn't play with her?"

"Oh, shut up. Get lost."

She pretended to push me away and escape, but there wasn't much force in her hands, and despite having plenty of opportunities to leave, she stayed—suggesting she didn't really mind. I continued stroking her waist while looking at her, then whispered softly:

"I love you, Miria."

I deliberately whispered this playful confession in her ear, wanting to see her flustered reaction. Sure enough, Miria showed signs of extreme embarrassment and froze up.

"W-w-what are you saying?"

After stuttering like a broken machine, Miria seemed to have exhausted her capacity for embarrassment and covered her face with both hands, her cheeks bright red. Thinking she was hiding her embarrassed face, I smiled and decided it was time to move to the next step, so I led both Lucia and Miria to the sofa instead of the bed.

"Junghyun... I mean, Master? Why suddenly the sofa?"

Lucia looked at me questioningly, not understanding why I was taking them to the sofa. I sat her down and explained:

"I thought it would be better to take things slowly."

Originally, I had planned to get straight to the point, but seeing how eager Lucia and Miria looked, I deliberately chose this approach to tease them.

*That way I can see them squirming impatiently.*

I looked at my two wives sitting on the sofa, then sat between them and slowly reached out to caress their thighs.

*If I try to handle both at once, it won't work well either way.*

Deciding to start with Lucia first, I pulled her onto my lap. Then I asked Miria to put on a movie while I slowly reached for Lucia's chest.

"Ah... t-that!"

Lucia seemed embarrassed about being touched so one-sidedly and tried to say something, but I pretended not to hear and continued massaging her chest while whispering:

"Your breasts seem to have gotten bigger than before?"

Too embarrassed to answer my question verbally, Lucia just nodded and lowered her head. Finding her cute, I smiled slightly and playfully looked into her eyes as I continued:

"You need to answer properly."

"Th-they've gotten bigger."

"Good girl."

I deliberately used this tone to tease her, but surprisingly, Lucia seemed to enjoy the slightly forceful tone, showing signs of pleasure. Deciding to continue, I slowly undressed her.

*She's not wearing underwear?*

I wondered how much she had been looking forward to this to come without underwear. I inwardly smiled at Lucia's appearance, then teased her nipple, which had small beads of breast milk forming, with my finger as I continued:

"Why didn't you wear underwear?"

At this question, Lucia turned bright red all the way to her ears, flustered, before finally answering in a tiny voice:

"...I thought it would be better to be ready for you to touch me anytime."

"Weren't you supposed to call me Master today?"

"M-Master."

Hearing this, I smiled again and slowly moved my hand down to her thigh as I continued:

"So did you wear anything down here?"

She shook her head, indicating she wasn't wearing panties either. I chuckled and stroked the inside of her thigh with my palm.

*She's extremely wet.*

The inside of her thigh was covered in her fluids. As I was wondering how aroused she must be to be this wet, Miria announced that she had selected a movie:

"I just put on something that looked interesting."

Being the perceptive Miria she was, she probably chose something appropriate for the mood. I nodded at her words and turned back to Lucia:

"Keep your legs spread while we watch the movie."

"...What?"

"Spread them so it's easy to touch you."

Though embarrassed, Lucia seemed to enjoy this command as she covered her face and spread her legs to the sides. I held her body and gently pressed her private area with one finger.

"Mmh..."

A small moan escaped her. After listening to that sound, I slowly inserted one finger inside.

"Ah...!"

The moment I inserted it, a surprised voice mixed with pleasure echoed through the room. I looked at Lucia while gently stirring my finger a few times, then withdrew it and said:

"See how your fluids are dripping?"

"...Y-yes."

I brought my finger, wet with Lucia's fluids, to her lips and said:

"You made my finger dirty, so you should clean it, right?"

Hearing this, Lucia carefully licked my finger with her tongue, then took it into her mouth and started licking it. As I patted her head to show she was doing well, Miria, who had been watching from the side, said with a blank expression:

"You two are such perverts."

For a moment, I almost blurted out that she was even more of a pervert, considering how she'd marked me with her urine as a sign of trust, but I managed to hold back and just made an awkward expression. Miria sat down next to me and said:

"B-but? I like that perverted stuff too."

Ah. She wanted me to do the same to her.

Feeling sorry for neglecting Miria, I nodded and extended my other hand toward her.

Ch.BONUS - You Already Know?
Since Miria had a naturally grumbling personality, someone who didn't know her well might think she was prickly and had a bad attitude, but...

*In reality, she's like a cat—affectionate and gets lonely easily.*

When she spoke sharply, it usually meant "pay attention to me." Whenever she put up that prickly front, she had a tendency to melt right away with just one affectionate word.

"...It's hot today!"

After I'd made one love confession, I tried to calm Miria down as she attempted to turn on the air conditioner. I slowly reached out my hand and stroked her thigh. Despite her very slim build, her thighs were surprisingly plump and quite pleasant to touch. As I continued caressing them, Miria leaned back against the sofa and said to me with a flushed face:

"...You could touch somewhere else besides my thigh."

Her comment was so provocative that I clearly heard it, but to tease her, I pretended not to hear and asked her to repeat herself. Miria seemed too embarrassed to say it again, so instead of words, she answered with action.

She guided my hand to her private parts. Like Lucia, Miria was extremely aroused and quite wet. If I were to exaggerate slightly, she seemed so sensitive that she might quickly reach climax the moment I caressed her there.

*Come to think of it, the fact that she noticed Lucia's intentions in the first place means she was already sensitive to such things.*

She was probably incredibly frustrated, even if she hadn't said so. I decided to satisfy her thoroughly this time and slowly caressed her private parts.

"...Hyaak!? W-wait, I'm not ready yet...!"

As I expected, she was already extremely sensitive, and her body trembled strongly the moment my fingers touched her. Watching Miria squirm, I felt a bit of satisfaction as I slowly inserted my finger inside.

"...Hnngh."

She clamped her mouth shut as if trying not to moan, her body trembling. I figured she was reacting this way because Lucia was nearby, so I decided to take my time with the foreplay to help her relax.

*Judging by how she's trembling, she'll probably climax soon.*

Thinking it wouldn't be bad to let her finish once from the start, I moved my fingers a bit faster after initially going very slowly. Miria tightly squeezed her thighs together, her body quivering, and soon couldn't hold back anymore as she reached her climax.

Her hips bucked strongly as her fluids splashed upward. Seeing Miria unable to collect herself, I decided to let her rest and turned my attention back to Lucia who was nestled in my arms.

*Let's keep teasing Lucia a bit more.*

Nothing was more fun than teasing, so I gently grabbed Lucia's large breasts with both hands and fondled them, feeling her body tremble. I wasn't sure if she was sensitive because of their size or if she was just feeling frustrated, but I was satisfied with both the feeling and her reactions. After kneading them for a while, Lucia turned around and spoke to me in a restless voice.

"M-Master, could we please move on to the next step...?"

I never expected the timid Lucia to make such a request. I wasn't sure if I should call this growth or becoming more lustful, but I liked it either way. Still, I calmly shook my head.

"I don't want to."
"What?"
"I said I don't want to."

Lucia stared at me with a blank expression, clearly not expecting me to refuse. I gave her a small smile, then soothed her by rubbing her clitoris with my finger as I spoke.

"I'm just kidding."

At those words, Lucia seemed somewhat relieved, but she still wanted to show she was upset. She slightly pushed out her lips and mumbled. If it had been someone else, it might have looked strange, but it suited Lucia's pretty face very well. I smiled slightly, then to appease her, I inserted my finger inside her and moved it gently as I spoke.

"Then beg me to put it in."
"W-what?"
"Beg for it."

At my rather firm voice, Lucia fidgeted with her maid uniform, then with a bright red face, she spoke to me in a tiny voice.

"M-Master's c... c-cock!"

Even with her pent-up desire, she found it difficult to say such shameful words without hesitation, stumbling over the word "cock." Watching her, I moved my hand faster to urge her to speak, and Lucia continued while breathing heavily.

"Please give me your cock..."

Lucia's face was so red from embarrassment that it looked like it might burst at any moment, and she tightly closed her eyes. Seeing this, I thought about stopping, but I felt mischievous and decided to tease her a bit more.

"Where do you want it?"

At that question, Lucia momentarily gave me a blank look. I inwardly laughed and calmly asked again.

"Uh, um..."

It was quite funny how she had confidently used terms like "baby room" and "baby seed pouch" before, but now she was being shy. As I watched Lucia unable to say anything, thinking I should probably stop, she suddenly got up from my lap with a bright red face, pointed at her private parts, and said:

"Here...!"

Then, as if wanting to show me inside, she spread her private parts apart. I was surprised she would show me so directly and made a startled expression. Lucia looked at me and said:

"If you can't see inside... I can spread it more."

Where on earth did she learn these crazy things? I had one very suspicious person in mind, so I silently looked at Miria, but she strongly denied it, shaking her head as if she wasn't the culprit.

*Judging by that reaction, she really isn't responsible.*

Then who could it be? While I was thinking about this, I suddenly remembered Lucia's search history that I had seen before, and I understood the whole situation.

*So that's what it was.*

Thinking that the internet truly was the root of all evil, I decided to confiscate Lucia's phone for a while and said to her:

"No, it's fine, I can see enough—"

I tried to say I could see enough, but before I could finish, Lucia stepped closer to show me more directly. At that moment, I realized that the true culprit wasn't just the internet, but the combination of the internet's lewd spirits and Lucia's own perversion, which made me flinch.

*Come to think of it, maybe this was inevitable.*

Even if she had no sexual knowledge in the past, she had now absorbed a lot of information and gained knowledge. So it was right to think that Lucia's perverted behavior wasn't just from someone else's one-sided influence but also included her own thoughts.

Realizing this fact made me see Lucia differently, and I stared blankly for a moment. Then, thinking I couldn't lose this battle, I decided to go a step further and turned my face to press my mouth against Lucia's private parts.

"Hyaang?!"

A cute moan echoed through the room. Thinking this was the expected reaction, I smiled slightly, then pushed my tongue inside to stimulate her. Lucia couldn't hold out for long and quickly reached climax.

*She came faster than I expected.*

I carefully supported Lucia as she was about to collapse to the floor. She gave me an embarrassed look and nestled against me. Seeing her like this, I smiled and patted her bottom, thinking:

*Now let's get started properly.*

I'd teased them enough, so it was time to start the main event. Listening to the soft sound of the movie playing in the background, I tossed both wives onto the bed one by one.

Lucia and Miria seemed embarrassed to be on the bed together, both just staring at the ceiling and giving off an awkward feeling. I found their behavior quite amusing and squeezed between them as I continued speaking.

"By the way, Lucia, do you know how dragons express affection?"

At that short comment, Miria stared at me with a blank expression for a moment. Then she suddenly jumped up in alarm, quickly covered my mouth, and said:

"D-don't listen! It's nothing!"
"Mmph."

With my mouth covered, I made a gesture of protest, but Miria had no intention of letting go and pressed harder to prevent the information from being shared. However, Lucia's single comment from behind made both Miria and me freeze:

"Yes. I know."

Ch.BONUS - Racial Characteristics
"... You knew?"

When Lucia hears my surprised voice, she nods with a bright smile.
Wondering if she might have misunderstood something, I ask her what method she's referring to.

"Isn't it peeing?"

I'm momentarily stunned when the completely unexpected but correct answer comes out.
Hearing this, I frown, wondering how such rumors could have possibly spread.
Seeing my reaction, Lucia tilts her head in confusion.

"Was I not supposed to mention it...? I heard about it when drinking with Miria last time, so I thought it was okay to talk about."
"... From Miria?"
"Yes. She said she was so embarrassed she could die after doing something like that."

So that's what happened.
I silently look at Miria, the source of the trouble.
Miria seems to have completely forgotten she ever mentioned such a thing and hastily speaks with a flustered expression.

"Ah, no. That was..."

No matter how much she thinks about it, she doesn't seem to have any excuse or explanation.
After repeatedly struggling to find words, she finally gives up, covers her face with both hands, and says to us:

"... Sorry."

Miria's apology helped calm the somewhat confusing situation.
The problem was that as soon as the confusion subsided, embarrassment quickly spread, creating an awkward atmosphere.
Noticing this, I smiled slightly at the ladies who were looking away on the bed and said:

"Well, since things have come to this, let's have Miria take responsibility and show Lucia how to express affection."
"What, what? Whaat?"

Miria stumbles over her words extremely quickly, looking dazed from how flustered she is.
Looking at her, I calmly continued:

"If you're sorry, shouldn't you show at least this much sincerity?"

Of course that made no sense, but I was deliberately pushing her.
After repeating several times that this was absurd, Miria glanced at me cautiously.
Then, covering her face with both hands, she said:

"... But I have a condition."

Judging by her mention of a condition, she seems to really intend to do it.
I was about to stop the joke, thinking this had gone far enough, when Miria, rubbing her bright red face, said:

"Let Lucia do it too."
"... What?"
"It's too embarrassing if it's just me. Make Lucia do it too...!"
"......"

I never dreamed she would use the "drowning man pulls others down" strategy.
While I was looking at Miria with a surprised expression,
Lucia, who had an even more shocked expression than mine, made some strange "Nyeng?" sounds before urgently telling us:

"W-why me? I didn't do anything wrong!"

From Lucia's perspective, it was certainly unfair...
But from my third-party perspective, it was just a funny situation.
So I mindlessly agreed to it and decided to proceed.

"H-hey, Jung Hyun!?"

Pretending not to hear Lucia calling out to me frantically, I led them to the bathroom, which seemed like an appropriate place to carry this out.

***

It was a bathroom, but since it was quite large,
it wouldn't be a problem if we sat together in the middle and did whatever we were planning to do.
Thinking this was a very suitable place for the task at hand, I sat each wife on a bathroom stool and continued:

"Let's have Miria go first. That way Lucia can watch and follow."

I said this, but I was planning to stop immediately if either of them said they couldn't go through with it.
Contrary to my expectations, however, they both just kept glancing at each other nervously without saying they couldn't do it.
Seeing this, I wondered if they were too embarrassed to back out, so I casually asked, "Should we just stop here?"

But Lucia actually encouraged us to continue:

"Since we've come this far, I don't think it would be bad to try it once."

I had no choice but to decide to go ahead with it.

*Is this really okay?*

At some point, I got caught up in this too and felt like we'd crossed a line.
It was too late to back out now, so with mixed feelings, I decided to just go ahead with it and apologize later if needed.

"... Really?"
"Yes! I've heard that family shouldn't have secrets from each other. So I think it's right to share even embarrassing secrets and divide the pain together."

The sentiment itself is admirable.
If only what we were about to do wasn't urination.

I was about to say something about this.
But then I realized that Lucia had grown up in a harsh environment without the framework of family, so I kept my mouth shut.
Perhaps what Lucia wanted to do now wasn't so much a perverse act... but rather an expression of her ideal form of family.

So what we were doing now seemed like Lucia's own effort to create her ideal form of family.
... If only what we were about to do wasn't urination.

*My thoughts keep circling back to the fact that this is just peeing in the end.*

The impact must be too strong, causing my thoughts to loop.
In any case, I decided to just go ahead with it to fulfill Lucia's dream(?) and opened my mouth:

"With that in mind, Miria, I'll leave it to you."
"W-what are you asking me to do, you crazy person!"
"Isn't it too harsh to call your husband crazy?"
"... Sorry about that."

Her meek apology was so cute that I smiled slightly.
I stroked Miria's head to calm her down.
After looking around nervously, Miria finally made an expression of giving up and told us:

"... As I said before, this isn't urine, it's mana."

Emphasizing that it was absolutely not something dirty, Miria
sighed, pushed her hair back, and lay down on the bathroom floor with a resigned face.
Then, covering her face and fidgeting, she finally spoke to me in a small voice:

"... It's embarrassing, so hurry up and rub my stomach."

What connection could there be between embarrassment and stomach rubbing?
I wasn't sure, but in the current situation, Miria's words were absolute, so I rubbed her stomach without question.

*She's thin.*

It's surprising how little fat she has, considering how much dessert she seems to eat normally.
As I was wondering if Dragons might genetically be unable to gain weight while rubbing her stomach,
Miria soon began the Dragon race's unique expression of affection—urination.

Though it was described as urine, as Miria said, it was mana.
So it wasn't dirty or smelly; rather, it had a strangely pleasant scent and seemed to release pheromones that stimulated sexual desire.

*It's like a dog marking its territory by peeing on a telephone pole?*

Of course, it's quite different from dogs.
But in any case, there was something about it that stimulated sexual desire rather than being strange.

*It feels different from when I first saw it.*

As I was thinking how interesting this was,
I felt that if this act ended just like this, an enormous awkwardness would descend upon us.
Rather than ending it here, I judged it would be better to use this to move on to the main event, so I immediately moved my body.

As soon as I finished that thought, I quickly reached for Miria's private parts, which were releasing mana(?), and stimulated her by stroking with my fingers.
Miria made a silly sound and looked dazed, as if she couldn't understand the current situation.
I held her as if embracing her and inserted my fingers inside, moving my hand.

"W-wait a moment...!"

Miria seemed not to have expected things to progress this way and made a weak protest, wiggling her hips.
But it seemed she didn't really dislike it, as she didn't try to escape even when given the opportunity, instead clinging tightly to me.

Apparently Miria didn't mind either.
Taking this as permission, I began to move my fingers more quickly.

As splashing sounds echoed throughout the bathroom,
Miria reached her climax in less than ten minutes, arching her back significantly.
As I watched Miria releasing her fluids, I was thinking it might be time to move on to the next step.

"Is it my turn now...?"

Lucia raises her hand, volunteering.
Looking at her, I let out a hollow laugh, not understanding how she had become such a pervert.
Meanwhile, Miria below me began to stimulate my manhood with her mouth.

Seeing this, I decided to let Miria do as she wished.
And I decided to do something for Lucia as she wanted.

*But while Miria's case can be attributed to racial characteristics, Lucia's would be... real urine. Is this really okay?*

The unanswerable question kept spreading in my mind, causing me to hesitate repeatedly.
But since Lucia was sitting on the floor showing her determination, I reluctantly decided to proceed.

Ch.BONUS - A Bit More
No matter how I thought about it, it wasn't right.
But since Miria had already done something embarrassing first, I couldn't stop things any further and could only watch Lucia's actions.

"......"

Lucia seemed too embarrassed to do anything and just stood there motionless.
Seeing this, I smirked thinking I knew this would happen.
Then, thinking I should help her, I slowly reached out my hand.

*The important part is the act of releasing something, not that it's urine.*

Thinking that making her release fluid would work in a similar context, I inserted my finger inside Lucia.
She flinched and called out to me with a trembling voice.

"Um, Jung Hyun?"

Hearing this, I wiggled my finger to stimulate her, indicating it was okay.
Lucia trembled at the sensation from below, then spoke to me while her body quivered.

"S-suddenly touching there..."

Her slightly slurred speech suggested she hadn't fully recovered from her previous climax.
I smiled with satisfaction at Lucia's quite amusing reactions.
Then, moving my hand faster, I shared the sophistry I'd been thinking about earlier.

"What Miria released earlier wasn't urine but mana. So I thought you should release something other than urine too."

Even at a glance, everyone knew this was sophistry.
But both Miria and Lucia seemed to want to go along with it, as neither denied it and just nodded.
Seeing this, I smirked and decided to quickly bring Lucia to climax by moving my hand faster.

"Hnngh... haang..."

Perhaps because we were in the bathroom, Lucia's voice seemed to echo more loudly.
As her moans grew louder and her delicate body trembled with pleasure,

Miria, who had been taking my manhood in her mouth below, perhaps feeling a bit jealous,
began sucking even more strongly than before, sending a clear signal that she wanted attention too.

*Miria seems like she wouldn't be the jealous type, but she actually is quite jealous.*

Thinking that was cute, I smirked.
With my free hand, I stroked Miria's head to soothe her, then returned to stimulating Lucia's womanhood quickly.
As I moved my hand rapidly, Lucia couldn't hold out for long and reached her climax, squirting fluid.

"Haaang! Aang!"

As her delicate moans spread throughout the room, Lucia fell into my arms.
I accepted her and patted her back to show appreciation for her effort.
Lucia looked at me with a loose smile and whispered softly.

"Now... put in your thing instead of your fingers."

Agreeing that the warm-up was sufficient and it was time for the main event, I nodded and briefly glanced toward the bed.

*The bathtub is nice, but maybe we should use the bed today.*

Since we'd been trying new places each time, I thought it wouldn't be bad to do it somewhere ordinary for once.
So I picked up both of them, one in each arm, and moved them to the bed.

* * *

How should I describe this?
Looking at Lucia and Miria waiting for me on the bed, I felt tremendous excitement rising within me.
I was almost swept away by lust and about to dive right in, but...

*Let's calm down first.*

Realizing I needed to maintain some rationality since I was dealing with both of them, I calmed myself down.

*As promised, I should start with Lucia.*

After taking a deep breath to calm myself,
I caressed Lucia's cheek as she lay there with a flushed face, then slowly lowered my body, lifting her thighs and said:

"Come to think of it, Lucia, weren't you supposed to pretend to be a maid today?"

At those words, Lucia blinked and said, "Oh, that's right."
Then she grinned and told me:

"I was so embarrassed earlier... I forgot."
"Really?"
"Yes. So I'll try hard to act the part from now on."

There wasn't really a need for that.
But Lucia seemed determined, so it felt awkward to stop her.
As I shrugged, accepting that Lucia should do as she wished, she looked at me with a broad smile and said:

"Then, Master... please punish this maid who can't even pee properly."

I was startled for a moment, but seeing Miria's blank expression beside Lucia, my shock disappeared.
I heard Miria murmuring in a small voice, "Lucia, you..." and laughed awkwardly.
To prevent any further comments, I quickly moved on.

"How should I punish you?"
"W-well. Put Master's thing here..."

Lucia, seemingly unfamiliar with acting, continued in an awkward tone.
Then she slowly reached out her hand, spreading her womanhood apart and pointing to it.
Seeing this, I smirked and began teasing her by rubbing my manhood against her entrance.

"Put what where?"
"P-put it in... please."

Thinking Lucia's sense of shame couldn't handle much more,
I decided to stop there and slowly pushed my manhood into her body.

"Mmm... hng. Hmm hmm."

As I pushed inside, Lucia's warm, tight walls clung to my manhood.
Perhaps because she had already climaxed twice before,
she seemed more sensitive than usual, and I gently stroked her head.

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

Seeing Lucia nodding, I thought it was time to start properly.
I began moving my hips slowly and kissed her.

"Mmph. Mm."

As our tongues intertwined, intense pleasure surged from below.
With each thrust into Lucia, I could feel breast milk flowing from her chest, making me realize how truly erotic her body had become.
Beside us, Miria, perhaps feeling bored, grabbed my hand and said:

"I'll borrow one of your hands."

With that, she inserted my fingers into her womanhood and began pleasuring herself with my hand.

*Normally this would be unimaginable, but I guess what happened earlier raised her threshold for embarrassment.*

Well, masturbating is better than showing someone you're peeing, I suppose.
With that thought, I smirked and moved my hips faster.

The wet sounds and the creaking of the bed mixed together in a steady rhythm.

Lucia seemed to have trouble enduring the pleasure within this rhythm.
With each thrust of my hips, she tightly squeezed her womanhood and tensed her legs.
The tightening actually increased my pleasure, unconsciously making me speed up even more than before.

"Haang... ang, aang!"

The moans she initially tried to suppress by closing her mouth gradually grew louder, echoing throughout the room.
Hearing this, Miria also seemed to respond to Lucia's displayed lust.
I could feel her moving my hand even faster than before to stimulate her own womanhood.

Feeling pleasure coming from all directions,
I reached out and grasped Lucia's large breast in one hand.

Gush.

The moment I grabbed it, breast milk spurted out strongly as if it had been waiting.
Looking at the milk covering my palm, I smiled slightly and thought about feeding it back to Lucia.
But something more interesting came to mind, so I turned and put my fingers into Miria's mouth instead.

"Mmph?"

Miria's eyes widened in surprise as my milk-covered fingers suddenly entered her mouth.
She glared at me in protest, but then resigned herself and began licking my fingers.
I found it amusing how awkward my posture had become with both hands suddenly claimed by Miria, and I withdrew my fingers from her mouth and turned my attention back.

"Master... more... please do more."

As I turned back and met Lucia's gaze,
she seemed to want me to focus on her, squeezing her womanhood even tighter than before to stimulate me.
I felt an incredible surge of pleasure from this sensation and could feel my climax rapidly approaching.

*This is insane.*

I marveled inwardly at how the pleasure seemed to intensify with practice.
Looking at Lucia's lewd expression, I realized I had created a monster.
Deciding it was time to finish, I increased my pace to the maximum and thrust into Lucia's womanhood even more forcefully.

"Haang...! Ang! Aang! Ang!"

Her cries became rougher as her body shook violently.
Hearing those sounds, I held back my ejaculation briefly, but soon couldn't hold out any longer.
I released a flood of semen inside her, planting the baby seeds she had wanted.

"Hnng... ng."

As I ejaculated, Lucia also seemed to reach her climax, her body shaking strongly and trembling.
I fixed her disheveled hair and wiped away her sweat.
Then I slowly turned to look at Miria, who was swallowing her saliva beside us.

Ch.BONUS - Miria (End Of Side Story 19)
Looking at Miria, she seemed to instinctively sense what I was about to do and trembled slightly. Then she signaled that it was okay and reached her hand toward my cheek.

*She's honest at times like this.*

I smiled slightly at Miria, who was blushing yet had sparkling eyes, and slowly moved closer to her.

*Doing it in the same position as with Lucia earlier wouldn't be bad, but...*

Since we were doing this anyway, trying a new position seemed better. I decided to change positions and turned Miria's body around.

"W-what are you doing?"

Miria asked me in a flustered voice at my actions. I stroked her shoulders reassuringly and spoke as if it were obvious.

"I'm going to take you from behind."
"...What?"

I looked at the confused Miria and smiled. Then I moved my hand down to caress her private parts as I continued speaking.

"I just feel like you'd enjoy being taken like a dog."

At my words, Miria opened her mouth wide as if wanting to object, but seemingly realizing she had nothing to say, she closed it again and grumbled quietly.

"No... couldn't you phrase that in a nicer way?"

How should I rephrase "taken like a dog"? After thinking briefly, I said, "You enjoy mating like a puppy," and the moment Miria heard this, she squeezed her eyes shut and spoke to me in a voice of resignation.

"...Just 'taken like a dog' is better."
"Right?"
"What do you mean 'right'?"

I chuckled at Miria who was still grumbling until the end. I gently stroked her head, then grabbed her buttocks with both hands.

*Pretty.*

I looked at Miria's pink-tinged entrance, then slowly moved my hand down and inserted my finger into her private parts.

*She definitely feels different from Lucia.*

If Lucia's insides felt like they were gripping my manhood and refusing to let go, Miria's felt like they gripped strongly at first but eventually surrendered to me. The different sensation was interesting. I smiled watching Miria move her hips in response to my fingers' movements, then decided it was time to move on to the main event and grabbed my manhood.

*I could just put it in like this, but...*

I had a more interesting idea, so I spoke to Miria who was slightly wiggling her hips in front of me.

"Want to put it in yourself?"
"Huh, what?"

At those words, Miria looked at me with a blank expression, then spoke to me shyly.

"Is that really necessary? Wouldn't it be better if you just did it yourself..."
"Forget it if you don't want to."
"No, no, it's not that I don't want to. It's just that I'm not used to putting it in first... so it's a bit embarrassing."

Her ears turned bright red, embarrassed at her own honesty. Thinking this subtle honesty was Miria's charm, I smiled and patted her buttocks approvingly. Miria took a deep breath and pushed her hips toward me.

*Looks like she's trying to put it in herself like I suggested.*

However, no matter how hard Miria tried, it was quite difficult for her to insert my manhood into herself. To help her, I grabbed my manhood and adjusted its position slightly downward.

"Hiss... ugh."

Thanks to the adjustment, she managed to insert it without difficulty. As I felt Miria's insides wrapping around my manhood and was immersed in pleasure, Miria, with bright red ears, wiggled her hips from side to side in a cute, flirtatious manner.

*...This feels amazing.*

It wasn't intensely stimulating, but the subtle sensations were quite pleasurable. I smiled, thinking I hadn't expected Miria to act so coquettishly, and decided to reward her by reaching out to caress her other entrance.

"Hyaak?!"

A very surprised voice. Hearing it, I said to Miria:

"You liked anal play, didn't you?"
"N-no, that's—!"
"There's no need to hide things between husband and wife, right?"
"...Well, that's."

She was so flustered she kept repeating the same words. I could feel Miria's insides tightening and relaxing repeatedly as her emotions fluctuated, and I was smiling when Miria, with her face buried in the pillow, said to me:

"...I don't dislike it."

Miria's "don't dislike it" meant she liked it. Thinking she was strangely unable to be honest, I slowly raised my hand and lightly spanked her buttocks as I spoke.

"Really? Then beg for it this time."
"W-what?"
"Say you want me to fill your other hole too."

I playfully spoke while looking at Miria's buttocks, which now had a faint red handprint. Miria trembled and exclaimed:

"Do my butt too..."
"What? I can't hear you, you're too quiet."
"I said do my butt too, you pervert!"

Sensing that Miria might genuinely get angry if I teased her any further, I decided to stop. To soothe her, I gently stroked her head, and I could feel her trembling subside.

*Miria is surprisingly simple too.*

She's smart, but maybe because she's the type to eventually give in, the end result isn't much different from Lucia, I thought with a smile.

*She's just so cute.*

After roughly stroking Miria's head, I grabbed her waist and slowly caressed her other entrance.

*Unfortunately, I didn't bring lubricant today.*

Direct penetration would be difficult, but I thought I could at least pleasure her with my fingers using her natural wetness. So I decided to just stir her insides with my fingers while moving my hips slightly.

"Mmm... hiss."

Miria seemed embarrassed by her moans and covered her mouth, trying her best not to make noise. It was amusing that she was doing this now after having climaxed several times already, but thinking she must have her reasons, I watched and slowly reached out to insert a finger into her other entrance.

"Hyat?!"

The moment I inserted my finger, she let out a startled cry and her body shook greatly. Despite her protests, this was clearly her erogenous zone. Looking at Miria, I chuckled softly and teased her:

"For someone who said they didn't like it, your reaction is quite good."
"T-that's because I can't help it!"
"For something you 'can't help,' you seem to be producing more fluids than usual."
"......"

Struck at her core, she tightly closed her mouth and buried her face in the pillow. Then she gently swayed her hips from side to side, gesturing for more. I lightly spanked her buttocks again and moved both my hips and fingers faster simultaneously.

"Hup... mmph, hmph. Hyang, ahng."

Under my continued assault, Miria tried to hold back at first, but at some point, she began openly moaning and trembling. I was greatly satisfied watching Miria's body shake with each thrust when she squirmed and said to me in a small voice:

"...Hiss hiss, you, promise me you won't laugh if I act cute."

Cute? Wasn't she already being cute? That thought briefly crossed my mind, but I pushed it away and promised I wouldn't laugh. Miria, with her face bright red and buried in the bed, said to me:

"Here too... please fill this hole too."

It was somewhat ambiguous as cute behavior, but because Miria then spread her other entrance with both hands, it became an erotic form of aegyo. I tried to hold back my laughter seeing the usually aloof Miria spreading herself and begging me to fill her there, then nodded and said I would.

*But without lubricant...*

I thought it would be better to ask Lucia for some, but just as I was about to, Miria pulled out lubricant from a nearby drawer and said:

"...I brought it just in case we might need it... good thing."

She's impressive in many ways. I patted her head approvingly, then took the lubricant and squeezed it out generously.

*I'll finish with Miria like this then.*

Feeling my climax approaching and thinking I would soon reach my limit, I applied plenty of lubricant to both my manhood and Miria's entrance, then thrust it in.

"Hyaaang!"

This spot was indeed more sensitive. Noticing she moaned louder than when I penetrated her other entrance, I increased my speed even more than before and continued my assault on Miria's rear.

*I don't know how to describe this, but it's incredibly tight.*

The new sensation combined with the tightness made it extremely stimulating. As I was internally exclaiming at the clinging sensation, Miria reached for my hand and guided it to her front entrance.

*She likes stimulation in both places simultaneously.*

Seeing how skilled she was, I thought she probably pleasured herself this way when alone. I did as Miria wanted and fingered her front while gradually increasing my pace.

"Hyang ahng! Ahng!"

Her moans grew progressively louder. As I continued to increase my speed, Miria started trembling, signaling she was approaching her limit.

Seeing this, I thought it was time to finish and moved my hips as fast as possible. Then, just as Miria reached her climax, I released all my accumulated seed inside her at once.

I filled her insides with my seed, ejaculating so forcefully it felt like I could hear it gushing. Feeling extreme fatigue, I sat still for a moment, and Miria covered her rear with her hand and said to me:

"...Don't look."

It was funny that she was saying this now. I lightly spanked Miria's buttocks one last time to signal the end.

Ch.BONUS - Christmas Side Story
# Christmas Special

Adults might see Christmas as just another day off or a day to have fun. But for children, Christmas is truly a day to be happy—a special occasion they eagerly count down to.

That's why Hana was incredibly excited for Christmas to arrive. How excited was she?

"Hana's going to sleep three times a day...! Because if I sleep three times a day, Christmas will come faster..."

Since sleeping naturally brings the next day (according to her logic?), she wanted to sleep three times daily to make Christmas arrive more quickly. That's how much she was looking forward to Christmas.

Of course, as anyone with common sense would know, sleeping multiple times a day doesn't actually make time pass faster. When Hana realized this, she became a bit gloomy. Nevertheless, time passed, and Christmas Eve finally arrived.

"Daddy, look what Hana made."

I smiled fondly at the letter in my arms, written in crooked handwriting:

[Welcome, Santa Grandfather.]

Hana showed it to me with a big grin and continued speaking.

"I hope Santa Grandfather... praises both Daddy and Hana."

I was confused about why I needed praise too, so I asked her.

"Huh? Daddy too?"

Hana looked up at me with a happy expression and said:

"Yes! Because before, Daddy would disappear when Hana was sleeping and crying. But now Daddy doesn't disappear even when Hana sleeps. So Daddy should get praised too!"

I was taken aback by Hana's innocent attack as she hugged me and continued with a bright smile.

"That's why Hana is happy!"
"R-really? That's good then."
"Yep!"

As I watched Hana repeatedly reading her letter to Santa in my arms, I fell into thought.

*What gift should I give her...*

Since it was Christmas, I wanted to give her something memorable and special, but I had no idea what to choose. I considered asking Lucia for advice.

*No, this time I want to think about it and decide by myself.*

After seeing how excited Hana was, I wanted to give her a gift that matched her expectations. I absentmindedly stroked her head.

As usual, decisions that don't come to mind immediately don't get resolved just by worrying about them. After thinking a bit more, I briefly considered what adults might like.

*Should I give her land...*

That's obviously not right.

While thinking, I suddenly remembered something Hana had said when we visited the Sky Island.

*Come to think of it, I thought Hana knew I was Santa Claus before, but I guess not.*

Judging by how she had told Shina that Santa wouldn't give presents if she cried—no, that Daddy wouldn't give presents—I thought she had figured out I was Santa. Apparently not.

I was pondering this while tickling Hana's cheek with my finger when she looked up at me with a question.

"Daddy, will you come with Santa Grandfather?"
"Hmm?"
"Hana knows. Santa Grandfather is Daddy's friend...!"
"...!?"

I was about to explain the misunderstanding, but then I realized:

*If I explain, I might have to reveal that I'm Santa.*

So I decided to let her keep the misunderstanding and just stroked her head silently. Hana, still in my arms, smiled brightly and continued:

"It'll be fun if you come together, right?"

Wait... does this mean I need to come with Santa?

Not knowing what to do, I looked to Lucia nearby for help.

"Th-that's right! Our Hana is so smart. Santa Grandfather is Jung Hyun's friend!"

She just made things worse by nodding vigorously.

*Lucia...*

Thinking she wasn't being helpful at all, I sighed inwardly and decided to ask Miria for help tomorrow, while continuing to stroke Hana's head.

* * *

On Christmas Eve morning, after confirming Hana was asleep, I secretly called Miria for advice.

"What? Hana thinks Santa Claus is your friend?"

After hearing my concern, Miria chuckled and then crossed her arms, looking at me with a somewhat triumphant expression.

"Well, the solution is simple. Just use a golem to pretend to be Santa."
"Ah."

Come to think of it, using magic would make this very easy to solve. Thinking that Miria was indeed capable, I stretched her cheek and said:

"That's a good idea."
"It's a good idea so why are you pulling my cheek?"
"Because I felt like teasing you."
"..."

Leaving the grumbling Miria behind, I decided to ask Cynthia for help and headed to where she was.

*

When I entered Cynthia's room, I found her sleeping with Charlotte. They both looked exhausted from childcare, which made me feel a bit sorry, but it couldn't be helped. I carefully picked up Cynthia and carried her outside.

"...How indecent."

I could feel Cynthia opening her eyes and teasing me. I found it a bit funny that she would call this indecent after everything we'd already done, but her saying such things was cute, so I gave her bottom a light tap.

"Eep!?"

She made a strange sound and started flailing. Finding her reaction amusing, I smiled and gently placed her on the living room sofa.

"I have a favor to ask."
"...Is it right to say you have a favor after secretly picking up someone who was sleeping and then spanking them?"

Thinking I might have gone too far, I apologized, and Cynthia nodded, pretending to give in.

"The one who loves more always loses, so I'll let it slide. So what is it?"

I asked Cynthia to create a 'golem' that could imitate Santa Claus.

"A golem? Hmm, it's not difficult, but there's a problem."
"Problem?"
"Yes. When you touch something, mana disappears, right? In other words, the moment you touch the golem, its mana will scatter and it will break immediately."

Ah, I hadn't thought of that.

I nodded and pondered, and Cynthia smiled slightly and told me:

"But don't worry too much. Literally, just don't touch it."

That's true.

I nodded, resolving to be as careful as possible, and Cynthia looked at me and said:

"I'll send a golem with an illusion spell on it. Hana's magical achievements have been remarkably outstanding lately, so she might see through it, but if I cast a strong illusion spell, I don't think she'll notice. So don't worry too much."
"Thank you."
"You're welcome."

With this, all the Christmas preparations were complete.

Looking alternately at the gift I had prepared for Hana and at Cynthia, who was smiling proudly in front of me, I was determined to give Hana the happiest Christmas Eve and Christmas in the world.

*

What makes a day the happiest in the world?

Is it doing enjoyable things you don't usually get to do? Eating delicious food? Or maybe receiving gifts you like?

Perhaps all of these things combined would qualify as the happiest day in the world, but for Hana, the standard for the happiest day was actually simpler.

*Being with me.*

Knowing this condition better than anyone else, I resolved not to leave Hana's side at all today and tomorrow.

As I held Hana in my arms, gently rocking her, Shina, who was beside us, half-opened her eyes and waved her hand at me.

"Daddy..."

It seemed she wanted me to hold her too, so I held both of them and continued rocking them. Then Hana opened her eyes and smiled brightly.

"It's Daddy..."

Why does Hana like me so much?

Even as I wondered this, I found myself smiling back the moment I saw Hana's smile. Then suddenly, as if remembering something, Hana asked to be put down.

She rummaged through the blanket and pulled out a neatly folded paper airplane, a paper boat, and a few cute stickers, saying:

"Daddy, this is a present...! It's Hana's treasure, but I'll give it to Daddy! Because Hana likes Daddy the most."

I was planning to give her a gift, but ended up receiving one instead.

Something in the corner of my heart felt touched, and I was at a loss for words.

Shina, who had been staring at this, seemed to remember something. She went under the blanket and pulled out an unidentifiable worm, smiled very innocently, and placed it in my hand.
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